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Abstract 

This longitudinal online experiment investigated Expressive writing (EW) comparing control, 

standard EW, and metaphor EW conditions in an undergraduate student sample (N = 9). 

Using Wilcoxon and Kruskal-Wallis tests, we assessed how EW is linked to distress, meaning 

in life, insight, coherence, and trait avoidance. We found no significant effect on general 

distress and meaning, but a significant reduction of event-related distress at follow-up. While 

nonsignificant, the tendency of effects supported the potential of metaphors to enhance 

coherence, insight, and meaning, with the metaphor condition scoring higher on these 

constructs than the other two groups. Further, higher avoidance was linked to lower benefits 

from EW. Findings from this study highlight the importance of measuring distress at different 

levels and provide preliminary evidence for insight and coherence as mechanisms in EW. 

Moreover, this study extends the literature on metaphor and meaning to an EW context. 

Present research provides a valuable first look into novel EW-relevant constructs on which 

future studies can base mediation and moderation models in larger samples. 
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Framing Experience: The Relationship Between Metaphor, Expressive Writing, Insight, 

and Meaning 

Engaging in ways that aid cognitive and emotional adaptation to negative and stressful 

experiences is important to maintaining mental health. Although individuals often process 

their experiences through talking, most deliberately so in psychotherapy, writing also presents 

itself as a means of processing difficult experiences. In fact, therapeutic practices themselves 

are frequently accompanied by some form of writing exercise. Diaries in Cognitive-

Behavioral therapy (CBT), for instance, can make clients aware of dysfunctional patterns, 

whereas existential journal exercises in logotherapy help derive meaning from difficult 

experiences (Ruini & Mortara, 2021). Most substantially, however, researchers’ recognition 

of the benefits of writing has been shaped by the body of literature surrounding the 

expressive writing (EW) paradigm. A great variety of investigations document EW as an 

effective and accessible intervention to reduce mental health problems (Frattarroli, 2006; 

Frisina et al., 2004; Travagin et al., 2015). Given that 11% of the general population 

experience subclinical symptoms of depression, anxiety, or stress (henceforth distress; 

OECD, 2018) while provision of mental health services often is scarce (Clark, 2018) writing 

interventions could constitute one way to expand low-intensity treatment accessibility 

(Bennett-Levy, 2010). 

The present study aims to provide a comprehensive picture of different EW layers in 

which 1) outcomes of different valence, 2) writing variations, 3) underlying mechanisms, and 

4) a moderating factor are accounted for assessed in a sample of university students. 

Adverse Experiences and Psychopathology 

The relationship between negative, stressful life events and experiencing symptoms of 

depression, anxiety, and PTSD is well-documented. For example, childhood adversities lead 

to higher levels of distress and problematic drinking behavior in adolescence (Dragan, 2018; 
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Low et al., 2012). Similarly, experiencing a greater number of stressful life events has been 

associated with higher levels of symptoms of depression (Jenness et al., 2019); a relationship 

that is strengthened in individuals reporting more of such events. Negative life events have 

also been linked to stronger distress as well as lower life satisfaction in young adults (Gungor 

et al., 2021). 

This highlights the importance of dealing with adverse experiences to prevent the 

development or increase of psychiatric symptoms. While traumatic events are commonly 

treated with exposure therapy (McLean et al., 2022), and negative experiences more 

generally are treated with a variety of psychotherapeutic approaches, EW is a way to lower 

distress outside of therapy. 

Expressive Writing 

EW research was first driven by evidence that withholding negative experiences – 

active inhibition – is linked to worse health outcomes (Pennebaker, 1982). Inhibiting 

impactful negative experiences was assumed to constitute psychophysiological stress and 

weaken the immune system over time (Pennebaker, 1997). Hence, the seminal experiments 

testing EW as an intervention were based on the reasoning that expressing withheld negative 

experiences through writing (i.e., disinhibition) would be beneficial (Pennebaker & Beall, 

1986); an idea that resembles catharsis in psychoanalytic thinking (Breuer & Freud, 1974). 

While one branch of EW has been concerned with physical health and immune 

functioning (Gidron et al., 2002; Pennebaker, 1988; Robinson et al., 2022), most research has 

focused on psychological outcomes. In the original intervention, largely maintained in current 

research, subjects write about their deepest thoughts and feelings regarding a significant 

emotional issue for a specified period of time (e.g., 15 to 30 min.), usually repeated across 

multiple (e.g., three) occasions (Pennebaker, 1997). Generally, more sessions are more 

effective (Frattaroli, 2006). The instructions suggest writing about a central emotional issue 
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and relating it to relationships, past, present, and future. Also, it is left for the individual to 

decide whether to write about the same experience or alternate across sessions.  

Psychological Distress 

 EW has been tested in diverse samples and in relation to a broad range of mental 

health constructs. Meta-analyses on mixed (Frattaroli, 2006), non-clinical (Travagin et al., 

2015), and clinical (Frisina et al., 2004; Gerger et al., 2021; Pavlacic et al., 2019) populations 

revealed small to moderate improvements on psychological distress. Among the positively 

affected domains by EW are symptoms of anxiety (Alparone et al., 2015; Robertson et al., 

2021), depression (Harvey et al., 2018), PTSD and posttraumatic growth (Gerger et al., 2021; 

Horsch et al., 2016; Zheng et a., 2019) as well as perceived stress (Sadovnik et al., 2011). 

This study will extend the literature on psychological distress in EW and focus on both 

general distress and distress associated with the negative event or experience (event-related 

distress). In light of the association between negative and stressful events and distress (e.g., 

Gungor et al., 2021), we are interested to see if lowering symptoms of event-related distress 

generalizes to symptoms of distress more broadly. Previous studies have primarily used 

measures of general distress (Frattaroli, 2006) or internalizing symptoms more broadly (e.g., 

Alparone et al., 2015; Harvey et al., 2018), which underlines a need for such differentiation. 

Mechanisms 

Constructs ranging from physiological to cognitive explanatory frameworks have 

proven useful in shedding light on the potential of EW. Yet, how EW reduces distress lacks 

consideration (Harrington et al., 2018). That being said, we will focus on two constructs – 

insight and coherence – that have been mentioned in discussions surrounding EW findings, 

which yet have not been tested explicitly. We believe these to pose fruitful mechanisms in 

future studies.  

Insight 
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Considering the interest in EW has fundamentally been driven by its positive impact on 

mental health, processes pivotal to psychotherapy might be implicated in EW. This study 

suggests insight might be one such process. 

Depending on the scientific context, one has to distinguish a more technical, problem-

solving-centered form of insight that is centered around cognitive ability (DeYoung et al., 

2008) from insight as alluded to in clinical environments. In the latter, insight can be thought 

of as “the coming upon of a new perspective on one’s self or life” (Peill et al., 2022, p. 33). 

