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Abstract 

 

This article discusses the nature and core of narrative research by reflecting on the various 

elements of the narrative research approach in an example study that focused on 

high-achieving Finnish graduates’ study paths in a positive psychological study. The 

dimensions of the narrative research approach analyzed in this article were (1) the narrative 

approach in the meta-theoretical basis of the research; (2) the narrative approach in data 

collection; (3) the narrative approach in data analyses; and (4) the narrative approach in the 

reliability evaluation of the research. 
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How to implement the narrative approach in different phases of a positive psychological 

research? A four-dimensional analysis  

 

1. Introduction 

Narrative research represents a qualitative research approach in which the focus is on narratives as the 

transmitters and constructors of knowledge (see, e.g., Bruner, 1986; Carter, 1993; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; 

Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007; Spector-Mersel, 2010). However, it is not a consistent 

theoretical-methodological trend, but merely a loose methodological framework or fragmented field of research 

related to narratives (Heikkinen, 2002a). Only the concept of narrative is quite widely used in everyday life and 

in science and therefore, it is understood differently in various contexts (Gergen & Gergen, 2011; Squire et al., 

2014).  

Conceptions on the nature of narratives (psychological vs. social explanations of narrative) within the 

narrative paradigm as well as opinions on whether narrative research is interested in the structure or process of 

the narrative, human experiences, or rhetoric figures of speech and conventions create tensions between narrative 

researchers (Gergen & Gergen, 2011). According to Gergen and Gergen (2011), a relational constructionist 

perspective in the narrative paradigm smooths over controversy and specifies the various ways of conducting 

narrative research.  

Spector-Mersel (2010) specifies that the narrative paradigm has six dimensions: it can analyze the ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology, as well as the purpose of narrative research and the positions of the researcher 

and research participants. At the core of narrative research, these dimensions share the understanding about the 

nature of social reality and individual persons’ relationships with it as well as about the means of obtaining 

information about reality. Hänninen (2004), for her part, has introduced the model of narrative circulation that 

pulls together concepts and methodology of narrative research. She distinguishes three aspects of narratives: the 

told narrative, the inner narrative, and the lived narrative. In the model of narrative circulation, these various 

forms of narrative are viewed in relation to each other and to the social-cultural reality in which the person lives.  

In this article, our purpose is to describe the core and nature of narrative research by leaning on Heikkinen’s 

(2002b; Heikkinen, Huttunen, Syrjälä, & Pesonen, 2012) categorization of the dimensions of the narrative 

research approach. The dimensions of the narrative research approach analyzed in this article were (1) the 

narrative approach in the meta-theoretical basis of the research; (2) the narrative approach in data collection; (3) 

the narrative approach in data analyses; (4) the narrative approach in the reliability evaluation of the research. 

The study used as an example in this article focused on the high-achieving Finnish upper secondary education 

graduates’ (N=14) school paths (Salmela, 2016). To become graduates, students have to pass the general upper 

secondary education studies and the examination. Every year, about 30,000 students graduate from general upper 

secondary education, and 56–104 of them (0.19–0.35%) score a laudatur in six or more subjects yearly 

(Matriculation Examination Board, 2012, 2015). In this study, the concept of a high-achieving graduate refers to 

a student who has gotten at least six laudatur grades from the matriculation examination when graduating. 

The study employed the narrative approach in these four dimensions. The research approach was narrative 

because the purpose of the study was to describe the school paths according to the graduates’ own narratives. 

The method was chosen because it allowed the research participants to share and describe their experiences, 

thoughts, and feelings about their paths. The research data were collected in the form of written narratives and 

interviews in 2012–2013. In this article, we describe and analyze the tasks included in the methodological 

approach in this study. The purpose is to create an overall picture of the possibilities of using the narrative 

approach and how it can be applied in various areas and phases of research.  
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2. The Narrative Approach in the Meta-Theoretical Basis of the Research 

The narrative research approach leans on the constructivist paradigm. The fundamental assumption is that 

people construct knowledge and their identities through narratives and within the interaction between themselves 

and their environment (Bruner, 1990; Heikkinen, 2002b; Polkinghorne, 1995; Spector-Mersel, 2010). The 

person’s lived and current experiences and values, the audience of the narrative, and the time and place together 

have an impact on what kinds of narratives the person tells about the world and himself or herself. From this 

perspective, told narratives are multivoiced (Bruner, 1986; Heikkinen, 2002b; Moen, 2006). 

