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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Dialogical journal writing as ‘self-therapy’: ‘I matter’

JEANNIE K. WRIGHT*

School of Arts, Development and Health Education, Massey University College of Education, Te Kupenga o Te
Matauranga, Palmerston North, Aotearoa/New Zealand

Abstract
Aim: This case study of one woman’s (Jane’s) experience of dialogical journal writing presents a way of finding a
‘compassionate image’ for self-therapy. Various theoretical analyses are indicated with Mindfulness-based conceptualisations
at the forefront. Methodology: Based on three recorded interviews, the narrative inquiry took place over a year.
Methodologically, this paper is also one contribution to an ongoing debate about different research approaches in therapeutic
writing research. Participants: This study took place in Aotearoa New Zealand, where both Jane and I are migrants. Discussion:
This account draws on a report of self-directed writing for well-being, seen as an alternative to counselling or medication for
depression and anxiety. It focuses on how a particular style of writing evolved and how the motivation to write continues.

Keywords: Anxiety, compassionate image, journal writing as therapy, narrative inquiry, self-help

Introduction

. . . I feel, I feel quite unhappy I would have to say at
a deep level if I don’t do it. I actually . . . I feel I’m
back to that kind of hmm where I don’t really
matter, I’m there to make other people OK inside.
(Jane: Interview 1)

In this paper, Jane (not her real name) is interviewed
about her use of dialogical journal writing between
different parts of ‘herself’. Jane’s style and use of
dialogical journal writing is different from general
journaling (Adams, 1990). Diary keeping and journal
writing as a form of reflection have been widely used
for centuries. The growth of the ‘therapy industry’ in
the 20th century (McLeod, 2003), however has,
arguably, over-shadowed the therapeutic possibilities
and potential for self-dialogue in journal writing.
Certainly in a counselling and psychotherapeutic
context, the field of journal writing in general, and
dialogical writing in particular, is under-researched
(Wright, 2004). One aim of this paper is to suggest
ways in which this lack might be remedied.

‘Therapy culture’ (Furedi, 2004) and its turn to-
wards individualised ‘cures’ for socially constructed
problems (McLeod, 2006) has long been challenged
by some of its most distinguished researchers and
teachers (Feltham, 1999). One of the aims of this
study is to exemplify how a particular form of writing
works as self therapy. Journalling clearly has a place as
an adjunct to a counselling relationship (Thompson,

2004). In this study, I have deliberately chosen to
focus on people (including myself) who have used
writing as a stand-alone therapy, rather than in
conjunction with face-to-face therapeutic work of
any orientation. The italicised text represents extracts
from my journals:

I’m standing smiling at a party, still only a year on
from coming to work in Aotearoa/New Zealand,
not knowing anyone except the person I came
with. I start talking to a woman who’s at the same
table and once we’re eating, she asks me what I
teach. She talks about how she saw a counsellor for
a while, in her mid-forties, and has written in a
journal every day since � in the morning. ‘If I don’t’
she says, ‘I feel things differently during waking
hours. Ask Tom, my husband, ask the kids.

I admit to my research and personal interest in writing
as therapy. Jane and I agree to meet to talk about
how the dialogues developed and her motivation to
keep the journal writing going. This chance meeting is
how the opportunity for three separate conversations
with Jane about her use of writing came about over
the course of a year.

Background

I haven’t been to counselling since I did the
journals. I haven’t been back. (Jane: Interview 1)
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This study will focus on Jane’s particular combination of
self-directed reading and dialogical writing to maintain
her ‘wellness’. It deals with dialogic writing through a
piece of dialogic writing. Although there is a wealth of
research on the ‘emotional writing paradigm’ or the
‘written disclosure paradigm’, including some useful
meta-analyses (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007; Sloan &
Marx, 2004; Smyth, 1998), studies have mostly been
carried out in laboratory settings. Yet, so far from
replicated controlled trials, few conclusions have been
drawn about why expressive writing results in measur-
able psychological and physiological benefits,
although, ‘one of the powers of expressive writing is
that it brings about changes in people’s social lives’
(Pennebaker & Chung, 2007, p. 36).

