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 In order to curb the depression levels among youth during the coronavirus 

disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak, we examined the recurrent themes of 

mixed expressive writing among undergraduates during the pandemic. 

Previous quantitative studies had emphasized on the effectiveness of 

expressive writing in reducing depressive symptoms, however, less 

qualitative studies were conducted in evaluating the content within people’s 

writings. As the pandemic had caused major disruptions among people, we 

implemented mixed expressive writing in capturing both positive and 

negative experiences during the pandemic. Ten participants were recruited to 

perform mixed expressive writing twice per week, for four consecutive 

weeks. Thematic analysis was used in analyzing their writings and forming 

the emerged themes. Five themes were formed, which included ‘school’, 

‘relationships’, ‘reflection’, ‘work’, and “random incidents’. Future research 

should examine the effectiveness of expressive writing in writing specific 

themes on improving its respective psychological constructs. 

Keywords: 

Expressive writing 

Psychological constructs 
Thematic analysis 

Themes 

 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-SA license. 

 

Corresponding Author: 

Hao Yue Tay 

Department of Psychology, Faculty of Behavioral Sciences, Education and Languages, HELP University 

Damansara, Kuala Lumpur, 50490, Malaysia 

Email: thyhyue@gmail.com 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION  

This qualitative study aimed to explore the recurrent themes of mixed expressive writing among 

undergraduates during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic among adults in Malaysia. 

Expressive writing was designed to help people with traumatic experiences to decrease the negative effects 

such as stress and anxiety through translating their past experiences into language [1]. Expressing their 

deepest thoughts and feelings allows them to review and reflect on the past experiences, which helped them 

confront traumatic events by reconstructing them in a meaningful way [2]. It was suggested as an effective 

intervention for aiding populations with stress-related illness [3], [4]. Moreover, it is also a simple, 

inexpensive, and convenient method that has been broadly utilized and applied for multiple purposes like 

emotional adjustment [5], anxiety reduction [6], and professional therapy sessions [7]. 

Most of the studies on expressive writing were conducted quantitatively, focusing on evaluating the 

effectiveness in reducing depressive symptoms [8]–[10]. Less attention was emphasized on qualitative 

studies that focus on the content of the writings, as past qualitative studies tend to focus on the recurrent 

themes of specific topics. For example, a qualitative study by Bremault-Phillips et al. [11] examined the 

challenging experiences among pregnant and pre-conception women and their resilience practices through 

expressive writing, whereby themes such as ‘fears’, ‘relationships’, and ‘trauma’ were reported regarding 

their challenging situations, while themes of ‘practices and strategies’ as well as ‘resilience characteristics’ 

were reported regarding their strategies for resilience. Another qualitative study by Russell [12] focused on 

aiding college students in overcoming obstacles during their study through expressive writing, in which the 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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participants reported a release from emotional tension, recognition of personal accomplishment, positive 

feelings regarding the future, better control over the upsetting circumstance, and improve understanding of 

their past experiences in overcoming the obstacles. These studies provided information and themes about a 

specific topic, as participants were asked to write about topics such as challenges regarding tragedy [11] and 

academic obstacles [12] during the writing process. In this current study, we attempt to fill in the gap by 

examining the emerged themes within participants’ writing content without specifying any writing topics. It 

was expected that we would be able to disclose the deeper thoughts among our participants, who happened to 

be living under the enforcement of movement control order (partial lockdown) amidst the pandemic. 

The pandemic is an influential environmental factor that might cause an overall stressful and 

depressing situation [13]. Moreover, it is followed by the enforcement of social distancing rules, such as 

working from home, locked down, and closing of certain businesses, that led to interpersonal, occupational, 

and financial strain [14]. These disruptions could trigger negative emotions such as hopelessness and 

loneliness that ultimately contribute to high rates of anxiety and depression [15]. It was reported that 

expressive writing was effective in reducing depression symptoms during the pandemic situation [16], 

especially among participants who were instructed to write positive experiences [10]. Nevertheless, no report 

has been made on the content of the participants’ writing. In order to fill the gap, we conduct this current 

qualitative study where participants were required to include both positive and negative experiences in their 

writings. It is expected that by analyzing the writing qualitatively, we would be able to capture the content of 

the participants’ mind during the pandemic situation. In order to obtain more holistic thoughts of our 

participants, they were instructed to write both positive and negative experience. 
 
 

2. RESEARCH METHOD 

2.1.  Participants 

Ten young adults (five males, five females) aged between 21 to 27 years old were recruited through 

online research advertisements. The participants were not being diagnosed with any psychological disorder 

and did not participate in any counselling or psychotherapy sessions. They were awarded with a RM5 Grab 

credit voucher for the completion of the writings at the end of each week.  
 

