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Objectives 

Understand the 
role of 

journaling in 
clinical settings

Explore 
evidence-based 

benefits of 
expressive 

writing

Learn practical 
journaling 

techniques for 
clients

Discuss ethical 
and cultural 

considerations



Introduction to Journaling

• Journaling is a therapeutic tool that supports self-
reflection, emotional regulation, and personal 
growth.

• It is widely used in clinical settings for clients 
dealing with trauma, anxiety, depression, and chronic 
stress.

• Encourages insight and facilitates the therapeutic 
process.



Journaling is writing down our 
thoughts, feelings and 

experiences.  It is a time for 
reflection, insight and gain a 

better understanding of 
ourselves.  Journaling offers 
perspectives, helps us sort 

through problems that we may be 
struggling with, and is a tool 

through writing to release 
emotions that could be related to 
traumatic life event and anything 

other experiences that have had a 
significant impact on our lives. 

Journaling allows allows you to 
understand yourself, manage 

stress, identify patterns in your 
life, and ultimately improve your 

mental and emotional well-being; 
essentially, it's a way to actively 

listen to your inner self and 
prioritize your needs by reflecting 

on them through the writing 
process.



Historical Context of 
Journaling in Therapy

• Journaling has roots in 
ancient traditions—Ancient 

Greek philosophers like 
Marcus Aurelius used 

personal journaling as a tool 
for self-reflection and moral 

alignment.

In many spiritual 
traditions (e.g., 

Christian 
monasticism, 

Buddhism, Sufism), 
written reflection was 
part of contemplative 

practices..

During the 17th to 19th 
centuries, personal diaries 
and “commonplace books” 

were used as emotional 
outlets and records of daily 

life.

Notably, women’s 
diaries from this 

era served as 
critical spaces for 
self-expression in 
restricted social 

contexts.

Journaling 
began to be 

integrated more 
formally into 

psychotherapy 
in the mid-

1900s:

Carl Jung encouraged 
the use of writing and art 

in exploring the 
unconscious mind.

Ira Progoff developed the 
Intensive Journal Method 
in the 1960s — one of the 

first structured, 
therapeutic journaling 

systems



Additional Research on 
Journaling

• Psychologist James W. Pennebaker revolutionized the field with 
empirical research showing that expressive writing:

• Improves immune functioning
• Reduces symptoms of trauma and anxiety
• Supports long-term emotional well-being
• Writing about stress improved physical health and reduced physician 

visits.
• Expressive writing showed reduction in PTSD symptoms and depression 

especially those who have a history of interpersonal violence. 
• Journaling helped improve working memory and reduce intrusive 

thoughts.



Current Trends 

Integration into Trauma-Informed and Clinical 
Practices

Since the 1990s, journaling 
has been adopted in various 
modalities:

Trauma therapy

CBT and DBT

Mindfulness-based interventions

Grief counseling and expressive arts 
therapies

Writing is now often part of:
Narrative therapy (White & Epston, 1990)

Post-Traumatic Growth models (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 2004)



• We write about trauma, we 
begin to give words to what 
was once unspeakable.
 —Dr. James Pennebaker, 
researcher on expressive 
writing



Benefits of Journaling

Journaling enhances emotional awareness. 

Through guided journaling prompts, the client begins to become 
aware of their feelings, identify how they are feeling and sit with 
their feelings. 

Journaling helps transform fragmented, sensory-   based    
memories into coherent narratives.

Writing allows the brain's left hemisphere (logic and language) 
to engage with emotions typically stored in the right 
hemisphere  helping integrate the experience



Journaling Fosters 
Resilience & Mindfulness 

Encourages 
Strength-
Focused 

Reflection
Journaling 

invites 
individuals to 
acknowledge 
not just pain, 

but also 
strength, 

endurance, 
and the 

capacity to 
keep going.

Prompts like 
“How have I 

survived until 
now?” or 

“What inner 
strengths 

helped me 
cope?” 

promote 
empowerment

.

Tracks 
Growth Over 

Time
Writing 

regularly 
allows 

individuals to 
see their own 

progress, 
reinforcing a 

sense of 
capacity and 

survival.

Looking back at 
older entries often 
reveals how far 
they’ve come, even 
when they feel 
stuck.
• Regular journaling 

builds the muscle 
of emotional 
tolerance—the 
ability to sit with 
discomfort, name 
emotions, and 
move through 
them instead of 
avoiding them

Supports Somatic 
Awareness: 

Trauma often 
disconnects 

people from their 
bodies. Journaling 

about body 
sensations or 

using grounding 
techniques (e.g., 
“5 things I see,  I 

hear...”) 
reintegrates mind 

and body 
awareness.



Encourages goal 
setting and progress 
tracking

TRACKS GROWTH 
OVER TIME

WRITING 
REGULARLY 

ALLOWS 
INDIVIDUALS TO 
SEE THEIR OWN 

PROGRESS, 
REINFORCING A 

SENSE OF 
CAPACITY AND 

SURVIVAL.

