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8 8 
Effectivee and ineffective ways of writing about 
traumaticc experiences: A qualitative study 

Thee present qualitative study was directed at clients undergoing a writing therapy for 
overcomingg a traumatic experience. Its main purpose was to search for elements in the 
essayy texts that were highly discriminative between effective and ineffective writing. 
Thee essay series of 20 clients were analyzed in an open way: 10 clients who, according 
too an external criterion, strongly improved at 6 weeks follow-up and 10 clients who did 
not.. The results show that textual features such as future directedness, generalization of 
writtenn essays to present life, regained control and an undamaged self-esteem are 
associatedd with improvement. Also features referring to more classical phenomena 
showw this association: the undoing of past avoidance and repression, disclosures, the 
extinctionn of negative emotions and the emergence of positive emotions. Moreover, 
simplee features such as lengthy essay texts, texts not declining in length during the 
seriess and a positive last sentence are indicative of improvement. However, some 
conditions,, as these were fixed at the beginning of writing, seem to play a role too, 
suchh as stage of overcoming the trauma and the predictability of its impact. Some of the 
featuress found may be incorporated in future writing instructions in order to determine 
theirr usefulness. 

Zuuren.. F.J. Van, Schoutrop, M.J.A., Lange, A., Louis, CM., & Siegers, J.E.M. (1999). Effective 
andd ineffective ways of writing about traumatic experiences: A qualitative study. Psychotherapy 
research,research, 9, 363-380. 
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INTRODUCTION N 

Traumaticc events are associated with strong negative emotions, but the expression of 
thesee emotions is often inhibited. This inhibition is supposed to lead to physiological 
stress,, which may have long-term detrimental health effects (Pennebaker, 1989). Based 
onn the hypothesis that disclosure of the traumatic experience may have a beneficial 
effectt on overcoming the trauma, writing assignments, often to be carried out in several 
sessions,, have been devised as a form of psychotherapy (Pennebaker, 1989; 1993). 
Differentt views exist on the exact mechanism that may be responsible for its effect. One 
vieww is that the expression of negative emotions involves repeated confrontation with 
thee event which may lead to habituation. Another view is that the expression of negative 
emotionss implies putting these into words, which may result in cognitive restructuring 
off  the traumatic event, or in giving it any cognitive structure at all (Francis & 
Pennebaker,, 1992; Pennebaker, 1993). 

Inn research on the therapeutic effectiveness of writing assignments, a variety of 
outcomee measures have been used: physiological measures, including immune function; 
genera]]  health measures (e.g. somatic complaints and health center visits) and 
psychologicall  measures: cognitive, affective and behavioral effects. Although positive 
resultss have been reported for all these domains (e.g. Esterling, Antoni, Fletcher, 
Margulies,, & Schneiderman, 1994; Greenberg & Stone, 1992; Lange, 1994; 
Pennebakerr & Beall, 1986; Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 1988; Petrie, 
Booth,, Pennebaker, Davison, & Thomas, 1995), definite conclusions are difficult to 
draw.. The studies use different follow-up periods (varying from directly after the last 
therapyy session to over more than one year thereafter) and samples of different age 
groups.. Moreover, in many studies students participate having probably only very mild 
traumass which do not meet DSM-IV criteria for PTSD. 

Inn addition to searching for a direct relation between writing therapy and an outcome 
measure,, a more process oriented approach is called for. A way to realize this would be 
too study the written texts themselves and relate these to the type of writing instruction 
andd to outcome. Two approaches in investigating the written material can be 
distinguished:: 1) searching intentionally for the mechanisms that are suggested in the 
literaturee and 2) inspecting the written material in a more open and reflective way on 
elementss that strike the investigator as indicative of improvement or deterioration. 

Thee first line of approach has been taken by a few investigators (Esterling et al., 
1994;; Donnelly & Murray, 1991; Murray & Segal, 1994; Pennebaker & Francis, 1996; 
Pennebaker,, Mayne & Francis, 1997). They report that, near the end of their texts, 
subjectss writing about a negative event show more positive emotions and more insight 
thann subjects writing about a trivial event. The second line, which constitutes a purely 
qualitativee enterprise (see also Rennie, 1996), has not yet been chosen. Nevertheless, it 
iss an important line of approach for developing fresh insight into the psychological 
processess that are at work in overcoming a trauma. Its results may be useful in 
readjustingg the writing instructions in such a way, that they will trigger the supposedly 
beneficiall  elements. They may even be used for adapting the writing instructions during 
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thee process of writing on the basis of how the client is proceeding. Therefore, the main 
questionn to be answered during the present qualitative study can be formulated as 
follows:: Is it possible to identify elements in the texts of clients writing about traumatic 
experiencesexperiences that are indicative of either effective or ineffective writing? 

Inn order to differentiate between effective and ineffective writing we chose a rather 
direct,, quantitative outcome measure: an inventory measuring intrusive thinking in the 
formm of negative thoughts and frightening images as well as the active repression of 
traumaticc memories. This measure will serve as a first handhold, although it may have 
itss own weakness and unreliability, particularly when applied on the individual level. 
Laterr on, it may turn out that the results of our qualitative enterprise may constitute a 
betterr indicator of the outcome of the writing process than this original quantitative 
criterion.. This course of events has been named the 'bootstrap effect' (Smaling, 1990). 

Followingg the basic grounded theory technique of constant comparative analysis 
(Glaserr & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), our approach is mainly directed at 
analyticallyy distinguishing positive and negative 'elements' in the written material. In 
doingg this, we kept the phenomenological point of view in mind that elements do not 
standd on their own and only derive their significance from the whole structure of 
interrelationshipss in which they are embedded (Giorgi, 1985; Van Zuuren, Wertz & 
Mook,, 1987). 

