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Between narrative analysis and narrative inquiry 

The long story of small stories research 
Alexandra Georgakopoulou  ゅKing╆s College Londonょ 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The aim of this paper is to present the disciplinary points of departure, key-

assumptions and analytical tools of small stories research, a paradigm for narrative and 

identities analysis that I have developed in collaboration during the early stages with 

Michael Bamberg (e.g. Bamberg 2006; Georgakopoulou 2006, 2007; Bamberg & 

Georgakopoulou 2008). As the paper will show, small stories research was at first put 

forth as a counter-move to dominant models of narrative studies that:  

 

a) defined narrative restrictively and on the basis of textual criteria;  

 

b) privileged a specific type of narrative, in particular the long, relatively 

uninterrupted, teller-led accounts of past events or of one╆s life story, typically 
elicited in research interview situations.  

 

Small stories research has thus made a case for including in conventional narrative 

analysis: 

 

a gamut of under-represented and ╅a-typical╆ narrative activities, such as tellings of 
ongoing events, future or hypothetical events, shared (known) events, but also 

allusions to tellings, deferrals of tellings, and refusals to tell 

(Georgakopoulou 2006: 130)  

 

To do so, small stories research draws on an eclectic synthesis of frameworks from 

diverse disciplinary traditions, including sociolinguistics and biographical studies, as I 

will discuss in the following section.  

 

The choice of a term to describe the sorts of stories that have concerned me for much of 

the past decade was not an easy one. All stories that somehow departed from the canon 

had up until then been described in negative terms that seemed to exoticize and 

marginalize them even more—diffuse stories, disnarrated stories (Prince 1988), atypical 

stories, etc. My first attempt to discuss stories, which in my empirical study actually 

emerged as the norm rather than as an aberration, was to simply label them as 

narratives-in-interaction (2005). However, this term could not articulate the very bias 

in much of the literature against these kinds of activities. This bias, for the initial stages 

of the research at least, needed to be expressed in terms that contrasted certain 

privileged narrative activities with the disenfranchised ones that we wished to put on 

the map.   

 

Thus the term small stories was ultimately chosen to make this counter-statement more 

forceful: if ╅big stories╆ had been analysed extensively, now was the moment to look at 

the neglected stories, which, in some ways, happened to be literally small too. In the 

process, however, small stories research went beyond the initial –perhaps somewhat 

militant – need to articulate in explicit terms what the literature bias was and what had 

been under-researched, as a result. Our intention was not to promote a strict dichotomy 
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between big and small stories. On the contrary, the spirit of small stories research is all 

about recognizing the pluralism, heterogeneity and productive co-existence of narrative 

activities, big and small, in the same event, by the same teller, and so on. Small stories 

then, has served as a useful umbrella term, a communication device if you want, for our 

fellow scholars. Alongside this blanket term though, there has been a recognition that 

empirical work needed to be done to add nuance to this label, to bring to the fore the 

specific genres of small stories that occur in specific contexts and that ought to be 

included in the narrative analytic lens. I will show this in the case of a very important 

genre of small stories, breaking news, in Section 4.  
 

This empirical work has inadvertently involved developing certain ways of identifying 

certain discourse activities as small stories. Although the point of departure of small 

stories research was the need to escape the confines of watertight, all-or-nothing 

definitional criteria of narrative that automatically excluded a whole range of activities, 

we were also acutely aware that ╅anything goes╆ and ╅everything is a small story╆ was not 

a position we wished to adopt. There is a middle way between posing strict, etic 

(analytical) criteria and not posing any definitional criteria at all: this middle way is 

about avoiding prescriptions and instead embracing flexibility and relativity in the 

definitions. More specifically, it is about introducing criteria other than purely analytical 

ones in the process of identification of an activity as a story (see discussion Section 3).  

 

Small stories research has been intended as a model for, not a model of, narrative 

analysis (Duranti 2005). Duranti (idem: 421ff) sees models-for as less constraining, 

more open-ended frames of inquiry, that are not controlled tightly by their proponents 

and their original assumptions. In this spirit, as I will show (section 5), many of the 

delights of small stories research have come from imaginative and in many ways utterly 

unexpected applications and extensions of the model. To use a term in currency, we can 

claim that small stories research has had impact in areas outside sociolinguistics. As I 

will argue, much of this impact is based on critical uses of small stories research that 

help bring to the fore silenced, neglected and marginalized voices in an array of 

contexts. In this way, small stories applications are in tune with and infuse new insights 

into the political edge that narrative research has had in the social sciences, since its 

inception (see Freeman (forthcoming)). The language-focused, analytical aspects on the 

one hand and the critical, epistemological aspects of small stories, on the other hand, 

need not be or stay separate. The extension of small stories to the study of 

communication on social media shows this very clearly, as I will discuss in Section 6.  

