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Abstract
Writing Therapy (WT) is defined as a process of investigation about personal thoughts and feelings using the act of writing 
as an instrument, with the aim of promoting self-healing and personal growth. WT has been integrated in specific psycho-
therapies with the aim of treating specific mental disorders (PTSD, depression, etc.). More recently, WT has been included in 
several Positive Interventions (PI) as a useful tool to promote psychological well-being. This narrative review was conducted 
by searching on scientific databases and analyzing essential studies, academic books and journal articles where writing 
therapy was applied. The aim of this review is to describe and summarize the use of WT across various psychotherapies, from 
the traditional applications as expressive writing, or guided autobiography, to the phenomenological-existential approach 
(Logotherapy) and, more recently, to the use of WT within Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). Finally, the novel 
applications of writing techniques from a positive psychology perspective will be analyzed. Accordingly, the applications 
of WT for promoting forgiveness, gratitude, wisdom and other positive dimensions will be illustrated. The results of this 
review show that WT yield therapeutic effects on symptoms and distress, but it also promotes psychological well-being. The 
use of writing can be a standalone treatment or it can be easily integrated as supplement in other therapeutic approaches. 
This review might help clinician and counsellors to apply the simple instrument of writing to promote insight, healing and 
well-being in clients, according to their specific clinical needs and therapeutic goals.

Keywords Writing therapy · Journaling · Positive psychology · Psychotherapies · Emotion regulation · Autobiography · 
Expressive writing

Introduction

Writing therapy can be defined as the process in which the 
client uses writing as a means to express and reflect on one-
self, whether self- generated or suggested by a therapist/
researcher (Wright & Chung, 2001). It is characterized by 
the use of writing as a tool of healing and personal growth. 
From the first investigations of James Pennebaker (Penne-
baker & Beall, 1986), writing therapy has shown therapeu-
tic effects in the elaboration of traumatic events. In recent 
years, expressive and creative writing was found to have 

beneficial effects on physical and psychological health 
(Nicholls, 2009).

Currently, clinicians have moved from a distress-oriented 
approach to an educational approach, where writing is used 
to build personal identity and meaning through the use of 
autobiographical writing (Hunt, 2010). In this vein, auto-
biographical writing is becoming a widespread technique, 
which allows people to recall their life path and to better 
understand the present situation (McAdams, 2008). Moreo-
ver, it is observed that individuals often tend to report sig-
nificant life events (positive or negative) in personal journals 
(Van Deurzen, 2012). Keeping a journal is a way of writing 
spontaneously: it can be considered a sort of logbook where 
thoughts, ideas, reflections, self-evaluation and self -assur-
ances are recorded in a private way. Journaling is different 
from therapeutic writing the writer does not receive specific 
instructions on the contents and methodologies to be fol-
lowed when writing, as it happens in therapeutic writing. 
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Nowadays journaling can be done also through online blogs 
and social network (Facebook). In doing so, a private and 
spontaneous journal can be shared publically.

Writing techniques are often implemented into talking 
therapies, since both processes (talking and writing) favor 
the organization, acceptance and the integration of memo-
ries in the process of self-understanding (Lyubomirsky et al., 
2006). However, expressive writing has been found to be 
beneficial also as a “stand alone” technique for the treat-
ment of depressive, anxious and post-traumatic stress dis-
order symptoms (Reinhold et al., 2018). In a recent study, 
it was found that enhanced expressive writing (i.e., writing 
with scheduled contacts with a therapist) was as effective as 
traditional psychotherapy for the treatment of traumatized 
patients. Expressive writing without additional talking with 
a therapist was found to be only slightly inferior. Authors 
concluded that expressive writing could provide a useful tool 
to promote mental health with only a minimal contact with 
therapist (Gerger et al., 2021). Another recent investigation 
(Allen et al., 2020) highlighted that the beneficial effect of 
writing techniques may be moderated by individual differ-
ences, such as personality trait and dysfunctional attitude 
(i.e., high level of trait anxiety, avoidance and social inhibi-
tion). In these cases, therapeutic writing may be even more 
beneficial since it avoids the interactions with the therapist 
or other clients.

This article aims to illustrate and summarize the main 
psychotherapeutic interventions where writing therapy plays 
an important role in the healing process. For instance, a com-
mon application is the use of a diary in standard Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy for promoting patients’ self observa-
tion (Butler et al., 2006). Similarly, other traditional psycho-
therapies use writing in their therapeutic process: from the 
pivotal application of writing to understand and overcome 
traumatic experiences, to the phenomenological-existential 
approach where writing has the function of giving mean-
ing to events and of clarifying life goals (King, 2001), to 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, where writing facili-
tates the process of thought-defusion (Hayes, 2004). This 
review will also address the novel applications of writing 
technique to new a psychotherapeutic context: positive psy-
chotherapy where the tool of writing is employed in many 
effective techniques (i.e. writing gratitude or forgiveness 
letters). Smyth (1998) reviewed 13 case-controlled writing 
therapy studies that showed the positive influence of writ-
ing techniques on psychological well-being. The benefits 
produced in writing activity (self regulation, clarifying life 
goals, gaining insight, finding meaning, getting a different 
point of view) can be described under the rubric of psycho-
logical and emotional well-being. In accordance with Fre-
drickson’s Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emotions 
(2004), writing may foster positive emotions since putting 
feelings and thoughts into words widens scope of attention, 

opens up to different points of view and allows the mind to 
be more flexible (King, 2001).