METHOD D 

RecruitmentRecruitment and Selection of Participants 
Thee present study is part of the 'Amsterdam Writing Project' on the effectiveness of 

differentt types of structured writing assignments in overcoming traumatic experiences 
(Schoutrop,, Lange, Brosschot & Everaerd, 1997a, b). Via articles in local newspapers 
peoplee were informed about the possibility of applying for this project. In order to 
participate,, the participant should suffer from at least a mild form of PTSD, as assessed 
withh the Diagnostic Interview Schedule. Several other criteria had to be met: the 
negativee experience should be more than one month old, the participant should be aged 
overr 18 years and should be free of medication (see further: Schoutrop et al., 1997b). 

Inn this greater project, 63 participants were allocated at random to one of the three 
writingg instructions (see below). For the present study, the essay series of 20 
participantss have been selected for more extensive, qualitative research: 10 participants 
showingg the greatest improvement between baseline and follow-up and 10 participants 
showingg the least improvement, including those participants who actually deteriorated. 
Thee essay series of these persons will be labeled as 'effective essays' and 'ineffective 
essays',, respectively. In order to assess improvement we made use of the Dutch 
adaptationn of the Impact of Event Scale (IES; Horowitz, Wilner, & Alvarez, 1979; 
Kleber,, Brom, & Defares, 1986). The IES consists of 15 items, to be answered on 4-
pointt scales (1 = not at all; 4 = often), measuring intrusive thoughts in the form of 
negativee thoughts and frightening images (e.g. 'I thought about the trauma without 
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wantingwanting to') and measuring degree of avoidance of the trauma (e.g. 7 tried not to talk 
aboutabout it'). IES total scores range from 15 to 60, and the internal consistency is 
sufficientt (Kleber et al., 1986). Baseline scores constitute the mean of two 
measurements:: the first obtained a week before the writing therapy, the second just 
beforee the start of the therapy. Follow-up was 6 weeks after the last writing session. 

ProcedureProcedure and Material 
Personss applying for therapy were informed about the project and signed a consent 

form.. Before therapy they filled out some questionnaires, such as the Dutch version of 
thee Symptom Check List-90 (SCL-90-R; Derogatis, 1977; Arrindell & Ettema, 1986) 
andd the already mentioned IES. Also, on behalf of the master-project, some baseline 
physiologicall  measures were taken. Measures were also taken directly after the writing 
therapyy and at 6-week follow-up (Schoutrop et al., 1997b). If needed, further 
psychotherapyy was offered, but it is unlikely that the participants were holding out for 
this.. In our country, psychotherapy is free of charge and some subjects underwent this 
already.. The possibility of further psychotherapy was made use of only twice. A 2-year 
follow-upp is underway. 

Thee writing therapy took place within a period of two weeks and consisted of four 
sessionss in which the participants had to write about their trauma or negative experience 
duringg half an hour. The participant worked alone in an empty room, but was connected 
withh the research coordinator via an intercom. There were three types of writing 
instructions.. The first type encouraged the participants to describe the trauma and to 
focuss on the feelings elicited by it {Actualization of emotions). The second type 
encouragedd the participants to restructure their cognitions about the traumatic event in 
thee future {Restructuring of cognitions). The third type consisted of a Combination of 
Actualizationn and Restructuring (for a more extensive description, see Schoutrop et al., 
1997b).. The writing resulted in a series of four handwritten essays per person (essays 
AA to D). Typed out, each essay filled one or one and a half A4 page. Analysis was 
primarilyy done on the typed versions, but the investigators took notice of the 
handwrittenn material as well. 

Byy signing the informed consent paper, participants agreed that their writings would 
bee used anonymously for research purposes. Because in the present study literal 
quotationss from the original essay texts are needed as a primary source of evidence and 
ass a vehicle in presenting the results, we asked them for additional permission to 
publishh such fragments, provided that markers disclosing their identity were withheld. 
Thee literal fragments in the Results section stem from the persons consenting explicitly 
too such quotations (translated into English). In the few cases where no explicit 
permissionn was obtained, we devised a typical response. A typical response is 
composedd of rather similar text fragments of different participants, without being a 
literall  quotation. 

Thee research coordinator received many positive signs from the subjects afterwards, 
i.e.. thank you postcards, telephone calls about the proceeding of the project, written 
messagess on the self-report questionnaires. One subject complained about the relaxing 
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videoo scenes at the beginning and end of the writing sessions because these accidentally 
remindedd her of her trauma (physical injury). 

Analysis Analysis 
Thee essay series lent themselves beautifully to qualitative analysis. They were not 

tooo long, highly informative and easy to identify with. Four researchers, three women 
andd one man, carried out the analysis. The results to be presented here are mainly based 
onn the analyses of the first and second author of this article: a senior researcher, 
experiencedd in qualitative analysis and a junior researcher being an expert on trauma 
disclosure,, respectively. The analyses of both student researchers (fourth and fifth 
author)) play an additional and corrective role. 

Thee four analysts diverged with regard to their theoretical orientations and this 
seemss to have been our best guarantee against bias. The first analyst mainly used a 
humanistic/Rogeriann approach, whereas the second analyst was particularly trained as a 
behaviorall  therapist. Both student analysts had received basic education concerning 
severall  therapeutic schools and had not yet committed themselves to any of these. 

