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Abstract
Expressive writing is an effective way to facilitate the emotional recovery from a stressor, but little is known about how adopting
a first-person versus third-person perspective while writing affects the disclosure and experience of emotion. The purpose of this
study was to empirically examine whether using first-person versus third-person pronouns when describing a stressor leads to
differences in the amounts of emotion words used and change in emotion from before the writing to after. Participants (N = 148)
were randomly assigned to write about a stressor using either first-person pronouns or third-person pronouns. The content of
these writing samples was analyzed via computer text analyses (i.e., anxiety, sadness, and anger words), and participants
completed measures of the subjective experience of emotion both before and after the writing task (i.e., change in fear, sadness,
and hostility). Path analysis indicated that adopting a third-person perspective led to lower use of anxiety words but heightened
use of sadness words compared to the first-person writing perspective. Moreover, participants in the third-person writing
condition experienced greater post-writing sadness than did participants in the first-person writing condition. These results
suggest that manipulating pronoun use can have a clinical application to help individuals express and experience their emotions
more fully.
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Expressive writing is a common tool in research on disclosure
and health outcomes, and it is a frequently used clinical tech-
nique in emotion-focused treatment. Expressive writing typi-
cally involves writing about stressors or traumatic events in a
stream-of-consciousness narrative (Baikie and Wilhelm 2005;
Nazarian and Smyth 2013; Pennebaker 1997). Literature
supporting the effectiveness of expressive writing on physical
health, psychological well-being and symptoms, and other
outcomes is vast (Frattaroli 2006; Frisina et al. 2004; Smyth
1998). There is evidence that engaging in expressive-writing
interventions leads to a reduction in physician visits, improved
autonomic nervous system activity, and decreased blood pres-
sure and heart rate (Pennebaker and Chung 2007). Expressive
writing may also lead to positive behavioral changes, in-
creased emotional expressiveness with others, and

improvements in work and school performance (Baikie and
Wilhelm 2005; Lumley and Provenzano 2003; Pennebaker
and Chung 2007; Slatcher and Pennebaker 2006).

One of the critical ingredients of expressive writing is that
the writing process helps to direct one’s attention to the un-
derlying emotions surrounding the topic being described.
Expressing these emotions through writing can then reduce
distress as well as lead to greater insight (Kennedy-Moore
and Watson 2001). This occurs because, as Koole (2009) de-
scribed, expressive writing serves the function of providing
knowledge of one’s emotions by integrating emotional expe-
riences. Specifically, writing about an emotional experience
helps the writer form a cohesive narrative, and this process
aids with the down-regulation of negative emotion.
Expressive writing is believed to engender other emotion-
regulation processes, such as greater self-efficacy with respect
to regulating one’s emotions (King 2002) as well as increased
attention to one’s emotions, habituation of emotional experi-
ences, and cognitive restructuring (Lepore et al. 2002). These
ideas are consistent with the clinical view that attending to and
expressing one’s emotions are fundamental mechanisms in
emotional transformation and lasting cognitive and behavioral
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change (e.g., Greenberg 2015). Moreover, there is evidence
that, when writing about stressors or traumatic events, disclos-
ing negative emotions specifically (as opposed to emotions
more generally) plays an essential role in health benefits
(Lepore et al. 2002).

Of course, simply focusing on one’s emotional troubles, or
engaging in rumination, often leads people to feel worse (Nolen-
Hoeksema et al. 2008). Thus, there must be an additional reason
beyond disclosing emotions that leads expressive writing to
have emotional benefits. This additional mechanismmay be that
expressive writing promotes self-distancing, or the creation of
distance from one’s own egocentric perspective (Kross et al.
2014; Park et al. 2016). Self-distancing is believed to help peo-
ple reduce rumination by reflecting on their experiences from an
outsider’s point of view, like the proverbial Bfly on the wall,^
without becoming overwhelmed by emotional reactivity. Just as
it is sometimes easier to help with a friend’s problem than it is to
solve one’s own problem, providing some psychological dis-
tance between oneself and one’s emotions increases people’s
abilities to recognize and reappraise those emotions (Kross
and Ayduk 2017).