Finally, we will describe and explore new contexts where 
writing activities currently take place: the web and social 
networks. We will underline important clinical implications 
for these new applications of writing activities.

Traditional Applications of Writing 
Techniques

Clinical applications of writing therapy include the method 
of expressive writing created by Pennebaker (Pennebaker 
& Beall, 1986); the autobiography; and the use of a diary 
in traditional Cognitive Behavioral Therapy as described in 
the following sections.

James Pennebaker: The Paradigm of Expressive 
Writing

James Pennebaker was the first researcher that studied ther-
apeutic effects of writing. He developed a method called 
expressive writing, which consists of putting feelings and 
thoughts into written words in order to cope with traumatic 
events or situations that yield distress (Pennebaker & Chung, 
2007). In the first writing project, Pennebaker and Beall 
(1986) asked fifty college students to write for fifteen min-
utes per day for four consecutive days. They were randomly 
instructed to write about traumatic topics or non-emotional 
topics. Results showed that writing about traumatic events 
was associated with fewer visits to the health center and 
improvements in physical and mental health. The experi-
ment was repeated several times with different samples: with 
people who suffered from physical illnesses, such as arthritis 
and asthma, and from mental pathologies such as depression 
(Gortner et al., 2006). Individuals with different educational 
levels or writing skills were examined, but these variables 
were not found to be significant. At first, studies investigated 
only traumatic events, but later research expanded the focus 
to general emotional events or specific experiences (Pen-
nebaker & Evans, 2014).

According to Pennebaker, what makes writing therapeu-
tic is that the writer openly acknowledges and accepts their 
emotions, they become able to give voice to his/her blocked 
feelings and to construct a meaningful story.

Other therapeutic ingredients of expressive writing con-
cern (1) the ability to make causal links among life events 
and (2) the increased introspective capacity. The former 
may be favored through the use of causality terms such as 
“because”, “cause”, “effect”; the latter through the use of 
insight words (“consider”, “know” etc.). These emotional 
and cognitive processes were analyzed through a comput-
erized program (Pennebaker et al., 2015) and outcomes 
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showed that the more patients used causation words, the 
more benefits they derived from the activity. Similarly, using 
certain causal terms expresses the level of cognitive elabora-
tion of the event achieved by the patient and may indicate 
that the emotional experience has been analyzed and inte-
grated (Pennebaker et al., 2003). Thus, the benefits of writ-
ing stem from the activity of making sense of an emotional 
event, the acquisition of insight about the event, the organi-
zation and integration of the upheaval in one’s life path.

Moreover, expressive writing allows a change in the way 
patients narrate life events. Many studies have highlighted 
that writing in first or third person alters the emotional tone 
of the narration (Seih et al., 2011). It is common for people 
who have experienced a severe traumatic event to initially 
narrate it in the third person and only later, once the elabora-
tion and integration processes have set into motion, are they 
able to narrate their experience in the first person. This phe-
nomenon occurs because third person narration allows the 
writer to feel safer and more detached from the experience, 
while first person perspective reminds them that they were 
the protagonist of the trauma. While writing using the third 
person can be easier in the wake of a traumatic event, writing 
in first person has been demonstrated to be more effective 
in the elaboration process (Slatcher & Pennebaker, 2006).

Another issue examined by Pennebaker and Evans (2014) 
concerns the difference between writing and talking about 
a trauma. In expressive writing, an important element con-
sists of feeling completely honest and free to write anything, 
in a safe and private context without necessarily share the 
content with a listener or the therapist. Conversely, talking 
about trauma implies the presence of a listener, and the cru-
cial aspect lies in the listener’s capability to comprehend 
and accept the patient’s narrative. Moreover, the interactions 
with a therapist could be particularly stressful for individuals 
with high levels of social inhibitions and trait anxiety (Allen 
et al., 2020).

Writing Techniques for Addressing Trauma

Writing is considered a therapeutic strategy to cope with life 
adversities thanks to the positive effects of putting feelings 
and thoughts into words. There are various writing tech-
niques used as therapeutic strategies to cope with a trauma 
which are described in Table 1.

What the aforementioned writing therapies all have in 
common is a theoretical underpinning: the act of writing 
as a means to modify one’s life story and reframe elements 
which survivors want to change. Creating stories and think-
ing of ways to alter them may emphasize on one hand the 
possibility of a real change to occur, and on the other, the 
active role of the individual in their own life (Sandstrom & 
Cramer, 2003). In this way, writing can be also defined as 
a process of resilience: putting negative feelings into words Ta
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can spark the search for solutions, with the consequence of 
having a positive attitude towards life challenges and pro-
moting personal growth.

Besides the numerous positive effects of writing, there 
can be situations in which writing does not work, or when 
it can actually cause negative side effects. An example of 
said situation is when an individual has to deal with issues 
that arise intense painful emotions. In this case, writing can 
cause crying, very low mood, or even a breakdown (Pen-
nebaker & Chung, 2007). This may occur because analyz-
ing a traumatic experience may trigger a process of cogni-
tive rumination, which is considered a specific symptom of 
PTSD (Pennebaker & Evans, 2014).

