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Abstract In recent decades, narrative research has gained
increasing prominence in social and health sciences.
However, the role that narrative research has played in
social policy-making efforts has been small compared to
that of quantitative research. This paper highlights the ways
in which theoretical stances, questions, methods, and
findings from narrative research can be useful in social
policy-making arenas. Particular attention is paid to research
conducted in the narrative study of lives tradition in
psychology, gerontology, and related social sciences. Narra-
tive research that seeks to understand individual lives in all
their complexity and in the contexts in which they are lived
can be particularly useful in informing sexuality-related policy
concerns given the complex nature of sexuality. By focusing
on the current policy concern of same-sex relationship
recognition, this paper demonstrates that (a) narrative research
offers much to the study of social policy and social justice via
its ability to illuminate the complex interplay between
everyday lived experience and social structures and (b) there
is a need to redefine what counts as research evidence in
policy-making efforts to be more inclusive of narrative work.
In making these arguments, examples of recent narrative

research are highlighted regarding their direct relevance to
sexuality-related social policy. The paper concludes with
suggestions by which researchers and policy makers can
productively incorporate narrative research into their work by
focusing on the complimentary potential for findings from
quantitative and narrative research.
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“After spending 25 years of my life fighting for justice for
other people, I’m at a point in my life where the only thing
that matters is obtaining justice for the woman that I love”
(Roth et al. 2007).

These are the words of Laurel Hester, an Ocean County, NJ
police detective whowas diagnosed with terminal stage 3 lung
cancer in 2004. Her last efforts in the short time she had left
were to spend as much of it as she could with her partner
Stacie and ensure that Stacie would be taken care of after she
passed. Laurel succeeded in her stated goal. She obtained
justice for her partner and launched significant policy changes
that influenced the lives of many other partners in same-sex
relationships. She may have been focused up close on a single
other life, but she continued to successfully fight for justice for
many others until the end. Her case well makes the point that
those interested in policy need to pay attention to the kind of
work that narrative researchers do.

We open this paper with a brief overview and analysis of
Laurel’s story in order to set the stage for our argument for
the potential for narrative research to play a more
prominent role in social policy-making efforts. Next, we
highlight one approach to narrative research—the narrative
study of lives—and showcase how findings from this
approach have relevance and utility in advancing policy
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around one specific sexuality-related policy concern: same-
sex marriage in the USA. Finally, in efforts to build
connections between narrative research and policy efforts,
we provide suggestions for various ways in which narrative
research can be brought to bear within the social policy-
making process.

Laurel’s Case

Someone in Laurel’s situation, having worked 23 years for
the Ocean County’s prosecutor’s office, is typically entitled
to leave his/her pension to a spouse in the event of his/her
death. The state of New Jersey had passed a resolution that
allowed county-level governance to extend pension benefits
to same-sex partners should the county Freeholders choose
to exercise this option. In Laurel’s case, the Ocean County
Freeholders refused to allow her pension to pass to her
same-sex partner Stacie, citing a justification that doing so
would “violate the sanctity of marriage.” In addition to her
worsening symptoms, Laurel became preoccupied with
what might happen to Stacie and the home they had
worked so hard to build together after she was gone.
Instead of spending her remaining time peacefully with her
partner Stacie, Laurel was forced to fight the conservative
county officials for the right to take care of her partner in
the way any other heterosexual man or woman in a similar
situation would have been able to.

After a long fight, amidst a standing ovation, sitting in a
wheelchair, with a bald head, wearing a surgical mask and
protective gloves, Laurel Hester entered an Emergency
Meeting of the Ocean County Freeholders accompanied by
her partner Stacie. Absent one member, the Freeholders
unanimously voted to approve a resolution to extend pension
benefits to same-sex partners. It took a phone call from New
Jersey Governor John Corzine directly to one of the Free-
holders in order to spark this emergency meeting, but Laurel
had completed her last and arguably most important life
project: She would be able to continue to provide for her
partner Stacie after her death, and Stacie would be able to keep
the home they worked so hard to build together. Laurel’s story
inspired Freeholders in five other counties in New Jersey to
exercise the option to extend pension benefits to same-sex
partners. Nine months after Laurel’s death, the New Jersey
Supreme Court ruled that same-sex couples should be
extended the same rights as heterosexual couples regardless
of the perspectives of particular groups of Freeholders.

A Brief Analysis of Laurel’s Case

Stories (i.e., the data with which narrative researchers work)—
and the individuals and groups who tell those stories—have

significant potential to affect social policy change. Policies
governing the rights of same-sex couples in New Jersey and
elsewhere have been bettered as the result of the public and
powerful telling of Laurel’s story. Specifically, Laurel’s case
clearly illustrates the ways in which social policies can impede
certain individuals’ abilities to achieve major life goals while
at the same time facilitate other individuals’ abilities to
achieve the same goals. Thus, the discriminatory and limiting
nature of certain social policies can be revealed through the
story of one individual’s life narrative. Similarly, Laurel’s case
clearly demonstrates what effect policy change can have on
the lives of those who are governed by a particular policy,
thus providing significant insight into opportunities for
policy reform and intervention.