Several studies have shown that self-distancing, whether
experimentally manipulated or spontaneously occurring, is
associated with outcomes such as lower negative affect and
autonomic arousal (see Ayduk and Kross 2010; Kross and
Ayduk 2011). For example, Kross and Ayduk (2008) asked
participants to do a guided-imagery task concerning a time
they experienced intense sadness. Participants who were ran-
domly assigned to Brelive^ the experience as if it were hap-
pening all over again (self-immersion condition) experienced
greater post-task depressed affect than participants who were
assigned to watch the experience unfold from a few steps back
(self-distancing condition). Verduyn et al.’s (2012) naturalistic
study revealed that the use of self-distancing was negatively
associated with the duration of unpleasant emotions such as
anger and sadness as well as pleasant emotions such as joy and
gratitude.

In addition to its relevance to emotion, the concept of self-
distancing is highly relevant to expressive writing. Park et al.
(2016) demonstrated that engaging in emotionally expressive
writing (versus writing about a non-emotional topic or thinking
privately about an emotional topic) led participants to experi-
ence greater self-distancing (i.e., whether they imagined the
past episode from their own eyes versus as an observer looking
at the self). As would be expected from self-distancing, partic-
ipants’ use of self-distancing mediated the relation between
expressive writing and lower emotional reactivity. Park et al.
believed that expressive writing fosters self-distancing because
the process of constructing a narrative separates the self-as-
narrator in the present from the self-as-protagonist in the past.
Such an interpretation is consistent with recent findings that
cognitive expressive writing (i.e., writing that focuses on the

meaning of an unpleasant event) leads to greater self-distancing
than traditional expressive writing (i.e., writing about emotional
details) does (Margola et al. 2018).

Given the benefits of self-distancing, there is clinical value
in adopting an outsider perspective in an expressive-writing
paradigm. Such a perspective may be adopted by avoiding
first-person pronouns when writing about a stressor. As
Kross et al. (2014) demonstrated, referring to oneself using
second-person pronouns (e.g., BYou feel devastated when
your partner breaks up with you^) results in greater self-
distancing than using first-person pronouns (e.g., BI feel dev-
astated because my partner broke up with me^). One may
surmise that the use of third-person pronouns to describe one’s
stressor (e.g., BShe feels devastated because her partner broke
up with her^) would also lead to self-distancing. Increasing
self-distancing in this way is of therapeutic value because of
self-distancing’s implications for emotional disclosure and
emotional experience. Park et al. (2016) conducted linguistic
analyses on participants’ expressive-writing samples, specifi-
cally, the change in language use from the first day to the third
day of a 3-day expressive-writing intervention. Self-
distancing was associated with a decrease in the use of first-
person pronouns as well as a decrease in the use of negative-
emotion words over time. Nook et al. (2017) experimentally
manipulated participants’ use of first-person pronouns when
writing about negative images and found that participants who
were instructed to use the word BI^ reported more negative
affect than those who were instructed not to use the word BI.^

The Present Study

In summary, expressive writing involves emotional disclosure
that is at least partly responsible for the benefits of expressive
writing (Lepore et al. 2002). In addition, expressive writing
increases self-distancing which reduces one’s subjective expe-
rience of negative emotions (Park et al. 2016). Increasing self-
distancing via pronoun use (using third-person instead of first-
person language) would therefore seem to bring about greater
benefits of expressive writing, but research has yet to examine
how this would affect the (a) emotional disclosure (i.e., degree
to which participant writes about emotions) and (b) change in
emotional experience (i.e., the subjective experience of an
emotion) that appear during expressive writing. The purpose
of our study was to examine how the use of first-person lan-
guage versus third-person language affects one’s emotional
disclosure during an expressive-writing task and emotion
change from before to after an expressive-writing task.

We measured emotional disclosure as the emotion language
participants used in their writing samples. Rather than examine
the use of negative-emotion words in general, we examined
specific emotion word use, namely, the use of words related to
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anxiety, sadness, and anger. These three emotions are the spe-
cific negative emotion categories counted by the LIWC2015
computer text-analysis program we used (Pennebaker et al.
2015), so they have been well-studied in the word-usage litera-
ture (e.g., Sonnenschein et al. 2018). Moreover, not only do
these three emotions differ from one another in their subjective
experience, facial expressions, and physiology (Ekman 1992),
but they would potentially be differentially affected by one’s
perspective when writing about a stressor.

Second, we examined whether pronoun use predicts a
change in the subjective experience of emotion from before
to immediately after the writing task. We again examined
three discrete emotions (fear, sadness, and hostility) to deter-
mine whether the use of first-person versus third-person pro-
nouns led to different degrees of emotion change. We selected
these three emotions because they relate somewhat closely to
the three measures of emotional disclosure, that is, fear is
roughly analogous to anxiety, hostility has relevance to anger,
and sadness could be captured in measures of emotional dis-
closure as well as emotional experience.