The self-understanding that insight is characterized by can enable awareness of what exactly 

constitutes the problem, imply solutions, and characteristically involves a quality of 

suddenness and ease (Topolinski & Reber, 2010). Across different schools of psychotherapy, 

insight has been found to moderately correlate with positive psychotherapeutic outcomes, 

emphasized as similarly influential as treatment factors like empathy, positive regard, and 

therapeutic alliance (Jennissen et al., 2018). Importantly, insight is not limited to a cognitive 

understanding but encompasses affective parts of the experience gained insight into. In other 

words, for insight to occur, comprehension across several layers of the experience is likely 

required (Lacewing, 2014). In EW, this is important in that an event is not only cognitively 

(i.e., by thinking and writing about it) but also affectively expressed as individuals sense 

feelings and emotions associated with what is disclosed. 

So far, the case for a role of insight in EW can be made largely on the basis of its support 

in therapeutic settings. As individuals explore a topic when expressing it, we consider it likely 

that insight occurs as a consequence of writing, which in turn yields reductions in distress 

similar to improvements observed in therapy. We are interested in insight on two levels of 

analysis. First, in measuring insight on the level of self-report, and second, as indicated by 

causation (e.g., because, effect, hence) and insight (e.g., think, know, consider) word use. For 

this purpose, we will use the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) program, which is a 
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well-established way to assess reflections of cognitive or emotional processes in EW texts 

(Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). This offers an implicit and explicit look at insight, which is 

crucial to distinguish insight as commonly assessed by the LIWC from subjective insight, the 

perception of having gained a better understanding of oneself. 

Coherence 

To assess more precisely how writing might yield benefits, we were also interested in 

coherence as a mechanism by which writing operates. Measures of coherence address the 

extent to which life makes sense, is understood as a whole, and to which extent its single 

parts are linked (Martela & Steger, 2022), which are themes that might well be influenced 

when writing about (i.e., trying to make sense of) distressing experiences. Interestingly, it 

appears that different sources of meaning need to form a coherent whole for such meaning to 

amount to a sense of purpose (Pöhlmann et al., 2006). Fundamentally, the very interpretation 

of experiences is predicated on a having coherent worldview (Koltko-Rivera, 2004), which is 

also true for distressing events. As argued by Park et al. (2010) distress disrupts an 

individual’s meaning structure, eliciting a need to reestablish coherence across global and 

event-related aspects of meaning. Global meaning is composed of aspects such as goals, 

beliefs, and feelings and affects the perception of more specific, situational, meaning. From 

this perspective, the process of accommodating broader and narrower meaning domains is 

meaning-making (Park, 2013). When engaging in EW, individuals embark on such a process 

as they are challenged to articulate elements of both domains of meaning. 

Metaphor 

Another element common in psychotherapeutic dialogue, often mentioned in concert 

with insight, is figurative speech and metaphors especially (McCurry & Hayes, 1992). In 

metaphors, the qualities of something concrete (source domain) such as journey, are 

figuratively used to describe something more abstract (target domain) such as life (Casasanto, 
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2014). Thereby, they allow for cross-situational generalization and can facilitate 

understanding through the use of analogy (Goh et al., 2012). This renders them a powerful 

linguistic device for stimulating contemplation and restructuring of previous meanings. Early 

on, the value of gaining insight by making an implicit experience explicit through the use of 

figurative verbalization has been pointed out in the literature on psychotherapy (Barlow et al., 

1977). This idea resembles the process of EW, where participants make their experience 

explicit through writing. Epstein (2013), for instance, discusses metaphors as a particular case 

of language use that portrays information more comprehensibly than does literal form, by 

evoking images, associations, and emotions. In CBT, metaphors are used to address unhelpful 

styles of thinking or maintaining behaviors by clarifying meaning, gaining a new view on the 

situation, or amplifying the impact of a message (Blenkiron, 2005). Experimentally, 

metaphorically rather than literally framed solutions to mental distress problems (e.g., ‘I feel 

extremely frustrated because of beginning a major I don’t like’ framed as ‘Success in life is 

not about holding good cards, but playing bad cards well’) have been rated as more insightful 

and appropriate, which was linked to stronger activation of a neural network associated with 

insight (Yu et al., 2021). Relatedly, the efficacy of metaphors to conceptualize and promote 

understanding is evident in an RCT testing metaphor-based cognitive restructuring in 

addiction treatment, where metaphor-based sessions (involving assignments to internalize 

addiction-specific metaphors) successfully reduced several defense mechanisms (Komasi et 

al., 2016). Notwithstanding, the control group received no treatment, reducing the confidence 

with which this effect can be attributed to metaphors specifically. In another RCT, however, 

comparing a metaphor- and story-based with cognitive-behavioral education on pain, the 

metaphor condition demonstrated larger reductions in catastrophizing pain as well as higher 

increase in knowledge conveyed (Gallagher et al., 2013). These findings support the capacity 
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of metaphors as a tool to facilitate reconceptualization and treatment outcomes more 

generally. 

As metaphors can capture life as a whole, shedding light on its continuity, purpose, or 

value (Landau, 2018), coherence might also be affected by the use of metaphors in EW. For 

instance, in participants who reported low levels of coherence, life metaphors significantly 

increased life meaning (Baldwin et al., 2018). More precisely, for participants who perceived 

different life aspects as lacking a coherent structure, metaphorically framing these different 

parts of life as a journey led to more meaning than in participants who reported more 

structure. This illustrates the potential of metaphors to provide structure to an experience 

where it was previously lacking, influencing the degree to which meaning is perceived. To 

test this notion of providing structure in particular, we will focus on coherence at the level of 

the event or experience participants write about. 

Thus, evidence from different sources depicts metaphors as a useful tool to aid in 

grasping, conceptualizing, and understanding experience. In light of this, metaphors might 

pose a cognitive strategy for capturing the distressing experience one aims to write about 

more constructively. This study tries to address this potential by testing a variation of 

metaphor-based EW. Due to their link suggested the literature, we are specifically interested 

in the effect of metaphor use in EW on insight and coherence. Moreover, given that 

coherence can be assumed to constitute a precondition to meaning in life (Pöhlmann et al., 

2006), we will look at meaning in life as an outcome variable as well. The relevance of 

assessing meaning can be further argued for in that a plethora of studies assess outcomes of 

negative valence (e.g., overall distress, depression, etc.; Frattarolli, 2006; Frisina et al., 2004; 

Reinhold et al., 2018), whereas positive outcomes are scarce. 

Avoidance 
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As confronting distress is inherent to EW, we are also interested in the extent to which 

prior avoidance of this experience and its distress interact with participants’ changes in 

symptoms. Avoidance is a transdiagnostic mechanism central to the maintenance of anxiety- 

and depression-related pathology (Forbes et al., 2020; Hofmann & Hay, 2018). A higher trait 

level of avoidance renders a person more likely to avoid unpleasant thoughts and experiences, 

which is directly related to the concept of emotional inhibition. Indeed, avoidance has been 

linked to inhibition of processing (Reynolds & Brewin, 1999). Specifically, with increasing 

avoidance of the distressing experience, more inhibition of negative cognitions and emotions 

can be expected. Relatively speaking, avoidant individuals conducting EW should thus have 

more negative cognitions and emotions to express (i.e., more potential to benefit) than those 

who have allowed the issue to pass their minds. This notion is supported by evidence that 

more avoidant participants with social anxiety disorder tend to benefit more from therapy that 

involves exposure to that which they avoided (Mesri et al., 2017). Yet, to our knowledge, no 

study has addressed the role of avoidance as a moderator of EW effects. 