In addition, Jane’s writing was not predominantly
about the most disturbing emotional events in her life,
disclosed elsewhere or not, and therefore the ‘Pen-
nebaker paradigm’ may not be the most appropriate
way to theorise this case study. Recent large-scale
studies have taken place in more naturalistic settings
but again, the medical model persists with the
researcher/therapist, who is at the centre of the
research design, prescribing various kinds of ‘emo-
tional disclosure writing homework’ (Graf, Gaudiano,
& Geller, 2008). The imbalance of control and
potential for dependency in conventional therapeutic
relationships is exactly what Jane seeks to avoid in her
use of dialogical writing. More naturalistic studies
have been called for, written from the point of view of
the ‘self therapist’ writer (Bolton & Wright, 2004).

Currently there is a dearth of ‘case study’ research
on journal/writing as stand-alone therapy, as well as
within a counselling and psychotherapy relationship
(Thompson, 2004). Whilst not denying the need for
medical interventions or a therapeutic relationship for
some circumstances at certain times, Jane has been
able to avoid the need for medication and counselling,

I can very quickly get into those old patterns and I
suspect they’ll always be with me. But they aren’t
as draining on me. I think . . . I feel . . . I find the
world less draining now. (Jane: Interview 3)

We have some things in common, which makes me
both intrigued and anxious about starting the re-
search. Jane emigrated to Aotearoa/New Zealand
with her family from the UK when she was 8 years
old, and dates her diary writing from that time. I too
have kept diaries from an early age, and have also
experienced migration from the UK, though in my
fifties rather than as a child. We have both used
writing in a range of ways to enable us to cope with
the sometimes competing and often contradictory
(Greer, 1999) demands of ‘career’ and family, in a
social context which expects us as individual women
to cope with our own and others’ emotional de-
mands, to succeed in all spheres and above all to
avoid vulnerability (hooks, 1999). I asked Jane at our
first interview if she would like to co-author the

article. She declined, mostly because of wanting to
maintain her anonymity.

Researcher reflections

Extracts from my research journal after meeting Jane:

Wow! . . . Extraordinary . . . synchronicity and, she
has found a way to ‘mother’, nurture herself � a
‘compassionate image’ in writing.

The theoretical possibilities for understanding how
Jane was using her journal writing were tumbling
around in kaleidoscopic patterns in my mind as I
glimpsed the complexity of the possible choices for
representation. The parallels between ‘the compas-
sionate image’ (Gilbert, 2005), and Jane’s discovery of
dialogical writing was particularly strong:

The reference to Paul Gilbert’s work reflects my
interest in ‘de-shaming’ through writing as a form
of self-therapy and in mindfulness, but Jane’s own
points of connection with the acceptance and
commitment therapeutic literature must also be
acknowledged.

The literature on writing as creative ‘self help’ is vast
and barely features in this account. Jane’s develop-
ment of a style of writing is accessing the power of
her unconscious and creative ability (Cameron, 1992;
DeSalvo, 1999; Progoff, 1975); it is also building a
dialogue with a ‘voice’ with qualities of wisdom and
understanding, total acceptance, and warmth, recog-
nisable as ‘person-centred’ qualities (Rogers, 1993), in
addition to those of the ‘self-soothing compassionate
image’ in Gilbert’s work (Gilbert, 2005), and in the
mindfulness literature.

As an integrative therapist, alongside the ‘forces’
representing traditional psychotherapeutic interpreta-
tion, psychodynamic, cognitive behavioural and hu-
manistic, post-modern approaches were also clearly
apparent in Jane’s way of ‘externalising’ the difficul-
ties in her life.

More possible illumination might come about
through some of the literature on self, women, and
biographical writing (Cavarero, 2000; Hunt & Samp-
son, 2006). These are possibilities for future studies;
the focal point in Jane’s experience which resonates
with mine is the use of journal writing to create a
‘compassionate image’ to counter-act anxiety:

The surface similarities in our lives, Jane and mine,
are fascinating as well as anxiety provoking: We are
both migrants, have worked in isolated places, have
a tendency to self-sufficiency, faced adversity and
found a way of using writing to cope emotionally. I
am not a great organiser, however. We both
describe ourselves as ‘worriers’.

