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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

An examination of the pairing between narrative and occupational
science

AARON BONSALL

University of Southern California, Los Angeles, USA

Abstract
In this paper the author proposes a possible typology of the use of narrative in occupational science based on an analysis of
journal articles from occupational therapy and occupational science literature. The resulting typology identifies usages of
narrative that fall into three categories: (a) everyday life, (b) clinical reasoning, and (c) research methodology. The theoretical
and methodological interrelations among these categories are explored. This typology contributes to a clearer conceptual-
ization of the various uses of narrative, minimizes terminological confusion, and suggests new extensions through which
narrative can be used to study occupation. Recommendations for how this typology can be used to diminish confusion and
encourage dialogue are provided.
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Introduction

The typology of narrative developed in this paper is
meant to serve as a resource in the promotion and
strengthening of narrative in occupational science, an
academic discipline with the purpose of generating
“knowledge about the form, the function, and the
meaning of human occupation” (1). The chief focus
of inquiry within occupational science, occupation, is
defined as “chunks of culturally and personally mean-
ingful activity in which humans engage that can be
named in the lexicon of our culture” (2). Occupa-
tional science relates to occupational therapy in that it
is simultaneously a basic science building a theoretical
background for occupation and an applied science in
the service of occupational therapy (1–4).
In addition to the previously described relation-

ship between occupational science and occupational
therapy, the typology presented in this paper can be
an important resource for occupational therapists
attempting to sort out the various uses of narrative
relevant to therapy. Narrative provides therapists

with the language to reflect on the importance of
experience and the holistic nature of therapy (5).
Narrative language as used by a variety of theorists
will be presented and explained throughout this
paper. In addition, research based on the theory
and methods of narrative has become an important
force in the social sciences. The typology presented
in this paper can serve to define these various
research methods for therapists interested in inte-
grating the findings of narrative researchers into
their own practice. I have used the term occupational
science in the title and throughout this paper in
order to include narrative in everyday occupations
as well as narrative in occupational therapy practice
and research.
An exact definition of narrative remains elusive. In

its simplest form, narrative is synonymous with story
(6–8). However, going beyond this simple defini-
tion, the concept becomes much more nuanced and
variable (9,10). The use of narrative in occupation
science is part of a larger narrative movement.
Aristotle’s examination of Greek literature is cited

Correspondence: Aaron Bonsall, Division of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy at the Herman Ostrow School of Dentistry, University of Southern
California, 1540 Alcazar Street, CHP 133,Los Angeles, CA 90089, USA. Tel: +(323) 442-2850. Fax: +(323) 442-1540. E-mail: Bonsall@usc.edu

(Received 9 June 2010; revised 18 December 2010; accepted 27 December 2010)

ISSN 1103-8128 print/ISSN 1651-2014 online � 2012 Informa Healthcare
DOI: 10.3109/11038128.2011.552119



as the beginning of narrative form (6,10–12). Lin-
guistic anthropologists have used narrative analysis
of discourse in order to examine space, time, and
joint participation of speakers (13). Spanning a
range of disciplines including philosophy, anthro-
pology, and psychology, narrative has been used as a
mediation of the inner world of thought and feelings
with the outside world of culture and resulting
actions (14–19). Sociologists have used narrative
to examine the interconnectedness of agency and
social structures (20). Anthropologists and research-
ers in the health professions have employed narrative
in the description of illness and disability experi-
ences (21–25). Mattingly (10) claims that narrative
is particularly relevant to illness and healing because
it is event centered and creates experiences for both
the teller and the listener. Investigators interested in
a phenomenological perspective, based on Husserl’s
work examining the field of consciousness along
with the people and objects appearing in that field
(26), have often embraced narrative because of the
ability it provides in understanding the meaning of
experiences (7,10,12,24,26–28). Throop (29) has
argued that narrative structure gives personal and
cultural meaning to lived experience in a way that is
often overlooked. This is just a few of the expand-
ing examples of the diverse forms narrative has
taken on as investigators pursue diverse theories
and epistemologies (6).
It is difficult to separate how narrative as used in

occupational science differs from the above exam-
ples because of the multidisciplinary nature of both
occupational science and narrative. First, research-
ers trained in various disciplines have been driving
forces in the use of narrative through publication in
occupational science journals and elsewhere. The
influential and often cited authors Frank (7,30) and
Mattingly (31–33) are trained in anthropology
while Polkinghorne (34,35) is trained in psychology.
Their contributions to narrative in occupational
science will be further explored in this text. Second,
researchers trained in occupational science have
published in journals outside the discipline. For
instance, Park (36) described narratives enacted in
an occupational therapy clinic in Medical Anthropol-
ogy Quarterly. A third example of the multidisciplin-
ary nature of narrative is the collaboration between
researchers of various fields. Lawlor, an occupa-
tional scientist, and Mattingly, trained in anthropol-
ogy as previously mentioned, have collaborated for
the last 10 years on a study that they have described
as employing a conceptual framework that draws
heavily on “narrative, interpretive, and phenomeno-
logical approaches to understanding human experi-
ence” (37) and have published together in Ethos, a
psychological anthropology journal (38).