Withh regard to the bracketing of preconceptions, it was our experience that 
therapeuticc orientation did not play a role so much, but rather theoretical preknowledge 
(i.e.. from the Pennebaker et al. literature). Particularly the second analyst was 
influencedd by this knowledge, and we asked her to first make this explicit for herself, 
andd then, to omit it during her analysis. The first analyst abstained from involving 
herselff  in the theoretical literature before and during the phase of analysis. Apart from 
theoreticall  involvement, personal sensitivity to a specific type of trauma may have 
playedd a role too, also in combination with gender. In this regard, we were lucky to 
havee a male analyst as well. 

Inn order to gain experience and obtain some uniformity in the style of analyzing, we 
begann with thee essays of five persons participating in another study (Schoutrop, Lange, 
Hanewald,, Duurland & Bermond, 1997). Analysis of the main material was carried out 
onn two levels: first on the individual level, directed at one pair of contrasting 
participantss at a time and subsequently on the group level, where similarities and 
differencess within a whole outcome group (improved; not improved) were at stake. 

IndividualIndividual level. The essay series of each participant were read in chronological 
orderr (A to D), starting with the pair with the greatest contrast in improvement score. 
Thee researchers were blind with respect to improvement category and type of writing 
assignment.. All they knew was that of each pair, the one series constituted an effective 
writingg therapy, and the other one an ineffective or hardly effective therapy. This blind 
analyzingg was done in order to prevent that the researchers, in selecting elements and 
developingg themes, would reason in a circle with respect to the known outcome or 
wouldd recognize selectively the main element of the writing instruction (i.e. 'display of 
emotions'' for an Actualization instruction). 

Alll  four researchers created a written report for each of both participants of a 
contrastt pair, including: a) some contextual data, b) a more detailed analysis directed at 
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findingg elements in the text that might be responsible for, or indicative of, supposed 
improvementt or lack of improvement as well as developments herein during the writing 
sessions,, c) a conclusion about the main issues at stake for this particular subject and d) 
aa comparison between both reports, resulting in an overall conclusion stating which 
participantt improved and which one did not, added with the evidence. 

Inn plenary sessions, the investigators discussed these reports and challenged the 
evidencee provided. Also, the effect of the values and norms of the investigator and of 
ownn experiences were taken into consideration. These discussions could result in a 
revisionn of the standpoint of an analyst. After disclosure of the improvement category, 
itt turned out that either of both experienced researchers made a wrong guess at the 
improvementt category in two pairs (one pair of which was the same). In fact, they 
foundd it very difficult to designate the unimproved participant in these pairs, because, in 
theirr view, both participants seemed to have improved considerably. For these pairs the 
materiall  was analyzed anew in light of the additional information. 

Thesee analyses of contrast pairs resulted in a list of potentially discriminative 
elements,, each accompanied by literal text fragments. 

GroupGroup level. This time, all ten effective essay series, together with the reports 
alreadyy made, were reread together in order to find out which (combinations of) 
elementss are applicable to the whole group or to the main part of it. This resulted in a 
definitivee list of elements relevant to improvement, grounded in quotations (that were 
embeddedd in relevant context). The same was done for all ten ineffective essay series 
together.. The final analyzing step consisted of comparing the results of both group 
analyses,, resulting in an overall scheme of elements that were highly discriminative 
betweenn effective and ineffective essay series. In the Results section we shall describe 
thiss scheme in detail. 

RESULTS S 

CharacteristicsCharacteristics of the Sample and Overall Impression of the Essays 
Tablee 1 offers an overview of the participants. There were nine men and eleven 

women,, with ages ranging from 26 to 61 years. Their traumas were of varying nature: 
dismissaldismissal (n = 6; evenly spread over both groups), death of a loved one (n = 4, one by 
meanss of suicide), accident or disease bringing along rather unpredictable physical 
dysfunctiondysfunction (« = 4), abandonment (n = 2), loss of contact with an emotionally 
important,important, still living person (« = 2), childhood abuse (n = 1) and extreme bodily 
reactionsreactions after marital separation (n = 1). As can be seen in Table 1, in the improved 
groupp there was only one Actualization instruction and a preponderance of 
Restructuringg instructions. 



CHAPTERR 8 103 3 

Tablee 1. Demographic characteristics, type of writing assignment and improvement scores 
forfor both the improved and the unimproved participants 

Improvedd Unimproved or Hardly Improved 

Noo Sex Age Ed Ass Impr No Sex Age Ed Ass Impr 

1 1 
2 2 
3 3 
4 4 
5 5 
6 6 
7 7 
8 8 
9 9 
10 0 

m m 
w w 
m m 
w w 
m m 
w w 
m m 
w w 
w w 
m m 

26 6 
36 6 
49 9 
50 0 
44 4 
44 4 
52 2 
34 4 
26 6 
37 7 

h h 
1 1 
m m 
h h 
h h 
1 1 
m m 
m m 
h h 
1 1 

Co o 
Re e 
Re e 
Ac c 
Re e 
Re e 
Re e 
Co o 
Re e 
Re e 

44.0 0 
32.5 5 
32.5 5 
30.5 5 
30.0 0 
27.5 5 
24.5 5 
22.0 0 
22.0 0 
22.0 0 

11 1 
12 2 
13 3 
14 4 
15 5 
16 6 
17 7 
18 8 
19 9 
20 0 

w w 
w w 
w w 
m m 
m m 
w w 
w w 
m m 
w w 
m m 

39 9 
44 44 
52 2 
50 0 
51 1 
61 1 
36 6 
54 4 
45 5 
40 0 

m m 
1 1 
1 1 
h h 
h h 
1 1 
m m 
m m 
h h 
h h 

Co o 
Ac c 
Ac c 
Ac c 
Co o 
Re e 
Co o 
Re e 
Ac c 
Co o 

-15.0 0 
-14.0 0 
-13.0 0 
-13.0 0 
-8.0 0 
-1.0 0 
-1.0 0 
-1.0 0 
0.0 0 
0.5 5 

Note.Note. Ed = educational level (h = high, m = medium, 1 = low); Ass = type of writing 
assignmentt (Ac = Actualization; Re = Restructuring; Co = Combination); Impr = 
improvementt score {range raw scores IES: 15 - 60; a high positive score indicates strong 
improvement);; m = man; w = woman. 