Feminist researchers’ concepts of ‘reciprocity’ (Oakley,
1999), and narrative inquiry’s emphasis on reflexivity
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(Etherington, 2004), sat on my shoulder. It was crucial
to foreground Jane’s own words, yet also be able to
maintain some use of theoretical lenses which would
illuminate how Jane’s writing works in practice.

Jane is not and has never been my client, yet I am
constantly aware of how her writing could be
positioned within the research/practice literature,
within the psychological therapies. If she saw
different members of what Faye Weldon calls
therapism, she would be ‘treated differently’ too.
Would poetry get a look in, for example, as rare
members of the psychological therapy industry
suggest it might? (J. Gilbert, 1995)

Both my ‘research diary’ written at the time of the
interviews, Jane’s writing, and the composing of this
paper are forms of ‘writing as inquiry’ (Richardson,
2000; Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). It is not within
the scope of this piece to do justice to the impact on
qualitative research, and my development as re-
searcher, that Richardson’s work has had (Richardson,
1990). Certainly the ‘doubts’ that have accompanied
this writing and the sense of not claiming a universal
or general ‘right’ or ‘privileged form of authoritative
knowledge’ (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005, p. 961)
have been sufficiently countered by Richardson’s
outlining of Creative Analytical writing Processes.

Narrative inquiry and ethical issues

Susan Chase’s description of narrative inquiry fits the
aims and some of the scope of this study. It is an
‘amalgam of interdisciplinary lenses, diverse disciplin-
ary approaches, and both traditional and innovative
methods � all revolving around an interest in biogra-
phical particulars as narrated by the one who lives
them’ (Chase, 2005, p. 651). Narrative inquiry has
recently ‘flourished’ in some disciplines (Josselson,
Lieblich, & McAdams, 2002; Pinnegar & Gary Daynes,
2007), and remained marginal in others (Speedy,
2008). In this study, listening to Jane’s story of how
writing played a major part in different stages of her
life and is still central to her sense of well being (‘I
matter’), I was choosing to reconstruct her experience
in relationship to me, ‘the other’ and to a social milieu
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). We discussed co-
authorship, which Jane was not interested in. In
addition to the assumptions of ‘power sharing’ of
narrative inquiry, I was influenced in this work by
feminist research ethics and assumptions (Fine, 1992;
Lather, 2007). Jane was interested in ‘being re-
searched’, and in having an opportunity to talk about
something of great importance to her, which she
usually ‘keeps to herself’.

The questions that interested me were about how
Jane had developed her style of journal writing, and
how she had maintained her motivation. In some of
our conversations ‘biographical particulars’ were
bound to emerge and would be an essential part of
her story, but would need to be carefully managed so

as to maintain Jane’s privacy. We agreed at the outset
that the content of her therapeutic writing would not
be the focus of our conversations. I suggested that
our three meetings (audiotaped sessions lasting
between one and one and a half hours) focussed
rather on the process of the therapeutic writing. I sent
examples of some questions I might ask to Jane in an
information sheet which was part of the ethical
approval required by the university where I work.
We also agreed that the consent form Jane signed
would be a starting point only and that we would
observe ‘process ethics’ (Bond, 2004). Jane has read
this paper and agreed to those extracts of her writing
represented here.

Writing as inquiry

Jane: How the writing evolved

At our first agreed meeting in Autumn (February will
never feel right as early Autumn for me), we talk over
a cup of coffee. Jane shows me one of her early
diaries, and talks about one, a small red book, dating
from the year her family emigrated to New Zealand,
‘that’s incredibly precious to me’:

Where we lived in England, you know, life was very
orderly. We had extended family and so on, here
parents were very busy . . . and I was very much
thrown on my own resources. . . . when I see these
lists, I feel, I feel sort of quite sad, I’m doing these
things like, you know, ‘clean shoes, tidy room,
write letters’ . . . I think it represents the way I
began to cope emotionally in life, which is to be
very, very organised. (Jane: Interview 1)

Jane is a very successful professional woman in her
early fifties. She is married to Tom and they have two
children, both born in New Zealand. In our first
interview, Jane describes in the extract above how
list and diary writing started after she emigrated from
the UK as a child. She continues to reflect on other
diaries, kept during her teenage years and during
backpacking and travelling alone in South East Asia,
as ‘writing sensory impressions alongside what I did’.

