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Exploring Identity,

Beyond the ‘Story of Me’

IMCE LESSON PLANS 1

1. Learning Objectives

By the end of the lesson, students will be able to:

- Distinguish between identity, personality, and self-narrative as related but 

different concepts.

- Explain how identity is shaped by internal patterns (ego, persona) and 

external influences (culture, comparison, media).

- Identify at least one “persona” they use in daily life and reflect on why.

 - Evaluate the idea that identity is more usefully understood as a fluid 

process than a fixed, definable “thing.”

2. Learning Outcomes (differentiated)

All students: Can define identity, personality, and self-narrative in their own 

words, with one example each.

Most students: Can explain how personas/masks shift across different social 

contexts, using a personal (non-disclosive) example.

Some students (stretch, esp. KS5): Can critically evaluate how algorithmic/

social media feedback loops may shape identity, and can apply the concept 

of “archetype” to a fictional character or public role.

3. Keywords

Identity · Personality · Self-narrative · Ego · Persona · Shadow · Archetype · 

Conditioning · Authenticity

4. Resources Needed

- Slide deck / whiteboard (teacher to prepare from the content below)

- Printed or digital worksheet: “Identity Reflection Grid” (Activity 2)

- Printed or digital “Archetype Cards” — a simplified set of 6–8 archetypes 

with light/shadow description (see Activity 4)

- Sticky notes or mini-whiteboards for the starter

- Timer
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5. Ground Rules Reminder (before starting)

Identity and self-image can be a sensitive area for teenagers. Before 

beginning:

- Reaffirm the class’s standard PSHE ground rules: no personal disclosure is 

required, students can “pass” on any sharing activity, and no one should be 

asked to comment on another student’s personal answers.

- All personal reflection activities in this lesson are designed to be completed 

privately (in a workbook or on paper) — sharing with the group is always 

optional, never required.

- Standard safeguarding practice applies: if a student’s reflection or 

comments raise a wellbeing concern, follow your school’s usual safeguarding 

referral process.

6. Lesson Sequence Starter (10 minutes) — “Who Are You?”

Ask students to write down, individually and privately, an answer to “Describe 

who you are” in 20 seconds. Then ask (by show of hands, not content): Did 

you find that easy or hard?

Briefly explain: most people default to name, job/school role, interests, and 

relationships — and then find it surprisingly hard to go further. This difficulty is 

the entry point for the lesson: the question “who am I?” is worth examining 

rather than assumed to have an obvious answer.

Teacher note: this mirrors the opening observation in the source chapter — 

that people “usually answer in a familiar pattern... but most soon falter.”

Main Activity 1 (20 minutes) — Identity vs Personality vs Self-Narrative

Direct teaching input (with slide/board support), covering three core 

distinctions adapted from the source material:

- Personality — the more stable, slow-changing tendencies shaped by 

biology, temperament, and early conditioning (e.g., someone naturally more 

introverted or extroverted).

- Identity — the more changeable, story-like sense of “who I am,” which can 

shift quickly with circumstances (a new job, a success or failure).

- Self-narrative — the ongoing “story” we tell to connect events and justify 

our actions and choices — described in the source as a “functional fiction, 

inspired by real events” rather than a strict factual record.
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Use the analogy from the text: asking “who am I?” is a bit like asking “where 

is the river?” — the river is the movement, not a fixed point you can locate.

Quick check for understanding (AfL): cold-call 2–3 students to give one 

example each of something that’s more “personality” versus more “identity” 

(e.g., “shy” = personality; “I’m the sporty one in my friend group” = identity).

Main Activity 2 (20 minutes) — The Identity Reflection Grid 

Hand out or display a simplified version of the “layers of identity” model from 

the source material. Students complete this privately — not for sharing. 

Students keep this privately. Optionally, in pairs, they can discuss the general 

idea of roles/masks without disclosing their specific answers (e.g., “did 

anyone find they play quite different roles in different settings?”). Break point if 

running as two single lessons.

Main Activity 3 (25 minutes) — Ego, Persona, and Masks

Direct teaching, adapted from the source chapter’s “Ego & Shadow” and 

“Personas & Roles” sections:

- Ego: not a negative term here, but the working pattern that organises “me” 

and “mine” — our natural sense of a separate self that lets us function, make 

choices, and maintain boundaries.

- Persona: a “mask” or adapted presentation of the self for a given context, 

e.g., how you behave in a job interview versus with close friends. Personas 

can be “thick” (highly performed) or “thin” (close to how you are when relaxed 

and alone).

- Shadow (introduce briefly, optional for KS4, more suitable for KS5): parts of 

ourselves we’ve learned to hide or suppress because they weren’t socially 

acceptable growing up — not necessarily “bad” traits, sometimes just 

suppressed ones (e.g., playfulness, strong opinions, creativity).

Activity — Persona Spotting (paired or small group, low-disclosure): 

In pairs, students list 2–3 “personas” people generally wear in different 

contexts (school, family gatherings, first dates, job interviews, social media) 

— using general/hypothetical examples, not personal disclosure — and 

discuss: Which of these personas take the most energy to maintain? 

Why might that be?
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Draw out the key idea from the text: the more a persona diverges from 

someone’s natural self, the more tiring it becomes to maintain — while 

personas close to “you when relaxed” feel effortless.

Main Activity 4 (20 minutes) — Introduction to Archetypes

Explain simply: archetypes are recurring character “patterns” found across 

myths, stories, and everyday life — recognisable roles like the Hero, the 

Rebel, the Caregiver, the Mentor. Each has a light (balanced, helpful) 

expression and a shadow (excessive, unhelpful) expression.

Activity — Spot the Archetype: In small groups, students apply 2–3 

archetypes to a well-known fictional character (from a film, book, or game) — 

identifying both their “light” and “shadow” expression. This keeps the 

exercise safely at one remove from personal disclosure while still building the 

analytical skill.

Optional extension (KS5): discuss how social media platforms might reward 

certain archetypes (e.g., the Rebel, the Influencer-as-Ruler) over others, and 

what effect that might have on how people present themselves online.

Plenary (10 minutes)

Return to the starter question: “Describe who you are.” Ask students (as a 

whole-class discussion, no personal answers required) whether their thinking 

about how to answer that question has shifted, and why.

Close with the key takeaway, adapted from the source text: identity is better 

understood as something discovered through lived experience and honest 

self-reflection than something to be built, branded, or performed — and that 

noticing our personas and patterns gives us more choice, rather than being 

run by habit.

7. Assessment for Learning

- Starter written response (formative, not marked) — used to gauge baseline 

understanding.

- Cold-calling during Activity 1 for definitions.

Draw out the key idea from the text: the more a persona diverges from 

someone’s natural self, the more tiring it becomes to maintain — while 

personas close to “you when relaxed” feel effortless.



5

Main Activity 4 (20 minutes) — Introduction to Archetypes

Explain simply: archetypes are recurring character “patterns” found across 

myths, stories, and everyday life — recognisable roles like the Hero, the 

Rebel, the Caregiver, the Mentor. Each has a light (balanced, helpful) 

expression and a shadow (excessive, unhelpful) expression.

Activity — Spot the Archetype: In small groups, students apply 2–3 

archetypes to a well-known fictional character (from a film, book, or game) — 

identifying both their “light” and “shadow” expression. This keeps the 

exercise safely at one remove from personal disclosure while still building the 

analytical skill.

Optional extension (KS5): discuss how social media platforms might reward 

certain archetypes (e.g., the Rebel, the Influencer-as-Ruler) over others, and 

what effect that might have on how people present themselves online.

Plenary (10 minutes)

Return to the starter question: “Describe who you are.” Ask students (as a 

whole-class discussion, no personal answers required) whether their thinking 

about how to answer that question has shifted, and why.

Close with the key takeaway, adapted from the source text: identity is better 

understood as something discovered through lived experience and honest 

self-reflection than something to be built, branded, or performed — and that 

noticing our personas and patterns gives us more choice, rather than being 

run by habit.

7. Assessment for Learning

- Starter written response (formative, not marked) — used to gauge baseline 

understanding.

- Cold-calling during Activity 1 for definitions.

- Circulate during paired activities (2 and 3) to listen for correct use of key 

vocabulary (identity, personality, persona, archetype) without requiring 

students to reveal personal content.

- Exit ticket: “In one sentence, what’s the difference between your personality 

and your identity?”
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8. Differentiation

- KS4 (14–16): Focus on Activities 1, 2, 3, and a shortened Activity 4 (2–3 

archetype cards only). Keep “shadow”/ego content light-touch.