In conclusion, the paradigm of expressive writing is 
frequently used in patients who have had distressing expe-
riences. Writing about traumatic experiences can help to 
elaborate negative emotions connected to the upheaval, to 
construct a narrative of the event, and to give it a meaning. 
However when client’s levels of distress are very intense 
and/or they are maintained by cognitive rumination, it is not 
advisable to undergo a writing exercise.

McAdams: The Use of Autobiography 
in the Construction of Self‑identity

Writing therapy has also been shown to have benefits in con-
structing self-identity (Cooper, 2014). An important pioneer 
of this method, Dan McAdams, developed a life story model 
of identity, which postulates that individuals create and tell 
evolving life narratives as a means to provide their lives 
with purpose and integrity (McAdams, 2008). Identity is 
an internalized story that is composed by many narrative 
elements such as setting, plot, character(s) and theme(s). In 
fact, human lives develop in time and space, they include a 
protagonist and many other characters, and they are shaped 
by various themes. Narrative identities allow one to reenact 
the past, become aware of the present and have a future per-
spective. Individuals construct stories to make sense of their 
existence, and these stories function to conciliate who they 
are, were and might be according to their self-conception 
and social identity. Biography, for example, is a written his-
tory of a person’s life; it deals with the reconstruction of 
a personal story in which salient events are selected and 
told. The therapeutic power of biographies entails the act of 
selection of worthy events that characterize a person’s life 
(Lichter et al., 1993).

In the same way, the autobiography can be an instrument 
to create a written life story. The first therapeutic effect is 
the possibility to define a sense of identity through auto-
biographical narratives by the identification of significant 
personal changes and by giving meaning to them. According 
to Bruner (2004) writing an autobiography allows the clients 

to recognize themselves as the authors of their experiences 
(sense of personal agency).

Another therapeutic ingredient of autobiography is the 
process of conferring stability to autobiographical memo-
ries: people often misremember details of events over time 
or are influenced by distortion mechanisms (McAdams, 
2008). Autobiography is useful not only to code every event 
of self-story, but also it is beneficial for integrating differ-
ent experiences and for analyzing the life trail, highlight-
ing both continuity and changes. McAdams studied the use 
of autobiography in life changes, by employing a written 
procedure, the “Guided Autobiography” (McAdams et al., 
2006). This is a therapeutic technique aimed at investigating 
the relationship between the continuity of story themes and 
personality changes. In the span of ten two-hour sessions, 
which take place once a week, participants are asked to think 
and describe the most important events of their life, referring 
to a specific life theme (i.e. family, money, work, health, 
spirituality, death, aspirations). Reker et al. (2014) under-
lined that Guided Autobiography is an effective method to 
enable participants to understand and appreciate their life 
stories, which also increases optimism and self-esteem. In 
conclusion, Mc Adams technique of guided autobiography 
entails different therapeutic ingredients: it allows to connect 
life events and personal memories, and to underscore the 
process of continuity among them. At the same time, sig-
nificant life changes are emphasized, and the individual can 
improve the sense of agency in understanding his/her role 
as a protagonist of his/her life. Thus, guided autobiography 
could enhance personal well-being and meaning in life.

The Use of the Diary in CBT

Considering that Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 
works on thinking patterns, maladaptive thoughts and dys-
functional behaviors (Butler et al., 2006), the diary is a very 
useful instrument of self-observation. It entails a written 
exercise in which the client is asked to take note of when and 
where a stressful situation occurs, the automatic thoughts it 
elicits, the connected emotions and the consequent behavior. 
This technique was developed by Aaron Beck at the early 
stages of cognitive therapy for anxiety and depression (Beck, 
1979). In writing this diary the writers learn to pay atten-
tion to their functioning and acquires self-awareness about 
their problematic issues (King & Boswell, 2019). Accord-
ing to traditional CBT method, the therapeutic ingredients 
of writing the structured diary consist of helping clients to 
increase their awareness of automatic thoughts and beliefs, 
which are influencing their emotions and behaviors. The 
diary then allows the processes of cognitive restructur-
ing, where negative, automatic thoughts are analyzed and 
modified in order to achieve a more realistic attitude toward 
life events and problematic situations (Beck, 1979). Thus, 
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writing techniques within CBT consist of keeping a struc-
tured diary, which is supervised by the therapists along the 
various phases of the therapeutic process. The diary in CBT 
is specifically aimed at addressing symptoms and distress, 
but it can also trigger cognitive changes, maturation and 
improved self-awareness at the end of the clinical work (But-
ler et al., 2006).

Existential Approaches: The Bridge Between 
Clinical Psychology and Positive Psychology

Logotherapy

Logotherapy is a specific strategy within phenomenological-
existential therapies. It relies on a therapeutic paradigm cre-
ated by Viktor Frankl (Frankl, 1969) and based on existential 
issues. Logotherapy is an entirely word-based treatment. Its 
tenets assume that life always has meaning, even in the most 
adverse circumstances and that people always strive to find 
a personal meaning in their existence (assumption of will to 
meaning). From this perspective, a journal can be consid-
ered a place where people find a meaning in life-threatening 
events and transform implicit and negative experiences into 
expressive and positive ones. In fact, Logotherapy empha-
sizes the importance of words in creating a meaning and, in 
this case, writing techniques are particularly appropriated 
to this task. The client is asked to narrate adverse life events 
using words and sentences that help him/her to acquire a 
sense of meaning and acceptance.