Likewise, in the example study of this article, knowledge was constructed in a hermeneutical spiral (Bruner, 

1991; Heikkinen, 2002a). The graduates who participated in the research structured the meanings they had given 

to their previous experiences and events when they described them to the researcher. They did not just recount 

the events and experiences but described them from their current perspective. Therefore, the events and their 

descriptions were not identical, but the relationship between them resembled a complicated interpretation 

process. On the other hand, the told narrative influenced them and their experiences of their lives, themselves, 

and their school paths. Thus, narratives and experiences lead the narrative forward in a spiral-like process 

(Heikkinen, 2002b). 

Information produced in the example study was also constructed in this kind of a spiral process. The 

research began by leaning on previous positive psychological studies when viewing the high-achieving 

graduates’ narratives. A new narrative of their study paths was constructed from the viewpoints of core positive 

psychological concepts, such as resources, strengths, and strength-based teaching. The researcher traveled 

between the graduates’ narratives and previous research interpreting and re-interpreting the core items in the 

narratives and constructing new meanings for events included in the narratives. Thus, the narrative that was 

created by the researcher was not a direct copy or description of the graduates’ narratives. Instead, it was an 

imperfect and partial reconstruction that was produced and written from the positive psychological framework 

through conscious and unconscious choices (Bruner, 1991; Elbaz-Luwisch, 2005; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007; 

Spector-Mersel, 2010).  

Indeed, the conceptions of the nature of knowledge and reality and of the position of the researcher and 

research participants distinguished the example study from the positivist paradigm (Spector-Mersel, 2010). 

Namely, from the positivist perspective, the graduates would have been considered informants whose narratives 

described an objective, shared reality (Moen, 2006). Then, the researcher’s task would have been to analyze their 

narratives objectively and consider the narratives as resources based on which the researcher’s objective would 

have been to create laws that predict the phenomenon under investigation (Elliott, 2005; Spector-Mersel, 2010; 

Squire et al., 2014). However, the example study was situated within the narrative paradigm, meaning that the 

graduates were seen as research partners (Sarivaara, Uusiautti, & Määttä, 2013). Their narratives were 

considered multi-faceted and -layered research themes (narrative as theme), which were analyzed in the light of 

certain values, stereotypes, images, and aptitudes (Elliott, 2005; Moen, 2006). Thus, the study revealed only a 

partial version of reality and was no more right or wrong than the graduates’ or other researchers’ possible 

interpretations of the research data (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007).  

3. The Narrative Approach in Data Collection 

In the example study, the data consisted of written (N=14) and oral (N=7) narratives. When designing the 

writing assignment, it was important to pay attention to the phrasing, as the goal was, on one hand, to let the 

graduates decide what they want to include in and exclude from their narratives and, on the other hand, to 

instruct them to write about the core theme of the research from a certain perspective, which was their strengths 

and resources (Uusiautti, 2008). The writing assignment presented the desire that the graduates would write 

free-form about their study paths from elementary school all the way to their graduation from upper secondary 

education by thinking back all those events and people, experiences, thoughts, and feelings that had been 
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important and meaningful to them. To spur their writing, they were given suggestions about themes they could 

write about if they felt that they needed guidance or ideas. For example, one of the suggestions was to write 

about the hopes and expectations they had had at school and about their top moments throughout the course of 

their study. It was emphasized that they could freely choose their own way of writing and decide the sequence of 

events or issues in their narratives.  

In the second phase of the research, the researcher sent an interview request to all graduates who had written 

their narratives. The researcher wanted to give the graduates an opportunity to express themselves in ways they 

found the most suitable: for some, writing was a more familiar way of expressing themselves, but for others, the 

opportunity to describe their school paths orally was more pleasing. Furthermore, it was possible to specify 

sections in the written stories during the interviews and discuss further the themes included in the written 

narratives. Half of the graduates (N=7) who had written their narratives participated in the personal interview. 

