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Written Emotional Expression: Effect Sizes, Outcome Types,
and Moderating Variables

Joshua M. Smyth
Brare University of New York ai Stony Brook

A nesearch s ynihesis was condected (o examine the relationehap betv s a wilen emoton il expies-
sion task and subsequent health, This writing tadk wie frond te lead o significanily improved health
aulcomes in healtby participants. Health was enhasced in 4 cistenmie iypes — nepoamsd physicsl healt,
psychological well-being, plosiclogical functiosing, sad general functiensag — o bealkh behavions
were nol influmesd. Wiling ala iscressad immedists (pre- o pestwriiisg) disress, which wie
nneelgied o heslih ouroones. The relition bersesn writen emotional expression and bealth was
mderaved by g numiber of variables, includisg 1he use of college students 25 participants, gender,

duration al the m

Emational expression has long been given a central role in the
study and practice of psychology, Boah historically and recently,
pychalogists have ciled the expression of amalions as vilal
liar gowndl mential amd plysical health, although the inbibilsn of
emolion was considersd deleterious (eg, Brewer & Frewod,
LR95/ 1966; Crinker & Spiepel. 1945; Rachman, 1950; Schell,
19707 More recently, there has been a growing body of livera-
tare suggesting that eemotionsl expression has saluary health
effects (¢.g.. Esterling, Antona, Kumar, & Schoeiderman, 1990;
Fawzy ¢t al.. 1993; Mumford, Schlesinger, & Glass. 1983; Mur-
ray. Lamain, & Carver, 1989, Pennehaker & ' Heeron, 1984,
Spieped, Blonm, Kracmer, & Gowheil, 1989), wheneas emotonal
Inhibitinn has desrimental healih effects (e.g., Florin, Freuden-
berg, & Hellander, 1985; Goldsiein, Edelherg, Meicr, & Davis,
1988; Inmner, Schwarlz, & Leigh, 1988; Jensen, |987; Larson,
1gany.

Expressive wriling spocifically has been used w promote good
hesalih in & pumber of controlled studies { Donnelly & Murray,
1990; L' Abase, 1992; L' Abate, Boyee, Fraizer, & Russ, 1992;
L' Abare, Boyce, Ruoes, & Bird, in peesa: Lange, 1994; Murray &
Segal, 1994). A brief written emotional expresaton task devel-
oped by Penpebaker (e.g., Pennebaker & Beall, 1986) calls for
experimentol participamts to write an essay that expresses thedr
feelings about & raumatic cxperience in their life {eg. **write
ahout your despest thowsghts and feclings about 2 irsuma'"),
wherens control participants write about innocuons fopies (eg.,
“write ahowt your plans for the day”" ). Stwodies using this pars-
digm have examined dilferences hetween control and experi-
mental parieipants seross a wide range of outcomes incleding
health center wisits, affect, immune measunes, prade point aver-

{ thank Faul Woerman, Ardwr Sme, sod Camille Woftinan For their
many insighthsl commenis co ehis artichs,

Carrespandence conceming ihis aniicle showkl be shilresed 10 kshioa
M. Smyth, Depuriment of Psychisery, Sowth Comges, Pemam Hall No,
133, Sisls Univemily of New York, Stony Brook, Mew ‘dori, 117494
BP0 Electronic mail may be sent to jsmythd madl psychiaery. sumysh,
s,

ipiilarion, publicalion slalus of the siudy, sd specifie wriling coment insructions,

ape, and re-emplovment stts. That a briel, written emotional
expression intervention can impact overall bealth {incloding
pavehological well-being, physical health, and peneral farsetion-
imyg ) oveer @ numbier of months is certaimly a controversial fimding,
Interest in the topic has resubled in oumenous articles in presti-
giows journals (e.g., Esterling, Amoni, Fletcher, Marguiles, &
Schneiderman, 1994; Greenherg & Stome, 1992, Pennebaker,
Colder, & Sharp, 19900 and lay publications {e.g.. Pennehaker,
19907,