In phenomenological-existentialist psychotherapies, writ-
ing assignments are used to increase clients’ awareness of 
their limitations and to create an opportunity to reflect on 
both life and death (Yalom, 1980). Specifically, in the exer-
cise of Writing your Epitaph, the client is encouraged to 
think and write what people would say in their memory. 
This task aims at clarifying personal values and at commit-
ting to them. This allows the identification of the direction 
individuals want to give to theirs life and to verify if they 
really are acting towards those goals. The main difference 
between logotherapy and guided autobiography relies on 
the philosophical framework used in existential approach, 
which is not present in Mc Adams paradigm. Furthermore, 
in logotherapy the narrative topic might be narrowed to a 
specific traumatic event, not necessarily involving all per-
sonal biography. The therapeutic ingredients of logotherapy, 
thus, concern the increase in life meaning and the possibility 
of reframing and processing existential issues as death, evil 
and trauma in individual’s life experiences.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) focuses on 
the acceptance of unchangeable things and on the integra-
tion of different interventions (including strategies of mind-
fulness) with the aim of increasing psychological flexibil-
ity and promoting an active attitude towards problematic 
matters (Hayes, 2004). ACT is based on a rigorous cogni-
tive analysis, the Relational Frame Theory (Reese, 2013). 
This theoretical frame posits that language and cognition 
allow humans to have the ability to learn to relate events 
under arbitrary contextual control. This framework par-
ticularly analyzes paradoxes, metaphors, stories, exercises, 
behavioral tasks, and experiential processes (Hayes, 2004). 
This approach has studied a particular mechanism called 
“Thought Defusion” (Hayes, 2004) which deals with the 
ability to distance one’s self from problematic thoughts. 
Frequently, individuals cannot see problems because they 
are “fused” with them. The defusion techniques allow the 
individual to distance themselves from problems and see 
them from a more detached perspective (i.e., the helicopter 
perspective exercise). In this way, patients have the possibil-
ity to identify a problematic issue, accept it and find a man-
ner to live with it, which can decrease the level of suffering 
(Hayes, 2004). Thus, the act of writing can be considered as 
a way to keep distance from one’s own thoughts and feelings 
in order to be able to modify the behaviors and life choices 
according to one’s values and priorities.

The first part of this article identifies how the traditional 
use of writing techniques has been analyzed within different 
forms of psychotherapy. The subsequent part of this review 
will describe the application of similar writing techniques 
within the framework of positive psychology. In particular, 
the use of expressive writing, journaling or other structured 
writing techniques will be described as ways to promote 
personal well-being, personal growth, gratitude and positive 
emotions in general.

Positive Psychotherapy

Unlike the traditional deficit-oriented approach to psycho-
therapy, Positive Psychotherapy aims at considering with a 
similar standing, symptoms and strengths (Rashid & Selig-
man, 2018).

Positive Psychotherapy uses writing techniques in vari-
ous moments of the therapeutic process (see Table 2). For 
instance, at the beginning of the therapy clients are invited to 
write a personal presentation in positive terms. This exercise 
is called “Positive Introduction” (Rashid, 2015). The impor-
tance of this exercise lies in the fact that while writing a self-
presentation clients highlight their positive characteristics 
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and qualities and they may also recall and describe a par-
ticular episode when these strengths were manifested. This 
initial writing assignment, thus, may foster patients’ self-
esteem and self-awareness of positive personal character-
istics. In the middle phase of the positive psychotherapy, 
therapists can suggest the “Positive Appraisal” activity to 
their clients. This consists of thinking and writing down 
resentments, bad memories and negative events which have 
occurred in their past and that still affect their life. Clients 
are asked to reframe these past negative events and to search 
for possible positive consequences in terms of meaning or 
personal development. The final phase of therapy focuses on 
exploring and training the individual’s strengths. The exer-
cises proposed in this phase include writing assignments 
such as “Gift of Time” and “Positive legacy”, where the 
therapist asks clients to write how they would be remem-
bered by significant others and future generations. “Positive 
Legacy” is focused on the positive connotations of writ-
ing and often it is associated with planning a “gift of time 
activity” that puts these positive characteristics into practice 
(Rashid, 2015). This technique entails similarities with logo-
therapy and ACT epitaph exercise, but in PPT the client is 
guided to emphasize positive aspects of their life and per-
sonal qualities, and there is no mention to relational frame 
theory as in ACT.

Furthermore, Positive Psychotherapy entails also specific 
writing techniques devoted to the promotion of specific posi-
tive emotions, such as gratitude, forgiveness and wisdom, as 
described below.

Gratitude

Gratitude is a feeling of appreciation for people or events, 
which is triggered by the perception of having obtained 
something beneficial from someone or something (it can be 
also an impersonal source, such as God or Nature) (Rashid 

& Seligman, 2018). Written exercises of gratitude can be 
divided into Gratitude Letter, Gratitude Journaling and 
“Good versus Bad Memories”.