 

 

2. The context for small stories research 

 

The broader context of small stories research is to be found in anti-essentialist views of 

self, society and culture which stress the multiplicity, fragmentation, context-specificity 

and performativity of our communication practices. These views are intimately linked 

with late/ post-modern (sic poststructuralist) theories. Within sociolinguistics, these 

views have informed the turn to identities-in-interaction, while in literary studies of 

narrative, they have precipitated a combined focus on the content, the author/narrator, 

the form, and the readers as active participants (cf. rhetorical narratology). More 

importantly though, postmodernist views have relativized the evaluative hierarchies of 

texts and cultures, problematizing distinctions between high and low, official and 

unofficial. If we extend this to the study of stories, we can talk about an opening up of 

the analysis beyond literary stories and certainly beyond stories in research-regulated 
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environments, such as interviews. Sociolinguistics has played a key role since the ╅はどs in showing that it is worthwhile studying stories in diverse contexts: from friends╆ 
conversations, family dinnertime, school runs, to classroom settings, asylum application 

and job interviews, etc.  

 

Small stories research would not have been possible without previous studies of 

conversational storytelling that provided evidence of an abundance of stories that did not conform to what Labov described in his influential study ゅなひばにょ as a ╅classic╆ 
narrative. In particular, they departed from the format of ╉an active teller, highly tellable 
account, relatively detached from surrounding talk and activity, linear temporal and 

causal organization, and certain, constant moral stance╊ ゅOchs and Capps 2001: 20). 

Small stories research has therefore been intended as an organized move to put such ╉non-canonical╊ or ╉a-typical╊ stories on the map and to make them a focal part of 
narrative analysis.  

 

The influences of small stories research have come from the study of narrative both 

within sociolinguistics and outside of it, e.g. narrative psychology, sociology, 

narratology. The framework of small stories research as a result can be described as 

eclectic. For example, it has drawn insights from conversation analysis that views 

stories as talk-in-interaction, as sequential activities that are co-constructed between 

teller and audiences. It has also benefited from the biographical research on stories that 

stresses the experiential, affective and subjective ways in which people make sense of 

their self over time and legitimates the study of lay experience, at the same time as 

reflecting on the role of the researcher in it (see Riessman (forthcoming)). Beyond these 

influences, small stories research has mainly been informed by practice-based 

approaches to language and identities, which view language as performing specific 

actions in specific environments and as being part of social practices, shaping and being 

shaped by them (e.g. Hanks 1996). All narrative meaning making is seen as 

contextualized but also as having the potential to be lifted from its original context and 

to be re-contextualized, that is to acquire new meanings in new contexts (cf. Bauman & 

Briggs 1990). Narrative thus ceases to be just a single event and its historicity and 

circulation become part of the analysis. In the light of this, it does not make sense to talk 

about narrative as an undifferentiated whole or one homogeneous genre but as many 

genres closely associated with routine ways of telling stories in different contexts. The 

analysis in this respect attempts to capture the regularity of occurrence (iterativity) of 

narrative genres and the semiotic choices in them (Georgakopoulou 2014a). 

Ethnographic methods are particularly suited to this and they often accompany small 

stories research.  

 

Useful points of departure as they may be, the above traditions present certain kinds of 

bias that small stories research has been striving to go beyond: for instance, there has 

been an emphasis on a linear, single event unfolding of a story as an activity with a clear 

beginning, middle and end, when in reality many of our stories are ╅messy╆, with no 
easily identifiable endpoints, that develop in different environments and media (see 

Section 6). At the same time, in narrative-biographical research as well as in classical 

autobiography, the emphasis has been on the narrative form as a sustained, totalizing 

project, structured by concerns with time, moral development and retrospective 

reflection. So, there has been an undeniable bias in telling/writing the self as a process 

that necessitates a measure of time distance from the events and self-reflection, when 

as we will see (Section 5), breaking news stories, currently proliferating on social 

media, drastically depart from this idea.  
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2.1. A heuristic for analysis 

 

The eclectic synthesis of different frameworks, as described above, led me to develop a 

heuristic for the analysis of small stories, which explores the connections of three 

separable but interrelated levels of analysis: ways of telling - sites - tellers 

(Georgakopoulou 2007). ╅Ways of telling╆ refer to the communicative how: the 

socioculturally shaped and more or less conventionalized semiotic and, in particular, 

verbal choices of a story.  With ways of telling, I capture iterativity in the types of stories 

told as recurrent ways of (inter)acting, embedded in recurrent social practices and engendering expectations about the ongoing activity. The stories╆ plots, the types of 
events and experience that they narrate, the ways in which they are interactionally 

managed during the telling, are all important in this respect. So are the intertextual links 

of the current story with other, previous and anticipated, stories.  