This emerging area ssems espacially importast in light of the
Tact that this finding hes been applied om the basgiz of a small
mumber of stwdies, For instance, entering stlenls al 2 major
universily are routinely asked o pedform this wrling task {J.
Pennebaker, personal communicabion, Octaber 2, 1995). Any
mamber of people may be ““well-prescribing’” the wriling sk
on e basis of lay reports amd publications. Americar Health,
Tor instance, published articles Gded “Wraking your wrongs™
| Penmetaker, 1991 ) and *“Writing off the unemployment blues™
( Willensky, 1593 ), bath lawding the benefits of emetional wit-
ing. Furthermore, people may have an indense desire o express
or discuss traematic evens, yet expericnce social constroinis
that force them not te falk sbout it { Lepore, Silver, Wortmin, &
Wiymenl, 1996, Pennehaker & Hurber, 1993 ), Written eapres-
sion may thos fill o very important niche —providing a mecha-
nism of emotional expression in cincumstances where interper-
sonal expression s not vioble.

Originally, writing was conceplualized as allowing individu-
als o confrond upssiting wpics, reducing the constraints or inhi-
hitions associated with not talking aboar the event The woark
of inhibition (i.¢., the cumulative physiclogical dratn) was con-
sidered 1o canse and/or exacerbate stress-related disease pro-
eeascs ( PFennchaker, 1989) . Alibough early work focused on the
central role of emotional expesssion (of. Schell, 1979), evi-
dence suggesis thal emedional expression may be necescary, bat
is nod sufficiend, o produce positve chiange [ Murray, Lammin, &
Carver, 1989, Pennebaker & Beall, 1986). Mare recenly, Pen-
nebaker and others have augeested thatl emotional expression
facalitates cognitive processing of the Iraumalic memory, which
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AT Pronpt Question Generation {

Minat I B Dic you experience anything new i

ciary = today? Tell me about it. i

1t must have been realy tough for | { Today was unusually ordinary, just a

you. Canyou tellme how yau feel |

‘about this situation? i elementary school teacher.

Journal Style Summarization

regular day. | ran into my 4th-grade

S Bl “eeting your teacher after such a
[ 1ong time must have been a nice
moment. How did it make you feel?

It felt good. 1 usually don't share my
worries with others, but with her,
Itrust her enough to open up. =

| | Today was an ordinary day, with nothing

-

Journal and Interaction log

| particularly special happening. However, Key event || User engagement

the one highlight was meeting my ..

(1) Patient Interface

daily PHQ-9 score Emotion and Response

(2) Clinician Dashboard

Figure 1: MindfulDiary ists of two ts: the patient i face and the expert interface: (1) Patient interface aids

users in daily journaling, offering prompt h h

and crafting in a diary-like format. (2)

gt
Clinician Dashboard features a dashboard that visualizes data from patient records, facilitating its use during consultations.

(Refer to our supplementary video for the user interaction.)

ABSTRACT

Large Language Models (LLMs) offer promising opportunities in
mental health domains, although their inherent complexity and low

“Taewan Kim conducted this work as a rescarch intern at NAVER Al Lab.
olyeong Bac conducted this work as an engineering intern at NAVER Cloud
£Co-corresponding authors.
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controllability elicit concern regarding their applicability in clinical
settings. We present MindfulDiary, an LLM-driven journaling app
that helps psychiatric patients document daily experiences through
conversation. Designed in collaboration with mental health profes-
sionals, MindfulDiary takes a state-based approach to safely comply
with the experts’ guidelines while carrying on free-form conversa-
tions. Through a four-week field study involving 28 patients with
major depressive disorder and five psychiatrists, we examined how
MindfulDiary facilitates patients” journaling practice and clinical
care. The study revealed that MindfulDiary supported patients in
consistently enriching their daily records and helped clinicians
better empathize with their patients through an understanding of
their thoughts and daily contexts. Drawing on these findings, we
discuss the implications of leveraging LLMs in the mental health
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"Listen to Music, Listen to Yourself”:
Design of a Conversational Agent to Support Self-Awareness While Listening to Music.
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Positive Negative Ambiguous
- admiration joy & anger rief & confusion =
o N L) “e o\ x x* o vl e = .
/® > ° ') Cia sl amusement & love @ annoyance nervousness ** curiosity =
approval optimism disappointment remorse =2 realization
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ire 4» i L i 52
|ﬂ mE} Axx I|7<I §|.l__|- desire relief & disgust &3 -
= o= == — — excitement & embarrassment .2
gratitude . . fear @

Demszky, Dorottya et al.

"GoEmotions: A Dataset of Fine-Grained Emotions.” (2020)
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