
                                  Writing Emotions – Out  
              Taking control of lingering pain –- physical or emotional 

 

Writing helps our thinking as we think things through slowly, completely and 

more clearly. It’s therapeutic, cheap, easy, and effective. 

Writing briefly about a traumatic event for 4 days (starting a month or two after the event), may ease stress, 

regain emotional stability, decrease physical symptoms, and bring a comforting sense of being more in control. 

Stress, trauma, illness, the unexpected, such as an incident on the tier, being blocked from a transfer or 

promotion, a disease, or car accident, can understandably throw us off-stride emotionally, physically, and 

mentally. Writing down our thoughts and feelings about it (called ‘expressive writing’), may help us to cope 

with any fallout of such events. It's not a cure-all, doesn’t work for everyone, but helps many. It appears most 

effective for people who are not also struggling with mental health challenges, major depression, or PTSD. 

It’s not journaling, which can go on for months or years and may lack direction or reflection. In contrast, 

expressive writing is done for just a few days with a specific purpose: to encourage the writer to process 

thoughts and feelings in a careful, reflective way, in order to regain normalcy, calmness or other benefit. 

The method is writing at the same time daily, for about 30 minutes, for 4 consecutive days – writing about a 

stressful event or situation: past or present. This involves recording in detail the experience and your feelings 

about it, giving each aspect importance and attention. This may help you to understand and manage your 

emotions or -- as an intellectual process -- let you turn the event into a constructive story, such as perhaps 

what was learned, to do differently in future, etc. Participants express their innermost thoughts and feelings 

without inhibition (writings remain confidential for that reason), writing nonstop. It may also help to revive 

and deal with suppressed memories. 

 

Using it for learning, physical pain, emotional trauma, care-givers, parenting, and more 

LEARNING Researchers asked healthy students to write about a personal traumatic life event or trivial topic for 

15 minutes on four consecutive days. For six months afterwards, those who’d written about a traumatic event 

visited the health center less and used pain relievers less, compared to those who wrote about trivial matters. 

In another study, students who briefly wrote down their feelings before an important exam earned better 

grades than those who didn't use the method.  

CAREGIVERS  Expressive writing proved to benefit chronically-stressed caregivers of older adults. It might 

equally help parents, who are caregivers of exhausting little kids.  

CHRONIC PAIN Such writing has brought relief to those with chronic physical pain and its accompanying 

emotional stress. For example, if stuck in anger because sciatic pain keeps you from social events or playing 

with your kids, you grieve these losses and your lack of control over circumstances. Writing can surface those 

less-accessible feelings, reduce inner conflict and gain emotional balance – perhaps even lessen physical pain, 

as those with rheumatoid arthritis showed reduced pain and more mobility after expressive writing.  

HEALTH CONDITIONS Studies evaluated the impact of expressive writing on people with health conditions such 

as sleep apnea, asthma, migraines, rheumatoid arthritis, HIV, and cancer. Outcomes (blood pressure and heart 

rates), suggest that expressive writing may initially upset patients but eventually helps them to relax.  

Why expressive writing may help 

Writing about stressful or challenging experiences or events allows you to disclose -- to yourself – facts and 

your thoughts and feelings about them, helping you to make sense of each factor. This new awareness can 

promote change and growth in response to other or future challenging events, rather than simply spinning our 



emotional wheels in an unproductive way. Initially, a theory was that expressive writing could help those who 

had suppressed memory of trauma. While it may accomplish that, other mechanisms may underlie its benefits: 

• The act of thinking through an experience enough to write about its details and our resulting emotions,

helps us to understand the event with clarity and fully: emotionally and intellectually.

• The process of writing may help us to understand and better regulate our emotions, so that in future

situations we’re able to act more appropriately or effectively.

• Freedom.  Writing out a full story about an event or situation can end an otherwise endless, unproductive

cycle such as brooding, bitterness, fear, or other burden.

• Connection. When opening up privately (by writing expressively about a challenge), we’re then more likely

to speak with others about it — leading to social support that can further enable healing.

TIMING IS IMPORTANT --- DON’T do expressive writing right away 

Reliving an upsetting event by writing about it in detail right after the event can be upsetting, not beneficial. 

People who write about an event too soon after it occurs may actually feel worse possibly because they’re still 

in shock and unable to think clearly. Right after trauma, it’s best to not try new things. It’s best to wait 1 - 2 

months after an event before using expressive writing. 

Ready to try it? 

While this technique won't work for everyone, it's worth trying since it’s an easy, low-cost activity — like taking 

a good walk. It’s only a total of 1 or 2 hours over four days. 

1. Choose a major issue that affects you – like recalling the loss of a workmate, coping with your arthritis or

painful back, or continuous unfair treatment from someone.

2. For 4 consecutive days, write continuously for 15-30 minutes in a quiet location with no disruption.

3. Write long-hand, digitally, or if physical limitations make writing painful use a recorder.

4. Don’t worry about spelling, style or grammar; your thoughts are for you only.

5. Try to access and express any uncomfortable feelings. If you sense an uncomfortable memory or feeling,

welcome it and analyze it; it may be the key that is most effective for healing.

6. Writing only about physical symptoms won’t be as helpful as also writing about your feelings.

7. Writer’s block? Try writing in third person (“he, she”), rather than first (“I, me”), for example: “he was with

Officer J the day before the attack…now Officer J, his best back-up and friend, is gone…”

A Second Tool to Gain a Positive, Healthy Outlook  

Once a week, write a gratitude letter perhaps to yourself, a friend, or to God. Write down things -- large and 

small -- for which you’re grateful. Studies show that doing this once a week for three weeks had positive effects 

which persisted for 3 months, lowering the risk of heart disease and producing greater function in the medial 

and prefrontal cortex of the brain!  

     If you need help starting, ask a family member to daily ask you “what do you feel grateful for, today?” 

Then, tell them something you’re grateful for – perhaps something they did, so that the joy spreads.  

     Before commuting home, jot down something you’re grateful for that happened during your shift. If it’s 

been a difficult shift, write out what was upsetting and leave it in the car. Don’t bring that frustration or anger 

inside, to gain a positive focus for yourself and your family.   

 Gratitude will strengthen and ease you, and build happier relationships. 

Sources: www.health.harvard.edu/healthbeat/writing-about-emotions-may-ease-stress-and-trauma 
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