LOOKING BACK AT 
OLDER ENTRIES 
OFTEN REVEALS 

HOW FAR THEY’VE 
COME, EVEN WHEN 
THEY FEEL STUCK. 

TRACKING COPING 
STRATEGIES: 

WRITING HELPS 
INDIVIDUALS 

RECOGNIZE WHAT 
WORKS WHEN 

MANAGING STRESS 
OR DISTRESS. OVER 

TIME, THEY 
DEVELOP A 

PERSONALIZED 
TOOLKIT OF 

STRATEGIES.

ENHANCING EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION: REPEATED 

EXPOSURE TO 
TRAUMATIC CONTENT IN 
WRITING (WHEN DONE 
SAFELY) REDUCES ITS 

EMOTIONAL CHARGE—
SIMILAR TO 

DESENSITIZATION—
WHILE INCREASING 

DISTRESS TOLERANCE.



Common Journaling 
Techniques

Gratitude Journaling: 
Focusing on listing things 

you are grateful for, 
promoting positive 

emotions and perspective

Reflective 
Journaling:  Writing about 

experiences to gain insight 
and understanding

Bullet Journaling: A 
structured approach using 

bullet points to track 
thoughts, goals and tasks.

Dream Journaling: recording 
your dreams upon waking to 

explore subconscious 
patterns and themes

Food Journaling: Tracking 
eating habits, meal 

planning and food retated 
thoughts.

Visual Journaling:  Using 
drawings, collages and 

other visual elements to 
express emotions.

Grief Journaling: Journaling 
the loss of a loved one

Therapeutic letter writing: 
writing letters to oneself or 

others can be extremely 
powerful to release 

emotions and work through 
conflicts 

Journal Dialogue 
Techniques to work through 

conflicts



Integrating Journaling into Therapy

• Assign 
journaling 
as 
homework

• Review 
journal 
entries in 
sessions 
(with 
consent)

• Use 
journals to 
identify 
patterns 
and triggers

• Encourage 
clients to 
explore 
emotions 
safely

• Respect    
confidentiality and 
boundaries  



Approach Description Example Prompt

Expressive Writing Writing thoughts and feelings 
without structure or censoring

“Describe your deepest 
thoughts about what 
happened”

Structured Journaling Guided prompts related to 
therapeutic goals

“What did I learn about 
myself this week?”

Narrative Therapy Exploring identity and 
rewriting the trauma story

“What labels have others 
placed on you? What labels 
do you choose for yourself?”

Somatic Journaling Connecting body and mind “What sensations do I notice 
when I feel anxious?”

Gratitude Journaling Cultivating positive emotion “What are three things that 
brought me comfort?”



Sample Prompts and Exercises

• 'Today I felt... because...'

• 'A moment I’m proud of is...'

• 'When I feel anxious, I...'

• 'My inner critic says... but I know...'

• 'What does healing mean to me?'

• Draw a picture of how you feel today.



Considerations for Clinicians

• Journaling is not 
one-size-fits-all

• Be mindful of re-
traumatization

• Discuss 
confidentiality of 
journal content

• Tailor prompts to 
client’s readiness 
and goals

• Use journaling as 
a supplement, not a 
substitute



Clinical Considerations 

• Normalize the process: Many clients fear 
journaling will bring up too much. Frame it as 
a gentle, private form of self-expression.

• Review together (if appropriate): Ask clients 
to share what they’re comfortable with. This 
can guide session content.

• Avoid using journaling as exposure unless 
trained in trauma therapy (e.g., EMDR, CPT).

• Consider client literacy, safety, and privacy: 
For clients with language barriers or unsafe 
living environments, audio journaling or art 
journaling might be better alternatives.



Cultural Considerations…

• In some cultures, emotional expression (especially in writing) is 
discouraged or seen as private or shameful.  ASK – HOW DO YOU 
PROCESS difficult or emotional situations? 

• Clients may have limited literacy or language barriers.  In these 
instances audio recordings can be an option, or art journaling.

• Clients from communities impacted by colonialism, displacement, 
racism, or war, journaling may display deep, complex intergenerational 
grief and Feel emotionally unsafe without adequate support

• In some cases story-based reflection, symbolic journaling, or 
ceremonial storytelling - for example if you could tell a trusted elder or 
ancestor how you’re feeling today, what would you say?”

• “How does your culture or upbringing shape how you express 
emotions?”

• “What stories or sayings from your family have helped you through hard 
times?”



Case Studies in Clinical Practice

• • Case 1: Trauma Survivor
•   - Used structured journaling to process past abuse.
•   - Reported decreased flashbacks and increased emotional clarity.

• • Case 2: Adolescent with Anxiety
•   - Kept a worry journal paired with CBT techniques.
•   - Gained insight into triggers and coping mechanisms.

• • Case 3: Grief Counseling
•   - Journaling used to express unresolved feelings after a loss.
•   - Helped client move through stages of grief with support.



Conclusion

• Journaling is a powerful, accessible tool 
that enhances self-awareness and 
supports therapeutic outcomes.

• Clinicians can empower clients by 
integrating structured and personalized 
journaling practices into treatment.
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