The literature does not provide clarity on which directional
hypotheses to make. Because self-distancing is associated
with reduced negative affect (Ayduk and Kross 2010; Kross
and Ayduk 2011), it may be that writing from a third-person
perspective would lead to lower disclosure of and experience
of negative emotions than writing from a first-person perspec-
tive. However, self-distancing is also associated with im-
provement, and expressing and experiencing emotions are be-
lieved to be largely responsible for outcomes of expressive
writing (Koole 2009). Thus, there is also reason to believe that
writing from a third-person perspective would lead to greater
use of and experience of negative emotions than writing from
a first-person perspective. Our research was designed to ad-
dress these discrepant predictions empirically.

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 148 undergraduate students from a
large, public university in the Midwestern United States.
Most (78%) were women, and the majority (73%) was
European American with smaller numbers of African
American (14%), Latino/−a (9%), Asian/Pacific-Islander
(3%), and Native American (1%) participants. The partici-
pants ranged in age from 18 to 36 (M = 19.75, SD = 2.12).

Measures

Characteristics of the Stressor Participants were asked to iden-
tify a current or recent stressor. Specifically, participants were

instructed: BNow, take about a minute to think about a recent
or current stressor. A stressor refers to a stressful situation you
are experiencing or have recently experienced.^ Thus, the
stressor might have been a current stressor, or it could have
been one that is no longer a problem for the participant.
Participants were asked to briefly describe their stressor on
three blank lines of the paper-and-pencil questionnaire. The
severity of the stressor from the participant’s point of view
was assessed with the question, BThis stressful situation
caused me pain and/or distress,^ to which participants rated
their level of agreement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Three raters (who were undergraduate research assistants)
content-coded each stressor into one of 9 categories (including
Bother^). One principal rater coded all 148 stressors, and the
other two raters coded stressors from 64 and 84 participants,
respectively. The reliability of the principal rater was good
vis-à-vis the other two raters, with Cohen’s kappa values of
.92 and .86. For simplicity, we therefore report the principal
rater’s coding results here. The most frequent category of
stressor was academic concerns (51%). The next most fre-
quent were romantic relationships (13%), family concerns
(8%), and time management (6%), with the remaining
stressors being associated with financial problems, health
problems, peer relationships, legal problems, and other
problems.

Emotional Disclosure Emotional disclosure was measured
with the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2015;
Pennebaker et al. 2015), a computer text-analysis program that
quantifies specific word categories from written text.
Specifically, the LIWC2015 computes the percentage of total
words that belong to several linguistic categories, such as
pronouns, emotion words, cognitive-mechanism words, etc.
To measure emotional disclosure, we used counts of three
types of negative emotion. The anxiety category contains
116 words related to anxiety and fear (e.g., worried, fearful),
the sadness category contains 136 words (e.g., crying, grief,
sad), and the anger category has 230 words (e.g., hate, kill,
annoyed) in its dictionary. Experimental studies indicate that
the LIWC2015 emotion counts are valid indicators of emo-
tional expression (Kahn et al. 2007). Additionally, as a manip-
ulation check, we used the LIWC2015 program to count the
number of pronouns in participants’writing samples. To mea-
sure pronoun use, we used the 24-word category of first-
person singular pronouns (e.g., I, me, mine) and the 17-word
category of third-person singular pronouns (e.g., she, her,
him).

Subjective Experience of EmotionTomeasure emotion change
from before to after the writing task, we used the Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule-Expanded Form (PANAS-X;
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Watson and Clark 1999). The 60-item PANAS-X contains
various adjectives identifying positive and negative emotions,
but we only analyzed the 6-item fear scale (e.g., afraid,
nervous), the 5-item sadness scale (e.g., downhearted, blue),
and the 6-item hostility scale (e.g., angry, disgusted). In this
study participants were asked to rate each affect term as it was
Bright now, in the present/current moment.^ This rating was
done using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very slightly
or not at all) to 5 (extremely). In this study, the PANAS-Xwas
administered twice: once before and once after the expressive
writing task. Based on a large sample of undergraduates,
Watson and Clark reported internal consistency estimates of
.86–.87 for scores from the fear, sadness, and hostility scales.
Coefficients alpha among our data were .82 and .85 for fear,
.88 and .86 for sadness, and .70 and .76 for hostility. Watson
and Clark found evidence of validity via correlations ≥ .85
between these three PANAS-X scales and corresponding
scales from the Profile of Mood States (POMS; McNair
et al. 1971).

