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Abstract

Research into potentially sensitive issues withngppeople presents numerous
methodological and ethical challenges. While réstudies have highlighted the
advantages of task-based activities in researdhyeiing people, the literature on life
history research provides few suggestions as ez and appropriate research
tools for encouraging young people to tell thearists. This paper explores the
contribution that may be made to such researcthéyife grid, a visual tool for
mapping important life events against the passégiegme and prompting wide-
ranging discussion. Critical advantages of thedifid in qualitative research include:
its visual element which can help to engage in&sver and interviewee in a process
of constructing and reflecting on a concrete lifgdry record; its role in creating a
more relaxed research encounter supportive ofesgondent’s ‘voice’; and
facilitating the discussion of sensitive issuds.addition, the way in which use of the
grid anchors such narratives in accounts of everiitig often revealing interesting
tensions, is explored. These points are discusgdeference to an exploratory

study of young people’s experience of parental tsuoe use.
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Introduction

Life history research examining young people’s bapdpical narratives raises
important methodological and ethical issues. Wthe focus of many accounts of
narrative or life history research has been oreissi interpretation (Chase, 2005),
perhaps less attention has been paid to develgpagfic tools for inviting
interviewees of different ages and backgroundsltditeir stories within a research
context. The research reported in this paper #xo0s young people who grew up in
families affected by parental substance use. $abby relevant sociological
research is often constrained by short-term fundimgjwe were aware that this might
compromise a commitment to give voice to thosedeiuestigated, allowing them to
express their own stories. In order to overcone the used an adapted ‘life grid’.

In this paper, we argue that such a life grid,novpding a visual temporal framework
on which life events may be plotted (Parry et2001) may make a useful

contribution to the development of research metladsethical practice in this area.

Initially developed to facilitate the recall of @drespondents in quantitative, health-
related studies (Blane, 1996; Berney and Blane7)19Be life grid has also been
employed with older respondents in qualitative aesle (Parry et al., 1999). In this
paper, the usefulness of extending the life grigr@@ch to qualitative life history
research into sensitive issues with younger, amnenpally vulnerable, respondents
will be explored. With reference to a study of ggyeople’s experience of parental
substance use (Bancroft et al., 2004), it will guad that the life grid is a helpful

tool for engaging with young people and supporthmgn to tell their stories.



The first part of this paper will briefly introdutkee life grid, its development and the
amendments we made for use with young people.fdllosving sections examine the
life grid in our research, focusing first on itsvadtages in discussing sensitive issues,
and second, on exploring respondents’ narrativekis second section will also
analyse the way in which comparisons between thgraphical narratives and
everyday accounts elicited through the grid mayldt the complexity within the

respondents’ accounts.

Introduction to the Life Grid

How the Life Grid has been Used

The life grid is a tool which essentially allows the construction of a visual
temporal framework It is composed of a ‘grid’ or ‘table’ structurey@axis of which
represents the passage of time. Selected aspgehtsr@spondents’ lives (such as
family and occupational history) are representeddiymns or rows underneath or to

the side of this time axis.

The life grid has been employed primarily in repestive, quantitative studies with
respondents aged over 60. Drawing on the workadli€51988), it has been used to
used to map lifetime exposure to variables linkethe development of chronic
respiratory disease and social conditions assatwitd health inequalities (Blane,
1996; Berney and Blane, 1997). In these authoqseeence, the life grid was
effective in facilitating the accurate recall oifgple’ facts (such as weight or

physiological information):



Cross referencing [between rows or columns] onliflieegrid enables subjects
to improve the accuracy with which dates are rememedb|[...]. The life grid
also appears to release detail from memory by pos$ang different information

from the same period of life (1996: 753).

In other words, completing the life grid works lgnstructing a concrete visual
representation of respondents’ recollections ded#nt aspects of their lives, which
can then be compared by respondent and interviee«egnsidered and adjusted over

the course of the interview.

