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In reviewing the successes of many forms of psychotherapy, Dr. James Pennebacker suggests that the mere act of disclosure may be a powerful therapeutic agent. Research indicates that writing about personally upsetting experiences produces consistent and significant health benefits. Research also indicates that writing about one’s goals and dreams can also significantly affect wellness and positive affect.

Typically, participants are asked to write for three to five consecutive days, 15-20 minutes each day in response to these instructions:

For the next few days, I would like you to write about your very deepest thoughts and feelings about an extremely important emotional issue that has affected you and your life. In your writing, I’d like you to really let go and explore your very deepest emotions and thoughts. You might tie your topic to relationships with others, including parents, lovers, friends, or relatives; to your past, present, or your future; or to who you have been, who you would like to be, or who you are now.

You may write about the same issues or experiences on all day sof writing or on different topics each day. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up.

Pennebacker notes that the writing paradigm has been powerful for all age groups and ability levels. In his research, he had found essays reflect a range of traumatic experiences, including lost loves, deaths, and sexual and physical abuse. Given the opportunity, people disclose deeply personal aspects of their lives, and the vast majority reports that the writing experience was valuable and meaningful in their lives. Findings have indicated that the disclosure is associated with significant drops in physician visits, improvement in immune function, and positive changes in autonomic and muscular activity. Behavioral changes include improvement in grades, faster reemployment following job loss, and lower rates of absenteeism. Self-reports indicate reductions in distress, negative affect (mood), and depression.

This research provides several other interesting findings: there were no differences as a function of personality, sex, education, or ethnic background. Talking and writing about emotional experiences are both superior to writing about superficial topics. These essay appear to produce benefits even when written anonymously (and thereby receiving no social feedback), or as a starting point for further discussion with a counselor.

Two major explanations have been offered for the positive effects of writing. The first theory is that not disclosing important psychological phenomena is a form of inhibition. Letting go and talking about traumatic experiences reduces the stress of inhibition. The second explanation that receives support from more recent research is that writing probably does more than reduce inhibition. It may produce changes in basic cognitive and linguistic processing that prove therapeutic. For example, analyses of the essays indicate that three linguistic factors predict improved health. First, the more the individuals used “positive” emotion words, the better their subsequent health. Second, a moderate number of “negative” emotion words predicted health. Both very high and very low levels of negative emotion words correlated with poorer health. Third, and it seemed most important, an increase in both casual and insight words over the course of writing was strongly associated with improved health. It seemed that people who benefited from writing began with poorly organized descriptions and progressed to coherent stories by the last day of writing. Among the research questions to be answered is whether one’s “personal narrative”, or story, can ultimately result in assimilation of an unexplained experience, thereby allowing the person to get on with life.

Penneback, J.W. (1997). Writing about emotional experiences as a therapeutic process. Psychological Science, 8,  162-166.


