
 

 

How to Write to Heal  
 
Writing as healing is a simple technique that you can use anytime to help you work 
through any experience that has caused you lingering confusion or unhappiness.  
 
Not all writing about traumatic experiences is effective, so be sure to follow the 
simple instructions below.  
 
• Pick out a traumatic experience that you feel still haunts you.  
• Write about it for 20 minutes at a time in a place where you won't be disturbed. 
Researcher Dr. James Pennebaker recommends writing in this way for four days 
in a row, but studies have found measurable changes in immune function from 
doing this kind of writing as little as one time. For a trauma that took place over 
an extended period of time, you may want to write for more than four days, and it 
doesn't have to be four days in a row. 

• Don't worry about spelling and grammar.  
• Write only for yourself.  
• Deal only with events and situations you can handle now. If it's too soon for you 
to be able to write about something, then set it aside until you're ready, or consult 
a professional counselor.  

 
 
As you write, follow these five rules:  
 
1. Make sure you write in first person (using "I").  
2. Focus on one specific moment at a time--especially the most emotionally loaded 

moments (you may need to write about a series of these moments, one at a time).  
3. As you write about each moment, include as many details as you can (sights, 

sounds, smells, dialogue, etc.), and tell the story of exactly what happened.  
4. Write about the feelings you had then in that moment.  
5. Also be sure to write about the feelings you have now as you write.  
 
 
For this writing to be most effective in letting go of negative feelings, you need to 
dig in to the key moments. This is hard to do and painful. You may feel sad or 
upset or angry while writing and for an hour or two afterwards, but long-term, you 
will feel a sense of lightness and release that never goes away.  
 
You can use self-compassion to help ease the emotional discomfort of this writing, 
as described in the excellent book Self-Compassion by Dr. Kristin Neff. Self-



 

 

compassion means recognizing that the suffering you are experiencing is shared by 
everyone. It also involves observing your emotional state and evaluating how 
much you can handle before it's too much, and noticing what kind of self-care 
would help you cope--should you keep writing? take a break? talk to a friend? go 
for a walk?  
 
The good news is that if you're upset during and after writing, that means there is 
real lingering emotion locked up in that memory, and now that it is released, you 
can truly start to heal.  
 
You might also want to try some variations on these guidelines. It may be helpful 
to write a dialogue with someone who has hurt you that you can't talk to in person. 
That allows you to try to make sense of why he or she acted as s/he did. There's a 
human need to make sense of traumatic experiences, and even when the person 
involved can't or won't explain, you can reconstruct his or her point of view in 
order to allow you to think through his or her motives and perspective--and 
ultimately move on.  
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