However, appreciation of the life grid has not beenfined to its facilitation of

linear, retrospective accounts. In a study of {ergn smoking behaviour, Parry et al.
(1999) found that it offered significant advantageaddressing key concerns of
gualitative researchers. Notably, they arguedtti@agrid has the ‘potential to alter
traditional interview dynamics’ and power relatibips (1999: 4.7). In their
experience, completing the grid with many oldepoeslents became a ‘mutual
collaboration’; ‘[during which] the researcher rejuishes some control over the data
collection [and] [...] respondents assert influengerdheir biographical accounts’
(1999: 4.8). Further, although they did not depehese observations, Parry et al.,
also found that this process of collaboration aldwespondents to reflect upon their
interpretations of past events (1999: 2.5) andageehe discussion of sensitive issues

(1999: 4.5).



Why We Used the Life Grid

The qualitative research project on which this papbased differed from all of the
above studies in its focus on young pedpl@8 young people (20 women, 18 men),
aged primarily between 16-23, affected by problecrzdrental substance use
(alcohal, illicit drugs or polydrug use) were inteswed across mainland Scotland
between July 2002 and March 2004. The study atmedplore their experience of

parental substance use and to examine the concegstilience within this context.

Unlike recent work into young people’s constructafradulthood (Thomson and
Holland, 2004), this project focused primarily @spondents’ constructions of their
past, rather than their futures. We felt that examy young people’s retrospective
narratives of different dimensions of their liveswd provide an insight into their
sense of resilience or ‘self-efficacy or being ablachieve things and make a
difference’ (Gilligan, 2003). As Mattingly and Garput it:

Through narrative we try to make sense of how thimgve come to pass and

how our actions and the actions of others havedteghape our history; we try

to understand who we are becoming by referenceneyewve have been (1994

771).

Narrative researchers have emphasised the assodmiween the development of
biographical narratives and difficult experience&ttingly, 1994: 813-4). For
Riessman, narratives may be constructed wheree'thes been a breach between
ideal and real, self and society’ (1993: 3), wilease emphasises the need to situate

personal experience in terms of cultural and hisabdiscourses (2005: 659). The



importance of reflexive understanding of contexb@th the micro level of the
research interview and the macro level of broadbsoagltural trends is essential to
the construction and interpretation of narrativége hypothesised that the young
people in this study might, for example, have deped narratives in order to make
sense of perceived breaches between their ownierpe and cultural discourses of

‘the family’.

The rich literature on narrative research therepwvoved very useful in
conceptualising our approach to examining resikendhe context of parental
substance use. However, this work seemed relgtsilent as to different ways of
encouraging respondents to tell their stories, gixiteough the identification of
‘storyworthy’ questions in everyday language aridtneg to life experiences (Chase,

1995: 11-2).

Studies have emphasised how innovative, task-b@g@daches can grab the interest
of even reticent young people, making interviews fihomson et al., 2002: 17,
Highet, 2003). Influenced by Parry et al.’s experde, we decided to employ the life
grid at the beginning of our interviews, prior t@ra conventional questions. Our
main concern was not to facilitate the linear rechévents, but to engage with the

respondents, supporting their ‘voice’, and encomgthem to tell their stories.

Ethical issues also influenced this decision. himlight of research linking parental
substance use with abuse and neglect (Barnard akeédaney, 2004; ACMD, 2003),
we were concerned to minimise potential distreshéaespondents, and to avoid

reinforcing any negative self-perceptidhsParry et al.’s experience that the life grid



could ‘diffuse’ tension around sensitive issues wgsortant here, as was their
observation that the life grid could alter intewidynamics, allowing the respondents
greater control over the encounter. This ‘metaatae’ of empowerment thus
influenced our approach to data generation, olgctdns on the research process

and the construction of young people’s narratives.