The interview started with an open question: “Tell me how you became a graduate.” As the interview went on, 

the researcher presented more “tell me” -type questions, encouraging the interviewees to create narratives. “Tell 

me about the top moments at school,” or “Tell me more about those lessons and teachers you liked at school.” 

The purpose was to let them freely describe events and experiences important in the light of the research theme 

(Bates, 2004; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Elliott, 2005; Spector-Mersel, 2010). When necessary, the 

interviewer asked additional questions and referred to the graduates’ narratives by noting “In your written 

narrative, you said that… Could you tell me more about it?” By these kinds of open questions, the purpose was 

to empower the graduates to produce and tell their narratives and to decide what and how they would share about 

their study paths (Elliott, 2005; Hänninen, 2004). 

It is reasonable to question to what extent the data in the example study were narrative in form. Their 

narratives resembled narratives that have the features of a traditional story: they had the beginning, center, and 

end, and a chronologically proceeding, consistent plot (Polkinghorne, 1995; also see Squire et al., 2014). On the 

other hand, a narrative could include the so-called small stories (as expressed by Bamberg). These small stories 

could emerge within the interaction between the researcher and the research participant and described quite 

mundane events and issues without including all the features of a traditional narrative (Bamberg, 2006, 2012; 

Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). Both these narrative types are certain kinds of presentations of their 

narrators as well as the interaction between the researcher and the research participants. Furthermore, they reveal 

something about the social, cultural, and moral world (Squire et al., 2014), which means that the narratives 

illustrate the situations of the narration event in which the narrator analyzes the event, creates meanings for it and 

his or her related emotions, and expresses his or her identity and way of understanding his or her and others’ 

action (Bruner, 1986; Holstein & Gubrium, 2012; Hänninen, 2004; Polkinghorne, 1995).  

According to Polkinghorne (1995), any data based on narration when a certain coherence and plot are not 

required can be considered narrative data (also see Bamberg, 2006; Squire et al., 2014). In the example study, the 

interview method resembled the episodic method (Bates, 2004). According to Bates (2004), an episodic 

interview is one of the narrative interview techniques acquiring descriptions of episodes that take place in the 

interviewees’ daily lives. It accepts the idea that narratives constructing reality are not usually coherent but can 

consist of many short, limited narratives or episodes (Bates, 2004). Similarly, Andrews (2010; also see Squire et 

al., 2014) questions whether it is possible to expect that the narrative data have a consistent form and structure 

because life itself is a state of eternal continuity. People only structure their lived lives afterwards into a sequence 

of events because it makes their chaotic lives seem more controllable. In this sense, a narrative is retrospective 

meaning-making—the construction and analysis of past experiences (Bruner, 1986; Chase, 2008; Polkinghorne, 

1995).  

Thus, the data in the study could be considered narrative by nature. The narratives not only expounded, but 

they also constructed the events into a chronological narrative in which events were explained in light of the 

certain historical and social context (Squire et al., 2014). Thus, the coherence of the narratives in the example 

study did not refer to the coherent or logical structure of a narrative or its plot but to the fact that graduates were 
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constructing their narratives in interaction with the researcher and their surrounding environment (Moen, 2006; 

Squire et al., 2014).  

4. The Narrative Approach in Data Analyses 

In the example study of this article, various narrative analysis methods were applied to meet the research 

tasks (Holstein & Gubrium, 2012; Riessman, 2008). Lincoln and Denzin (1994) discussed bricoleur referring to 

the creative use of various analysis methods. The analysis process was a combination of Polkinhorne’s (1995) 

analysis of narratives, Lieblich, Tuval-Maschiach, and Zilber’s (1998) category-content analysis, and McAdams’ 

(2012) context of discovery when aiming at categorizing and grouping items in the data into new themes. The 

objective was to find common features, themes, and regularities that would provide answers to research 

questions. These analyses focused on the contents of the narratives—what did the graduates tell—instead of 

analyzing how the graduates constructed their narratives (Chase, 2008; Holstein & Gubrium, 2012). The 

following two data excerpts describes the kinds of items that were categorized into, for example, a theme 

describing the graduates’ enthusiasm, curiosity, and inner motivation as strengths typifying their passion for 

learning:  