 ╅Sites╆ refer to the social spaces in which narrative activities take place and capture the 

conglomerate of situational context factors ranging from physical (e.g., seating) 

arrangements to mediational tools that the participants may employ. My view of sites is 

informed by recent approaches to language and space that argue for a dialectic 

relationship between them and see space not as a monolithic, static entity but as 

heterogeneous, allowing certain language and interaction choices and not others (see 

Baynham (forthcoming)). Sites allow us to explore the significance of social spaces not 

just for the here-and-now of the telling activities but also for the taleworlds invoked in the participants╆ stories  
 

A study of small stories and identities is incomplete without attention to the actual 

tellers, as participants of a communicative activity and as complex entities: as here-and-

now communicators with particular roles of participation; as characters in their tales; 

as members of social and cultural groups; last but not least, as individuals with specific 

biographies, including habits, beliefs, hopes, desires, fears, etc.  Following multi-layered 

approaches to context, I accept that the ways in which the three levels above are 

connected present contingency (context-specificity) but also durability: some relations 

become conventional and hold above individual contexts of storytelling. Furthermore, 

ways of telling-sites-tellers are reconfigured differently in the different 

recontextualizations of a story across time and space. 

 

 

3. Small stories research as a critique of the narrative canon definitional criteria  

 

Small stories research is in tune with other recent approaches to narrative both within 

sociolinguistics (e.g. Ochs and Capps 2001) and in narratology (e.g. Herman 2009) that 

have moved from all-or-nothing to more-or-less views of what constitutes a story. 

Specifically, the widely held and prototypical definitional criteria of narrative, such as 

the sequencing of events, are seen as necessary but not as sufficient. A longstanding 

tradition within narratology, for instance, defines narrative on the basis of vital constituents of ╉narrativity╊ ゅi.e., what makes a text narrativeょ. These constituents tend to be distilled in the temporal sequencing of events and the ╉experientiality╊ that 
involves a narrator communicating and in the process making sense of his or her point 

of view, emotions, thoughts, and (re)actions vis-à-vis the reported events (for a 

discussion see Fludernik 2009). 
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Furthermore, there is room for flexibility and versatility within each definitional 

criterion of a story. For instance, as Herman (2009) suggests, the definitional criteria of 

narrative, which in his terms include event sequencing, world-disruption, and 

situatedness of the narrated events, should be seen as presenting a continuum of 

possibilities from more to less prototypical (e.g. from more to less sequenced events, 

etc.). A comparable case has been made by Ochs and Capps (2001) who stipulate 

dimensions (tellability, tellership, linearity, moral stance, etc.) that are relevant to a 

narrative, even if not elaborately manifest. Each dimension establishes a range of 

possibilities that may or may not be realized in a particular narrative. For example, 

tellership allows for one main teller but also for multiple co-tellers.  

 

In these attempts, the concept of narrative prototype remains crucial (as stated by 

Herman 2009), even if the definitions become more fluid. On this basis, there are still 

certain unresolved issues such as:  

 what happens in cases when tellers emically view or refer/orient to an activity as a 

story?  

 how is a narrative prototype defined, by who and what is the role of context in this?  

 how much of each of the etic criteria alone and/or in combination should hold for an 

activity to qualify as a story? 

 

What small stories research has argued in relation to the above issues is that any 

definitional criteria should be seen as context-specific, and that the full continuum that 

each allows for should be explored in each case. Accepting the contextual variability and 

relativity of the norms for types and ways of storytelling precludes any inherent 

prioritization of prototypical ends. Instead, the assumption should be that in different 

contexts, different ends of the continua may be foregrounded, different criteria may 

weigh differently, different ╅schemas for the organization of experience╆ ゅ(ymes なひぱなょ 
may hold. For instance, world-making rather than world-disruption may be more 

important for some stories in certain contexts. In the same vein, there may be a distinct 

preference for the sequenced events of a story to be about the future and not about the 
past in certain contexts (Georgakopoulou 2007). Indeed, the criterion of event sequencing 
has tended to privilege the temporal ordering of past rather than future or hypothetical 
events—but this should not preclude the identification of such data as stories or their 
inclusion in a narrative analysis. 
 

In addition to this, small stories research argues for the inclusion of emic criteria in 

definitions of narrative as complementing and even overriding etic criteria. Emic views can be attested in e.g. participants╆ reflexive discourses (Georgakopoulou 2013a, 2014a) 

on their activities, their meta-pragmatic marking and orientation to an activity as a 

story. Our ethnographic methods of data collection ensure access to these data too. 

 

In the light of the above, small stories that have been documented so far include (for 

details, see discussion in section 4): 

 non- or multi-linear, unfolding events & sequences in further narrative-

making, not linear sequencing of past events. 

 emphasis on world-making, i.e. telling of mundane, ordinary, everyday events, 

not world-disruption and narration of complications. 

 emphasis on detachability and re-contextualization of a story, not its 

situatedness in a specific environment.  
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 co-construction of a story’s point, its events and characters between teller and 
audiences, rather than sole responsibility resting on the teller. This frequently 

makes story ownership complicated. 