The journal was myself and my self-sufficiency . . .
I was very, very self-contained.

In her early twenties, Jane worked in South East Asia
for a couple of years, on a government contract with
a high level of responsibility and isolation. The journal
writing there was a way of coping with difficult
adjustments:

Those journals are very much based on kind of
culture shock and trying to cope. That was the first
time I think that I went back to what I did at age 8
which was kind of use the journals a little bit to
cope.
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The combination of being out of her cultural safety
zone together with a tried and tested way of
managing social and emotional isolation by using
expressive and reflective writing, re-emerged during
the years in South East Asia:

As if when I was 8, I didn’t have anyone really to
talk to . . . I had a few European friends, but I’m
very private and I suppose in some way I guess
partly until well into my forties, I kind of thought I
was the best expert on me. I also thought it wasn’t
very safe to talk about how I felt. I wasn’t at all sure
I would be understood.

I felt I could have written these words myself. A crisis
for Jane came when she was back in New Zealand, in
a demanding job and her children were growing up:

At that time though I had been through a period
where I found it so hard to cope emotionally with
teenagers and all my other stuff came back, all my
other issues. . . . I think I was actually very pre-
occupied with my own emotional state and they
were my landscapes.

Previously, geographical distance had created isola-
tion but this particular episode happened at home:

You know it didn’t matter where I was. You know,
how I felt was kind of the reverse of what had
happened earlier where I could tune out of feelings
when I travelled. Feelings now were here in my
world, this is my world; there was no escape, my
world was my feelings and they were very trou-
bling.

Jane went to counselling and took anti-depressants
for a three month period. Ironically, the GP needed
persuading to prescribe, seeing Jane’s ‘coping’ exter-
ior and not her vulnerability. The counselling was
valuable but:

I found the counselling incredibly painful . . . it’s
wonderful counselling ‘cause it’s very open and I
think this is excellent in revealing all sorts of stuff to
me which in a way, thinking about my life, I hadn’t
understood.

The limitations of both medication and therapy
became apparent to her, especially the dependence
on the counselling relationship and on ‘how much the
counsellor was able to pull out of me . . .’.

There was also the fear of the therapy never
coming to an end, ‘am I going to become Woody
Allan?’.

Finding different sources of information about
counselling, including books on Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, became integrated into journal
writing. Some of Jane’s earlier tendencies in the face
of adversity show up again, ‘I must keep reading, I
must keep reading’.

In the library, Jane came across the book which led
to changes in the way she wrote, a book by John
Pollard on self parenting, which is now out of print.

How Jane writes the dialogues

At first Jane tended to write in descriptive ways, about
a favourite teacher or a person she admired and
would like to emulate. Gradually, from that novice
stage a dialogical form of writing has developed, very
much using a maternal, nurturing ‘compassionate
image’ to coach and encourage (Gilbert, 2005).

Preferred time/place/materials

In the morning, before getting up, using pencil and
the covered notebooks Jane brought to show me at
our first meeting, the writing starts, perhaps with a
question from the left hand side of the page, the
accepting, non-judgemental voice, or with a state-
ment of how things are on the right hand side of the
page:

Well, I’m sitting up in bed and I’ve probably done
the first, the kind of opening routine I do which say,
how are you? Then, how did you sleep? How was
yesterday? � possibly following up something like
that, How did it go? Or how did you feel with that?

Jane links the preference for writing with pencil to her
early experience of school in Aotearoa/New Zealand
as an easy place to be compared to a home disrupted
by migration.