Amending the Life Grid for Young People

Our grid, one of which was prepared for each ingvy comprised one sheet of A3
landscape paper attached to a clipboard for eagseoivhere no surface was
available. Across the top of the grid was a timeliunder which six rows represented
different aspects of the respondents’ lives. T® éixtent, the grid resembled those
employed in previous studies. Our amendmenteftid for our project and for use

with young people illustrates the flexibility ofightool.

To counter the difficulty of recalling events owary long periods, previous studies
incorporated age-appropriate, memorable ‘flashbeMents (Berney and Blane, 1997:
1521), such as world wars and the Coronation irtbme-line based on dates (Parry et
al., 1999: 2.7). We hypothesised that for youdigita, not only were such events
irrelevant, but that ages rather than dates woelchbre appropriate. Influenced by
literature on the importance to young people afsidons between schools and to
work (Seidman et al., 1994; Graham and Hill, 20@8gs important to the
respondents’ Scottish schooling (5, 12, 16) wegalighted in the timeline (from

birth to their current age) across the top of thé.gAs such, the time axis suggested
broad life periods, rather then focusing year bgryas in the example briefly

discussed by Elliott (2005: 31).



The headings selected for the horizontal rows i@fected the respondents’ age:
‘school/work’, ‘where you live’, ‘home/family life’*home and care responsibilities’,
‘interests, sports and hobbies’ and ‘service useseries of supplementary questions
was prepared in relation to each heading to stitraadroad discussion, not focused
on the linear sequence of events, and to avoidrideappearing ‘test-like’. The
respondents’ schooling, for example, was discusse&ztms of their overall
experience, involvement in activities, and relasiops with teachers, other pupils and

friends, as well as the schools attended.

Further we chose not to emulate the approach ei atiudies in which the grid has
been employed by including a specific row for p&esubstance use. Although the
process of obtaining informed consent ensuredithes potentially at the back of
the respondents’ minds (Miczo, 2003: 476), our aias to gain a ‘holistic’ insight
into how the respondents situated parental substase in shaping their biographical

narratives, without assuming it had played a dontinale.

Once completed, in nearly all cases by the intarerethe respondents were invited
to consider whether anything important had beertethirom the grid, and to

identify the most important, positive and negativiuences on their lives so far.
These ‘biographical’ questions were aimed not @tlgliciting respondents’

narratives of their lives, but also at countering inherent bias of the grid towards
recording discrete life events. Coloured pens vaése used here to highlight, add and
connect issues raised. The completed grid wasmlefew for the remainder of the

interview in case respondents wished to returh to i



Since the life grid was viewed primarily as a taath which to facilitate wide-
ranging conversations, the rows were often comglite@lifferent orders and many
discussions cross-cut several of the deliberatelgdbareas represented on the grid.
The grid conversation generally constituted betwZeA0% of the interviews, which
lasted for between 56-125 minutes; with a meantleaf88 minutes. All of the
interviews were carried out by SW and were recouigially and transcribed
verbatin¥, including pauses and mood. Interpretations etthnscripts, including
the grid discussions, were analysed through fretieam discussions and coding into
NVIVO (Bancroft et al., 2004: 2). The responderstsiries were analysed both
through thematic analyses of the narratives pradiacel narrative analysis of their
structure (Thomson and Holland, 2004: 17). Whatlheen described as a ‘narrowly
structuralist’ approach to tightly defined narrasChase, 2005: 656) was not

employed.

Using the Life Grid with Young People: Interview Dgmics and Sensitive Issues

Parry et al. (1999) emphasise how the life grid mayease respondents’ degree of
control within the interview encounter and diffusasion around sensitive issues.
This section focuses on these issues in our reseatic much younger and

sometimes vulnerable respondents. We found tledtfethgrid was instrumental in
‘breaking the ice’ at the beginning of the intews and that it afforded respondents a
degree of control over the disclosure of sensiggaes. It also sensitised the
interviewer to difficult issues for individual respdents, while avoiding reinforcing
any self-perceptions of stigma. In this sensegtittmay be seen as supporting the

‘voice’ of potentially vulnerable respondents (C&a2005: 667).