Procedure

Ethical approval for this research was granted by the
Institutional Review Board at the authors’ university (IRB
#973919–1). As participants entered the laboratory individu-
ally, they were asked to provide informed consent for their
participation in research. They then completed a questionnaire
that included demographic questions, the section for partici-
pants to describe their current or recent stressor, the PANAS-
X, and measures of symptoms and emotion regulation that
were not used in the present study.

After completing this first questionnaire, participants
were asked to engage in a 15-min expressive writing
task on the computer. They were randomly assigned to
either the first-person writing condition or the third-
person writing condition. Participants in the first-
person writing condition (n = 74) were asked to write
about their stressful experience from their own perspec-
tive, with the instructions highlighting their usage of
first-person pronouns. Specifically, they were instructed:

For the next 15 minutes, use the computer to write about
the current or most recent stressor that you wrote about
in the questionnaire, as well as your thoughts and feel-
ings about it. Write about your stressor as you experi-
ence it, using your own perspective (using first person
pronouns such as I, me, and my). So in other words,
acknowledge that you are experiencing your stressor.
As you write, you may use statements such as ‘I feel
_____’ and ‘This _____ happened to me’.

In the third-person writing condition (n = 74), participants
were asked to imagine that this situation happened to another

person and to write about this person’s story using third-
person pronouns. These participants were instructed:

For the next 15 minutes, use the computer to write about
the current or most recent stressor that you wrote about
in the questionnaire, as well as your thoughts and feel-
ings about it. Write about your stressor as if another
person experienced it, and write it from this person’s
perspective (using third person pronouns such as he,
she, it, his, her, and they). So in other words, pretend
that someone else is experiencing your stressor. As you
write, you may use statements such as ‘He/she feels
_____’ and ‘This _____ happened to him/her’.

Both groups of participants were told that it was important that
they write continuously for 15 min. They were told not to
worry about spelling or grammar and that if they ran out of
things to write about to just repeat what they have already
written. The researcher then left the room and started the 15-
min timer.

After the writing task, the researcher returned to the room.
Participants then completed a second questionnaire that in-
cluded the PANAS-X andmeasures of emotion regulation that
were not used in the present study. When this questionnaire
was finished, participants were debriefed and dismissed.

Results

Manipulation Check

In this study, LIWC2015 served as a manipulation check on
whether or not participants correctly used their assigned pro-
nouns given their writing instructions. Two independent-
samples t-tests were conducted; corrected degrees of freedom
were used given the unequal variances between groups (see
Table 1). For first-person singular pronouns (e.g., I, me), sig-
nificant differences were found between the first-person con-
dition (M = 11.42, SD = 2.42) and the third-person condition
(M = 0.23, SD = 0.75), t(87.02) = 37.88, p < .001, d = 6.23. By
contrast, participants in the third-person condition (M = 11.27,
SD = 3.83) used more third-person singular words (e.g., she,
him) than did participants in the first-person condition (M =
0.89, SD = 1.64), t(99.06) = −21.43, p < .001, d = −3.52.
Thus, the manipulated writing condition had a strong effect
on singular-pronoun use.

Path Models

The primary goals of our study were to examine how pronoun
use predicted (a) emotional disclosure and (b) change in the
subjective experience of emotion during an expressive writing
task. Our first path model examined the use of emotion words
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during the writing task, and our second model examined
change in emotion from before to after the writing task.
Given the potential impact of the severity of the stressor on
emotional responding, we controlled for the degree of distress
the stressor has caused the participant. We estimated these
models using R’s lavaan package. We evaluated model fit
based on the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root
mean-square residual (SRMR). Good fit is indicated by CFI
values ≥ .95, RMSEA values ≤ .06, and SRMR values ≤ .08
(Hu and Bentler 1999).

Emotional DisclosureWe first specified a path model in which
writing condition and stressor distress predicted the use of
anxiety, sadness, and anger words (see Fig. 1). This model
had no constraints, so it provided a perfect fit to the data.
Participants assigned to the third-person writing condition
(coded 1) used fewer anxiety words than participants assigned
to the first-person writing condition (coded 0), β = −.22,
p < .01, but those in the third-person condition used more
sadness words than participants in the first-person perspective
did, β = .27, p < .001. Thus, adopting a third-person (versus
first-person) perspective while writing was associated with
diminished use of anxiety words but increased use of sadness
words. The distress caused by the stressor (as measured by
self-report) also predicted emotional disclosure. The more
distressing the stressor was, the more sadness words partici-
pants used, β = .18, p = .02, and the more anger words the
participant used, β = .19, p = .02.