Given the prevalence of distress in university students (Granieri et al., 2021) and that 

expressive writing appears to be most effective in the range of mild to moderate symptoms 

(Frattarolli, 2006), we recruited students who have experienced a stressor causing distress in 

that range. We assessed the relationship among the aforementioned constructs in an 

exploratory fashion as the small sample size did not allow for complex analyses such as 

mediation and moderation. This led to the following exploratory questions: 

1) Can we replicate a beneficial effect of EW on general and event-related distress and show 

that meaning in life is positively affected by EW? 

2) Do EW conditions show higher levels of the potential mediators insight and coherence 

than controls and does the metaphor condition show higher levels than the standard EW 

condition? 
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3) Is trait avoidance implicated as a candidate moderator variable for future studies in that 

higher levels of avoidance are associated with larger reductions of event-related distress? 

Method 

Participants 

Undergraduate psychology students at the University of Groningen (N = 9, Mage = 

22.33, 66.67% male) were recruited through the online participation platform SONA and 

received credits upon participation. The sample consisted of 44.4% Dutch, 22.2% German, 

and 33.3% participants of other native backgrounds (i.e., Bulgarian, Singaporean, North 

American). Subjects were eligible if they experienced ongoing, chronic mild to moderate 

distress as a consequence of a stressor for two months or longer and were fluent in English. 

Exemplary mild to moderate stressors (see Appendix D) were listed on SONA. The study was 

approved by the Ethics Committee of Psychology (ECP) of the University of Groningen.  

Measures 

Distress was measured with the short-form Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-

21; Henry & Crawford, 2005). It has three subscales depression, anxiety, and stress, each of 

which contains seven items and is assessed on a four-point Likert scale (0 = never, 1 = 

sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = almost always) and includes statements such as “I found it hard to 

wind down.”. All subscales showed very good to excellent internal consistency (a = 0.82 – 

0.93). The DASS-21 demonstrated adequate convergent and discriminant validity in non-

clinical populations (Crawford & Henry, 2003). In this sample, the internal consistency at T1 

for depression, anxiety, and stress was poor to good with an a of 0.76, 0.57, and .85 

respectively. For T2, internal consistency was acceptable to good with an a of 0.71, 0.72, and 

0.80. 

Event-related Distress was assessed by the short version of the Spiegelsberger State 

Anxiety Inventory (STAIS-5; Zsido et al., 2020). It consists of five statements such as “I feel 
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upset.”, which are measured on a four-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, 3 = 

moderately so, 4 = very much so). It demonstrated excellent internal consistency (a = 0.90), 

good convergent validity, and excellent discriminant validity. The STAIS-5 in this sample 

showed an unacceptable a of 0.24 at T1 and an acceptable a of 0.727 at T2. 

Avoidance was measured by the Multidimensional Experiential Avoidance 

Questionnaire (MEAQ; Gámez et al., 2011). The MEAQ consists of 62 items measuring the 

six subscales behavioral avoidance, distress aversion, procrastination, distraction & 

suppression, repression & denial, and distress endurance. Respondents rate each item on a 

six-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree; e.g., “When something 

upsetting comes up, I try very hard to stop thinking about.”). Only the subscales distraction & 

suppression and repression & denial were used in this study. The MEAQ has demonstrated 

good psychometric properties, displaying high internal consistency (a ranging from .73 to .88 

across subscales), and has shown convergent and discriminant validity. The internal 

consistency in this sample was questionable for distraction & suppression (a = 0.68) and 

poor for repression & denial (a = 0.49). 

Event-related Coherence was measured with items from the Multidimensional MIL 

Scale (MMIL; Costin & Vignoles, 2020) and the Three Dimensional Meaning in Life scale 

3DM; Martela & Stega, 2022) that were adapted to the context of the study. The adapted 

coherence scale of the MIL includes statements like “I can make sense of the things that 

happen in this distressing part of my life.” and was measured on a seven-point Likert scale (1 

= not at all true to 7 = very true). Coherence on the 3DM was assessed on the same seven-

point Likert scale and included statements like “Most things happening in this distressing part 

of my life do make sense to me.”. The coherence subscale of the MMIL showed acceptable 

internal consistency (a = 0.77) while that of the 3DM coherence was very good (a = 0.89) in 

previous studies. Both showed very good convergent and good discriminant validity. In this 
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sample combining the two subscales, the internal consistency was unacceptable (a = 0.21) at 

T1 and acceptable at T2 (a =0.76). 

Meaning was measured by the meaningfulness subscale Sources of Meaning and 

Meaning in Life Questionnaire (SoMe; Schnell, 2009). It measures statements like “I lead a 

fulfilled life.” on a six-point Likert scale (0 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). It 

showed acceptable internal consistency (a = 0.71-0.78) in Norwegian and German samples, 

respectively, and demonstrated small to moderate correlations to convergent and discriminant 

measures, supporting its construct validity (Sørensen et al., 2019). The internal consistency at 

T1 in this sample was acceptable (a = 0.76) and poor at T2 (a = 0.49). 

Insight was measured with the Psychological Insight Scale (PIS; Peill et al., 2022). 

The PIS consists of six items assessed on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 2 = slightly, 

3 = somewhat, 3 = very, 4 = somewhat, 5 = extremely) such as “I have had important new 

insights about how past events have influenced my current mental health and behaviour.“. It 

has demonstrated very good internal consistency (a = 0.94) and convergent validity. The PIS 

showed an excellent internal consistency of a = 0.92 in this sample. 

Word Count was measured by the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) 

program, a computerized way to quantify the use of various word groups in texts (Tausczik & 

Pennebaker, 2010). The reliability and validity (Pennebaker et al., 2015) of the LIWC have 

been supported by numerous studies demonstrating associations between word count and 

cognitive and behavioral outcomes (e.g., Robertson, 2021; Stockton et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 

2019). In this study, causation (e.g., because, effect, hence) and insight (e.g., think, know, 

consider) word count was assessed. 

A manipulation check was done through the Essay Evaluation Measure (Greenberg & 

Stone, 1992), which asks participants to which extent their writing was personal, emotional, 

and meaningful on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 = not at all, 1 = only a little, 2 = to 
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some extent, 3 = rather much, 4 = very much, 5 = absolutely). This served to assess whether 

participants followed their specific instructions. 

Metaphors. Metaphoric statements concerned with distressing life experiences were 

drawn from the internet (BrainyQuote, 2023). To test which statements are best suited for the 

present experiment, a pilot study was run with the aim of sampling 15 statements. 