 

Beyond the above suggestive ways of identifying an activity as a (small) story, we also 

urge the analysts to pose the question of what difference it makes if an activity is 

viewed as a story: What will the analysis miss out on, if it does not see it as a story? 

What is at stake for the analyst and what is their investment in embracing the narrative 

perspective on the study of everyday life discourse activities?  

 

 

4. Small stories genres: breaking news as a case in point 

 

Small stories are everywhere but my own analytical encounter with them happened in 

two ethnographically studied environments of social interaction amongst adolescents, 

one in Greece (2007), and one in a London school (2008; 2009). Amongst the many 

small stories told there, I identified a particular genre of small stories, that I have called ╅breaking news╆. These are stories of very recent (yesterday) and in some cases evolving 

(just now) events that, once introduced into a conversation can be further updated. In 

my study of a peer-group of female best friends in a small Greek town in the late 1990s, 

breaking news proved to hold a salient place in the group╆s communication practices: 
they filled in one another on events that had happened in the very few hours between 

school and home study when the friends had not communicated with one another. As a 

lot of these events literally unfolded in the town╆s streets, new scenarios arose while the 
friends were piecing together what had just happened, providing them with more 

material and opportunities for story plots. In this way, breaking news tended to lead to 

further narrative making with updates on the unfolding events and/or projections to 

the near future.  

 

Similarly, in a project entitled Urban Classroom Culture and Interaction (2005-2008) 1, in 

which we studied 14 and 15 year old students in a London comprehensive school, 

breaking news stories were also salient but in this case, intimately linked with the pupils╆ engagements with new media. The aim of this project was to study, mainly 

through audio-recordings of pupils in classrooms, what kinds of identities they 

constructed for themselves and others in their daily lives at school. Breaking news 

abounded in the classroom conversations of the female focal participants. Of those, a 

student who I call Nadia was the most prolific storyteller (12 small stories per period) 

as well as an exceptionally creative communicator, who frequently indulged in e.g. 

language play, performative enactments of songs and lines from TV shows and 

commercials, etc. In a survey of the new media engagements of our focal students, Nadia 

also emerged as the most prolific student. New media engagements included actual uses 

of technologies (e.g. texting, talking on a mobile phone), enactments of media events 

(e.g. singing and dancing as in music videos), and reports of engagement (e.g., talk about a TV series that they had watchedょ. Up to half of such engagements in Nadia╆s case were 
in the form of breaking news stories, which reported very recent mediated interactions 

(e.g., on MSN, on Skype). Let us see one such small story below: 

 

                                                        
1 The project was funded by the ESRC Programme in Identities & Social Action (www.identities.org.uk) The 
team comprised Ben Rampton (Director), Roxy Harris, Alexandra Georgakopoulou, Constant Leung, Caroline 
Dover and Lauren Small.  
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1) Period 1 Maths: 8.55-9.40am 

The extract begins five minutes after Nadia has entered the classroom. Nadia sits at 

a small table in the back corner of the classroom with her friends Lisa and Shenice 

(her best friend Laura is not in the lesson). The girls are supposed to be doing their 

maths coursework but Nadia has been talking about her looks, stating that she will 

never be able to be a model because she is not the correct weight and has a bump on 

her nose. They then share some snacks as Nadia compares Harry Potter╆s eyebrows with those of a character from the television programme ╅The OC╆. As Mr O╆Cain 
begins the lesson, Nadia launches the small story about Adam texting her the 

previous day.  

   

Participants: N: Nadia, L: Lisa, S: Shenice   

 

1  N: ((excited)) oh: Adam text me yesterday  12.31 

2   d╆ you know what he said:?= 

3  L:  = Re:ally? 

4  N:  He was gonna come and see me (.) yesterday 

5  Mr O: Fo:lks you haven╆t got time to talk 

6  N: and then ) says why didn╆t you? 

7   he was like (.) cos I got lost 

8   he said (.) I was gonna come down to your school 

9   I was like hh ((high pitched))  

10   and you never come becau:se ╆ 
11   he╆s like ゅ.ょ ) didn╆t know where ) was going 

12   > I was like< ((high pitchedょょ oh::: you╆re so lovely 

13   I love you (.) oh my Go:d    12.52 

 

35 N:  Anyways yea:h  14.49 

36        he text me yesterday h- 

37        oh yeah ゅ.ょ ) didn╆t forget my phone by the way 

38   (6) ((taking phone out)) 

39   he text me 

40   ) don╆t know 

41   (6) ((going through messages?)) 