Change in Experience of Emotion Our second path model
specified writing condition and stressor distress as predictors
of post-writing self-report measures of fear, sadness, and

hostility. This model was conceptually similar to the model
for emotion word use, yet in this model each post-writing
measure controlled for the pre-writing measure of the same
emotion (see Fig. 2). This model provided a good fit to the
data based on all fit indices, χ2(6, N = 145) = 5.11, p = .53,
CFI = 1.00, RMSEA= .00 (90% CI = .00, .10), SRMR = .03.

All three pre-writing measures–fear, β = .60, p < .001, sad-
ness, β = .55, p < .001, and hostility, β = .47, p < .001–strong-
ly predicted the post-writing measure of the same emotion.
The writing condition was associated with post-writing mea-
sures of sadness, β = .13, p = .04, whereby participants who
wrote in the third-person reported a greater increase in the
subjective experience of sadness than participants who wrote
in the first-person did; this finding paralleled that found with
sadness disclosure in the previous path analysis. Writing con-
dition was not associated with a change in fear nor a change in
hostility after the writing exercise. Stressor distress also pre-
dicted post-writing sadness, β = .21, p < .01, such that partic-
ipants who wrote about relatively more distressing stressors
experienced a greater increase in sadness than those who
wrote about relatively less distressing stressors. Stressor dis-
tress was not associated with post-writing measures of fear or
hostility.

Discussion

This study demonstrated that the use of first-person versus
third-person pronouns during an expressive writing task had
implications for emotional disclosure as determined by the use
of emotion words in the writing sample. One finding support-
ed theoretical work on self-distancing (e.g., Kross and Ayduk
2011). Specifically, using more third-person pronouns was

Table 1 Means and standard
deviations of measures by writing
condition

First-person condition Third-person condition

Measure M SD M SD t d

First-person pronouns 11.42 2.42 0.23 0.75 37.88*** 6.23

Third-person pronouns 0.89 1.64 11.27 3.83 −21.43*** −3.52
Anxiety words 1.73 1.16 1.27 0.90 2.70** 0.44

Anger words 0.34 0.47 0.50 0.66 −1.73 −0.28
Sadness words 0.43 0.40 0.73 0.62 −3.53*** −0.58
Fear (pre-writing) 9.01 4.40 9.81 3.78 −1.17 −0.19
Sadness (pre-writing) 8.45 4.12 8.14 4.32 0.46 0.08

Hostility (pre-writing) 8.10 2.98 8.84 2.91 −1.52 −0.25
Fear (post-writing) 9.92 4.68 11.34 4.94 −1.80 −0.30
Sadness (post-writing) 9.03 4.51 8.64 4.45 0.53 0.09

Hostility (post-writing) 8.49 3.52 9.70 3.53 −2.08* −0.34

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

1676 Curr Psychol  (2021) 40:1672–1679



associated with fewer anxiety words in the writing sample.
Because participants in the third-person condition were
instructed to use third-person pronouns and to write about
their stressor Bas if another person experienced it,^ there is
evidence that using third-person pronouns played a causal role
in the diminished use of anxiety words. This is consistent with
Park et al.’s (2016) findings that thinking about one’s stressor
from the perspective of another person is associated with
lowered emotional reactivity because one is able to remove
or distance oneself from a stressor.

Whereas adopting a third-person perspective was associat-
ed with lower use of anxiety words, it was associated with
greater use of sadness words. This lies in contrast to Kross
and Ayduk’s (2008) finding that self-distancing during a guid-
ed imagery task led to lower post-task depressed affect as
compared to self-immersion during a guided imagery task.
Given these mixed results, it is possible that our pronoun

manipulation affected more than one’s degree of self-distanc-
ing. A typical self-distancing manipulation used in the litera-
ture is to visualize one’s experience as though a Bfly on the
wall^ (Kross and Ayduk 2011, p. 188), but writing about a
stressor as if another person experienced it might have also led
to greater understanding and appreciation of one’s own emo-
tional experiences. Specifically, taking the third-person per-
spective might have triggered a norm to express empathy for
this Bother^ person. Because effective empathy involves de-
scribing one’s emotional experiences (via word use), this
third-person perspective might have increased participants’
use of sadness-related words.