Breaking the Ice

The physical logistics of completing the grid ofted interviewer and respondent to
sit next to each other, or at a slight angle, some=t on the floor. This engendered a
helpful degree of informality, perhaps counterittgsome extent, the respondents’
perception of the interviewer as an authority fgguirhe physical dynamics of grid
completion also averted the need for sustainedegtact early in the interview. It
was the interviewer’s strong perception that thés wffective in putting both
interviewer and younger respondent at ease whenstisig sensitive issues, and
particularly important in interviews with respondenf the opposite sex. At the
same time, it seemed that, for several young nenptoduction of a concrete (quasi-
scientific?) record of the discussion bolstereditygortance of the interview and

their role in it.

Additionally, those respondents who had used smalehniques with social workers
seemed to welcome the grid as a familiar and reagselement of the interview:

I: This is called a life grid [....]. It's just a na@ms of helping to talk about

what’'s happened over the [..] years.

R: Like a life plan [..] | done one of them a cozipif weeks ago. [...] With my

support worker [...] and a few other people. (Ka®, father alcohol usef)

Respondent Disclosure of Sensitive Issues and @ddwer the Interview Encounter
In our study, few respondents wanted to completegtid themselves, some
specifying that they did not like writing. As suyche high degree of interviewer-
respondent ‘mutual collaboration’ experienced bgryPat al. (1999) in their

interviews with older respondents was not reproduce
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Importantly, however, the respondents did use geneended life grid discussion to
raise sensitive issues at their own pace, rattzer tie interviewer’s. In fact, they
talked about many difficult issues, including seéxalause of family members and
suicide attempts, that were not addressed by dmsesuient interview questiolfs.
These issues might have emerged through open-em#edewing alone, however
the presence of the grid, and physical focus dariing this part of the encounter,
seemed to reassure the respondents both that #reybeing taken seriously and that
their lives would not be seen only in terms of §sies raised about the effects of

parental substance misuse.

The grid therefore permitted these potentially gemsissues to be addressed in a less
confronting way than through long lists of persomagstions. Discussion around
schools attended and places lived often led inwexsations about parental
separation and social services involvement, issttea relevant to these respondents’
lives. This avoided the need for direct questisunsh as ‘Are your parents still
together?’ or ‘Have you ever been in care?’, wimaght have reinforced
respondents’ perceptions of being stigmatisedthéursince the respondents, rather
than the interviewer, raised these issues firstith grid discussion seemed to
constitute a kind of ‘permission’ given by the resgdent to return to them later in the
interview (Parry et al., 1999: 4.5). In these ted, but important, ways, the
respondents could take a greater measure of caveo] or a less passive role in, the

presentation of their life stories in the interview
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Two respondents did not give this ‘permission’ aibog from certain issues. We
would argue, however, that this reaction did ntiteeto the grid itself, but to their
continuing emotional trauma at these issues, diogaalso observed in narrative-
based research into sexual abuse and torture (Raesd993: 3-4).
Contemporaneous fieldnotes support this interpogtat
One of the most difficult interviews | have dosde seemed definitely to want
to be interviewed, but her demeanour would changenvwconversation lead to
her heroin- injecting father. Her face seemeddoden into a protective,

somewhat aggressive, empty expression. (Kellyfag#&r drug misuser).

Non-Stigmatisation of Respondents

The open-ended life grid discussion also alerteddisearcher to upsetting issues for
respondents, which would require particular caremwaddressed later in the
interview, or which could be avoided completelyafijuested. This was important
from an ethical perspective. It also allowed thgearcher to avoid imposing her own
assumptions regarding ‘sensitive issues’ on therwegw encounter. For example,
educationally-privileged researchers are likelpgsume that periods in residential
school represent a ‘sensitive issue’. While theswhe case for some respondents,

two respondents painted this experience in a vesytige light, for example:

I: Why did you like those teachers there?