I remember as a child waiting to get to school. My mom taught me to read and write when I was 

three–four, because I had been really interested in learning those skills and been constantly 

dragging books to her that I wanted to read by myself. The example in question shows that I was 

already enthusiastic to learn when I was little and I have also worked in a very goal-oriented 

manner to learn. (Student9, written narrative, July 2012) 

The analysis process in the example process also followed differences analysis (Alasuutari, 1995, 1996) to 

determine what kind of differences the data included when it came to the graduates’ descriptions of the best 

teachers and their action. The following data excerpt describes how graduates created meaning about their 

teachers and their actions by contrasting them to teachers who act in the opposite manner:  

They [teachers] were really demanding but really fair too. And you could see that they were 

really interested in their subject, clearly sought information [about the subject], and tried to 

include their own thing in it. I mean, it was not just that textbook studying, but other things too. 

(Student2, individual interview, July 2013)  

The example study leaned on positive theoretical study that directed analyses to some extent. However, the 

purpose of the analysis was not to strengthen the pre-determined theoretical categories or test the theory 

(McAdams, 2012), but the theoretical basis was seen to function as the means to do data-based analysis. The 

analysis proceeded from down to top so that it started from the data and proceeded, step by step, toward thematic 

abstractions (McAdams, 2012). 

In addition to content categorizations, the analysis followed Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative analysis that 

combined the graduates’ narratives into new narratives, as the analyses thus far had focused on common themes 

and similarities in the data. However, in the narrative approach, every graduate’s narrative must be regarded as 

individual and unique, despite the similarities within the data (Bruner, 1986, 1990; Heikkinen, 2001). Each 

narrative was read again to ascertain its difference from the others. Each narrative was analyzed by asking which 

themes were more present and which ones less present in their narratives with a four-scale matrix (see Eskola, 

2010). This analysis showed that the narratives differed from each other by having certain themes more strongly 

present than others, and thus it was possible to combine those narratives that had similar differences as their own 

groups (also see Ylijoki, 1998). This grouping led to four slightly different descriptions of the graduates’ school 

paths: an independent study path, a study path as a pursuit of perfection, with an emphasis on human 

relationships, and as work. Thus, the analysis is also a synthesis of the data, not merely the separation into parts 

and categories (Polkinghorne, 1995).  
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It is relevant to ask how narrative the analysis process was because in the example study, the narrative 

character or plot was not studied (Riessman, 2008; Squire et al., 2014). One way of divide analysis methods is to 

distinguish whether the analysis focused on the content or on the form of the narrative (Chase, 2008; Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2012; Riessman, 2008). Another way of viewing the analysis is to consider whether the analysis 

approached the narratives as entities or as parts (Lieblich et al., 1998). Lieblich et al. (1998) suggested that 

analysis can be viewed in two dimensions: content vs. form and holistic vs. categorical (also see Riessman, 

2008). Based on these definitions, the analysis in the example study resembled categorical content analysis when 

the purpose was to analyze what they described in their narratives (Lieblich et al., 1998). Polkinghorne (1995) 

referred to the analysis of narratives, and likewise, McAdams’ (2012) context of discovery categorizes various 

themes and qualitative categories from the narratives and creates new theoretical aspects.  

As the example study showed, it is not easy to distinguish the different narrative analysis methods from each 

other. Instead, it is often more reasonable to mold the methods to serve the research purposes the best within the 

constant dialogue between the theoretical framework, research questions, data, and the researcher. By applying 

various analysis methods, it was possible to describe the data in interesting ways and highlight different sides of 

it. For example, the narratives of study paths summarized the core themes in the data by simultaneously bringing 

out the multiple voices of participants in the data.  

5. The Narrative Approach in the Reliability Evaluation of the Research 

As the narrative approach leans on a constructivist viewpoint (see, e.g., Bruner, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1995), 

knowledge is not considered an objective description of the world and independent from individuals, but as 

constructed by people and communities (Heikkinen, Huttunen, Kakkori, & Tynjälä, 2006). Therefore, the 

concepts of validity and reliability that are based on realism could not be used in the evaluation of reliability in 

the study (Heikkinen, Huttunen, Syrjälä, & Pesonen, 2012). Instead, in the example study, reliability evaluations 

were made using Heikkinen et al.’s (2012) five principles of validation: reflexivity, historical continuity, 

dialectics, evocativeness, and workability and ethics.  