42   Yeah he said (.) ((story continued)) 

 

261. N:Anyways yeah ゅ.ょ he╆s like ゅ.ょ     21.52 

262  he wants to come and see me                                         

263  but I would say yeah you can come Lisa 

264 but you can╆t ゅゅstory continued)) 

 

 

As I have argued elsewhere (2008; 2011), story snippets such as the above were very 

common in the classroom data and the participants tuned in and out of their telling for 

the duration of the lesson (and beyond). So, a further telling, depending on e.g. the teller 

getting a further text-message, as in the case above, remained a possibility and the line 

of storytelling communication remained open. Normally, a fuller telling was premised 

on more stuff for storying to come. In this case, Nadia with her second resuming of the 

telling (lines 35-42 above), retrieves the actual text message and quotes from that. In 

the third re-launching of the telling (line 261 onwards), she has received a new text, 

which allows her both to take the telling further and to involve her friends in this.  
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If we try to analyze such small stories with some of the conventional means, e.g. as 

activities with a clear beginning-middle-end, a complicating event and a clear evaluation 

of the events, we will most likely be frustrated as well as not doing justice to these 

stories. The stories are being told as the events are unfolding. As the (main) teller is 

experiencing events very close to the telling, they have not literally had the time to 

reflect on what the meaning of these events may be. Sharing these events as they are happening completely changes the handling of a story╆s point: the point is not known to 
the teller (yet) but is emerging through the tellings, in collaboration with the audience. 

In some cases, further events and storying happen collaboratively anyway: the girls for 

instance talk about what text-message Nadia should send somebody, draft it together, 

and analyse together the response. Clearly, even though such stories report ordinary 

and mundane events, they have got some kind of tellability for the participants, as they 

are told frequently in a situation in which they are not allowed, i.e. a classroom, and in 

parallel with formal instruction. Their tellability cannot thus be defined outside of their 

situatedness: where they are told, by whom, with whom, and why. Elsewhere, I have 

suggested that this has serious implications for how the tellers present themselves and 

their identities (2009; 2013b): briefly put here, their identities cannot be presented as 

settled and reflected upon, as could have been done for instance in the context of a life 

story.  

 

So far, we have singled out two features of breaking news which show how in a small 

stories approach the study of stories has to be looked at differently: the recency of 

events and ongoingness of telling, and the opportunities that this creates for the co-

construction of tellings. One spinoff from this is that because the tellings are fragmented 

and more storying is added, as more events are happening, it is not possible to talk 

about a full-fledged, sustained narrative performance. Tellability in these cases is all 

about announcing and jointly assessing events that are part of the everyday routine. 

Should narrative analysis include such activities in its remit? Even though statistics is 

never the full answer, it is notable that such storytelling practices are increasingly 

salient, particularly in new media-rich environments and societies, making them far too 

common to be ignored. It is no accident that breaking news stories in the data I discussed above were not only about pupils╆ new media engagements but their tellings 
were also facilitated by them. Below (section 6), I will discuss how stories on social 

media are currently necessitating a re-thinking of some of the mainstay vocabulary of 

narrative analysis.  

 

 

5. Applications and outreach 

 

Small stories research has been drawn upon by both sociolinguists and social scientists: 

despite any differences in the analytical modes employed in these applications, one 

common thread is the aim to challenge dominant idioms about the self and the life story 

that are supported by (interview) narrative research. In this respect, we can claim that 

small stories research has been taken up as a critical framework for narrative and 

identities analysis. This partly involves small stories research being in the service of 

approaches that (further) interrogate essentialist links between stories & identities. In 

doing so, small stories research has been effective in bringing to the fore silenced, 

untold, devalued and discarded stories in numerous institutional or research-regulated 

(e.g. interviews) contexts. In this way, it has helped make visible big issues (Ryan 2008), ╅unseen and unheard moments of diversity within prevailing mega-narratives╆  ゅOlson & 
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Craig 2009). Small stories then frequently emerge as the counter-stories, the stories that 

are not encouraged or allowed in specific environments, that do not fit expectations of 

who the tellers should be and what stories they tell. Small stories in these cases 

introduce contradictions, dilemmas and tensions on the part of the tellers. In turn, small 

stories research serves as an epistemology rather than just an analytical toolkit. It 

becomes an ideological standpoint for the analyst who seeks to ╅listen╆ to such counter-

stories and make them hearable.  

 

For example, Phoenix & Sparkes (2009) showed, in the case of Fred, a healthy 70-year 

old man, that his small stories within the context of an interview, presented him as a 

healthy and physically active man, while the master narratives of ageing are about 

physical decline. As in other studies of small stories, Fred was found to occasion 

counter-canonical selves through small stories, snapshots of himself that go against what may be expected of his normative categorization as an ╅older╆ man. At the same 

time, the study shows how the researchers should not overlook or set aside moments of 

small stories, in the context of a research agenda that dictates focusing only on big 

stories.  

