
Outsider witnessing
Outsider-witnessing

In Conversation with David 
Stapleton and Special Guests.



Program outline

• A brief summary of narrative therapy.

• The historical development of definitional 

ceremonies and outsider-witnessing.

• Demonstration of an outsider-witness process with a 

volunteer client and three outsider witness 

participants.

• Audience questions. 



A Brief History of Narrative Therapy

• The concept was first explored by Michael White and David Epston in 

the1980’s.

• Both David and Michael in their professional roles  were increasingly 

challenged by the powerful social systems that pathologized individuals.

• They both worked from a post structuralists model that did not accept that 

our identities were fixed and unchanging internal phenomena.

• Central to their ideology was the concept of power and how it can both 

shape the experiences of individuals, as well as the experience of therapy.

• Deconstructing powerful systems is a central tenant of narrative practice. As 

is being mindful of the power dynamics between professional and client.



• Michael White in his practice was very focused on the idea that our personal 

life journey involves many stories; these are often hidden by a problematic 

theme.

• Individuals often present accounts of their experiences that he termed ‘thin 

descriptions’.

• These descriptions are often problem focused and ignore the many stories 

that contradict the problem.

• White was also very committed to the idea that we as individuals never 

passively receive traumatic experiences. In contrast we are always drawing 

from our own experiences, skills, knowledge and values to resist.

• The narrative therapy process is therefore very focused on the concept of 

‘re-authoring’. That is listening for alternative stories that sit outside the 

problem saturated story that is often expressed in a counselling session.



“Narrative therapy seeks to be a respectful, non-blaming 

approach to counselling and community work, which centres 

people as the experts in their own lives. It views problems as 

seperate from people and assumes people have many skills, 

competencies, beliefs, values, commitments and abilities that 

will assist them reduce the influence of problems in their lives”

Alice Morgan, 2000



Definitional Ceremonies

The incorporation of Outsider-Witness Groups

• Barbara Myerhoff was a cultural anthropologist working with the Jewish community in 

Venice Los Angeles in the 1970’s. Myerhoff was very interested in the identity projects 

that this group were constantly involved in and coined the term ‘definitional ceremony’. It 

was important for both Myerhoff and  subsequently White to observe the way this 

community expressed a conscious understanding of the production of both their own and 

each others identities. 

• It was from these observations that White realised how powerfully peoples identity claims 

were shaped by the responses of others. This idea helped formulate the first development 

of the process known as outsider-witnessing.

• In a historical context the idea and incorporation of reflecting teams in family therapy was 

also gaining importance. White acknowledged the role of this process in a therapeutic 

context, however his model of outsider witnessing again challenged the notion of 

professional power and identity,

• Outsider-witness practices enabled a link to be made between what happens in therapy 

and the rest of a persons life.



Michael White, 2000

The understanding of identity as a multi- voiced 

phenomena is one that contrasts significantly with 

structuralist understandings that establish identity as a 

single voiced phenomena, as an expression of a self 

that is to be found at the centre of personhood”



“The self is made, not given”

Barbara Myerhoff, 1977



Carey and Russell, 2003

“If our own preferred story of who we are remains 

only a conversation in our own head, it will not 

have the sense of being real. The sense off 

realness or authenticity only comes when our 

preferred stories are witnessed and responded to 

by a significant audience”



Key ideas of outsider-witnessing

• The reflective team are often composed of individuals who have had similar life 

experiences. They can also be professionals, from the families or local communities.

• They can be known to the client or strangers.

• They can be out of view of the client but also situated near by.

• No set number, although more than one is more conducive to team reflections.

• The outsider witness team are not there to simply applaud, give praise or provide 

positive affirmations and reinforcement.

• White observed that when not using the practice of applause the  participants are better 

placed to help develop a thick description of the knowledges and skills of living as 

generated by those seeking consultation.

• White used the term de-centered to describe the  way members of the outsider -witness 

team formulate their responses.



–Johnny Appleseed

“To embody one’s interest in other peoples lives is to 

situate this interest in the context of those peoples 

expressions, in the context of ones own lived experience, in 

the context of of ones imagination and curiosity, or in the 

context of one’s purposes. When ones interest in peoples 

lives is embodied in this way, it is unlikely to be taken as 

academic or be experienced as patronising. To embody 

ones interest in the lives of other people is also to 

acknowledge the ways in which expressions of these 

people have touched ones life and more specifically, in the 

case of outsider-witness practices, to acknowledge the way 

in which these expressions have contributed to the 

possibility of becoming other than who one is.”

Michael White, 2000
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PLEASE WELCOME OUR AMAZING 

OUTSIDER-WITNESS TEAM

David Stapleton (volunteer client)

Georgie Lithgow (social worker)

Sonya Weidenbach (friend)

Dr Raef Awan (radiation oncology specialist)



Structure of program

• Tony interviews David (outsider-witness team listen)

• Outsider-witness team discuss with each other important 

aspects of David’s story (facilitated by Tony)

• David reflects on key themes that resonated with him 

from the outsider-witness discussion.

• All participants reflect on the process and can also ask 

Tony questions.



Ideas for the outsider-witness team to consider.

Carey and Russell, 2003.

• What do I most appreciate (or not appreciate enough) about what it 

might take to live the story that is being told and in the context in 

which it has been lived.

• In what way does the story challenge me or move my life forward.

• In what ways does the narrators living of the story touch me, 

encourage me, inspire.

• What is there about the development of the story (values, intentions, 

principles) that I would like to appreciate more or even incorporate in 

my own life.



The Four Categories of Enquiry
White, 2007

EXPRESSION : Identify and speak about what you heard that you were most

drawn to. What caught your attention or captured your imagination.

IMAGE: Describe any images that have come to mind as you listened, especially

images that were evoked by the expressions that you were particularly drawn to.

They might take the form of metaphors or mental images.

PERSONAL RESONANCE: Why were you personally drawn to these

expressions. What struck a chord with your own personal history.

TRANSPORT: How have you been moved by the stories of another persons life.

Where does this take you in respect to your own existence and perspectives on

your own life.



Please thank all our volunteers today; as well as Nick

for his hard work co-ordinating this program!