Whenn analyzing the essays it turned out that about three quarters of the series were easy 

too comprehend and to identify with. Reading these was an emotional experience for the 

analysts,, particularly when there was a resemblance in sex and age, or in own 

experiencess of the analyst. A few cases were more difficult to understand, particularly 

whenn the participant did not provide a description of the trauma (as is typical for an 

Restructuringg instruction). 

TextualTextual Elements: Features and Conditions 

Ratherr early during the identification of textual 'elements' it seemed important, with 

regardd to their differential practical implications, to make a distinction between 

'conditions'' and 'features'. Conditions cannot be changed by writing, but features can. 

ConditionsConditions referred to the circumstances as these were fixed at the beginning of the 

writingg process and that the client mentioned spontaneously. Examples were client 

characteristicss or qualities of the trauma. Conditions may also concern external events 

thatt took place during the period of writing. The term resembles the concept of 

'interveningg conditions' as introduced by Strauss & Corbin (1990), particularly with 

regardd to its function, but their concept is broader, covering sociological variables as 

well.. Although conditions may be good predictors of final improvement, they cannot be 

influencedd by the writing per se, at best their impact can. 

Moree important for the present study is the concept of features. These concerned 

anythingg that actually happened in the text, e.g. the mentioning of emotions, a referral 

too specific actions the client initiated during the period of the writing therapy and 
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reflectionss on the writing process itself. Features also included the way of writing, e.g. 
vivid,, distant, unfinished, with repetitions. Features were not fixed and their 
developmentt during the course of writing had our special attention. Compared to 
conditions,, it was more self-evident for features whether they were to be considered as 
positive,, i.e. indicative of improvement, or negative. 

Inn the following, we willl  provide a description of the positive and negative features 
found.. Thereafter, we will shortly comment on the conditions that emerged from our 
analysiss and on the role of the type of writing instruction. 

DescriptionDescription of Features 
Tablee 2 offers an overview of the features found. They vary with regard to the 

degreee in which their assessment was dependent on subjective judgment: 'length of 
text'' could be assessed objectively, but for instance 'ego involvement during writing' 
requiredd much more judgmental effort. Although a few (sub)categories showed some 
overlap,, the existence of each was legitimated by examples of text fragments that 
belongedd exclusively to it. 
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Tablee 2. Overview of positive (left column) and negative textual features (right column) 

Motivation n 
-strongg motivation -its absence 
-sinceree motivation -questionable motivation 

Futuree Directedness 
-formulationn of desired end state -its absence 
-anticipationn on end of trauma -its absence 
-creatingg a perspective in the future -its absence 
-formulationn of intentions / self instructions -its absence 
-itss absence -question the meaning of one's life 

Ownn Evaluation of Effect 
-referrall  to positive effect -its absence 
-referrall  to passing away of trauma -referral to perseverance of trauma 

Generalizationn to Present Life 
-generalizationn in thoughts and dreams -its absence 
-inn actions towards significant others -its absence 
-inn other actions -its absence 

Control l 
-regainingg control of one's life -external attributions 
-'cognitivee reversal' -cognitive fixation in down role 

Self-Esteem m 
-self-esteemm remains undamaged -self-esteem remains low 
-self-esteemm increases -its absence 

Egoo Involvement during Writing 
-(painful,, socially undesirable) disclosures -their absence 
-detailedd and/or chronological description -its absence 
-beingg specific -being vague 

Reflectionn on Avoidance or Repression 
-mentioningg earlier avoidance/repression -its absence 
-decidingg for renewed confrontation -its absence 
-itss absence -reporting blockages 

Emotions s 
-increasee of positive emotions from A to D -absence of positive emotions, even in D 
-extinctionn of negative emotions -perseverance of negative emotions 
-decreasee in overall emotionality -striking absence of emotions 

Lengthh of text 
-ratherr long essays throughout -rather short essays throughout 
-essayss C&D as long as A&B -essays C&D shorter than A&B 

Thee first type of discriminative features was motivation. On the positive side, this 

mayy concern a strong motivation, but it was also its sincerity that counted. We found 

twoo direct indications for a strong motivation: making a firm start in essay A and 

providingg a short argumentation for participating. Typical responses were: / am going 

toto write about...(described aspect of trauma) and / am going to start this therapy 

becausebecause in my thoughts I am still very occupied with what has happened. A strong 
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motivationn may be inferred indirectly from a lengthy text (which constituted a separate 

categoryy as well, see below). Sincerity in motivation was more difficult to assess. It 

referss to realistic goal setting, openness and truthfulness in the text. 

Thee absence of a strong motivation was considered a negative feature. In addition, 

thee subcategory 'questionable motivation' emerged. This may concern a motivation that 

gavee the impression of being insincere, e.g. writing in order to please others, or in 

orderr to show off instead. A questionable motivation may also be derived from the 

mentioningg of too many or unrealistic goals. 

AA second text feature was future d i rectedness. In fact, its presence appeared to 

bee a strong indicator of improvement. The first type of future directedness was named 

'thee formulation of a desired end state', because of its teleological character. An 

examplee was: 

"And"And this is what I finally hope to achieve: that I will  be able to talk 

aboutabout it without shame or anger." (6:C34)! 

