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Abstract 

Emerging adulthood is defined largely by two factors: its changeability and the 

focus on identity construction. The current trend towards increasing frequency of post-

secondary education means that a major event in which these factors manifest with 

regard to is attending university. University is a time of increasing personal 

independence and identity development. Despite its contribution to individuation, 

university has come to be seen by many as the default, with alternative choices often 

being viewed in contrast with this default option—“if not university, then what?” At the 

same time, the negotiation of university has implications for future earning potential. 

Stories provide a unique and useful perspective for understanding the role of 

university studies in adult development. Stories are inherently about transition, as well 

as simultaneously being a thing-in-themselves and a metaphor. As a result, the study of 

the fluid, contradictory, metaphorical yet real, transitional yet discrete, stage of life 

development associated with commencing university studies is particularly well-suited 

to being studied through the stories individuals and groups tell about themselves and 

their experiences. 

This research examined the stories of emerging adults as they underwent their 

first year of university, with the overarching goal of partially illuminating potential 

research directions for personality development explanation and prediction. Particular 

focus was placed on the themes that emerged, as well as on how these themes 

manifested in narrative of participants. Chapter One gives a general overview of 

previous research and theory surrounding the topic, and presents analysis 

considerations. Chapter Two discusses a direct comparison of the thematic elements of 

narratives of students at the start and end of their first year of study using a cross-
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sectional design. Chapter Three examines three longitudinal case studies of students 

over the course of their first year, charting the changes in the stories told and deriving a 

proposed process of narrative development. This process consists of three possible 

reactions to perceived change or contradiction: revision, in which past events are 

inconsistently reported over time; consolidation, in which past events are reported 

consistently, with a plausible narrative offered to describe changing situations; and 

stasis, in which the narrative does not change over time due to changes not being 

noticed or attended to. Chapter Four describes a validation of the process derived in 

Chapter Three using longitudinal data. Chapter Five summarises the research findings 

with regard to the overall theoretical context, and describes practical recommendations 

as well as future research directions. 
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Chapter One: General Introduction 

It is generally accepted that stories are a crucial aspect of humanity. They are 

one of the few behaviours that no other creature has demonstrated, requiring abstract 

thought, symbolic language and culture. It has been proposed, only semi-jokingly, that 

humanity should be called homo narrans, rather than homo sapiens (Niles, 2010). 

Stories have been investigated in relation to human memory (Berntsen & Rubin, 

2004), cognition (Burleson & Rowan, 1985; Singer, Blagov, Berry, & Oost, 2013) and 

ability to consider future scenarios (Robyn, Ghisletta, & van der Linden, 2012). Perhaps 

the most widely relevant area where stories, or narratives, have been examined is with 

regard to identity (Bruner, 1986, 1987). Narrative identity, loosely defined as the story 

an individual constructs about their experiences, has been implicated in such a wide 

range of human behaviours and cognitions that Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber 

(1998, p. 1) termed the paradigm described by Bruner (1986) and Ricoeur, McLaughlin 

and Pellauer (1984) as a “narrative revolution”. 

Purpose of Thesis 

This thesis contributes to existing literature on narrative identity and identity 

development in several ways. The thesis conducts the first open—that is, non-

hypothesis driven—examination of the changes in narrative identity and worldview of 

Australian emerging adults entering university for the first time. Although the narrative 

identity development of emerging adults has been studied previously, research has 

either focused on specific hypotheses, such as how development is affected by 

particular experiences (Cox & McAdams, 2012), or has focused on particular practical 

implications (Alessandria & Nelson, 2005; Pearce, Down, & Moore, 2008). Although 

this previous research is valuable and useful in providing a bottom-up picture of identity 
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developments during this time, it is important to maintain a general understanding of the 

values and experiences of the university context, particularly from the point of view of 

the students. The research used psychology students as participants as a sample of 

convenience to provide a starting point. However, at least some of the findings are 

likely to be common to all university students—struggles with independence, managing 

social relationships, and conceptualisations of their chosen discipline—are topics that 

all university students would be familiar with, particularly those who have just 

completed high school (Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015). 

This thesis serves as a starting-point for future research around the narrative 

identity development of university students more generally. Although some common 

themes are likely to emerge, there are bound to be some differences, particularly around 

the conceptualisation of the scholarly discipline of psychology. Public conceptions of 

psychological subfields, and what psychology is, are often inaccurate (Cherry, 2016; 

Hinrichs, 2004; Lilienfeld, 2011), and incoming students are often unaware of many 

subfields within psychology (Smith et al., 2001). Potentially as a result of 

overemphasising the therapeutic application of psychology, many incoming psychology 

students will report either self-diagnosed or formally diagnosed mental illnesses such as 

depression or anxiety, wishing to use their experiences to help others, or to seek self-

knowledge. Although this may well be a useful and rewarding past-time, these 

perceptions may not appeal to some students who might do well in non-clinical areas of 

psychology (e.g. research, organisational or developmental). It is plausible that fields 

other than psychology may have similar perception limitations—research has 

highlighted unwillingness of female students to enrol in courses viewed as being 

“mostly men” such as engineering (Knight & Cunningham, 2004). By examining 
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changing perceptions of students within psychology in conjunction with these 

perceptions, more effective recruitment and teaching strategies might be conceived. 

Many personality models are descriptive, but offer little in the way of ability of 

explain why these traits are held at the given levels. As Boag (2011) illustrated, often 

behaviour is explained through personality traits, with the personality traits being 

justified through displayed behaviour. This is particularly noted with lexically-based 

models of personality such as the popular five-factor model (FFM), and its conceptual 

cousin the HEXACO (van der Linden, te Nijenhuis, & Bakker, 2010). Based upon the 

lexical hypothesis, these models propose that important aspects of a construct will be 

encapsulated in language, in particular descriptors of personality and behaviour 

(Goldberg, 1993). Partially derived using factor analytic techniques, such models argue 

that a number of basic traits together predicted behaviour (Norman, 1963). For example, 

in the FFM punctuality and organisation were both subsumed under the trait of 

“conscientiousness”; a highly conscientious person being defined as someone who 

displays a high degree of adherence to the various facets and behaviours. But the 

underlying reason for these being subsumed under the trait of conscientiousness is 

simply that these behaviours tend to co-occur, with little to no explanatory reason from 

within the theory why a person would display these behaviours in the first place. As a 

result, descriptive models like the FFM and HEXACO have limited explanatory power. 

Of course, these descriptive models are useful. They have been shown repeatedly to be 

reliable predictors of behaviours and life outcomes (Funder, 2013; Salgado, 2003). 

However, their weakness in explaining what they describe is a gap in the theories that 

cannot be filled without a different approach, such as narrative models of identity.  

Examinations of developing narratives, in conjunction with the cultural scripts 

and personal experiences of individuals undergoing periods of personality development 
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have the potential to offer insight into a deeper etiological component of personality 

development, and in turn explain the personality traits themselves (McAdams & Pals, 

2006). To illustrate, Pals (2006) found that narrative features such as tone or coherency 

predicted psychological outcomes such as ego-resiliency 40 years later. Bauer and 

McAdams (2010) found that subjective well-being was predicted by themes and goals 

within narratives over three years. Lodi-Smith, Geise and Roberts (2009) found 

personality traits were predictive of narrative traits, implying a bidirectional model 

consistent with other research (Küfner, Mitja, Nestler, & Egloff, 2010; Thorne, 2000). 

In light of this previous research, it is likely that narrative and personality development 

are inter-related, and there exists the potential to create a model that explains, rather 

than simply describes, developments within these aspects of human cognition. 

It is not proposed that this thesis, in itself, will establish such a predictive model. 

Any such model would require comprehensive examination of narratives across a wide 

range of subpopulations and contexts. It is proposed, however, that it can serve as a 

beginning of the process. The personality and identity development that occurs in 

emerging adults provide a prime opportunity to attempt to isolate some principles of this 

process. Given the established links and predictive utility between narrative features and 

personality traits, examinations of narrative developments across the first year of 

university has the potential to provide a clearer picture of these predictive links. 

Emerging Adulthood 

Traditionally, development stages were regarded as going directly from one stage 

to another, with transitional or liminal periods occurring in between being of 

comparatively limited interest (Baddeley & Singer, 2007). This viewpoint is largely 

based on the work of researchers such as Erikson and Erikson (1982) and Freud 
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(1905/1970). Successful negotiation of such liminal periods is often indicated by 

culturally designated markers. In the case of Western societies, markers of adulthood 

include finishing one’s formal education, gaining full-time employment, moving out of 

the parental home, getting married and having children (Gaudet, 2007). However, such 

markers are increasingly achieved at a later chronological age than previously. For 

example, the average age of first marriage increased five years between 1966 and 2010 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 1995, 2010), participation in post-secondary 

education doubled between 1990 and 2008 (ABS, 2008), and between 1990 and 2010 

the median age at which the first child was born has increased from 27.5 to 28.9 (ABS, 

2012). This would seem to indicate that the speed, age of onset, and progression of this 

transition from adolescence to adulthood has itself changed. 

When defining emerging adulthood, it is tempting to simply describe it as a 

transitional period between adolescence and adulthood. However, research indicates 

that it is a discrete period in itself, with distinguishing markers and dynamics (Arnett, 

2004). Emerging adulthood is a time of questioning and constructing identities of 

oneself and of the world around the individual. It is a time of trial and error. Potential 

identity elements are discovered, tested, and either incorporated, adjusted or discarded 

in favour of other elements (Arnett, 2004). For the individual’s personal identity, these 

elements can include values, political affiliation and attitudes, religious beliefs, gender 

roles, music and other media preference, social relationships, sexual and romantic 

relationships, and other such aspects of identity (Nelson & Barry, 2005). These 

elements are experimented with, and examined with regard to how they interact with 

accepted aspects of identity within the context of the individual’s sociocultural 

environment. Aspects that are met with approval from one’s peers are more likely to be 

viewed favourably, and aspects that are disapproved of are more likely to remain hidden 
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or discarded from the individual’s concept of self (Jenkins, 2008; Major & O’Brien, 

2005). 

This identity construction has been shown to have implications for the 

individual’s development over the rest of the lifespan. Disorganised or incoherent 

identity formation has been implicated in the development of personality disorders 

(Marcia, 2006), addiction formation and recovery (Dunlop & Tracy, 2013; Singer, 

2001), schizophrenia (Raffard et al., 2010) romantic and professional relationships 

(Branje, Laninga-Wijnen, Yu, & Meeus, 2013; McLean & Jennings, 2012), and general 

well-being and mental health (Adler, 2012; Adler et al., 2015; Bell, 2008; McAdams & 

Adler, 2010). The identity formation process has been examined through the use of 

narrative; by examining the stories the individual tells of their experiences and self-

concept, to useful result. A common focus in these examinations is the concept of 

“turning points”, significant events or times involving personal growth or overcoming 

obstacles (Schwartz, Zamboanga, Luyckx, Meca, & Ritchie, 2013). In film-marking 

parlance, these often act as “set pieces”, events that the rest of the narrative is built 

around, leading up to and describing the consequences thereof. The transitions around 

the time of emerging adulthood—completing high school, entering higher education, 

gaining greater legal rights and responsibilities, and beginning to engage in long-term 

romantic relationships—can all be considered turning points. Furthermore, the identity 

construction discussed previously is often framed around turning points—one “comes to 

a realisation” about their worldview, or “discovers” their desired career direction. 

More qualitatively, people aged from late adolescence to the mid-twenties report 

feeling “in-between” (Arnett, 2004, p. 14). An excellent example of an emerging adult’s 

viewpoint of their adult status was provided by Arnett (2004, p. 14). This participant’s 

statement describes feeling partially adult, capable of living up to some of the social and 
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occupational responsibilities, but still prone to uncertainty as to one’s expected actions 

and slipping into more “childish” behaviour: 

Sometimes I think I’ve reached adulthood and then I sit down and eat ice 

cream directly from the box, and I keep thinking, “I’ll know I’m an adult 

when I don’t eat ice cream right out of the box any more!” That seems 

like such a childish thing to do. But I guess in some ways I feel like I’m an 

adult. I’m a pretty responsible person. I mean, if I say I’m going to do 

something, I do it. I’m very responsible with my job. Financially, I’m 

fairly responsible with my money. But sometimes in social circumstances 

I feel uncomfortable like I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, and I still 

feel like a little kid. So a lot of times I don’t really feel like an adult. 

The origins of this change of the previous social model in which people tended to 

go directly from adolescence to adulthood, achieving the markers in a more defined 

pattern - are uncertain, although there are several theories. Modell (1989) observed that 

in the 1950s, American youth were eager to get married and “settle down”, a pattern 

that stands in contrast to the ambivalence of individuals in the same age group in the 

1990s (Arnett, 2004; Mackay, 1993). Modell (1989) speculated that for those who grew 

up during the disruption of the Great Depression and World War 2, achieving stability 

was seen as an accomplishment in itself. However, the youth of the 1990s and 2000s, 

were raised with values of opportunity and potential, which would naturally lead to such 

stability being viewed as the “closing of doors” (Arnett, 2004; Rugimbana, 2007). 

The change in how this period is negotiated is likely tied to the increased options 

and educational attainment of women. Prior to the 1980s, women tended to have lower 

educational levels than men, achieving lower grades overall and graduating at lower 
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rates (ABS, 1998). Since then, the trend has reversed, with girls consistently scoring 

higher than boys, and graduating more frequently. In 2006, retention rates from grades 8 

to 12 was 69% for boys and 81% for girls, with girls representing 54.5% of all higher 

education students, despite females making up 50.2% of the Australian population 

(ABS, 2006, 2007). The increased options this attainment provides mean that women 

around this age group may be more likely to seek career success first, rather than 

settling for more traditional options such as getting married and starting a family. 

Narratives 

The importance of stories to humans, both individually and to societies, should 

not be underestimated. Stories are so central to human communication, experience and 

cognition that it has been suggested that rather than homo sapiens, humanity should be 

named homo narrans (Baskin, 2005; Fisher, 1987; Niles, 2010). Stories are used to 

communicate values to the next generation, to understand experiences and to 

communicate experiences to each other, to facilitate social bonding, to persuade and to 

entertain. Simply trying to conceive of an alternate way of communicating an event that 

is non-narrative in format is nearly impossible (Friedlander, 2012). We find it difficult 

not to infer causality, motives, and relationships—in essence, tell ourselves stories— 

even when explicitly told that these aspects do not exist in a constructed, artificial 

environment, such as shapes on a computer screen (Michotte, 1946). When writing a 

scientific report, researchers are often advised to think of the story they are trying to tell 

(O’Connor, n.d.; Wells, 1996). 

Stories have been studied for almost as long as the concept of scholarship has 

existed. One of the earliest recorded works on story structure is Aristotle’s Poetics, 

published roughly 335 BCE, but this is predated by Plato’s Republic, originally 
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published roughly 380 BCE, in which Plato discusses the role poetry has in society 

(Aristotle, 335BCE/1970; Plato, 380BCE/2015). Rabbinical commentary on the Torah, 

which mostly takes the form of stories, dates back to at least 530 BCE, and according to 

Jewish lore, back to the time of Moses, usually estimated to between 1270 BCE and 

1570 BCE (Augustine, 1945; Guggenheimer, 2005; Herbert, 2012). More recently, 

narratives have received attention as a psychological tool from the time of Freud, being 

used as a means to examine unconscious desires through dreams as a near-pure free 

association. Jung incorporated this concept into his work on archetypes represented in 

the collective unconscious (Fabian, 2009; Jung, 1981; Lydenbeg, 1997).  

However, what has been termed the “narrative revolution” occurred with the 

publication of two main works: Life as Narrative (Bruner, 1987), and Narrative 

Psychology (Sarbin, 1986). Developed independently, these works focus on different 

aspects of narrative and its relationship to human cognition and behaviour, but together 

they formed the early framework of narrative psychology by examining and discussing 

how stories are used, created, and read in daily life. Around this time the formal and 

explicit use of narrative as a therapeutic tool was pioneered, in which the client is aided 

in re-storying events in a fashion more conducive to healthy psychological functioning 

(Besley, 2002; Carr, 1998; Currier & Neimeyer, 2006). 

A major area of study within narratives is identity—particularly regarding the 

stories individuals tell about their experiences and selves, with the premise “I am the 

person who has had these experiences”. Studies of narrative identity often focus on two 

aspects of story; structure and themes. Structure refers to how the story is told, how 

ideas are connected and related causally, as well as positioning of the teller and various 

actors within the story. Structural aspects of narrative have been found relevant in the 

formation of trauma and other mental disorders, as well as personality (Adler, Chin, 
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Kolisetty, & Oltmanns, 2012; Denham, 2008; Singer, 2001). In contrast, thematic 

considerations refer to what ideas are present and emphasised. Narratives with themes 

of resilience may refer to “surviving” a trauma, or overcoming obstacles, and narratives 

with helplessness themes may refer to a character being unable to affect a situation. 

Themes are more commonly examined by narrative researchers than structural 

considerations, for two main reasons: the existence of generally accepted methods of 

examining themes making findings and methodologies easier to epistemologically 

justify, and themes being easier to discuss in a more general sociocultural context. In 

contrast to themes, structure is often influenced by cognitive and perceptual factors such 

as language ability, attention span of the speaker, recognition of environmental cues, 

expectations of the medium of expression (e.g., written, spoken to a recorder, interview 

format), thought associations and other such considerations (Jennings, Pasupathi, & 

McLean, 2014; N. King & Horrocks, 2010; Lieblich et al., 1998). This range of 

influential factors leads to difficulty comparing narratives gathered in one physical 

context to others, whereas themes are more resilient to changes between contexts. As a 

result, systematic research into narrative identity is still very limited. 

The relationship between personality traits and narrative themes is unclear. 

McAdams et al. (2004) found associations between the frequency of certain themes and 

Big Five personality trait levels, but these were not consistent across samples. One 

factor McAdams et al. identified as a possible explanation was that different 

demographics lead to a different relationship between personality factors and narrative 

features. For example, the same personality traits may be expressed differently within 

narratives depending on one’s life context. Sutin, Costa, Wethington, and Eaton (2010) 

found that individuals’ level of neuroticism and extraversion predicted whether they 

reported a stressful event as a “turning point” in which their lives changed direction, and 
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if they felt they learned something from the experience. However, classification of the 

event as a “turning point” or not was explicitly asked about by the interviewer rather 

than reported spontaneously or coded from the narratives, leaving the possibility that the 

prompt played a role in these responses (Richman, Kiesler, Weisband, & Drasgow, 

1999). 

As with all other aspects of human experience, culture plays a role, most notably 

through the provision of “scripts”, defined as narrative schema, which provide a 

template for how certain situations are expected to play out, or a framework through 

which to interpret situations (K. Nelson, 2003). For example, going to the supermarket 

and paying for one’s purchases is an extremely strong and specific script (Matsui, 

Sumiyoshi, Yuuki, Kato, & Kurachi, 2006). Most people have a very ordered schema 

for how this situation tends to unfold, with disruptions to that schema, such as forgetting 

one’s wallet or an item refusing to scan, tending to be more noticed and remembered. 

Furthermore, scripts influence how events are embedded within an individual’s life 

story through a process called “emplotment” (Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 141); events tend 

to be organised and valanced in a way that draws on these cultural scripts. A common 

example of emplotment drawing on scripts occurs in the Thematic Apperception Test 

(TAT). In this test, the test-taker is shown an ambiguous picture and asked to tell a story 

about what led to the scenario depicted in the picture, what the characters in the 

picture/story were thinking and feeling, and what happened afterwards. This test has is 

useful as a measure of psychological needs, particularly need for achievement 

(Tuerlinckx, de Boeck, & Lens, 2002). The stories told have been shown to differ 

markedly across cultures, even when using the same stimuli (Hofer & Chasiotis, 2004). 

However, as with most schemas, describing scripts in a non-circular pattern can 

be difficult. Scripts are identified by stories following identifiable patterns, but these 
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patterns are primarily identified by comparing them with known scripts. Although 

scripts are provided by the societal and cultural context, not every individual within that 

context has equal access to all scripts. The scripts accessed by an upper-class executive 

may differ from those available to a middle-class homemaker, or a working-class 

labourer. So creating a complete selection of scripts within a given cultural context is a 

non-trivial task. Even within a given context, such as university, the group of 

individuals within that context is heterogeneous, drawing on scripts from previous 

contexts they have experienced. Deriving scripts through comparing many event 

narratives must take these variations into account. 

Considering these strengths, limitations and complications, the fact that narratives 

are inherently about transition and change makes narrative analysis a suitable tool for 

examining the changes that occur in identity and worldview as part of transitioning from 

one state of being to another. Individuals often narrate these transitions, casting the 

events to derive or construct meaning, or to frame the events so as to facilitate growth or 

resilience (Macnamara, 2008; McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001). 

Given the intimate relationship between identity and stories, narratives are also a useful 

framework in discussing times of identity change and development. 

University 

Apart from identity construction, the most salient aspect of emerging adulthood is 

the development of independence and the choice of direction for one’s future. This 

development, with its associated choices, takes place in many domains and contexts, but 

a major choice is in choosing one’s career direction. Career choice is especially 

pertinent to those approaching the end of their teenage years, given that the legally 

mandated minimum age for remaining at school in Queensland is 17 years (Australian 
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Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2013, p. 38). This legal transition 

requires that questions about career direction must be answered, either proactively or by 

default, and although individuals’ choices will be influenced by many external factors, 

such as friends, family, and feasibility of various choices, ultimately the individual 

bears the most direct impact of these choices. 

Since the early 2000s, the rate of growth for university graduate employment 

opportunity has drastically outpaced the growth for non-graduate employment, with 

unemployment rates for individuals with either vocational or university qualifications 

roughly half of that for individuals without qualifications (Group of Eight Australia, 

2014). Further, historical employment growth was predicted by a sector’s requirement 

for university qualifications, most notably education, health care, and scientific and 

technical services. This has partially arisen from the increased frequency of engaging in 

post-secondary education, but also partially influences that trend itself bi-directionally 

(Danziger & Ratner, 2010). In Australia, the participation rate in post-secondary 

education increased from 12% of 17-to-19-year-olds in 1982 to 26% in 2010 (Norton, 

2013a). So it seems reasonable to conclude that the societal expectation of late 

adolescents/early emerging adults to continue their education after high school has 

increased. 

Despite this increasing tendency to attend university directly after completing 

high school, by the end of their first year of university, one in seven students will leave 

their initial degree program, either to drop out of university entirely, or to transfer to 

another program (Baik et al., 2015; Gilmore, 2014). This appears to indicate a degree of 

uncertainty or changeability in the desired area of study, which is consistent with the 

“seeking” aspect of emerging adulthood. By experimenting with different topics, 
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students facilitate gaining familiarity with their future career path, finding a topic that 

fits their desired identity (Bain, 2005; Lengelle & Meijers, 2014; Plunkett, 2001). 