These important pieces of knowledge are not immediately
gained through the simple telling of Laurel’s case. In fact,
although one of the goals of narrative research is to give
voice to participants through the telling of their stories, the
enterprise of narrative research seeks to accomplish much
more. In order for stories like these to provoke change, there
must be an audience that not only hears the stories but also
listens to them in meaningful ways. For example, in the few
words of Laurel’s with which we opened this paper, she
signals a shift in life focus from her 25 years of public
service to a focus solely on obtaining justice for her partner.
When equipped with the right interpretive tools and
perspective, the audience also shifts from hearing a sick
police officer trying to pass her pension to her same-sex
partner to a larger understanding of how denying same-sex
couples the rights conferred to heterosexuals represents a
collective injustice that has profound social and deeply
personal consequences.

In fact, a systematic analysis of Laurel’s story reveals her
engagement in a core life project stemming from motives to
fight for and achieve both personal and social justice. This life
project is simultaneously a product of meaningful elements of
her past (e.g., relationship with Stacie, career in public
service), current concerns (e.g., personal injustice experienced
from freeholders, terminal cancer), and imagined future (e.g.,
her remaining time with Stacie, her imminent death, and
Stacie’s future). An analysis of Laurel’s story also reveals that
by looking deeply at one person’s story, researchers can gain
critical understandings of the role that contexts (e.g., Ocean
County of New Jersey, the freeholders’meeting room) play in
the policy-making process. Through narrative, we also gain a
nuanced understanding of power relations via the interplay
between the Freeholders, the state of New Jersey, and its
Governor, all of which hinged on the agency of Laurel to
advance her justice-oriented life project despite existing social
barriers and her physical condition. To summarize, through
our brief analysis of Laurel’s story, we reveal the ways in
which a systematic approach to narrative research can have
the power to reveal the intersections of policy-related
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structural limitations along with individual agency via the
pursuit of psychologically meaningful life projects.

Making a Case for Narrative Research in the Social
Policy-Making Process

For the purposes of our argument, we conceptualize narrative
research as distinct within the larger methodological category
of qualitative research (e.g., Madill and Gough 2008). Even
further, our focus on narrative research refers to research that
utilizes stories as data and takes a narrative approach to
analyzing story data, emphasizing the thematic and storied
nature of experience as opposed to content analyzing stories
for the frequency of words or codes.

Narrative research gains can be found in many areas of
scholarship, including sociology, anthropology, sociology,
history, and, to a lesser but growing extent, in psychology.
Since the early 1980s, contributors to an increasingly
convincing literature on narrative methods demonstrate the
effectiveness of these methods to shed light on long-
standing puzzles for social scientists. Through narrative
research, we have come to observe increasingly relevant
phenomena, such as those having to do with individual and
group identity construction, and to understand more about
large issues such as the influence of both structures and
agency in social change. Narrative research has enabled us to
meet some of the longstanding promises of interdisciplinary
research by providing us with theoretical and methodological
tools with which to inquire into individual lives lived in
distinctive times and social and cultural spaces.

Also relevant for psychologists, especially those with an
interest in policy and policy applications of findings, are the
achievements of narrative research in the professions of
medicine, law, and education. In these fields, narrative
research brings not only greater understanding of human
affairs but also better practice through which those affairs
can be improved. For example, Rita Charon and her
colleagues at the Program in Narrative Medicine at the
College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia University
effectively argue for the many ways that narrative training
improves doctors’, nurses’, and other practitioners’ effec-
tiveness of care (Charon 2006). Jerome Bruner, a major
founding figure of the study of narrative in psychology, has
taken his interests in narratives as a means through which
people generally search out and make meaning of lived
experience to a particular focus on the practice of law. There,
he shows how narrative is the necessary discourse of the law,
engaged in by all players—lawyers, clients, judges, jurors, etc.
The ongoing telling and recasting of stories are essential to
the practice of law (Amsterdam and Bruner 2000).

Given the advances of narrative research in other fields
and what we learn from Laurel’s case, the fact that narrative

psychological research is often marginalized, if not absent,
in social policy-making efforts is both curious and
troubling. As we stated above, the telling of stories alone
is often not sufficient to influence policy in a productive
way. Audiences need to be able to listen to individuals’
stories in a meaningful way that illustrates their relevance
for social policy change. Given audiences of policy makers
may often be resistant to change, narrative research stands
to play an important role in the policy-making process.
Specifically, narrative research has the ability to tell relevant
stories while simultaneously providing policy audiences with
the ability to listen to and envision responses to individuals’
and groups’ stories via systematic methods of analysis and
interpretation.

Despite the tremendous potential for findings from
narrative research in policy arenas, resistance to their role
in policy processes is strong. In their discussion of the
perception of qualitative research’s place in policy work,
Murphy and Dingwall (2003) highlight three reasons for the
frequent dismissal of qualitative and narrative work: (a) that
it is not scientific, (b) that it is indistinguishable from
journalism, and (c) that it is agenda-laden instead of
motivated by a depoliticized desire for knowledge. Murphy
and Dingwall (2003) provide a thorough discounting of
these critiques and make the case for the utility of
qualitative research in health policy; thus, we do not
reiterate this argument here. However, their review likely
explains why social policy-making efforts most frequently
rely on quantitative research. When policy makers look to
the social sciences for evidence to bolster claims for new or
reformed policy, they go to research conducted within
positivistic empirical paradigms. We mention these critiques
of the relevance of qualitative and narrative research in
policy science here to set the stage for our attempt to open
new doors for narrative research in policy-making efforts.
We describe the foundations of narrative research in an
effort to demonstrate the multiple and varied ways evidence
produced from narrative research can and should have
relevance in the creation and revision of social policy.

