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The two kinds of stories we tell about ourselves 

Jan 12, 2017 / Emily Esfahani Smith 

We’ve all created our own personal histories, marked by highs and lows, that we share with the world — 

and we can shape them to live with more meaning and purpose. 

We are all storytellers — all engaged, as the anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson puts it, in an “act of 
creation” of the “composition of our lives.” Yet unlike most stories we’ve heard, our lives don’t follow a 

predefined arc. Our identities and experiences are constantly shifting, and storytelling is how we make 

sense of it. By taking the disparate pieces of our lives and placing them together into a narrative, we 
create a unified whole that allows us to understand our lives as coherent — and coherence, psychologists 

say, is a key source of meaning. 

Northwestern University psychologist Dan McAdams is an expert on a concept he calls “narrative 

identity.” McAdams describes narrative identity as an internalized story you create about yourself — 
your own personal myth. Like myths, our narrative identity contains heroes and villains that help us or 

hold us back, major events that determine the plot, challenges overcome and suffering we have endured. 

When we want people to understand us, we share our story or parts of it with them; when we want to 

know who another person is, we ask them to share part of their story. 

An individual’s life story is not an exhaustive history of everything that has happened. Rather, we make 
what McAdams calls “narrative choices.” Our stories tend to focus on the most extraordinary events, 

good and bad, because those are the experiences we need to make sense of and that shape us. But our 

interpretations may differ. For one person, for example, a childhood experience like learning how to 
swim by being thrown into the water by a parent might explain his sense of himself today as a hardy 

entrepreneur who learns by taking risks. For another, that experience might explain why he hates boats 

and does not trust authority figures. A third might leave the experience out of his story altogether, 

deeming it unimportant. 

McAdams has been studying narrative identity for over 30 years. In his interviews, he asks research 
subjects to divide their lives into chapters and to recount key scenes, such as a high point, a low point, a 

turning point or an early memory. He encourages participants to think about their personal beliefs and 

values. Finally, he asks them to reflect on their story’s central theme. He has discovered interesting 
patterns in how people living meaningful lives understand and interpret their experiences. People who 

are driven to contribute to society and to future generations, he found, are more likely to tell redemptive 

stories about their lives, or stories that transition from bad to good. There was the man who grew up in 

dire poverty but told McAdams that his hard circumstances brought him and his family closer together. 
There was the woman who told him that caring for a close friend as the friend was dying was a 

harrowing experience, but one that ultimately renewed her commitment to being a nurse, a career she’d 

abandoned. These people rate their lives as more meaningful than those who tell stories that have either 

no or fewer redemptive sequences. 

The opposite of a redemptive story is what McAdams calls a “contamination story,” in which people 

interpret their lives as going from good to bad. One woman told him the story of the birth of her child, a 

high point, but she ended the story with the death of the baby’s father, who was murdered three years 
later. The joy over the birth of her child was tainted by that tragedy. People who tell contamination 

stories, McAdams has found, are less “generative,” or less driven to contribute to society and younger 

generations. They also tend to be more anxious and depressed, and to feel that their lives are less 

coherent compared to those who tell redemptive stories. 
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Redemption and contamination stories are just two kinds of tales we spin. McAdams has found that 
beyond stories of redemption, people who believe their lives are meaningful tend to tell stories defined by 

growth, communion and agency. These stories allow individuals to craft a positive identity: they are in 

control of their lives, they are loved, they are progressing through life and whatever obstacles they have 

encountered have been redeemed by good outcomes. 

One of the great contributions of psychology and psychotherapy research is the idea that we can edit, 
revise and interpret the stories we tell about our lives even as we are constrained by the facts. A 

psychotherapist’s job is to work with patients to rewrite their stories in a more positive way. Through 

editing and reinterpreting his story with his therapist, the patient may come to realize that he is in control 
of his life and that some meaning can be gleaned from his hardships. A review of the scientific literature 

finds that this form of therapy is as effective as antidepressants or cognitive behavioral therapy. 

Even making smaller story edits can have a big impact on our lives. So found Adam Grant and Jane 

Dutton in a study published in 2012. The researchers asked university call-center fundraisers to keep a 

journal for four consecutive days. In one condition, the beneficiary condition, the researchers asked the 
fundraisers to write about the last time a colleague did something for them that inspired gratitude. In the 

second condition, the benefactor condition, the participants wrote about a time they contributed to others 

at work. 

The researchers wanted to know which type of story would lead the research subjects to be more 
generous. To find out, they monitored the fundraisers’ call records. Since the fundraisers were paid a 

fixed hourly rate to call alumni and solicit donations, the researchers reasoned, then the number of calls 

they made during their shift was a good indicator of prosocial, helping behavior. 

After Grant and Dutton analyzed the stories, they found that fundraisers who told a story of themselves as 

benefactors ultimately made 30 percent more calls to alumni after the experiment than they had before. 

Those who told stories about being the beneficiary of generosity showed no changes in their behavior. 

Grant and Dutton’s study suggests that the ability of a story to create meaning does not end with the 

crafting of the tale. The stories the benefactors told about themselves ultimately led to meaningful 

behaviors — giving their time in the service of a larger cause. Even though the fundraisers knew they 
were only telling their stories as part of a study, they ultimately “lived by” those stories, as McAdams 

would put it. By subtly reframing their narrative, they adopted a positive identity that led them to live 

more purposefully. 

Excerpted from the new book The Power of Meaning: Crafting a Life That Mattersby Emily Esfahani 

Smith. Published in the United States by Crown, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of 
Penguin Random House LLC, New York. Copyright © 2017 By Emily Esfahani Smith. Reprinted with 

permission. 
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CHALLENGES  
 
Please use this space to write about a challenge that you are having. This can be 
personal or professional challenge, but please write about something meaningful 
to you; a situation that you are sincerely struggling with and would like resolution 
around.  
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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THE TWO KINDS OF STORIES WE TELL ABOUT OURSELVES  
 
Re-write your challenge from above. Write a “containment story.” Describe a 
worst-case scenario about how badly this can end.  
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Please re-write your challenge from page three. Use the lines below to draft your 
REDEMPTIVE story. Write an aspirational, positive, and generative narrative 
about how you could transform this challenge. Remember, “Even making smaller 
story edits to our personal narratives can have a big impact on our lives.”  
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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