This paper represents the first effort to delineate
an overarching typology of descriptions and uses of
narrative in occupational science. It is meant to be
part of an ongoing dialogue around narrative. The
strength of this typology lies in the attempt to explore
the relationship amongst the various uses of narra-
tive while at the same time engaging theoretical
grounding. This is important because the numerous
diverse uses of narrative within occupation science
can become confusing. This typology clarifies con-
fusion and strengthens the pairing between narrative
and occupational science in three ways. First, the
development of a typological framework is an impor-
tant step in promoting a more orderly understanding
of the burgeoning array of narrative applications.
Second, it can promote greater consistency in the
use of various terms that are descriptive of narrative.
Although variation in the use of narrative in occu-
pational science is beneficial, the presence of mul-
tiple conceptualizations or strategic applications can
lead to inconsistencies in nomenclature that blur
vital distinctions between different categories of
narrative. Finally, the derivation of such a typology
can lead to the identification and clarification of
research areas within which different types of nar-
rative have been underutilized, thereby leading to
recommendations for expanding its use in occupa-
tional science.

Material and methods

To obtain published information on the use of nar-
rative, journals related to occupational science and
occupational therapy were systematically scanned by
conducting an electronic search for articles containing
the word narrative in titles, abstracts, and key words.
The following journals were searched: American Jour-
nal of Occupational Therapy; Journal of Occupational
Science; OTJR: Participation, Occupation and Health;
Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy; Scandina-
vian Journal of Occupational Therapy; British Journal of
Occupational Therapy; Occupational Therapy Journal;
Indian Journal of Occupational Therapy; New Zealand
Journal of Occupational Therapy; and Asian Journal of
Occupational Therapy. To identify further articles
relating to narrative, all of the volumes of two journals
(OTJR: Participation, Occupation and Health, and
Journal of Occupational Science) were, in addition,
manually scanned. During this second search, no
new articles were identified, indicating that electronic
searches were reasonably exhaustive. Altogether,
95 articles in occupational science and occupational
therapy journals were identified as relevant to the
present examination of narrative. All of the articles
reviewed were applicable to one or more of these
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categories. Exemplars of themes are given but it is not
possible to include every article in a given category
due to limitations of space.
Books and book chapters within occupational sci-

ence were also used to uncover information on cur-
rent trends in narrative. Literature from outside fields
including anthropology, sociology, and psychology
was examined to contextualize the use of narrative
in occupational science, provide a historical view of
narrative influences, and identify possible strategies
for further use. In these instances I went to primary
sources in order to ground narrative in philosophical
and theoretical roots. My conceptualization of narra-
tive is further supplemented by extensive readings in
narrative.
In the creation of categories I drew on terms and

descriptions by the authors of the articles themselves
as well as a broader knowledge of narrative. First, the
articles identified as relating to narrative were care-
fully examined to obtain an overview of the data.
Second, the articles were examined for content iden-
tifying key terms and phrases. Articles were examined
on a third deeper interpretive level, allowing thematic
categories to emerge. A spreadsheet was used to code
articles by category according to both content and
theme. The typology was identified, reworked, and
adjusted throughout the process of reviewing the
obtained articles. Other researchers also experienced
in narrative research reviewed coding and provided
input into categories. Some codes were added and

others were combined during this process. For
instance, narrative slope was added based on the
content analysis and placed within the subcategory
of narrative inquiry based on thematic descriptions
within articles. Similarly, the category narrative in
everyday life was originally identified and coded as
a subcategory under narrative in clinical reasoning.
However, further analysis of articles and discussion
with other researchers experienced in narrative
revealed that the examination of narrative in everyday
life was a fitting category in itself due to prevalence of
incidents in the literature not related to narrative in
clinical reasoning.

