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“This is a good one, I mean this is my life story”

Understanding the experience of narrative 
storytelling for adults with acquired brain injury.

Kate D’Cruz, Professor Jacinta Douglas, Dr Tanya Serry
PhD research
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Why narrative storytelling?

We know that survivors of brain injury experience:

• Long and complex recovery (Levin, Shum & Chan, 2014; Ponsford, Sloan & Snow, 2013)

• Social isolation  (Douglas, 2013; Levack, Kayes & Fadyl, 2010

• Identity loss  (Beadle et al., 2016; Coetzer, 2008; Levack et al., 2010)

Yet….

• Relationship between identity construction and narrative storytelling
(Adler, 2012; Gergen & Gergen, 2014; McAdams, 2001; Nochi, 1998) 
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What is the experience 
and impact of narrative 
storytelling following 

brain injury?Storyteller Facilitator
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Storytellers

Communication: (dysarthria, speech generating devices)  

Cognition:  significantly impaired memory (1)

Age range:  30’s to mid 50’s; 

Time since injury:  3 to 18 years

Accommodation: nursing home (3), on own with 24 hour support (4), with parents (1)
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Sharing my story 
to help others
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Finding 
storytelling 
therapeutic

- Feeling heard

- Releasing emotions

Re-visiting my story
- Reflecting and learning
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Sharing my story to help others

Daniel: “People who felt like me in the nursing home, I give them the courage to 
go on”

Robert: “It is for me to let people know... if there are other people going 
through this, there is hope, light at the end of the tunnel

Bridget: “I want other people to watch it. And to get some answers… I’d like 
people to see that I’m a real person who has a disability” 

Matt: “I can’t walk or talk yet, yet I still find it good to help others” 
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Finding storytelling therapeutic: Feeling heard

Kim: “Telling my story has been really huge for me. Summer Foundation was the 
only one that really listened at the time. I had a good social worker but she 
had to work a system that doesn’t work” 

Bridget: I felt like I could explain… about me and my interests”  

Daniel:  “…talking to people who seemed to really care. Because I’ve not found 
everybody cares for other people” 

Robert: “I like these people, they really know what they’re on about and they’re 
intelligent, they were willing to listen to me”
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Finding storytelling therapeutic: Releasing emotions 

Katherine: “ I felt sad upon re-visiting the memory. Emptiness would be the 
exact word. And loneliness. Like being turned inside out. You feel every 
emotion” 

Katherine: “I felt better to get it out. Yeah. I think being open helps. You let 
people in” 

Bessie: “I just wanted to get it out there… unburden… off my chest” 

Daniel: “I felt good and tired [after telling my story]. I got a lot of stuff off my 
chest” 
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Revisiting stories: Reflecting & learning 

Daniel: “I’ve got more to achieve both personally and with other people”

Lucy: It’s a good one, because my face is good. That’s my life story”

Katherine: “But that’s acceptance of where I am at and I’m realistic, I can’t do 
what I used to …acceptance it helps” 

Matt: “I will always go back to my past, although I have very little chance to 
return so I just go to the next page and see what is there” 
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In summary

Narrative storytelling validates lived experience & helps 
build a positive identity

Feeing good about helping others

Feeling heard

Releasing emotions

Reflecting and learning about self
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k.dcruz@latrobe.edu.au

https://www.summerfoundation.org.au/documents/digital-
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