Narrative research represents—within the context of
social science research and policy—the potential of
documenting, analyzing, and understanding the stories of
individuals and groups affected by a given policy or
policies, or their absence. In doing so, narrative research
has the potential to illustrate the negative consequences of
limiting and discriminatory policy or demonstrate the need
for new policies that support the rights of individuals left
out of existing policies. Given the power of individual
stories illustrated by Laurel’s case, the potential usefulness
of narrative research in policy-making efforts, which allows
for the telling of multiple and collective stories relevant to
people’s lived experiences of social policies, is tremendous.
Narrative research, in its multiple forms, has the potential to
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create a worldwide stage for the collective telling of stories,
in academic conferences and journals, magnifying their
impact on policy within and beyond the local context
(Lykes et al. 2003).

In line with the overall goal of this special issue, this
paper highlights the usefulness of narrative research in
social policy-making efforts. Working from the narrative
study of lives tradition grounded in personality psychology
and personology1, we demonstrate how the theoretical
stances, questions, and methods of narrative research along
with the evidence produced from modes of narrative
inquiry position social scientific work within this paradigm
to make a more significant contribution to social policy-
making efforts than is currently realized. In order to provide
tangible examples of our argument, we will focus our
discussion of the potential of narrative research in current
social policy-making efforts surrounding same-sex marriage
recognition in the USA.

The Narrative Study of Lives: A Brief Overview

In personality psychology, personology, gerontology, and
related approaches to understanding lived experiences,
stories and narratives, usually in the form of life stories,
have been posited as the most useful and appropriate ways
of understanding whole persons and their struggles/suc-
cesses within cultural and political contexts (McAdams and
Pals 2006; Murray 1938; Ouellette 2008; Ouellette and
Frost 2006). McAdams and Pals (2006) note that “the
complex interplay between culture and human individuality
may be most evident at the level of narrative identity” or
life stories. Thus, we contend that life stories and narratives
are units of analysis that provide inroads into understanding
how individuals’ everyday lived experiences shape and are
shaped by social policy.

As Singer (2004) has stated, in studying life stories,
researchers are studying how people remember and recon-
struct life events as they relate to their own understanding
of themselves in the context of their lives, thus revealing
what “lie(s) at the heart of meaning making” for individuals
and their own life experiences (p. 442). Applying a
narrative analytical approach to notes from his therapeutic

sessions with a man dealing with serious addiction issues,
Singer (2001) opens up uniquely new ways of thinking
about addiction and how it might be approached through
interventions. Personality psychologists and gerontologists
(e.g., Hooker 2002; McAdams 1995, 1996; McAdams and
Pals 2006; Phoenix et al. 2010) have theorized and
empirically demonstrated that the stories individuals tell
themselves and others about their lives serve the purposes
of constructing and maintaining a sense of identity and
guiding behavior. Thus, at the individual level of analysis,
life stories represent ongoing and temporally grounded
constructions of self, incorporating events from the past
and present, oriented towards an imagined future (e.g., De
Vries et al. 2001; Feldman and Howie 2009). They
provide individuals with a sense of unity, purpose, and
meaning.

Studying life stories also provides the researcher with an
understanding of the context in which individuals live their
lives and what aspects of that context meaningfully become
parts of life stories. For example, taking a personality and
social structures perspective (Pettigrew et al. 1997), the
investigator discovers how a life story illuminates a
person’s values and motives (micro-psychological context),
the important people in his or her life and their influence on
the story (meso-interpersonal context), and influential
aspects of larger social/cultural/historical/political structures
(macro-sociohistorical context). Thus, the complexities of
the relationship between social policies and their impact on
the lived experiences of those affected by policies may be
most evident within the life story. An individual’s life story
is structured in ways that reflect aspects of the culture in
which he or she lives (Gregg 1998; McAdams 1996; Moore
2010; Watson et al. 2010). By examining one’s life
narrative, researchers can gain insight into the ways in
which cultural factors—such as laws, policies, customs, and
expectations—can be integrated with or interrupt one’s
subjective construction of meaning, self-hood, and identity.
For example, in his narrative studies of young people in
North Africa, Gregg (2007) reveals how young adult
Moroccans have shifting sets of identities that they seek
to integrate through their use of culturally specific
metaphors, symbols, and story lines for the self. Through
a study of their narratives, Gregg shows how they construct
their identities and thereby, their personalities, while
contending with the specific forms of the volatile struggle
between the social and cultural forces of Western-style
modernity and those of Muslim tradition. In his hands and
that of other narrative researchers, life stories represent a
way of understanding persons and their lived environments
that move beyond that which can be obtained by focusing
on isolated variables. Theirs is a focus on whole persons
and how they actively attempt to negotiate relevant aspects
of the social, historical, and political environments.