Results: a typology of narrative in occupational
science

Three primary categories pertaining to the use of
narrative were identified in the occupational science
literature: narrative in everyday life, narrative in clinical
reasoning, and narrative as research method. Narrative in
everyday life includes the subcategories meaning and
action. Narrative in clinical reasoning contains two
subcategories: storytelling and story-making. Narrative
as a research method contains the subcategories of
narrative data and narrative inquiry, with a further
division of narrative inquiry into thematic analysis, life
histories, narrative slope, and analysis of action. Figure 1
summarizes the above categories and subcategories.

Narrative and
occupational

science

Narrative in
clinical

reasoning

Narrative in
everyday life

Narrative as
research
method

Meaning

Action

Storytelling

Story making

Narrative data

Narrative
inquiry

Themes

Life histories

Narrative slope

Analysis of
action

Figure 1. A Typology of Narrative in Occupational Science.
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Though the terms used in this typology have been
compartmentalized, it is important to remember that
functionally these concepts are fluid and overlapping.
In the presentation of the typology I also present
analysis and a scope of examples that emerged in
each category. However, due to space restraints,
only brief summaries of previous research are given.
Please refer to original source for in depth analysis.

Narrative and everyday life

The relationship between narrative and occupational
science is established on an underlying belief that
narrative influences everyday life. The focus on narra-
tive in everyday life is conceptually linked to Bruner’s
(39) differentiation between paradigmatic and narra-
tive modes of thought. The paradigmatic mode of
thought employs categorization and conceptualization
to produce a system that is formal and mathematical.
In contrast, the narrative mode of thought defines
meaning and action by locating experiences in time
and place. The two modes of thought are complimen-
tary, with each constructing reality in distinct
ways. Occupational scientists, in their attempt to
explain occupations situated in life contexts, have com-
monly emphasized the narrative mode of thought
(7,10,40–42). Particularly important to the application
of narrative in occupational science is Ricoeur’s (12)
concept of emplotment, or the organization of events
into narrative, which is a keystone for understanding
both the creation of meaning and structuring of action
(7,10,43,44). The two main usages of narrative in
relation to everyday life in occupational science, to
understand meaning and action, are discussed below.

Meaning

Narrative, by virtue of its status as a cognitive process
that humans use to organize past experience and
action, is a key avenue through which meaning can
be created (43). Stated differently, narrative is a way
of assigning causality and order to the events and
circumstances of everyday life (41).
Drawing on Kleinman (21) and other researchers in

the field of medical anthropology, descriptions of
narrative meaning in occupational science literature
have often focused on illness narratives, stories that
allow individuals to make sense of and explain ill-
nesses to others (10,45–47). For example, narrative
has been found to serve as a channel through which
individuals find meaning in their struggles with bipo-
lar disorder (48,49). Other research has documented
how individuals draw on childhood stories to create
meaning while recovering from stroke (40) or in
dealing with AIDS (42).

Because stories are told and occur within the social
and cultural environment, contexts are important
in creating meaning. In social contexts stories are
co-constructed between a teller and a listener (47).
Likewise, cultural scripts, which reflect culturally
generated knowledge of the world, create templates
for action that allow for improvisation by actors
(39,50). In this way, narrative becomes a framework
for understanding and transmitting meaning within
cultures (51). The terms cultural narratives and cultural
stories have also been utilized to describe the influence
of culture on personal narratives (10,42,52).
Narrative has also been used to understand how

past actions and events are drawn together to achieve
a sense of personal identity (34). For example, Jack-
son (42) used narrative perspective on identity as a way
to understand the relationship between sexual orien-
tation and occupation. In her analysis, she demon-
strated that narratives related to sexual orientation
determine occupational choices. Similarly, Segal (53)
invoked the notion of an identity life story to analyze
how Bob, a father with a recent back injury, employed
narrative to weave actions into a coherent identity.

Narrative structure of action

Intertwined with providing a sense of meaning, indi-
viduals use narrative to guide their actions.1 Narra-
tives structure actions in two ways. First, the temporal
nature of narrative, also referred to as the threefold
presence of time, defines action as occurring between
the remembered past and the anticipated future. In
this regard, past experiences and future possibilities
influence present action by generating desire (10).
Alsaker and Josephsson (54) demonstrate the narra-
tive structure of occupations in a study of five indi-
viduals with chronic arthritis. Occupations, such as
preparing homemade food, were connected to the
past by invoking values and traditions. Current skills
and interests were identified and meaning was nego-
tiated through participation in present occupations.
The possibilities, and sometimes unpredictability, of
future narratives were reflected in the actions of the
present. Difficulties in participation due to chronic
arthritis created suspenseful narratives that sometimes
limited the ability to plan ahead or make spontaneous
choices.
The second way that actions are structured through

narrative is what Mattingly (10) describes as a place
of becoming where future possibilities are created.