Gratitude Letter consists of writing and delivering a grati-
tude letter to a person that the client has never sincerely 
thanked. This intervention aims at strengthening the client’s 
relationships and enhancing their social well-being (Lambert 
et al., 2010). In Gratitude Journaling, clients are asked to 
write three good things which have happened to them during 
the day (Rashid, 2015).

Many studies showed that thinking about memories 
of gratitude in a written form promotes well-being and 
increases positive mood because writing allows one to give 
shape to positive experiences (Toepfer et al., 2012; Wong 
et al., 2018). In fact, in gratitude writings individuals are 
more likely to express positive feelings and have high level 
of insight, making gratitude letters or journaling a powerful 
tool to produce not only well-being, but also health improve-
ments (Jans-Beken et al., 2020).

Difficulties in writing a gratitude letter relate to the inter-
personal nature of this task, because being grateful towards 
someone entails being dependent on that person and, in turn, 
this can invoke a sense of vulnerability that makes the writer 
feel not at ease (Kaczmarek et al., 2015). In this way, the 
psychological costs of writing a gratitude letter are greater 
than expressing it in a private journal. Another important 
element of difference pertains the delivery of the letter as 
the gratitude journal has a personal use, while the letter is 
written to be delivered to someone. The main risk of writ-
ing a letter to someone refers to the possibility of not being 
accepted or feeling judged by the reader. For this reason, 
recently, positive therapists may ask their clients to write the 
letter, without necessarily have it delivered to the recipient. 
Thus, the benefits associated with a gratitude letter exercise 
are not necessarily connected with the act of delivery, but 
are placed in the writing itself (Rash et al., 2011).

Table 2  Writing approaches in positive intervention

Use Theoretical model Techniques Goal

Gratitude Depression, anxiety Positive psychotherapy –Gratitude letters
–Gratitude journal
–Good versus bad memories

–To strengthen relationships
–To enhance well-being

Forgiveness Clients who express feeling of 
anger or bitterness

Positive psychotherapy Forgiveness letters –To promote emotional regulation
–To spark positive attitude towards 

others
Wisdom Posttraumatic embitterment 

disorder
Positive psycho-

therapy, Narrative 
Therapy

–Guided autobiography
–Use of fairytales

–To spark self-awareness and self-
acceptance

–To integrate life experiences
–To promote different perspectives

Hope Post-traumatic stress disorder 
patients, chronic illnesses

Positive psychotherapy –Writing about best possible 
selves

–Blessing journal/three good 
things

–To provide positive emotions
–To enlarge perspectives
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In addition to gratitude letter and journal, Good versus 
Bad Memories is a writing activity which has the therapeutic 
effect of helping clients to understand how anger, bitterness 
and other depressive symptoms may influence clients’ life 
and how they can stop these processes by focusing on posi-
tive memories and experiences (Rashid & Seligman, 2018).

These three writing activities on gratitude are useful in 
order to emphasize good things that usually are taken for 
granted. Furthermore, they may downregulate the impact of 
negative emotions or negative experience in life. (Lyubomir-
sky & Layous, 2013).

Forgiveness

Forgiveness implies a situation of offense where a person 
makes the choice of letting go of anger and of searching for 
a compassionate attitude towards the transgressor (Thoresen 
et al., 2008).

Evidence shows that writing about an interpersonal con-
flict can decrease the level of negative effects in relational 
conflicts (Gordon et al., 2004). The act of writing a forgive-
ness letter includes a cognitive processing that promotes 
emotional regulation, the expression of affect and gaining 
insight. Positive Psychotherapy uses forgiveness exercises in 
order to transform feelings of anger and bitterness into neu-
tral or positive emotions (Rashid, 2015). For example, cli-
ents are asked to write a letter where they describe an expe-
rience of offence with related feelings and then the promise 
to forgive the guilty person. McCullough et al. (2006) found 
that victims of interpersonal transgressions could became 
more forgiving toward their transgressors when they were 
asked to write about possible beneficial effect of the trans-
gression, compared with victims who wrote about traumatic 
or neutral topics. Thus, the positive narrative approach may 
facilitate forgiveness and help victims to overcome traumatic 
interpersonal issues.

As for gratitude letters, the delivery of forgiveness letters 
is a crucial issue, because the act of showing forgiveness can 
influence the process of forgiveness itself. In some cases, as 
highlighted in Gordon and collaborators’ study (2004) about 
marital conflicts, writing and delivering a letter is helpful to 
reduce relational tension and the consequent conflicts, but in 
other situations where forgiveness remains an intra-personal 
process, sharing it can be more harmful than beneficial. This 
may occur particularly when the relationship between vic-
tims and transgressors is particularly problematic (or even 
abusive) and reconciliation is not possible, or not recom-
mendable (Gordon et al., 2004).

Forgiveness writing is also helpful in the promotion of 
self-forgiveness. Jacinto and Edwards (2011) describe a case 
where the exercise of writing a letter was used in the thera-
peutic process of self-forgiveness. The act of writing helped 

the client to trigger self-empathy and consequentially to let 
go of negative beliefs about herself.