1 Although we focus on one way of doing narrative research (i.e., the
personological study of lives), we do not intend to claim that this is
the only or best approach to narrative inquiry. Not only are there many
varied approaches to narrative research (Andrews et al. 2009), but
there are also important debates about key issues between narrative
researchers, as is true of other research paradigms. These debates do
not, however, undermine our claims regarding the relevance of
narrative work in policy-making efforts. Thus, we encourage those
in policy-making endeavors to consider the relevance of narrative
research in all its forms.
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Narrative Research and Social Justice

As Ouellette (2008) notes in her overview of narrative as a
tool for critical personality psychologists, narrative allows
for an understanding of personality and human individuality
alongside social structures that may be oppressive. Inspired by
liberation psychology (Martín-Baró 1994) and the study of
lives tradition in personality psychology, narrative research
has the potential to allow for an analysis of people’s values,
motives, and strivings within the social contexts that either
allow for the actualization and/or oppression of these
dimensions of personality (Ouellette 2008). Subjective
meanings of values, goals, and identity-related strivings,
which are the focus of narrative life studies, become relevant
from a social justice perspective. Studying life story
narratives of those whose lives are at stake in social policy-
making decisions will reveal how those people’s strivings
and struggles for freedom are shaped by opportunity
structures at the social policy level. We now turn to a
discussion of the current policies surrounding the rights and
legal recognition of same-sex relationships in the USA in
order to further demonstrate the utility of narrative research
in the making and reform of social policy.

Narrative, Meaning, and Social Policy Surrounding
Same-Sex Relationships in the USA

At the time of this writing, the majority of US states and
territories do not recognize same-sex marriage or provide
equal recognition of heterosexual and same-sex couples. In
fact, most have state-level constitutional bans on same-sex
marriage. Five states and the District of Columbia allow
same-sex marriage, and three states recognize same-sex
marriages performed in other states, but do not grant same-
sex marriages themselves. At the federal level, there are no
legal forms of recognition for same-sex couples, and the
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) bans the granting of
same-sex marriage at the federal level. California granted
same-sex marriages for a brief period, but a 2008 voter-
initiated ban (i.e., proposition 8) now prevents the granting
of same-sex marriages in the state. This ban has been ruled
unconstitutional by a federal district court judge (Perry vs.
Schwarzenegger), but this decision is in the process of
appeal.

Thus far, research evidence has played a vital and
influential role in the advancement of social policy that
allows for equal recognition of same-sex and heterosexual
couples (Herek 2006). For example, the American Psycho-
logical Association (APA) has filed Amicus Briefs in cases
questioning the constitutionality of DOMA and the denial
of marriage rights to same-sex couples. Social scientists are
also called on to serve as expert witnesses in such cases to
testify on the extent to which research in their area of

expertise provides evidence for a particular policy argument.
The briefs and testimonies in favor of equal relationship
recognition highlight findings from primarily quantitative
research aimed at providing evidence of two central claims:
(a) that same-sex and heterosexual couples do not differ from
each other on critical indicators of relational and familial
functioning (e.g., satisfaction, commitment, conflict, parenting,
and the adjustment of children) and (b) that the denial of
marriage rights constitutes discrimination, which can lead to
damaging consequences for lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB)
people (e.g., societal exclusion, mental health problems, social
stress).

This approach to advocating for and advancing equal
rights for same-sex couples has thus far proved useful. For
example, pioneering research on minority stress (Meyer
2003) and sexual prejudice (Herek 2007) has played a
major role in demonstrating the negative consequences of
California’s proposition 8, which banned same-sex marriage
in the state. However, some have argued that an overreliance
on quantitative evidence and a discourse of damage is not
without its limitations in attempts to advance the legal
recognition of same-sex couples (Kitzinger and Wilkinson
2004). A focus on damage can obscure the view of the
politics that are at stake with regard to human rights and the
potential for agency in the face of oppression and social
injustice.

Along with this critique of the limits to quantitative
research evidence in marriage policy, a renewed focus on the
stories of the lives of same-sex couples has emerged within
community-based educational campaigns. For example,
Equality California (EQCA) has used a life-story-based
campaign designed to educate California voters on what the
lives of same-sex couples are like using both door-to-door
peer education campaigns where couples share their stories
with neighbors and television commercials highlighting the
stories of same-sex couples, what marriages means to them,
and the impact of being excluded from marriage policies
(EQCA 2010). In this regard, we see the potential for narrative
research to provide new and useful evidence that can be used
to supplement existing quantitative research findings already
in evidence, and bolster story-based community education
campaigns, which are often excluded from policy efforts as
advocacy work too biased to serve as evidence.

A narrative approach has been theoretically and empirically
useful in understanding the lives of LGB individuals,
highlighting how cultural, historical, and political concerns
shape their experiences of intimacy and romantic relationships
(e.g., Cohler and Galatzer-Levy 2000; Cohler and Hammack,
2007; Hammack 2005). For example, Cohler et al. (2002)
attempted to contextualize the importance and meaning of
intimacy in gay male relationships within a broader
discussion of aging in the lives of two gay men in their
70s. This study provides insights into how meanings in
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relationships might differ, but that a desire to establish an
intimate and lasting connection remains important in shaping
the directions that gay men’s lives often follow. Their
analysis of one participant’s experiences in a long-term
relationship throughout the course of his life reveals the
overarching meaning of his relationship as a means of
maintaining order and balance in his life. It is also possible
that stories of chaos and turbulent relationships serve the
function of making sense of the chaos that can often
characterize human relationships. These studies provide
some insight into the meaning of interpersonal romantic
relationships for LGBs.