1While these two have been separated for the sake of description, the narrative
structure of action is closely intertwined with meaning. Here they are
separated not to contrast meaning and actions, a ridiculous task, but to
describe the different functions narrative plays in creating meaning for both
past and present experience. It should be noted that this paper does not
attempt to separate actions from cultural and personal meanings.
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Within these places of becoming, narrative bridges the
gap that exists between an individual’s current state
and where he or she wants to be. The bridge between
action and future possibilities is the point where actors
form commitments and attempt to achieve those
commitments through narratively structured action
(10). For instance, Josephsson et al. (44) described
how Dylan, an individual with a spinal cord injury,
created future possibilities through purchasing and
eating a sandwich. Although this is a routine activity
for many, for Dylan the experience of buying a sand-
wich for the first time since his injury created a
narrative that provided the possibility of independent
achievements in the future.
Echoing the previous emphasis on narrative mean-

ing as a route through which actions facilitate the
process of becoming, Barber (26) described the
narrative-to-action nexus by invoking Shultz’s phe-
nomenological perspective to explore the concept of
in-order-to motives. He defined in-order-to motives as
promoting movement of the self towards typifica-
tions, which are images of future selves based on
narratives of what we have done or seen others do. As
an illustration, Barber noted the example of a person
self-identifying as a good teacher, based on stories of
interaction with students in the past. In line with this
self-definition, the individual would then be guided
by attempts to work towards the typification of a
good teacher. Over the course of time, narratives can
be reconfigured by events in one’s life and emergent
typifications can result in new aspirations. In this
regard, modified narratives play a dynamic role in
shaping actions (26).
In contrast, Kielhofner and Burke (55), within their

Model of Human Occupation (MOHO), emphasize
volition in linking narrative to action. Drawing on
interdisciplinary research, narrative is used as a means
in understanding motives and actions (49). Within
MOHO narrative is described as a critical method
that individuals use to make sense of values and inte-
rests that stimulate volition (48,55). Thus, volitional
narratives serve to create meaning for actions and
decisions by placing them within a plot (49).
With regard to terminology, three different

expressions with related meanings have been used
to describe how narrative structures action. As noted
above, Mattingly (10) uses desire, Barber (26) uses
in order-to-motives, and volition is used in MOHO
(49,55). Both desire and in order-to-motives lead to
actions that attempt to eliminate the gap between the
actual and the ideal (10,26). However, for Mattingly
desire is created in the experience and is constantly
in a state of conflict, whereas in Barber’s description
in order-to-motives can only be reconfigured over
an extended course of time. In contrast to these
notions, volition does not address the disparity

between present reality and future possibilities,
but instead focuses on the relatively static concepts
of values and interests. In MOHO, although narra-
tive determines volition, narrative does not change
the values and interests that volition is built
upon (49,55).
This section has addressed how occupational

scientist and occupational therapy researchers
have used the concept of narrative in everyday life
to better understand how meaning is derived and
how actions are conceptualized. Due to its centrality
in everyday life, it seems inevitable that narra-
tive is a potentially important tool in enabling thera-
pists to understand clients and facilitate positive
change.

Narrative in clinical reasoning

Narrative used in clinical reasoning is a way of addres-
sing the individual in therapy by incorporating the
influences of narrative on everyday life to facilitate
healing and recovery (31,32). This category can be
seen as a direct application of the previous category,
narrative in everyday life, to occupational therapy.
Narrative clinical reasoning has been defined as the
essence of practice and is applicable to all stages of
occupational therapy including evaluation, goal set-
ting, treatment, and discharge (56). Within the con-
text of clinical reasoning in occupational therapy, the
chief uses of narrative reasoning are storytelling and
story-making.

Storytelling

Storytelling, which includes both listening to and
telling stories, is used as a therapeutic tool that can
guide treatment, while at the same time making the
therapeutic process meaningful to the client (32).
Creating meaning in therapy is the focal product of
storytelling. The use of storytelling in the therapeutic
encounter can increase knowledge of the client, min-
imize therapist–client power disparities, enhance
communication of professional knowledge, reduce
cultural barriers, and stimulate ongoing dialogue
between the client and therapist (57).
Occupational therapy textbooks commonly high-

light the storytelling aspect of narrative in clinical
reasoning. For instance, in Pedretti’s Occupational
Therapy: Practice Skills for Physical Dysfunction, nar-
ratives are described as a method that therapists can
use to give recognition to the individual while also
analyzing how social action shapes identity (58).
Similarly, Clinical and Professional Reasoning in Occu-
pational Science emphasizes the importance of
therapists’ ability to elicit, recognize, and listen to
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the narratives clients tell (59), and Willard and
Spackman’s Occupational Therapy describes narrative
reasoning as a mode of understanding meaning
through the use of stories (8,37). In this vein, sto-
rytelling has been used by therapists to more fully
appreciate the experience of raising a child with a
disability (60), providing care for a parent (61), and
assisting a person who is recovering from a car
accident (62).
In her 1993 Eleanor Clarke Slagle Lecture, Clark