R: Because [...]Jyou [could] call them by their firehme [...]. It was a laid

back school. It was brilliant. (Ryan 19, fathecathol user)
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Completing the life grid therefore allowed the @sher to avoid approaching a
potentially sensitive issue ‘over carefully’, theyesubtly undermining the

respondents’ own perceptions of the issue itselfieways they had addressed it.

Finally, the discussions around the life grid gated a more holistic view of
respondents’ lives than is often produced by maextiquestioning, however open-
ended. Completing the row on extra-curriculanaiiéis allowed several young men
with few qualifications, criminal records and herdiabits to recall positive events in
their lives, such as sporting prowess or closafiships. Recording these activities
visually seemed to convey a more genuine interestspondents’ lives as a whole
than would the inclusion of a few additional quess which may appear patronising

or ‘tokenistic’.

In our experience, therefore, the life grid madenaportant contribution to the ethical
and sensitive conduct of interviews with young aotentially vulnerable
respondents. The following sections will focustiba narratives elicited using the

grid and the process by which they were produced.

Collecting Biographical Narratives Using the Life 1@l

In our experience, the life grid proved an effeetigol with which to elicit the young
people’s biographical narratives. They respondeti¢ opportunity to construct and
reflect on a visual and temporal record of theie$ with enthusiasm, thereby
facilitating a more detailed and sustained explonadf the selected aspects of their
everyday lives than is often possible through catieeal questioning, which may

quickly become repetitive and potentially boririg.the following sections, we also
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explore the advantages of encouraging storytellihile focusing on everyday
activities and contexts, and argue that this dppt@ach highlighted interesting
tensions between the respondents’ accounts ofvéirgaay and their biographical

narratives.

Encouraging Young People to Tell their Stories Usgithe Life Grid

In practice, the respondents’ story telling seetodake facilitated by both the process
of construction of a concrete, visual representatitheir lives, as well as
subsequent reflection on this record in responseg@reviously mentioned

‘biographical questions’.

Several respondents quickly recognised the potesftthe grid to represent the
structure of their life stories visually, for exalapo reflect sudden or profound
changes. Martine provided the following biographitarrative while her responses
to initial questions about her schooling were begmresented on the grid. Unlike
respondents whose parents had used substanceghtbubtiheir upbringing, she

focused her story around one crucial year:

I: And how about stuff out of school, like?

R: Em they were fine until | was about 14.

I: Yeah?

R: And that's when like my dad got the jail andrtimy mum went kind of off
the rails. But everything was fine till | was albdd. [....]We had a brilliant

life, [..] really happy. (19, mother alcohol user)
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She insisted that the researcher draw a vertimaldrosscutting each row of the grid
to illustrate the significant effects of this yesa€vents on all aspects of her life. The
grid seemed to encourage her not only to tell tay sbut to think about how to best

represent and reinforce it visually.

The ‘biographical’ questions employed after complgthe grid might have been
posed in any semi-structured interview concerndt wesilience. However, it
seemed that the respondents’ responses to beied askdentify the most
important, positive and negative influences onrtheges were facilitated by having

a visual representation of their lives to hand. &ample, Euan’s response to these
guestions presented a narrative of his life beimgeld upside down, destroying a
previously happy childhood. Reflecting on his paséseparation and his

mother’s subsequent relationship with a ‘junkies,deemed to translate the grid

into an image of powerlessness to move away frap#st:

I: 1 knew there wasn’'t enough space (on grid).

R: Not for my life’s story there’s not [laughs Wwry(18, mother drug user)

In contrast, some young people responded to thesstigns with future-oriented
narratives of how their lives had ‘turned aroundd alisassociated themselves from
events recorded on their grid. One respondent@dito an encounter with a

psychologist as pivotal to changing her vision efself and her future:

[before] | thought I'd always be, always be misdeap..]. And my life was too

centred on what was going on with my [parents]. [Afd | wasn’t thinking

15



that | could do my own life without that being tn (Jenny, 19, stepfather

alcohol user)

Similarly, when asked about the most positive ifices on or events in his life,

Robbie related:

R: When | was on the drugs, | thought to myselifib gonna get nowhere.
I’'m just going to be like a downer and a junki¢ &lways. But | got off the
drugs and calmed doon a bit with the drink [..] goyself on my feet. Got my
flat and got my-my course. [..]