Furthermore, Hammack and Cohler (2011) highlight the
importance of social and historical shifts in meanings of
same-sex desires, which have much to do with the meanings
of same-sex relationships for same-sex couples. The fact that
marriage rights are even being discussed on the political and
legal policy stages is a significant advancement in the
sociohistorical context surrounding same-sex relationships
in the USA and worldwide. Hammack and Cohler (2011)
point out through various life study projects that historicity
matters in meanings of same-sex intimacies. Narratives of
contemporary LGB youth illustrate strivings for marriage
and relationships, and even families, goals that would have
been uncommon among LGB individuals who came of age
in the 1960s, 1970s, or even 1980s (Hammack and Cohler
2011). Hammack and Cohler’s analysis reveals how current
improvements in the social and legal treatment of sexual
minorities allow for and are related to increased expression
of sexual minority identities. By focusing on present
circumstances as a product of sociohistorical shifts, their
study shows how previous and more restrictive social and
legal climates serve to further marginalize and pathologize
sexual minority identities and desires, further demonstrating
the need for social policy reform to facilitate the relational
pursuits of same-sex couples.

By taking a narrative approach to examining the experiences
of intimacy in same-sex and heterosexual couples, one can gain
a complex understanding of the meanings that individuals
ascribe to their relationships and the types of similarities and/or
differences in the central themes of relationship narratives that
exist between the two groups. For example, Frost (2009)
conducted a narrative study of individuals in heterosexual
and same-sex relationships to understand similarities and
differences in the ways in which individuals construct mean-
ings of intimacy. Following previous quantitative research
(Frost 2011b), this narrative approach revealed no substantial
differences in the relationship stories that heterosexual and
same-sex couples told about important events in their
relationships regarding themes of intimacy contained within
their event narratives (Frost 2009). However, compared to
heterosexuals, members of same-sex couples told stories

about their relationships that more often involved experi-
ences of stigma, prejudice, and discrimination, often stem-
ming from experiences with policy-level discrimination or
lack of legal recognition.

To understand the complexities of how members of same-
sex couples actively negotiated intimacy and discrimination,
Frost (2011a) focused on the narrative strategies that
participants used when they told relationship stories that
involved themes of intimacy alongside experiences of
discrimination. This approach to the narratives revealed that
individuals in same-sex couples made meaning of their
experiences of discrimination and intimacy via multiple
narrative strategies. Some of these strategies reinforced the
negative impact of discrimination on intimacy as demon-
strated in previous quantitative research (Balsam 2001;
Balsam and Szymanski 2005; Frost and Meyer 2009; Meyer
and Dean 1998; Rostosky et al. 2009; Todosijevic et al.
2005). As one participant described, society’s refusal to
accept her relationship with her partner resulted in a “heavy
weight” that led to a constant doubting of the potential
stability of her relationship over time. However, the use of
other narrative strategies allowed individuals in same-sex
relationships to cope with, resist, and overcome discrimina-
tion in their relationships. For example, one participant told a
story about her commitment ceremony which allowed her to
achieve the goal of public recognition of her commitment to
her partner in spite of their being denied equal marriage
rights (Frost 2011a).

Findings from quantitative research—although they are
able to address quantitatively generalizable processes
central to the average persons’ experience (i.e., the
nomothetic)—lack the ability to identify the complexity of
lived experience that narrative research is able to illuminate
(i.e., the idiographic). Specifically, this narrative analysis
allows for an understanding of both the oppressive affects
that denial of same-sex marriage can have on same-sex
couples, while at the same time illustrating how same-sex
couples agentically create opportunities that satisfy their
desires for marriage-like arrangements despite discriminatory
social policy. These findings are in line with other narrative
research on prejudice and discrimination experienced by LGB
individuals (Meyer and Ouellette 2009; Rothblum et al. 2011),
which demonstrates how the oppressive nature of discrimi-
nation is not necessarily a unidirectional, top–down process.
For example, Meyer and Ouellette (2009) show that LGB
men and women experience prejudice and discrimination as
stressors, but are able to resist their negative effects by
attributing these processes to a fault of society, not of their
own. Rothblum et al. (2011) highlight how same-sex couples
made meaning of their decisions to seek civil unions in
Vermont, the first state to allow such legal recognition for
same-sex couples in the USA. They show, among other

156 Sex Res Soc Policy (2011) 8:151–161



things, that seeking a civil union did not provide the same
tangible benefits as marriage, but was a meaningful and
public way to recognize their commitment to their partners.
Furthermore, some couples from states outside of Vermont
did not stand to gain any tangible benefits by getting a civil
union, but did so as a political act, to make a public statement
that same-sex relationships are worthy of legal recognition.
Narrative studies, such as these, simultaneously demonstrate
the oppressive qualities of social policy—and related dis-
crimination—and individual agency.