In conclusions, the therapeutic ingredients of these writ-
ing assignments (gratitude and forgiveness letters) concern 
both an intra-personal dimension (the promotion of self-
esteem, self-awareness and a sense of meaning in life) and 
an interpersonal dimension (the promotion of empathy, 
compassion, and a sense of connectedness with others). 
They both constitute the pillars of well-being and positive 
psychological functioning (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013).

Wisdom

Wisdom is a complex ability composed of cognitive and 
emotional competences, such as perspective-taking, think-
ing with a long-term perspective, empathy, perception and 
acceptance of emotions (Staudinger, 2008). Collecting nar-
ratives of wisdom may be connected with autobiographi-
cal memory (McAdams, 2008). Glück and collaborators 
(2005) conducted a study where participants had to write 
a 15 line paragraph describing all the situations where they 
did, thought or said something wise; then they had to select 
a situation from them where they had been wise. This writ-
ing task was followed by an interview in which the “wise 
situations” were discussed. Writing about autobiographi-
cal memory kindles the development of strengths related 
to wisdom, such as acceptance and forgiveness of others, 
taking different perspectives, being honest and responsible 
and making compromises.

The promotion of wisdom can be done also using specific 
narrative structures, such as the one of storytelling and fair-
ytales. The employment of fairytales with adults was found 
to promote the development of feelings of wisdom (Ruini, 
2014; Ruini & Ottolini, 2014). Fairytales, in fact, enable a 
process that allows one to reformulate problems in narrative 
terms, using a specific narrative plot. It consists of three 
main steps: (1) the identification of an initial stressful event; 
(2) the journey of the protagonist, with tests and adversi-
ties to face; (3) the final positive resolution (happy ending) 
(Masoni, 2019). Furthermore, Ruini and Ottolini (2014) 
showed the effectiveness of using fairytales in patients who 
had to cope with life transitions: to read and then to re-write 
a fairytale is a way to symbolize one’s own life and clarify 
moral and existential issues. In this particular narrative 
technique, the patients are asked to write a fairytale that 
well symbolizes their life, with a happy ending; the fairytale 
created is then read and discussed in the session. In many 
cases, the stories contain narrative issues and characters’ 
attitudes that evidence patients’ real difficulties. For exam-
ple, the protagonist can be very passive in the story or not 
well characterized. The clinician helps the patient to re-write 
the fairytale making corrections that allow the patient to 
clarify dysfunctional elements and consequently to construct 
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a new and more positive story. Creating a happy ending can 
be a way to express patients’ desires about their future and 
to let them imagine how they can be satisfied with their life. 
Through the exercise of writing a structured fiction story, 
patients can analyze their life situations in a more detached 
way, view problems from a different perspective and become 
aware of their values and attitude. This emotional detach-
ment is similar to the process of cognitive defusion in ACT, 
but in this case, there is no mention to the relational frame 
theory, and the act of writing the fairytales may promote 
another positive dimension: creativity (Ruini et al., 2020).

Hope

Writing can be considered as a coping strategy aimed at 
finding solutions which in turn can spark hope in desper-
ate situations. In line with the expressive writing approach 
(Pennebaker & Evans, 2014), writing about traumatic or par-
ticularly painful situations, may promote feelings of hope 
because it allows to go beyond suffering and to reach posi-
tive perspectives.

Positive psychotherapy entails specific written exercises 
that focus on strengthening hope. Among these, we can find 
Writing about Best Possible Selves, where possible selves 
are personal representation of goals, connected with what 
people desire for their future. This writing exercise aims to 
improve self regulation because it allows clients to clarify 
and restructure priorities and acquire insight on one’s own 
motivations and values (Loveday et al., 2018; Sheldon & 
Lyubomirsky, 2006). Other potential benefits of writing 
“best possible selves” are the possibility of integrating life 
experiences, identifying the meaningful ones, and gaining a 
sense of control (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013). These ben-
efits have also been confirmed in King’s (2001) study where 
participants were invited to write for four days (20 min per 
day) a narrative description of their best possible future 
selves. Outcomes showed that, compared to writing about 
other topics, the act of thinking and describing oneself as 
best as possible increased positive mood and decreased dis-
tress five months later.

Another technique to foster hope is the Blessing journal/
Three Good Things in which patients keep a journal where 
they write three good things every night and the reason why 
they think those things have happened. The objective is not 
only to identify positive happenings, but also to search for 
the causes and underline the active role of the subject in pro-
voking them. The sense of personal agency in fact, is con-
sidered a component of hope (Snyder et al., 2000). Snyder’ 
hope therapy (Snyder et al., 2002) entails the specific use 
of “hope narratives” where clients are guided in a process 
of writing past experiences where they were able to achieve 
significant personal goals (hope reminding exercise). In the 
subsequent phase of hope therapy, clients are asked to write 

specific narrative where they focus on future goals to be 
achieved and they develop specific path to reach them (hope 
building techniques).