AA related subcategory was 'anticipation on end of trauma': 

"Of"Of course, after several years, I will  have a different view of the event, 

particularlyparticularly when my life has taken a positive turn." (5:B23) 

Twoo other subcategories belonging to future directedness were 'creating a perspective 

inn the future' (e.g. to consider restoring the relationship with a trauma-related person) 

andd the 'formulation of more immediate intentions or self-instructions: 

"From"From now on I will  take notice of the way I act towards others when I 

relaterelate them something unpleasant."(= trauma; 9:B25) 

Inn the essays, we also encountered a direct indication of the antipole of future 

directedness.. Three participants, all in the unimproved group, asked themselves why 

theyy should go on with living. One of them wrote: 

"I"I  wonder if there is any meaning in life left for me." (14:B28) 

Moreover,, it was obvious that, in the unimproved group, there was hardly any form of 

(positive)) future directedness. 

11 6:C34' means: subject 6, essay C, line 34 



CHAPTERR 8 107 7 

AA next category was own evaluation of the effect of writing. In the course 

off  writing, some participants already mentioned a beneficial effect ('referral to positive 

effect): : 

"When"When Ï drove to the session today, I realized how relieved I feel that I 

amam able to write about it." (6:C3) 

Anotherr participant, one who belongs to the unimproved (!) group, wrote in essay D 

aboutt a 'landslide into the right direction' that had been brought about by the 

assignments.. Also, participants may refer more directly to a 'passing away of the 

trauma',, e.g.: 

"It"It  is over and done with." (It = trauma; 4:026) 

Andd this passing away could be inferred in a more indirect way as well, e.g. when the 

participantt at first referred to the trauma in the present tense, but further on, in essays C 

and/orr D, in the past tense. In the texts we did not encounter references to a detrimental 

effect. . 

Generalizationn to present life concerned the direct effects of the writing on the 

participant'ss lif e outside the sessions during the period of writing. One participant 

reportedd having a new type of dreams about the event. Others reported new actions 

towardss significant others during the period of writing, e.g.: 

"Yesterday,"Yesterday, for the first time ever, I had a talk with her about the event." 

(her(her = target person; 6:D3) 

Generalizationn may also occur with regard to other actions such as rereading old, 

trauma-relevantt letters, continuing the writing at home, or talking to a close friend about 

remainingg feelings of guilt related to the event. The absence of generalization to present 

lif ee was considered to be a negative feature. 

Changess in experienced control during the course of essays emerged as an 

importantt feature too. On the positive side, increasing control could take the form of 

becomingg the captain of one's soul again. A typical response in D was: 

TheThe time has come that I start to take charge of my own life. 

Also,, increased control could concern one aspect of the problem, e.g.: 

"I"I  notice that I am getting control of some of my anxieties." (8:D22) 

Butt also with respect to the cognitive domain there were several examples of increased 

controll  wherein participants shifted from seeing themselves as passive (e.g. victim, 
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accused,, rejected) to active (e.g., initiator, accusor, rejector). This may be considered a 

specificc type of cognitive restructuring, that we named as 'cognitive reversal'. An 

examplee was a woman who was in fact dismissed from her job. She stated in essay D: 

"I"I  quit and chose another role, one that better suits me. And if it doesn 't 

fitfit  anymore, I will  choose a new one again. "(4:D45) 

AA typical response for a rejected lover was: 

She/heShe/he wasn't even my type. 

Lackk of control was considered a negative feature. This may concern the perseverance 

off  external attributions and feelings of powerlessness. An example was a subject who 

continuedd to view herself as a stone that had been kicked away (19). Another subject 

wrote: : 

"The"The feeling of powerlessness still eats me up, day after day." (18: last 

sentencesentence in D) 

AA related negative subcategory was 'cognitive fixation in the down role'. An example 

wass a participant who was dismissed. In the very end of essay D she stated: 'One 

cannotcannot escape from one's origin" and "Back to zero.'1 (12). 

Self-esteemm pertained to the following feature. When it remained undamaged 

throughoutt the trauma and the writing about the trauma, it proved to be a positive sign. 

AA typical response was: 

OneOne good thing remains: the evidence that I am a person to he trusted. 

Evenn more positive was a self-esteem that increased. A typical response here was: 

TheThe awful things I went through only made me stronger. 

AA reference to self esteem that remained low during the writing was considered a 

negativee feature. For example: 

"Being"Being fired is kind of a sad affirmation; it shows everyone that it is 

indeedindeed worthless what you do." (12:B19) 

Wee did not encounter an instance of self-esteem that decreased during writing. A broad 

category,, one that was difficult to name, had to do with what we eventually called ego 

involvementt dur ing wr i t ing. It was tempting to call it 'confrontation' because of 

itss resemblance to this mechanism known from the literature, but in fact the label used 

heree came up more spontaneously. Strong ego involvement may, first of all, be inferred 
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fromm the presence of disclosures. This was the case when an essay series gave the 
impressionn of having been written without reservation or when the subject explicitly 
labeledd part of thee text as disclosing, such as in this typical response: 

ThisThis is the first time ever I mentioned this. 

Iff  the matter disclosed was painful or socially undesirable, this made it even more ego 
involved,, e.g. reporting the earlier wish that a partner with a terminal disease would die 
soon.. It also happened that an important disclosure was made at the very last moment. 
Ann example is a participant who suffered job loss and wrote in a sarcastic way about the 
eventt and his plans for revenge. Only in the very end of essay D did he reveal his 
alcoholl  problem, his depression and the suffering of his wife (5:D). 