For some emerging adults, the time spent at university is one of unprecedented 

independence. Although in Australia most university students still live in the parental 

home, they no longer have teachers assigning and checking homework, or taking 

attendance at classes (ABS, 2009). In Australia, many individuals of this age are getting 

their driving licenses, which if they have access to a car gives them mobility on their 

own terms, rather than being dependent on rides from parents, friends, or public 

transport (Delbosc & Currie, 2014). Emerging adults also gain the right to vote, 

allowing them for the first time an official voice in how their town, state, and country is 

governed, and although they may have experimented with alcohol or tobacco 

previously, they may now legally consume these substances with no legal repercussions. 

Related to this, the first year of university is proverbial for a strong drinking culture, 

although economic factors have reduced its frequency and intensity (Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare, 2013; Lian, 2015). Taken together, these factors expose 

emerging adults who are university students to aspects of adulthood in ways they have 

not been exposed to previously, requiring adaptation in their behaviour and identity. 

Summary  

Narratives provide a useful paradigm in which to examine and interpret the 

experiences and developments of emerging adults. As a result of the identity 

development that occurs during the transition from high school to university, and during 

the first year of university, within these individuals, it is of particular use for emerging 

adults during that life period. Across three studies, the developments of the narrative 

identities of emerging adults in their first year of university will be examined. The first 
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study is a cross-sectional design, comparing the narratives of students at the start and 

end of their first year. The second is a longitudinal study examining the changes in 

narrative identity of students as they undergo the first year of their university studies. 

The last is a validation of the trends and process derived from the second study on 

longitudinal data from students who were experiencing the first semester of their 

university studies. 
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Chapter Two: A Cross-Sectional Examination of Narrative Themes in First-Year 

University Students 

Attending university is often seen as a transformative, liminal experience, during 

which an immature adolescent becomes a mature adult (Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 

2000; Wyn, 2004). University is often portrayed as a time when the emerging adult 

constructs or discovers the identity that defines them at this new stage of their lives, and 

how they view their social, academic, and political surroundings (Arnett, 1994). Given 

the critical nature of this period in the formation of identity and values, an examination 

of how the experience of university is understood is potentially valuable in 

understanding and predicting autobiographical reasoning, which in the current research 

is pursued within an Australian emerging adult university student context (Habermas & 

Reese, 2015). This process of autobiographical reasoning is involved in resilience to 

disruptive events, as well as forming identities within a cultural context (Bohn, 2010; 

McLean & Mansfield, 2011). 

Most research on transition to adulthood has focused on specific subpopulations, 

such as ethnic or sexual, or in specific cultures, such as American colleges (Arnett, 

2016). Although these are valuable areas of inquiry, the degree to which results from 

these studies generalize to other contexts and countries is uncertain. For example, 65% 

of first-year university students in Australia are aged 19 or younger, compared with 

19% in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2010). The proportion of students in Australia 

employed full-time (defined as working over 31 hours per week) was 9%, compared 

with 26% in the U.S. (Baik et al., 2015; Davis & Bauman, 2013). In Australia, the 

percentage of 17-to-19-year-olds electing to attend university increased from 12% in 

1982 to 26% in 2013 (Norton, 2013b), with 67% of first-year students being aged 19 
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years and younger in 2009 (James, Krause, Jennings, & Melbourne, 2010). In Australia, 

students’ gender balance shifted from 80% male in the 1950s, to 50% in 1987, to just 

under 45% in 2008 (Department of Education and Training, 2008; Norton, 2013b). In 

Queensland, where the current research was conducted, 39% of school completers 

attended university the following year (Department of Education Training and 

Employment, 2014). These figures indicate that, for a significant segment of the 

population, studying at university after high school is expected. As a result, the 

percentage of people aged over 25 with a Bachelor degree, the most common university 

degree, increased from 10% in 1990 to 27.9% in 2011 (ABS, 2012). 

The shift from a primarily manufacturing economy to a knowledge-based 

economy and the subsequent delay in achieving the traditional markers of adulthood in 

favour of greater educational participation has been associated with the rise of a distinct 

stage of development between adolescence and adulthood known as “emerging 

adulthood” (Arnett, 2000; Hamilton & Hamilton, 2006). Emerging adulthood is 

characterised by a trial-and-error approach to identity construction, in which individuals 

adopt and abandon identity aspects in an attempt to construct their identity within a 

context that involves a larger degree of independence than the individuals had 

previously experienced. These factors may include almost any aspect that can become a 

part of an individual’s identity—political beliefs, social group, religious beliefs, 

attitudes, musical taste, sexuality, and interests all being common examples (Abes & 

Jones, 2004; Galupo, Cartwright, & Savage, 2010; McLean & Pratt, 2006; Rugimbana, 

2007; Sica, Aleni Sestito, & Ragozini, 2014).  

An individual’s self-image does not remain consistent over time, and may be 

viewed as a near-infinite number of moment-to-moment “selves”, each subtly different. 

Self-image emerges from a comparison between the current and past selves (Craig, 
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2010; Singer et al., 2013). Viewing the self in this way lends itself to creating stories to 

explain an individual’s transition from their past selves to their current self, in a way 

analogous with how a character’s journey may emerge during a sequence of still images 

(Elnick, Margrett, Fitzgerald, & Labouvie-Vief, 1999).  

Identity in emerging adulthood has been further characterized as being 

particularly mercurial, potentially as a result of the uncertain nature of the individual’s 

role in society (Sica et al., 2014). Successful navigation of this period has been noted as 

being critical for the formation of a stable, coherent history and identity (McLean & 

Pratt, 2006; Thorne, Cutting, & Skaw, 1998). Constructed out of the individual’s 

memories and experiences, an individual’s sense of self and narrative identity embodies 

who they are by contrasting their perceived current self with their “comparative buffer” 

self (Craig, 2010). This narrative identity or self-story is then referred to, and adjusted 

to facilitate deriving meaning from experiences. 

Significant life events can have long-term effects on how an individual’s self-

story is constructed. Gutierrez and Park (2014) quantitatively examined longitudinal 

effects of significant life events, such as a serious injury or death in the family, among 

American university undergraduates over a semester. Gutierrez and Park identified a 

reliable and marked shift in individuals’ beliefs about the world, such as the “just world 

hypothesis” or religious beliefs, and about the individuals themselves, such as their 

perceived degree of self-control. Although broad patterns of beliefs tended to remain 

similar, details of the students’ beliefs often changed. For example, students were more 

likely to endorse a belief in a non-omniscient deity than previously, although a majority 

had not changed their belief as to the existence or non-existence of a deity. The 

researchers argued that, consistent with previous research, these changes were the result 
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of an interaction between salient events and stable trait-patterns (Gallagher, 2013; 

McLean & Pratt, 2006). 

A major facet of identity change, particularly during emerging adulthood, is 

around social group and affiliation (Jones & McAdams, 2013; Kyratzis, 2004). Identity 

is, in large part, socially constructed in conjunction with figures who are both affiliated 

with, and against, the identifying individual (Gee, 2001; Polletta, 1998). Individuals, 

particularly those who attend university, are likely to be exposed to a wider social 

demographic than previously. The individual then chooses how to position themselves 

in relation to their new social scene (Galupo et al., 2010; Polletta, 1998). Each decision 

influences, and is influenced by, the individual’s previous and adapted self-story, with 

groups or individuals being included in the story potentially as antagonistic, supportive 

or neutrally transformative figures (Archakis & Tzanne, 2005). In some cases, parties 

may become portrayed as heroic, villainous, or neutrally transformative, potentially to 

be supported or opposed. In each case, the individual’s role in their own story is 

adjusted while drawing on culturally provisioned prototypes (Ginsburg, 1987). How 

these social experiences are understood impacts narrative formation more generally, 

through the attempt to create coherence with particular aspects of the individual’s 

narrative.  

Another common aspect to emerging adulthood is the increased independence that 

the individual experiences during this development period (Piumatti, 2016). In 

Australia, individuals at this age are able to legally drink alcohol or smoke tobacco. 

Many gain their driving licenses, and complete compulsory education. Further 

education is often held as being necessary for any professional career. However, this 

education is also generally viewed as voluntary in at least some sense (James, 2000). 

Individuals are expected to be largely responsible for their own learning, receiving 
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comparatively little direction or attention from teachers. Many consider leaving the 

parental home, with the average age of moving out being 21-22 years, either out of a 

desire for greater independence, to move in with a partner, or to facilitate study or 

employment (ABS, 2009, 2013). 

Emerging adults tend to engage in relationships that differ from relationships 

experienced during adolescence. For example, as the individual’s identity becomes 

more developed, achieving intimacy becomes a higher priority in romantic 

relationships. The degree to which relationship goals have been formed has also been 

found to be associated with relationship quality (Zimmer-Gembeck & Petherick, 2006). 

Likewise, relationships with mentoring figures also tend to involve greater thematic 

complexity and address different needs. For example, compared with adolescents, 

emerging adults valued a more mutual mentoring style that encouraged and recognized 

the emerging adult’s autonomy (Liang, Spencer, Brogan, & Corral, 2008). They were 

also less likely than younger individuals to idealize their mentor figures and to learn 

“from mentors’ strengths and weaknesses” (p. 175). 

A common area of emerging adults’ concern consists of their expectations and 

intentions of employment and career (Stokes & Wyn, 2007). Adolescent career 

aspirations have been closely linked with identity, with career being seen as an 

expression of identity and the result of having formed a coherent, stable personal 

identity (Wolinksy, 2010). Arnett (2004) found that emerging adults tended to be 

attracted to careers in which they previously had enjoyable experiences, and that they 

found were compatible with their identity. However, subsequent research showed that 

this experience need not be first-hand, with media having a strong influence on student 

study preferences and expectations (Chandler & Reckker, 2011; Jackson, 2009; T. 

Lyons & Quinn, 2014). Rӧnkӓ, Oravala, and Pulkkinen (2003) identified educational 
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choices as major points of transition in retrospective adult narratives, suggesting that the 

period of starting university was a potentially valuable point to study developments in 

narrative identity (Sica et al., 2014). Approximately 20% of university students leave 

university or change study program by the end of their first year (Gilmore, 2014), 

potentially indicating unmet or changing expectations (Baik et al., 2015; Gilmore, 

2014). 

Emerging adults within a university context have previously been studied from a 

narrative perspective (McAuliffe, 2002), but this research has either focused on pre-

defined variables such as emotional support and mental illness (Azmitia, Syed, & 

Radmacher, 2013; Taylor, Doane, & Eisenberg, 2014), learning approaches (Bliuc, 

Ellis, Goodyear, & Hendres, 2011), or reaction to particular events (Cox & McAdams, 

2012). Other research has used specific cultural or subcultural perspectives. For 

example, Abes and Jones (2004) examined the dynamics and factors influencing self-

perceptions of lesbian university students, finding that their characterization of their 

orientation influenced, and was influenced by, their perceived “place in the world” with 

regard to their family and role in society generally. Pearce, Down, and Moore (2008) 

examined the narratives of working-class students in Australian universities, who 

historically have lower rates of participation at all levels of education, including 

university, when compared with students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Participants’ social class, most notably economic struggles to attend university while 

continuing to earn enough to live on, played a major role in how they characterized their 

university studies. Further, there was a reported perception that “people like [them] 

don’t go to university” (p. 262). These and other real and perceived norms were found 

to affect these participants’ approach to, and characterisation of, their university studies. 
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The primary aim of this study is to examine the differences in the narratives held 

between students at the end and beginning of their first year of university as they have 

just left high school. Particular focus is on the themes present within the narratives, as 

well as possible quantitative relationships between narrative features and personality 

factors.  

The current study is differentiated from much previous research in two main 

ways. First, this is exploratory, allowing narrative features to emerge independently of 

researcher preconceptions. Although clear hypotheses are important in directing 

research and answering specific questions, by their nature such foci will lead to some 

narrative aspects being overlooked (Maruyama & Ryan, 2014; Stebbins, 2001). This is 

particularly true if the research focuses on particular subpopulations (e.g., working-class 

students rather than university students). There may be valid theoretical or practical 

rationales for examining subgroups, knowing how well findings can generalize can 

remain problematic. The second way the current study differs from previous research is 

that, being within an Australian university context, this research fills a hitherto 

neglected research context. The bulk of previous research on transition to tertiary 

education and emerging adulthood have been in colleges in the USA and Canada, which 

have been shown to differ in several ways from universities in Australia (Arnett, 2016). 

Differences in cultural context impact themes present in the stories in many ways, 

including through the provision of different scripts, so it is important not to assume 

consistency between Australian and North American experiences (Berntsen & Rubin, 

2004; Davidman & Greil, 2007; Fivush, Habermas, Waters, & Zaman, 2011; Long, 

2004). By examining common themes across participants, it will be possible to infer 

both the development of narratives within the cohorts studied and the scripts being 

drawn on and constructed. 
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Method 

Participants. 

Participants were first-year psychology students at an Australian university 

recruited through an undergraduate student research pool, and were rewarded for 

participation with 1 hour course credit. The 13 students in Cohort 1 (9 female and 4 

male, with a mean age 17.5 years) were interviewed during the first three weeks of their 

first semester at university, and the 12 Cohort 2 students (11 female and 1 male, with a 

mean age 18.2 years) were interviewed in the last month of classes in the second 

semester of their first year. Primary cultural backgrounds that the participants identified 

with were: white Australian—nine in each cohort; also represented were Asian (1 and 2 

respectively), European (1 and none), African (none and 1), and Australian Aboriginal 

(1 and none). In terms of household income, five (Cohort 1) and six (Cohort 2) 

participants indicated that they did not know, with the various levels being 

approximately equally distributed among those who provided this information on the 

demographic questionnaire. Parental education was representative of Australian 

university students, with 50% (Cohort 1) and 71% (Cohort 2) of participants’ parents 

being described as not attending university (Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013). Cohorts were 

distinct—no individual participated in both sets of interviews. 

Interview recordings and transcripts were stored anonymously. Each participant 

was coded with a letter (indicating cohort membership), and a random, unique, non-

sequential number between 1 and 100. For example, A-23 was in Cohort 1, and B-14 

was in Cohort 2. These codes are used as participant identifiers throughout this article. 
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Procedure.  

Ethical clearance was obtained from the University Human Research Ethics 

Committee. Participants were interviewed using a semi-structured format. Interview 

questions related to where participants grew up, their family life and relationships, 

followed by questions focusing on their experiences and perceptions of high school and 

university, and their transition between these settings. Responses to these scripted 

questions were probed for greater detail. Interviews were electronically recorded and 

transcribed for analysis. Interview length was 20-70 (mean ~45) minutes. 

Participants were expected to differ on salient dimensions apart from cohort. 

Previous research had examined potential links between the week of semester in which 

students were recruited and personality dimensions (Bollmer, Harris, & Milich, 2006; 

McAdams, 2006; McAdams et al., 2004; Stevens & Ash, 2001; Witt, Donnellan, & 

Orlando, 2011). For this reason, students in both cohorts completed a personality 

inventory (Saucier, 1994), the Social Dominance Orientation, a measure of social and 

political beliefs (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994), along with demographic 

questions on age, gender, primary cultural background, parental educational 

achievement, and household income. These variables were intended for confound-

checking, rather than as primary topics of investigation. 

Data analysis. 

Data analysis followed the guidelines of King and Horrocks (2010). Interview 

transcriptions were coded according to utterance topic (i.e., what an utterance referred 

to). For example, a comment about friends in high school would be coded as “friends in 

high school”. These initial codes were later collected into subject groups. For example, 

one group “university” (see Figure 1) included codes such as “independence in 
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education”, “freedom”, “academic transition”, and “dense workload”, all of which 

coded for participant comments in reference to individuals’ university experience. In the 

third stage, themes were derived according to similarities between the content of subject 

groups. For example, the “independence” theme was derived from codes referring to 

several incidences and types of independence, which were found across multiple 

groups. These commonalities were mostly apparent through similar phrasing or 

synonymous phrases such as: “sometimes you realise you’re only friends with people 

‘cause you saw them five times a week”, and “I realise that some of my friends were 

just my friends because I see them”, and “you really realise who are your friends when 

you leave school”; although phrased differently, all referred to the same broad idea. At 

each stage of analysis, groups and themes were compared with the interview transcripts 

to ensure that elicited points accurately represented participants’ stories. The two 

cohorts’ data were coded and analysed separately, in order to avoid inadvertently 

creating thematic consistency. 

To ensure coding reliability, four randomly selected interviews (2 from each 

cohort) were coded by an independent rater, who was instructed to code according to 

the same guidelines described above. Inter-rater reliability was found to be good, with κ 

= .78 and 99% agreement as calculated by NVivo (Bazeley & Jackson, 2014; Landis & 

Koch, 1977; Syed & Nelson, 2015). The independent rater was not told which cohort 

each interview came from, although this might have been inferred from the interview 

transcripts. Further, the codes were not shared between raters, so that each rater derived 

their codes independently. The two raters’ codes were compared for similarity. For 

example, two codes independently generated were, “Views current life as empty”, and 

“Empty life”. In cases of clear code overlap such as this, and with both raters’ 

agreement, the codes were considered to be equivalent for analysis purposes. In cases of 
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disagreement, the respective codes were considered to be different. Disagreement 

indicated either that the raters coded a given utterance differently, or that one rater did 

not code the utterance at all, while the other one did. 

 

Figure 1. Example of coding subject group “University” from Cohort 1 

Quantitative Results 

As seen in Table 1, results from independent sample t-tests revealed no 

significant differences in the personality dimensions measured, excepting extraversion. 

Neither were there were significant differences between groups in identified primary 

culture, χ2(10) = 11.728, p = .304, father’s educational attainment, χ2(16) = 21.526, p = 

.159, mother’s educational attainment, χ2(14) = 10.112, p = .754, nor household income, 

t(27) = -0.094, p = .926. This finding indicated limited likelihood that these potentially 

confounding variables influenced differences in participants’ stories between cohorts. 
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Table 1 

Results of Mini-Markers Personality Scale 

 

 Cohort 1 Mean 

(SD) 

Cohort 2 Mean 

(SD)  

t(31)  p 

Extraversion 5.10 (1.22) 6.23 (1.34) 2.56 .02 

Agreeableness 7.03 (1.39) 6.89 (0.85) -0.33 .27 

Conscientiousness 6.22 (1.04) 5.91 (1.11) -0.81 .88 

Openness 6.44 (0.89) 6.07 (1.33) -0.88 .39 

Emotional stability 4.95 (1.35) 5.12 (1.29) 0.36 .72 

 

One potentially salient yet unexpected finding, was that five Cohort 1 participants 

spontaneously reported being diagnosed with a major mental health problem 

(depression or anxiety), compared with no such reporting by Cohort 2 participants. 

Fisher’s Exact Test revealed this to be statistically unlikely (p = .039), perhaps 

indicating some difference between cohorts, although possible reasons remain 

uncertain. Further investigation would be required to determine potential explanations 

for this difference. This information was not initially asked about or formally 

investigated; the discrepancy only emerged from the transcript analyses. 
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Comparative Themes 

Emergent themes were similar across cohorts. Due to this similarity, themes are 

presented together, rather than separated by cohort. However, the data were analysed 

separately and efforts made to ensure that the analysis of one cohort’s data did not 

influence the analysis of the other cohort. The independence of analysis was facilitated 

through repeated checking of results against the narratives of the specific cohort being 

analysed. 

Independence. 

As discussed in the introduction to this chapter, emerging adulthood is a time of 

developing an identity and preparing to meet the markers of “true” adulthood (Arnett, 

2006; Hamilton & Hamilton, 2006). Within a university context, individuals are 

expected to gradually accept increasing independence and agency. This was reflected in 

statements grouped under the independence theme, which was manifested in narratives 

from both cohorts, although there were differences in how this theme manifested at both 

individual and cohort levels. 

The independence theme dealt with developing independence in participants’ 

studies and personal life, as well as in a more abstract sense of developing career goals 

and directions. For example, B-6, an 18-year-old woman, reported her struggles with 

finding her own direction with regard to her university studies after the comparative 

guidance and external direction provided in high school: 

Because it was the only option … I don’t even know what I want to do 

now. And psych was something that sort of piqued my interest. ‘Cause 

everything else, it was like letters to me. Law or health, medicine … it 
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was just categories. I swear I’m like really envious of people who know 

what they want to do. 

B-6 related that she planned to go into a field more culturally expected for her 

Chinese-Vietnamese background:  

Anything to do with medicine or law or something. Because yeah, have 

you noticed how … all Asians are like doctor/dentist/lawyer. It’s always 

those three careers. Because mainly that’s what they understand, because 

it’s the same in their country as well. It’s a doctor or dentist or lawyer that 

makes the money. 

A-2, a 17-year-old woman was more concerned with developing her personal 

independence, as illustrated by the following: 

So I decided to move out and with my mum [who is] having a baby who’s 

two years old. The house that we’re living in at the moment … was pretty 

small so needed some room for her. I’d rather have been closer and I 

wanted some more independence. 

Although participants from both cohorts mentioned independence, there was a 

tendency for Cohort 2 participants to refer more to changing degree programs or career 

paths. This is examined more closely below. These changes were usually ascribed to 

other career paths being more suited to participants’ values, or time required to 

completion, rather than being identified as an exercise of agency or independence. 

Changing career path to be more in line with one’s values could have been classified as 

an exercise of agency, but participants often described their initial choice of degree 

program as being consistent with their pre-existing values and interests. This could not 
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easily be differentiated from changing to be in line with values with confidence, with 

regard to manifestation of themes. However, more targeted research may highlight 

differences here. 

Social Relationships. 

A major theme found in accounts from both cohorts was the importance and 

treatment of social relationships. Although a common topic represented in this theme 

was friends, this included relationships with teachers, lecturers, and family members. 

Cohort 1 participants tended to present a relatively black-and-white picture of their 

social relationships as being purely positive and harmonious or irredeemably conflict-

ridden, but nothing in between. For example, A-1, an 18-year-old woman related the 

following concerning a relationship with an individual in Year 12: 

My best friend and I have been friends since pre-school … this other girl, 

she was in our group. So they became friends. I had this altercation with 

this girl … she basically stole my friend from me … she just stopped 

talking to me and then would talk about me behind my back, to my best 

friend … Backstabbing is way worse than saying something to someone’s 

face … It was the worst year.  

