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The puzzling way that writing heals the body 

In 1986 the psychology professor James Pennebaker discovered something extraordinary, 

something which would inspire a generation of researchers to explore. Pennebaker asked students to 

spend 15 minutes writing about the biggest trauma of their lives or, if they hadn’t experienced a 

trauma, their most difficult time. They were told to let go and to include their deepest thoughts, even 

if they had never shared these thoughts before. Four days running they did the same thing. Then he 

waited for six months while monitoring how often the students visited the health centre. Remarkably, 

the students who had written about their secret feelings had made significantly fewer trips to the 

doctor in the subsequent months.  

Ever since, the field psychoneuroimmunology has been exploring the link between what’s now 

known as expressive writing, and the functioning of the immune system. A follow up study involved a 

group of brave volunteers. The volunteers took part in some expressive writing, then some days later 

they are given a local anaesthetic and then a punch biopsy at the top of their inner arm. The wound is 

typically 4mm across and heals within a couple of weeks. Pennebaker found that the types of words 

people used changed over the course of the four sessions. Those whose wounds healed the fastest 

began by using the word “I” a lot, but in later sessions moved on to saying “he” or “she” more often, 

suggesting they were looking at the event from other perspectives. They also used words like 

“because”, implying they were making sense of the events and putting them into a narrative. So 

Pennebaker believes that the simple act of labelling your feelings and putting them into a story is 

somehow affecting the immune system. What’s more, the effect is short-lived, so the timing should be 

spot on.  

New research from New Zealand suggests it’s not essential to do the writing before you are 

wounded. It can work just as well if you do the writing afterwards. This opens up the possibility of 

using expressive writing not just when surgery is planned, but for real-life injuries which of course we 

can’t predict. Kavita Vedhara from the University of Nottingham and her team in New Zealand took 

120 healthy volunteers, and made them write about either a distressing event or how they spent the 

previous day. They did this either before or after a punch biopsy on their upper arm. The people from 

the expressive writing group were six times more likely to have a wound that had healed within 10 

days than the people in the control group.  

The effect is “short-lived, but powerful” 
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