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Effects of Expressive Writing Interventions

“Over 150 studies and three meta-analyses (Frattaroli, 2006; Frisina, Borod, & Lepore, 2004; 
Smyth, 1998) have found expressive writing about a stressful event leads to improved mental 
and physical health benefits” (Boals, 2012, p. 393). 

More recently, systematic review of expressive writing interventions in cancer patients 
(Merz, Fox, & Malcarne, 2014)



Research Question

• What are the health outcomes of expressive writing interventions in 
adult patients?

• Method of Literature Review
• Databases: CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsycArticles, Psychology & Behavioral Sciences

• Key words: Expressive writing, health outcomes, nursing

• Inclusion criteria: Middle aged + aged, research, empirical, peer-reviewed, 
English, 2008 to current, RCT

• Cross-referenced 

• Exclusions: Pilot studies, caregivers, healthy populations



Expressive Writing Defined

• Private and guided writing exercise designed to improve health by 
prompting emotional and cognitive processes

• Writing about traumatic, stressful or emotional events



Results 
• Sample sizes varied from 31 – 848

• Most common medical diagnoses breast and other forms of cancer

• Most common expressive writing intervention 3 twenty minute 
writing sessions for 3 or 4 consecutive days

• Gaps between sessions days to weeks

• Most common follow-up 1, 3, 6 mos.

• Most common design three or four groups including expressive 
writing (EW) about diagnosis and factual/superficial writing control 
group; some control groups received normal care (Gellaitry et al, 
2010)



Significant Positive Health Outcomes Between 
Writing Groups
• QOL measures

• Early breast cancer survivors (Craft et al, 2012)
• Hematopoietic stem cell transplant survivors with moderate to severe survivorship 

problems (Rini et al, 2013)

•Lower scores DASS stress subscale (Baikie, Geerligs, & Wilheim, 2012)

•Satisfaction with emotional support (Gellaitry, et al 2010)

•Decreased depression scores (Beck Depression Inventory and Patient Health 
Questionnaire-9 score) (Krpan et al, 2013)

•Reduced intrusive thoughts for women with breast cancer reporting low 
emotional support (Low et al, 2010)

•Greater use of mental health services during study (Mosher et al, 2012)



Mediators

• Peer helpers (Rini et al, 2013)

• Emotional support (Low et al, 2010)

• Length of time since diagnosis

• Inhibition about expressing thoughts, feelings (Jensen-Johansen et al, 
2013)

• Level of distress (Jensen-Johansen et al, 2013)

• Avoidance 

• Length of time post intervention (Henry et al, 2010)

Rini, C., Austin, J., Wu, L.M., Winkel, G., Valdimarsdottir, H., Stanton, A. L, Isola, L., et al. (2013, November 25). Harnessing benefits of helping others: A randomized controlled trial
testing expressive helping to address survivorship problems after hematopoietic stem cell transplant. Health Psychology. Doi: 10.1037/hea0000024 



Expressive Writing Not Supported

• Traumatic injury patients at risk for PTSD (Bugg et al, 2009)

• Presurgical stress management intervention for breast cancer 
patients (de Moor et al, 2008)

• No effect on mood, QOL, health utilization in breast cancer patients 
(Gellaitry et al, 2010)



Conclusion

• Time and cost-effective

• Easily administered

• Satisfaction of participants

• Subjective usefulness of expressive writing high

• No long term negative effects

• Further study 



Implementing a Standardized Expressive 
Writing Intervention

Over the next four days, I want you to write about your deepest emotions and 
thoughts about the most upsetting experience in your life. Really let go and 
explore your feelings and thoughts about it. In your writing, you might tie this 
experience to your childhood, your relationship with your parents, people you 
have loved or love now, or even your career. How is this experience related to 
who you would like to become, who you have been in the past, or who you are 
now?

Many people have not had a single traumatic experience but all of us have had 
major conflicts or stressors in our lives and you can write about them as well. 
You can write about the same issue every day or a series of different issues. 
Whatever you choose to write about, however, it is critical that you really let go 
and explore your very deepest emotions and thoughts.

Pennebaker, J. W. Some practical advice. Accessed June 18, 2014 at http://homepage.psy.utexas.edu/HomePage/Faculty/Pennebaker/Home2000/WritingandHealth.html



Warning

Many people report that after writing, they sometimes feel 
somewhat sad or depressed. Like seeing a sad movie, this typically 
goes away in a couple of hours. If you find that you are getting 
extremely upset about a writing topic, simply stop writing or change 
topics.