This study also confirmed that the direct manipulation of
pronoun use brings about a change in one’s subjective expe-
rience of emotion, specifically, the experience of sadness. Just
as a third-person perspective led to relatively greater emotion-
al disclosure of sadness, a third-person perspective also led to

Fig. 1 Standardized path
coefficients for model predicting
emotional disclosure. Writing
condition was coded 0 = first-
person and 1 = third-person.
R2 = .05 for anxiety, .11 for
sadness, and .06 for anger words

Fig. 2 Standardized path
coefficients for model predicting
change in subjective experience
of emotion. Writing condition
was coded 0 = first-person and
1 = third-person. Correlations
among pre-writing measures of
fear, sadness, and hostility and
with stressor distress and writing
condition were estimated but are
not displayed in this figure for
simplicity. R2 = .39 for fear, .48
for sadness, and .30 for hostility
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a relatively greater increase in the subjective experience of
sadness. Thus, whereas experiencing sadness brings about
self-focus and a corresponding increase in first-person pro-
nouns (Pennebaker 2011), it seems that focusing on another
person’s stressor via third-person pronouns can actually in-
crease one’s sadness. A synthesis of our findings for emotion-
al disclosure and change in emotion suggests a process-
oriented view of how emotions unfold during and after an
expressive-writing task. Specifically, it may be that greater
disclosure of emotions (specifically sadness) led to a re-
experiencing of that sadness, and this was responsible for
the pre−/post-writing change in sadness that we observed.
We note that the emotions experienced just after writing are
not necessarily predictive of the long-term outcomes of writ-
ing (e.g., health improvement). It would be beneficial to de-
velop theories of how emotional disclosure and emotional
experience unfold both during and after the actual writing task
and how those may be responsible for distal outcomes.

From a practice perspective, our results can be used to tailor
expressive-writing tasks used with psychotherapy clients. For
example, a client who has trouble disclosing sadness because
of their high level of threat might benefit by writing about a
stressor from another person’s perspective. Such an approach
might reduce threat, thereby allowing sadness to be expressed
and experienced. Likewise, given the association between de-
pression and first-person pronoun use (Edwards and
Holtzman 2017), depressed clients in particular might find it
beneficial to use more third-person pronouns as they describe
their own experiences. Doing so might help such clients to
experience emotions such as anxiety and sadness more fully,
thereby helping them to recover from their stressors in an
adaptive way.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

We note several limitations of this study. First, we based our hy-
potheses on theoretical work on self-distancing, yet we did not
measureself-distancing in this study.Wewere therefore limited in
our ability togenerate theory-basedexplanations forour findings.
We encourage future research on pronoun use and expressive
writing tomeasure potential mediators such as self-distancing.

Second, because our focus was on in-the-moment emotion-
al disclosure and immediate change in one’s emotional expe-
rience, we did not measure long-term outcomes of manipulat-
ing pronoun use on emotional recovery. Moreover, we exam-
ined only one writing task, whereas typical expressive writing
interventions occur at least 3 times, with a preferred 1–2 day
interval between writing sessions (Pennebaker 1997). It would
be important to examine how emotional outcomes (such as
lasting change in emotion, intrusive thoughts about the stress-
or, etc.) would change over time. It is likely that individuals’
abilities to regulate emotions and reappraise their stressful
situations develop after some post-writing period of reflection.

It is also possible that, with repeated writing, people habituate
to the stressors and decrease their negative affect over time
(Lepore et al. 2002).

We would also find value in supplementing our self-report
measures of change in the subjective experience of emotion
with other indicators of emotion. For example, it would be
valuable to measure continuous autonomic responding and
facial expressions during the writing task. Because there is
no gold standard for verifying one’s emotional state
(Levenson 2014), it would be important to examine multiple
response systems of emotion. This would include emotion-
word use as it occurs over the course of writing as opposed
to a period average which we analyzed.

Finally, our sample was limited to a small number of par-
ticipants from a predominantly European American, middle-
class university. A larger and more diverse sample with re-
spect to gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status may have
been more representative and inclusive of other groups of
people. For example, cultural differences in emotional self-
control (Kim et al. 1999) would be important to explore in
expressive-writing research. Considering the role of individu-
al differences would be an important next step in determining
the role of pronoun use on emotional processing.
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