 

Studies of small stories have shown that big stories tend to present deceptively 

coherent, settled, thought-out lives and selves, while small stories make visible the teller╆s inconsistencies, the troubled identities, the ambivalent relationships with big 
issues such as race, gender, ethnicity, etc. (e.g. Georgakopoulou 2009; Ryan 2008). This 

is the crux of small stories research as an epistemology: it is about the researchers 

reflecting on their roles and investment in the narrative research process. In the case of 

a research interview, this means recognizing that interviews are complex 

communicative encounters, co-constructed between researcher and researched, and 

can therefore host different narrative genres, both big and small stories, for different 

purposes. Paying attention to both big and small stories can help the analysts uncover 

the complexity of identity processes. It is notable that much of the narrative interview 

research has been critiqued for being too representational and producing too transparent accounts of people╆s selves ゅe.g. Atkinson & Delamore にどどはょ. Set against 

this context, small stories research serves as an approach for uncovering the ╅messiness╆, performativity, incompleteness and fragmentation of people╆s identities. 

 

A case in point regarding the use of small stories for enhancing researcher reflexivity is Norton & Early╆s study ゅにどななょ of how the researchers impacted the process of 

educating teachers, as part of a digital literacy project in multilingual Uganda. Norton & 

Early argued that small stories made visible the complex identities that the researchers 

enacted throughout the research process, ranging from team member to teacher to 

international guest. At the same time, small stories were also prominent in the 

(researched) teachers╆ telling of their experiences of teaching English as an additional 
language in a poorly resourced rural school. Overall, a focus on small stories uncovered 

processes of negotiation of identities between researcher and researched, and put the 

spotlight on the researchers as stakeholders in the research in language education. In 

this way, in Norton & Early╆s view, small stories enriched traditional narrative inquiry, 

both theoretically and methodologically. There have been other studies too, that have 

shown the importance of small stories for narrative inquiry in education research, e.g. 

language teaching in general, TESOL, teacher education, etc. (e.g. Barkhuizen 2010, 

Simpson 2011, Vasquez 2011, Watson 2007). In these cases, small stories research has 

emerged as an approach conducive to critical analysis of professional practice. Juswik 

and Ives (2010), for instance, stress the importance of small stories for capturing the 
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small scale, interactionally contingent ways in which teacher identities emerge in 

classrooms.  

 

In tune with the above, small stories have been associated with and documented in 

cases of the tellers presenting emergent and hybrid identities for themselves, perhaps 

as part of life transitions: e.g. gendered identities in male and female adolescents, in 

different settings and countries, from Greece to Germany (e.g. Spreckels 2008), Scotland 

(Lawson 2013), Australia and the USA; ethnic identities in immigrants and mobile 

populations in contexts of social transformation, such as the post-communist ones (e.g. 

Galasinska 2009) and inter-cultural encounters (e.g. Fitzpatrick 2011, Lee 2013). This 

resonance of small stories is closely related to their salience on social media (see 

Section 6 below), as part of communication practices that are becoming prevalent in the 

era of globalization and mobility.  

 

Finally, small stories research has been used to develop flexible models of counselling 

(e.g. Schuhmann & Sools 2012, Sools 2012) for populations that may find it difficult to 

have access to a conventional session (e.g. homeless people). Or, that they may simply 

find it very difficult to produce a coherent, long, account of their selves over time, 

sometimes due to medical conditions that may impair cognitive skills ゅe.g. Alzheimer╆s, Parkinson╆s; see Lenchuk & Swainn 2010). These important and creative applications of 

small stories research too are conducive to professional and research practice reflexivity ゅin this case, the counsellor╆sょ that involves less counsellor-regulated 

environments and more transparency in the interactions between counsellors and 

clients. They are also in tune with mobile ethnographic approaches, which are 

strategically adapted to late modern life conditions, as well as with the call for studying people╆s identities through diverse stories in diverse everyday life contexts ゅe.g. see 
application of small stories for family identities research in Tovares 2010).  

 

 

6. Small stories and social media 

 

As I suggested above, small stories research was initially developed on the basis of the 

proliferation of fragmented storytelling phenomena in everyday interactional 

environments, part of everyday social practices and readily observable. In my latest 

work however, I have begun to document a close association of small stories with the 

explosion of new/social media and their pervasive presence in everyday life, as that is 

facilitated by increasing media convergence (Georgakopoulou 2013c, d, 2014b). We saw 

in Section 4 above how breaking news stories were prevalent in the context of pupils 

discussing their new media engagements and having new media at their disposal at 

school, i.e. mobile phones. My study of text-messages, Facebook Status updates, Twitter 

and re-tweets has in fact shown that breaking news stories abound on those platforms 

(cf. Page 2012), as we can see in the examples below: 

 

2) Data-set of end of school text-messages collected in 2011-2012,  from 7-8 Yr7 girls in 

in London. The data are part of a larger project on adolescents╆ uses of new media, 

particularly mobile telephony, for the micro-coordination of their everyday lives. 