I: OK. And I mean those are all really receradking at grid]. So anything
good before that?

R: Nuh. (18, stepfather alcohol user)

Their responses to the completed grids and subseqiographical questions
therefore generated narratives relevant to ouresten resilience, of how the
respondents perceived their lives to be going,ddride effects of difficult past events

on their current and future lives.

These questions, and another where we probed abhgutmportant omissions from
the grid, were also important in countermge disadvantage of the grid’s visual
nature, namely its potential to orient discussmmards discrete life events at the
expense of longer-term or more diffuse influencekis last question prompted

reflections on the importance of particular peapi@ets in their lives:

16



My world revolved roond my gran, but she died. [l.uked to go to my gran’s
every weekend because | didnae like staying ilmtlise. (Martine, 21, mother

alcohol user)

Linda used this opportunity, as follows, to mentamother influence, difficult to

represent visually:

Just | was really violent when | was younger eB, (ather alcohol user)

These answers further highlight the potential &ing a visual tool such as the grid to
elicit life histories, but also to re-approach thegsually recorded histories from
different perspectives, in a manner interestintdhéorespondent. In the remaining
parts of this section, the use of the life griggtoduce narratives embedded in

accounts of the respondents’ everyday lives wiltliseussed.

Using the Life Grid to Produce Anchored Narratives

The respondents’ enjoyment of the grid discussaon, the temporal and visual
frameworks constructed through its use, also douteid to a willingness to provide
detailed accounts of their everyday lives. Thesmunts could then be compared
with the respondents’ biographical narratives. @tleantages to our research of this

dual approach will also be analysed.

Encouraging Detailed Accounts with the Life Grid

Starting the grid with the row on schools ofterveerto construct a temporal

framework of schools attended. This framework st counter a tendency,

17



observed in relation to more conventional questigrElsewhere in the interview, for
respondents to focus on the recent past. It atsaged a powerful and reassuring
memory hook for respondents, even those whose kab/were characterised by
complex family and living arrangements. With saassistance, respondents
narrowed down the period in which they recalledipalar events taking place with

reference to it:

R: My dad moved out later on as well.

I:  How old were you then?

R: Don't know [laughs] Cannae keep track.
I:  Were you at primary school or?

R: Ohyeah! | was in primary seven. (Stevennid&her alcohol user)

They also used this framework to incorporate whia¢is had told them about early
events in their lives Typically, Leanne’s reconstruction of the timioigher parents’
separation was aided by comparing her own and $itremollections with starting

school:

I:  When did you stay with your dad?

R: [..] Just before | started school [..]

I:  OK. And your mum and dad were still togethethett point?

R: No, [they] had broke up and | was staying withdad for a year.

I: [..] You thought they’d broken up when you walmut 6, so was it a bit

earlier than [..]?
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R: Ehm, it must have been ..[...][when]l was abéuyes (17, mother alcohol

user)

Recording recollections of schooling therefore jied an effective, age-appropriate
temporal framework to which the respondents ofedarred when completing the

grid.

The above quotation also illustrates the way inclwliespondents ‘cross-referenced’
visually between information in different rows bktgrid. Berney and Blane analyze
this process in terms of ‘minimising recall bia907). Here our focus was primarily
on how this visual tool bolstered respondents’ Erfce and interest in telling their
stories. Similarly, the respondents could alsotheeeadily accessible, visual record
of their life stories to answer in shorthand, auagdthe need to engage in repetitive

explanations:

R: lwas bornin, [..] - here [pointing] [...] wileh is my hometown [..] in a
hospital not very far from [city] [...]. | stayedéhe until | was three. [...]. And
[then] went to [England] until | was nine. [...] Araack to that place