Recruitment was conducted via convenience sampling in one of the researchers’ social 

networks. Participants (N = 26, Mage = 25.31, 73.07% female) rated thirty statements (n = 18-

21 per statement) on the extent to which they found each statement suitable (i.e., the extent to 

which this statement captures a challenging experience, or elements thereof, well) and 

insightful (i.e., the extent to which this statement provides an insightful perspective on a 

challenging experience it relates to) on a five-point Likert scale (1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 

4 = very good, 5 = excellent). Statements were ranked by descending mean values on each 

aspect and assessed in terms of which statements would occur in the highest-ranked 15 

statements (see Appendix B). Thirteen of the top 15 statements were congruent across 

aspects. To reach the intended 15, two more statements were included. One occurred in the 

top 15 of suitable (i.e., ranked 10th) but not insightful (i.e., where it ranked 17th) and another 

occurred in the top 15 of insightful (i.e., ranked 8th) but not suitable (i.e., where it ranked 

17th). 

Instructions. Writing instructions for the control group were created for the purpose of 

this study. The rationale behind instructions for this group was to yield writing that was a 

neutral, descriptive, and objective as possible. To this end, we asked participants in the 

control group to describe specific elements of their daily life in as much detail as possible and 

without inclusion of personal information (see Appendix C for all instructions). Instructions 

for the standard expressive writing condition (EW) closely followed the original writing 

instructions (Pennebaker, 1997), excluding the phrase “You may write about the same general 
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issues or experiences on all days of writing or about different topics each day.” (p. 162) to 

increase the likelihood that participants write particularly about the problem having in mind 

while having signed up for the study. For the expressive writing metaphor condition (EWM), 

instructions were similar to the EW instructions, with the addition of incorporating at least 

one of the metaphoric statements into writing. 

Design 

This two-factor (within-between) longitudinal online experiment consisted of four 

time points (T1-T4; see Appendix D for procedure timeline). T1 was followed by T2 48 hours 

later, which again was followed by T3 48 hours later. T4 followed seven days after T3. 

Participants conducted the study online via Qualtrics and were randomly allocated to one of 

three conditions: control, EW, or EWM. 

Procedure 

Participants received the link to T1 via SONA shortly (i.e., 5 min.) before the onset of 

their assigned slot. Participants followed the link to the Qualtrics environment. At T1, 

participants received information on the study and gave consent. They were instructed to 

conduct the study in silent, undisturbed surroundings, sitting at a desk using a laptop or 

desktop computer. Then, they filled in baseline questionnaire assessments of Distress, Event-

related Distress, Avoidance, Event-related Coherence, and Meaning. Before the next part of 

the study, conditions EW and EWM were instructed that, if they would feel any distress as a 

consequence of the following writing exercise, they should contact the researcher via email or 

phone. Each experimental condition subsequently received instructions to conduct a writing 

exercise for eight minutes (see Instructions and Appendix C). Following writing, conditions 

EW and EWM were again instructed to contact the researcher in case of discomfort. After 

finishing the writing exercise, all conditions were asked to rate their writing on the Essay 

Evaluation Measure and were reminded to pay attention to their email inbox 48 hours later to 
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proceed with T2. After T1, participants in the EW and EWM conditions received information 

on how to cope with distress that might arise due to writing (see Appendix E). At T2, all 

conditions conducted the same writing exercise as at T1 and filled in the Essay Evaluation 

Measure, with conditions EW and EWM again being alerted to the possibility of contacting 

the researcher in case of distress prior to and after writing. At T3, all conditions filled in the 

measures Meaning, Event-related Distress, General Distress before conducting the writing 

exercise and, after, filled in Essay Evaluation Measure, Insight, and Event-related Coherence 

and a reminder to pay attention to the email for a link to T4 seven days. At T4, all participants 

filled in Distress, Event-related Distress, and Meaning. Upon participation in T4, all 

participants were debriefed about the background of the study. 

Given that data collection started late into the academic year and sign-ups for the 

study were scarce, a shortened intervention was run to increase the possibility of continued 

recruitment. Participants who underwent a shortened version of the intervention conducted 

were assessed and engaged in EW twice, 24 hours apart. T1 consisted of the same measures 

as for the participants in the long intervention, while T2 consisted of measures employed for 

participants in the long intervention at T3. 

Data Analyses 

Statistical analyses were run with SPSS (Version 27.0). Given the small sample size, 

nonparametric analyses were run instead of parametric mediation and moderation analysis. 

First, data from the intervention including four assessment points and data from that 

including two assessment points were aggregated, constituting one sample composed of T1 

and T2. A composite distress score was computed by averaging depression, anxiety, and 

stress subscores. Similarly, a composite avoidance score was computed by averaging across 

the two subscales (distraction & suppression and repression & denial) which was also done 

for the two coherence subscales. We investigated our exploratory aims through different 
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levels of nonparametric analyses. First, Spearman correlations were used to gain a first look if 

the associations between variables within T1 and T2. A Spearman correlation of avoidance 

and change scores of event-related distress was further computed to assess exploratory aim 3 

that higher avoidance is linked to a larger reduction in event-related distress. Then, variables 

measured repeatedly (general and event-related distress, meaning, coherence, insight, 

causation words, insight words) were assessed on the extent to which they showed significant 

differences across T1 and T2 by bootstrapped (i.e., 10000 samples) Wilcoxon tests. Further, 

selectively those participants having conducted a seven-day follow-up measure were assessed 

on the difference between T1 and T4. After, Kruskal-Wallis tests were applied to test 

differences between groups on change scores of repeatedly measured variables. Both 

Wilcoxon and Kruskal-Wallis tests were used to assess if the findings support exploratory 

questions 1 and 2. To gain further insights into the levels of variables across groups, bar plots 

demonstrating the mean values of a given variable were used. 

Results 

The full sample (N = 9) was included in the analysis. There were no missing data. One 

univariate outlier appeared on avoidance and two univariate outliers occurred on follow-up 

event-related distress. All were kept in the sample as they presented scores in the expected 

range for this population. Visual inspection of QQ-plots (expected vs. normal values) as well 

as Shapiro-wilk tests indicated nonnormal distributions for T2 insight word count (i.e., 

bimodal). Descriptives can be found in Table 3 (see Appendix A). 

Manipulation Checks 

We evaluated the extent to which participants adhered to the writing instructions 

based on the essay evaluation measure. Groups were similar on the personal aspect, which 

was expected as the control group was instructed to write about things concerning their daily 

life (i.e., room, last meal, way to faculty). Demonstrating successful manipulation, the control 
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group scored distinctively lower on the aspects meaningful and emotional compared to EW 

and EWM (Table 1). Further, participants in the metaphor condition used at least one 

metaphor per writing session as instructed (Table 2). 

Table 1 

Essay Evaluation Measure at T1 and T2 by Group 

 Control (n = 3) EW (n = 3) EWM (n = 3) 

Aspect M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

 T1 T2 T1 T2 T1 T2 

Personal 
4.00 

(1.73) 

2.33 

(1.53) 

5.00 

(1.00) 

3.67 

(2.31) 

4.67 

(1.15) 

4.67 

(1.15) 

Meaningful 
2.67 

(1.53) 

2.00 

(1.00) 

4.00 

(1.00) 

3.00 

(1.73) 

4.00 

(1.73) 

4.33 

(1.53) 

Emotional 
2.67 

(0.58) 

1.00 

(0.00) 

4.67 

(0.57) 

2.67 

(1.53) 

3.33 

(1.53) 

4.00 

(1.73) 

 

Table 2 

Metaphor Count 

Preliminary Analysis 

 Spearman correlations were estimated to investigate overall associations between 

variables, at within T1 as well as across T2. Strong significant positive correlations arose 

between general distress at T1 and event-related distress at T2 (r = 0.794, p = 0.011), event-

 Min. Max. M SD 

Metaphor Count T1 1 2 1.33 0.58 

Metaphor Count T2 1 2 1.33 0.58 
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related distress at T2 and general distress at T2 and causation words at T2 (r = 0.669, p = 

0.049). These two correlations highlight the link between general and event-related distress. 

