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How Storytelling Affects Relationships

For the translational group project, our group has decided to do the overall topic of unrealistic relationship expectations. Each of us picked a unique topic that can relate to unrealistic relationship expectations or unrealistic views of relationships. I have decided to discuss the topic of storytelling and how it can affect a romantic relationship. I will be focusing on the topic of telleability, which is a focus on how partners will tell each other stories in hopes that maybe they will get closer to their partner. This can be a huge effect on how one partner feels about the other. I will also be focusing on storytelling about a partner to a third party. 
When it comes to storytelling, there are different factors that influence whether a story should be told and how important it will be for the listeners. According to Norrick, tellability means that a story must be reportable or tellable. “A would-be narrator must be able to defend the story as relevant and newsworthy to get and hold the floor and escape censure at its conclusion” (Norrick, 2005). It is important to point out that with tellability comes two different notions. The first notion is that the story must be tellable and relevant to what’s going on and the group that the story is being told too must be interested. This is also known as the lower boundary of tellability. The second notion with tellability is that narratives can start to cross the boundaries of increased impropriety and can start to make people feel uncomfortable. This is known as the upper boundary of tellability (Cupach & Spitzberg, 2011). It is important to point out the different boundaries because these are guidelines that one should follow when telling a story, especially with a partner. This type of storytelling can lead to a partner being over powering and possibly telling a story that will lead the other partner to become uncomfortable, but the one telling the story was just trying to get closer. When telling stories to their partners, many people will “conspire to negotiate the boundary toward increased impropriety in pursuit of intimacy” (Cupach & Spitzberg, 2011). This means that people will tell their partner a story that is borderline too inappropriate to be a tellable just in hopes that they will grow closer by providing this new information. To get a more detailed look at telleability, there is a page in the online handbook of narratology that is a great source into way telleability is so important. 
A different look at storytelling goes into the view from different people in relationships telling stories to an outside party. It is important to point out how storytelling affects a relationship during different stages throughout. Towards the beginning of a relationship, many people will focus on the positive attributes of their partners. According to Murray and Homes, early on in romantic relationships, individuals experience strong positive feelings towards their partners and they attend almost exclusively to the positive qualities of their partners. I viewed this as the honeymoon phase of the relationship. People are so excited once they first get in one that they view their partner in a very positive light because they are still trying to get to know them. This positive view of the relationship then falls into when a partner will tell stories about the relationship. As a result of this positive view, “the stories individuals tell initially may focus largely on their partners’ many virtues”(Murray & Holmes, 1994). Focusing on the positive attributes of the partner will make the listeners get a sense that the relationship is going well and both members of the couple are feeling happy. Ignoring any kind of negative attributes, the partner’s confidence in the relationship rests on the real or imagined positive attributes of their partner (Murray & Holmes, 1994).
The beginning of the relationship seems to always be a happy time. Everything is new and exciting and everything that makes you attracted to your partner is constantly on your mind. Once a relationship starts to develop more and time passes, negative attributes start to become the most prominent thing in certain relationships. As this time passes, individuals are more likely to interact in more situations that could cause conflict between partners, which would then be an opportunity for partners to show negative attributes. Individuals will then become “increasingly motivated not to see any evidence of faults in their partners, precisely because heightened negativity occurs coincident with increasing commitment and closeness” (Murray & Holmes, 1994). It seems that the more these relationships grow, the more complications could arise and therefore storytelling would start to change among couples who have been together longer and are desperate to keep those negative attributes out of their heads. This would then cause partners to restructure their stories in a way that makes the negative things into positive things to preserve confidence and security in the relationship (Murray & Holmes, 1994). There have been many situations where people have tried to put a positive spin on their relationship, but in reality the negative things have started to out weigh the positives.
It is then important to look at how stories can turn a relationship from being a positive one to a negative one. There are ways in which storytelling can affect this situation. According to Cupach and Spitzberg, if relational partners disagree on the details of a story, individual perspectives and the identity of the relationship might be threatened as a result. This is a way that relationships can become unstable and possibly turns them into an abusive relationship from one partner or both. If the relationship has then turned abusive, storytelling in the affect of abusive partners can also be seen as a dark side issue. “In abusive relationships, both abusers and the abused might downplay the abuse, a case in which narrative “truth” (or lack thereof) may perpetuate or result in troubling consequences” (Cupacha & Spitzberg, 2011). This is important to look at because of how many people can get into abusive relationships and it important to always keep in mind when listening to stories of abused/abusers that they may be distorting the truth. 
Even though there is an extreme dark side to storytelling, sometimes storytelling can lead to a positive thing for a relationship, even though things have may already ended. After a couple breaks up, one or the other from the couple may tell a story and explain to others that they are a couple who can survive these kinds of difficult times. This is thereby, “transforming a negative event at the time of its occurrence into a positive discursive event in the present” (Baxter & Pittman, 2001). It’s interesting to look at this and see how a negative situation can be turned more positive for a couple through using storytelling. 
Storytelling is a huge part of everyday life. It’s how many people get through their day with a little excitement or drama. Storytelling is also depicted in many different pop culture things now a days like movies and tv shows. In the movie Definitely, Maybe, Will Hayes gets asked by his daughter to tell the story of how him and her mother met. Throughout the entire movie, he flashbacks to the serious relationships that he has had over the years: one with her mother, her mother’s friend, and someone he worked with. Through telling these stories, he realizes that he is still in love with the woman he worked with and not the woman he actually married and had the child with. Going through and re-telling his love history helped him realize what he actually wanted and that the positive situation he was telling was actually real life love and not just something he conspired in his head. This can go along with telling others stories the way you want people to view them. William Hayes wanted his daughter to get a good idea of all of the women in his life, especially her mother. In the end, it turned out to be a positive thing and he ended up contacting the woman after years and professing his love. 
After reviewing the different ways in which storytelling affects relationships, it is easy to pinpoint different advice to give couples on how not to let this be such a problem. When it comes to tellability of a story, it is important for the partner to try to not give too much information when telling stories because it hasn’t been proven that it always creates closeness with a partner. According to Cupach and Spitzberg, they found that two female friends who shared self-deprecating stories ended up becoming closer and it strengthened their relationship. Even though they found that this happens in some cases, we should not give in to the idea that “storytelling always increases relational closeness” (Cupach & Spitzberg, 2011). This is good advice to know that even if we try to tell an inappropriate and embarrassing story it may not end with closeness to the partner. Couples should also keep in mind that when they tell stories to a third party, telling stories about the positive attributes of your partner is important to maintaining a confidence in the relationship. But it is important to know that “such resolutions may not be permanent. Eventually, the constructed virtue may fade while the underlying to fault again becomes figural” (Murray & Holmes, 1994). No matter how many stories you tell with positive attributes, the confidence level may not last forever.
Overall, it’s interesting to look at the affects storytelling has on relationships. Not only can storytelling affect the relationships between both the partners, but it can also affect the person telling the story. It can give the partner a false view of how the relationship is actually going and the sense of confidence within the relationship. I found this a very interesting topic and learned a lot about storytelling and its affects on relationships. I will know what to say to people in the future to give them advice on storytelling and the ways in which it can affect them. 	
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