- KS5 (16–18): Include full Activity 4 with the social media extension 

discussion; can introduce the term “cognitive dissonance” when discussing 

why our self-story sometimes resists new information.

- SEND/EAL support: Provide the Identity Reflection Grid with sentence 

starters pre-filled; keywords glossary handout; allow verbal rather than written 

responses where appropriate.

9. Homework / Extension Task

Ask students to notice, over the next few days, one moment where they felt 

they were “wearing a persona” that didn’t quite match how they felt 

underneath — and to jot down (privately, not for submission unless they 

choose) what triggered the shift. This builds observational skill without 

requiring disclosure in class.

10. Teacher Notes on Source Adaptation

This plan draws on the “Identity” chapter of Psynapp (following), adapted for 

a classroom setting. Two adjustments from are worth flagging:

- The “Exploring Identification” 1–10 rating exercise (covering gender, 

sexuality, race, class, religion, etc.) has not been included as a classroom 

activity. Publicly or even privately rating identification with protected 

characteristics is not appropriate for a school setting, and several of those 

categories sit within RSHE content that is subject to specific DfE guidance. If 

any of this ground needs covering, it’s better handled by your school’s RSHE 

lead with reference to current statutory guidance, not lifted directly from this 

source.

- The “gender identity” section of the chapter has been deliberately excluded 

from this plan, for the same reason — it’s a contested and closely regulated 

area of the curriculum in England, and a school-specific decision about 

whether/how to address it should sit with your RSHE policy lead rather than 

being set by this lesson plan.

The rest of the material (identity/personality/narrative distinctions, ego/

persona/shadow, archetypes) translates reasonably well to a classroom 

setting once personal-disclosure elements are made optional and low-stakes.



 

3

Explore

Source Material

Identity  



Identity & Personality 9

Authenticity & Self-Relationship 23

The ‘Story of Me’ 19

Ego & Shadow 27

Personas & Roles 35

Archetypes & Symbolic Patterns 39



Identity & Personality

Identity is not a single, fixed object, but a layered process shaped 

by many influences. The more we try to pin it down, the harder it 

becomes to grasp, yet culture expects a robust definition. This 

mismatch suggests a flaw in how identity is currently understood.

When people are asked to describe ‘who they are’, they usually 

answer in a familiar pattern: name, job or role, interests, preferences, 

and perhaps mention family role or a key relationship. Some may go 

a little further and mention ambition or long-term aspiration, but 

most soon begin to falter. We feel we should be able to give a 

strong, robust answer to such questions but find it difficult. This 

difficulty points to something more fundamental, for the question 

itself is a contemporary construct that is largely meaningless.

What we perceive as stable, fixed objects are not really fixed, but 

processes that continuously adapt, respond, and reorganise. Asking 

‘Who am I?’ is like asking ‘Where is the river?’ The river is the 

movement itself. It exists, but not as something that can be pointed 

to. It has continuity but not permanence. Modern culture expects us 

to know who we are and make performative displays of our identity 

where possible. Yet despite this pressure, few people really know 

who they are, and so unsurprisingly, many people suffer from a great 

insecurity by being unable to define themselves. We have been 

conditioned to believe that the more convincing our self-definition, 

the more valid we are as people.

Consumer culture subverts the psychological requirement for a 

coherent sense of identity by exploiting the ego’s need for definition 

and stability, binding identity to material consumption and outward 

presentation. Brands, products, lifestyles, and trends are no longer 

offered simply as things to own, or do, but as ways to be.

EXPLORE / IDENTITY 9



These influences have trained us to attach disproportionate 

significance to personal identity, and to look for it almost exclusively 

in superficial layers - in what we buy, choose, like, and how we 

present ourselves. Identity has come to be treated as something that 

can be self-assembled, rather than discovered through relationships 

and life experience, thus detaching it from any need for authenticity. 

Social media intensifies this dynamic by rewarding constant self-

curation and outward presentation, and so encouraging a brittle, 

performative version of selfhood - an ideal condition for inflated ego.

Modern tools for self-expression are increasingly shaped by 

algorithms that profile us. These platforms are now able to create 

detailed psychological models of us that not only predict our 

behaviour, but proactively shape our self-concept. What feels like 

self-expression risks becoming self-confirmation - a narrowing loop 

in which identity is not explored, but analysed, flattened, and fed 

back to us. Not only is this psychologically unhealthy, but it carries 

an existential risk, for when identity is shaped by external forces, the 

opportunity for real self-development is taken away.

The ego readily binds itself to these culturally constructed identities 

because they offer quick and easy ways to signal difference and 

superiority. Electronic devices are often outwardly redesigned so 

they can be more readily recognised as ‘the latest’ - the performative 

loop is complete when these small differences are picked up on. 

Such cycles are profoundly reductive, reducing a complex, dynamic 

being - a conscious expression of a living, emergent universe – into a 

thin set of symbols and stories. Something has gone very wrong if 

we mistake the speed of our phone or our car for who we are.

The modern paradigm of identity is deeply limiting; it diminishes us, 

making us flatter and ironically less individual. To resist is not to 

reject culture and materialism outright, but to recognise that an 

authentic identity is not one that can be bought, displayed or 

upgraded, only discovered through lived experience.
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Deconstructing the Layers of Identity 

Identity is impossible to pin down because it is a blend of many 

different concepts unfolding over multiple layers. What we generally 

consider ‘who I am’ is only one slice of the whole picture.

1. Known to Self, ‘Narrative and Interpretation’

- Who I Think I Am. My self-narrative or ‘ego identity’ (mostly fiction).

- Who I Think I Should Be. Internalised social and cultural expectations.

- Who I Aspire to Be. The imagined self of my dreams and aspirations.

- How I Believe Others See Me. My social projection (mostly fiction).

- How I Would Like Others to See Me. My social or cultural aspiration.

- Who I Was Told I Am. Narratives imposed by others in formative years.

2. Partially Known to Self, ‘Pattern, Role, Relationship’

- That Which I Identify With. Roles I play, possessions, skills.

- How Others Actually See Me. Family, group, or collective identity.

- My Conditioned Identity. Learned responses, habits, behaviours.

- Who I Am. Seen and unseen (shadow) aspects of current self.

- Who I Have the Potential to Be. Latent and unrealised capacities.

- Who I Am in Relation to Other People. Social identities and personas.

- Who I Am in Relation to the Culture. Cultural identities and avatars.

3. Ground of Self, the Experience of ‘I am’

- The Fundamental Experience. Awareness itself.

Identity is fluid, shifting with mood and context; confident one day, 

uncertain the next. It is also predominantly conceptual. Personality is 

more organic; it evolves more slowly and reflects longer-term 

patterns shaped by biology, early conditioning and environment.
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PERSONALITY

Where identity is purely mental and so can change state quickly, 

personality is more multi-layered, and so much slower to change. A 

shift in circumstances – losing a job, gaining status or money – can 

rapidly alter how we see ourselves and how we present to others, for 

identity responds to our story. Personality does not shift in this way.

Personality is shaped more by biology, early conditioning, and hard-

wired responses, with traits that tend only to be recognisable over 

time. This is what people are alluding to when they say someone is 

generous ‘by nature’, or ‘born to be wild’. They are describing a 

consistent pattern. We could put it like this:

- Personality provides the natural tendencies of the system.

- Identity interprets those tendencies into a ‘story’.

Personality is not something we can actively try to design in the way  

identity can be reconfigured; however, this does not mean we are 

trapped by it. While personality sets tendencies, it does not dictate 

outcomes. An angry young man from a violent home may not be 

able to erase that temperament entirely, but through awareness, 

support, or therapy, can soften its expression and reduce the harm it 

causes. Personality remains, but how it is expressed can change.

We are not taught what personality is, so we often grow up 

comparing ours unfavourably with others, or twisting our behaviour 

and mannerisms to imitate traits that seem like improvements, or 

that we believe are more valued by our peers. This inauthenticity 

creates friction and burns mental energy. Much of this discomfort 

stems from mistaking identity for personality. The problem is not 

personality itself, of course, but the attempt to override natural 

tendencies in order to match an image. A significantly more stable 

path lies in the discovery of self rather than in performance or 

imitation. Learning to recognise and accept natural tendencies then 

provides the freedom for personality to express itself more naturally.
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If we are shy or naturally introverted, for example, accepting these 

traits might allow the quieter strengths inherent in such 

temperaments - such as sensitivity and an appreciation of subtlety - 

to be better embraced. Difficulty arises when we compare one 

pattern to another and conclude that ours is faulty, for the task at 

hand is to better understand the one we have. When personality is 

met with awareness and an appreciation of the factors that form it, a 

clearer and more authentic sense of self can be established.