The “best friend” in A-1’s narrative is treated as almost an object, to be “stolen” 

by this antagonistic figure, who is presented as entirely without merit. At no point is the 

“best friend” described as choosing to associate with the antagonist in what would be a 

social betrayal through the sharing of confidences. A-97, a 17-year-old man living with 

his girlfriend and her family, related this explanation of his circumstances: 

I moved in with my girlfriend. She’s still living with all her family, so 

they took me in. They’re really supportive of me … I just never really got 
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[my family] … I stayed in my room most of the time. Because every time 

I walked out I would get in trouble for something. So it just got to that 

real big argument and I just … moved out. 

The girlfriend’s family was presented as supportive and harmonious, while his 

own family relationship was presented as ridden with conflict, with no 

acknowledgement of possible conflict with the girlfriend’s family, or non-conflictual 

interactions within his own family. 

In contrast to this tendency of Cohort 1 participants, Cohort 2 participants tended 

to portray a more complex picture of social relationships, in which conflict was 

presented as an inherent part of all relationships. A typical Cohort 2 description of 

relationships was provided by B-19, an 18-year-old woman: 

[Our friends] were nice people, but there was a particular person who 

thought they were better than everyone else … and people thought she 

was the bomb. I couldn’t stand her … They’re still good people, and 

hanging out with them is fun, like my friend had her 18th and we were all 

there, and it was good, but if I had to do it over again, I might try and do 

something different. 

B-19’s narrative presented the conflict as integral to the relationship, and all 

characters were presented as sympathetic; even the disliked individual was still deemed 

fun to spend time with at her 18th birthday party.  

B-36, an 18-year-old man, related this experience about a social aspect of high 

school: 
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School for me it was pretty relaxed. I just sort of just glided through high 

school. Mainly just passing rather than mixing. I guess high school for me 

was not getting too involved with all of the … drama, cause that’s, it’s all 

melodramatic in high school. But I stayed clear of that, so my high school 

life was pretty, just sitting on the fence … Other memories it’s more 

definitely getting involved, and … stirring up trouble. 

B-36’s account presented a dichotomy between “passing”, and not being 

involved, and “stirring up trouble” or “melodrama”. Relationships were presented as 

inevitably conflicted, yet still potentially positive.  

Possible reasons for this difference between cohorts can be suggested. As noted 

above, Cohort 2 participants showed higher levels of extraversion than did those in 

Cohort 1. There has been some evidence of a positive correlation between dispositional 

empathy and extraversion (R. P. Brown, 2003). This greater ability to see the 

perspective of other actors in the narratives would make it more difficult to dismiss 

them as members of an out-group who can be vilified, requiring a more complex and 

integrated portrayal (Pelham & Hetts, 1999). Alternatively, high extraversion has been 

associated with greater importance placed on social relationships (Langston & Sykes, 

1997). This higher level of importance may be associated with acceptance of inter-

personal transgressions and conflicted relationships. 

Alternatively, the comparatively simplified narratives provided by Cohort 1 

participants could be in response to their higher levels of stress. Research has 

established that stress tends to encourage stereotyping and other mental shortcuts and 

simplifications (Friedland, Keinan, & Tytiun, 1999; Keinan, Friedland, & Even-Haim, 

2000). Cohort 1 participants, being in the process of transitioning into a new, unfamiliar 
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environment, would be under comparatively higher stress, so that stereotyping effects 

might result in more black-and-white perspectives and inferences to protect the forming 

identity from threat (Avero, Corace, Endler, & Calvo, 2003; Becker, 1997). By contrast, 

Cohort 2 participants, being more adjusted to their new context, seemed to be able to 

tolerate greater ambiguity in their narratives, which might result from exposure to the 

educational process and greater contextual familiarity (Kantanis, 2000).  

Clinical psychology. 

Participants in both cohorts portrayed psychology as a primarily clinical 

discipline, with little or no acknowledgement of alternative applications of psychology, 

such as community, organizational or research. Participants who reported being 

diagnosed with a mental health problem tended to present their interest in psychology as 

a way to help others, tending to have this aspect of their identity integrated with their 

career aspirations, in a way similar to that described by Arnett (2004). For example, A-

2, a 17-year-old woman, related the following: 

Then when I got to Year 11 or halfway through Grade 10 I’m like “Oh I 

want to be a psychologist, I’ve got to do well”, and my grades really 

picked up. I have a history of depression and stuff so … I don’t want 

other people to feel how I did so I want … to help other people so they 

don’t have to go through the same thing. 

In contrast, for participants who did not report themselves or a family member as 

having been diagnosed with a mental health problem, the motivation to work in a 

clinical setting was more complex, involving a desire to help others as well as a simple 

academic interest, or following the example of role-models. For example, A-66, a 19-

year-old woman stated: “One of my lecturers, she studies people with mental illnesses 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   44 

and she did a clinical psychology master’s degree, so I thought I should go onto that 

pathway too”. A-96, another 19-year-old woman, when asked why she was studying 

psychology, responded “Most often people say because it’s interesting but that’s a very 

boring answer. I’m interested in understanding people and their problems and 

understanding … how you can help them. I want to become a clinical psychologist.” 

Neither participant had reported either themselves or a family member being diagnosed 

with any mental illness. 

Although the intention to work in a clinical setting was more common among 

Cohort 1 participants—possibly due to a lack of awareness of alternative career 

pathways (Smith et al., 2001), it was not exclusively so. B-55, an 18-year-old woman, 

reported: 

I’ve always kind of had the same plan, but it’s definitely become clearer. 

I want to be a psychologist. And now I know how long it’s going to take 

me … But it hasn’t really changed that much, it’s just become clearer. 

However, among Cohort 2 participants, the motivation to work in such a setting 

was largely unclear or seemingly irrelevant. This can be seen in B-55’s comparative 

focus on the clarity of direction and goal, rather than “psychologist as a career 

direction”. In this case, any career goal could be substituted without substantial change 

to the theme or structure of the narrative. This contrasted with A-2’s narrative, in which 

the clinical side of psychology itself was the focus; not just in the career goal, but in 

their reporting of the desire to “help other people so they don’t have to go through the 

same thing”. In this case, changing the career aspiration would necessitate further major 

structural and thematic change in the rest of the narrative. 
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Transition. 

Manifestations of the theme of transition focused on participants’ examining 

their life transitions. Emerging adulthood has been highlighted as a time of particularly 

marked identity transitions (Craig, 2010), and this was a theme of Cohort 2 participants’ 

narratives: changing degree programs—reflecting on the transition from high school to 

university with added perspective, or simply lifestyle transition—either past or planned. 

For example, B-36, an 18-year-old man, related the following about his decision to 

transfer out of psychology to a nursing degree: 

So I’ll start the whole uni cycle all over again at a different uni … 

Transferring into nursing … I think it has the qualities of what I’m 

looking for … I’m still unsure what I like. … My values and my view on 

work is to have fun while working and based it more on physical and be 

more practical, and that’s nursing. So it has values that I desire. 

Transferring degree program was described by five Cohort 2 participants. 

When questioned about the reasons for this change, participants mentioned 

compatibility with values and personality, time taken to become a clinical 

psychologist, and the emotional cost of a clinical psychology career. None 

mentioned having considered subfields of psychology other than clinical work, 

such as organizational or research. 

B-24, an 18-year-old woman who had moved from a rural area to living 

in a residential college in the city, remarked: 

I’m still adjusting every day … Moving to a new place is kind of hard to 

adapt to … I live down at the college … I suppose it’s helped me to 

adjust. You’ve got a kitchen, you’ve got water, you’ve got internet, it’s 
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kind of all there for you. The whole convenience of the entire place is just 

right there for you to find your feet. 

Although B-24 had been out of the parental home for a year by this point, she 

emphasized the ongoing difficulty of transitioning not only to a new context, but also to 

a new and much larger city, and the ameliorative effect of having some facilities 

provided so as to lessen the shock. 

It is unclear why this theme was not matched among Cohort 1 participants, as they 

were in the process of “transitioning” from high school to university. Possibly Cohort 1 

participants had not yet had the time and opportunity to construct their experiences into 

a coherent “transition narrative”, and those in Cohort 2, due to greater familiarity with 

their new setting and the benefit of time, had done so. It appears that at the beginning of 

the university experience, a relevant comparative self has not been fully formed for at 

least some Cohort 1 participants. Only once the individual had adjusted changes could 

be integrated into their identity, thereby facilitating greater coherence (Neimeyer, 2004; 

Pals & McAdams, 2004; Zoellner, Alvarez-Conrad, & Foa, 2002). 

Another possibility is that the end of a student’s first year of university is a 

culturally acceptable time to reflect back on the “journey” taken over the year. Lectures 

and tutorials may review past material rather than introducing new ideas, the cultural 

significance of the upcoming “new year” is beginning to be felt, which for many 

students may be their first full year as a legal adult, and many students transition to 

different degree programs. This increased exposure to the idea of review might prime 

related cultural scripts, which would be expected to influence narratives revealed at 

around this time (Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999). Given the mercurial nature of identity 

during emerging adulthood, appreciating these transitions is important in understanding 
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emerging adults’ experiences. Examining how these transitions are viewed and 

navigated has implications for successful transition from adolescence to adulthood. 

How social relationships are viewed and managed, to the acceptance and exercising of 

independence and responsibility, the capacity to navigate change, and the uncertainty it 

brings, are important aspects of that transition. Perhaps more than any other theme 

described, this is the most central to successful navigation of emerging adulthood as 

well as future, “true” adulthood (Alessandria & Nelson, 2005; L. J. Nelson, 2005). 

Discussion 

Being a relatively recent development, conceptualizing “emerging adulthood” as 

a discrete period of development has raised questions as to the experiences and 

worldview of individuals navigating this liminal period of uncertainty. Students who 

have recently completed high school are particularly susceptible to such uncertainty, 

due to the comparatively radical change they have undergone from a relatively 

regimented and supervision-heavy lifestyle at high school, to a tertiary education 

scenario in which they are expected to display greater independence and responsibility. 

This period has also been highlighted as crucial for identity formation, with implications 

continuing well into “true” adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Hamilton & Hamilton, 2006; 

Masten et al., 2004). As a result of the orientation that occurs in this period, and the 

ramifications of decisions made during this time, examination of the themes present in 

contemporaneous narratives is potentially helpful in understanding subjective 

experiences of individuals entering this period of their lives, as well as forming a clearer 

understanding of the dynamics of this period. 

Results of the thematic analysis indicated a large degree of similarity between the 

cohorts’ respective aggregate narratives, despite the documented changes that occur 
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during the first year of university (Gutierrez & Park, 2014; Thorne et al., 1998). 

Participants in both cohorts spoke extensively about their developing independence with 

regard to their studies as well as in their personal lives. Both cohorts also made 

numerous references to their social relationships, and both characterized psychology as 

primarily or solely clinical in focus. Differences were observed in how cohort members 

spoke about these themes, rather than what they spoke about. These similarities might 

imply that students draw on culturally provisioned scripts to create their narratives, an 

inference supported by the recurrence of common phrases: “Sometimes you realise 

you’re only friends with people cause you saw them five times a week”, and “I realise 

that some of my friends were just my friends because I see them”. Both speak of 

“realizing” that who they considered their friends were not truly so, with such 

‘friendships’ being primarily relationships of convenience. Common phraseology has 

been linked to cultural scripts (Garcia, 2016; Goddard, 2009). One example of this is 

proverbs, with a specific phrase serving as shorthand to invoke the desired collection of 

ideas and values. Reference to “the goose that lays the golden eggs” has a clearly 

understood meaning in Western society through reference to a commonly known fable, 

which in turn has certain socially described connotations and interpretations. The 

specific phrase conveys the desired ideas due to the narrative known in common 

between the speaker and the listener. 

Five transferring students (> 40% of Cohort 2) represents a remarkable deviation 

from the generally accepted 8-15% (Baik et al., 2015; Gilmore, 2014). It is unclear 

whether this might have been an idiosyncratic feature of those interviewed, the 

psychology discipline, or resulted from selection bias. One possible reason for this 

discrepancy is participants not knowing what they wanted to do, or study. This is a time 

of radical identity change, and career aspirations have been strongly linked with identity 
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(Lengelle & Meijers, 2014; Wolinksy, 2010). Given that context, it is possible that this 

did not represent a change in career aspirations for these participants per se, but rather 

the discovery of their aspirations. Previously students might have attended university 

out of parental or social pressure (James, 2000) and chose psychology because of 

perceived ease or familiarity. By the end of the first year the students appear to have 

constructed a working adult identity, which can form the basis of their changed career 

aspirations in conjunction with their newly-felt independence. 

Applications. 

In Australia, the tuition cost to a student of a semester of university is between 

$3,000 and $10,000 (Department of Education and Training, 2015). Although a 

majority of students have their course fees covered by low-interest deferred 

government-provided loans, this represents a substantial financial burden on the 

government as well as a continuing debt for the student. Given the growing rate of 

university participation, the economic cost to Australian society is significant, 

particularly if this loan goes unpaid, as an estimated 20% of new such loans are 

expected to (Dow & Ey, 2014). Even if such an expense is deemed a worthwhile 

investment, greater cost-efficiency would clearly be desirable. 

Five Cohort 2 participants reported intending to change degree programs, usually 

to degrees that had little direct relationship with psychology (e.g., nursing, law, criminal 

justice). Although it might be argued that education is never worthless, an individual 

who changed degree programs would typically incur greater debt than one who 

remained with the same program. This would also represent a greater expected cost to 

the country. Although no clear solution to this problem is known, given the inherently 

difficult-to-predict developmental pathway of this demographic, it is nonetheless of 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   50 

concern (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Nurmi, & Erola, 2014). None of the transferring 

participants indicated having considered non-clinical sub-disciplines of psychology 

(e.g., organizational, community, educational). All of these would have the benefit of 

avoiding the emotional cost several cited as the primary desire to avoid clinical 

psychology, but without the downside of having to effectively “start over” in a new 

discipline. The most obvious reason this might be is due to them simply being unaware 

of these possibilities.  

A potential solution could be making information about alternative psychology 

occupations more readily available to starting psychology undergraduates. This could 

take many forms, including references to other disciplines in lectures and tutorials 

(either directly or by inclusion in examples). Psychology undergraduates at some 

institutions (including the one from which the participants were drawn) are enrolled in a 

series of classes containing this information. Often non-assessed, these classes provide 

information about the various degree pathways, requirements for postgraduate study, 

and potential career directions available via various pathways. Although a university 

cannot enforce class attendance, such attendance has little direct incentive, particularly 

considering the workload that some students are required to manage. Ensuring that 

students receive adequate early career information, potentially through greater 

integration with coursework, could improve student awareness of alternative career 

paths, and potentially reduce the number of course transfers (Fauria & Zellner, 2015; 

Salmela-Aro et al., 2014). 

Alternatively, program changes might be in response to changed desires for study 

after the development of a student’s professional identity. Career and work aspirations 

have been linked with identity development (Lengelle & Meijers, 2014). If a student’s 

professional or student identity at the end of their first year is not suited to a career in 
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psychology, then the student would likely make the rational decision to transfer to 

another discipline (Scanlon, Rowling, & Weber, 2007). Given the differences in the 

learning environment between high school and university noted by several participants, 

this would seem to support the idea of an ill-developed professional identity. However, 

this interpretation partly relies on the premise that psychology undergraduate students 

are more likely than the average university student to have poor professional identity 

development, something that has not been established within the literature.  

Limitations. 

The research presented in this chapter is based on detailed interviews with 25 

participants across both cohorts. Clearly, this number precludes many forms analysis, 

and limits the generalisability of findings to other groups. However, given that 

theoretical saturation was achieved before all interviews were fully analysed, the sample 

size will not have had substantial effects on the validity of the results of the analyses 

reported here. The sample is not markedly smaller than in other similar analyses (e.g., 

Carlsson, Wängqvist, & Frisén, 2015; Ronkainen, Watkins, & Ryba, 2016; Ross & 

Green, 2011). Another limitation was that participants were drawn from one discipline 

at one university, with unclear degree of representativeness in respect of emerging 

adults in universities generally. In addition, the sample was approximately 69% female, 

which further limits generalisability. However, this probably reflected the growing 

number of contemporaneous female:male student ratios, particularly within health 

disciplines. In the Griffith Health Group, which includes the School of Applied 

Psychology, at the time of the study 65% of undergraduate students were female 

(Department of Education, and Training 2016). Future research could benefit by 

drawing students from varied disciplines and from multiple universities to enable more 
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generalizable findings. This would also allow greater nuance in potential links between 

life context and narrative features.  

Conclusion. 

The results from this study contribute to a growing body of knowledge 

surrounding identity formation during the first year of university. These results may not 

only influence policy and practice with regard to student recruitment and retention; they 

could also deepen understanding of the identity changes occurring during emerging 

adulthood.  

The current research represents the first non-hypothesis-guided attempt to 

examine thematic changes over the first year of university studies in Australian 

emerging adults. Such work provides a base on which to build future research on the 

narrative development of this population, such as that seen in Chapter Three. Further, 

the work revealed valuable insights into the narrative developments of this population, 

which themselves are potentially useful for researchers in a range of related fields, such 

as social identity or adult development, or pedagogically for university educators. 
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Chapter Three: Longitudinal Examination of Narrative Development 

The previous chapter presented a cross-sectional analysis comparing the 

development of narrative themes in two cohorts: one at the beginning and the other 

completing their first year of studying psychology at university. By doing so it revealed 

potential indications as to the common themes drawn upon within individual narratives. 

However, this study offers limited ability to develop inferences regarding the changes 

undergone by participants during their first year of university study. A longitudinal 

examination of these changes would provide greater understanding of how students’ 

narratives develop. 

The study described in Chapter Two did not reveal significant personality 

differences between the two cohorts, except that the second cohort scored higher on 

extraversion, a difference linked to changes in characterisation of social conflict. 

Further, it did not reveal any reliable differences in themes in narratives of first-year 

university students. However, the students in Cohort 2, at the end of their first year, 

reported feeling that they had in fact developed in terms of their identity as a result of 

their time at university. These results suggest that a more individual focus is required to 

tease out potential links between narrative features and personality development. 

Further, a longitudinal perspective with personality measurement at multiple time-

points would enable a greater resolution in terms of narrative and personality 

development. Although there are common features between narratives, as evidenced in 

Chapter Two, narratives are an individualised construct—each individual constructs 

their own identity and supporting narrative. Examination of these, and their 

development, is required to understand possible links between narrative features and 

personality development. 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   54 

It is generally accepted that narratives change and adjust as one’s circumstances 

change. However, there has been little direct examination of the ways in which 

narratives actually change, much less how these changes correspond to personality 

development (McAdams & Olson, 2010). One exception was provided by Adler (2012), 

who examined the narratives of individuals undergoing psychotherapy, contrasting pre-

defined features of the narrative with various measurements including personality, 

mental health and ego development. Adler found that that levels of agency in narratives 

predicted improvements in mental health, as well as decreases in self-reported 

neuroticism. However, these narratives were only examined quantitatively in 

accordance with pre-identified variables, which by nature narrowed the focus and means 

by which changes in narratives could be identified. Regardless, the changes in the 

narratives preceded the changes in mental health and neuroticism. Although causality 

cannot be inferred without more extensive examination, this potentially implies that 

changes in personality do not drive changes in narrative. Further, even though sample 

sizes made meaningful comparison impossible in this study, successful psychotherapy 

has been associated with decreased neuroticism (Tang et al., 2009). Given the 

documented therapeutic benefit of narrative-telling of trauma even in the absence of 

externally guided therapy, this raises the possibility that what was reported was less an 

impact of manifestations of agency in narrative but simply an artefact of narrative 

practice (Pennebaker & Beall, 1986).  

When investigating longitudinal changes in narrative identity, Thorne, Cutting, 

and Skaw (1998) asked a group of emerging adults (18-25 years) to talk about their 

memories of their relationships to other people on two occasions spaced roughly 6 

months apart, with a particular focus on “landmark” events that were important to the 

participants. These narratives were then coded and thematically analysed, in part by 
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focusing on twice-told memories—that is, events reported in both interviews. Similarly 

to the findings reported in Chapter Two, these authors discovered considerable thematic 

similarity between the narratives, with the same themes taking up roughly the same 

percentages of the narratives in both interviews. For example, the theme of needing 

social approval was identified as present in 21% of the narrative at Time 1 and 24% at 

Time 2. Despite this, and following the same question protocol with different 

interviewers across interviews in order to negate familiarity effects, they found that only 

12% of memories recounted at the first interview were also recounted at the second, 

indicating a large degree of turnover in events recalled and related. This finding 

indicated that while specific events tended to vary, the broad themes reflecting 

participants’ identities stayed much the same, implying that the events were chosen to 

illustrate themes and values that participants felt were important to their self-image. For 

example, an individual who shared a narrative about needing approval in their 

relationships at Time 1 was also likely to do so at Time 2; however it would likely be 

illustrated with a different incident. This implied that themes represent an enduring facet 

of narrative shaping, at least over the period studied, although specific details are 

subject to change. 

Other researchers have examined longitudinal narrative change in relation to 

variables such as the links between personality traits and positive self-image, or 

adjustment after a stressful life event (Pals, 2006; Sutin et al., 2010), as a tool for 

adjustment (Hery & Maillard, 2013), or to provide an explanation for socioeconomic 

disparity in educational outcomes (Quiroz, 2001). Hudson, Day and Oliver (2015) 

examined narratives from previously sedentary older adults undergoing an exercise 

program, and although the interviews focussed on the exercise program and issues of 

health and mobility, the narratives also touched on life reflections and existential issues. 
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However, no personality measures were gathered alongside the narratives, so any 

corresponding changes remained uncertain. Individuals generally reported a greater 

sense of positivity and being more outgoing, which might be associated with decreased 

neuroticism—a known predictor of adherence to exercise (Potgieter & Venter, 1995)—

or possibly increased extraversion. 

McAdams et al. (2004) examined possible correspondences between pre-

identified narrative features and personality traits by examining two populations: 

university students (mean age 19.8 years) and adults (mean age 51.7 years). Few 

correlations were consistent across samples, but agreeableness tended to be associated 

with themes of communion and friendship. This failure to replicate these correlations—

some of which were quite substantial (r > .40)—implied the influence of a significant 

mediating variable between personality and narrative features, perhaps something 

related to participant demographic characteristics or other contextual cues. For example, 

older adults are more likely to be in a long-term, stable relationship, which may 

influence expectations of future situations (Singer, 2004). This implies that, if a 

narrative explanation of personality could be created, it would have to take these 

mediating factors into account. 