(40) expanded Mattingly’s (32,63) description of
clinical reasoning to propose the term occupational
storytelling to describe how the self is formed through
past narratives of activities and conduct. Clark
describes her friend’s (Penny Richardson) struggles
to recover from a stroke. For Penny, occupational
storytelling was instrumental in that it enabled her to
incorporate childhood occupations into the process
of her adult recovery. For instance, Penny’s activity of
horseback riding as a child took on new symbolic
meaning associated with freedom and creativity,
which contributed to her overall healing. In this
example, occupational storytelling as a therapeutic
technique led to an enhanced understanding of
Penny’s values and the things she cared about
(40,64). Thus, occupational storytelling can be an
important tool for therapists and clients as they seek to
explore avenues of healing through the identification
of themes and meanings.
The above applications of narrative storytell-

ing parallel the narrative movement in medicine.
Recently, for example, Charon (23) has called for
the use of narrative in medicine as a way to under-
stand patients by listening to their stories. Towards
this end, emplotment is used to describe how practi-
tioners make narrative sense out of seemingly ran-
dom stories. Charon proposes that physicians should
be taught how to listen to narratives as well as how to
create parallel charts based on narrative to accom-
pany the traditional medical chart. Whereas narrative
is a relatively new concept in medicine, its use in
occupational therapy has already been established
insofar as case histories, life charts, and life histo-
ries are an integral part of occupational therapy’s
past (7).

Story-making

Through story-making, therapists and clients collab-
orate to create experiences that link the action of
therapy to the context of clients’ lives and future
possibilities (5,32,40). Thus, through story-making,
narratives are not used merely to interpret, but to
create stories that are enacted and result in real life
outcomes.

Whereas storytelling is concerned primarily with
meaning, story-making is analogous to the action
aspect of narrative in everyday life. There are two
primary ways that narrative is used to facilitate actions
within the course of therapy. First, therapy sessions
can gain structure through the threefold presence of
time previously addressed. In this regard, experience
within therapy sessions can be organized around the
interactions between narrative of the remembered
past and the anticipated future. In illustration of
this principle, Mattingly defines narratives as con-
stantly being created and re-created within each ther-
apy session (5,32). However, contrasting the length in
which narratives can change, if one draws on Barber’s
(26) notion of in-order-to motives, there is a change
only over the course of numerous therapy sessions.
The second way that story-making can influence

actions in therapeutic contexts is by creating a bridge
between where the patient is and where he or she
wants to be. In this way, immediate actions are
motivated by desire produced through the process
of story-making. Desire can extend into clients’ real-
life situations resulting in real-life decisions (10).
Similar to the previous description of occupational

storytelling, Clark’s (40,64) work with Penny also
drew on Mattingly (32,63) in order to describe the
relevance of occupational story-making to the thera-
peutic process. She drew on Foucault’s term problé-
matiques to describe sources of threats and danger that
are addressed through participation in occupations
related to the enactment of narratives (64). Clark’s
concept of occupational story-making can be applied
directly to occupational therapy. As clients participate
in occupations, narratives are enacted that address
problématiques that may arise from situations of
illness or injury.
Based on a review of occupational therapy curricula

at the university level, Neistadt and Atkins (65)
argued that content on narrative reasoning should
play a bigger role in procedurally based programming.
Such an increased focus could lead to the identifica-
tion of new channels for therapists to promote healing
in their clients through storytelling and story-making.

Narrative as a research method

The previous sections have shown that meaning and
action are organized through narrative in both our
daily lives and therapy sessions. Due to its ubiquity in
multiple life contexts, it follows that narrative can be
used as a research methodology to study meaning and
actions. In this section, I will demonstrate how occu-
pational science, as one of many fields of study con-
cerned with examining human activity, draws on
narrative as a research approach that can generate
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new knowledge while retaining an appreciation of the
complexity and importance of context in human
behavior (35).
In occupational science, narrative has been used in

a variety of ways that vary with regard to data collec-
tion and analysis. Researchers have previously argued
that confusion has arisen when the term narrative is
used to describe both data and the analytic process
(6,9,66). Here I have taken up this distinction between
data and inquiry primarily to clarify terms and dem-
onstrate the possibilities of what can be described as
narrative data. However, it should be noted that the
two are intertwined in such a way that it is not viable to
use one without the other.