Factors that Influence Personality

1. Biological Foundation, ‘The Background’

- Genetic & Biological. Inherited traits such as physical constitution, 

baseline energy levels, sensitivity to the environment and general health.

- Neurobiological. The tendencies produced by brain structure, 

neurotransmitter balance, hormonal systems and the nervous system.

- Embodied-Mind. The current state of the nervous system, shaped by 

stress load, fatigue, trauma, and level of embodied intelligence.

- Environment. Factors such as diet, sleep, movement, climate, pollution 

and the immediate physical surroundings in which the body develops.

2. Conditioning, ‘Experience, Training, and Response’

- Conditioned Mind. Conscious and unconscious learned responses 

formed through repetition, emotional imprinting and early experience.

- Attachment & Relational. The patterns formed by early relationships, 

family dynamics and ongoing relational feedback loops.

- Habitual Emotional Responses. Default emotional reactions such as 

avoidance, intensity, withdrawal, assertiveness or compliance.

- Shadow. Traits and impulses that were discouraged, hidden or split off, 

but which continue to influence behaviour indirectly.
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3. Cognitive & Interpretive Style, ‘How Meaning Is Made’

- Ways of Thinking. The types of cognitive styles we have developed 

over time, for example, whether more analytical or more associative.

- Interpretive Habits. How meaning is generated from experience, 

including optimism, scepticism, threat-sensitivity, or curiosity.

- Self-Narrative Tendencies. The habitual ways in which experience 

organises itself into stories; not identity as such, but style of narration.

4. Social & Cultural Patterning

- Social Context. The type of family dynamic we were raised in; class 

consciousness; types of peer groups; level of education; geography.

- Cultural Exposure. The type and range of media, language, values, 

aesthetics, norms, and shared assumptions to which we were exposed.

- Role Conditioning. When a person repeatedly plays the same roles 

over time, these start to become habitual, which may ‘set’ certain traits.

5. Will & Direction

- Personal Will. The capacity someone has to direct their attention and 

action, including motivation levels, effort, and capacity for persistence.

- Alignment or Conflict in Will. Whether behaviour is driven by egoic 

pressure or fear, or by more coherent alignment with impersonal patterns.

6. Awareness & Integration

- Level of Awareness. How much of what is happening to and within us 

is actively noticed, rather than being unconsciously reacted to or ignored. 

As awareness increases, more patterns can be recognised. 

- Integration Across Layers. Describing how well the different aspects of 

our system are working together. Biology, emotion, thinking, and 

behaviour are always interacting, but they are not always aligned.
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IDENTITY, BIOLOGY, SEXUALITY AND GENDER

Gender is one of the most emotionally charged and culturally 

complex aspects of identity, precisely because it sits at the 

intersection of so many layers of what it means to be human. In the 

context of exploring the mind, it is worth exploring how gender 

identity can be both meaningful and also constraining.

It is helpful to distinguish between biological sex and gender identity 

to clarify the layers involved. We are born with a biological 

‘substrate’, a body shaped by genetics, hormones, and physiology. 

This substrate is an aspect of the biological foundations that 

influence personality and experience. We are also given a cultural 

script about what that substrate is taken to mean. These scripts 

shape behaviours and narratives long before we are aware of them.

Much of the tension around gender does not come from biology 

itself, but from the friction between our individual lived experience 

and these inherited cultural scripts. When that script doesn’t fit, 

restricts expression, or suppresses certain felt tendencies, the strain 

on sense of identity naturally intensifies. For some, this strain may be 

mild, but for others, it can be profound. In these cases, labels and 

identities serve an important function, as they provide a language for 

recognition and protection in a culture that is still catching up.

At the same time, it is important to notice how easily gender, like 

anything we might strongly identify ‘as’, can become weighed down. 

When gender is asked to carry the full weight of someone’s entire 

meaning, belonging, and self-definition, it is asking too much.

The ego may understandably hold onto gender definition for self-

reassurance or defence against attack, especially when a person 

feels unseen, threatened, or diminished. In these conditions, identity 

can become a psychological anchor, something to hold on to in 

order to feel safe or legitimate. At the same time, society often seeks 

to politicise identity, because fixed categories are easier to define.
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From this perspective, lived experience too often becomes 

compressed into oversimplified narratives that lack nuance. This 

dynamic mirrors what happens with all forms of identity capture, 

where a single aspect of self is asked to carry more meaning, 

belonging, and protection than it can reasonably bear, resulting in 

rigidity, defensiveness, and a subsequent loss of depth.

Gendered narratives are best understood as functional fictions: 

interpretive scripts inspired by our biological substrate but shaped 

primarily by inherited cultural themes. While these stories provide a 

necessary orientation for navigating social reality, they are not a 

fixed or absolute essence of being. By seeing gender as a practical 

interface rather than a definitive truth, we gain the ‘lightness’ needed 

to move authentically without the constant strain of self-defence.

In an ideal world, cultural scripts around gender would be flexible 

enough to allow biological disposition and personality to express 

themselves naturally. In the world as it is, authenticity often involves 

navigating imperfect systems with care. This may mean using labels 

where they are needed, but resisting the mistake of seeing them as 

the deepest truth of who we are. Beneath gendered narratives, roles, 

and expectations lies something stable and inclusive: awareness 

itself, the capacity to notice experience as it unfolds. Anchoring 

identity here does not erase difference or deny embodiment; it 

allows the many layers of self – biological, psychological, relational, 

and cultural – to coexist without being forced into conflict.

In this way, gender is neither dismissed nor treated as absolute, but 

understood as one layer within a larger, multi-layered living system, 

a system that becomes healthier and more coherent when no single 

layer is asked to explain the whole. 

When brought into awareness, questions of gender lose much of 

their urgency to be resolved, and what remains is space for identity 

to remain responsive and fluid rather than needing to be fixed.
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Gender Identity. How important is gender to you? Do you strongly 

identify with it and feel proud, or does the concept mostly irrelevant?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Sexuality. How identified with your sexual, sensual, and creative 

powers do you feel: a vital, sexual being, or is your sensuality low?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Race/Ethnicity/Nationality. How strongly do you identify with your 

race or ethnicity, is this important to your sense of belonging?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Class/Caste. Does your upbringing or social status matter? Are you 

‘working class and proud’, high-bred, or does this seem irrelevant?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Ability/Disability. Identification with a perceived 'lack of' or 'strength 

in' particular physical attributes, such as strength, flexibility or speed?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Language/Multiple Cultures. With a multi-cultural background, do 

you identify strongly with having a broader cultural perspective?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

EXERCISE: EXPLORING IDENTIFICATION

This simple exercise looks to help make the invisible mechanics of 

identity attachment more visible by revealing what we are most 

attached to, what we value, and who we consider ourselves to be. 

By reflecting on the strength of these attachments, we begin to see 

the types of conditioning at work and the level of identification with 

them. Notice when a response is strong, and the feelings that might 

arise – pride, vulnerability, or even irritation. Try to capture your initial 

response, and do not overthink it. There are no right answers.

17



Religion/Faith. Do you have a belief structure? Were you taught to 

‘believe’ and how important is this to you: a background or essential?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Values/Beliefs. Perhaps you strongly identify with your opinions and 

moral positions. Do you consider them integral to who you are?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Relationship Status. For some, their most intimate relationship defines 

them: loving husband, devoted wife, newly engaged, etc. Do yours?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Physical Appearance. To what extent do you feel your sense of self is 

derived from your perception of your physical appearance?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Achievements. How strongly do you identify with achievements, such 

as your BA, MA, or doctorate, or with awards and prizes?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Chosen Profession. How strongly do you identify with your 

professional role, for example, doctor, architect, cleaner, or student? 

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Character. How important is it to you that standout aspects of your 

personality, such as humour or reliability, are recognised?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Skills. Do you identify with any notable mental or physical skills, such 

as sports, writing, coding, pottery or playing musical instruments?  

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43

Family/Heritage. How important are family and heritage? How strong 

is the link with family or a familial role; father, mother, etc?

LOW HIGH5 6 7 8 1091 2 43
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Alongside identity and personality sits the self-narrative: the ongoing, 

perpetually updating story through which we interpret experience 

and generate meaning. The self-narrative is best thought of as a 

functional fiction, inspired by real events. Its factual accuracy is 

largely irrelevant because it didn’t evolve to be a faithful historical 

record, but as a device to string together the various interpretations 

and reasoning that drive our actions. It is from this ongoing narrative 

that much of our sense of identity and meaning derives. 