To understand how narratives are related to personality profile and development, 

the stories of three emerging adults were examined longitudinally while they progressed 

through their first year at university. The changes and aspects of their stories are 

contrasted with the changes in their self-reported personality measures as measured by 

Saucier’s Mini-Markers Personality Inventory (1994). Participants’ stories are 

interpreted with regard to themselves and other narratives from the same participant, 

with no attempt to generalise beyond the individual experiences and changes in their 

reporting. Instead, the focus of the analysis is upon understanding the process of change 
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rather than the individuals and their experiences. The benefit of examining narratives 

this way is to help gain an understanding of how narratives develop over this period, to 

guide future research without being clouded by individual differences. 

Method 

Participants. Participants were initially sourced from the start-of-year cohort 

described in Chapter Two. After the interviews were completed, all participants in this 

cohort were contacted via e-mail and asked if they would be willing to participate in 

two more interviews over the next year, with the incentive that they would enter a draw 

to win a $100 gift card. Of the students contacted, three agreed to participate in the two 

further interviews. Of these two were male (A-15 and A-20), and one female (A-85): all 

were aged 17 years at the time of first interview and 18 years at time of the third 

interview. More specific descriptions of each participant are presented in the relevant 

sections below.  

Given the self-selected nature of the participants, it cannot be concluded with 

any certainty that these individuals were representative of the cohort, and thus findings 

from these individuals’ narratives cannot be generalised in any statistical sense. 

However, the findings do contain legitimate insight that sheds light upon theoretical 

understandings of personality change and narrative development, which is useful in 

guiding more generally applicable research (Yin, 2003). Consequently, this study is as a 

proof-of-principle, from which indictors for future research may be drawn to more 

clearly show potential links between narrative features, narrative development, and 

personality development. 

Procedure. Participants were interviewed in a semi-structured fashion identical 

to that used in the study detailed in Chapter One. The core questions were the same, 
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focussing on the individuals’ identity, memories of high school and experiences with 

university as well as the transition between the two, with answers probed to gain further 

explanation and detail. Three participants completed three such interviews, including 

the initial interview. The first interviews took place in early March, in the first three 

weeks of the first semester of the 2015 academic year. The second interview took place 

in early August, in the first two weeks of the second semester of that same year, 

approximately 6 months after the initial interview, and the third interviews occurred in 

the month following final examinations of the 2015 academic year, in December 2015 

and January 2016. In accordance with ethical guidelines, if individuals disclosed any 

material of a concerning nature (for example, untreated depression or other 

psychological disorders, or being a victim of a criminal act), they were recommended to 

make use of the university counselling service. 

Participants were asked to complete a brief series of measures after the first and 

third interview. These measures include a brief personality scale (Saucier, 1994), a 

measure of social and political beliefs (Pratto et al., 1994) and a brief demographic 

questionnaire, in which participants recorded various characteristics, including age, 

gender, and cultural background. 

Each interview is denoted using the participant’s unique identifier (A-20, A-15 

or A-85), with a post-script indicating which interview is being discussed (e.g. A-20-1 

is A-20’s first interview, and A-85-3 is A-85’s third interview). This notation has been 

adopted in order to maximise clarity when comparing interviews within or across 

participants. 

Data analysis. Each interview was subjected to narrative analysis, following the 

procedure described in Lyons and Coyle (2007, p. 139). This method of analysis 
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focuses on the overall tone, imagery, and themes present in the narratives as separate yet 

related aspects of the narrative. The narratives were first read several times in order to 

gain a general, overall impression before being more carefully examined for events or 

utterances that most clearly conveyed the essence of the narrative. For example, if the 

overall gist of the narrative was one of victimisation, then aspects that most clearly 

illustrated this were noted. Attention was also paid to how this tone was conveyed. A 

pessimistically toned piece may have focused on negative events or the events were 

interpreted by the teller as negative in their ultimate consequences or meaning. Both 

literal and metaphorical images used in the narrative were further examined and 

important sub-themes were identified. In the example of a victimisation narrative, sub-

themes might include betrayal, solitude, physical violence, and powerlessness. By 

identifying each of these facets within the narrative, the stories were systematically 

understood so as to facilitate comparison for analysis and communication of this 

analysis in this thesis. This system has the further advantage of being inherently self-

correcting, because if the overall tone was misidentified, clearly supporting events and 

examples were more difficult to find, resulting in a review of the initial analysis. 

Subsequent levels of analysis highlighted errors in previous levels of analysis, ensuring 

that these errors could be identified and corrected. This continual revision and 

requirement of multiple sources of supporting evidence lessened the possibility of 

biased analysis. 

Narratives were further quantitatively analysed using Semantic Analysis of 

Language Transcripts (SALT) software, which facilitates quantitative discourse analysis 

(Miller, Andriacchi, Nockerts, Westerveld & Gillon, 2011). Of particular interest was 

length of sentences, turn length, and variety of language used. The purpose of this 

aspect of analysis was to capture other aspects of the narrative which are more apparent 
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using a quantitative rather than qualitative analysis. For example, a participant speaking 

in many short sentences may indicate a more complex and detailed construction of the 

narrative than if they spoke in a few longer sentences. Although this aspect of analysis 

received less focus than the qualitative aspects, it did inform the overall analysis by 

being related to personality scores, as well as informally (an example of this can be seen 

in the discussion of A-85’s narratives). 

Personality and demographic questionnaires results were examined, particularly 

with regard to changes between the first and third interviews. Although these 

questionnaires are often used to infer meaningful statistical relationships, in this study 

the results were used as supplementary data to inform the analysis in a manner that is 

broadly comparable with how psychological assessments are used in clinical practice. 

Case Studies Analysis 

This section is divided into four sub-sections. The first sub-section goes over 

some general findings, analysis choices or considerations. Following this, each 

participant’s analysis will be examined and discussed separately in further detail. The 

narratives from each interview will be analysed separately, with the overall changes and 

developments noted after those. After this has been done for each participant, the 

overall findings and relationships to each other will be examined. 

General overview. Reviewing the interviews made it apparent that participants’ 

stories changed between interviews, not just in emphasis or structure but also in terms 

of factual aspects, such as what they did during a particular time or their favourite 

subject in high school. Although these discrepancies were highlighted and examined, it 

is unreasonable to infer that participants were lying or mistaken by relating the events in 

this fashion. Instead, these discrepancies are likely to have represented changes in the 
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needs that the stories were meeting within the participant at the time of telling, or that 

potentially different aspects were cued by aspects in the participants’ lives (Alea & 

Bluck, 2003; McAdams et al., 2006). Neither was any judgement as to the morality or 

inappropriateness of any aspect of the narratives intended, implied or relevant to the 

analysis. Only the aspects of the narrative mentioned previously were examined or 

analysed. 

In line with previous research (McAdams et al., 2004) care was taken to 

interpret possible links between personality and narrative features within each 

individual’s narratives. Contrasts were drawn between individuals for clarity, but in 

keeping with the intent of this study of the proposed process, each individual was 

analysed independently. For comparison purposes, scores were compared with those of 

Cohort 1 for Interview 1, and with those of Cohort 2 for Interview 3 from Chapter Two 

(see Table 1). This process enabled comparison of scores gathered from students at 

similar points in time using students of the same cohort. 

As with any analysis, there is the possibility of undue influence by the 

researcher. Although every effort to represent the data and narratives accurately was 

taken and the analysis process was specifically chosen for its self-correcting nature, it is 

unrealistic to assume that personal feelings and biases did not affect interpretation of the 

analyses. For example, the passive nature and revision to elements of the narratives in 

A-15’s narratives were particularly challenging. In addition, A-20’s narratives, with 

their emphasis on responsibility, coincided with values held by the author, raising the 

possibility of undue favourable view. In order to counteract this, interpretations were 

constantly checked back against the narratives themselves, with care taken to be able to 

base these interpretations in evidence rather than subjective opinion. 
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Participant A-15. The narratives of A-15 were perhaps the most changeable 

between interviews. Although the broad themes tended to remain consistent, the details 

varied dramatically. As seen in Table 3, A-15’s narratives also tended to be the longest 

of the three participants, with a total of 17,440 words, and a mean turn length of 57.23 

words across the three interviews. Only 7.35% of his sentences were a single word in 

length (most commonly “Yes” or “No” or similar), less than those of either A-20 

(12.40%) or A-85 (20.56%). 

A-15’s cultural background was indicated as partially Australian Aboriginal in 

both the surveys completed, but in the first interview identified as “Australian”, but in 

the second A-15 with “European” (i.e., at the third interview). This is particularly 

interesting because in both of these interviews his cultural heritage was discussed in 

terms of European influences. The significance of this change is unclear, but one 

explanation is that his Aboriginal heritage became more salient to his identity over the 

course of the year, creating an ambiguity within the word “Australian”. As seen in Table 

2, A-15’s personality scores changed little between interviews.  
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Table 2 

Personality Scores of Participant A-15. 

 Interview 1 Interview 3 

Extraversion 4.50 4.75 

Agreeableness 6.63 7.38 

Conscientiousness 5.38 5.75 

Emotional stability 4.63 5.25 

Openness 7.38 7.13 

Social Dominance Orientation 1.53 1.60 

 

Table 3 

Quantitative Factors of A-15's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-15-1 3,131 40.66 10.27 

A-15-2 4,443 54.18 12.47 

A-15-2 9,866 76.84 2.88 

Total 17,440 57.23 7.35 
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Interview A-15-1. The life story related at this stage was permeated by a very 

passive tone—events were typically described as happening to A-15, rather than A-15 

doing things or instigating events. This tendency was particularly strong when 

describing conflict, with such events universally described as being the “fault” of the 

other party, or instigated by others. For example, the quote below referred to an incident 

during the first contact with half-siblings from A-15’s father’s first marriage: 

I don’t know why, but they’ve rejected him kind of from their life and 

they did for me as well. They didn’t talk to me until I turned 16 and then 

they first talked to me on a Facebook post. Then I kind of just lost—went 

off my tree at them for just ignoring me for so many years. Then saying 

that life is good and saying that your problems will go away when they 

know nothing about my—so yeah. 

Although A-15 acknowledges that he was the one who “went off [his] tree” at 

them, the other party was blamed: they were the ones who “rejected” their father from 

their lives, then belittling A-15’s problems without knowing his situation. 

This theme of being involved in conflict, yet passive in the creation of said 

conflict, was a common theme. In a later part of this interview, A-15 noted that he, 

“always had a problem with bullying”, which got worse when he attended an Anglican 

high school because the students “had to conform to what they wanted you to believe 

in”. This eventually developed into being excluded for professing Wiccan beliefs: 

I started talking about what I believed in and then people started getting 

scared… They got me in a lot of trouble for something that I shouldn’t of. 

I was essentially expelled until I had a full mental and physical check… I 

was gone for two weeks and I had to book the appointments to go see 
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doctors, psychologists and then a psychiatrist… They told me what my 

other peers had said to them and then they said that for their health and 

safety that they have to do it. So then I was just straight kicked out. 

A-15’s blamelessness in this event was emphasised thus: 

They believe[d] that I was going to go kill them… and they were very 

scared of that. Which I had never shown any signs of that, never got into 

a fight at school, never had a detention before… They got enough other 

students to believe in it or say it was going to happen and the school said 

due to their beliefs… we have to do it. I should also put in that these were 

the students that their families were the rich ones. 

It was during these mandated evaluations that A-15 was diagnosed with 

depression and anxiety, and prescribed antidepressants, which he reported made him 

“numb emotionally”. He then reported he had ceased taking the medication on his own 

initiative, which resulted in the emotional highs he had previously missed. He also 

noted that since stopping the medication he had not self-harmed for five months. In 

conjunction with this, he reported that the therapist he was seeing could not help him, 

which also supported the overall theme of passivity in the face of conflict, albeit of a 

somewhat different type, as well as the solitary nature and focus of his narrative. 

Socially A-15 reported himself as being comparatively isolated, only reporting 

finding two “good people”, and reported that after graduation he “just kept working, 

essentially just stayed at home, played games, tried to do some reading, watch videos 

and just waited until uni came”. When asked about the transition to university, he 

focussed on the greater academic independence now accorded to him, barely 

mentioning the social aspect beyond the larger number of people making it easier to 
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“find a crowd”. Further inquiries into this aspect of the narrative yielded minimal 

elaboration. 

Interview A-15-2. In contrast to the first interview, the narrative A-15 presented 

in the second interview was more dominated by themes of reflection and transition, with 

a decidedly optimistic tone. When negative events were described, this was done with a 

focus on the transformative benefits of the experience, rather than portraying A-15 as an 

innocent target. For example, with regard to the incident at the Anglican high school, 

comparatively more time was spent talking about how it led to his diagnosis of 

depression and anxiety and subsequent treatment, which is portrayed in a somewhat 

more mixed fashion in the second interview. On the negative side, A-15 mentioned that 

he believed he was misdiagnosed and that it should have been borderline personality 

disorder: 

I’ve been handling it pretty well. Recently, I’ve assumed that they gave 

me the wrong diagnosis because I just do the general research online, 

that sort of stuff… I believe it’s borderline personality disorder… I 

believe it’s that one. It can appear as depression and anxiety with it. I 

believe that was the one, but I’ve never gone to get it checked. That’s 

purely because now my depression is seemingly gone. 

In contrast, A-15 later stated that “I don’t have the borderline personality”. But 

in both cases he emphasised that his depression was either gone, or that he could 

manage it himself, a transformation portrayed as positive. The significance of this 

factual discrepancy remains unclear. One possible explanation is that, although efforts 

were made to appear supportive, accepting and engaged with the narratives offered, A-

15 perceived the interviewer as disapproving due to real or perceived non-verbal cues. 
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Alternatively, this discrepancy may have been due to the unstable self-image consistent 

with borderline personality disorder. 

Also in the second interview, one of the first major changes in the “factual 

aspects” of the narratives occurred. In A-15-1, he noted that in high school he only 

found two friends. However, in A-15-2, he noted that 

I’d say it was just a small group of friends… Maybe four people or so 

that I was actually close with. The rest were just like the side friends that 

were there that you’d have a conversation or two with but you wouldn’t 

get in deep with. So it would have been about that for high school. 

Similarly, when asked about his activities after finishing school, he previously 

reported no activities. However, in A-15-2, he reported meetings with friends, in which 

they “reminisced about school leaving. Then the rest of it was about three weeks just at 

home in my boxers all day”, except when he was working. 

Further supporting the overall transitional theme of this narrative, when asked 

about his work, he described it as “bad”, as he was not being given the number of hours 

he was entitled to. Flowing on from this, he mentioned that he was looking to move out 

of his parents’ home, framing the rationale as primarily financial with some benefits 

socially: 

I want to move out next year or even at the end of this year. I want to 

move closer to uni. Just, because then I’ll have more of a social life. 

Then I’ll also be saving a lot more money on fuel. Because now all $220 

goes to fuel. 
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So it appeared that the negative experiences at his current work acted as a 

catalyst for him to move out, a development that was viewed positively. A-15’s 

description of university further illustrated this theme: 

I love university. However challenging, it’s fun. Yeah, I love it… 

Classes, the tough classes. At the moment I’m doing statistics, research 

methods in statistics… I’m not good with maths. I’m good with people. 

The description of his classes as challenging, but still enjoying them, was 

consistent with the optimistic tone that pervaded this narrative. Whenever something 

negative was described, something positive was described directly afterwards and 

usually as a consequence of the negative thing. For example, there was an incident with 

the convenor of a course he enjoyed: 

I wanted really to be [a] homicide detective. That was kind of my 

dream. However, on orientation day for [Criminology], we had the 

course convenor for Homicide basically just shut our dreams down, and 

said that we’re not going to get in. That we’re not going to be able to do 

homicide detective because of the little spacing in Australia for it… 

Harsh, I guess, but I mean it was reasonable. So I’ve been able to look at 

different things that I want to do. 

This incident is credited with A-15 finding an alternative, more realistic career goal of 

working with inmates as a psychologist. 

Interview A-15-3. If the second interview with A-15 was characterised by a 

marked change in the tone of the narrative for the optimistic, the third interview was 

characterised by a reversion to the form of the first narrative. Overall it was pervaded by 
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a tone of undeserved persecution and people being unreasonable or uncaring. Where in 

A-15-2 negative events were described as catalysts for positive change, here they were 

further emphasised in themselves and elaborated in greater detail. The “factual” changes 

between the interviews were also quite marked, with significant details being described 

differently. For example, the persecution at the Anglican high school was originally 

described as a student-based action against his expressed beliefs which the 

administration went along with to placate students from wealthy backgrounds. 

However, in this third narrative he placed more of the responsibility on the 

administration as a reaction to his practicing reiki, with student responsibility being 

almost an afterthought: 

Grade 10 I had, I got my degree in reiki. Essentially it helps relieve the 

pain from it. I was doing that and it freaked people out needless to say. 

They were like “it would be a good idea if you went and talked to her 

because Reverend’s really cool and she might know stuff about this”. 

Me not actually knowing much about what I could do went and talked to 

her in good faith that she’d be fine and she’d know something about it. 

But she was more interested about saying that I was possessed by a 

demon and thinking I should get expelled… I did actually get suspended 

until further notice and the requirement to come back was I had to get a 

full mental evaluation… to check I wasn’t possessed by a demon… 

Because I was healing people. 

At no point in this description was the involvement of students or parents mentioned, 

only the administration. The administration’s actions were further elaborated upon and 

vilified, including the perceived violation of trust in the school’s counsellor: 
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She wrote everything down that I told her, then when my parents came 

to the school they were bawling their eyes out. Because beforehand I 

was actually suffering with the depression and the anxiety a lot and I 

was going through self-harm and that sort of stuff. I had told her with 

the belief that there was a confidentiality there. But she told my parents 

and told them everything I actually wrote down. 

Leaving aside the ethical question of whether such action was justified on the 

part of the counsellor, this action was not portrayed as negative by A-15. And where 

such action was portrayed as ultimately positive in its outcome in A-15-2, here the 

emphasis was much more on the negative aspect, with the positive outcome 

acknowledged, but followed by extensive description and vilification of the actions of 

the school and the negative impacts on his life and relationship with his parents. 

Another change in the narrative consisted of his activities after graduation from 

high school activities. Where previously A-15 described it as his friends just sitting 

around and reminiscing, here he described a different scenario, in which he and some 

friends vandalised the school with spray paint as a kind of revenge on the school they 

had suffered: “We drove through the school and they had a wonderful green Ott. Yeah, 

we drew some fun pictures on the Ott… on the grass, on concrete.” 

The theme of persecution expanded into his romantic relationships. He described 

having a girlfriend over his first year of university, but she quickly was revealed as 

manipulative and jealous: 

Crazy, controlling, overly jealous, like stupidly jealous. I wouldn’t be 

able to talk about any of my friends. I wouldn’t even be able to look at a 

female in public because she would make a comment about how ugly that 
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person is or how that person should not be out in public because of some 

physical default (sic.) they have... She would give me the silent treatment, 

and then go at a guy she told me was really hot on Facebook and start 

talking to them… Wouldn’t be able to talk about my friends because she 

would start getting depressed and think that I’m leaving her. Then she 

started self-harming as well. She wouldn’t go and see a doctor. Her 

insecurities were basically the end of the relationship. But being a nice 

guy I played it off as if that wasn’t the case. 

A-15 went on to say that even after he broke up with her, she kept trying to 

manipulate him into getting back together. Throughout, she was portrayed as 

unreasonable, with A-15 being presented as “a nice guy”, blameless in the problems and 

ultimate end of the relationship. He described attempting to slowly end the relationship, 

out of consideration of her feelings: 

Essentially I didn’t just want to have all fine and then bang, broken up, 

and then just cut all contact with her. Spending every day together 

sleeping at her apartment and then just cut off and nothing else after that, 

because I feel like that would be really hard especially for someone who 

is depressed. 

A-15 invoked his own experience with depression as a source of empathy for his 

girlfriend’s state, and presented his choice as compassionate and considerate, even in 

the face of her being “controlling, crazy, [and] jealous”. This further exemplified his 

tendency to portray himself in a morally favourable light. 

Overall analysis. The first year of university is a time of intense development in 

the worldview, identity, beliefs, attitudes and knowledge of those undergoing this 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   72 

experience. Given this, it is not unexpected that the narratives of these individuals 

would undergo dramatic change: the experiences are so different to previously 

experience that the stories must account for these changing experiences. The narratives 

of A-15 illustrate this effect on the reconstruction of memories that are perceived as 

factual and central to the person’s identity. This does not imply lack of connection to 

reality, because this reconstruction of memory has been established as standard 

functioning of memories (Cili & Stopa, 2015; Schoofs, Hermans, & Raes, 2012; Stone, 

Barnier, Sutton, & Hirst, 2013). A-15’s narratives provide a clear illustration of 

narratives being constructed to serve dynamic psychological needs. 

Recounting of the incident with the high school changed from being the result of 

a weak and biased administration acquiescing to the demands of privileged students and 

their parents, originating from a grassroots campaign in response to A-15’s expressed 

religious beliefs, to the administration having a central role in persecuting A-15 after he 

sought advice as to his healing of other students using reiki. Although it is uncertain 

what psychological need is being addressed by this change, although a need for self-

worth or validation of his experiences seem plausible options. The change from simple 

religious persecution to presenting himself as a blameless and benevolent figure is 

drastic enough to warrant further examination. 

Interestingly, despite this change, the personality scores (as reported in Table 2) 

remained relatively stable. This could be linked to the relatively minor qualitative, 

thematic change in A-15’s self-image throughout the year with the same basic themes 

re-appearing. Instead, most of the changes can be considered quantitative, consisting of 

a shift in the amount of pre-existing factors within the narrative, with factual aspects 

being adjusted to suit these consistent themes. This also highlights the limitation of 

relying solely on the personality scales or cross-sectional designs, as these would have 
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failed to show the changes experienced by A-15 and how they were manifested in his 

narratives. 

Overall, the narratives of A-15 illustrate a pattern of development in which 

events are described very differently in service to changing psychological needs. 

Themes tended to remain similar, with persecution and hardship being consistently 

present, although the way they were presented varied. This indicates that narratives 

develop by adapting themes, but also by adapting how events are remembered, 

reconstructing them in service of current needs. As a result, any process of narrative 

development would need to account for this tendency. 

Participant A-20. As can be seen in Table 5, A-20 offered 15,722 words over 

three interviews, with a mean turn length of 42.32 words. A-20 was the only participant 

to become notably less extraverted over the year, with his score dropping 1.33 standard 

deviations from 5.13 in the first interview to 3.50 in the third (see Table 4). He also 

became markedly more conscientious, increasing 1.82 standard deviations from 4.13 to 

5.75 over the year. This change was more than four times the change shown in 

conscientiousness by the other two participants. 
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Table 4 

Personality Scores of Participant A-20. 

