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The Effect of Writing about Stressful Experiences on the Mental Health of
First-Year University Students Living in Dormitories

Sadamu Nakai, Shigeru Takai

Abstract

Suicide in Japan is currently showing a declining trend, but more than 20,000 still take their own lives
annually. If we look at the number of suicides by age, we see that the number of young people committing suicide
is not decreasing despite the overall societal decrease. Greatly correlated with these suicides are anxiety,
depressive states, and depression, and it is known that these have major links with stress. As such, we believe it
is important to develop effective ways for young people to reduce stress. Focusing on writing therapy (writing
about stressful experiences), which is known as a method for stress reduction, we have examined the stress
reduction effect of writing about stressful experiences for first-year university students living in dormitories (42
participants) from several perspectives. The biochemical measurement items were chromogranin A (CgA)
concentrations in saliva and salivary amylase activity, and psychological items were POMS (profile of mood
states) and STAI (State-Trait Anxiety Inventory). We randomly divided the participants into a stress-writing group
(21 participants), who wrote about their own stressful experiences for 12 minutes a day over five consecutive
days, and a control group (21 participants), who wrote about their plans for the day in a similar way. We made
measurements of both groups before the writing and half a year after the writing.

The results did not show any effect of the writing about stressful experiences on the biochemical indicators,
but improvements in mental state were observed for the items T-A (tension—anxiety), V (vigor), and C (confusion)
on the POMS psychological questionnaire. Likewise, improvements because of the writing about stress
experiences were suggested for trait-anxiety (susceptibility to anxiety as a personality trait rather than transient
anxiety) on the STAI psychology questionnaire.

The above results have suggested that the method of writing about stress experiences as employed in this
study (12 minutes a day over five consecutive days) may be an effective method for reducing young people’s
stress.
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