The self-narrative is fluid and constantly adapts to new experiences, 

successes, failures, and the many feedback loops our stream of 

experiences provides. Having a story isn’t optional, and it needs to 

be coherent enough to be convincing. Cracks begin to show when 

we struggle to believe it. All is well when life appears to be unfolding 

as planned, but when events contradict our narrative, the story 

weakens and may require rewriting to restore its guiding role. 

Consider a promising young footballer who has an accident and can 

no longer play, or a student who dreams of becoming a doctor but 

fails to achieve the required grades. In each case, the old story falls 

apart, leaving an uneasy, sometimes even frightening, void.

Narrative could be described as the thread that binds together the 

various aspects of who we are. Even in old age, our story remains 

central, with memories often revisited and reshaped in an attempt to 

weave a narrative coherent enough to convince ourselves that our 

lives have had significance and meaning.

The ‘Story of Me’

Self-narrative is the interpretive layer that sits between identity and 

experience. It's the mechanism we use to make sense of who we 

are, what we do, and establish our place. Learning how to actively 

attend to the 'Story of Me' is the key to good narrative health.
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Healthy Identity Development

The personal narrative begins to take shape properly in later 

childhood, but it is during early adolescence, as social life expands 

beyond the family and we begin experimenting with our peers, that 

the various overarching themes of our story begin to take shape.

Two core aspects of identity develop in parallel during this period: 

the individual self and the group self. It is very important that both 

aspects receive attention, for it is the balance between them, along 

with a cohesive self-narrative, that forms a healthy identity.

If individual development is neglected, and we excessively conform 

to group dynamics, we risk stagnation and may face issues such as 

anxiety or depression. Likewise, if the group is neglected, we may 

become isolated, introverted, and struggle with social skills and 

relationships, while also becoming prone to problems. A healthy 

balance between self and group, then, is essential for development.

Development of

Individual Self

Cohesive

Self-Narrative

Balance

+
Development of

Group Self

Core human need to be 

an integral part of a

wider social group.

Lack of group 

development leads to 

isolation and social issues. 

Solid sense of being an

individual with personal

beliefs and boundaries.

A lack of personal 

development leads to

disempowerment.

HEALTHY BALANCE IN

IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT
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NARRATIVE AWARENESS

We can think of the self-narrative as the script the ‘character we are 

playing’ in life follows. It is largely unconsciously constructed, edited 

and adapted over time. The less introspective we tend to be, the 

more rigid our personal narrative becomes, with new experiences  

often forced to fit in with what is already there. With greater 

awareness, the narrative becomes more flexible, able to be adjusted 

and to stay grounded in reality. Even then, however, strong and 

compelling narrative threads can still pull us into fantasy or self-

delusion. A familiar example is the talented young musician who is 

certain they will ‘make it’ one day. As years pass and reality fails to 

align, that narrative begins to strain, and eventually crumble, as it 

dawns on them that they should have made a backup plan.

Becoming more aware of the stories we tell ourselves, rather than 

allowing them to run unquestioned in the background, matters 

because it offers a level of shock protection. Learning to recognise 

the early signs that our story is under pressure is also important. 

Sometimes referred to as cognitive dissonance, this is often 

experienced as tension or unease, and becomes most noticeable 

when we are unconsciously resisting or denying change.

It is also important to note that we do not really have control over our 

story. It is a living script that has momentum, so, like a supertanker, 

it cannot abruptly change direction. We can influence its direction, 

but only slowly, and only by staying open to what is actually going 

on, whether or not it aligns with our intentions. As we get older, we 

often fall into the trap of imagining that we have reached a ‘final 

state’ and are now done, but as we have established, nothing is ever 

fixed. The self-narrative is best not used as a vehicle for the ego to 

plot its desires, but should instead reflect the many layers of the self 

as they actually are. While we can take steps to care for our self-

narrative, it is the ongoing practice of alignment and integration, 

rather than deliberate control, that keeps the story coherent.
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Noticing the Cracks & Rebuilding Narrative

Some narrative challenges are minor, like chips in paintwork or small 

dents, while others can cause the narrative to lose coherence and 

begin to unravel. Early recognition and timely repair are key.

1. Narrative Pressure, ‘Noticing the Cracks’

- Feeling in the Body. When self-narrative is under pressure, the strain 

can first be felt as an underlying agitation or a tension in the body. 

Becoming embodied helps to better recognise these signs.

- Repetition and Replay. When the mind starts looping the same scene, 

argument, or regret, it may be a sign that the narrative is struggling to 

integrate what has happened. (Further thinking is rarely the answer).

- Brittleness. We may find ourselves sensitive, and find only a narrow 

range of emotions ‘allowed’, while others trigger defensiveness. This hints 

that the narrative is unable to update, so protecting itself instead.

- Avoidance. Certain topics, people, or decisions feel strangely charged. 

Avoidance signals that reality may be challenging an outdated script.

2. Rebuilding Narrative Without Forcing It

- Reduce Self-Focus. Meaning returns through context, not judgement. 

Focus outward on life’s patterns rather than inward to self-evaluation.

- Separate Responsibility from Judgement. Responsibility keeps the 

story alive to what needs to be learned, while judgement locks it down. 

- Write a New Draft. When narrative crumbles, it feels horrible, but it does 

open up new possibilities and releases us from past constraints.

- Love & Support. People are always the best medicine. Sharing your 

troubles and concerns helps relieve stress and deepens insight.

- Stability not Certainty. Sometimes we just need to step back and let 

the dust settle. Go for a run, eat well, and attend to the daily rhythms. 

Meaning will often reassemble when we are no longer overwhelmed. 
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We have somehow picked up the idea that identity is ours to 

construct via our opinions, preferences, tastes and possessions. In 

the age of peak-individualism, there is a belief that the harder we try 

to differentiate ourselves from others, the more ‘special’ we become. 

The very concept of a ‘personal brand’ goes to show just how far the 

values of consumerism have permeated the collective psyche.

Yet the pressure to define and refine ‘who we are’ often creates 

insecurity and anxiety, and can open the door for narcissism to 

develop. Chasing validation through material consumption and its 

performative expression, while sublimating real relationships for 

external virtual validation, diminishes the human experience in so 

many ways. The effort to self-define brings with it an unavoidable 

cluster of tensions and related problems. Firstly, it is a performance, 

so an energy-intensive activity that needs to be maintained. 

Secondly, it is a denial of who we really are and could be seen as a 

form of suppression. Finally, it encourages self-absorption, 

selfishness, and inevitably weakens real relationships. Most 

importantly, performative self-definition constrains the psyche, 

reducing its potential and inhibiting deeper, ongoing development. 

Letting go of the need to self-invent not only sets us free from these 

various difficulties and frictions, but it opens the door to something 

far richer: the authentic self already present, but hidden beneath the 

noise. An authentic sense of self does not need to be constructed or 

defended; it is leaner, lighter, and requires no effort to sustain.

Authenticity & Self-Acceptance

The more we attempt to ‘design’ an identity, or force ourselves into 

shapes that don’t quite fit, the more fragmentation is created. 

By letting go of ideas of who we should be, we create space to 

discover an authentic self that is naturally coherent and grounded.
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Benefits of Authenticity

- Authenticity Resonates. People are naturally drawn to authenticity 

because, in representing ourselves as we are, our actions and 

expressions are genuine. People naturally recognise and appreciate this, 

making it easier for them to open up and connect more deeply.

- Easier Interpersonal Interactions. Trying to conform to a self-created 

identity is exhausting. By letting go of the pretence, social interactions 

loosen up, become more free-flowing, and less energy-intensive.

- More Relatability. Authenticity makes us more human, as people are 

much more likely to relate to someone who is real and honest about their 

strengths, weaknesses, and experiences. Relatability relaxes people, 

puts them at ease, and enables relationships to deepen.

- Less Stress & Anxiety. Sustaining a misaligned identity increases 

internal tension and contributes to stress and anxiety. Allowing 

personality to express itself more honestly reduces this strain, resulting in 

a quieter, more grounded confidence that no longer needs to be 

performed. While self-construction may appear effective in the short term 

- like a swan that looks graceful on the surface but is paddling hard 

underneath the water - maintaining a façade is exhausting.

- Natural Confidence. We all have a unique set of personality traits, 

interests, and perspectives on life. Letting these flow naturally sends a 

powerful signal to others of ‘natural confidence’. People appreciate, 

respect, and respond to those who are comfortable in their own skin.