 Interview 1 Interview 3 

Extraversion 5.13 3.50 

Agreeableness 5.50 4.50 

Conscientiousness 4.13 5.75 

Emotional stability 4.50 4.88 

Openness 7.63 6.38 

Social Dominance Orientation 2.93 3.73 

 

Table 5 

Quantitative Factors of A-20's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-20-1 2,970 30.54 21.33 

A-20-2 4,842 36.96 8.47 

A-20-2 7,910 59.47 11.68 

Total 15,722 42.32 12.40 
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Interview A-20-1. The narrative presented in this interview was one about 

independence, responsibility and maturing into adulthood. Although A-20 discussed 

struggles, he always framed them in the sense of learning from them: 

Grade 8 I pretty much smashed it. I was really good at just getting A’s all 

the time. Then I decided to move to my mum’s and my grades went from 

A’s to a D straightaway. That happened throughout high school, but in 

Grade 12 I decided to just go back to the way it was and actually try and 

make something of myself. 

When asked why his grades dropped, he ascribed it to a mix of loss of focus and 

bullying: 

It was mainly just teenage things. Just you start dating and then you start 

drinking and over time that sort of things just wears on you… Well, it 

wasn’t only that. I remember that in Grade 9 just moving school and then 

you encounter a lot of bullies so that’s what happened to me throughout. 

This theme of overcoming difficulty was pervasive throughout his narrative, as 

was the willingness to accept responsibility for what was seen as his part in events. For 

example, when asked about his relationship with his younger sisters: 

In Grade 9 one of them disclosed that the fathers were touching them and 

stuff, so over the years I developed this sense of care for them. I need to be 

there for them because this is something that’s going to be hard for them to 

go through in later years, and so over the time I just bonded with them. 
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This responsibility theme included acknowledging what was portrayed as his 

failings. For example, when discussing his difficulty adjusting to university, he 

mentioned that he had to let go of his initial goal of creating a safe home for his sisters: 

It was also trying to provide a home, conditions for my sisters, helping 

them grow up into strong independent people. But lately I feel like I don’t 

really have time to do those sort of things because (1) I don’t even have a 

job, and (2) I’m studying and I’m pretty committed to it. So I just can’t 

really prioritise. 

This self-defined failing was particularly striking, given that a large amount of his 

identity was previously invested in acting as a protector for his younger sisters. These 

changes were often framed as stages in the process of maturing: 

I felt a lot of scrutiny from my peers. I always came off as the classroom 

bum who just sits at the back and does whatever he wants to do. It was a 

swift transition to gaining those skills in the first terms and then try to 

apply them for the rest of the year. The teachers were pretty supportive and 

they saw the effort I was putting in. The goal thing really drove me on 

because there was points where I felt like I wouldn’t be able to do it. 

Remembering that I have something to work towards helped a lot. 

It is important to note that this goal of studying psychology was inspired by 

encountering the works of Steven Pinker, particularly The Better Angels of our Nature 

(Pinker, 2011). So the process of working towards his goal of studying psychology 

served as a motivator to move outside his previous role, along with the teacher’s 

support. This maturing process was depicted as continuing after high school. When 

asked about what he did after finishing high school: 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   77 

For such a short period of time I really changed. It was only three months. I 

started doing a lot of research and thinking about life and where I’m going. 

Also I felt like I needed to do a bit of growing up. So I’m 17 and I’m 

almost an adult so I’m going to have to learn to talk and try live on my 

own, just develop those skills and stuff. So there was a bit of pressure on 

me. 

When discussing his first impressions of university, he described concerns about 

how narrow his focus had become, as well as concerns about how the amount of 

workload was intimidating: 

It’s daunting thinking about how my direction in life’s narrowed, and the 

workload’s pretty tough. I like having a broad knowledge. I don’t like to be 

too specific on something. There’s the degree related material and then you 

can choose a free elective of anything you want. [But] I’m only doing three 

courses at the moment and I’m up to my neck. 

The social aspect of university was almost unmentioned, beyond a comment 

saying “I’ve made a lot of friends and I love the stuff I’m learning”. The workload and 

possibility of learning held near-exclusive focus, likely due to this being the most 

salient aspect of his experience at this stage of the semester.  

Interview A-20-2. In terms of tone, the narrative in this session was much the 

same as the previous, being one of “impeded forward motion”. The emphasis was on 

progress made, with negative events portrayed as either helpful in some way, or 

obstacles that are common to most people. Much of the imagery invoked was also 

similar. However there were differences: more detail was gone into in aspects that were 
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comparatively light previously, and situations mentioned previously had seemingly 

developed since the last interview, with these developments described. 

One of these differences was his description of his mother and his reason for 

leaving the parental home. Where previously she was simply described as “worn down 

from life”, in this instance he described her as having drug addiction issues in the past, 

specifically heroin: 

She’s had issues with it for a long time, but recently she’s been okay, like 

these past few years she’s all right. When I was a kid though, it’d be bad, 

because I wouldn’t get to school on time, she went to her dealer. Or I’d 

come home and then she’s already on a different state of mind. So it kind 

of took away her responsibility to be a mother. 

This situation was directly credited with his initial adoption of a semi-parental 

role over his younger sisters: 

My oldest sister, who’s two years younger than me, that was the primary 

person I took care of. But I did take care of my other sister, because she 

was only a toddler when mum was seriously into drugs. We all kind of 

grew this independence sort of thing, we all learnt to cook pretty early and 

that sort of stuff. 

Another difference between how A-20’s current situation was described now and 

previously was his description of his grandmother. Where previously she was described 

in a very nurturing and supportive role, in this interview the relationship was more 

conflict-prone due to mental health issues on her part: 
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Lately she’s been having a lot of mental health issues, so she’s a bit cranky. 

I’m not entirely sure, but I think she’s hearing voices again. This morning 

she burst out of her room, and she’s like “You were calling me”, “no I 

wasn’t”. So I’m a bit scared about that. She has PTSD. But she’s dealt with 

her mental illness pretty well up until recently. She’s been going to her 

psychologist a lot. 

However, this conflict was described as being not her fault, and was generally presented 

as a short-term disruption to a usually harmonious living situation. 

Although there was still a strong focus on his relationships in this interview, there 

was a new element in how they were portrayed: one of “winning”. For example, when 

describing the living arrangements of himself and his sisters, he noted that “[Younger 

sister] wanted to live with grandparents, but I got the position so I won. She has to live 

with mum, she has no choice.” Later he described this sister and himself both going for 

the same job: “I want the job, I want to be the one that says ha-ha I got it not you. So if 

the work counsellor can give me an advantage I’d love that”. The greater meaning of 

this element is unclear, as he still described himself as a protector figure for his sisters. 

Possibly the geographic separation, combined with the mother’s greater ability to take 

responsibility, allowed him to take a more casual role in the narrative with regard to 

them—a more typical “big brother” role rather than a surrogate father. 

Interview A-20-3. The changes seen between the first and second interview had 

progressed further in the third interview with A-20. For example, where the relationship 

with his grandmother was initially described as harmonious, then generally harmonious 

but with some conflict, in this interview it was described as so conflict-ridden that he 

had moved out and back in with his mother: “Mum’s house is like my retreat. Nanna’s 
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got something, like, biological that’s wrong with her. So every now and then she just 

goes [rah] at everyone. She just rears up at me, before I even get into the door.” 

Interestingly, his greater presence at his mother’s house with his sisters was 

directly credited with her lack of using drugs. Previously, no clear attribution had been 

made as to the change in her drug use. 

It was bad up until I started coming over a lot more. So I don’t know 

whether she feels guilty, that’s why she doesn’t want to do it, or - I don’t 

know. She just listens to me and say, I don’t want to do it then. 

This time represented the first occasion that he had lived with his younger sisters 

over the course of the study, with a mother now portrayed as functional. His described 

behaviours were also portrayed as more encouraging then protective. For example, 

describing his interaction with his youngest sister who suffered from some physical 

disabilities: 

So with [sister’s name] I’m like, “if you learn how to ollie - it’s just the 

jumping manoeuvre - you can keep my PS3. I don’t want it anymore, you 

can have it”. So [she] is out there just doing these rocking ollies. I think it 

just creates a good mindset in them, if they have something to work for. 

Although he directly expresses concern as to her long-term development, he did not 

describe being concerned with his sisters’ well-being in the same way that he did in the 

first interview. 

In addition to how his personal relationships are described, the way in which first 

impressions of university were described in the first interview differed here as well. In 

the first interview the social side was described as largely positive, with the focus being 
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more on the workload and unfamiliar setting, in this interview the number of students 

was recalled as being the most intimidating factor: “I remember being super-

overwhelmed. [Laughs] Yeah. I remember going in on the open day and just, like, 

walking into the auditorium, like, ah, there’s so many people here.” 

He then described his navigation of the social waters of making friends: 

I got a couple of friends pretty early on, but they all left. The dudes that 

were in my classes just stopped showing up and I haven’t seen them since. 

[Then] I made a pretty good study group [of] friends, in this first semester. 

But I think one of the members left so we just dispersed. 

Eventually he described making a small number of friends who remained, which 

he described as “quality over quantity”. When asked about the workload aspect of 

university, he focused exclusively on the timetabling and organisational aspects, rather 

than quantity of work to be done: 

Because a lot of people from high school ask, “hey, is it easier than high 

school?” What I say to that is, like, it can be easier if you know how to put 

yourself on a routine. Like for stats. I didn’t check my planning calendar and 

I thought the assignment was due a week later. Then my computer pops up, 

lab report due tomorrow. I find organising my timetable to be the most 

difficult thing. 

The reason for this change could be that by this stage the quantity had more or less been 

adjusted to, but organisational aspects were still a struggle, making them a more salient 

aspect. This may also be related to his marked increase in conscientiousness by this 

point (see Table 4). 
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Overall analysis. Overall, A-20’s narrative progression reflected a stable 

transition from one state to another. His story represented a particular state of affairs in 

A-20-1, and a different state of affairs in A-20-3, with A-20-2 representing a transitional 

stage between the two. Where A-15 progressively elevated his portrayal into an 

innocent victim of persecution over the course of the year by adjusting how a discrete 

event was described, A-20’s progression reveal a more grounded portrayal, including 

describing flaws and failings. And although there were discrepancies between A-20’s 

interviews, these were portrayed as developing situations—his relationship with his 

grandmother, for example, was described as being initially harmonious, then developing 

cracks due to mental illness, then collapsing altogether due to a biological, blood-sugar 

problem. Where the events were described differently over time by A-15, A-20 

portrayed past events approximately consistently, but focused on the developing nature 

of the events. His relationship with his grandmother was portrayed as initially 

harmonious, then becoming more conflictual over time, rather than being portrayed as 

having always been in the current state. 

This is not to imply that one is “better” or more desirable in any way—such 

evaluation is beyond the scope of this analysis. But these two examples illustrate 

different styles of life-narrative-adjustment: adjustment to the narrative as it develops, 

and adjustment to the narrative retrospectively, so as to satisfy current psychosocial 

needs. 

Where differences did occur in how past events were portrayed, they were more 

likely to be described in the sense of more information being available. For example, 

the cause of his grandmother’s changing personality was initially attributed to mental 

illness, specifically PTSD. However, it was later mentioned that it was due to a blood-

sugar regulation problem causing periodic aggression, something that could plausibly 
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have been diagnosed later. Each scenario was described in the present tense, rather than 

in the past. Although there were factual changes made between interviews—for 

example the timing of his mother’s ceasing to use drugs being presented as a “few 

years” in A-20-2, and relatively recently in A-20-3—for the most part events reported in 

the past tended to be recalled reasonably consistently. 

A major transformation over the course of the year was his portrayal of his role 

with his younger sisters. In A-20-1, he described himself as attempting to maintain a 

surrogate parent, protective role, but in A-20-2 he mentioned having to reduce his 

activity in that role to allow for university studies. In A-20-3—in which all were living 

with their now-functional mother—he described activities and relations that would be 

more culturally congruent with an older brother role, which is presumably how he saw 

himself at those times. The reason for this change is unclear, but one possible 

interpretation is due to the immediacy of the demands upon him. In A-20-1, he was, in 

some ways, responsible for protecting his sisters due to the lack of a reliable parental 

figure. In A-20-2 he was removed from the situation, with reduced contact with his 

sisters, making his role simply less salient day to day. By A-20-3, he was no longer in a 

parental provider role, placing him in his role at that time as an older sibling. 

 Overall, A-20’s narratives illustrate that participant’s lives and situations are not 

static, and that in addition to adapting the portrayal of past events to suit current 

psychological needs, narratives must adjust to reflect circumstances external to the 

participant changing and developing. Further, the role of the individual can change over 

time, with the narrative needing to adjust to the changes in identity resulting from the 

demands placed upon them. Any process of narrative development must take both of 

these factors into consideration. 
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Participant A-85. Participant A-85 was distinguished from A-15 and A-20 in 

several ways. The first way was that she was the only female participant, and it is 

possible that this influenced her narratives in several ways, such as her willingness to 

share personal details with a male interviewer, or emphasising aspects of her life (for 

example, personal relationships) in a way which was not anticipated or inferred 

correctly (Cinamon & Rich, 2002). She was also the only longitudinal participant who 

was born overseas—she was born and lived in California until she was 13 years old, 

raising the possibility that she was exposed to different cultural scripts and values for 

the first part of her life compared to the two Australian-born participants. As can be 

seen in Table 6, she was also easily the most taciturn of the three participants—over 

three interviews she spoke a total of 5,285 words, with a mean turn length of 15.39 

words. Unlike A-15 and A-20, her turn length did not meaningfully change over the 

course of the three interviews, remaining at about this level.  
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Table 6 

Quantitative Factors of A-85's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-85-1 1,143 15.23 22.91 

A-85-2 1,700 16.19 15.63 

A-85-2 2,442 14.75 21.66 

Total 5,285 15.39 20.56 

 

The reasons for A-85’s reticence are not explainable on the basis of her 

personality scores, which revealed no markedly different scores on any of the six 

dimensions measured. One potential alternative reason could be due to the gender of the 

interviewer, as women interviewed by men have been shown to volunteer less detailed 

responses, particularly if these details are personal (Pollner, 1998). However, her 

tendency to simply answer the question asked, with minimal elaboration even with 

further prompting, raises questions about how much that was derived from her 

narratives was her “voice” and how much was the result of implicit effects from the 

interviewer and initial question set.  

A-85 did not appear unwilling or reluctant to engage over the three interviews, 

and willingly agreed to participate in the third despite having no further incentive to do 

so. Alternatively, she may have simply not viewed any of the aspects being prompted as 

relevant to her identity more generally, and as such the prompts simply didn’t elicit a 
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response due to low salience. So their reason for her apparent unwillingness to expand 

upon her answers was not due to unwillingness to participate.  

As can be seen in Table 7, except for extraversion which increased by 1.43 

standard deviations, her self-reported personality scores remained mostly about the 

same level. Her marked increase in this trait mirrored their self-reported reduction in 

shyness in A-85-3. 

Table 7 

Personality Scores of Participant A-85. 

 Interview 1 Interview 3 

Extraversion 3.50 5.25 

Agreeableness 6.63 7.00 

Conscientiousness 6.38 6.75 

Emotional stability 5.63 6.25 

Openness 5.75 6.63 

Social Dominance Orientation 1.47 1.27 

 

Interview A-85-1. The tone of A-85’s first interview was markedly positive and 

optimistic. A-85 mentioned struggling with was socially: “I tend to be shy so I kind of 

like really struggled to get myself out there and meet new friends. But what I found was 

that everyone was just very nice and kind of like welcoming.” The general positivity 

with regard to other people’s behaviour was common, never mentioning any 
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interpersonal conflict, and when her weaknesses were mentioned, overcoming them was 

emphasised. An example of this was given when describing her experiences between 

the educational systems of Australia and California, with Californian schools being 

described as more independent in how students were expected to learn. When asked 

how she felt this learning style had affected their adjustment to university in comparison 

to other students, A-85 replied that “the majority of them are moving away from the 

being reliant I think? And it’s kind of becoming more self-directed. Although it’s only 

the second week, I’m starting to notice how they’re not relying on things so much 

anymore.” 

However, conflict or acknowledgement of difference was rarely described, even 

when directly invited. When asked about her differential experience in Australia and 

California, she acknowledged but minimised the differences: 

For me, the schooling here is different. I completely skipped over eighth 

grade, and I was kind of moved into ninth grade, and it, for me the content 

was, I didn’t learn some of this stuff, and that’s the only difference I think 

because I didn’t do eighth grade. So ninth grade is like “I never did any of 

this work before”. [Laughs]. That’s the only change, I think. 

When asked about her activities in between high school and university, the 

answering description was similarly lacking in detail: “Nothing really. Just preparing 

for uni. [Because] I’m looking for a job and I’m unsuccessful at getting a job.” 

Another example of A-85’s minimisation of conflict was when describing her 

unsuccessful attempts to find work: “When I first came here I wasn’t allowed to work, 

and then when I was allowed to work I started applying. But then people weren’t just 

hiring me, so I was like “OK then”.” Although unsuccessful, A-85 did not report any 
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feelings of frustration or disappointment, just calm acceptance, as was typical 

throughout. 

Interview A-85-2. In this interview, A-85 was similarly taciturn, with a tone of 

unexamined change. This was shown in situations when asked to reflect on differences 

in the educational context between California and Australia, she responded: “Here up 

until about grade 11, they really hold your hand. While for us after grade 7 they’re like 

“have fun” and throw you in the deep end but not so much hand holding…. Everything 

else is the same.” Although such a description acknowledged some differences between 

the two situations, these were not examined or elaborated upon. Another example 

occurred when A-85 said: “Moving from California to Australia probably shaped me a 

little bit. I can’t think of why but for some reason that popped into my head”. Probing 

into these changes failed to elicit further descriptions of how she had affected their 

perspective or experiences, implying that she merely expected the experience to have an 

impact, rather than being explicitly aware of change.  

A particularly strong example of this reluctance to expand upon or speculate about 

disruptions occurred when discussing activities in between high school and university. 

In A-85-2 it was initially reported, similarly to A-85-1, that she simply stayed home and 

prepared for university, but in response to a confirmation probe they reported “I went 

with my cousin to Hawaii but that was about it. It was very relaxing.” Underplaying of 

what most people would consider a major event—an international holiday or returning 

to a home country, albeit a different state—was typical of the tone of not examining or 

acknowledging disruptions or changes to the expected narratives. The flow from high 

school to university was described in A-85-1 and A-85-2 as smooth and predictable, but 

a holiday to Hawaii is difficult to easily consolidate within that smooth procession, and 
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so it was not involved within the given narrative until celebrations were specifically 

asked about. 

One area where change was acknowledged was when describing if she thought if 

they had changed since coming to university: “I think I’ve grown out of my shell since I 

moved out of high school because I had to force myself to go talk to people. So I think 

that’s the main difference right there, I’m not so shy anymore.”.  

Another area of acknowledged change was reporting a degree of burnout in the 

first semester: “I was just burning myself out with all the study. I found it really difficult 

to go and study because I burnt myself out doing it so I will just don’t do that any more. 

I needed time out.” A-85 reported that this experience taught them that relaxation 

through leisure activities was necessary to successfully progressing through university.  

Interview A-85-3. In this interview, again there were very few differences 

between the narratives from previous examples, with many of the same points discussed 

in much the same way. One aspect that was more elaborated upon related to 

expectations around psychology as a field: 

I was just very interested in the mechanics of what makes people do 

things and very interested in that. I remember reading an article about it, 

and I was like, that sounds very interesting. So I wanted to go into that 

field… I just kind of went in with not really any expectations… I want to 

work with psychology. 

When asked if she had any more specific aspirations, she indicated that she did 

not, and that she was “still figuring that one out”. However, she later described having a 
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loose plan beginning to form: “Just become a registered psychologist and then possibly 

going into research or something. That’s kind of where I see my career going.” 

When asked if she thought her perspectives had changed since coming to 

university, she said that she had “probably become more aware of how people interact 

with each other since the psychology I learned, which is very amusing for me on train 

rides. So it’s probably one thing I can say”. There are two main reasons why this 

utterance bears closer scrutiny, the first being the indication of changed perspective 

directly attributed to the learning of concepts. This seemed to indicate a degree of 

perceived internalisation of her academic studies into her view of human interaction, a 

sign of the development of a professional identity. In turn, this may indicate extended 

application of this identity into non-professional contexts (on the train). One possible 

interpretation of this statement could be that it indicates a degree of integration of this 

identity into A-85’s broader identity.  

The second reason why this utterance is particularly interesting is the use of the 

qualifier “probably”. Again, the specific purpose behind this word choice is unclear, but 

it was unusual in her speaking patterns, it did not appear to be an expression of habitual 

equivocation, and further, it was repeated. This would seem to imply a degree of 

deliberateness in the use of the word “probably”, rather than its use being simply a 

throwaway word. In turn, this indicates that the noted awareness was inferred or 

speculative rather than directly observed, which clashes with the non-qualified 

amusement described (Cantor, Bryant, & Zillman, 1974). If correct, this might indicate 

that the answer is less reporting direct experience and partially operating on expected 

changes—“as one studies people, one expects to become more aware of human 

behaviour” being the operative maxim. Alternatively, the increased awareness could 

have been inferred from the non-qualified amusement—she looked at people and was 
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amused, and inferred that she was amused because she noted aspects of their behaviour 

she had not previously seen. This interpretation is incidentally supported by her 

description of her increase awareness of human behaviour as “to some degree”. Both 

interpretations indicate that A-85 exhibited what Bem (1967) referred to as self-

perception, in which self-knowledge is garnered through self-observation. 

This tendency toward inferring perspective rather than recalling experienced 

perspective was further illustrated when A-85 described her changed perspective of high 

school: 

I realise that I did enjoy my time at high school more than I think I did, 

now that I look back on it … I thought I absolutely hated going to class 

because it was just another lesson. Then I realise I kind of did enjoy that, 

because all my friends were there. I think I enjoyed that a bit more, 

learning those things I learned. 

A-85 described thinking she hated an experience in the moment then realising 

that she actually enjoyed it. This is particularly noteworthy because, unlike A-15, A-85 

showed little evidence of “revising” her narrative in subsequent interviews. Also unlike 

A-15, A-85’s revisions were explicit, more similar in process to A-20’s revisions in that 

they were described as a result of more information becoming available—in this case, 

due to the changed perspective of time—then as always having been the new way; “I 

thought this, but it turns out this”. However, unlike A-15 and A-20, this revision applied 

to a purely internal matter, the subjective evaluation of an experience rather than the 

facts of the experience itself. 