Narrative research also has the potential to illustrate what
effect social policy change may have on LGB lives (Meyer
et al. 2011). For example, Meyer et al. (2011) employed
narrative methods to investigate what the lives of sexual
minority individuals would be like without homophobia,
heterosexism, and discrimination. Likely impossible to
study with quantitative survey methods, asking about what
this experience would look like highlights the need for
policy interventions by demonstrating the potential out-
comes of policy change and providing interventionists with
clear goals. This approach demonstrates the ills of social
stigma and restrictive policies that need to be changed (e.g.,
denial of marriage and adoption rights, exclusion from the
military) alongside “positive” effects of stigmatized identities
that must be preserved in attempts to eradicate homophobia
and heterosexism (e.g., supporting sexual minority commu-
nities) (Meyer et al. 2011).

Compared to existing quantitative research on discrimina-
tion and same-sex relationships, one unique strength of
narrative approaches is their ability to document and under-
stand the “damage” to LGB individuals’ lives and relationships
caused by discriminatory social policy, as well as the ways in
which LGB individuals actively negotiate, resist, and over-
come limiting social contexts (Fine 2006; Frost 2011a, c;
Meyer et al. 2011). Studies of stigma and discrimination in
LGB lives are typically limited by a sole focus on either
damage or agency, and most often the former. By privileging
an analysis of the meaningful whole of lived experience,
narrative research is able to portray the complex relationship
between both damage and agency. Doing so provides a
critical lens through which to reexamine the findings of
existing quantitative research, such as previously demonstrated
negative and unidirectional relationship between stigma
and intimacy in LGB lives (Balsam 2001; Balsam and
Szymanski 2005; Frost and Meyer 2009; Meyer and Dean
1998; Rostosky et al. 2009; Todosijevic et al. 2005). In this
regard, narrative evidence produced within this and similar
approaches has the potential to provide research evidence
that complements the already useful quantitative research
evidence, address critiques of a limited focus on damage, and
further the advancement of social policy reform by highlighting
the need for legal recognition of same-sex couples.

The Role of Narrative Research in Social Policy Making
and Reform

Now that we have highlighted the ways in which narrative
research can be useful in understanding the complex relation-
ship between policy and everyday lived experience, we now
turn to a discussion of the various ways narrative research can
be brought to bear within the social policy-making process. As
discussed above, we see evidence produced from narrative as
being useful in policy-making areas at multiple stages. First,
narrative evidence is likely useful in documenting the need for
new or reformed social policy. Specifically, findings from
narrative research can accomplish making voices heard,
telling stories on a large scale, and documenting the
discriminatory and limiting nature of current policies before
official legal decisions are being contemplated (Lykes et al.
2003). Next, as social science researchers are often called to
testify in policy-related court cases, evidence from narrative
research could be presented to judges and juries, and factor
into legal policy decisions through amicus briefs. Finally,
narrative research can be utilized to produce evidence for the
impact of policy change, in the form of evaluation and
assessment research. However, in order for narrative research
to be effectively employed in these stages of policy devel-
opment and change, several conditions must be addressed.
Namely, key stakeholders must (re)define what “counts” as
evidence in policy-making efforts, and the audience for
policy-relevant narrative research must be expanded.

Redefining What Counts as Research Evidence
in the Policy Arena

Typically, when research is brought to bear as evidence in
policy-making efforts, particularly in the legal context, it is
produced from quantitative methods. Thus, the strongest
form of research evidence in advocating for a policy
decision is often thought of as coming from empirically
valid, reliable, replicable, and statistically sound research
findings. We argue that research evidence produced from
empirically sound studies is indeed extremely useful in
evaluating policy decisions, but it is not the only type of
research evidence that can be usefully employed in making
the case for new or reformed policy. Evidence from
narrative research, given its epistemological grounding in
lived experience and social context, can also prove useful in
providing justification for policy-making efforts.

Here, we address the critiques of narrative and qualitative
research mentioned in the introduction to this article; namely,
that narrative research is not science, and it is too politicized to
exist as evidence in policy discussions (Murphy and Dingwall
2003). This critique is partly flawed because the standards of
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judging the scientific merit of research in general are built
from quantitative positivistic paradigms and are not appro-
priate to gauge the utility of narrative research in social
policy arenas. However, as the frequency and scale withwhich
qualitative and narrative methods are employed in the social
sciences increases, the field has witnessed increased attention
to research standards designed to promote more systematic
approaches within narrative research designs. For example,
established guidelines exist for the collection (for a review see
Madill and Gough 2008) and interpretation/analysis (e.g.,
Braun and Clarke 2006; Josselson 2004) of narrative data.