- More Flexibility. Self and identity are organic; they are patterns in 

motion, which change, adapt and grow over time. Dropping self-

definition gives these natural processes freedom to move.

- More ‘Flow’. The less mental activity we have running, the more we 

flow in general; conversations become easier and more spontaneous, 

and the mind is faster, more responsive, and far less defensive.
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Dropping Resistance, ‘Perfectly Imperfect’

The modern paradigm of performative self-invention is a cultural 

appropriation of a deep natural instinct: the search for self. This 

arises from the innate drive for cohesion and integration as explored 

later in the ‘Model of Mind’ chapter. However, this search has 

nothing to do with perfection, or with creating an idealised version of 

ourselves based on trends or shifting cultural expectations. Rather, it 

points to something far more important: the self as it already is.

This distortion is underpinned by a pervasive idea in modern culture, 

often promoted by the self-help and wellness industries, that we are 

not as we should be and need to be different. This framing implies 

that the present self is inadequate, unfinished, or even wrong. While 

effective at selling products and services, it is deeply unhelpful. It 

treats the current self as a problem to be solved, pushes fulfilment 

into an imagined future, and quietly reinforces the consumerist logic 

described earlier, in which the personal self is treated as something 

to be endlessly modified and shaped to fit prevailing ideals.

Psynapp takes a different approach. Rather than encouraging us to 

be different, it emphasises becoming more fully who we already are. 

Authenticity does not mean approving of everything about oneself, 

nor does it mean staying the same. The dissatisfaction we may feel 

with who we are often comes from external influences, distortions in 

our thinking, or an incoherent self-narrative, rather than from our 

underlying nature. Acceptance of the self as it is, is therefore not an 

end point, but a solid, healthy, starting place. As resistance to self 

‘as it is’ drops, and distortions of mind are reduced, experience 

begins to feel less strained, easier and more internally consistent.

There appears a direct choice: to labour under the dangerous idea 

that we are free to control and construct whatever self we choose, or 

to step away from this mindset and focus instead on self-knowledge, 

progressively opening ourselves up to ever deeper potential.
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Tips for Authenticity 

- Fully Accept the Present Self as the Starting Point. Reject the idea 

that your current self is a problem to be solved. Acceptance, while a 

journey in itself, allows resistance to drop and coherence to emerge.

- Collaborate with Your Natural Personality. Come to know and accept 

your biological and conditioned tendencies, rather than trying to override 

hardwired patterns in an attempt to match some imagined ideal.

- Self-Discovery over Self-Invention. Release the high-energy effort of 

‘self-branding’ and performing for perceived social status. Allow the 

authentic self to emerge and take the lead.

- Resist the Machine. Seek genuine self-development to prevent your 

story from being co-opted or manipulated by synthetic influence. Actively 

try to notice the various feedback loops presented by algorithms.

- Practise Narrative Awareness. Recognise that a cohesive personal 

story is essential; keep the story light, flexible and realistic to prevent the 

psyche from becoming brittle when reality contradicts the narrative.

- Embrace the Collective Nature of Humanity. Modern culture 

promotes individuality as primary, yet a full and rich identity best arises 

through participation, relationship, shared language, culture and history.

- Ground Identity in Real Relationships. Actual (IRL) relationships act as 

a mirror. They reflect us back in ways that cannot be curated or controlled, 

grounding identity in shared reality rather than a ‘like’ based abstraction.

- Shift Core Identification to Awareness. By shifting our sense of 

identity toward ‘that which can notice’, we find a foundation that is never 

threatened by success or failure, and that remains stable and clear.

- Surrender to the Bigger Story. Personal identity sits within the wider 

field of being. When egoic identity loosens its grip, the self expands rather 

than contracts. This bigger narrative provides infinite room for expansion.
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The ego cannot be killed, nor is it an enemy. It exists only in the 

abstract, as information. It is a dominant cluster of patterns in the 

psyche that functions to both define and defend the boundaries of 

what is considered ‘me’ or ‘mine’. It is a fluid configuration of values, 

preferences, and identifications that form the basis of the 

interpretive boundary between us and the whole, providing the 

personal orientation required to function (without a sense of separate 

self, we wouldn’t know which mouth to feed). A useful way to 

imagine the ego is as a self-made model: a continuously updated 

‘representation’ that organises perception, motivation, and action 

into a first-person perspective. Of course, the ego doesn’t feel like a 

model. It has always been there, and so feels like ‘who I am’. 

Because it hides in plain sight, it is difficult to notice.

Because we are not taught what the ego is or how it operates, it 

often goes unnoticed, and when it causes issues, we lack the skills 

to understand what is going on. The ego has a strong tendency to 

seek power, attention, and recognition, because these strengthen 

the sense of ‘me’. It also likes to identify with things - cars, people, 

jobs, even ideas - for whatever is identified with becomes part of this 

'me' and so is defended as if it were an extension of the body. 

Conversely, if the ego is frail, we may become hesitant and unsure, 

and our power of agency weakened. The key is not a rejection of 

ego, but maintaining balance, ensuring it serves rather than controls.

Ego & Shadow

Ego, the ‘I’-maker, is the central pattern in the ‘Story of Me’, 

shaping much of our behaviour and decision-making. By 

developing an understanding of the ego and its counterpart, the 

‘shadow’, we can better integrate them and remain balanced.
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A Brief History of Ego

We assume that a distinct sense of separate self has always been 

there, but the ego as we know it today is a relatively recent 

development, for as human intellectual capacity and language skills 

have grown more complex, so has the ego.

Ego stateEra

Archaic

Pre-History

 

Ego is minimal at best. Experience is immersive and reactive, with 

little boundary between self and nature. Identity is primarily 

survival-based, lacking any longer-term narrative thread.

Magical

Paleolithic

 

The early ‘I’ grows as symbolic thinking increases. Self and nature 

still deeply intertwined. Meaning is made through ritual and story. 

Identity is mainly tribal - group a container for the individual.

Mythic

Early Civilisations

 

Ego becomes established through roles, rules, and hierarchy. 

Identity becomes ‘who I am in the pecking order’. The culture 

needs coherence, so this era hardens polarity.

Modern

Enlightenment

 

Ego consolidates around reason and the mind's inner narrative. 

The self is experienced as a private centre that plans, judges, and 

attempts to control outcomes through knowledge and cognition.

Post-Modern

20th Century

 

Ego inflation is culturally encouraged by competitive narratives 

and comparison. Identity starts to feel curated and performative, 

shaped by popular cultural trends and peer dynamics.

Tech/Consumer

AI Age

 

Ego is amplified and shaped by the digital. Identity is highly 

influenced by algorithmic curation. Attention is fragmented, 

experience is mediated, and nature disconnected.

Threshold

Post-AI Age

 

Ego stands at a crossroads. In one direction, it seeks to expand 

and take authority over reality; in the other, it matures, finds 

balance, and begins to function in harmony with nature.

This timeline echoes the ‘structures of consciousness’ described by Jean Gebser.



Development of Ego, Persona and Shadow

For a short while, we exist as an undifferentiated extension of our 

parents, but before long, around the age of three, a sense of 

separate self begins to form, and the personal ‘I’ takes shape. From 

an early age we are encouraged to differentiate ourselves from 

others. Repeated interactions reinforce this interpretation of being a 

discrete individual, as we begin to internalise the labels and scripts 

applied to us, ‘John is good at football’, ‘John is naughty’, ‘John is 

clever’. Eventually these descriptions (and the arguments against 

them) become who we believe we are. In this way, the ego slowly 

grows through a loop of reflected feedback and self-interpretation.

As children, we are conditioned to learn that certain behaviours are 

considered unacceptable, shameful, or attention-seeking, and so 

begin to suppress or hide them in response to instructive feedback. 

This boundary between permitted and discouraged expression 

marks the formation of the shadow: those patterns, impulses, and 

traits that are actively ignored or disowned within the ego structure. 

By the pre-teen years, we learn that unfiltered self-expression carries 

social consequences. In response, we develop personas: adaptive 

presentations of the underlying ego - masks that allow us to better 

adapt to different situations and social expectations: the compliant 

student in one situation, the party animal in another.

During adolescence, identity is at its most fluid and experimental. 