The principle of reflexivity means that the researcher must express the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions in the study (Heikkinen et al., 2012). In the example study, the meta-theoretical assumptions could 

be seen in the researcher’s way of analyzing and interpreting the graduates’ narratives. This meant, for example, 

that as with the oral narratives, the written narratives were also regarded as socially negotiated and constructed, 

and dialogical (Hall, Robinson & Crawford, 2000; Squire et al., 2014). When writing their narratives, the 

graduates had to pay attention to the writing request, their own writing style and phrasing, and what the 

researcher might already know and would like to know about them (Hall et al., 2000; also see Uitto, 2011). The 

researcher’s role similarly influenced the written narratives like it influenced the interviews (see also Goffman, 

1959). 

The narratives were created in a certain environment and filled with choices and interpretations of reality. 

Obviously, the narratives would have been different if shared between friends than what they were when shared 

with the researcher. Therefore, the research data consisted of revealed, shared narratives (elicited stories) that 

were specifically created for the researcher and the research, not during a spontaneous discussion or in a natural 

environment (Bamberg, 2006; Riessman, 2008; Spector-Mersel, 2010). Thus, the data were merely a 

construction made together by the graduates and the researcher (Squire et al., 2014). Reflexivity referred to the 

dialogue during which the narratives were deconstructed and reconstructed so that the new narrative created in 

the research would not lose its connection with the original narratives (Squire et al., 2014). According to 

Blumenfeld-Jones (1995), narrative research is being in between which necessitates that the relationship between 

the researcher and research participant, and the narrative and its context is acknowledged. Furthermore, 

reflexivity means transparency (Heikkinen et al., 2012). In the example study, the research process was described 

in detail in the report and research articles. When presenting the findings, excerpts from the data were included 

to show the validity of the interpretations and the connection between interpretations and empirical evidence 
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(Heikkinen et al., 2012).  

The principle of reflexivity is tied with the principle of historical continuity. The sequence of events was 

intentionally plotted so that the research report would form a logical entity. The purpose was to give readers an 

understanding about the events and why the narratives were led in certain directions in the research (Heikkinen 

et al., 2012). In addition, general upper secondary education was viewed as a part of the Finnish education 

system, thus positioning the research in the current societal context.  

Studies that follow the principle of dialectics try to transmit the polyphony of various voices and thoughts in 

which social reality is seen as multi-voiced speech (Heikkinen et al., 2012). In the example study, the graduates’ 

study paths were viewed from the perspective of positive psychological concepts by employing various narrative 

analyzing methods to highlight the different voices and thoughts in the data. The principle of dialectics includes 

the idea that the researcher should discuss the interpretations with the research participants (Heikkinen et al., 

2012; see Harré & Secord, 1972; Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995; Moen, 2006). This is not always possible in 

research for various reasons. In this study, the graduates were not contacted for this purpose. However, there are 

other ways of enhancing the principle, and here, the interpretations were discussed and evaluated with other 

researchers. Likewise, the research articles introducing the findings went through the review processes, which 

for their part, strengthen the dialectical dimension. 

Furthermore, some researchers say that having the research participants evaluate the researcher’s 

interpretations about the data can be problematic because we are not always aware of or honest about the reasons 

behind our actions (Phillips, 1997). Phillips (1997) argued that sometimes an outsider-researcher can report a 

certain event more truthfully than the research participants themselves. According to Josselson (2007), research 

is always the researcher’s interpretation, and therefore, the purpose is not even to tell about the research 

participants as such but merely about the meanings the researcher constructs. Therefore, the principle of 

dialectics does not mean that absolute truths should be sought and presented (Heikkinen et al., 2012) but it 

allows several reasoned interpretations (Ylijoki, 1998) and multiple voices (Moen, 2006).  