Avoidance was of interest in that individuals with higher levels might benefit more (i.e., show 

larger changes in event-related distress) from writing. While the moderate positive 

association between avoidance and the change score of event-related distress was 

nonsignificant (r = 0.534, p = 0.139), its direction is contrary to our expectations as higher 

levels of avoidance went along with less reductions in event-related distress. 

Main Analysis 

First, Wilcoxon tests were used to assess differences between time points on variables 

assessed twice or more. Then, group differences were assessed using Kruskal-Wallis tests to 

assess effects of EW on outcome variables and assumed potential mediator variables. 

Distress and Meaning 

The differences between T1 and T2 on general distress (Z = -0.985, p = 0.191, 95% CI 

[0.183; 0.198]), event-related distress (Z = -1.28, p = 0.134, 95% CI [0.128; 0.141]), and 

meaning (Z = -0.69, p = 0.241, 95% CI [0.232; 0.249]) were nonsignificant. However, an 

increase in meaning for the metaphor condition is noticed when assessed visually (Figure 1). 

When looking at participants who also conducted a follow-up assessment seven days after 

they completed their last writing exercise (Figure 2), however, a significant difference can be 

found between event-related distress at T1 and follow-up (Z = -2.032, p = 0.03, 95% CI 

[0.027; 0.033]). Groups EW and EWM showed a noticeable drop in event-related distress. 

Between groups, there was no significant difference in event-related distress (H(2) = 2.00, p 

= 0.881, 95% CI [0.793; 0.808]). 

Change scores did not differ significantly across groups on general distress (H(2) = 

2.58, p = 0.359, 95% CI [0.359; 0.377]), event-related distress (H(2) = 0.84, p = 0.688, 95% 

CI [0.679; 0.697]), or meaning (H(2) = 1.80, p = 0.485, 95% CI [0.475; 0.495]). 
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These findings do not confirm an effect on general distress or meaning as mentioned 

in exploratory question 1 but partly do support an effect of event-related distress and the 

tendency that EWM might benefit more from the intervention in terms of meaning. 

Figure 1 

Mean of Meaning in Life at T1 and T2 by Group 

 

Figure 2 

Mean of Event-related Distress at T1 and Follow-up by Group 

 

Note. Only data from participants having conducted seven-day follow-up is presented. 
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While there was no significant difference on coherence across assessment points (Z = 

-0.77, p = 0.239, 95% CI [0.231; 0.247]) or between groups (H(2) = 0.36, p = 0.881, 95% CI 

[0.874; 0.887]) the tendency of effects between time points and differences between groups 

support an increase in coherence for the metaphor condition (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3 

Mean of Coherence at T1 and T2 by Group 

 

We also assessed group differences in insight (Figure 4) which was measured once 

only. The groups did not significantly differ on insight (H(2) = 4.86, p = 0.109, 95% CI 

[0.103; 0.115]). However, the writing groups reported noticeably more insight, with EWM 

(M = 18.33, SD = 3.48) demonstrating higher levels than EW (M = 17.33, SD = 2.40) which 

in turn were higher than controls (M = 9.67, SD =1.20). 

Figure 4 
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In terms of causation and insight word count compared between groups (Figure 5), a 

significant difference was found on insight words at T2 (H(2) = 5.65, p = 0.046, 95% CI 

[0.042; 0.05]) and a difference approaching significance on insight words at T1 (H(2) = 5.58, 

p = 0.057, 95% CI [0.053; 0.062]) as well as causation words at T1 (H(2) = 5.07, p = 0.084, 

95% CI [0.079; 0.090]) and T2 (H(2) = 5.42, p = 0.072, 95% CI [0.066; 0.077]). EWM 

showed the highest overall use of causation words at T1 (M = 2.5, SD = 0.12) and T2 (M = 

2.81, SD = 0.22) while EW demonstrated the highest overall insight at T1 (M = 4.28, SD = 

1.3) and T2 (M = 6.24, SD = 0.53), which is contrary to our notion that EWM would increase 

insight over EW. 

Figure 5 

Mean Causation and Insight Word Use at T1 and T2 Across Groups 
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Note. Word count estimates presented in percentage of total written text. 

Discussion 

This study assessed a metaphor variation of EW and looked at its effect on outcome 

variables and those explored as mediators for future studies. Further, linguistic markers were 

investigated. No decline of general distress or increase of meaning outcome variable meaning 

was found. However, a significant decline in event-related distress emerged at follow-up. 

There were no significant changes in coherence and insight as a consequence of the 

intervention, yet the tendency of effects supported our notion that metaphor writing leads to 

more coherence, insight, and meaning than standard EW. Furthermore, conditions differed 

significantly on causation and insight word use, with EW yielding highest insight word use 

and EWM causation word use. 

The finding that general distress was not affected is partly inconsistent with previous 

literature. In a meta-analysis looking at different outcomes of psychological health, overall 

distress has been found affected (Frattaroli, 2006). Similarly, EW has been reported to reduce 

levels subclinical levels of anxiety (Robertson et al., 2021) and depression (Harvey et al., 

2018). It was only when assessing effects across several studies on symptoms of depression 
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that no significant benefits were found (Reinhold et al., 2018). However, the present finding 

might be explained by the observation that effects were larger when participants disclosed 

across three sessions or more (Frattaroli, 2006). Given that some participants in our sample 

only wrote twice in a relatively short period of time (i.e., within 24h), the intervention might 

not have been sufficiently impactful to reduce distress to an extent as general as captured by 

our measure. What is further relevant in contextualizing this finding is that the measure for 

general distress in this study is set at a one-week time scale. Except for participants that 

conducted the follow-up measure, therefore, specific changes in general distress might not 

have been captured. An absence of significant differences across conditions could be due to 

the fact that effects from T1 to T2 were not large to begin with, thereby rendering any 

difference that emerged unlikely to reach statistical significance. 

Our finding that there was a significant reduction in event-related distress only when 

comparing T1 with follow-up assessment seven days after T2 indicates that time might be 

necessary for distress to be lowered. A similar finding that a stressful event was appraised less 

negatively as a consequence of EW has been reported (Park & Bloomberg, 2002). This 

highlights the importance of assessing distress at different levels, as perceptions concerning 

the event and general distress manifest different trajectories in this study. This is all the more 

noteworthy as previously mentioned studies with distress-related outcomes assessed general 

distress only. Moreover, the fact that there were no significant differences between conditions 

might point to an efficacy of EW in reducing event-related distress that is not necessarily 

facilitated by implementing metaphors. In other words, the benefit of EW in lowering distress 

specifically could primarily lie in the platform it provides for expressing thoughts and 

emotions surrounding the negative experience. This line of argumentation is underpinned by 

evidence on narrative-enhanced EW. That is, writing intentionally in narrative form did not 

lead to incremental gains compared to standard EW (Danoff-Burg et al., 2010) and even 
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aggravated distress in the narrative condition when baseline rumination levels were high 

(Sbarra et al., 2013). Although not exactly the case in the present study, top-down attempts to 

structure writing could hinder the expressive aspect of writing or at least not foster 

incremental gains over the standard paradigm. Approaches that facilitate expression through 

instructions on cognitive or emotional aspects, instead, have been found effective (e.g., Baum 

& Rude, 2013). 