Narrative data

Reissman (6) describes narrative data as empirical
objects or materials for scrutiny. Within occupa-
tional science narrative data can range from addres-
sing the lifespan of one individual (30,40) to brief
incidents recounted by many individuals (67,68).
For instance, life stories refer to information
that can either cover an entire lifetime or pertain
to specific aspects or periods within a lifetime
(69–72). In addition to in-person interviewing,
questionnaires, phone interviews and previously
obtained quotes have also been used as sources of
narrative data (73,74).
Mattingly and Lawlor have used a multi-method

ethnographic design to expand the definition of
what is considered narrative data (33,75–77). In
their work, observations of clinical encounters
(such as medical appointments and therapy ses-
sions), document reviews, and interviews with
healthcare workers were all combined to examine
unfolding narratives. Through such use of mul-
tiple methods of data collection, investigators are
able to document treatment-relevant stories that
are ensconced within much broader historical
contexts (33).
There is room for expanding the type of narrative

data used within occupational science. For instance,
sociologists have applied the process of narra-
tive inquiry to photographs and drawings (6,78).
An example of the use of visual images in an
occupation-based textbook is Felhaus-Weber’s (62)
interpretation of her own paintings to narrate
her experience recovering from a car accident. In
another example, from a study of men living in an
inner-city shelter, visual notebooks that included
photographs were used by Chard et al. (79) to
supplement textual data. They found that visual
data helped refine themes and produced deeply
personal accounts of experience.

Narrative inquiry

Narrative inquiry corresponds to the way that
narrative is analyzed. The process of narrative inquiry
starts with an analysis of data even as they are
being collected. The particular methods of narrative
inquiry that are used depend on both the theoretical
framework and aims of the study. Four types of
narrative inquiry are described below.

Thematic analysis. The most common methodology
for narrative inquiry in occupational science has been
thematic analysis. In this analytic strategy, stories are
commonly analyzed to extract themes, which provide
insight into realms of meaning. In some instances,
thematic analysis can be undertaken systematically in
a way that allows multiple researchers to analyze the
same data and consistently extract similar themes
(43,67,73,80).
A key advantage of thematic analysis is its ability to

reliably identify meaning within a narrative. However,
coding for themes can also break up the narrative,
thereby sacrificing some of the meaning inherent in
the structure. To offset coding for themes, life histo-
ries or life stories are often presented within the text to
present the narrative structure to the reader alongside
thematic analysis (53,66,81–84).
Polkinghorne (9) distinguished narrative analysis

from what he called analysis of narrative. In his view,
analysis of narrative consists of indentifying common
themes while narrative analysis entails the organization
of stories into a coherent plot. Polkinghorne has also
used the term paradigmatic analysis of narrative for
thematic analysis. Unfortunately, there has not been
a consistent application of this terminology in occupa-
tional science. The terms analysis of narrative (84,85),
thematic analysis (68,74), and “paradigmatic-type
narrative analysis to produce categories” (80) have
all been used by diverse researchers to describe similar
analytic structures.
Polkinghorne’s phraseology pertaining to narrative

analysis has not been universally embraced outside
or even within the field of occupational science. The
concept Polkinghorne refers to as analysis of narra-
tive is often defined as part of the family of methods
used for story interpretations known as narrative
analysis (6,10,86). In light of other researchers’
use of the phrase narrative analysis, Polkinghorne’s
terminology may be more confusing then clarifying.
Based on this analysis, it is recommended that the
term narrative inquiry be used instead of narrative
analysis for signifying the broad range of strategies
for analyzing data, and that the term thematic anal-
ysis be used to describe efforts to extract themes from
narrative data.
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Life history. Life histories entail the organization of
significant life events into a coherent story that cor-
responds to a chronological portrait (7). As in the case
of thematic analysis, life histories are concerned with
discovering the realm of meaning (43), but the
approach is different. In contrast to thematic analysis,
in life histories the created stories comprise the anal-
ysis. The life-history approach has been efficiently
utilized in occupational science as the teller and
researcher craft stories that provide holistic insight
into meaningful occupations (87). Within the life-
history approach, narrative smoothing, a methodo-
logical procedure in which elements of the plot are
arranged chronologically and elements that are not
pertinent are left out, is used by researchers to develop
a coherent plot (9).
An example of life-history methodology is con-