I asked about the ‘imagined or implicit reader’
(Hunt, 2004) when she is writing. Jane is clear that
there is no sense of ‘external reader’, and that apart
from her children and Tom, her husband, and our
conversations, she has not talked to anyone about the
journal writing. The implicit reader is a part of herself
(Hermans & Dimaggio, 2004), not a nagging ‘inner
critic’ or any kind of judgemental voice, but an
affirming voice which asks questions like: ‘What do
you think would help?’.

Motivating herself to write

Jane’s response to life’s stresses is to find privacy and
affirmation in the journal writing. She reacts against
the ‘consumerist’ idea of ‘me time’, linking it with
women’s magazines and a certain ‘competitive self-
indulgence’ she rejects. The writing, on the other
hand, is not open to public scrutiny and is not part of
a consumerist urge:

It’s a reflex, it’s a complete reflex. It’s as much of a
reflex as drinking a glass of water for me . . .
‘I think it’s a huge commitment to myself. I feel I‘ve
let myself down or discounted myself if I don’t do it.
I feel its like, I mean its interesting Jeannie because I
kind of think I should exercise, I’m not really into
exercise. You know so I look at all the 30 minutes
exercise a day and I think I should do that and
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I think well how am I going, when am I going to do
that? I’m certainly not, it could never, and physical
exercise could never replace this. You know this is
absolutely fundamental. And I think its motivation. I
think it’s so for me and also hugely enjoyable. I
actually feel different after I’ve done it. And I feel
something to say it would be like . . . I think if I
hadn’t done it would be like coming out not having
cleaned my teeth, it would worry me all day, kind
of I wouldn’t feel quite right.

How journal writing benefits Jane and discussion

By comparing her form of journal writing with other
ways of maintaining well being, Jane is clear about
one central benefit:

And um I’ve also in my late teens another routine I
once had, just as a point of comparison, was um
meditating . . . I found that quite transforming in
the sense that I began to cope a lot better
emotionally with things.
Externally the change may not have been so
evident, but it was a big change for me. I did do
that, I did feel very committed for about 20 minutes
in the morning 20 minutes in the afternoon. I still
do meditate sometimes and I find that very helpful
but there’s never been the drive that the journals
have for that. It’s an absolute must . . . I feel, I feel
quite unhappy I would have to say at a deep level if
I don’t do it. I actually I feel I’m back to that kind of
um where I don’t really matter. I’m there to make
other people okay inside.

Like Marion Milner, whose early record of keeping a
journal for seven years in order to explore the kinds of
experience that made her happy (Milner, 1952), Jane
understands how she has been encouraged to be
‘good’ and ‘unselfish’ to a point where what she
feels, wants or needs does not matter. Milner has
become a model for creative writing for personal
development (Bolton, 1999; Hunt & Sampson, 1998),
but Jane’s writing, using the dialogical form, is less
dependent on re-reading.

Like the analyst Karen Horney, who even earlier
than Milner was investigating the feasibility of self
therapy (Horney, 1942), Jane benefits from being
both writer and audience, both the observer and the
observed. Horney observed: ‘Life itself is the most
effective help for our development’ (p. 8). I asked Jane
about re-reading her journals, as some pioneers and
practitioners of journal therapy have suggested (Prog-
off, 1975; Thompson, 2004):

I think when I re-read I feel slightly nervous that I may
be influenced by those earlier voices and you know,
but I just . . . I haven’t re-read much but I do re-read
when I think, oh, what how did we, particularly for
how we finish things or how we start things . . . . I’ll
check back. If I do re-read, this is interesting just

thinking about it, I only read the parent’s voice not
the child’s voice. (Jane: Interview 3)

Some of the metaphors Jane uses to describe the
subsequent dialogue writing/journal writing include
describing the journal as an ‘anchor’, especially when
she is working away from home, for example, and
feeling alone. Metaphors of food are central in
describing the writing:

‘ . . . as a delicious treat like chocolate’, ‘quite
delicious . . . like a wonderful food or something’.
‘So I think for me it would be like, giving up the
journal would be like giving up chocolate and
coffee and everything that is delicious and rich
and passionate in life. Everything that makes me
feel passionate, involved, happy. You know I really
feel there is no substitute for it.