Visible Ink: Individually Tailored Writing 
Intervention for Cancer Patients

• Positive effects
• All respondents would recommend program

• Positive distraction

• Fosters personal growth



References

• Baikie, K., Geerligs, L., & Wilhelm, K. (2012).  Expressive writing and positive writing for participants with 
mood disorders:  An online randomized controlled trial. Journal of Affective Disorders, 136, 310-319. 

• Boals, A. (2012) . (2012). The use of meaning making in expressive writing: When meaning is beneficial. 
Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 31(4), 393-409.

• Bugg, A., Turpin, G., Mason, S., Scholes, C. (2009).  A randomized controlled trial of the effectiveness of 
writing as a self-help intervention for traumatic injury patients at risk of developing post-traumatic stress 
disorder.  Behavior Research and Therapy, 47, 6-12.

• Corner, G. W, Jhanwar, S. M., Kelman, J., Pessin, H., Stein, E., & Breitbart, W. (2013). Visible ink: A flexible 
and individually tailored writing intervention for cancer patients. Palliative and Supportive Care, doi: 
10.1017/S147895151300070

• Craft, M., Davis, G. & Paulson, R. (2012).  Expressive writing in early breast cancer survivors. Journal of 
Advanced Nursing.69(2), 305-315.

• De Moor, J., Maye, L., Low, D., Rivera, E., Singletary, E., Fouladi, R., Cohen, L. (2008). Expressive Writing as a 
Pre-surgical Stress Management Intervention for Breast Cancer Patients.  Journal of the Society for 
Integrative Oncology, 6(2), 59-66.

• Frattaroli, J. (2006). Experimental disclosure and its moderators: A meta-analysis. Psychological bulletin, 
132, 823-865.



Frisina, P. G., Borod, H. C., & Lepore, S. J. (2004). A meta-analysis of the effects of written emotional disclosure 
on the health outcomes of clinical populations. The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 192, 629-634.

•Gellaitry, G., Peters, K., Bloomfield, D., Home, R. (2010).  Narrowing the gap: the effects of an expressive 
writing intervention on perceptions of actual and ideal emotional support in women who have completed 
treatment for early stage breast cancer.  Psycho-Oncology, 19, 77-84.

•Henry, E., Schlegel, R., Talley, A., Molix, L., Bettencourt, B. (2010). The Feasibility and Effectiveness of 
Expressive Writing for Rural and Urban Breast Cancer Survivors. Oncology Nursing Forum, 37(6).

•Jensen-Johansen, M., Christensen, S., Valdimarsdottir, H., Zakowski, S., Jensen, A., Bovbjer, D., Zachariae, R. 
(2013). The Effects of an expressive writing intervention on cancer-related distress in Danish breast cancer 
survivors—results from a nationwide randomized clinical trial. Psycho-Oncology, 22(7), 1492-500.

•Krpan, K., Kross, E., Berman, M. Deldin, P., Askren, M., Jonides, J. (2013).  An everyday activity as a treatment 
for depression: The benefits of expressive writing for people diagnosed with major depressive disorder. 
Journal of Affective Disorders, 150, 1148-1151.



•Low, C., Stanton, A., Bower, J., Gyllenhammer, L. (2010).  A Randomized Controlled Trial of Emotionally Expressive Writing 
for Women With Metastatic Breast Cancer. Health Psychology, 29, 460-466.

•Lu, Q, Zheng, D., Young, L., Kagawa-Singer, M., & Loh, A. (2012). A pilot study of expressive writing intervention among 
Chinese-Speaking breast cancer survivors. Health Psychology, 31, 5: 548-551.

•Merz, E. L.,  Fox, R. S., & Malcarne, V. L. (2014). Expressive writing interventions in cancer patients: A systematic review. 
Health Psychology Today, 8 (3), 339-361.

•Pennebaker, J. W. Some practical advice. Accessed June 18, 2014 at 
http://homepage.psy.utexas.edu/HomePage/Faculty/Pennebaker/Home2000/WritingandHealth.html

•Rini, C., Austin, J., Wu, L.M., Winkel, G., Valdimarsdottir, H., Stanton, A. L, Isola, L., et al. (2013, November 25). 
Harnessing benefits of helping others: A randomized controlled trial testing expressive helping to address survivorship 
problems after hematopoietic stem cell transplant. Health Psychology. Doi: 10.1037/hea0000024 

•Smyth, J. M. (1998). Written emotional expression: Effect sizes, outcome types, and moderating variables. Journal of 
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 66, 174-184.

http://homepage.psy.utexas.edu/HomePage/Faculty/Pennebaker/Home2000/WritingandHealth.html