Through trial and error, young people begin to test and refine which 

‘self-configurations’ feel most viable. This period is challenging, as it 

involves negotiating the tensions between the individual self and the 

group self. The shadow typically deepens during this time, as further 

aspects of the self are suppressed in order to maintain social and 

peer alignment. Pressure to define ourselves more clearly intensifies, 

which then extends into adulthood. This period often leads to over-

identification with an identity that is not yet fully formed, as the ego 

pushes to stabilise a sense of self that is still emerging.
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Common Ego Pitfalls 

- Fixed Opinions & Strong Self-Definition. When the ego is left 

unmoderated, it assumes control, usually through the inner voice. By 

treating that voice as if it is our own, we risk believing everything it says 

and granting its output undue authority and significance.

- The Need to Be Right. When we get things wrong, there is often a 

pang of indignation; that is the ego. It resists acknowledging error as 

this makes it feel diminished, but this defensive posture can, of course, 

lead to conflict, stagnation, and a reduced capacity to learn.

- Comparison with Others. Each person is an unfolding process 

shaped by different conditions. Cultural conditioning encourages 

comparison, yet this collapses complexity and depth, producing a 

temporary sense of superiority, or feelings of inadequacy.

- Identifying Consumption with Self-Worth. When self-worth 

becomes entangled in material accumulation, the ego becomes linked 

to external symbols. This creates a brittle identity structure because it 

then requires ongoing reinforcement from accumulation.

- The Pursuit of Constant Validation. An unbalanced ego often seeks 

external affirmation to reassure itself, resulting in people-pleasing, 

performance-based self-worth, and reliance on approval, likes, or 

praise. This pattern pulls attention outwards, weakening coherence.

- The Control Fallacy. The ego struggles with uncertainty, holding the 

belief that outcomes, people, and circumstances can be controlled. 

This misalignment with reality generates anxiety, frustration, and 

resistance when events diverge from expectation (which they often do).

- Saviour Complex. An inflated ego can express itself as a compulsion 

to fix or rescue others, often without consent. This pattern is frequently 

driven by an unmet need for validation, the motivation to help coming 

from the desire to strengthen the ego rather than from compassion.
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SHADOW

The ego has two essential aspects: in the light are the parts of 

ourselves that are accepted and identified with, and in the dark are 

the aspects that are denied, ignored, and deliberately kept away 

from awareness. This is commonly referred to as the shadow, 

sometimes described as the 'alter ego'. It contains impulses and 

tendencies that have been judged as shameful or 'wrong', traits that 

do not fit the internalised scripts we have running of what others 

expect us to be, or indeed who we believe we should be. The 

shadow also holds positive aspects that have been suppressed, 

such as playfulness restrained in adulthood, or talents hidden after 

being criticised or perhaps labelled as ‘showing off’ by others.

As one might expect, a wide range of material accumulates in the 

shadow. Even natural forms of self-expression can be pushed out of 

awareness, including primal impulses, sexuality, strong emotions, or 

unconventional ideas or ways of thinking that conflict with parental, 

social, or cultural conditioning. These elements are often ignored or 

suppressed, yet this creates issues, as these patterns need to be 

heard. When denied expression, they tend to push forward, often 

producing friction, guilt, shame, unconscious self-punishment, or 

other neurotic patterns of behaviour that ‘leak’ out.

The aim is to recognise the shadow for what it is: an integral aspect 

of the psyche, not something foreign, defective, or in need of 

deletion (neither possible nor desirable). Working with the shadow 

therefore calls for honesty and a willingness to allow whatever 

thoughts, feelings, or impulses arise, without immediate judgement.

Shadow work is a key element of self-discovery and integral to the 

development of a balanced psyche. Allowing attention to rest on 

what feels uncomfortable or awkward is a good place to start. By 

reintegrating what has been rejected, we recover aspects of 

ourselves that were excluded, yet often carry significance and value.
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Common Shadow Pitfalls 

- Hiding from the Shadow. All of us have aspects of ourselves that we 

avoid or suppress. Repressed patterns do not disappear; they still seek 

expression. When unacknowledged, they tend to surface indirectly as 

neurotic behaviour or through other distorted emotional reactions.

- Projection. A very common shadow mechanism is where 

unacknowledged traits, emotions or impulses are projected out and 

attributed to others. This mechanism allows shadow material to express 

itself externally, while still avoiding conscious recognition.

- Denial of Vulnerability. Projecting invulnerability can become a 

defensive strategy to keep fear and anxiety out of awareness. This is why 

those who appear overly confident or self-assured often carry 

unacknowledged vulnerability beneath the surface.

- Repressed Creativity and Vitality. The shadow often holds unrealised 

talents, passions and creative impulses. Conditioning around judgement, 

failure or rejection can suppress these capacities, but their lack of 

expression can result in creative stagnation or a sense of flattening.

- Passive-Aggressive Shadow Expression. When difficult emotions 

are denied, they tend to emerge indirectly through passive-aggressive 

behaviour, sarcasm, withdrawal or self-sabotage. Repressed anger or 

fear will look to find any available outlet to express themselves.

- Fear of the Unknown and Stagnation. The shadow contains 

unexplored potential. Avoidance of change, uncertainty or risk keeps 

familiar scripts intact at the cost of growth. Without movement into the 

unknown, the psyche settles into repetitive, ever-narrowing patterns.

- The Inner Saboteur. Certain shadow patterns actively resist success, 

stability or change. This resistance often operates unconsciously, 

showing up as procrastination, self-sabotage or repeated automatic 

choices that continue to reinforce limiting self-narratives.
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      EXERCISE: EXPLORING EGO & SHADOW

Of all the forces that shape behaviour, the ego and its shadow 

patterns are by far the most dominant. Yet they sit in the 

background, so familiar that they generally go unnoticed, much like 

awareness itself. They are not hidden because they are subtle, but 

because they have been mistaken for who we are for so long.

The objective in Psynapp is not to fight these patterns, but to bring 

them into clearer view. By becoming more attentive to how they 

manifest, and open to the parts of ourselves that try to speak 

through them, we gain choice where previously there was only habit. 

The following exercises outline a few ways to make these patterns 

easier to notice, and bring them closer to the surface.

1. Noticing Every ‘I’. At the core of the ego sits the ‘I’. This simple 

language exercise helps bring the ego into view by noticing how 

frequently this word appears in everyday thinking and speech. Write the 

letter ‘I’ on your hand or a Post-it note. For a day or two, deliberately 

notice each time ‘I’ is used in thought or language. This exercise 

highlights how often identity is reinforced in language, and how much 

space the ‘I’ occupies. 

2. Changing Every ‘I’. This exercise builds on rephrasing statements 

while removing the word ‘I’. For example, ‘I am hungry’ becomes ‘there 

is hunger’. This challenges the mind to find non-identifying language, as 

well as drawing attention to habitual identifications and self-orientated 

scripts that normally operate unobserved.

3. Strong Emotions and Triggers. Making a note of what provokes 

strong emotional reactions often brings insight, as triggers commonly 

arise when ego or shadow patterns feel threatened. Extreme 

defensiveness, denial, or disproportionate reactions are obvious clues. 

The skill here lies in maintaining sufficient attention and trying to remain 

just an observer of what is going on and not getting pulled in.
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4. Becoming Aware of Ego ‘Polishing’. The ego is simply a collection 

of mental patterns, fundamentally plastic and malleable, capable of 

being adjusted and refined (albeit gradually). In early adulthood, there is 

a tendency to try on different styles of identity to see how they fit, 

driven by the cultural idea that the self is a personal construction. 

Notice self-defining scripts such as ‘I am the sort of person who…’, ‘I 

always buy…’, or ‘I only use…’, and look to refrain from making strong 

statements about who you ‘are’. As a general rule, the less effort 

invested in shaping a self-image, the more space there is for 

authenticity to emerge (see Clarify/Language/Assertions).

5. Reduce Self-Focusing Language. Instead of saying ‘I want’, try 

‘wants’, and notice how this shift in language affects experience. 

Practised over time, this type of shift highlights how frequently events, 

impulses, objects, and ideas become automatically personalised. Along 

similar lines, try giving the ego a name, or referring to yourself in the 

third person. Light self-enquiry can also be introduced, for example: 

‘Bob seems shaken by this; I wonder why?’ This creates space 

between awareness and egoic script activity.

6. The Heart of Desire. One of the ego’s primary functions is the 

fulfilment of desires. Becoming more aware of material cravings and 

ambitions helps reveal the underlying motivational patterns driving 

them. For example, is a desire for a new car about utility, social 

signalling, parental approval, or compensation for a perceived lack? 

Observing desire in this way brings clarity to how the ego attempts to 

expand itself through external attachment. You might look to notice 

how peer socialisation might trigger such desires.