[pointing]. (Jenny, 19, stepfather alcohol user))

The Inter-relationship Between Respondents’ Navestiand Accounts of Everyday
Life

The temporal and visual frameworks associated thigHife grid therefore appeared
to assist respondents in telling their stories @mstructing detailed accounts of

everyday life. The content of the narratives prmtl) for example with respect to
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parental substance use and their relationshipstiiin parents, could then be
compared with these accounts and answers to sudrgequestions, often revealing
interesting tensions. In this way, the life gridyrbe seen as highlighting ‘voices
within each narrative’ (Chase, 2005: 663) or thenplexity within the respondents’

stories.

First, it was notable that several respondentgati@es did not prioritise parental
substance use, but highlighted other concerns, asiemother parent’s physical or
mental illness. This was sometimes the case evene answers to subsequent
guestions suggested that a parent’s substancealdermp had been severe. Such
comparisons led us to reflect not only on the rarmfgesues some respondents faced,
but also on their preference for focusing thee histories around one, rather than

several difficulties.

In contrast, when Rachel was asked about her sdgpshe responded:

I'd only be there [school] for a [..] time and theid have to go home and look

after my mum. [..] Do the dishes [..] the clothies] Em my mum [..] lying

steaming on the couch and I'd have to cook [...] Aadver [...]. Tak[e] my

mum tae the bathroom. (17, mother alcohol user)

Similarly, when asked whether she had pursuedasteaway from home:

R: Nuh.
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I: [..]Youth [..] or sports groups?

R: Nuh. Nothing. Just basically look after mun72

As for many respondents, the focus of the gridenesal everyday activities provided
Rachel with a means of underlining biographicaraiares dominated by parental
substance use. Her responses to the subsequagapihical’ questions further
confirmed the importance of her caring role to $wmse of self, and the difficulty of,

as she put it, ‘breaking the chains’, that linked to that role.

In several cases, there were tensions betweerspemdents’ accounts of the
everyday and their narratives of their relationshith their parents. Like many
respondents, Mia was proud of her caring role,rafetred to her mother’s drugs

problems only incidentally in accounts of her eday life, for example:

|  So when did you start doing [the housework]?

R [..]  was able to use a washing machine whemas @ix or seven [...], the
frying pan when | was like ten. [...] I looked affsiblings] eh [when] my mum
[...] ended up in hospital. So | like took-took ofer] ‘cause my stepdad
wasn’t there [....]

|  And how old were you [then]?

R Em, between 12 and 13.

I [..] Your mum was in hospital for quite some tithen?

R Yeah. It was just like [..] [the] amphetaminég svas on. [...] She ended

up having a nervous breakdown. (19, mother andatiegr polydrug users)
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These remarks were, however, immediately precegédi® somewhat contradictory

comment:

Llike she’s never, ever believed in hitting anyskids, eh [...]. She’s always
made sure we're bathed, fed, clean bed [...] Evengheshe done a’ that

[amphetamines] eh, [..] She was a good, she isagoum eh.

In some instances, this tension was evident togfgondent, providing an example

of the reflection prompted by the use of the grid:

R: The drink never affected my like....wélgpand stuff. My mum, she
always done her best in me [..] always made suagéltwas at school and that
| had nice clothes and she would have my tea ready[....] Just..because she
was drinking [...] she used to get aggressive.

I:  Right

R: She wouldnae hit me but she used to stoue a lot [..] and I'd be
scared to bring my friends round [..] and I'd bented about her health.

(Leanne, 17, mother alcohol user).

These two women’s narratives suggested strongtiot@imothers they felt had cared
about them, whatever the level of care they hagiadigtprovided and in spite of their
substance use. Respondents’ answers to convemiogstioning later in the
interview often revealed similar tensions. Forrapée, Martine’s picture of a
‘brilliant life’ before she was fourteen, cited alep was nuanced when she later

recounted that her mother had abandoned her fadseprior to this age.