Also,, the provision of a clear, chronological description of the events related to the 
traumaa could be indicative of ego involvement, although its occurrence was also 
dependentt upon the type of writing assignment (in the Actualization instruction, it is 
explicitlyy demanded). With some hesitation, we also subsumed the use of humor under 
thee heading of ego involvement. Humor creates some distance and at the same time 
requiress extra personal investment and makes a text rather unique. A dismissed subject 
estimatedd his chances for a new job as follows: 

"Without"Without doubt they will  receive so many letters of application that 
theythey probably will  already begin their selection when they see stamps 
stuckstuck on askew." (5:D17) 

Strongg ego involvement was also inferred from textual peculiarities such as putting a 
signaturee under each essay or concluding each essay with a self-made littl e rhyme. 

Onn the negative side, a lack of ego involvement could be inferred from vagueness in 
thee text, e.g. when the participant left dates and persons involved unspecified (although 
thiss can also mean that these are taken for granted), e.g. a participant who keeps writing 
aboutt "Everybody..." (12). In addition, the absence of (painful) disclosures and a lack 
off  focus were signs of low ego involvement. These might result in essays that are 
difficultt to identify with. 

Avoidancee and repression are important mechanisms described in the trauma 
literature.. However, their direct assessment in an essay text was difficult to achieve 
because,, by definition, they refer to something that is lacking, not to something one can 
pointt to. Moreover, our strategy had not been to search for preexisting mechanisms, but 
too be open for peculiarities in the text. During our analysis, an evident feature related to 
avoidance/repressionn emerged: the participant's reflection on (past) avoidance or 
repression.. On the positive side, there was the participant's own realization of past 
avoidancee or repression, as mentioned in the text. This happened several times, e.g.: 

"Earlier,"Earlier, I could not even think about it for one second, before I put it 
awayaway immediately." (6:A14) 
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Thiss realization was even more positive, when it brought renewed confrontation with it, 
ass in the following: 

"Finally"Finally  the moment has come that I will  allow myself to make an 
inventoryinventory of what this event has done to me. I think I finally dare to 
taketake a close look at everything." (6:A50) 

Onn the negative side, a new subcategory emerged: 'reporting blockages combined with 
thee inability to overcome these'. An example was: 

"It"It  is difficult for me to think and write about this, ft is as if I am unable 
toto get hold of it " (12.B15). This statement is followed by the report of 
feelingsfeelings of emptiness. 

Emotionss emerged as another category indicative of improvement or deterioration. It 
wass tempting to simply count the positive and negative emotions reported in each essay. 
However,, the question remained whether each emotion mentioned should get the same 
weightt and what to do with repetitions. In our qualitative approach we focussed on the 
developmentt of emotions in the essay series. An increase of positive emotions from A 
too D or the mentioning of a first positive emotion in D emerged as positive signs. The 
samee applied to the extinction of negative emotions during the series. A typical response 
pertainingg to the extinction of negative emotions was (in essay D): 

II  still have feelings of ...[guilt, anger, sadness}, but these feelings are 
lessless painful now. 

Somee subjects labeled the deceased emotion as a 'scar' that remained. Also, decrease in 
overalll  emotions was considered as a positive sign when the participant seemed to have 
reachedd a point of acceptance and equilibrium. 

Forr those categorized as negative outcomes,, we encountered the absence of positive 
emotions,, even in D, and the perseverance of negative emotions. Other rather negative 
subcategoriess were the blank summing up of emotions (probably in order to comply 
withh an Actualizationn instruction), or the 'blind' expression of emotions, i.e. emotions 
thatt were not directed towards a specific person or happening. A special subcategory 
wass the striking absence of emotions (depersonalization). For example: 

"When"When I try to concentrate on the event, I don't feel much. Maybe I 
withdrewwithdrew from myself when it happened. I feel like a spectator now." 
(12:(12: start ofD) 
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Overall,, length of text, although a rather banal category in a qualitative study, 
emergedd as a pretty good indicator of improvement. Rather long essay series, or at least 
seriess without decline in length, were a positive sign, i.e. essays C&D were as long as 
A&B .. A negative indication was when the essays were rather short, or when there is a 
clearr decline in length, i.e. essays C&D were shorter than A&B. Table 3 shows the 
meann number of words for both the improved and the unimproved groups. A simple 
statisticall  test demonstrates that the total number of words in the improved group is 
greaterr than in the unimproved group (/(1,18) = 2.8, p= .01, two-tailed). Also for all 
separatee essays, except for essay B, the improved group used a significant greater 
numberr of words than the unimproved group (A: f(l,18) = 2.22, p = .04; B: f(l,18) = 
1.63,/?? = .12; C: f(l,18) = 2.33, p = .03, and D: *(1,18) = 3.45, p = .003, ally's two-
tailed).. Moreover, in the improved group, there was no difference in length of text 
betweenn essays A+B and C+D (paired /(l,9) = -.23, p = .82), whereas in the 
unimprovedd group there was a tendency towards decline in length (paired f(l ,9) = 1 -76; 
pp = .11, two-tailed). For a few essay series in the unimproved group, this decline was 
dramatic. . 

Tablee 3. Mean numbers of words of essays A, B, C and D, for both the improved and the unimproved 
groups. . 

essay y 

improvedd group 
unimprovedd group 

A A 

609 9 
494 4 

B B 

580 0 
478 8 

C C 

607 7 
433 3 

D D 

595 5 
394 4 

Total l 

598 8 
450 0 

Finally,, although redundant with respect to earlier mentioned features (and therefore not 
mentionedd separately in Table 1), the concluding sentence of an essay series 
emergedd as of special significance too. For many participants, this really was a 
concludingg sentence in which they conveyed to themselves and perhaps also to a 
potentiall  reader their final evaluation of their writings, be it positive (e.g. increase of 
control,, future directedness, etc.), be it negative. A few participants, mostly in the 
unimprovedd group, just stopped in the middle of a train of thought, or concluded with 
ann open end (14). 