When it comes to meaning in life, we likewise found no significant effect. Upon 

visual inspection, however, a slight increase is noticeable for the metaphor condition. We 

were interested in meaning in life given that it has been linked to metaphors (Baldwin et al., 

2018) and that coherence is necessary for a sense of purpose to emerge (Pöhlmann et al., 

2006). Congruent with the reasoning that meaning is contingent on coherence, the absent 

effect of EW on meaning would follow the lack of effect of EW on coherence in this study. It 

is interesting nonetheless that, as is the case for meaning, the EWM condition demonstrated a 

slight increase in coherence; which is not evident for the EW condition. There has been only 

one previous study assessing the effect of EW on meaning in life, which found meaning to be 

positively affected by EW compared to controls (Zheng et al., 2019). This might be due to the 

larger sample size in Zheng et al. (2019) or the fact that they let participants write for 20 min. 

per session, potentially allowing for more writing from which a sense of meaning emerges. 

Additionally, Baldwin et al. (2018) found specifically those participants that were asked to 

frame several areas of life (e.g., decisions, difficulties, relationships, etc.) as a metaphor in 

writing (“Life is a journey.”) to show an increase in meaning. Present findings support the 

notion that metaphors have a similar effect when implemented in expressive writing. The 

tendency of participants in the metaphor condition to demonstrate an increase in coherence as 

well as meaning, compared to EW or controls, suggests metaphors add value to EW by 

affecting meaning at different levels. Importantly, we tailored the conventional measure of 
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coherence to an event-related form of coherence. The observed increase in coherence, 

therefore, reflects an increase in the extent to which the event (not life at large) makes sense, 

is perceived as a whole, or its elements are linked. More broadly, the pattern present in our 

study hence supports the theoretical notion that metaphors can facilitate life meaning 

(Landau, 2018). The effect of metaphors on coherence and meaning might therefore help 

individuals conceptualize their negative experiences and provide an overarching frame in 

which to perceive sources of their distress. 

Next to coherence and meaning in life, self-report insight was a construct that has not 

been looked at in previous EW research. Although a number of studies have looked at 

linguistic markers of insight, none have assessed insight into the negative experience 

grappled with as subjectively rated by participants. While there was no significant difference 

between the level of reported insight across conditions, both writing conditions demonstrated 

distinctively higher levels of insight than controls. Moreover, the EWM showed slightly 

higher levels of insight than EW. Fundamentally, it is an important finding that individuals do 

perceive expressive writing of either sort as providing insight into their experience. Despite 

this being a seemingly plausible consequence of writing about one’s distressing experience, 

providing clear evidence of it is a pivotal first step toward elucidating the role insight plays in 

psychological interventions such as EW. Having been supported as an important element of 

psychotherapy from different sources (Jennissen et al., 2018; Wampold et al., 2007), insight 

is also present in subjective forms of processing a negative experience such as EW. This is 

consistent with early qualitative reports of students having gone through an EW intervention, 

who referred to the long-term benefits as “realizing what their problem is” (Pennebaker et al., 

1990, p. 534). That being said, insight might provide clarity that affects distress or behavior 

over time. By assessing insight on the level of self-report, one also gains knowledge of the 

extent to which participants deemed the writing exercise as useful or successful for 
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themselves and their lives. In a clinical context, such information is important to capture as it 

indicates progress or an individual’s own perception of the process. Further, although 

substantially lower than the level demonstrated by the writing conditions, even the control 

condition reported low-level insight. This interesting observation might reflect maturation 

over time or could be explained by the fact that participants were asked to only participate if 

they are dealing with a distressing issue, thereby naturally facing this issue somewhat over 

the course of the study. 

Our findings concerning linguistic patterns of cognitive processing and insight, 

however, shed a different light on insight across conditions. On this implicit level of analysis, 

the EW condition demonstrated higher insight as evidenced by more frequent use of insight 

word count. By contrast, the EWM condition showed higher levels of cognitive processing 

more generally indicated by causation word use. How might this be interpreted? Previous 

studies have found both causation and insight word use in EW conditions. However, in some 

of these investigations (e.g., Boals, 2012; Ullrich & Lutgendorf, 2002) both cognitive and 

insight words were subsumed under the same category (i.e., cognitive words) while others 

(e.g., Klein & Boals, 2001; Stockton et al., 2014; Zheng et a., 2019) distinguished insight 

words from other forms (e.g., causation words) of cognitive words as we did. One could 

conceive of causation words as reflecting the individual still being in the midst of sense-

making, whereas with insight words may display that a certain degree of understanding has 

been reached. What might relativize the discrepancy between the two measurements is that 

insight on the level of language and on self-report are not the same construct. While we 

expected them to be rather aligned, a person might gain insight as a sudden subjective 

experience that offers cognitive and emotional clarity not necessarily reflected in their 

language. 
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 Finally, we assessed trait avoidance at baseline to get an idea of the extent to which a 

person's tendency to avoid distressing elements of their experience would relate to the benefit 

they gain from EW. On this construct, we expected no effect particular to a certain EW 

condition. Contrary to our expectations, the spearman correlation indicated the opposite. 

Namely, higher levels of trait avoidance went along with less change or even a slight increase 

of event-related distress. This pattern is inconsistent with studies associating avoidance to 

positively moderate treatment outcomes when exposed to the source of their anxiety (Mesri et 

al., 2017). However, it might reflect the finding that avoidance inhibits processing (Reynolds 

& Brewin, 1999) in the sense that trait avoidance could inhibit processing even when 

prompted to expose oneself to the stressful experience. We reasoned in the way that despite 

generally avoiding the experience, EW participants would necessarily process it. 

Nevertheless, it could be that participants high on avoidance did not fully disclose to an 

extent that would allow processing. In opposition to such an explanation, our manipulation 

checks would indicate that participants did confront emotions and meaningful themes. This 

finding further contradicts the idea of emotional inhibition since gains would be expected 

especially for individuals who withheld more negative experiences (Pennebaker, 1997). 

Strengths and Limitations 

This study comes with numerous strengths. We extended previous literature on EW by 

employing a metaphor variation and emphasizing the important question of mechanisms by 

which EW operates. Moreover, we aimed to provide a more comprehensive account of EW 

than is present in most studies, investigating different outcomes and explanatory constructs in 

concert. Nonetheless, this study comes with several limitations. First, the small sample size 

and concomitant nonparametric approach lower the statistical power of our analyses. This 

reduces the confidence with which inferences can be made from our findings. Relatedly, we 

were not able to account for the influence of other variables when assessing relationships 
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between any set of variables. Finally, the aggregation of data stemming from two 

interventions differing in the number of writing sessions might conceal effects specific to 

more frequent EW sessions. 