Overall analysis. Although A-85 described herself as “shy”, her extraversion 

score increased dramatically between A-85-1 and A-85-3. At A-85-1, her extraversion 
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score was 3.50, 1.3 standard deviations below Cohort 1’s average of 5.10. However, at 

A-85-3, her extraversion was reported to be 5.25, which was marginally above the 

mean. These changes were also reflected in her self-description in the narratives: in A-

85-1 she described tending to be shy and struggling to “get out there and meet new 

friends”, but in A-85-3 she acknowledged that she “can be a bit shy when meeting new 

people and especially being thrust into different situations”. Interestingly, this change 

was ascribed to learning “to just go up to people and talk to them” as something that 

developed in high school as a result of changing schools, although the reported 

examples of the change occurred well after this period. 

Overall, although A-85 was the most static of the three narratives in terms of 

consistent reporting, there was some evidence of uncertainty and revision across the 

three interviews. Linking this trend to personality traits is problematic, but she was 

consistently the most emotionally stable of the three longitudinal participants, with a 

score of 5.63 at A-85-1 and 6.25 at A-85-3. The link between uncertainty and emotional 

stability is thought to be mediated by the extent to which an individual can allow 

external experience to permeate into their internal conceptualisation of their 

experiences. This link seems plausible in this case (Edwards, Weary, & Reich, 1998; 

Fergus & Rowatt, 2014). A-85’s high emotional stability would allow for comparatively 

little permeability into her inner experience. This, combined with high 

conscientiousness scores (6.38 and 6.75), which would predispose her to favouring 

order and consistency (Funder, 2013, p. 226), may have contributed to this stasis—or 

possibly this favouring of stasis led to behaviour and cognitions that were congruent 

with these personality traits. This interpretation is consistent with pattern observed with 

extraversion noted previously. 
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One possible cause of her apparent stability and consistency in her narratives 

was that it resulted from an attempt to retain a sense of continuity and stability through 

underemphasising her environment in favour of perceived internal consistency. As a 

result of this practice, she could have avoided inconsistent comparisons and self-

observations and the cognitive dissonance that could have resulted (Harmon-Jones, 

Brehm, Greenberg, Simon, & Nelson, 1996; Swann & Pelham, 2002). As a result of this 

downplaying of the variable environment in favour of the consistent self-image, the 

narratives do not need to develop to suit changing psychological needs. In terms of 

Figure 2, she did not attend to the changes in any of the domains asked about. 

Drawing firm conclusions from A-85’s pattern of narrative development is 

difficult for several reasons. First, there was very little narrative development to speak 

of, due to the very high level of consistency shown across interviews. Further, due to 

the comparatively brief and focused nature of the answers given to the prompts, the 

topics discussed were more closely related to the prompts than salient aspects of A-85’s 

identity. As a result of this, any pattern which could be elicited could not be tied with 

any certainty to changes in circumstance or identity. However, this apparent stability of 

narratives does illustrate the importance of temporal consistency in identity formation 

and maintenance, as well as salience of potentially changing environmental cues. A 

process of narrative development must indicate what has remained stable and consistent, 

in addition to consolidations and revisions. In addition, prompts used to elicit narratives 

must be flexible in order to touch on salient aspects of the individuals’ identity. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this analysis is to examine changes across these narratives, and 

to outline the potential implications for a process of narrative/personality development. 
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Although more data and work would be required to validate any such process, a 

potential process can be projected, consisting of three possible reactions to perceived 

changes in environment or psychological need: revision, consolidation, and stasis. 

Which reaction is activated is dependent on two factors: whether the change is attended 

to, and whether it is compatible with the narrative in its current composition. 

The ‘revision’ reaction describes the relative tendency to revise the current 

narrative to accommodate salient change in environment or need. For example, if the 

individual has a friendly relationship that becomes hostile, a revisionist narrative would 

re-cast the actions of the acquaintance as always having been hostile. This may involve 

adding, removing or severely editing how past events are represented in the narrative. 

The ‘consolidation’ reaction describes the tendency to maintain past events as relatively 

consistent, incorporating the change into the existing framework. From an observer’s 

perspective, this manifests as providing a plausible narrative to represent the change 

from one narrative state to another. In the example above, this would be represented by 

the past acquaintance being portrayed as initially friendly, but with the change in the 

relationship to hostile described within the narrative in a way that both serves the 

current psychological needs of the individual and provides the appearance of intra-

individual consistency. The ‘stasis’ reaction represents a tendency to reject the idea of 

change in narrative entirely—things are presented as always being the same. Using the 

previous example, the now-hostile acquaintance will be presented as still a friendly 

relationship. It is possible that the narrator would take pains to avoid such changes in 

their lives, in order to maintain the stability and functionality of the narrative in 

question. This is distinct from the revisionist reaction, as the individual does not revise 

how the relationship is maintained. Another way this may be manifested in the 

narratives is that individuals are represented as categories rather than individuals—
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“friends” as an abstract group, with specific individuals handled as interchangeable 

actors filling roles than characters in themselves. This reaction also serves as a 

stabilising factor: if no changes occur that are noticed or attended to, then no change to 

the narrative is needed. 

These reactions, particularly revision and accommodation, parallel similar 

features in other developmental theories. In Piaget’s work, assimilation is the process by 

which an individual assimilates external changes into their current cognitive structure 

and schemata. This resembles how the consolidation reaction integrates changes into the 

existing narrative, rather than changing the narrative to accommodate the new needs or 

information. In contrast, accommodation is the process by which those schemata are 

adapted to accommodate for changes or information that does not fit within the existing 

structure, in a similar fashion to how the narrative of past events were adapted to 

accommodate changing psychological needs (Block, 1982). In Piagetian models of 

cognitive development, these two processes work to maintain psychological equilibrium 

through construction of functional schemata. Similar processes can be seen in 

characterisations of organisational development (Bartunek & Moch, 1987) and in 

models of learning (Harvey, Hunt, & Schroder, 1961). 

All three reactions are possible in all narrative developments processes, with 

some being more or less prevalent than others. For example, in A-20, although the 

overall development of the narrative kept past events relatively consistent, there were 

signs of revision. This can be seen in his description of his mother as being generically 

“worn down from life”, to having been a recovering drug user for several years, to her 

ceasing of using drugs being credited to relatively recent in A-20-3. The narrative 

surrounding that aspect of A-20’s life needed to be revised to incorporate the changes 

that occurred, either in the environment or in A-20’s psychological needs. In addition, 
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A-85’s description of her personality in A-85-1 as quite introverted and finding it 

difficult to make friends at the beginning of university, to A-85-3 as having found this 

much easier since late high school, can be read as representing a revision of this aspect 

of the narrative to incorporate a plausible explanation for a marked personality change. 

As a result of these, it seems likely that all identified reactions serve an adaptive 

function in narrative development, with aspects of revision, consolidation and stasis 

being possible in all narratives to some extent or another. 

The link between these narrative development reactions and personality 

development remains unclear. However, with respect to changes in personality scores, it 

is noteworthy that the largest changes were in extraversion. A-85’s score increased 1.33 

standard deviations, A-20’s score decreased 1.34 standard deviations, while A-15 stayed 

relatively stable with a change of 0.21 standard deviations. The mean magnitude change 

for the three participants represented nearly a standard deviation from the original start-

of-year cohort mean.  

Past research has documented an increase in conscientiousness and openness to 

experience as a likely result of academic exposure (Li & Powdthavee, 2014), as well as 

maturation effects (Srivastava, John, Gosling, & Potter, 2003). However past research 

has not documented a similar effect for extraversion. Although A-85 “back-dated” her 

development, her narrative at A-85-1 indicated a reduction in perceived shyness, pre-

dating the growth in extraversion. She further described this change as a result of her 

experiences in high school, in which to make friends she had to engage in more 

extraverted behaviours, such as talking to people unprompted, and spending more time 

around groups of people. A-20, in comparison, described himself as being less social 

than previously, pre-dating his marked decrease in extraversion, attributing this to the 

increased workload of university and general unreliability of his social circle. This 
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provides incidental support for the potential of narratives to predict or shape 

developments in personality. 

Further research could expand on these findings by identifying linguistic cues. 

For example, proportion of words related to education or work rather than social 

interaction could indicate relative salience of different aspects of the individuals’ life. In 

addition, this would facilitate automated coding, which would enable the collection and 

analysis of a larger number of participants, enabling statistical comparisons to be made. 

This would clarify the relationship between personality factors and features of narrative 

development, as well as any possible predictive features in a longitudinal sample. The 

use of software such as SALT could, if properly calibrated, provide such detailed 

semantic analysis of narratives, and Leximancer-type software could isolate structural 

connections and groupings within the language used. 

As discussed earlier, there have been no previous attempts to examine narrative 

change and development in a manner consistent with this study’s methodology. As a 

result, this work represents a starting point which can be built on by drawing larger and 

wider samples. The longitudinal nature of this study means it provides evidence of 

narrative change predating personality change, which offers the possibility of 

developing a narrative process to explain personality change. Such a process would 

represent a marked improvement over the simple descriptive model reviewed in Chapter 

Two. Extending this further, this study has demonstrated a method that could potentially 

eventually shape personality development through narrative development interventions. 

For example, narrative practice to emphasise certain narrative features could be used, 

similar to the practices in narrative therapies (DiMaggio, 2006; Nilsson, 2014). For 

example, increasing the focus on positive change by a student will likely improve 

cognitions associated with increased conscientiousness or emotional stability, both traits 
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associated with positive life outcomes (Judge & Bono, 2001; Poropat, 2009). However, 

before this potential can be realised, the current process must first be validated and 

examined in more detail, with a larger sample size. As a step towards this, the next 

chapter will attempt to validate this process with a larger sample. This will provide 

further support for these findings, by illustrating that these reactions do not simply exist 

within the non-representative sample, as well as providing greater nuance as to the 

likely manifestations of the three identified reactions. This would increase the validity 

and utility of the process described by allowing it to be applied in a wider range of 

narratives. 
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Chapter Four: Validation of Process 

In Chapter Three, a tentative process for narrative development was put forward, 

based on the patterns observed in the narratives offered over three instances over 10 

months. This process consisted of three reactions. The first reaction is revision, in which 

the past events were revised in order to facilitate the shaping of a narrative to serve 

current psychological needs. The second reaction was consolidation, where past events 

are held reasonably consistent and changes from the former to the current state of affairs 

are described to create a plausible narrative. The third reaction is stasis, where change is 

not represented in the narratives at all. However, any process must be validated. This 

chapter focuses upon an attempt to achieve partial validation of the process. 

Following the failure of several influential studies to be replicated (Open 

Science Collaboration, 2015), there has been an increased focus on ensuring that 

psychological findings are reliable and valid. These suggestions range from abandoning 

frequentist statistical approaches in favour of Bayesian methods (Etz & 

Vandekerckhove, 2016), to pre-registering of hypotheses (Wagenmakers, Wetzels, 

Borsboom, van der Maas, & Kievit, 2012). One such suggestion made by Sakaluk 

(2016) can be read as a simple confirmation of typical scientific practice: when 

performing exploratory research, use comparatively few resources, but to follow this 

research with more rigorous confirmatory methodologies. The work presented in 

Chapter Two was intended as purely exploratory. An attempt to confirm the findings 

can provide a greater degree of confidence in the validity of the process. This was done 

by examining the narratives of participants who completed two interviews, attempting 

to identify patterns of development between these two interviews, with these patterns 

compared to those identified in Chapter Two and included in the process. This dataset 
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provided an excellent opportunity to test the process. Despite these participants opting 

not to participate in a third interview, they were drawn from the same cohort and subject 

to the same methodological practices. As a result they are likely to be highly compatible 

with the analysis technique used. It is not proposed that this confirms the process but 

rather provides a degree of confidence, as well as serving as a kind of initial test of the 

process, allowing its strengths and weaknesses to be examined. This in turn makes it 

easier for any weaknesses to be addressed early in the life cycle of the process. 

Method 

The five participants in this exercise came from the initial cohort agreed to 

complete a second interview at the same time as the participants from Chapter Three, 

but did not complete a third interview. Due to only one set of personality scores being 

obtained, they were excluded from the Chapter Three dataset. However, they serve as a 

very convenient dataset to perform a partial validation of the process as they did provide 

information in two interviews that were separated by several months concurrently with 

the participants of Chapter Three, subject to the same methodological considerations. 

It is unknown why these participants ceased participation. They did not respond 

to attempts to contact them, and it is unknown if they continued with their studies, 

transferred universities, or left tertiary education entirely. Due to the inability to contact 

them, no information was forthcoming. Due to university privacy regulations, it was 

very difficult to ascertain if any of the participants remained enrolled. 

Analysing the interviews of these participants constituted a challenge for several 

reasons. Since they had only completed two interviews rather than three, there tended to 

be an “unfinished” quality to the data, and the presence of only two points of 

examination made extrapolation of trends more difficult. In addition, some of these 
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participants were particularly taciturn and unwilling to expand upon points elicited by 

the questions, much in the manner of A-85 described in Chapter Three. This made 

examination of the themes and main features of the individual narratives difficult, as the 

responses were primarily focused on answering the questions, uninterested in 

elaborating or exploring possible tangents. This meant that the main points discussed 

were more clearly affected by the questions asked, rather than the questions serving as 

stimulus. 

The method used to analyse the narratives were the same as used in Chapter 

Three. That is, a multi-stage process was used, the first stage of which involved reading 

the narratives several times to gain an overall impression and context within which to 

interpret the later stages. The second stage involved examining the narratives to identify 

overall themes, such as independence or overcoming obstacles. The third stage focused 

on the tone of the narratives, and how this tone was communicated, e.g., the narrative 

was optimistic because it portrayed events as inevitably ending positively. The fourth 

stage included identifying imagery related to the previously identified themes and tone, 

as well as any imagery that contradicted these reactions (E. Lyons & Coyle, 2007). Each 

stage necessitated checking the validity of the conclusions of the previous stage. So, if a 

narrative was previously identified as having an overall theme of persecution, but no 

imagery could be identified which communicated this theme then this aspect of the 

narrative was re-assessed. As a result of this self-correcting aspect, a fair degree of 

confidence can be held in the validity of the analyses. 
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Results 

Quantitative results 

As the purpose of this study was to apply the process described in Chapter 

Three, there was little quantitative analysis performed. The turn length, sentence length 

and single-word sentence rate however was noted, and the average results can be seen in 

Table 8. 

Table 8 

Average Quantitative Features of Dual-Interviewees 

Interview Total sentences Total words 

Mean turn 

length (words) 

Single-word 

sentence rate 

(%) 

Wave 1 Average (SD) 485.40 (272.31) 

5919.20 

(2693.75) 

57.54 (25.61) 10.85 (6.94) 

Wave 2 Average (SD) 507.20 (224.52) 

6210.40 

(3217.56) 

66.00 (43.77) 8.06 (7.19) 

 

A-2 

A-2 was comparatively quiet during the first interview, although she was more 

talkative in the second. As can be seen in Table 9, she said 3,718 words during the first 

interview, with a mean turn length of 39.64 words, and 14.66% of her sentences were 

single words (e.g., “Yeah”, “No”). Compared to this, her second interview was more 

involved, with a mean turn length of 54.80 words leading to a total of 4,548 words. 
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Although this is a marked increase, she still averaged less total words and shorter turns 

in both waves, as can be seen in Table 8. She also scored 3.50 on extraversion, which 

was 1.31 standard deviations below the average. It is uncertain what led to this 

change—she may have felt more comfortable due to familiarity with the process and 

interviewer, or simply being in a mood more accommodating to sharing further detail. 

The narratives shared during the interview did not show any clear guides or indications 

of her comfort level. 

Table 9 

Quantitative Factors of A-2's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-2-1 3,718 39.64 14.66 

A-2-2 4,548 54.80 1.16 

Total 8,266 47.22 5.96 

 

A-2 primarily reflected the “revisionist” process identified in Chapter Three. 

There were marked qualitative differences in the narratives given between A-2-1 and A-

2-2. One of the most striking differences was how the social element manifested in 

each. For example, A-2 initially described a complicated family dynamic marked by 

“triangulation”; a phenomenon where one party (usually a parent) forms a coalition with 

another party (usually a child) against a third party (usually the other parent) (L. G. Bell, 

Bell, & Nakata, 2001): 
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My mum doesn’t really like my dad so she always tried to feed stuff into 

both my sister and I about what to think about my dad, but I love my dad 

and I love my mum so I wasn’t going to go “oh mum said this so I’m 

going to think it”. But my sister did that, so my sister hasn’t spoken to my 

dad since she was eight or 10. 

Most of the relationships described by A-2 in A-2-1 were conflict-based. When 

describing her relationship with her mother and sister she willingly spoke about their 

differences in politics (e.g. “They have views about society that I don’t have views 

about. They’ll say something about asylum seekers and I’ll totally be like “leave them 

alone”) and attitudes towards her father, yet when asked about her relationship with her 

father she was much more brief: “I don’t know, you’ve put me on the spot. We just like 

connect more. I don’t know.” Overall, this seemed to indicate a self-image characterised 

by opposition to perceived outgroups rather than in commonality with perceived in-

groups (Brewer, 1999). 

However, in A-2-2, she reported a much more harmonious relationship, with no 

mention of the former conflict: 

Since I’ve moved home, my mum comes up and visits me every single 

week. So we’ve grown a lot closer than we were when I was in high 

school. Like, we talk all the time. I’ll ring her and just tell her about 

random things and even though I don’t see my dad often, I’d still say that 

we’re pretty close. 

The relationship between the parents is presented as both much less conflictive, 

and the degree of closeness to the parents has almost reversed. A-2 presents herself as 

having a primary relationship with her mother, but before this relationship was 
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presented as tense. Meanwhile the relationship with the father is presented almost as an 

afterthought.  

Further, her experiences in high school are presented very differently between 

A-2-1 and A-2-2. In A-2-1 there was comparatively little attention paid to the social 

side of high school, with the focus of that narrative being the improvement in academic 

performance: “I went from failing maths… to getting a VHA at the end of Grade 12. I 

think I just found subjects that I enjoyed and I tried in them and did really well.” The 

only acknowledgement of the social side of this time was related to a social divide that 

resulted from A-2’s new focus on academics: “I would say ‘oh, I didn’t do very well’, 

and my friends would be like ‘I got a B’, and they’d get really angry at me; ‘I just 

scraped in with a C- and you’re complaining about that’. So they’d get really pissed at 

me and they wouldn’t talk to me about anything like that.” 

In contrast to this, in A-2-2, the focus was largely on the social side of high 

school, with the academic side almost unmentioned. Further, A-2 claims that she 

“stopped hanging out with them from about halfway through grade 10” due to the 

friends spreading unspecified rumours, something that was not mentioned or implied in 

A-2-1, although it was mentioned that they had gone separate ways since the end of 

high school. 

Another change between the two interviews was with regard to A-2’s 

depression. In A-2-1, it was mentioned that part of the drive to improve her academic 

performance came from a desire to become a psychologist as a result of her experiences 

with depression. At the time she was not seeing a psychologist, and the possibility of 

anti-depressants was not mentioned. However, in A-2-2, it was mentioned that she was 

seriously considering taking anti-depressants around the time of A-2-1 but did not due 
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to fear of the side effects, as well as reluctance of the psychologist to prescribe anti-

depressants to patients under the age of 18. This does not necessarily reflect a change in 

perspective or intention in A-2; it is possible that she was simply willing to discuss her 

struggling with depression but not considering anti-depressants, a pattern which has 

been established in previous research (Castaldelli-Maia et al., 2011). Regardless, this 

represents another marked retroactive difference between the narratives. 

These changes in portrayal and emphasis are characteristic of the revisionist 

reaction being prevalent in A-2’s narrative development. The consolidation reaction was 

much less prevalent, although aspects of it can be seen in how A-2 notes that her 

improved relationship with her mother can be traced to her moving home. This 

implicitly recognises the changed state of affairs and alludes to the construction of a 

plausible narrative to explain this change. 

A-23 

As seen in Table 10, A-23 was consistently one of the more talkative 

participants, sharing 0.90 standard deviations above the average number of words in A-

23-1, with 0.77 standard deviations above the average number of words per turn. A-23-

2 was similar, with 0.31 standard deviations above the average for total words over 719 

sentences (compared to 608 in A-23-1), and a mean turn length of 0.21 standard 

deviations above the average. This placed her 0.31 standard deviations above the 

average for total words, and 0.21 standard deviations above the average for the second 

wave. Interestingly, she scored 4.14 on extraversion, or 0.76 standard deviations below 

the average. A possible interpretation of this relates to her description of herself as 

putting up a mask to hide her depression from others. This would lead to her acting 

extraverted and sociable, but self-report as introverted. 
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Table 10 

Quantitative Factors of A-23's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-23-1 8,355 77.36 4.28 

A-23-2 7,223 75.12 7.09 

Total 15,578 76.24 5.80 

 

Overall, the narrative development of A-23 was characteristic of the 

consolidation reaction being prevalent, with little evidence of revision of past events. 

Events were reported consistently, with few differences between A-23-1 and A-23-2. 

When the state of affairs had changed, narratives were offered in order to explain this 

change. Further, change was explicitly acknowledged and described within the narrative 

itself, contradicting the stasis reaction. 

One of the major developments in the narratives offered between A-23-1 and A-

23-2 was the program of study. A-23 was initially studying psychology, but transferred 

to criminology by the second semester. This was attributed to psychology being found 

boring and a learning style not compatible with the teaching style of the psychology 

teaching staff: “It was so boring… I was like no, not happening, and the teacher, no, not 

interesting”. In A-23-2, A-23 reported that she had “always wanted to join the defence 

force or police force”, and that she had “forgot[ten] about criminology for that period of 

time [she] was in psychology”. In A-23-1, she had mentioned at two points that she had 
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in the past aimed to join the police force, albeit in the context of other topics: “My uncle 

was like, ‘if you become a lawyer I’m never going to talk to you again’. Then when I 

told him I wanted to be in the police force, like work for them on the side as a 

psychologist, he was like ‘oh, God—a cop in the family’”, “When I said I wanted to be 

a police officer, my teacher was like ‘I could see that’”. However, apart from those 

instances, this desire had not been mentioned. At one point, a desire to be a psychologist 

was mentioned: “I don’t want to do this but I want to be a psychologist. I want to 

because I think I’d understand better about—because I’d be like ‘I totally understand 

what you’re feeling right now because I’ve been through it’. I just want to help people 

help themselves”. So this aspect could be seen as a revision. 