In conclusion, the traditional use of writing techniques 
within psychotherapies has been included also in the positive 
psychology perspective. However, positive psychotherapy 
and other positive interventions have changed the focus of 
the writing exercises from negative/traumatic experiences 
to positive ones (Lyubomirsky et al., 2006). The therapeu-
tic process may be the same, but the focus is shifted from 
symptoms to well-being. The positive psychology approach 
promotes writing exercises on gratitude, hope, forgiveness, 
and positive descriptions of oneself with the intention of 
improving clients’ well-being. At the same time, these exer-
cises may help them to process also negative emotions and 
traumatic events (McCullough et al., 2006). Conversely, in 
traditional psychotherapies (as described in the first part 
of this article) writing techniques are specifically aimed at 
overcoming negative events and psychological symptoms. 
As a byproduct, they may also favor patients’ recovery, well-
being and meaning in life, but this was not their main thera-
peutic purpose.

New Applications: Writing on the Web

The final part of this review deals with other recent modi-
fications of writing approaches that entail the use of inter-
net and other digital technologies. In recent years the act of 
journaling and keeping a diary has been often replaced with 
writing in blogs or on social networks such as Facebook, 
Twitter or Instagram. On these platforms users may create 
personal profiles that reflect their sense of identity or posi-
tive introduction. User profiles also include the narration of 
their meaningful experiences via photos, videos or boards. 
In this section we will describe these phenomena and their 
relation with the psychotherapy process, underlying both the 
positive and negative features.

Writing activity has been recently modified by the use of 
the web and by the influence of technological instruments. 
In fact, social networking sites constitute a technological 
tool for self-revelation which gives the opportunity to share 
experiences and impressions through writing as they can cre-
ate a permanent record of one’s actions or thoughts (Sauter, 
2013). In social-networks the personal home page is both 
a space of identity construction and of self presentation 
towards the rest of the world (Sorapure, 2003). In particular, 
Facebook can also be considered an online autobiographical 
instrument that codes and keeps track of events of in one’s 
life.

In this way, unlike traditional handwriting, writing on the 
web implicates a social function rather than a private one. 
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Sharing, in fact, is a fundamental component of self-writing 
on the web.

Additionally, the presence of clinicians in social networks 
is a relevant factor: some therapists can use social networks 
as an extra instrument to give support or be available for 
patients. Taylor et al. (2010) observed that the client–psy-
chotherapist relationship can be influenced by the presence 
of the psychologist on the Internet. Many psychotherapists 
create a web site where clients can find their professional 
activities and services. Other psychologists let clients con-
tact them via e-mail or instant messaging when they need 
help (Manfrida et al., 2017). For example, “Talkspace” is 
a web platform which offers online therapy through mes-
saging with a licensed therapist. Hull and Mahan (2017) 
studied the effectiveness of Talkspace’s text-based therapy 
and showed the beneficial effects that text therapy had on 
symptom reduction and improvement in psychological well-
being. The study participants also reported high levels of 
satisfaction with the treatment.

Moreover, Sloan et al. (2015) have studied the efficacy of 
a structured writing therapy conducted via internet: “Inter-
apy”. It consists of a protocol of 10 writing sessions, held 
twice a week, in which patients who suffered from post-
traumatic stress disorder had to write about the traumatic 
event focusing on cognitive reappraisal and sharing details 
with someone close. A trained therapist then gave feedback 
on every written online narrative.

Recently Botella et al. (2017) presented a new instru-
ment, which utilizes digital technology and virtual reality via 
web in a framework of positive interventions. They named 
it “Book of Life” and it consists of a personal digital diary 
composed of various chapters in which some narrative exer-
cises are proposed. Participants may also include multimedia 
contents (i.e. pictures, videos, music) about a specific topic, 
in order to create a final positive autobiographical narrative. 
The therapeutic aim of the Book of Life is to foster positive 
emotions and the use of personal psychological resources. 
The results of clinical trials where the Book of Life was 
applied were particularly effective with older adults and 
cancer patients.

In conclusion, writing on the web involves different types 
of interventions. These techniques appeared to be particu-
larly useful during the lockdown due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The use of online platforms and the possibility to 
contact therapists via mail or social network allowed the 
delivery of mental health treatments during a global stressful 
experience (González-Robles et al., 2021). Future investi-
gations are needed to explore how writing in websites and 
social networks may influence the development and the 
delivery of psychological therapies, both the traditional and 
the positive ones.

Conclusions

Considering the various and different applications, writing 
therapy constitutes a very adaptable technique to be used as 
a standalone treatment or as a supplement of other therapies. 
WT may provide beneficial effects on symptoms and also on 
psychological well-being. In fact, the act of writing showed 
great potential in the promotion of personal strengths, resil-
ience and post-traumatic growth (Sandstrom & Cramer, 
2003). Moreover, writing techniques can be considered a 
tool of continuity from the traditional approaches to the new 
psychotherapy contexts, such as positive psychology and the 
employment of digital technologies in psychotherapeutic 
settings.

In general, although it is common sense to think that psy-
chotherapy is for the majority orally communicated, the act 
of writing provides many benefits in psychotherapeutic ses-
sions as well as in clients’ daily life. Writing makes thoughts 
more real and transforms mental states in something con-
crete as feelings, whereas thoughts and reflections expressed 
orally can easily disappear when the psychotherapy session 
ends. Moreover, writing therapy may be particularly effec-
tive for individuals with high levels of interpersonal avoid-
ance or social inhibition, since they have a therapeutic tool 
for managing their difficult emotions, without the burden of 
a direct interaction with the therapist (Allen et al., 2020).