In our second conversation she adds:

It’s like . . . A journey back to myself, and it’s a kind
of emotional process.

We discuss how the Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy Jane has read (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson,
1999) deals with ways of not becoming emotionally
engaged in thoughts or feelings. Jane’s view is that
such techniques can sometimes leave those feelings
unresolved. The image of the Chinese finger trap
outlined as Skill 2 in Hayes et al. (1999), resonates
with Jane’s experience of attempting to win a tug of
war with the unending emotional demands of others.
It is useless to pull away, the trap only tightens. It is
counter-intuitive to push the finger into the trap, but
only that way of going further into the trap releases
the finger. The journal writing, for Jane, is a way of
going into the finger trap, having to focus on herself:
‘sit with myself’.

She reports that she then finds the emotional
turmoil she can experience reduced. Jane’s journaling
could be situated within the tradition of journal
writing as a strategy for survival. Most famously,
Anne Frank’s diary, for example also took a dialogical
form (Frank, 1947). Surviving the transitions and
upheavals of migration has certainly been a central
theme of my personal journals over the last three
years (Wright, 2009). Unlike Jane, dialogical writing is
not the way I tend to go: I’m less systematic, less
disciplined, but equally sure that writing is a ‘magic
instrument’ for me (Cixous & Calle-Gruber, 1994/
1997, p. 89).

I’m actually very proud of the journaling process.
I feel quite good about it, I think it’s a big, it’s a big
thing for me, a huge thing in my life, it’s really
important you know.

Self therapy, as exemplified in Jane’s story, pushes the
boundaries of ‘self help’. The sceptics of therapy
culture (Furedi, 2004) may still point out that indivi-
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dualistic introspection is not reconnecting with com-
munity, yet, in Jane’s view, such thinking assumes
that, ‘community always has a positive valence’.
Jane’s style of self help is very much about self-
reliance. By rejecting any therapeutic convention of
working with another in favour of working alone,
Jane chooses to connect with herself, ‘to get the best
part of myself’ in the journal writing, for which there
is no substitute. She is not socially isolated and could
choose to talk about some of the tensions and
difficulties she experiences to family and friends:

I love talking to my husband. My husband is
fantastic and will listen, empathise, understands
the importance of listening to me. Having said that I
think I always feel quite difficult � I’m burdening
him emotionally for a lot of things. But I can do it
myself in my journals.

Conclusion and suggestions for further
research

Jane is using her creativity and imagination to
converse with a compassionate image. She writes to
herself in a voice which is never critical, never taking
on the imperative, judging, negative role. There is
more than affirmation in her writing, however. Jane
has found a way to develop writing dialogues so that
the maternal strength others find in her is for her � for
herself. Others say they feel better for having spent
time with her, but running out of emotional resources
and ‘of your own essence’ has been Jane’s experience
at work and at home. The journal writing is about
seeking happiness; functioning better in the world is a
side effect.

Case studies of journal writing, accounts of focus
groups, and more examples of writing as inquiry and
of narrative studies would be immensely valuable in
this under-researched field. Some questions I hope to
prioritise are:

. How are forms of therapeutic writing explained
by and linked to the various theoretical ap-
proaches in counselling and psychotherapy?

. How are practices of journal writing, (auto)bio-
graphical writing and autoethnography develop-
ing in different disciplines and in different parts
of the world?

. What have we learned and how can we connect
across the divide between the ‘evidence base’ for
writing developed by the positivist/empirical
scientists and those more inclined towards nar-
rative and arts-based research?

All therapy aims to develop the client’s capacity for
self-therapy (Duncan, Miller, & Sparks, 2004). Else-
where it has been suggested that, like the more
traditional expressive therapies, such as dance and
movement, art and drama therapy, creative and
reflective writing of this kind offers an arguably more

egalitarian alternative to conventional therapeutic
relationship (Wright, 2003) and to more structured
self-help.

Jane and I discussed how she might decide one day
to burn the journals, but not just yet. In Jane’s words:

We will always be doing this. Will they be in the
coffin with me?
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