tained in Clark’s previously mentioned 1993 Eleanor
Clarke Slagle Lecture. In this application, a life
history was constructed from interview data col-
lected through collaboration between the researcher
and the participant. The story that emerged was,
in part, presented as a life history that illustrates
Penny’s struggle to recover from a stroke, including
how childhood occupations influenced the healing
process (40). In this manner, Clark combined life
history with other narrative approaches such as the
use of occupational storytelling and occupational
story-making.
Returning to terminology, it should be noted that

for some researchers, narrative analysis represents
the organization of data into a coherent, developed
plot (9,66,88), which for the purposes of this paper is
termed life history. However, the terminology used
in this article is consistent with that used most
commonly by researchers (7,35,57,87).
A classic example of the incorporation of life history

into a wider research methodological framework is
Frank’s (30) use of cultural biography. Along with life
histories, cultural biographies utilize traditional eth-
nographic methods such as secondary data and reflec-
tion on methodology to examine effects of power and
other personal factors. Frank used cultural biography
to understand both Diane, a woman born without
arms or legs, and the cultures of which she is a part. In
Frank’s use of life history, cultural biography com-
bined multiple methods to examine how culture
shapes individual experience and consciousness as
well as how the individual shapes cultural processes.
Yet another form of life history, autoethnography,

has emerged as a unique methodology that enables
authors to tell their own life stories (69–71). Auto-
ethnographies, first used by anthropologists, draw on
a postmodern perspective to combine self-narrative
and descriptions of cultural phenomena. The author
of an autoethnography provides both an insider’s view

as a storyteller and an outsider’s view as a researcher
(69–71). Three examples of autoethnography can be
found in occupational science literature. In a very
personally reflective study, Neville-Jan (71) presented
a self-generated narrative surrounding her strug-
gle with chronic pain. She then used her personal
narrative as a point of departure to examine problem-
atic conceptions of chronic pain and suggest how
therapists can effectively address this issue. Autoeth-
nography has also been employed in occupational
science to examine the personal tragedy of the death
of a child (69) and the struggle that resulted from
dealing with a father’s illness and eventual death (70).
These autoethnographies are remarkable in terms of
both the vulnerability of the personal stories and the
use of rich descriptions.

Narrative slope. Narrative slope is a methodology that
can be used to qualitatively interpret narratives.
Social psychologists Gergen and Gergen (89) defined
working towards an established valued endpoint as an
important component in the construction of narra-
tives. Therefore, narratives can be analyzed in rela-
tionships to these given endpoints as regressive,
progressive, or stable. Drama is created when narra-
tive slopes are either accelerated or altered. In apply-
ing this concept to occupation, researchers have
sequenced events on a timeline to determine the point
in the plot where the narrative slope changes
(41,46,90). The Occupational Performance History
Interview, a tool used to gather a history of play, work,
and self-care performance, has been utilized to exam-
ine the ups and downs that occur over the course of
psychiatric patients’ lives (91) as well as to study key
events within the lives of women with chronic pain
(88). A second version of the Occupational Perfor-
mance History Interview has been used to examine
the narrative slopes of adults living in a support facility
for individuals with HIV/AIDS (92).
Two examples from the occupational science

literature demonstrate how narrative slope has been
employed to examine future behavior. In one study, a
progressive upward slope was found to predict par-
ticipation in an employment program for individuals
with HIV/AIDS (93). In a second study (90), retired
individuals’ narratives were found to have a comp-
lex, inconsistent relationship with behavior. For
some retired individuals, a regressive narrative slope
prompted them to continue working, while others
who accepted retirement with a perceived regressive
narrative slope found that life had worsened two years
later. These examples demonstrate the utility of nar-
rative slope in creating a diagnostic or prognostic
description based on life stories.
Unlike other forms of narrative analysis, narrative

slope does not allow for interpretation of meaning and
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experience. However, narrative slope can be useful as
a first-level data analytic strategy in preparation for
deeper, more nuanced levels of analysis (43). For
instance, in a study of retired individuals related to
the one noted above, narrative discourse was analyzed
for narrative slope and then reviewed in an effort to
detect differences and similarities in individual par-
ticipation, with thematic categories later identified
(94). Such use of multiple levels of analysis allows
for possibilities of exploring experience and meaning
that cannot be obtained using just one form of
narrative inquiry.