ShortShort Description of Conditions 
Whenn a participant wrote an essay series with many features that we eventually 

consideredd positive, we tended to classify this participant as improving. But it also 
happenedd that we encountered many positive features in both participants of a contrast 
pair.. It was particularly at this point that it was important to consider the role of 
conditionss as these were fixed at the beginning of writing. With regard to the conditions 
too be described below, there was agreement between the analysts that these might be 
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importantt in (further) overcoming the trauma. Their direction (positive or negative) was 
oftenn unpredictable since it was dependent upon many other conditions. 

First,, it emerged that some simple characteristics of the trauma, such as its severity, 
itss domain (e.g. interpersonal, physical), how long ago it took place and whether or not 
itt was expected, did not seem to play a systematic role. But when the trauma took place 
onn top of other, similar negative events, this seemed to hamper the effectiveness of the 
writing.. The most convincing condition here was predictability of impact: when the 
impactt of the trauma was still unpredictable at the time of writing (as may, for instance, 
bee the case with the aftermath of physical injury), working on the assignment seemed 
premature. . 

AA second cluster of conditions referred to the degree to which the traumatic 
experiencee had already been overcome at the beginning of writing. Working on the 
assignmentt seemed particularly effective when it concerned the last part of coming to 
termss with thee traumatic experience, or when at least some work had already been done. 
Butt when the expression of emotions was blocked at the time of the trauma and the 
writingg assignments constituted the first attempt at disclosure after many years, no 
immediatee positive effect was apparent. This was particularly evident in two participants 
who,, at the time of the trauma, were forced into a self-sacrificing role in which they had 
too comfort other persons involved, leaving little time for their own feelings. 

Somee other conditions already preluded to the feature of motivation. For some 
participants,, a special inducement for applying for the writing therapy played a role, 
e.g.. having accidentally met the target person of the trauma a month before, or, after the 
deathh of a partner having already planned a house-moving within the near future. Such 
speciall  inducements motivated the participant to work on the 'last bits of shit' as one of 
themm called it. Also, one should be attentive to other, simultaneous attempts to 
overcomee the traumatic experience. One participant, who suffered job loss, was 
involvedd in an outplacement procedure, from which the effects interacted with those of 
thee writing therapy. 

Furthermore,, some person variables struck us as important. A completely external 
attributionall  style seemed to hamper the development of important changes in the 
person.. An overactive, problem-focussed coping style might lead to irrealistic goal 
setting,, also during the writing, resulting in disappointment afterwards. Finally, 
unexpected,, external factors during the period of writing could have an effect on textual 
featuress or on final outcome. One participant mentioned in essay D that he just caught a 
cold,, and that therefore, he was in low spirits, which showed in his text. Another 
participant,, who suffered job loss, was offered a new job during the period of writing. 
Shee was found to be greatly improved at six weeks follow-up. 

TypeType of Writing Assignment 
Inn general, it was rather easy to infer the type of writing assignment correctly from 

thee essay texts as far as both extreme instructions (Actualization versus Restructuring) 
weree concerned. But a pure judgment was not at stake anyway, because of two 
findings.. First of all, it became evident that participants sometimes already referred to 
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thee type of instruction in their essay texts, whereby some of them even questioned its 
suitability.. For example: 

"I"I  don't see any venue to think about it differently." (9:A16; refers to a 
RestructuringRestructuring instruction); 

"It"It  seems important to me to write about feelings, particularly about 
mymy anger. But this is not part of the assignment." (7:C; questions the 
suitabilitysuitability of a Restructuring instruction) 

Secondly,, we found that some participants deliberately deviated from the instruction. In 
thee improved group there were two participants who added, so to speak, actualization to 
theirr Restructuring instruction. In this way they transformed it to a combination type of 
writing;; either giving a full description of the event, followed by many emotional terms, 
orr providing a detailed and chronological description of the event. It is important to 
keepp in mind that our participants did not choose their type of writing assignment, and 
forr that reason, some of them might try to find a better match between their way of 
writingg and their personal needs. Therefore, it may be hypothesized that these 
reflectionss and deviations may have had an adaptive function. Creative coping with the 
typee of instruction might contribute to a beneficial effect. 

Onn the negative side, we encountered clinging to the instruction, even if it was 
consideredd to be counterproductive by the participant himself or herself. Two 
participantss in the unimproved group clung to the Actualization instruction in a rather 
obligatoryy way by starting some of their essays by simply drawing up a list of 
emotions,, without making any comments. A participant with a Restructurng instruction 
reportedd her wish for giving a detailed description of her trauma, but did not take the 
freedomm to accomplish this task. 

Thesee additional findings on coping with the type of assignment provided further 
insightt into what type of writing works best. On the whole, Actualization alone did not 
seemm to be very successful in our sample. The only participant in the improved group 
whoo had an Actualization instruction (see Table 1) was the person who reported an 
unexpected,, favorable external factor (a new job). Moreover, for two participants we 
foundd clinging to an Actualization instruction to be ineffective. 

