
              

City, University of London Institutional Repository

Citation: van Laer, T., Visconti, L. M. and Feiereisen, S. (2016). Need for narrative. Paper 
presented at the Consumer Culture Theory Conference, 6-9 July 2016, Lille, France. 

This is the draft version of the paper. 

This version of the publication may differ from the final published 
version. 

Permanent repository link:  https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/18852/

Link to published version: 

Copyright: City Research Online aims to make research outputs of City, 
University of London available to a wider audience. Copyright and Moral 
Rights remain with the author(s) and/or copyright holders. URLs from 
City Research Online may be freely distributed and linked to.

Reuse: Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study, 
educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or 
charge. Provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic details are 
credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page 
and the content is not changed in any way. 

City Research Online:            http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/            publications@city.ac.uk

City Research Online

http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/
mailto:publications@city.ac.uk


Need for Narrative 

Tom van Laer, Cass Business School, City University London* 

Luca M. Visconti, ESCP Europe Business School 

Stephanie Feiereisen, Cass Business School, City University London 

 

*Contact information: Cass Business School, City University London, 106 Bunhill Row, 

London EC1Y 8TZ, UK; E-mail address: tvanlaer@city.ac.uk 

Link: https://vimeo.com/91598490 

Password: Need4Narrative 

 

Abstract 

What is a useful story from the perspective of its consumer? Through semi-structured 

interviews with 55 Eurostar passengers from 14 countries, this film documents how 

consumers define stories, distinguish between different reasons to need narrative, and 

experience the effects of need for narrative. 

1. Defining What Is a Story 

 Scholars offer various but clear definitions (e.g., Van Laer et al. 2014) and types of 

stories (e.g., Levy 2006). However, all these definitions and types of stories are etic since they 

reflect what scholars think of stories. What is a story, then, from the perspective of its 

consumers?  

Through semi-structured interviews with 55 Eurostar passengers from 14 countries, 

this film first documents the extent to which consumers can define stories and do so in similar 

ways. We show that from an emic perspective, story consumers, though hesitant to define 

“story”, are creative and comprehensive in their categorisation (e.g., they include paintings, 

music, and other preferred media). 



2. Types of Need for Narrative 

 The prevailing viewpoint in consumer psychology may be characterized as follows: 

Consumers have a need for narrative because they have a need for the hedonic—the seeking 

of pleasure, amusement, and entertainment. Interpretive consumer researchers emphasize the 

instrumentality of need for narrative. However, do story consumers distinguish between 

hedonic and instrumental reasons to need narrative? 

We show that consumers do not make a distinction between hedonic and instrumental 

needs for narrative. To them, a story always has considerable instrumental importance. Yet, in 

order to serve its instrumental purpose, a story has to be entertaining. Thus, finding 

entertainment is a prerequisite for satisfying consumers’ instrumental need for narrative. 

3. Effects of Need for Narrative 

 Whether a chronic condition of consumers’ personality or a situation-induced temporal 

state, need for narrative is generally conceptualised as a need for, not against. However, are 

the effects of need for narrative indeed that black-and-white according to story consumers? 

We show that story consumption can result from reliance on need for narrative or from careful 

evaluation of the level of emotional risk-taking that certain stories require.  

4. Conclusion 

Stories seem to empower people to self-prescribe narrative therapy. Not only do story 

consumers know which narrative they like, but they also know which narrative they need in 

order to escape from reality as well as transform it. 
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