Another major development between A-23-1 and A-23-2 regarded the 

relationship between A-23 and her grandparents who she lived with. In A-23-1, she 

reported that her relationship with them was strained: 

They only notice if something’s wrong if I stop eating completely which I 

never do but if something dramatic happens and I’m just like, ‘you never 

take any notice of me’. It’s the same thing. We’ll have a massive fight, 

we’ll get it all out and say everything and Nan will obviously not listen to 

me but I’ll have to listen to her and then we have one day where it’s all 

peaceful and then it just goes straight back. So that’s my life; getting yelled 

at by my grandparents. 

In A-23-2, this frustration had continued on both sides, with A-23 now 

considering moving out due to perceived unfair treatment: 

I’ve been lucky enough not to be kicked out yet but they’re like ‘as soon as 

you finish uni you’re out. We can’t deal with this anymore.’ So I’m just 
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like ‘I’m staying as long as I want’ but I probably will move out because 

they’re taking all my Centrelink money. I’m like ‘no one else has to pay 

rent.’ 

This state of affairs developed naturally from the previously reported state 

without revising or directly contradicting the earlier state, and as such did not constitute 

a revision. The relationship was described as being conflictive initially, with this 

conflict continuing to escalate and develop into the current state of affairs. 

A-23’s narrative development showed a pattern of portraying events as 

progressing from one consistently reported state to a differing current state, 

characteristic of the consolidation reaction being prevalent. There were a few aspects 

that could be viewed as a revision, particularly around career aspirations, but these 

examples were ambiguous with regards to the extent to which they were revised. 

Regardless, these examples may indicate a small element of revision reaction in the 

development of the narrative. It is examples such as these that imply a reaction process, 

rather than a strict typological structure. 

A-49 

A-49 was reasonably vocal in A-49-1, offering 7,708 words (Z = 0.66) over 530 

sentences, with a mean turn length of 75.87 words (Z = 0.72), as seen in Table 11. 

However, in A-49-2, she became the most verbose participant, offering 11,112 words (Z 

= 1.52) over 753 sentences, with a mean turn length of 135.51 words (Z = 1.59). Unlike 

other cases, however, the cause of this difference was clear: the bulk of A-49-2 was 

taken up by A-49 describing how stressful their university studies were. Although 

similar sentiments were present in A-49-1, they took up a much smaller share of the 

narrative—possibly due to the fact that A-49-1 took place very early in the year, 
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meaning the bulk of assessment had not been undertaken as yet. She further scored 2.88 

on emotional stability, which was 1.53 standard deviations below the average, 

indicating a strong tendency towards negative affect and anxiety (Funder, 2013). 

Table 11 

Quantitative Factors of A-49's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-49-1 7,708 75.87 9.43 

A-49-2 11,112 135.51 7.57 

Total 18,820 105.69 8.34 

 

A-49 did not fall neatly into the revisionist/consolidation/static process 

developed in Chapter Three. The revisions were minor, potentially being a difference of 

emphasis rather than strict contradiction and revision of previously established 

elements. However, the focus of these parts of the narrative was so radically different 

that they constituted a major change, thematically speaking. This would be 

characteristic of manifesting both consolidation and revisionist reactions. 

One of the major differences regarded her social environment in high school. In 

A-49-1, when describing the environment, the bulk of the description was focused on 

the difficulty of navigating the inter-clique politics, with a particular focus on the low-

status group: 
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A lot of them had really poor social skills. Like I’d sit next to someone in 

class and they’d just talk about weird things. One of the boys talked about 

Nazi Germany all the time. Not necessary. Some were really, really, really 

nice and some of them a bit weird. A lot of them like to hug each other a 

lot. I think that was just their way of greeting. The boys were mainly the 

problem, the ones with the weird social skills and hugging and stuff. 

An incident was described where A-49 was hugged by one of the boys despite 

not wanting to be hugged. This, together with the boy who spoke about Nazi Germany, 

was presented as exemplars of the groups’ behaviour. However, no problematic 

behaviours or incidents from within A-49’s social group were described or referred to. 

In contrast to this pattern—where social problems were exclusively described as 

resulting from interactions with individuals from other groups—A-49-2 extensively 

described conflict resulting from a friend’s religious beliefs and subsequent attempts at 

evangelising and converting A-49. The following is a small selection of the narrative 

offered, however the description was quite lengthy, covering 1,426 words. Despite this, 

this selection gives a representative sample of the tone, imagery, described behaviours 

and attributions made: 

My best friend was so, so religious that she’d bring it up all the time. Yeah, 

she talked about it a lot, like ‘God came and spoke to me and said that all 

these good things are going to happen to you’ and stuff, and I was like ‘I 

don’t know how you want me to respond’. You couldn’t hang out with her 

because she has to go to church. It got to the point where she’d rather hang 

out with her church friends and stuff than hang out with us because, I don’t 

know, we swore too much or something. 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   112 

The friends’ religious conviction and evangelising was explicitly described as a 

major reason source of social conflict, with the low-status group not mentioned at all. 

Further, the blame is placed on the friend making certain choices, and the low-status 

group was portrayed as simply not knowing any better. Although this is not a 

contradiction in the narrative as such—it is possible to have both scenarios true—it is a 

major shift in focus and description of this aspect of the narrative. In the first scenario, 

social conflict was primarily the result of the inability of the low-status group to interact 

in a manner described as typical. In the second, the conflict resulted from the 

unwillingness of a single individual to respect the differing religious beliefs. Although 

both parties are presented as antagonistic in nature, they represent very different types 

of antagonist, with different thematic implications for both A-49’s self-portrayal as well 

as the types of experiences undergone in high school. 

As mentioned previously, another difference between A-49-1 and A-49-2 was 

A-49-2’s comparative focus on the stress of university studies. Major themes here were 

uncertainty about A-49’s ability to handle the workload or what was expected of them, 

lack of motivation, perception of not meeting expectations, and perceived lack of 

support from staff, friends and family. Although these themes were present in A-49-1, it 

was to a much lesser extent, as well as the focus being much more on being uncertain of 

what is expected of them and what content is expected to be known for assessment. As 

such, the difference was largely quantitative rather than qualitative—the same themes 

were present, but received comparatively more focus in A-49-2, as was predicted in A-

49-1: 

I’m on a sinking ship. It’s not good. There’s just so much reading and I 

don’t know what’s relevant and what’s not relevant and I can’t ask really. 

… Now that I’m behind in health law I know that I’m starting to fall 
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behind in science and stuff, because it takes me so long to read the stuff I 

have to read for health law. … I feel there’s no room for error—even with 

your first piece of assessment. You have to know what you’re doing 

because you have to get 85% or whatever.  

In A-49-1, these themes were present, but largely confined to descriptions of 

university. This is in contrast with A-49-2, in which these reflections took up the 

majority of the narrative, with other aspects being comparatively less prominent.  

As a result of the ambiguous nature of whether the high school social dimension 

constitutes a revision or not, in addition to the thematic consistency and development 

with the university-stress aspect of A-49’s narratives, these have tentatively been 

classified as “consolidation”.  

A-50 

Similarly to A-2, A-50 was very taciturn in the interviews. In A-50-1 she shared 

2,358 words (Z = -1.32), with a mean turn length of 21.24 words (Z = 1.42). Further, 

20.82% of her sentences consisted of a single word, the greatest proportion made by any 

participant. A-50-2 was similar, with a mean turn length of 19.07 words (Z = -1.07), 

2,575 words total (Z = -1.13), and a single-word-sentence rate of 20.08% (see Table 12). 

This coincided with an extraversion rating of 0.84 standard deviations above the 

average and an emotional stability score of 2.36 standard deviations above the average. 
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Table 12 

Quantitative Factors of A-50's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-50-1 2,358 21.24 20.82 

A-50-2 2,575 19.07 20.08 

Total 4,933 20.16 20.45 

 

The result of this lack of interest in extrapolating upon prompts meant that the 

majority of responses directly answered the questions asked. As a result, the themes 

present were more likely an artefact of the prompts, rather than themes present in the 

narratives more organically, showing little personalisation of the narrative. More 

importantly, this meant that classifying the change process was challenging, due to little 

being present to identify as having been revised or developed, in addition to the greater 

narrative context being sparse. Consequently, caution was exercised in interpreting the 

interviews with A-50 due to the limited nature of the information. 

There was a high level of consistency between A-50-1 and A-50-2, in both the 

details of past events (e.g., high school) and in how A-50 described her life at the time. 

However, classifying the narrative as representative of the ‘static’ process of 

development identified is tentative at best, as change and development was 

acknowledged within the narrative itself. This stands in contrast to A-85’s narratives, in 

which change was rarely explicitly or implicitly acknowledged or described. A-50’s 
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narratives provided the consolidation pattern of causality, but only within the narratives 

themselves. There was nearly no development between the two narratives, in which a 

situation was outlined in A-50-1, with that situation built on in A-50-2. 

In both A-50-1 and A-50-2, it was reported that A-50 was not allowed by her 

parents to attend Schoolies, the traditional post-high-school graduation celebration held 

at several locations, the most salient venue to A-50 being the Gold Coast. However, 

how A-50 reported responding to this interdiction varied across interviews. In A-50-1, 

A-50 presented herself as actively trying to change her parents mind so she could go 

with her friends: 

I was like ‘can I go to Schoolies’ and they were like ‘no’, and I was like 

‘okay’. But then I left it for a little bit and I was like can I go up for a day, 

and they still said no, but then I just didn’t talk to them for like a week and 

then they said okay. 

However, in A-50-2, she presented herself as much more passive in the matter: 

“I always knew, but I always tried anyway. So angry for a bit when they said no, but I 

got over it because I knew I wasn’t going to anyway.” However, in both narratives she 

reported being able to attend for a day, during which she spent time with her attending 

friends in their hotel room. 

It is possible that in A-50-2 the details were simply viewed as not relevant, or 

that the cause of the change of the parents’ minds was intended as implied by the 

description of her anger. The lack of detail elicited generally made the potential reasons 

for and meaning of this lack of detail unclear. As a result, it cannot be ascertained with 

any confidence whether this would constitute a revision of past facts, as characterised as 

the revisionist process identified in Chapter Three. 
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Another possible revision involves A-50’s employment. In A-50-1, no paid 

employment or work was mentioned. However, in A-50-2, it was mentioned that she 

had recently quit her former job: 

K-Mart, I’ve been there for three years, and it’s really bad. I only got three 

hours a week, which is pathetic with saving or anything like that. So I was 

like ‘I need to get another job’. Then I finally got another job, but then I 

was like ‘I don’t know what their shifts are going to be like, so I’ll keep K-

Mart as well’. Then I turned out to be getting quite a few shifts from there, 

so it was not needed. 

As with A-49, this is not a direct contradiction, because in A-50-1 she did not 

say she was not working. However, the exclusion of this information bears further 

examination. It could be that this information was simply not deemed relevant to A-50’s 

narrative at the time of A-50-1, rather than constituting a revision as such. It does not 

seem to tie in to any themes or ideas presented within the narratives. Managing 

workload was not discussed, nor was it presented as part of a description of persecution 

or problem-solving. 

As previously mentioned, A-50 volunteered little information that was not 

specifically asked about, meaning little can be inferred from the narratives offered. 

There were inconsistencies between A-50-1 and A-50-2 in how events were described, 

which would seem to be characteristic of the revisionist reaction. However, generally 

there was a high level of consistency, to the point where there was little 

acknowledgement of changing life circumstances between A-50-1 and A-50-2, which is 

characteristic of the stasis reaction. An exception to this was in A-50-2, where A-50 

noted that she had changed workplace. As with A-85, it has been tentatively concluded 



NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT   117 

that this reticence was in part due to the prompts not eliciting aspects of A-50’s identity 

that are viewed as sufficiently significant to warrant extrapolation or expansion upon. 

A-72 

As shown in Table 13, in A-72-1, A-72 spoke with an average turn length of 

73.58 words (Z = 0.63), for a total of 7,457 words (Z = 0.57), and a single-word-

sentence rate of 5.04%. In A-72-2, she was more taciturn, sharing 5,594 words (Z = -

0.19), with a mean turn length of 45.52 (Z = -0.47) words and a single-word-sentence 

rate of 4.42%. Her extraversion score was 5.63 (Z = 0.43), and her emotional stability 

score was 5.13 (Z = 0.14). 

Table 13 

Quantitative Factors of A-72's Interviews 

 Total words Mean turn length 

(words) 

One-word sentences 

(%) 

A-72-1 7,467 73.58 8.80 

A-72-2 5,594 45.52 12.19 

Total 13,051 59.55 4.82 

 

Similar to A-50, there was less of a “development” dynamic happening between 

A-72-1 and A-72-2. Instead, things were described in similar ways in both narratives, or 

events were described in one interview that was not described in the other without 

directly contradicting the narrative constructed. Unlike A-50, whose narratives were 

sparsely communicated with little elaboration, A-72 shared her narratives more freely. 
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Thus, it becomes more plausible that this phenomenon represented either a non-standard 

presentation of one of the identified three reactions of narrative development, the result 

of a combination of reactions, or another, not previously identified, reaction. Possible 

features of this posited reaction are discussed in Chapter Five. However, for clarity, the 

differences between A-72-1 and A-72-2 will be examined in detail. 

A major difference in focus was the inclusion of A-72’s involvement in Girl 

Guides in A-72-1, which went unmentioned in A-72-2. In A-72-1, 1,729 words (or 

23.2% of the total) were spent describing this aspect of her life, and it was described as 

making up a large part of her identity: “Guides impacts so much … It is amazing. I 

reckon that shaped a lot of who I am.” This was tied to her ambition to receive the Duke 

of Edinburgh’s Award, although the exact nature of that link was unclear: “I want to do 

my Duke of Edinburgh. Because I’m a Girl Guide. … It’s like an award that you can 

work for and stuff.” This fact was raised in response to a standard, non-specific prompt 

about how A-72 saw the future unfolding (see Appendix A: Interview Questions for a 

more complete listing of prompts used) used in both interviews, so the lack of raising 

the Guides aspect of her identity was not due to lack of opportunity. 

In place of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award ambition, A-72 described a plan to 

move out of the family home, and how she would need to take her dog into account: 

Job, money and then I can get a [drivers] licence. … I want to move out 

soon. Oh yes, I just don’t want to be at home anymore. … I’ve got a dog 

and I don’t mean a family dog, I mean my dog which I have ownership. So 

when I move out, clearly she is going to have to move with me. 

When asked if she felt this plan had changed since beginning university, she 

replied that “it got more decisive. Because six months ago I was like, oh yeah, I’m just 
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going to figure it out later, but now I’m like okay, this is what I need to do.” This 

contains no allusion to the formerly mentioned plans which were presented as 

significant in A-72-1. Although the cause of this change is uncertain, this represented 

exclusion of a major aspect of the previous narrative. 

Another change in the narrative was how the social dynamics of high school 

were described. Both A-72-1 and A-72-2 described the broad dynamics as “clique-ish”, 

with A-72 being loosely affiliated with a number of groups than more closely associated 

with one as was the norm. However, the description of the social conflict was different 

between A-72-1 and A-72-2. In A-72-1, the conflict was presented as comparatively 

minor, with little attention paid: 

There was actually multiple groups if that makes sense. I know there’s 

cliques and that’s bad. But I was really good friends with quite a few of 

them. Like the different groups and that. I think I want my different groups 

of friends for different things. 

However, in A-72-2, the conflict had a larger presence and significance. Of 

particular importance was the social friction resulting from A-72’s affiliation with 

multiple groups, due to rivalries and conflicts between individuals within each group. 

I would hang out with one group and then I knew they would fight with 

another one because someone would cheat on someone else’s X or 

whatever. So me being a floater, they would often just get really angry. 

Like, ‘oh why are you hanging out with her? I thought you were friends 

with me’. 
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She reported that she would, at times, try to merge the disparate groups, with 

mixed success: 

Actually it worked really well in a couple of cases where they became 

besties and then we had like a little group and I was like, yeah, it’s great… 

but most of the time, it’s not going to work. There’s that awkward tension 

and stuff. 

This difficult social situation was further elaborated upon through the 

description of secrets within and between individuals and groups. Managing this 

information was an ongoing, major facet of successfully negotiating the social aspect of 

high school:  

I’ve got a lot of Indian friends as well and because they’re not allowed to 

date, a lot of it was kept secret. So I would always feel like I can’t talk to 

that group about it because they’re not supposed to know. 

In contrast to this, in A-72-1, her extended family in the narrative was markedly 

more present than in A-72-2. Her family and the dynamics within the family were 

omnipresent throughout the narrative, with mentions across multiple topics, including 

attending Schoolies: 

My uncle actually paid for me to go to Schoolies because the week before 

we’d had a big family lunch and we were talking about how my cousin was 

going. My mum put her foot down and said “[A-72] will never go to 

Schoolies”. We had a whole fight about it… Everyone in my family tried 

to help me out because they know how stressed mum makes me 

sometimes. 
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Another topic that included family was how she perceived the religious aspect of 

her high school: 

I think I wanted to believe in all of that and mum does. But I think it 

actually made me hate religion more. They’d shove all these beliefs down 

your throat. I think it did the opposite effect of what mum was hoping. … 

All my family are [religious]. Except for my dad. He’s so against religion. 

In comparison to this interconnected presence throughout A-72-1, in A-72-2 the 

family was not mentioned at all except when specifically asked about. Although both 

the social dynamics at high school and the intra-family dynamics—can be seen as 

manifestations of the ongoing theme of social positioning and conflict, the relative 

emphasis on these represents a major shift in the specific theme-consistent information 

that is provided. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter was to attempt to test the process of narrative 

development identified in Chapter Three using a larger dataset from a similar 

population. Overall, this attempt was partially successful, with clear examples of the 

revisionist and consolidation reactions identified. However, two of the five participants 

displayed patterns of narrative development that were congruent with none of the three 

reactions identified. Further, none displayed clear aspects of the static reaction, in which 

both change is denied within the narrative itself and little to no change is seen between 

iterations. This could indicate that the initial definition of the stasis reaction was overly 

restrictive and needs to be revised. Another possible inference is that what was 

perceived as stasis could be an artefact of the elicited narratives focusing on areas that 

were not developed between interviews, rather than a feature of the individual’s 
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narrative development more generally. Both of these emphasise the importance of 

drawing on as large a sample as possible to both build and validate any proposed 

process or mechanism of change. 

Although useful and valuable, the sample used was still quite small, meaning 

conclusions derived from this validation may not be generalizable to individuals from a 

wider context. However, the fact that these participants were part of the first two waves 

of data collection meant they were subject to the same data-collection processes and 

were part of the same student cohort as the participants examined in Chapter Three. 

This meant that cohort variation was reduced, making the validation easier to conduct. 

An additional benefit of this approach meant that the data was already conveniently 

available for use immediately.  

Another limitation is that the validation was not performed with an independent 

assessor, which allows for the possibility of confirmation bias to inadvertently unduly 

positively influence the validation. This was addressed through providing reasoning for 

each conclusion drawn and through adherence to a strict analysis procedure detailed in 

this section, but future research involving independent raters and assessors would 

increase the confidence in any such conclusions drawn. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study has provided some valuable insight 

and information. The work is a clear example of the maxim put forward by Sakaluk 

(2016, p. 47) to “explore small, confirm big”. Although it is commonly accepted that 

narrative identity adapts to changing needs and circumstances, attempts to model 

exactly how this adaptation occurs are few. This study provides a basis for future work 

to build on towards a more comprehensive, predictive process of narrative adaptation, 
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which could be linked to a predictive, explanatory process of personality development 

(McAdams, 2004; McAdams et al., 2004).  

The pattern identified in the narratives of A-72 was difficult to classify 

according to the process identified in Chapter Three, and can be interpreted several 

ways. The differences in the narrative tone and imagery were remiscient of the revision 

reaction, however there was no direct contradiction. It may represent a fourth reaction, 

in which the past events are not contradicted or changed, but simply become less 

relevant to the current identity. This would lead to different events featuring in the 

narrative over time, so as to support the current narrative. Rather than a fourth discrete 

reaction, it could be the result of the combination of existing reactions, such as revision 

and stasis. Eliciting longitudinal narratives from participants from a wider variety of 

backgrounds would be helpful in more clearly delineating possible reactions in narrative 

development, as well as possible interactions between them. 

The stasis reaction was described as being characterised by a tendency to not 

only show a high level of consistency within the narrative over time, but also by the 

tendency to depict the individuals’ life as consistent within the narrative itself, 

portraying the image of “things have always been the way that they are”. Although this 

description has seemed to be accurate in describing the current dataset, a reaction being 

defined by two behaviours with no clear causal link between them bears further 

examination. It is possible that stasis may simply manifest as the inter-narrative 

stability, with intra-narrative demonstration of change determined by another variable. 

The proposed process provides the first framework to examine longitudinal 

narrative development, something which has been highlighted as useful in predicting 

various life outcomes (Bauer & McAdams, 2010; McLean & Pratt, 2006; Meeus, 2011). 
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It is surprising, therefore, that this research represents one of the first attempts to model 

how an individuals’ narrative identity develops over time. Narrative development has 

ties to personality development, something that has been studied extensively in recent 

years, although rarely with an attempt to create an explanatory framework (Bleidorn, 

2012; MacDonald, 2012; Soto, John, Gosling, & Potter, 2011). Although such a 

framework requires narratives of individuals from a wide range of backgrounds and 

scenarios, the current studies represents a starting point that can be built on. 

This framework will also be helpful in examining the identity issues that can 

begin to manifest around the age of the participants examined (Koepke & Denissen, 

2012; Meca et al., 2014; Wängqvist & Frisén, 2011). Poor identity development, or 

unsuccessful identity development to changing circumstances, has been associated with 

poorer academic outcomes (Sica et al., 2014), greater likelihood of substance abuse and 

other psychiatric disorders (Goldstein et al., 2011), and poorer life satisfaction 

(Schwartz et al., 2011). An understanding of the dynamics of narrative identity 

development allows insight into how successful identity development or adjustment 

may be facilitated through particular kinds of narrative practice, leading to more 

positive outcomes for individuals (Adler et al., 2015). 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

The overall purpose of this thesis was to examine the narrative identity 

development of a sample of students as they progressed through their first year of 

university, while attempting to link these changes to personality development. This was 

done in two main ways: 1) by conducting a 2-stage, cross-sectional study of students at 

the beginning and end of their first year, and 2) by longitudinally assessing a partial 

sample over the course of their first year of university studies. In the 2-wave cross-

sectional study detailed in Chapter Two, thematic analysis revealed common themes 

across student participants. In the 3-wave, longitudinal study detailed in Chapter Three 

individual student narratives were examined for commonalities and differences over 

time. Change both within the narratives, and the manner in which changing situations 

within the individual’s lives was reflected within the narratives was also studied. 

Chapter Four detailed a validation of the process developed in Chapter Three using 

partial data gained from participants who chose to complete two interviews during the 

data-gathering period of Chapter Three. 