Thee Restructuring and Combination instructions seemed to fare better (Table 1). It is 
importantt to note that, apart from their obvious difference with the Actualization 
instruction,, they also alluded to the future. Because, in our analysis, future 
directivenesss proved to be a strong indicator of improvement, this could be one of the 
reasonss for a superior beneficial effect of these instructions. Furthermore, it emerged 
thatt in the improved group the Restructuring instruction was sometimes spontaneously 
supplementedd with elements of actualization. Taken together, these data provided some 
evidencee that a combination of an Actualization and Restructuring instruction, including 
futuree directedness, lead to the best results. 
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DISCUSSION N 

Thee main purpose of the present study was to search for textual elements that are 
indicativee of improvement in participants writing about traumatic experiences. Apart 
fromm the fixed conditions described shortly, we gave an overview of textual features 
thatt were found to be highly discriminative between effective and ineffective writing. 
Concerningg the status of these features, the first thing to remark is that the "proof of the 
puddingg is in the eating" (James, 1907), i.e. the features that emerged have some 
validityy if a therapist or reseacher recognizes these as important in assessing the 
effectivenesss of new essay texts. 

But,, in a less pragmatic view, it would be important to establish the validity of the 
findingss in a more systematic way. A first step to accomplish this is to compare the 
findingss with the existing literature. When compared to other process-oriented or 
clinicall  studies, several similarities arise. The undamaged or even increased self-esteem 
ass a predictor of improvement tallies with the results reported by several authors 
(Esterlingg et al.; 1994; Donnelly & Murray, 1991; Murray & Segal, 1994). With regard 
too emotion words, Pennebaker and Francis (1996) reported a relation between positive 
emotionn words and positive health change. In our study, we focussed on the 
developmentt of emotions and found that an increasing use of positive emotion words 
wass associated with improvement. Pennebaker et al. (1997) found an increase in 
positivee emotion words over sessions to be associated with psychological distress in the 
long-term,, as was low use of past tense verbs. In contrast to our study, however, this 
concernedd participants who were all at the very beginning of overcoming their trauma. 

Moreover,, some of the features found show a strong resemblance to psychological 
phenomenaa reported in the theoretical literature. 'Confrontation', the main purpose of 
writingg assignments, figured in ego involvement during writing, particularly in the 
subcategoryy of 'painful disclosures'. A related phenomenon, the expression of 
emotions,, became the 'development of emotions through the essay series', particularly 
developmentss in their valence. Habituation was represented by the subcategories of 
'extinctionn of negative emotions' and 'decrease in overall emotionality'. Avoidance and 
repression,, supposed to be of central importance in the development of PTSD 
(Pennebaker,, 1989), were represented in the form of the participant's 'reflection on past 
avoidance'' and the 'mentioning of blockages'. And 'cognitive reappraisal' was evident 
ass 'cognitive reversal' under the heading of 'control'. A problem with cognitive 
reappraisall  was that, in fact, it would not have been difficult to point to many more 
instancess of this phenomenon, but at the same time it was seldom possible to 
differentiatee between reappraisal that might be helpful in overcoming the trauma, and 
reappraisall  that is not. Finally, some of our findings are new and cannot be compared. 

Anotherr way of establishing the validity of the features found would be to 
investigatee these in new studies. In psychotherapy research this may go hand in hand 
withh a tentative practical application. Features that have been found to be indicative of 
improvementt may be added explicitly to the writing instruction (at the beginning or later 
on),, depending on how the client proceeds. Particularly promising in this respect is the 
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featuree of future directedness in its several forms. Other promising additions are to 
encouragee the participants to provide a detailed and chronological description of the 
eventt (including painful details), to let the results of their writings generalize to their 
presentt life and to regain control and self-esteem. Also the finding that some 
participantss deviated successfully from their assignment could be transformed into the 
instructionn that deviation is permitted if the participant considers this useful. Clients 
mightt even be offered several types of instructions in order to be able to choose which 
typee will work best for them. 

Itt should be noted that the features found to be indicative of improvement occurred 
spontaneouslyy in the essay texts. Therefore, with regard to their direction of causality, it 
iss undecided whether these features are factors that lead to improvement, or whether 
thesee are 'only' reflections of positive changes brought about by other factors. The 
proposalss just made, wherein participants are asked to intentionally exhibit a feature, 
formm a direct test of their direction of causality. However, if these proposals do not lead 
too (extra) improvement, it might still be the case that the feature is a valid sign of 
improvement.. Analyses of new essay texts may settle this question. 

Thee so-called 'conditions' found in the present study, although tentatively 
formulated,, are of practical significance as well. Eventually, they may prove useful for 
specifyingg criteria for indication of writing therapy. In particular, the relevance of 
temporall  aspects of the trauma has also been reported in other studies: temporal 
disintegrationn (Holman & Cohen Silver, 1998) and the length of time the traumatization 
hass existed (Smyth, 1998). Conditions may also be useful in giving a more precise 
prognosiss about improvement over time. In some cases, the client may deteriorate at 
firstt (see also Smyth, 1998) and only later show the potential benefits of the writing 
therapy. . 

Thiss brings us to the last point to be discussed: the outcome criterion. In using the 
Impactt of Events Scale, we tried to capture changes in symptoms considered central for 
PTSDD in all clients: avoidance and intrusion. A more general psychological distress 
measuree or an indication of physical health could provide interesting additional results, 
althoughh not necessarily identical to the IES results (see also Pennebaker et al., 1997), 
andd the same applies to SCL-90 total scores. Moreover, on the individual level, a 
differencee score on a specific SCL-90 scale may serve as an additional criterion of 
improvement,, although here one easily runs the risk of ad hoc reasoning. Furthermore, 
inn light of what had been suggested under 'Conditions', it seems very arbitrary to have 
aa follow-up measure at one moment in time only (here 6 weeks after the last writing 
session).. We expect that some of the clients who are found to be ««improved at 6-week 
follow-up,, might show some benefits of the writing therapy at a later moment in time. 
Inn the present study, this concerned three participants in particular, who exhibited many 
positivee text features. A follow-up at several moments in time, or a more process-
orientedd follow-up is called for. 