Conclusion 

This study provided tentative evidence on several theoretically implied constructs not 

previously tested in the EW literature. We focused on insight and metaphor as two well-

established elements in psychotherapy and what role they might play in an EW context. 

Importantly, we showed how a metaphor-based EW might be differentially effective 

compared to the standard EW and tested the effect of writing on outcomes of different 

valence. Present research suggests both coherence and insight as variables that might become 

relevant as mechanisms by which EW operates; especially so when enhanced with distress-

related metaphors. This contrasted a linguistic notion of insight with insight as perceived 

subjectively. Moreover, avoidance appears differently in EW than it would in exposure-based 

therapeutic settings. This research provides avenues for future studies with larger samples 

that can model present constructs in terms of mediation and moderation effects. 
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Appendix A 

Tables 

Table 3 

Descriptives at T1, T2, and Follow-up 

Variable Min. Max. M SD 

T1     

Avoidance 27.00 36.50 30.11 3.02 

General Distress 14.00 26.67 22.22 4.32 

Event-related Distress 8.00 14.00 11.44 1.94 

Coherence 31.00 42.00 36.11 3.55 

Meaning 15.00 24.00 19.67 3.54 

Insight 8.00 24.00 15.11 5.60 

Causation Words 0.30 2.68 1.81 0.79 

Insight Words 0.00 6.25 2.78 2.43 

T2     

General Distress 15.33 26.00 21.56 3.99 

Event-related Distress 6.00 15.00 10.44 2.83 

Coherence 28.00 47.00 37.89 6.23 

Meaning 17.00 23.00 20.00 2.35 

Causation Words 0.00 2.21 1.13 0.96 

Insight Words 0.00 9.25 4.69 4.54 

Follow-up (7 days)     

 
General Distress 15.33 22.67 18.27 2.89 

Event-related Distress  6.00 8.00 7.00 .71 
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Table 3 (continued)     

Meaning 13.00 25.00 19.20 4.49 
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Appendix B 

Questionnaires 

Distress 

Depression Anxiety Stress Scales - Short Form (DASS-21) 

I found it hard to wind down. 

I was aware of dryness of my mouth. 

I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at all. 

I experienced breathing difficulty (e.g., excessively rapid breathing, 

breathlessness in the absence of physical exertion). 

I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things. 

I tended to over-react to situations. 

I experienced trembling (eg, in the hands). 

I felt that I was using a lot of nervous energy. 

I was worried about situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself. 

I felt that I had nothing to look forward to. 

I found myself getting agitated. 

I found it difficult to relax. 

I felt down-hearted and blue. 

I was intolerant of anything that kept me from getting on with what I was doing. 

I felt I was close to panic. 

I was unable to become enthusiastic about anything. 

I felt I wasn’t worth much as a person. 

I felt that I was rather touchy. 

I was aware of the action of my heart in the absence of physical exertion (e.g., sense of heart 

rate increase, heart missing a beat). 
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I felt scared without any good reason. 

I felt that life was meaningless. 

Event-related Distress 

Spielberger State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (State) 

I feel upset. 

I feel frightened. 

I feel nervous. 

I am jittery. 

I feel confused. 

Avoidance 

Multidimensional Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire 

Distraction & Suppression 

When something upsetting comes up, I try very hard to stop thinking about. 

When negative thoughts come up, I try to fill my head with something else. 

I usually try to distract myself when I feel something painful. 

When upsetting memories come up, I try to focus on other things. 

I work hard to keep out upsetting feelings. 

When unpleasant memories come to me, I try to put them out of my mind. 

When a negative thought comes up, I immediately try to think of something else. 

Repression & Denial 

I sometimes have difficulty identifying how I feel. 

At times, people have told me I’m in denial. 

I am able to “turn off” my emotions when I don’t want to feel. 

I don’t realize I’m anxious until other people tell me. 

I am in touch with my emotions. 
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People have said that I don’t own up to my problems. 

Others have told me that I suppress my feelings. 

It’s hard for me to know what I’m feeling. 

I can numb my feelings when they are too intense. 

Some people have told me that I hide my head in the sand. 

It takes me awhile to realize when I’m feeling bad. 

I feel disconnected from my emotions. 

People have told me that I’m not aware of my problems. 

Event-related Coherence 

Three Dimensional Meaning in Life Scale (context-adapted) 

Most things happening in this distressing part of my life do make sense to me. 

By and large, I am able to understand the context of this distressing part of my life. 

I can comprehend what this distressing part of my life is all about. 

I can easily make sense of this distressing part of my life. 

Multidimensional MIL Scale (context-adapted) 

I can make sense of the things that happen in this distressing part of my life.  

Looking at this distressing part of my life as a whole, things seem clear to me. 

I can't make sense of some events in this distressing part of my life. 

This distressing part of my life feels like a sequence of unconnected events. 

Meaning 

The Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life Questionnaire 

Meaningfulness 

I lead a fulfilled life. 

I think that there is meaning to what I do. 

I have a goal in life. 



 

 

46 

 

I feel I belong to something bigger than myself. 

I think my life has deeper meaning. 

Insight 

Psychological Insight Scale 

I have had important new insights about how past events have influenced my current mental 

health and behaviour. 

I have learned important new ways of thinking about my ‘self’ and my problems. 

I have had important new insights about how I would like to change aspects of myself or my 

lifestyle. 

I have become more conscious of aspects of my past that I used to ignore or not be fully 

aware of.  

I have become more conscious of aspects of my ‘self’ that I used to ignore or not be fully 

aware of. 

I have become more conscious of aspects of my lifestyle that I used to ignore or not be fully 

aware of. 

Essay Evaluation 

Essay Evaluation Measure 

Please indicate the extent to which your writing was: 

Your writing was personal. 

Your writing was meaningful. 

Your writing revealed your emotions 
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Appendix C 

Metaphors for EWM Condition 

"The walls we build around us to keep sadness out also keep out the joy." 
 
"Anger is an acid that can do more harm to the vessel in which it is stored than to anything on 
which it is poured." 
 
"A thought, even a possibility, can shatter and transform us.” 
 
"A good seed is nothing without healthy soil." 
 
"Don't run from your weakness, you will only give it strength." 
 
"The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall." 
 
"One of the secrets of life is to make stepping stones out of stumbling blocks." 
 
“He who would learn to fly one day must first learn to walk and run and climb and dance; 
one cannot fly into flying.” 
 
"The end of a melody is not its goal." 
 
“No one can construct for you the bridge upon which precisely you must cross the stream of 
life, no one but you yourself alone.” 
 
"Mistakes are the portals of discovery." 
 
"Every adversity, every failure, every heartache carries with it the seed of an equal or greater 
benefit." 
 
"One cannot remake himself without suffering, for one is both the marble and the sculptor." 
 
"First you take a drink, then the drink takes a drink, then the drink takes you.” 
 