 

Hey mum had a g day xx c u soon  

xx are u picking me up?? Bio thing went SOOOOOO well  

we were def the best group we really enjoyed it too.  
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3) Data from a Facebook Status Update 

 

Susie has got through the day with chocolate brownies!! When was it a good idea to 

finish a build at the same time the baby is due?? 

      Like 10 Comment 3 

 

4) Data from a collection of selected celebrity and public figures Twitter streams and 

their retweets in lifestyle/gossip columns of two UK newspapers (The Evening Standard 

and The Mail Online).  

  

Quote of the day 

 ╅Busy day, during which ) have finally learnt how to spell ╅kaleidoscope╆ 
 

Sally Bercow2 tweets after her husband, Speaker John Bercow, used the word 

kaleidoscope three times in his speech to the Queen. 

      (Evening Standard, 21/03/12). 

 

This proliferation of small stories on new/ social media platforms is no accident: social 

media environments afford opportunities for sharing life in miniaturized form at the 

same time as constraining the ability of users to plunge into full autobiographical mode 

(e.g. the constraint of 140 characters). In particular, they offer users the ability to share 

experience as it is happening with various semiotic (multi-modal) resources, to update 

it as often as necessary and to (re)-embed it in various social platforms. This prevalence 

of small stories with a widely held view that social media are endangering more 

conventional forms of auto-biography3 is making it imperative for narrative analysts to 

engage with these phenomena with questions that pertain both to what narrative 

analysis can offer for their scrutiny and to how it can respond to the new challenges that 

they pose. As a result, my primary aim with the use of small stories research on social 

media is to articulate as fully as possible what is distinctive about such new media 

practices but also how they draw on or depart from other forms and practices of 

storytelling. How does this kind of storytelling interweave, mediate and become 

consequential for online and offline experience? How, why, and which texts get 

circulated on social media, how socially situated meaning-making shifts from context to 

context and what semiotic modalities are mobilized to do certain things at certain 

times? Small stories research, having developed tools for examining fragmented and 

transposable activities, can offer a suitable bridge between narrative analysis, discourse 

transposition and social media. 

 

In addition to the above questions, the numerous applications and outreach of small 

stories research, as discussed in Section 5 above, recommend it as a critical micro-

perspective on social media engagements, one that can help answer the key question 

currently in social media research: what is the socio-political potential of social media 

                                                        
2 The wife of the Speaker of the House of Commons of the UK Parliament, who has often generated controversy 
in the UK media with her tweets.  
3 Well-known biographer Michael (olroyd talked about ╅biography╆ being ╅in crisis╆ and about ╅the dawn 
of a new age of experimental, shorter biographies (Edinburgh International Book Festival 2011).  As he pointed out: ╅The trade winds are not behind biography … People are writing parts of lives. Look on the bright side: biographies are getting shorter╆.  
 



 13 

engagements for transformation?; what counter-cultural, hidden and unofficial 

practices of meaning-making can social media engender?    

 

There is a lot still to be learnt from how stories are told on social media. Page (2012) 

has discussed, amongst others, the ways in which tellership and the sequencing of 

events are produced in different new media platforms. My own research so far (2013c, 

d, 2014b) has shown how the distribution of small stories across media platforms 

creates opportunities for multiple tellership and for more or less creative reworkings 

and appropriations of previous stories. I have also shown (forthcoming) how the 

smallness of small stories makes them more portable and circulatable than long 

accounts. It also affords opportunities for the audience to shape the terms of further 

telling. Finally, the more a story is transposed across online contexts, the more voices 

and subjectivities become part of its production. 

 

To benefit from the above findings, further studies of small stories on social media 

ought to have as their initial point of departure that stories produced on social media 

normally: announce and perform (often ordinary) minute-by-minute experience, develop 

in different media, and are embedded into a variety of online and offline environments, 

with different semiotic modes (e.g. verbal, visual) and may be sanctioned and re-

contextualized in unforeseeable ways and by unforseseeable networked audiences 

(Marwick & boyd 2011), with processes of like, share and follow.   

 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

In this paper, I presented small stories research, a recent model for narrative & identities analysis. ) discussed the model╆s critical engagement with previous research 

on narrative, its key assumptions and eclectic framework. I illustrated the 

contextualized analysis of small stories research with the example of breaking news 

stories, which I argued is a prevalent genre in social-media related and afforded 

environments. In this context, I charted the main directions that the current extension 

of small stories research into social media is taking. I also showed how small stories 

research has given rise to creative applications and synergies outside of the immediate 

analytical concerns of a sociolinguistic study of narrative and identities. These 

extensions of small stories research have boosted the epistemological aspects of the 

model, as a tool for researcher reflexivity and for uncovering counter-stories and 

marginalized voices in an array of contexts, including institutional, researcher-led (e.g. 

interviews), diverse and intercultural encounters, etc.  