Emerging adulthood has been highlighted as a significant period for identity 

construction for several reasons. First, this is a period where individuals experience (for 

them) an unprecedented level of independence and freedom. Many leave the parental 

home for the first time, often to live with a romantic partner (ABS, 2009). Those who 

continue with their formal education beyond high school are expected to show a higher 

degree of independence with regard to their studies, receiving drastically less 

supervision and direction from their instructors (Arnett, 1994). Further, this education is 

likely, at least partially, to be chosen by these individuals—rather than the 

comparatively homogenous high school experience, where certain subjects must be 
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covered, individuals may choose practical education in vocational trades, academic 

education in professional or academic fields, Technical and Further Education studies or 

other options. These educational pathways have different expectations and procedures 

through which the individual is trained and learns their subject matter. Individuals may 

alternatively forsake education entirely, choosing to enter the workforce directly. 

Although parents, friends and other concerns are a factor in the decision to continue 

education or not, for the first time the ultimate responsibility for the decision rests with 

the individual. 

Emerging adulthood has also been highlighted as a significant period in terms of 

social perception. Leaving aside the question of justification, there has been a rise in 

concern that the “boomerang generation” of individuals moving out of the parental 

home will return after a period of time due to economic inability to live by themselves 

or disruption to their personal life such as the breakdown of a relationship with a 

cohabitating partner, with varying amounts of social disapproval or stigma (Talty, 

2015). In addition, there are individuals deemed to be “failure to launchers”—emerging 

adults who never leave the parental home (Arnett, 2006; Kins & Beyers, 2010). In either 

instance, these individuals may be viewed as somehow “defective” or failures, as they 

have not met socially mandated markers of independence and adulthood (Goldfarb, 

2014). When combined with the trend towards later achievement of traditional 

adulthood markers and the commentary blaming the individuals for being financially 

irresponsible and parents for being coddling, some emerging adults are reaching 

maturity in a society that views them as failures by default (Fortescue, 2014). 

This period is also important to study in a broader sense. Employment requires 

higher levels of education than for any previous generation, thereby requiring 

individuals to spend more time, and place more importance on, formal schooling. 
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Housing prices and other living costs have risen steadily (Kohler & Merwe, 2015), 

while wage growth has decreased markedly (Jacobs & Rush, 2015). Although these 

have been highlighted as partial drivers of the occurrence of emerging adulthood 

initially, it seems likely that they will also drive changes in the expectations of those 

entering adulthood, and the expected age at which markers will be met, and behaviours 

are expected to be displayed. So in order to be aware of changes related to maturity and 

adulthood, those of these liminal age groups should be observed. 

Summary of findings 

In the 2-wave cohort study described in Chapter Two, remarkable similarity was 

found in the themes that emerged. Students at both the beginning and end of their first 

year of university discussed their struggles with developing independence with regard to 

their studies, as well as managing their social relationships with friends and family. 

The independence theme was particularly noteworthy within the context of 

individuals’ emerging adult role and the aforementioned greater independence afforded 

them. Independence was generally portrayed as something that students needed to 

develop, rather than something afforded to them by parents or society. More 

specifically, participants described struggling with the demands of university and study. 

A common point was the perceived ambiguity of university assessment: rather than the 

comparatively directed assessment of high school, university assessment leaves a degree 

of judgement on the part of the student, and students often approach this as “finding the 

right way” to complete the assessment. The higher expectations of academic writing, 

tone and language, which students may perceive as being ambiguous and unfamiliar, 

was commonly identified as a point of anxiety, which was exacerbated by the links 

between formal assessment and these factors. Learning how to complete assessment and 
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managing stress were highlighted as major points of development for participants. By 

addressing these issues, participants felt that they had developed a degree of 

independence. 

Common theme influence on individual narratives. Perhaps the most 

interesting finding was the lack of clear influence or similarity of the identified 

“common” themes identified in Chapter Two on the narratives provided by the 

participants in the longitudinal study described in Chapter Three. Although the 

longitudinal narratives changed over time, they did not clearly follow the same pattern 

of thematic development as the cohorts, e.g., social relationships were not depicted as 

more or less conflicted, independence was not of greater or lesser importance, nor did 

the manifestation change drastically. Few changes in the longitudinal narratives 

followed the changes seen between the cohorts, although the narratives were collected 

over the same broad period of time, and the individuals were a part of the original start-

of-year cohort. This would seem to indicate that the influence of culturally mandated 

scripts on an individuals’ narrative development is limited.  

An important implication on this discrepancy between the respective findings of 

the cross-sectional and longitudinal studies is that the discrepancy implies that although 

findings of similar cross-sectional studies may inform the broad context that an 

individual exists within, this context cannot necessarily be applied to the narrative 

development of that individual. Cultural scripts or common aspects of development may 

not necessarily apply to any given individual, even if the individual is from the same 

group these aspects were derived from. Methodologically, this is important to note for 

future research. Although longitudinal studies are more challenging than cross-sectional 

studies, if findings cannot be easily generalised then cross-sectional research done is 

likely to have limited validity in modelling narrative development. This implies that 
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research on personality and narrative development should ideally be designed 

longitudinally, attempting to derive patterns from multiple narratives gained from 

participants from a wide range of backgrounds at multiple points. Given the issues 

inherent in such designs, most prominently participant attrition, this would seem to 

indicate a need for large enough initial sample sizes, requiring adequate resources. 

A further implication of this limited applicability of common findings to 

longitudinal case studies is that it raises questions as to the generalisability of any 

findings with regard to personality development. If a cohort demonstrates, for example, 

a correspondence between a tendency to heavily revise past narrative features and levels 

of emotional stability at a later period of time, then the applicability of this 

correspondence to any given individual within that cohort is uncertain. If narrative 

development is influenced by common themes to only a limited extent as appeared to be 

the case in these studies, then studying this process to any meaningful depth may 

require similarly idiographic methodologies (E. Lyons & Coyle, 2007). A larger sample 

size, for example, may not necessarily be more helpful in predicting trajectories. It may 

be necessary to study such processes in greater depth within a particular population, 

rather than more widely and attempting to generalise to a human universal, or even a 

universal within a particular cultural context. 

Although widely generalisable conclusions are hard to draw, based on the 

specificity and size of the sample, the limited impact of common narrative trends on 

individual development would seem to indicate that the relationship between common 

narratives are not as simple as first thought, as shown by the limited extent to which 

individual participants drew on shared scripts. This would seem to imply that either the 

individuals who participated in the longitudinal study were unusual (not implausible, 

given the self-selected nature of the research), the presence of the shared scripts was too 
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subtle to be easily detected, or the themes detected were not as universally drawn on as 

had been hypothesised. Specific methodological considerations, such as automated 

coding, would be involved in any future research. This in conjunction with digital 

dictation would enable researchers to sample from a larger number of participants from 

a wider range of backgrounds. Together, these two innovations would allow statistical 

examination of narratives, eliciting structural and thematic links between narrative and 

personality development. This would also reduce the difficulty of performing 

longitudinal studies with large sample sizes, making it easier to gain insight into this 

area of inquiry. 

Process of narrative development. When examining the narratives offered by the 

longitudinal participants, it was found that there were three main reactions to the 

changing environments the participants found themselves in. Either participants would 

integrate or consolidate their new situation into the existing narrative while holding the 

existing aspects reasonably consistent, or revise their narrative to suit the new situation, 

or hold the narrative stable by not attending to the changed situation. This process was 

validated in Chapter Four, with a possible fourth reaction discovered. However, upon 

further examination, it was concluded that this reaction is simply an alternative 

manifestation of the revision reaction. Rather than changing factual elements of the 

previous narrative, when engaging in this reaction the narrative simply ceases to include 

the problematic elements, and introduces elements supportive of the change. As a result 

of this, a separate reaction will not be included in the process proper. 

This process was found to resemble Piagetian theories of cognitive development 

(Block, 1982). Drawing from these theories, then, it is proposed that such a process 

could be described using a flow diagram (see Figure 2). When an event occurs, such as 

a change in environment, the process begins. The first stage asks whether the change is 
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noticed or attended to by the individual. If not, then the change is disregarded and the 

narrative remains unchanged. If the change is attended to, then the change is compared 

with the narrative as it stands at the time. If the change can be integrated into the 

existing narrative reasonably smoothly, then this is done. From an observer’s 

perspective, this resembles an individual manifesting the consolidation reaction. If the 

change cannot be easily integrated into the existing narrative, then the narrative is 

revised and adapted into a form that can integrate the change while minimising the 

perceived disruption to the individual’s need for perceived consistency, as well as 

functionality. For particularly radical changes, this may require several iterations of 

revision. In the interests of retaining functionality, it is expected that each cycle makes 

relatively small revisions to the existing narrative. When the narrative has been 

sufficiently revised so as to be able to incorporate the change, that escape clause is 

activated, and the individual continues until another change is encountered. 

Although proposed as a process of narrative development, this process can be 

applied to several cognitive phenomena. Cognitive dissonance, for example, could be 

viewed as a way of initiating this process by creating a perceived conflict between the 

experience and the narrative. This then forces the individual to revise their narrative to 

be able to integrate the discrepant information (Sherman et al., 2013). Similar processes 

that involve reconciling changes in environment or information with pre-existing 

schema could also be described using this process. 
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Figure 2. Proposed process of narrative identity development 

 

Limitations 

While the research detailed in this thesis makes an original and meaningful 

contribution to the literature, it is important to note limitations of the work. Many of 

these have been noted throughout, but some limitations common across all studies 

described here warrant mention. 

One limitation of this research is related to the specificity of the sample. 

Undergraduate psychology students who have only just completed high school the 
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previous year may not be representative of the population at large. However, as noted 

throughout, no attempt has been made to generalise beyond this specific sample. The 

focus has been on the methodology used and the qualitative findings. As such, this is 

not considered a major restriction. 

Another limitation relates to the self-selected nature of the sample, particularly 

in regard to the longitudinal studies (2 and 3). The final sample (3 participants) differed 

from the original sample. As a result, it is uncertain whether other participants in the 

original sample would have undergone similar developments. However, this was 

addressed by using the larger sample of participants who only completed two, rather 

than three, interviews, as a confirmation analysis, with differences noted. As a result, 

the inevitable problems of longitudinal data were handled appropriately. 

Potential applications 

It is rare that research has no potential practical application. Given the economic 

and social importance of higher education, improving understanding of the process of 

adapting to tertiary education, and of the individuals undergoing that process is 

potentially useful. 

Value of identity work. Roughly ten percent of high school finishers defer 

further study for a year in favour of part-time work, travel or other pursuit, commonly 

referred to as a “gap year”. Although the impact of this option on later academic 

performance has been found to be mixed, it has demonstrable impacts on identity 

development. O’Shea (2011) examined the narratives of students who took a gap year to 

work in developing countries for a year. Motivations for doing so included a desire for a 

break from the “academic treadmill” or to discover their identity in a more independent 

context. O’Shea further found that identity development was consistently an important 
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theme throughout participant reports, from assimilating to a drastically different cultural 

context, to adopting professional roles with which the individual had little to no 

personal experience. This identity development was often directly linked to success at 

university, with participants reporting a greater investment in their academic studies as a 

direct result of their experiences. In some cases, this development put them at odds with 

their former peers—finding it difficult to invest in social activities, or even finding that 

their developed identities were at odds with more typical university studies. A similar 

pattern was observed in participants in the cross-sectional study described in Chapter 

Two, suggesting a degree of generality to the pattern. 

Martin, Wilson, Liem and Ginns (2013) examined the effects of deferred 

enrolment on academic performance through the theoretical lens of “academic 

momentum”, a perspective that assumes that successful participation in study, as well as 

success-facilitating activities such as summer courses, assist further success in study 

due to greater adaptation to the study context. These authors found that rather than 

reducing performance, students who deferred study for a year in favour of engaging in 

identity-development activities achieved at higher levels across their first two years of 

study. This indicates that rather than “stalling” forward progress, students who pursued 

identity-developing activities such as travel or work gained adaptive patterns of 

behaviour, which were then applied to university studies. There seemed to be a 

curvilinear relationship, however, as mature-age students did not show this benefit 

despite having engaged in identity development activities in the past, an effect the 

authors concluded was due to mature-age students being further removed from the 

formal educational process, so that their developed identity was not necessarily adaptive 

to the university context. However, other research has reported varying effects of a gap 

year. Birch and Miller (2007) note that students who took a gap year may be less 
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motivated to continue studying, while Holmlund, Liu and Skans (2008) found that 

students who took a gap year suffered an ongoing earnings penalty over students who 

did not take a gap year. This discrepancy suggests that the effects of a gap year are 

potentially beneficial, but uncertain and likely to be influenced by other variables, such 

as age or opportunity to be involved in identity-developing activities. 

Within the research reported in this thesis, several participants noted that 

university is a very different learning environment from high school, with different 

demands and expectations on students, and that adjusting to this context is challenging 

for the student fresh from high school. Up until this point, the life of such students has 

typically been characterised by external authority and decisions, with comparatively 

little independence required, expected, or afforded to them. In university, on the other 

hand, students shoulder far more responsibility for outcomes. Attending classes, 

completing homework, readings, and assessment are now solely determined by them, 

and to a large extent only known to them. For many, this involves an unprecedented 

degree of independence and responsibility, paired with demands that are unclear in the 

particulars and unenforced in general. 

The potential value of such identity work can be seen when A-23 described their 

transfer from psychology to criminology. When studying psychology, they made 

reference to their self-image not being congruent with the role of a psychologist, but 

separately they noted that it was congruent with the role of a police officer or military 

police. A similar pattern can be seen in A-49’s narratives, with regard to their self-

image as a mediocre student out of their depth echoing their image of themselves as a 

high school student, referring to themselves as “treading water”. Although it is difficult 

to be sure whether this interpretation correct, both noted that they would benefit from a 

break, and that they would plan to use it in different ways. A-49 viewed it as a break 
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from the stress, enabling them to re-orient their priorities, while A-23 saw it as a means 

to organise their living situation to one that was more conducive to their studies. 

However, A-23 also noted that they did not believe a gap year—a common time to 

engage in such identity development— in between high school and university would 

have been of benefit to them, as they would not have used the time effectively.  

Overall, the potential benefits of gap years for the purpose of engaging in 

identity development need to be balanced against potential loss of motivation as well as 

economic impacts caused by delayed graduation. The results of the research reported 

here indicate that greater attention to the process of identity development, such as 

assisting students to refine and revise their narrative identity, may potentially achieve 

the benefits of the gap year while mitigating potential costs. This development may be 

done through many programs apart from gap years, such as mentoring programs or 

career counselling (Boatwright, Gilbert, Forrest, & Ketzenberger, 1996; Lucas, 1997). 

Motivation. As emerging adults progress their formation of a professional 

identity, they move from being motivated through extrinsic factors, such as parental and 

social pressure and expectation, to being motivated by intrinsic factors, such as 

enjoyment or interest in the subject matter. This process occurs alongside the 

internalisation of certain values and concepts such as self-initiated study, attendance at 

classes and patterns of thought coherent with those characterising their field of study. In 

the case of university students, this often means shifting from a fundamentally other-

directed motivation, to developing a self-directed motivation. A majority of students in 

primary and secondary education have comparatively little direct perceived control over 

their professional or scholarly actions—if they do not attend class or complete 

homework, they are reprimanded by their parents and may face disciplinary action by 

authority figures. They may even face social censure. If a student fails to adhere 
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sufficiently to authority demands, then they may be held back a year, an experience 

fraught with humiliation, or be expelled from school, which often causes a great deal of 

difficulty gaining employment or further education, as well as social isolation and 

parental disapproval. Adolescents have comparatively little ability to constructively 

affect this dynamic. In a meta-analysis of studies of American students, Twenge, Zhang 

and Im (2004) found that externality of perceived control had significantly increased 

between 1960 and 2002, with this effect being noted in children from the age of 9 (the 

minimum age included in the analysis). Although caution must be exercised when 

comparing effects between cultural contexts, given the high frequency with which 

participants indicated generally low levels of perceived control over their lives and 

educational experiences, it would seem that, in this case, the findings are congruent. 

Given the benefits of identity development on academic outcomes, and the 

abnormally high number of students in the sample changing degree programs, a 

recommendation is obvious. For students who are unsure about their desire to study 

providing and encouraging engagement with structured past-times such as work or 

volunteer tourism, should be emphasised (A. King, 2011; Lori & Tenser, 2015). This 

exposes the student to an alternative narrative about their educational process, and could 

assist them to arrive at university with a more developed professional and personal 

identity. Students with a clearer goal are more likely to have a more clearly defined 

identity, so identity development activities would likely be of lesser benefit to them. 

However, for students who are unclear or are only attending university out of parental 

or social expectation, such activities could offer a useful and productive alternative 

pathway (Small, 2013). 

Dominant educational narrative. Related to the above, participants made 

reference to not feeling as if they had alternative choices to attending university. 
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Although participants represented students who attended university directly out of high 

school, given the tendency of this group to make up the majority of first-year university 

students it can be tentatively concluded that these students’ experiences are 

representative, to at least some extent, of the experiences of similar students (Baik et al., 

2015; Curtis, 2014).. 

There is a common narrative around education—that high school serves 

primarily as an entry system into university (Brinkworth, McCann, Matthews, & 

Nordstrӧm, 2009). Thus, at least among middle-class urban families, there is an 

expectation to complete high school, an expectation supported by various legislation 

requiring individuals under a certain age to either engage in education, or to have full-

time employment, and move on to tertiary study (James, 2000; Queensland school 

system, 2016). Although this narrative is slowly changing, with increasing participation 

in attendant identity development activities such as travel during this time, the 

increasing proportion of high school students entering tertiary education directly from 

high school reinforces this narrative (Martin, 2010). Although this is not inherently a 

damaging script, if the baseline level of education rises, this can lead to widespread 

credentialism, or the gradual raising of the baseline qualification for a given occupation 

(D. K. Brown, 2001; Tomlinson, 2008). This is in addition to inefficiencies such as 

those seen in the students interviewed in this study accumulating a larger debt than they 

would have done otherwise due to time spent on another degree program. 

Greater promotion of activities that assist in developing identity around this 

time, particularly those involving gaining skills through structured activities such as 

employment or volunteer tourism, may potentially lessen this drive towards 

credentialism. Examples of such interventions may be effective career counselling 

(Lucas, 1997) and mentor figures from similar backgrounds as the individual 
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(Boatwright, Gilbert, Forrest, & Ketzenberger, 1996). This could happen through 

applicants being able to offer a greater degree of non-academic skills and experience to 

potential employers, rather than only academic skills being measurable or socially 

valued (Cremin, 2007). Further, this pathway is less likely to enforce credentialism 

since the skills learned in academic settings and those learned in practical, structured 

scenarios are markedly different. Cultural understanding is one such skill that can be 

more easily facilitated by gap year scenarios than academic qualifications, provided the 

scenario involves extensive contact with different cultures (Raymond & Hall, 2008). 

This discrepancy naturally emphasises different types of work. This greater engagement 

in skills-based experiences may not only reduce the growing requirement of academic 

qualifications and consequences, but may also reduce the amount of debt incurred 

through government-sponsored loans for university students to cover tuition. In 

addition, such identity development interventions have been found to lessen anxiety in 

university students (Obi, 2015) as well as improving academic performance and 

increasing the likelihood of completing university studies (Yeager et al., 2014). 

Overall conclusions 

Overall, the research has illuminated several potentially valuable areas of further 

research as well as suggesting ways in which future research could be conducted. 

Although the ability of any one study to influence greater policy and understanding is 

and should be limited, the coherence of the findings presented here, along with their 

consistency with pre-existing research lends some weight to the findings. 

The importance of the subject of this thesis is significant, as it represents the first 

attempt to model narrative development within individuals over time. The importance 

of stories to human cognition, meaning-making and identity formation and maintenance 
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is of great importance. As with any other fundamental aspect of human psychology, any 

study that does not, in some way, acknowledge the stories of the individuals being 

studied, is lacking an important element of human psychology. By offering such a 

process, this thesis offers a framework that future research can build on and refine, with 

the goal of providing an explanatory model of narrative and personality development, 

one that can in turn provide a base for interventions to facilitate identity development, 

which itself leads to numerous positive outcomes. As Neil Gaiman once wrote, “Stories 

may well be lies, but they are good lies that say true things, and which can sometimes 

pay the rent” (Gaiman, 2004, para. 29). 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix A: Interview Questions 

 Where did they grow up? 

o Where their parents religious, or have any values they emphasised? 

o Do they have any siblings? Older or younger? 

o We sometimes see families where members tend to fall into certain 

‘roles’: maybe one tends to take care of the others, or perhaps they 

identify with their ‘role’ in the family with a particular trait or skill. 

Would you say you had such a ‘role’ or trait in your family? How would 

they say that has affected their view of themselves and their choices? 

 What kind of school did they go to? Private, public, religious? 

o We sometimes see schools with clear expectations for its students, post-

graduation. Would you say your school was one of these? How did these 

expectations manifest? Did you have any specific examples of your 

experience that spring to mind? 

 How did they view school while they were there? 

o Do they have any memories that, to them, encapsulate your experiences 

with school particularly well or clearly? 

 Do you think your view of your life at school has changed since leaving, as 

opposed to how you viewed it at the time? 

o Why do you think this is? 

 After they finished high school, did they do anything? Schoolies, a holiday? 

o Do they think this impacted their view of that period? How? 
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 How do they view their lives at school in comparison to their lives now? 

o Did they have any issues adjusting from the school lifestyle to the post-

school lifestyle? 

o What would they say was the biggest change for them, going from 

school to university? Are there any examples that spring to mind that 

illustrate that especially clearly? How have they adjusted to that change? 

o Were/are there any other changes, perhaps not as obvious or affecting, 

that they view as significant, either to them personally, to their friends, or 

otherwise? Can they illustrate these with an example? 

 Do they still live with their parents? 

o What factors affected this decision? If they are still doing so, is there a 

plan to move out anytime in the next reasonably near future (e.g. six 

months)? 

o How do they think this has affected their adjustment to university? 

 If you could give yourself a year ago a single piece of advice, what would it be? 

Why would you choose that piece of advice? 

 We often have a kind of loose ‘plan’ for how we see our lives unfolding from 

the present onwards: things we plan to do, the direction our lives will take. Do 

you think your ‘plan’ has changed since leaving school, perhaps reconsidered 

your career direction or desire to do certain things? If so, why is that? 

 Finally, how do you see your life unfolding over the next year or so? Do you 

have anything you specifically wish to do or change? 

 Is there anything else you would like to share or mention that would help 

someone understand how you view yourself, your life or anything else important 

to you? 
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