7. Proactive Empathy. When judgement or a sense of superiority 

towards another arises, it can be useful to imagine being them. Shut 

your eyes and for a moment consider how that person might feel. 

Imagine you have their face, see through their eyes, and think what 

conditions or influences might be shaping their behaviour. This 

encourages compassion and reduces automatic self-referencing.
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Consider how we present ourselves in a job interview compared to a 

night out with friends – same person, different presentation. 

Personas are different expressions of the same ego, each a mask 

that amplifies or downplays certain traits, or at times mirrors the 

presentation style of the group in order to better meet expectations.

Personas can be thick, such as when presenting as a figure of 

authority or a technical expert, or thin, such as when interacting with 

someone close, for example when reading a bedtime story to a child. 

The thinner the persona, the less performative it is, and therefore the 

better it represents the underlying ego. Roles are similar to personas, 

but are enacted openly and collectively; for example, students 

recognise that their teachers are playing the role of ‘teacher’.

Like a wardrobe with different costumes, we carry many personas. 

Through experience and feedback, we learn to mix and match them, 

and adapt how we present in different contexts. We become most 

aware of them when needing to switch rapidly between different 

ones, or when a chosen persona doesn’t match the setting, such as 

being very informal or emotional in a professional environment.

Becoming aware of these different modes of presentation is valuable 

as it brings attention to ways we shape our outward behaviour, and 

provides clearer insight into the underlying patterns that generate 

and connect them. This makes the processes of identity more visible 

and helps clarify the boundaries between self, outward expression, 

and how we adapt to meet different social contexts.

Personas & Roles

Personas and roles are types of masks – adaptations of our 

identities that help us adapt in society, often without realising it. 

Becoming aware of the different masks we wear is an effective 

way of getting a better understanding of the underlying self.
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When Personas and Roles Become Problematic

- Persona Is Unrepresentative of Ego. There is almost always some 

degree of persona operating, even with close friends. Personas are 

natural, but like all mental patterns, they function best when they are 

cohesive. In this case, cohesion means remaining thin and aligned to 

the underlying ego. When the persona diverges too much from what it 

represents, it becomes energetically costly to maintain and, over time, 

can cause anxiety, exhaustion or low mood. Many people work in 

environments that require them to sustain ego-mismatched personas, 

and such situations are detrimental to long-term mental balance.

- Hiding Behind a Persona or Role. When identity is still forming, as in 

young adulthood, there can be a tendency to adopt an artificially thick 

persona. This may arise from a reluctance to reveal unintegrated 

aspects of the self, uncertainty about who one is, or the suppression of 

certain traits considered incompatible or inappropriate (which will 

continue to operate unconsciously). Sustaining a heavy façade requires 

continuous effort; as self-understanding deepens and identity 

coherence increases, the need to hide diminishes, allowing self-

presentation to become more authentic.

- Becoming Lost in a Persona or Role. Difficulties also arise when 

identification with a persona or role becomes excessive, not because it 

is consciously forgotten as a presentation, but because it is 

unconsciously taken to be preferable, safer, or more stable than what it 

represents, and so is gradually adopted as self. A familiar example is 

the senior professional who remains in authority mode at home, relating 

to family members through the same role-based scripts used at work. 

In such cases, identity becomes overly entangled with a particular role, 

reducing flexibility, responsiveness, and authenticity. This 

unacknowledged identification tends to generate internal friction, as the 

psyche does not lose track of what is being enacted, and so knows 

something is wrong. The more energy invested in maintaining this 

misalignment, the greater the strain that accumulates over time.
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     EXERCISE: EXPLORING PERSONAS & ROLES

Exploring personas and roles enables us to become more aware of 

their presence and influence. For example, noticing how behaviour 

changes when meeting people for the first time, or when proactively 

trying to make a good impression. Identifying the personas 

employed in everyday life, and reflecting on their nature is a subtle 

but insightful process. It can reveal clues about what we identify 

with, what is being suppressed, or where certain patterns have 

become inflexible. It also helps increase awareness of the social 

motivations and emotional drivers that underpin our interactions.

In general, the closer personas are to self-when-alone, the easier 

they are to inhabit and the less energy they consume. Working in a 

job you hate is often so difficult because maintaining a mismatched 

persona is exhausting, and the misalignment itself grates and feels 

uncomfortable. Compare this to spending time with a close friend, 

where there is rhythm and flow, and the energy is light and easy. The 

objective, then, is to become aware of these mechanisms and bring 

personas as close as possible to being an authentic expression of 

the underlying self. The following exercises look to explore this.

Persona and Role Exploration Exercises

1. Identify Key Personas & Roles. This simple exercise helps bring 

these social mechanisms into clearer view. Consider the different roles 

played across life, work, social settings, family, and friendship groups. 

Make a list of the roles you adopt, such as diligent daughter, dedicated 

employee, troubled teen, good laugh, top salesperson, or benevolent 

manager. Then note any identity traits these masks tend to draw on, for 

example, silly, serious, fun, loud, quiet, leader, follower, and so on. 

2. Switching Personas and Roles. When in company, try to notice 

which persona is currently active and note what triggers or motivates 

any shift. Which traits are being accentuated or subdued during the 

switch? See if any recurring patterns can be identified.
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3. How the Personas & Roles Feel. Consider the emotional charge of 

each persona or role; how do they make you feel? Reflect on how you 

tend to either express or suppress aspects of yourself when playing 

different roles. Think about your work persona: is it serious, diligent, 

and professional? Do you strongly identify with, and take pride in, the 

organisation you work for, or is it simply a means to an end? Is your 

work persona just a thin disguise to prevent you from getting sacked? 

Consider, also, how comfortable you are inhabiting each persona. 

Which ones feel natural? Which ones feel uncomfortable?

4. Shadow Work. Sometimes we hide behind a persona for fear that  

unintegrated aspects of ourselves will not be accepted. If you have a 

general sense that certain character traits may not be welcomed, take 

the time to sit somewhere still and quiet and contemplate this. Note 

which behaviours you are tempted to suppress. Ask yourself: are these 

aspects genuinely unacceptable, or are they shaped by conditioning of 

some sort? Acknowledge these patterns and imagine what it would 

mean to integrate them rather than continue to keep them hidden.

5. Thin Persona Exploration. Consider your most intimate 

relationships, those where the persona is at its thinnest, and compare 

this with the self-when-alone state. Note the subtle behaviours, 

expressions, and mannerisms that surface when you are in company. 

Are there aspects of yourself that are still modified or concealed 

somehow, even in these close relationships? Consider why these 

subtle adjustments persist and what beliefs, patterns, or fears may be 

preventing fuller expression. This exercise can help illuminate hidden, 

underlying patterns and also reveal some of the barriers that may stand 

in the way of allowing relationships to deepen.

6. Persona Reduction Experiment. Imagine what would happen if you 

allowed your behaviour to align as closely as possible with your self-

when-alone state. How might others respond? Would this feel 

liberating, uncomfortable, or even risky? Who might struggle with this 

shift, and who might respond positively? This experiment clarifies where 

personas aid adaptation and where they might constrain expression.
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Humans have used narrative to make sense of life and to share 

experience and knowledge since cave paintings. Myths, legends, 

and fairy tales reflected recurring themes of collective life: courage 

and failure, loyalty and betrayal, love and loss. Within these stories 

were recurring patterns, which over time became themes that could 

be recognised playing out in life. Narrative provided a wider context 

for interpreting life than one's own limited experience alone, and so 

these underlying ‘themes’ helped people learn how to act, what to 

value, aspire to, and how to make sense of suffering and change.

As human consciousness evolved and the sense of a separate self 

grew stronger, shared themes were joined by personal narratives, 

and what was once held collectively through myth gradually became 

internalised. For example, the ‘Warrior’ existed as a mythic pattern 

that could be adopted when needed, but over time the values of 

courage, aggression, or loyalty became identified as ‘who I am’. 

Over thousands of years, these themes, or archetypes, became 

woven into our collective sense-making and embedded not only in 

culture, but in the fabric of the individual and collective psyche.

Archetypes are not mystical or symbolic ‘characters’ as they are 

sometimes mistaken for, but simply patterns of common, enduring 

human behaviour that continue to shape our experiences. Even 

though we may be completely unfamiliar with archetypes as a 

concept, these patterns of influence are deeply embedded in the 

stories we tell ourselves about who we are.