Researchers have further expanded the concepts of
validity and generalizability to include forms of validity
that are applicable to narrative research (e.g., Fine 2006;
Gilgun 2005). This includes redefining expert validity to
include participants and community members in addition to
researchers as holders of expert status in the research
process and reframing generalizability beyond the ability to
make sample-to-population conclusions to include provoca-
tive generalizability or the ability of research to draw attention
to issues of social injustice (Fine 2006). Barreras and Massey
further note that the quality of research can also be gauged in
terms of its impact validity or “the extent to which research
has the potential to play an effective role in some form of
social and political change or is useful as a tool for advocacy
or activism” (Barreras and Massey in press; p. TBD).
Research with high impact validity is designed from the
ground up to answer research questions with social impor-
tance, has an explicit plan for how the research will be
employed outside of academia, and is framed strategically
by researchers for use within social policy arenas (Barreras
and Massey in press). These evolving guidelines for social
justice research, including both quantitative and narrative
research, are premised on the notion that “good science” and
interest in social justice concerns are not mutually exclusive
(Barreras and Massey in press; Fine 2006).

Quantitative research is most often focused on statistically
generalizable patterns, relationships between variables, and/or
group differences on a particular outcome or set of outcomes.
The kind of evidence from this type of research allows for
useful depictions of the average person’s experience of a
policy’s effects or the ways in which elements of a policy may
unfairly impact certain groups while privileging others. For
example, Hatzenbuehler et al. (2010) analyzed the mental
health impact of state-level passage of same-sex marriage
bans during the 2004 and 2005 elections. They found that
psychiatric disorders increased among LGB people (and not
heterosexuals) living in states that passed marriage bans.
Disorders did not increase after the elections in states that did
not pass marriage bans. This kind of innovative quantitative
study clearly demonstrates the damage that anti-same-sex
marriage policies can have on the mental health of LGB
individuals.

Narrative research, on the other hand, provides a different
kind of evidence. Through its focus on the complex
interactions between individual lived experience and social
context, narrative research provides evidence for the nuanced
ways in which policies impact people’s everyday pursuits in
life. Here, narrative illuminates the complexities and specific
examples of policy as experienced by people rather than
statistically generalizable averages. For example, in the
previously discussed study by Frost (2011a), which narra-
tively investigated how same-sex couples negotiated the
meanings of prejudice and discrimination, findings indicated
a complex pattern of reactions to discriminatory social
policies. Couples often framed the denial of marriage and
its resulting stigma as having a negative effect on their lives
while at the same time subverting the limitations imposed on
their lives by policies though social creativity and resilience
in the form of commitment ceremonies and redefined
relational milestones, such as marking anniversaries by home
ownership in lieu of the ability to marriage.

Narrative research accomplishes the production of nuanced
evidence of policies’ effects on people’s lives via two unique
methodological features, which stem from a focus on
personality in context (e.g., Little 2000; McAdams 1995,
1996). First, narrative research relies on stories and narra-
tives as transactional units of analysis, allowing for the
placing of individual lives and concerns within the context of
proximal and distal environmental and sociocultural factors,
such as social policies. Second, stories and narratives are
constructivist units of analysis. They allow participants to
define their own meaningful life experiences and do not force
them to fit their experiences into a predetermined set of
variables selected by the researcher. In this regard, life
experiences germane to social policy-making decisions emerge
naturally from participants to the degree to which they are
relevant and connected via their own reflections on their lived
experiences and the resulting meaning making processes.

Thus, the epistemological and methodological foundations
of narrative research result in the production of research
findings that can be usefully employed as evidence within
social policy-making endeavors. Although this narrative
evidence is different from traditional notions (i.e., quantita-
tive) of what counts as evidence in the policy arena, these
differences position narrative evidence as a necessary and
useful complement to quantitative research evidence as we
discuss below. Before turning to the complementary and
synergistic potential of quantitative and narrative research in
policy, we next discuss the need to expand who constitutes the
audience for the dissemination of narrative research findings
within the policy arena.

Part of the work needed to broaden “what counts” as
research evidence in social policy-making efforts requires
expanding the audience for narrative research within
psychology and related social sciences. If key scholars in
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the social sciences are resistant to the value of qualitative
and narrative paradigms as legitimate forms of social
scientific inquiry, it will be all the more difficult to establish
the relevance of narrative evidence in policy areas. As
Ouellette (2008) has previously highlighted, psychology
has a rich history of narrative research, which is central to
key discoveries in personality and emotion research and
cognitive sciences, to name just a few areas. Current efforts
within the field aimed toward aligning psychology with the
“hard” sciences have resulted in some loss of this important
history and marginalization of narrative research within the
discipline. Ouellette (2008) notes that psychologists must
revisit these important historical connections between
narrative research and more mainstream psychological
research in order to create more space for research on
narratives-in-context within psychology. Here, we wish to
reiterate this call to “recast” the history of psychology as
inclusive of key early narrative contributions, which we
contend will result in an expanded audience for narrative
research within policy arenas as well. Increased audience
receptivity in combination with the previously discussed
expanded conceptions of validity and generalizability
(Barreras and Massey in press; Fine 2006; Gilgun 2005)
will undoubtedly further establish narrative research as
instrumental to the social policy-making process.

The Complimentary Potential of Quantitative
and Narrative Research in Policy Science

Finally, we wish to offer some ways in which policy makers
can usefully incorporate evidence from both quantitative and
narrative research in various stages of their work. In this paper,
we have focused our attention on opening the door for
narrative research to enter into policy-making efforts, and
now, we will highlight the ways in which narrative research
compliments quantitative research in furthering cases for
policy making and reform. In doing so, we wish to move
beyond the common qualitative versus quantitative debate and
make the case for a move toward the combination of
qualitative and quantitative research in policy-making efforts.