22



These tensions therefore suggested the compleixihemarratives through which the
respondents presented themselves and their redhatpswith others. These tensions
might have emerged through conventional semi-siradtinterviewing. However, it
is argued that the dual approach afforded by thte grfocusing on everyday

activities within a narrative-based approach, ftated their appearance.

Discussion

Little of the narrative literature focuses on methabeyond highlighting the
importance of an open-ended approach. In the tfjstudies employing task-based
approaches in research with young people (Morr@®12Punch, 2002) and accounts
of the life grid in qualitative research (Parryakt 2001; Airey, 2002), we
incorporated this tool into our semi-structureckimtews with young people affected

by parental substance use.

In practice, we found the grid, and the physicalaiyics associated with its use,
assisted in avoiding embarrassment, building diogiship between interviewer and
respondent and facilitating discussions suppoudivie ‘voices’ of young and
potentially vulnerable respondents (Chase, 2005).6%otably, the informal, wide-
ranging discussion engendered afforded the respbiadgegree of control over the
pace and manner of disclosure of the difficult éssmany had encountered. This
process also highlighted issues that were sengdvgarticular respondents, avoiding

assumptions that might undermine the respondents’'perceptions.
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The life grid proved equally effective in elicitiragnd representing young people’s
biographical narratives. Many of these narrativeensed to have been constructed
prior to the research encounter, a few in therapesettings, and might have been
elicited in response to conventional semi-structunéerviewing. However, the grid
seemed to encourage storytelling and provided aheetinrough which respondents,

who recognised its visual potential, could reinéotieeir narratives.

It is not suggested that the dual approach of tliergay resolve the relationship
‘between a life that is lived and a life that isdtdThomson et al., 2002: 339).
However, the comparisons it affords between thpardents’ accounts of the
everyday and their biographical narratives permittgreater appreciation of the
complexity within each respondent’s ‘voice’ (Cha2e05: 663) and the importance

several accorded to healing the gap between thgiramd ideal family life.

In conclusion, the life grid, as has been describeguires careful use to avoid
focusing only on linear recall or on discrete egetttereby excluding other
potentially significant influences (Bell, 2005).Aank grid might also intimidate
respondents with particularly complex life histsri@ poor literacy skills, if asked to
complete the grid themselv&s Future work may develop use of the life grid ferth
perhaps to assist longitudinal work (Elliott, 20@%)as a tool of ‘visual sociology’
(Bell, 2004); for example, completed grids mightdmalyzed as data in themselves,
perhaps through attachment to an analysis packadeas NVIVO as an image file.
In our experience, however, the life grid, alongsmlore conventional open-ended
interviewing, can make a useful contribution todsts with young people, in which

biographical narratives are important.
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' Risk and Resilience: Older Children’s Experienc®afental Substance Use
Problemssupported by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Dydghicohol
Programme, 2002-04.

" This focus on resilience influenced our recruittr&rategy. While some
respondents were contacted through an NHS sulespitescription organization and
community drugs organizations, more were recruitedugh universities, as well as
more generic youth organizations.

" These concerns were reflected in our recruitmedtc@nsent procedures. We also
researched contact information for support orgdioma in all the different areas in
which we interviewed in case respondents becamet.ups

Vv ldentifying details were removed from the trangtsi
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Y As Chase (2005) notes, issues of voice are congridxve would not wish to imply
that young people’s voices are unproblematicallyregsed and understood through
narratives developed in a research interview. Waat analyse them as authentic
representations of experiences or perspectivesather as co-constructions where
our interpretive procedures also contribute bothnduand after the interview.

' Pseudonyms are employed throughout.

"' In some cases, the respondent indicated thatithéyot ‘meant’ to talk about
these issues. These respondents were reassuréaethdid not have to talk about
these issues if they preferred and that they coeldmitted from the interview
transcripts.

"' One of the respondents had attended five prinzhgals and five secondary
schools. He had been placed with five sets oefgsarents and in six residential
homes.
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