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Expressive Writing
A  S T R U C T U R E D  F O U R - D A Y  W R I T I N G  P R O T O C O L

Developed by psychologist James Pennebaker, this is one of the most researched writing exercises in psychology. Over four consecutive
days, you write continuously about a difficult or significant experience — allowing the mind to process it more fully than everyday thinking

usually allows.

20 Minutes
Per session, written continuously

4 Days
Consecutive days, same experience

Private
For your eyes only — sharing is

optional

One Focus
The same significant experience

each day

The Four Days

DAY ONE

Let It Out

Write freely about what happened.
Don't worry about grammar,
structure or whether it makes
sense — just let the thoughts
come.

DAY TWO

Go Deeper

Explore the feelings underneath
the events. What emotions come
up? Where do you notice them in
your body?

DAY THREE

Find the Meaning

Consider how this experience
connects to other parts of your life
— your relationships, your sense
of self, your past or future.

DAY FOUR

Look Forward

Reflect on where you stand with
this experience now. What have
you noticed? Who are you in
relation to it today?

BEFORE YOU BEGIN WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

i
This exercise can bring up strong emotions, and that is a normal part of the process. It is not designed for use during an acute crisis. If you are currently in crisis, or if writing
brings up thoughts of harming yourself, please pause and reach out to a mental health professional or crisis service instead.

Track Your Four Days

Day 1

Date & how it felt afterward

Day 2

Date & how it felt afterward

Day 3

Date & how it felt afterward

Day 4

Date & how it felt afterward

You don't need to share what you write. The value is in the writing itself.
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Choose somewhere private where you won't be interrupted–

Set a timer for 20 minutes–

Choose one experience that feels significant or unresolved–

Write by hand or type — whichever feels most natural–

Keep writing, even if you repeat yourself or go off track–

Associated with improved mood and reduced distress over time–

Linked to better physical health markers in multiple studies–

Effects appear strongest when writing includes both feelings and meaning-

making, not description alone

–

Some people feel a little low right after writing — this usually passes within

a few hours

–