 

From all the different settings where small stories have been researched, there is a 

certain convergence of insights that is emerging. The first is the importance – in 

numerous environments and genres of small stories such as on social media – of the 

lack of temporal distance between the tale and the telling. In the context of a 

longstanding tradition of studying stories of (remote) past events, this deictic proximity 

between the story and its actual telling has implications for the analysis of narrative, particularly to do with a story╆s point or tellability. As I have argued (2013c), tellability 

in the case of very recent or still unfolding events is premised on the ability to tell, to 

announce and immediately share experience. Conferring meaning on this experience 

and creating emplotment therefore becomes an inevitably interactional process between teller and audience, where a story╆s point is not only being negotiated but also 
malleable and shifting, as more events and more telling of them are happening. Closely 
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related to this changing notion of tellability is the abundance of small stories about 

mundane, ordinary, everyday events rather than about major disruptions. This 

tendency has reached a peak in social media platforms and is frequently being deplored 

by commentators as a shallow form of existence in which people spend their time 

announcing the minutiae of their daily lives. Any aesthetic arguments about these kinds 

of narrative activities left aside, the point remains that small stories research is in an 

ideal position to (re)-assess narrative analysis priorities and both study and account for 

this latest advent of ordinary experience telling.  

 

As I argued in Section 2, the analytical heuristic of small stories research is well suited 

to exploring relationships between ways of telling, sites and tellers. As small stories 

research is uncovering conventional associations between social spaces, narrative 

genres and specific subjectivities, we are increasingly in a position to find more about 

the processes through which certain stories become more legitimate and valued in 

certain contexts, or more distributed and transposed in others. The implication of this 

line of inquiry is that it is allowing us to document how and which specific ways of 

storytelling in specific sites may foreground and privilege certain aspects of selves and 

identities, making them over time more available.  

 

Small stories research has often been combined with positioning analysis and as I 

discussed in Section 5, such an identities analysis has shown the frequency and 

significance of tentative, contradictory, diverse identities that emerge in certain 

contexts as selves-in-the-making, rather than as settled and reflected upon projects. An 

implication of this is that the strong link in much of the conventional narrative analysis 

between rehearsed/reflected upon identities and stories has been further 

problematized.  

 

Since its inception, small stories research has often had to defend its object of inquiry, namely ╅miniaturized╆ story instances and fragments for its worthiness of analysis. I 

have already mentioned the frequent aesthetic discontentment of lay commentators 

with small stories on social media. Painstaking analyses of have allowed us to document 

the redeeming features and significance of small stories for the people who tell them. 

We can argue in the light of the explosion of small stories on social media, that small 

stories reflect a process of a democratization of a difficult genre, the full mastery of 

which is not easy to attain, contributing further to the collapse between the high and the 

low that Web 2.0 environments have encouraged. In fact, small stories present many 

commonalities with new media literacies, as described by e.g. Jenkins (2006), in 

particular the participatory culture (as shown by their multi-authorship properties) and 

the appropriative elements (as shown by the stories╆ circulationょ. The ╅verbal art╆ of full-
fledged narrative performances may have receded in these cases but in its place, a 

portable and distributed (Walker 2004) multi-modal narrative semiosis has arisen. 

There is ample evidence that communicative competence in small stories carries a lot of 

symbolic capital in adolescent peer-groups, serving as structuring forces in peer-group 

relations; also, that successfully interweaving news media experience with everyday 

experience is a valued attribute, a sign of a ╅smart╆ individual (Georgakopoulou 2011, 

2014a).  

 

At the same time, further analyses of small stories need a critical agenda that will strike 

the balance between eulogizing and celebrating small stories on the one hand and being 

alert to the downsides too: e.g. uncovering biases against them which potentially 

disadvantage their tellers; also, interrogating the boundaries that small stories can draw 
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between those who are in the know and those who are not, with their heavy 

allusiveness and ellipsis. It is also important, as I suggested from the outset, for small 

stories not to be painted as the good in a good-evil dichotomy between small and big 

stories.  

 

To conclude, small stories research has been making strides in uncovering forms of 

subjectivity through stories in interactional and social media environments. For the 

future, it is important for a critical mass to be built out of the numerous and diverse 

explorations of small stories that would bring together insights from the many strands 

of inquiry but also create alliances with relatable lines of inquiry, where applicable. 

Crudely speaking, there is a lot that the more analytical lines of inquiry into small 

stories can learn from the epistemological ones, and vice versa. The critical mass also 

needs to capitalize on the richness and nuance of contextualized work on small stories 

in different environments. To continue to operate as a model for narrative analysis, 

small stories research needs to continue to develop in a pluralized, multi-centric, non-

totalizing way: what new points of itinerary will emerge and from where will—and 

should—remain a productive unpredictability. 

 

 

---------------------------------- 
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