"Humans only like to count their troubles; they don't calculate their happiness.”  
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Appendix D 

Writing Instructions and Procedure Timeline 

Control Condition 
 
T1 
 
Please read the following instructions carefully. 
 
During today's writing session, we would like you to describe in detail the room in which 
you are currently living for a duration of 8 minutes. It is important that you describe things 
exactly as they are. Do not mention any feelings or opinions you might have about the room. 
Your description should be as objective as possible, without any reflection or description of 
mental processes. As soon as 8 minutes have passed, a blue arrow will appear below the text 
box. Please stop your writing when the arrow appears and proceed to the next page of the 
study by clicking the arrow. If you find yourself having mentioned everything that comes to 
mind with regard to your room before the 8 minutes are over, please continue to describe 
another room that you are familiar with following the same instructions as stated above. 
 
T2 
 
Please read the following instructions carefully. 
 
During today's writing session, we would like you to describe in detail the procedure of the 
last warm meal you cooked for a duration of 8 minutes. It is important that you describe 
things exactly as they are. Do not mention any feelings or opinions you might have about the 
room. Your description should be as objective as possible, without any reflection or 
description of mental processes. As soon as 8 minutes have passed, a blue arrow will appear 
below the text box. Please stop your writing when the arrow appears and proceed to the 
next page of the study by clicking the arrow. If you find yourself having mentioned 
everything that comes to mind with regard to the preparation of your last warm meal before 
the 8 minutes are over, please continue to describe another warm meal that you recently 
prepared, following the same instructions as stated above. 
 
T3 
 
Please read the following instructions carefully. 
 
During today's writing session, we would like you to describe in detail your way to the 
faculty building for a duration of 8 minutes. It is important that you describe things exactly 
as they are. Do not mention any feelings or opinions you might have about the way. Your 
description should be as objective as possible, without any reflection or description of 
mental processes. As soon as 8 minutes have passed, a blue arrow will appear below the text 
box. Please stop your writing when the arrow appears and proceed to the next page of the 
study by clicking the arrow. If you find yourself having mentioned everything that comes to 
mind with regard to your way before the 8 minutes are over, please continue to describe 
another way that you are familiar with, following the same instructions as stated above. 
 
Expressive Writing (EW) Condition 
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Please read the following instructions carefully. 
 
For this writing session, we would like you to write about your very deepest thoughts and 
feelings about the distressing experience or event that you had in mind when you signed up 
for this study. In your writing, we would like you to really let go and explore your deepest 
emotions and thoughts. You might tie your topic to your relationships with others, including 
parents, lovers, friends or relatives; to your past, your present or your future; or to who you 
have been, who you would like to be or who you are now. All of your writing will be 
completely confidential. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar or sentence structure. The only 
rule is that once you begin writing, you continue for a period of 8 minutes. As soon as the 
time is up, a blue arrow will appear below the text box. Please stop your writing at this 
point and proceed to the next page by clicking the arrow. 
 
Expressive Writing Metaphor (EWM) Condition 

Please read the following instructions carefully. 
 
For this writing session, we would like you to write about your very deepest thoughts and 
feelings about the distressing experience or event that you had in mind when you signed up 
for this study. In your writing, we would like you to really let go and explore your deepest 
emotions and thoughts. You might tie your topic to your relationships with others, including 
parents, lovers, friends or relatives; to your past, your present or your future; or to who you 
have been, who you would like to be or who you are now. All of your writing will be 
completely confidential. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar or sentence structure. The only 
rule is that once you begin writing, you continue for a period of 8 minutes. 
 
Before you start writing, read through the metaphoric statements listed below. While 
reading through them, think about the distressing experience or event and pick one, or 
several, metaphors that you will implement in your writing. You may choose the statement(s) 
based on its (their) capturing how you felt at the time of your distressing experience, how 
your life or the world appeared to you in the context of it, or it (they) might provide an idea 
of how you overcome this experience and engage with it in a constructive way. You do not 
have to implement the exact same statement as it is written below. Rather, try to use the idea 
it (they) entail(s) for conceptualizing (parts of) the particular experience you write about. 
 
As soon as the time is up, a blue arrow will appear below the text box. Please stop your 
writing at this point and proceed to the next page by clicking the arrow. 
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Timelines 
Procedure Timeline for Intervention Including Two Assessment Points 

 

Procedure Timeline for Intervention Including Four Assessment Points 

 

                                                                     
                T1               -----------------------     24 hours    -----------------------               T2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                  
 

Before Writing: 
Distress 
(DASS) 
 
Event-related Distress (also on 
secondary problem for EW and 
EWM) 
(STAIS-5) 
 
Avoidance (Aspects of the MEAQ) 
 
Coherence 
(Combination of items from: 
Multidimensional MIL Scale & 3DM Scale) 
 
Meaning 
(SoME) 
 
After Writing: 
Control Questions 
(Essay Evaluation Measure) 
 

Before Writing: 
Meaning 
 
Event-related 
Distress (also on 
secondary problem for 
EW and EWM) 
 
Distress 
 
After Writing: 
Insight 
 
Coherence 
 
 
Control Questions 

Writing & Assessment                           Writing                    Writing & Assessment                                             Assessment  
                 

 
     T1    -----     48 hours   -----      T2   -----   48 hours   -----      T3          -------------- 7 days ----------------           T4 

                Lab                                           Remote                                 Remote                                                                     Lab 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                  
 
 

Before Writing: 
Distress 
(DASS) 
 
Event-related Distress (also on 
secondary problem for EW and 
EWM) 
(STAIS-5) 
 
Avoidance (Aspects of the MEAQ) 
 
Coherence 
(Combination of items from: 
Multidimensional MIL Scale & 3DM Scale) 
 
Meaning 
(SoME) 
 
After Writing: 
Control Questions 
(Essay Evaluation Measure) 
 

Distress 
 
Event-related 
Distress 
 
Meaning 

Before Writing: 
Meaning 
 
Event-related 
Distress (also on 
secondary problem for 
EW and EWM) 
 
Distress 
 
After Writing: 
Insight 
 
Coherence 
 
 
Control Questions 

After Writing: 
 
Control Questions 
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Appendix E 

SONA 

List of Mild to Moderate Stressor Examples on SONA 

• Conflict in a relationship 

• Not spending enough time with (important) people 

• Homesickness 

• Difficulty achieving a personal goal 

• Perceived pressure to perform (e.g., at university, job, or other extracurriculars) 

• Procrastination 

• Dissatisfaction with a habit 

• Confronting something unknown (e.g., settling into a new situation or environment) 

Coping Suggestions 

Confronting distressing experiences from the past can elicit negative feelings and memories. 

In case you are bothered by any symptoms after your writing, it can be helpful to engage in 

activities that you know are pleasant and help you to relax. What those might be of course 

differs per individual. You might consider activities such as playing sports, meditating, or 

engaging in hobbies. This can help get your mind off your present distress and generate 

pleasant sensations. Moreover, it can be helpful to share your feelings with close friends or 

family members. Please be aware that you decide for yourself if and when you want to talk 

about these feelings. 

Moreover, you are always invited to contact the researcher of this study. 