The principle of evocativeness refers to the way the research arouses images, memories, and feelings about 

the research theme (Heikkinen et al., 2012). By citing Bruner (1986), Heikkinen (2002b) emphasized 

verisimilitude instead of truth. As mentioned, the narrative truth is not absolute (Squire et al., 2014), but 

verisimilitude is based on the way the reader can live the story and experience the reality presented in the 

narrative like a simulation (Bruner, 1986). When a narrative is vivid, it does not matter if the events have 

happened in an actual place (Squire et al., 2014). Instead it is important that the world described in the narrative 

becomes understandable and plausible to readers so that they start to understand the main characters’ lives and 

choices in their specific contexts in the narrative (Heikkinen, 2001; 2002b). In the example study, the purpose 

was to describe the graduates’ school paths so that readers would be able to agree with the interpretations of the 

resources, strengths, and other events in the narrative, even though they had no experience of such school paths 

themselves. 

The principle of evocativeness is close to the concepts of rhetorical criteria (Ylijoki, 1998) and resonance 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; also see Squire et al., 2014) when referring to the rhetoric strength of the research. 

Therefore, the reliability of the example study appeared not only as a proper, fluent description, but also as a 

resonance with the audience’s experiences (Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995). From the narrative perspective, a good 

story has some similarity but also some otherness, difference. The similarity leads the reader inside the narrative, 

but the difference expands the experience (Heikkinen, 2001). One may question what the difference that 

guaranteed the expanded experience was in the example study. The question is closely connected with the 

principles of workability and ethics (Heikkinen et al., 2012) that are based on the historical roots of narrative 

action research: pragmatism. The workability of the study was highlighted by explaining how the findings could 

be used in the Finnish schools and in teaching.  

The principle of workability gets deeper when analyzing the ethics of the study (Heikkinen et al., 2012). In 
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the example study, the anonymity of the research participants had to be secured, but this was a difficult task due 

to the low number of extraordinarily high-achieving graduates in Finland. In addition, their narratives included 

other people who did not necessarily want to participate in the study. They had probably experienced the events 

in the narratives in their own ways that could differ from the ones described by the graduates (Josselson, 2007).  

However, the principle of ethics covers much more than just anonymity protection. Josselson (2007) refers 

to an ethical attitude and Noddings (2005) to the ethics of caring when two people encounter one another. Each 

graduate had their own narratives that should be analyzed sensitively and with understanding. The researcher’s 

voice is, however, present in the solutions and decisions during the research and in the final research report. For 

example, the researcher decided which and what kinds of data excerpts were included in the report, who (of the 

research participants) was referred to the most, and how the narratives were interpreted. Elbaz-Luwisch (2005) 

talks about the researcher’s attention, referring to the fact that the researcher more easily hears some participants’ 

voices than others. In the dialogue between the researcher and the graduates, the narratives were detached from 

their original context, and they were reconstructed within the new interpretation framework (Moen, 2006). Thus, 

the researcher could exclude voices that were not necessarily important from the viewpoint of the search theme 

but could have been of primary importance to the graduates. In addition, the selection of the theoretical 

framework was an ethical choice because it made certain concepts and objectives central to the research. This 

choice could mean that the narratives were used within such a framework that was opposed to the graduates’ 

own ideas or did not feel suitable. The solutions and interpretations form the core of the ethical question of who 

owns the narrative of graduates’ school paths eventually and with whose terms it was created (Syrjälä, Estola, 

Uitto, & Kaunisto, 2006).  

Heikkinen et al. (2012) specified that the five validation principles are general guidelines and that the 

purpose is not to evaluate the reliability of the research one criterion at a time. The example study and its 

reliability analysis become more than the sum of these criteria. Research was a constant hermeneutical and 

interpretative process that started from the selection of the research theme and continued throughout the entire 

research process. However, the hermeneutic process did not end with the research report, but the report presented 

new opportunities of interpretation (Moen, 2006; Ricouer, 1982).  

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

The narrative approach is chosen in research when the purpose is to understand a person’s or group’s 

identity development and construction (see, e.g., Heikkinen, 2001; Kotze, Coetzee, Elliker, & Eberle, 2015; 

Tasker & Delvoye, 2015) or to highlight viewpoints on coping, recovery, hope, or success (see, e.g., Bishop & 

Willis, 2014; Mansfield, Mclean, & Lilgendahl, 2010; Savukoski, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2012; Uusiautti, 2008). 