Analysis of action. As noted previously, narrative has
been posited to structure action. If narrative imparts
structures to action and experience, then the exam-
ination of narrative structure can potentially provide
a useful methodology for examining action. This
usage is currently gaining popularity. For instance,
Mattingly (10) has developed a form of narrative
inquiry based on literary criticism and hermeneutics
that examines action-relevant stories as aesthetic
expressions. In Mattingly’s application, narratives
are examined in terms of both hermeneutics and
literary elements. This approach differs from the
structural analysis performed by Labov, who used
the elements of a story to analyze the narrative
structure of acts of speech (6,10). In contrast,
Mattingly uses literary analysis to study action.
Elements used in such analyses include emplot-
ment, narrative time, character, setting, and action
(10,12,39,76,95).
Mattingly focused on narrative time, that is, time

transformed into a meaningful whole through
emplotment, in an analysis of the action and expe-
rience of occupational therapists (10,50). Her data
analytic strategy was grounded by the following
principles surrounding narrative time: (a) time is
configured, (b) action and structure motivate nar-
rative, (c) time is organized in the gap between now
and the future, (d) things and people change over
time, (e) narrative has conflict, and (f) endings are
uncertain. Mattingly has refined the use of these
analytic strategies in her work by including a descrip-
tion of the processes through which actions take on
narrative meaning during a game of checkers (10)
and narrative suspense is created as a familiar activ-
ity is turned into a fictional Olympic sport (50).
Using similar principles, Lawlor examined the inter-
actional structure of a mother and her two daughters
enacting a fictional birthday party in a hospital
hallway. As each actor added to the action, a nar-
rative plot was formed (76). Lawlor’s focus on the
plot constructed between mother and daughter
exemplifies the use of narrative time to examine
how mutually told stories unfold.

Another example of the use of narrative to examine
action and experience is found in a study of two
women’s experience with homelessness and drug
addiction. In this application, homelessness was iden-
tified as a lived plot or storyline that provided struc-
ture to action in the women’s everyday lives (95).
Social relations with others that contained common
meaning resulted in strengthened lived plots for the
women, while social relations that were counter to
lived plots produced change through emplotment,
which occurred when the women in the study iden-
tified gaps between where they were and where they
wanted to be. Change occurred as the women acted
out the new plots they had developed (95).
Thus, analysis of action provides researchers with an

opportunity to gain unique insight into human expe-
rience as well as the personal and cultural meaning of
these experiences. By examining how individuals struc-
ture action into experience, we can gain knowledge of
how engagement in occupations shapes lives.

Summary of interrelatedness amongst types of narrative

Figure 2 shows the interrelationships between the
previously identified categories. Building on the cat-
egories developed in the present typology, it sum-
marizes the presence of narrative in everyday life as a
foundation for narrative as used in clinical reasoning
and research methodology.

Conclusion

The typology developed in this article is a potentially
useful resource for therapists, researchers, and the-
orists who attempt to make sense of the wider nar-
rative landscape. By more clearly understanding the
distinctions between terms and usages of narrative,
occupational science researchers can be better
equipped to utilize narrative in their own research.
Further, by breaking down the use of narrative, this
typology has identified areas of possible further
applications by occupational scientists. For instance,
to date, occupational scientists have examined nar-
ratives primarily in conjunction with life-changing
disability, illness, or injury for individuals and fam-
ilies. However, narrative can also be used outside
these realms to understand occupations, meaning,
and emplotment for all individuals. Using narrative
to better understand occupation in this more general
sense can add to the interdisciplinary knowledge
base surrounding the importance of occupation.
Within the developed narrative typology, narrative

inquiry is conceptualized as a tool for examining the
human experience. Different forms of narrative inquiry
could be more frequently combined, as illustrated in
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the joint use of life histories and thematic analysis
(53,81–84). Narrative inquiry can also be combined
with other research methodologies, as exemplified by
Frank’s (30) combination of narrative and more tradi-
tional ethnographic approaches. These creative uses
and combinations of narrative inquiry represent an
important area of methodological advancement.
The categories developed in this typology are over-

lapping and not mutually exclusive. Often several
aspects of narrative can be applied in a single research
design. The existing literature, presented in this
paper, demonstrates that uses of narrative are often
combined in creative ways to fulfill research needs.
Though this typology has created a clearer picture of
the use of narrative, it also presents categories as
having boundaries. However, an over-emphasis on
boundaries would limit researchers’ ability to fully
explore narrative and occupation.
Flyvbjerg (96) suggests that the social sciences

should be a dialogue with a polyphony of voices as
opposed to the final authoritative answer of the nat-
ural sciences. Following Flyvbjerg’s lead, in this paper
I have attempted to provide input into the ongoing
dialogue around narrative and occupational science.
Far from being a definitive voice, the typology in this
paper is meant to create dialogue around narrative
that ultimately can further occupational science and
occupational therapy.
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