However, some caution is needed also when applying 
writing techniques within psychological interventions. First, 
the use of writing technique may give thoughts more empha-
sis and power, specifically when writing negative thoughts 
or feelings. In this case, the act of writing may increase cog-
nitive rumination (Pennebaker & Evans, 2014). The same 
potentially negative effect of writing thoughts and life expe-
riences may apply also to positive issues. Lyubomirsky et al. 
(2006) found that individuals who were asked to write about 
their happiest moments experienced reduced well-being. The 
author suggested that the analytic nature of writing about 
positive events may be counterproductive as opposed to the 
unorganized process of simply thinking about them.

Another possible side effect of writing techniques (both 
documented for traditional psychotherapies and positive 
interventions) is the sense of shame that can be triggered 
when someone else reads the writing. This could imply a 
resistance to the act of putting down negative thoughts or 
the worsening of worries because of the excessive interper-
sonal exposure (Pennebaker & Evans, 2014). In these cases, 
it is recommended that the use of writing may remain confi-
dential, or it may be accompanied by specific psychological 
support, so that negative emotions can be discussed with 
the therapist.

Similar issues of shame and embarrassment have been 
found to occur when writing and delivering gratitude letters: 



 Journal of Contemporary Psychotherapy

1 3

some studies (Boehm et al., 2011; Layous et al., 2013; Shin 
et al., 2020) underlined the specific influence of cultural 
issues: in collectivist cultures (vs individualistic ones) 
expressing gratitude resulted less effective on well-being 
because of the sense of indebtedness and embarrassment 
it can provoke. In fact, the sense of self-improvement and 
personal agency, which were emphasized in writing assign-
ments, increased life satisfaction only in Western individu-
als. Conversely, collectivist cultures consider self-focus 
and individual goals in a less positive way, since they may 
interfere with the need of the group. Thus, when working 
with clients belonging to collectivistic cultures, clinicians 
should use caution in prescribing writing assignments (such 
as gratitude and forgiveness letters) that can interfere with 
clients’ relationships within the community they belong to. 
However, the beneficial effect of writing can be preserved, 
if the delivery of the letter is not mandatory (Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2006; Pennebaker & Evans, 2014).

In conclusions, this review of the literature briefly 
described writing techniques within psychological therapies, 
that encompass several different methodologies and specific 
exercises, ranging from unstructured journaling to personal 
autobiography, to recalling specific memories associated 
with positive and/or negative experiences, to writing fair-
ytales, short stories, or letters of forgiveness and gratitude, 
etc. All these methodologies could be easily implemented 
in many psychotherapeutic approaches, from the tradi-
tional CBT, logotherapy and existential therapies to novel 
approaches, such as positive interventions. Although some 
authors found certain potential side effects of writing tech-
niques on the emotional well-being of patients (Lyubomir-
sky et al., 2006), a large body of literature confirmed their 
beneficial effects, which amplify and prolong the therapeutic 
effect of the talking therapy with the clinicians. Importantly, 
adding writing techniques to talking therapies was found to 
reduce the length of treatment and improve access to psy-
chological therapies (Gerger et al., 2021; Pennebaker, 2018). 
The integration of writing techniques within traditional talk-
ing therapies or new positive interventions could be easily 
done also using technological devices, such as app, emails, 
on line journals or social networks (Botella et al., 2017) 
which could be more appealing for younger patients. The 
technological tools of communication are changing the role 
of therapists, who more often use on line resources to sup-
port their clinical work. Furthermore, the pandemic due to 
the Covid 19 and the need to implement telepsychology and 
distant mental health interventions make the integration of 
writing techniques particularly appropriate in these settings.

A final recommendation concerns the selection of writing 
exercises and the timing to prescribe them during the thera-
peutic process. Different writing activities could yield dif-
ferent effects according to patients’ clinical status and emo-
tional balance. Certain activities could be used to deal with 

specific clinical problems, such as overcoming traumatic 
events or personal transgressions, and should be prescribed 
when the patient complains some of these issues. Other writ-
ing activities, on the other hand, have an unspecified theme, 
(i.e., guided autobiography, or writing your own epitaph) 
and they appear to be more appropriate for promoting per-
sonal growth, personal awareness and existential well-being. 
These activities may be well suited for the concluding part 
of the psychological treatment, independently of patient’s 
initial symptoms and problems. Research on positive inter-
ventions (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) documented the 
need to consider the extent to which the therapeutic activity 
matches an individual’s preference and characteristics (i.e., 
“person × intervention fit”) in order to maximize the benefi-
cial effect of the intervention on happiness and well-being. 
Similarly, Joseph (2015) suggested that therapists should fol-
low their clients preference and should co-create with them 
a specific treatment agenda, unique for that client, instead of 
referring to a set of pre-determined list of activities (in this 
case writing assignments). This would be a more flexible and 
creative therapeutic approach, in line with a positive clinical 
psychology perspective (Ruini, 2017). However, only fur-
ther clinical research should test and verify the most effec-
tive approach in prescribing writing assignments during the 
course of psychological interventions.
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