We want to be especially clear that we are not advocating
for the privileging of narrative over quantitative evidence
(or vice versa). Each type of evidence offers unique and
relevant kinds of knowledge and has different abilities to
make policy claims. Ideally, there would be greater space
for narrative evidence in policy arenas so that the two types
of evidence would together provide a more holistic and
synergistic perspective on the ways in which policies
impact individuals’ lives (i.e., a complementary relationship
between two types of evidence).

One example of the collective potential of narrative and
quantitative evidence in policy arenas can be found in our

work cited above on the role of stigma and minority stress in
the lives of same-sex couples (Frost 2011a,b; Frost and Meyer
2009; Frost and Ouellette 2004). Much of the existing
research on same-sex couples’ experiences of stigma-related
stress demonstrates that, on average, stigma has a negative
effect on couples’ relationship quality and mental health
(e.g., Frost and Meyer 2009) and presents barriers to their
pursuit of intimacy (Frost 2011b). This quantitative research
evidence not only demonstrates the need for policies that
address negative effects of stigma but also minimizes the fact
that many same-sex couples have healthy and rewarding
relationships despite limiting social policies that promote
stigma. In fact, same-sex couples and heterosexual couples
look strikingly similar across a multitude of measures of
relationship quality (Peplau and Fingerhut 2007). If between-
group studies fail to demonstrate differences in relationship
outcomes between same-sex and heterosexual couples, it
makes it hard for researchers to present their evidence in a
way that calls for the elimination of discriminatory social
policy (cf. Schwartz and Meyer 2010). Although this is
seemingly contradictory to the quantitative research findings
from within group studies that demonstrate negative links
between stigma and relationship quality, findings from
narrative research can be paired with existing quantitative
findings to provide a more holistic understanding of the role
of stigma and same-sex couples’ lives through its emphasis
on meaning-making processes and the complexity of within-
group variability. Specifically, Frost (2011a, c) showed that
although the majority of same-sex couples note the negative
qualities of stigma in their lives, some are able to exercise
aspects of positive marginality (Unger 2000) in their
reactions to it, often in ways that reaffirm their commitments
to each other. This often took the form of unofficial
marriages, commitment ceremonies, or other forms of
(symbolic) public recognition, similar to what same-sex
marriages look like in those states that allow it. Evidence
from both quantitative and narrative research separately
demonstrates the universally negative aspects of stigma
stemming from discriminatory social policy. Quantitative
evidence provides a sense of the generalizable pathways and
processes linking policy to diminished outcomes while
narrative evidence highlights the complexities inherent to
the ways in which couples make sense of and resist stigma’s
negative effects. Thus, in combination, evidence from the two
paradigms makes a stronger collective case for the need for
policy change and direct suggestions for individual, social, and
legal intervention.

Final Thoughts and Conclusions

This paper opened with the story of Laurel Hester. She
fought simultaneously against cancer and discriminatory
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social policy that prevented her from achieving her goals of
providing for her partner after her death. We showed how
Laurel’s actions and the attention her story received from
the media were successful in creating policy change.
Laurel’s case was an extreme example of the usefulness of
stories and narratives in informing and reforming social
policy. For the LGB individuals who pursue equal rights for
same-sex relationships, it will take the telling of many more
stories to change the discriminatory policies that exist
within many countries around the world and, perhaps more
importantly, change minds of prejudiced individuals that
enact discrimination on a daily basis. Narrative research
enables a view and understanding of how individual lives
are enmeshed in larger structures; it offers tools to reveal
how individuals craft identities and well-being and phenome-
nological insights to show how systems work to a degree
not possible using predominantly quantitative research
paradigms.

Narrative research—by privileging stories as important and
meaningful units of analysis in policy work and making the
stories of groups and individual truly heard on local and
larger scales—illuminates to an extent not previously
achieved the ways LGB individuals struggle with, negotiate,
and even overcome persistent limitations and discrimination
surrounding their everyday pursuits of intimacy. Researchers
and policy makers must continue to work toward the
production and effective dissemination of narrative research
evidence in order to overcome the barriers preventing
narrative work from informing policy. Doing so would
undoubtedly further a common agenda of alleviating the
negative effects of discriminatory social policy on the lives
of same-sex couples.

The legal debate surrounding the rights and recognition
of same-sex relationships is just one social policy arena in
which evidence from narrative research can be usefully
employed. In this paper, our aim was to demonstrate the
utility of narrative research for social policy-making efforts,
despite existing prejudices regarding the role of qualitative
research in policy science (Murphy and Dingwall 2003).
Specifically, narrative research, grounded in the narrative
study of lives tradition, is uniquely positioned to illustrate
the complex and nuanced ways in which policies shape and
are shaped by individuals’ everyday lived experiences.
Thus, narrative research has the potential to synergistically
complement quantitative research in the production of
evidence needed to bolster social policy-making efforts. In
order for the potential of narrative research for policy
science to be fully realized, researchers and policy makers
must diversify their definitions of what counts as evidence
in the policy arena, thereby allowing findings from
narrative research to enter into discussions from which
they would be otherwise marginalized or excluded.
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