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Why you really should keep a journal, no
matter how cheesy that sounds
Sure, it sounds cheesy, but there is more and more evidence of the extraordinary healing power of writing
things down

Thursday 18 July 2013 14.59 BST

If you've spent any significant time reading books or articles on the "science of happiness",

you'll have encountered what I've long thought of as the Cheesiness Problem. It's an

inescapable fact that some of the most thoroughly evidence-backed techniques for enhancing

one's mood are also the most excruciatingly embarrassing – the sorts of things that those of us

who imagine ourselves to be rational, sceptical types would never dream of confessing to. This

is awkward, since (as I've written before) it means having to choose between maintaining a

pose of sardonic detachment or doing what actually works. For me, the most vivid example is

keeping a gratitude journal. On the one hand, it really helps. On the other hand – well, come

on. It's keeping a gratitude journal.

Anyway, this problem just got worse. It turns out you should probably be journalling about

your deepest emotional suffering, too. Maia Szalavitz at Time magazine reports on a new study

suggesting that writing about traumatic experiences, and the emotions associated with them,

for 20 minutes a day greatly accelerates the healing of physical injuries – in this case, tiny skin

wounds administered as part of the research:
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Since you’re here …
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the Guardian than ever but

advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. And unlike many news organisations, we

haven’t put up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as we can. So you can see

why we need to ask for your help. The Guardian’s independent, investigative journalism takes a

lot of time, money and hard work to produce. But we do it because we believe our perspective

matters – because it might well be your perspective, too.

I appreciate there not being a paywall: it is more democratic for the media to be available for all

and not a commodity to be purchased by a few. I’m happy to make a contribution so others

with less means still have access to information. Thomasine F-R.
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps fund it, our future would be much

more secure. For as little as £1, you can support the Guardian – and it only takes a minute.
Thank you.
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Researchers led by Elizabeth Broadbent, a senior lecturer in health psychology at the University of
Auckland in New Zealand, studied 49 healthy senior citizens, aged 64 to 97. For three days, half
were assigned to write for 20 minutes a day about the most traumatic event they had experienced,
and were encouraged to be as open and candid as they could about exactly what they felt and
thought at the time…

The other participants wrote for the same duration about their plans for the next day, avoiding
mentioning their feelings, opinions or beliefs. Two weeks after the first day of writing, researchers
took small skin biopsies, under local anesthesia… Eleven days after the biopsy, 76% of the group
that had written about trauma had fully healed while only 42% of the other group had.

This isn't the first study to show physical wounds healing more rapidly thanks to a writing-

based intervention: a team at Kings College London found something similar a few years ago.

Jamie Pennebaker, a professor at the University of Austin at Texas who's been studying the

broader benefits of writing for years, makes the important point that you shouldn't view

journalling as an attempt to formulate solutions to your problems; the real benefit comes from

the third-person perspective that's attained when you externalise your thoughts. It's

interesting to speculate whether the effect may be similar to that of meditation: not changing

your thoughts and feelings so much as changing your relationship to them – so that you no

longer take them to be an unquestionable, intractable, non-negotiable reality.

So, yes, it might be a worthwhile idea to start keeping a journal, however appalling that sounds.

The good news, as the psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky explains in her book The How of

Happiness, is that it's probably more effective to do so intermittently, rather than every single

day, to avoid the procedure becoming so routine that it loses its efficicacy.

Write about your most profound fears, your feelings of loneliness, of regret and grief. Then

hide it somewhere where nobody will ever find it, don't tell a soul, and we'll all carry on

making cynical wisecracks on Twitter like it never even happened.