In addition, narrative research can focus on negative life changes or experiences of some special or minority 

group (see, e.g., Hershberg & Lykes, 2013; Hiller, Linstroth, & Vela 2009; Hänninen, 1999; Prins, 2008). The 

purpose of this article was to analyze the nature of narrative research and its core by reflecting them in light of 

the methodological choices in the example study (Salmela, 2016). 

As mentioned in the Introduction, the high-achieving graduates represent a very marginal group among 

Finnish upper secondary education students. This form of education is also considered quite a demanding and 

time-consuming one, and according to wide surveys, Finnish students suffer from stress and fatigue as well as 

time pressure and workload (see, e.g., Korppas, 2007; Laitinen, 2012; Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro, 2014). In 

the example study, we tried to provide new, positive viewpoints on this image of pressures and demands by 

highlighting resources, strengths, and strength-based teaching. By introducing new kinds of narratives that 

describe students’ strengths and successes, the study directed attention to a less-studied group of students, 

emphasized flourishing at school, and gave examples of how to deal positively with the stressful general upper 

secondary education.   

This article also described how the meta-theoretical understanding can be combined with methods to study 
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reality within the narrative research approach. Spector-Mersel (2010, p. 220) points out that the narrative 

paradigm is 

a full-fledged research world view that closely binds up the “hows” of investigation 

(methodology) to the “whats” and “whys” (ontology and epistemology). 

In the example study, the primary goal was not only to gather narrative data, but also to let the data 

collection situation mold the criterion of narrative data in that particular study. Therefore, the idea was to respect 

the data collection situations by not focusing on how the written and oral narratives would fulfill the features of a 

traditional narrative (also see Bamberg, 2012; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Squire et al., 2014). In 

addition, as Riessman (2008) suggests, narrative research should not focus too much on predetermined 

categories and, therefore, analysis can also concentrate on themes that are developed during the creation of the 

narrative—during writing and interviewing in the example study. This can be justified with the conception of the 

forms of narrative knowledge. On one hand, narrative cognition means creating a thematically and logically 

proceeding narrative about singular events (Bruner, 1986), but on the other hand, narrative analysis methods 

cannot be limited to serve just one kind of a data type, but merely, our interpretation is that methods should be 

applied to each data type in a way that is reasonable in light of the research questions. This viewpoint is 

supported by the relational constructionist account of narrative (Gergen & Gergen, 2011) based on which we can 

state that narrative research and its methodological solutions are always social.  

The meta-theoretical basis of the narrative research approach also influenced the way in which truth and 

reliability were understood in the example study. Both the graduates’ narratives and the researcher’s report can 

be seen as fictional statements that can be viewed in light of the concepts of facts, facilities, and fiction (Denzin, 

1989; Moen, 2006). Facts refer to the actual events that took place during the graduates’ study paths, whereas 

facilities describe how the actual events were lived and experiences in the interaction between the graduates and 

the researcher. Therefore, fiction means the narrative that covered the actual events in the study paths and the 

lived and experienced facts. Fiction reflects facts and facilities, and therefore, the truth and reliability of the 

example study were not objective, static, and eternal descriptions of the reality but constantly changing and 

interpretative.  

The four roles that the narrative approach had in the example study and described in this article can appear 

purely only in narrative research. However, it also became evident that each role has its own meaning in the 

dialogue that the study includes between the research questions, theoretical framework, and methodological 

choices, as well as between the researcher and the research participants. The example study is just one example 

of how these roles can appear in a study and what kinds of decisions a researcher might have to make when 

conducting narrative research. 

More importantly, it is also necessary to understand that this four-dimensional illustration is not a 

comprehensive answer to a question of what and how narrative research is—or how it should be—done. Instead, 

the roles can be challenged, and better interpretations of applying narrative research and its nature can be made 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2011). However, for a researcher starting a narrative study, a description of how narrative 

research appears in different phases of research can be helpful and provide inspiration and guidelines for how 

research could be done. In this sense, the article at hand provided a narrative of a narrative study, presenting an 

interpretation of the usability of the narrative approach in different phases of research. 
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