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The purpose of this core paper is to explore narrative research methods. In 

particular it considers them as a tool for research in the area of nurse 

education and researching the experiences of nurse educationalists. Narrative 

derives from a long history of litererary tradition and is increasingly used as a 

research method. Narrative in essence is the stories of our lives and the 

stories of the lives of others. Narrative is open to interpretation. This 

interpretation develops through collaboration of researcher and respondent or 

story teller and listener. Narrative, explored through interpretive research 

allows access to the respondent reality via their socially constructed stories. 

As a term it is a many sided concept. This paper considers the distinct 

features of narrative, highlighting the potential for overlap within the terms of 

life history, life incidents, story telling, biography and autobiography. The 

paper concludes by outlining the possibilities available for collecting and 

presenting narrative data. 
 

The term narrative may relate to both the research method and the 

phenomenon (Pinnegar and Daynes 2006) or the phenomenon and the 

process (Connelly and Clandinin 1990). The terms of life history, 

autobiography, biography, life story and narrative ‘define one another in terms 

of difference’ and ‘every term carries a trace of the other terms’ 

(Denzin1989:47).  Narrative as data acquired through research may utilise 

story telling, life history, in depth interview, biography or focus group (Letherby 

2003). These definitions highlight not only the similar features within narrative 

and but also the lack of neat categories. The use of narrative although fitting 

the aim of the final research study remains a many-sided concept.  

 

Narrative may be used in shaping the presentation of an individual’s view of 

how they see themselves inspirationally and literally.  Culturally it can be used 

to facilitate the sharing of belief systems and the positioning of shared values 
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(Barthes 1975). Narrative has been defined as first and second order (Carr 

1997). The first order narrative is where the individual tells the stories of 

themselves or about themselves, classified as ontological narrative.  The 

second order narrative is the researchers’ account of the other stories used to 

present explanations of social and cultural knowledge, described as 

representational narrative (Somers and Gibson 1994).  Narrative is broken 

down into elements of social context where from one perspective the focus is 

on the individual, the interaction and narration of their everyday lives and 

conversations, the ‘….joint actions in local contexts’ and the other, where the 

focus lays with the individual within their social environment and society in 

general ‘….into wider negotiated social worlds’ (Plummer 1995:24). 

 

The presentation of narrative generally forms a linear style, commencing in a 

certain place and then moving forward logically having a beginning, middle 

and end.  It can neat and logical, in stark comparison to the ubiquity of real life 

experiences. This logicality omits to tell the whole story, presenting one 

aspect of experience, generally one that the respondent prefers to project or 

feels is most relevant to the researcher and a tension may arise when the 

respondent narrative is presenting as something it is not in actuality 

representing and does not uphold their purported view (Silverman 2006:167).  

 

Narrative is a form of communication that is either presented in the first 

person, as the account of the first person or relates to characters in a story, 

told by another. The narrative approach is seen as pertaining to form and 

structure as well as the discovery of social information and is employed within 

the qualitative paradigm (Silverman 2006).  Narrative is often ascribed to the 

data acquired through research; utilising story telling, life history, in depth 

interview, biography and focus group (Letherby 2003).  There is increasing 

interest in relating the concept of narrative to techniques within quantitative 

paradigms. One example of this is the chronological approach exhibited in 

statistical data handling; including not only the temporal element but also the 

knowledge and meaning from which the framework of the acquired data 

develops and hence variables are unfixed (Elliott 2005) 

 



This core paper assesses narrative for unique features and applications. It is 

structured in four sections, the first of which is ‘types of narrative’. This looks 

at the meaning of narrative, as a research method and a vehicle for providing 

the individuals story. Then discussing life history, life incidents, story telling, 

biography, autobiography; affording the opportunity to outline the 

distinguishing characteristics of each approach whilst identifying potential for 

overlap. The next section ‘Collecting narrative data’ reviews the possibilities of 

interviews, diaries and secondary sources, discussing the pros and cons of 

each source of data collection. The next section ‘Presenting narrative data’ 

looks at the variety of ways narrative data might be presented including thick 

transcript, poetry, plays, video clips, audio clips and diaries. The final section 

concludes the paper drawing together findings and summarises the 

exploration of narrative. 

 

References 

Barthes, R., (1975). An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative 

New Literary History. Vol. 6., No. 2, Winter (pp.237-232) 

Carr, D., (1997). ‘Narrative and the real world: an argument for continuity’ in 

Hinchman L. P. and Hinchman S. K., (Eds) Memory, Identity and Community: 

the idea of narrative in the human sciences. New York: State university of 

New York (pp.7-25) 

Connelly, F. M., and Clandinin, D.J., (1990). Stories of experience and 

narrative inquiry. Educational Researcher. Vol. 19., No. 5 (Jun-Jul) pp.2-14 

Denzin, N.K., (1989). Interpretive Biography. Illinois: Sage 

Elliott, J., (2005). Using Narrative in Social Research. London: Sage 

Letherby, G., (2003). Feminist Research in Theory and Practice. Buckingham: 

Open University Press                                                                                     

Pinnegar, S., and Daynes, J.G,. (2006) Locating narrative inquiry historically: 

Thematics in the turn to narrative. In Clandinin D. J., (Ed). Handbook of 

Narrrative Inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage         

Plummer, K., (1995). Telling Sexual Stories: power, change, and social worlds 

in Pole, C., and Morrison, M., (2003). Ethnography for Education. 

Buckingham: Open University Press      

Silverman, D., (2006) (3rd ed.) Interpreting Qualitative Data. London: Sage                                 



Somers, M. R., and Gibson, G., D., (1994) ‘Reclaiming the epistemological 

“other”: narrative and social constitution of identity’. Pp 37-99, in Calhoun, C., 

(Ed). Social theory and the Politics of Identity. Cambridge MA: Blackwells 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