Archetypes & Symbolic Patterns

Throughout history, human experience has been shaped and 

shared through recurring narrative themes. Archetypes describe 

these enduring patterns as the underlying forms that shape 

meaning, motivation and character.
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Working with archetypes can subtly change how we see ourselves 

and others, and offer ways to notice the often-unseen forces that 

shape behaviour, motivate, or perhaps inhibit action. Some 

archetypes may feel immediate and present, others weak, or 

strangely muted. Each archetype has a light expression, where its 

qualities are balanced and supportive, and a shadow expression, 

where that same energy in excess expresses itself in ways that are 

unhelpful. What we admire in others often points to qualities we 

value but may not fully inhabit. What we strongly reject can indicate 

something being pushed away. For example, irritation at dominance 

may conceal an unexpressed desire for authority, while discomfort 

with ambition might reflect our own lack.

One way archetypes influence us most is how they shape what 

stands out in our experience and how these are interpreted. Let's 

imagine two people attending a protest. One, with a dominant 

archetype of the ‘Rebel’, feels energised and alive, drawn to the 

challenge to authority and a sense of resistance. The noise and the 

energy reinforce this connection. The other, with a strong ‘Caregiver’ 

archetype, may experience the event very differently, perhaps tuning 

in to the energy of the people who look frightened or overwhelmed. 

They might feel concern rather than excitement and be unsettled by 

the aggression in the crowd. Nothing about the event itself has 

changed except the pattern through which experience is filtered.

We can also use archetypes to reframe situations and broaden 

perspectives. For example, a friend who constantly uses sarcasm or 

jokes during serious conversations may be operating from the 

shadow of the ‘Disruptor’ – humour used as a shield to hide 

suppressed inner tension or vulnerability. A person who tries to 

dominate socially might be inhabiting an inflated ‘Ruler’ archetype. 

Their attempted domination may actually be a defensive posture, 

arising not from a desire for power, but from an unacknowledged 

struggle with uncertainty. Becoming familiar with archetypes extends 

our vocabulary for understanding ourselves and others.
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     EXERCISE: EXPLORING ARCHETYPES

The following pages introduce a set of archetypes and a series of 

playful exercises. Rather than approaching the archetypes as 

abstract concepts, these exercises look to reveal how these patterns 

are expressed in our own experience. They are better understood as 

tones or shades, part of the wider palette of identity. Their value lies 

in their ability to bring previously unnoticed patterns into awareness, 

not as a tool for self-categorisation. Remember that you are not the 

pattern you observe. Archetypes are aspects of appearance and 

expression, nothing more. Taken together, these exercises offer a 

way of loosening identification, increasing clarity, and recognising 

how different patterns move through experience. Used lightly and 

with curiosity, archetypes become a useful lens for self-exploration.

1. Tuning In & Feeling the Weight. This exercise looks to create an 

initial intuitive encounter. Rather than analysing these archetypes 

intellectually, the idea is to focus on the instinctual response. Some 

may resonate immediately, while others may feel irrelevant, and some 

potentially uncomfortable. Casually rating the strength of these initial 

reactions enables patterns of association to begin to surface naturally.

2. Finding the Directors. Here, the aim is to notice which archetypal 

themes feel the most influential to you at the moment, with certain 

patterns perhaps sensed as dominant. It is also worth noticing which 

archetypes evoke the most resistance, as this may point towards a 

dominant shadow theme. The exercise is not about labelling or judging, 

but observing which patterns have a tendency to steer the story.

3. Framing Through the Archetypal Lens. This is an imaginal exercise 

for finding new perspectives. Bring to mind a current situation that is 

confusing or unresolved. Then choose an archetype that feels 

comfortable, and one or more that feel distant or unfamiliar. Now try to 

imagine that situation from those different perspectives - what each 

one highlights, downplays, and how your emotional response shifts. 
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4. Light–Shadow Contrast. Choose an archetype that you are most 

comfortable with. First, consider how it reveals itself in you when 

balanced and supportive (in the light). Then, deliberately explore its 

‘shadow’, when the pattern is excessive, suppressed or distorted. 

Allow yourself to see those qualities within yourself, noticing any 

discomfort, defensiveness or resistance that arises.

5. The Disowned Archetype. Scan the list of archetypes and notice 

which feel particularly irrelevant, uncomfortable, or actively off-putting. 

These reactions sometimes hold hidden insight, so choose one to work 

with. Really try to imagine how you express those qualities in both their 

light and shadow aspects. This might take a bit of discipline, but with 

focus this exercise often helps bring suppressed or subconsciously 

ignored feelings and energies to the surface.

6. Archetypal Drift Over Time. Reflect on a few key phases of your 

life, such as childhood, your first romantic encounter, starting your first 

job and the present. Notice which archetypal patterns felt dominant in 

each of these phases, and which were perhaps missing. Consider how 

different themes might have come and gone over time. This exercise 

helps reveal identity as fluid rather than fixed, and invites recognition 

that earlier patterns do not disappear, but remain active in the psyche 

and continue to influence present experience.

7. Relationship Mapping. Consider a few key relationships. Try to 

remember which archetypal patterns tended to become more 

dominant when you were with that person. Then think about which of 

those patterns became a dominant theme. This exercise highlights how 

patterns in our relationship behaviour might have continued over time, 

and may surface automatically.

8. Group and Individual Tension. Consider how different archetypal 

patterns pull you towards either belonging or autonomy. Choose a 

situation where you feel tension between fitting in and standing apart. 

Observe which archetypal qualities encourage connection with others, 

and which have an energy of independence or separation.
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Light: Fights for personal freedom and challenges established norms.

Shadow: May drift into unnecessary destruction or deviousness.

Rebel/Outlaw

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Pushes through fear to rise to challenges and grow.

Shadow: Risks ‘saviour complex’ seeking to fix without consent.

Hero

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Provides a quiet sense of authority and standards.

Shadow: Can become rigid, demanding, cold, or overly stern.

Father

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Offers nurturing guidance and reliable support.

Shadow: Over-controlling or smothering to maintain role.

Mother

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Drives a deep search for belonging and self-discovery.

Shadow: May manifest as a permanent sense of being lost or abandoned.

Orphan

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Represents purity and untapped potential.

Shadow: Falling into naivety or a refusal to transition into adulthood.

Innocent/Child

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12
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Light: Finds fresh ways to express feeling and truth.

Shadow: Prone to ‘over-polishing’ identity and to pretension.

Creator/Artist

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Solves problems through logical and innovative creativity.

Shadow: Reduces reality to ‘dead’ matter and ignores emotional layers.

Engineer

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Takes responsibility to lead and provide order.

Shadow: Risks an inflated ego that seeks power and control over others.

Ruler

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Sees through complexity to find impartial truth and fairness.

Shadow: Becoming a cold ‘internal judge’ that suppresses impulses.

Judge

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Provides a calm voice of reason and wisdom.

Shadow: Risks becoming detached or judgemental of those still learning.

Mentor/Sage

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Searches inner and outer worlds for purpose and truth.

Shadow: Risks a ‘Wanderer’ loop of restless dissatisfaction.

Seeker/Explorer

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12
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Light: Urges to help and heal others through kindness.

Shadow: May use the role to avoid healing their own ‘wounded’ parts.

Healer

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Embodies loyalty and the ‘group self’.

Shadow: Stagnating by excessively conforming to group expectations.

Companion

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Seeks depth, intimacy, and compassionate transcendence.

Shadow: Can lose the ‘individual self’ in drive for connection.

Lover

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Challenges conventions to create fresh thinking and wisdom.

Shadow: Disrupts to hide inner tension or cause chaos for its own sake.

Disruptor

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Makes sense of events to guide culture and context.

Shadow: May deceive self and others by drifting into fantasy.

Storyteller

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Thinks and feels deeply with intuitive creativity.

Shadow: Prone to over-sensitivity, melancholy, and isolation.

Poet

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12
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Light: Values stillness, presence, and the inner life.

Shadow: Uses contemplation to hide from the group or social duty.

Monk/Mystic

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Listens and seeks harmony during conflict.

Shadow: Suppressing their boundaries to avoid ‘unpleasant’ tension.

Peacemaker

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Opens the group to intuition and unseen forces.

Shadow: Risks losing touch with the physical substrate of reality.

Shaman

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Represents the ‘cosmic itch’ or the drive for fleeting freedom.

Shadow: Risks total loss of personal agency to external forces.

Addict

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Embodies sensitivity and vulnerability.

Shadow: Can become trapped in blame and a fear of taking risks.

Victim

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12

Light: Sacrifices self for others to provide balance.

Shadow: May use ‘guilt trips’ to manipulate and bring attention.

Martyr

SHADOW LIGHT0 1 2 3 5445<< >>3 12
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