2.2.  Procedure 

Participants engaged in expressive writing twice per week, specifically one writing on Tuesdays 

while the other one on Fridays. During each session, participants received the following instruction, “For the 

following writing sessions, we would like you to write about any past experience that comes to your mind. 

Please include both positive and negative experiences in your writing. Write about the experience in as much 

detail as possible trying to include the feelings, thoughts, and emotions that were present at the time.” This 

method was conducted in four consecutive weeks. Participants were given 48 hours to complete each writing 

and submitted it through Google Form. 
 

2.3.  Analysis 

Grounded theory procedure by Strauss and Corbin [17] was conducted in the first round of data 

analysis, where we implemented open coding to extract information from these writings, followed by 

thematic analysis with axial coding to reassemble similar concepts in forming its respective themes. The 

analysis process is listed in Table 1. 
 

 

Table 1. The analysis process 
Participants Week Writing excerpts Themes/Sub-themes 

2 2B 

The negative experience I had was I could not achieve the top 10 performance 
for chemistry subject in UEC exam during my form 6. It was heart breaking as I 

invested a lot of my time and effort into chemistry and I thought I could do it. 

But end up I perform quite bad during the exam because of exhaustion. But the 
process of achieving this goal is happy and I felt satisfying. The moment of 

putting effort in studying it and doing exercise on it is fun. 

School/Academic 

achievements 

2 4A 

I'm so excited to eat the new menu of subway and I'm thinking of how I 
can get the best deal to save money but satisfy my desire. I thought of an 

idea to share the sandwich with my sis but she could not understand what I 

am saying and wanted a different sandwich with mine. I'm sad that I could 
not eat as much flavour as i wan. 

Random incident 

11 4A 

Well, this is a new week. The glad issue is that client has submitted those 

requested document, however another issue is that I have to solve some 
problem. A sad issue is that all of my work (previously done) has 

disappeared, so I have to redo again. However it's still lucky because I still 

manage to complete them within half day. Besides, I'm happy because my 
senior taught me to do another task rather than just a repetition task. 

Work 
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In the following subsections, results were discussed. The results were identified as themes 

representing the content of participants’ expressive writings. Five themes were formed based on our analysis 

through the text written by our participants. These included school, relationships, reflections, work, and 

random incidents. 

 

3.1.  School 

Participants who wrote about the ‘school’ theme mentioned their experiences in high school or 

university, either in the past or during the present time. Under this theme, two sub-themes were formed, 

which were ‘school events’ and ‘academic achievement’. In the sub-theme ‘school events’, participants 

described their school incidents, especially club activities that they organized while having the abilities in 

managing the events: 

 

“I remember the day of the talent show our club organised in university... I was in charge of 

backstage, and was really excited to meet the participants...The show went well, and I was happy to meet 

different participants of different talents. It was really hectic, and from time to time frustrated because there 

was unexpected stuff happening, but everything went smoothly and I was really satisfied with how our team 

performed.” (Participant 1, Week 3A) 

 

This may reflect on their high self-efficacy, which they strongly believed in themselves having 

potential to manage the events smoothly, as mentioned in the self-efficacy theory [18]. Self-efficacy refers to 

the beliefs in one’s capabilities to produce appropriate actions in managing prospective situations. In line 

with that, a study by Bekomson et al. [19] suggested that extra-curricular activities positively relate to self-

efficacy, as when students involved in extra-curricular activities, they were exposed to challenging situations 

that provided them opportunities to develop characters such as self-efficacy, perseverance, and locus of 

control.  

Accordingly, Bandura [20] also suggested that the most efficient way in building one’s self-efficacy 

is through the mastery of subjects while failures hinder the process. Extra-curricular activities often allow 

room for mistakes, which provides a perfect environment for students to master specific skills without afraid 

of failing and eventually develop one’s self-efficacy. Therefore, participants who wrote about school events 

might exhibit higher self-efficacy, as they perceived themselves as capable in taking care of difficult 

situations especially in their extra-curricular activities.  

In the sub-theme ‘academic achievement’, participants mentioned about the experiences with their 

academic work, which often paired with their strategies in overcoming the obstacles to achieve better results: 

 

“I remember completing my last paper for finals for my degree. I was in my room alone working on 

my online test, which looks not as tough to me at first glance, but as the perfectionist i am, i told myself i need 

to take as much time as i can to complete this so i don't regret anything. i contacted some friends for help and 

to discuss on some tougher questions. I was really stressed because it was my last ever paper and i want to 

get a good grade for it, but at the same time i was also relieved thinking about the end of my degree after i 

finish this paper.” (Participant 1, Week 1B) 

 

“One of my past experience come to my mind is my first e-Exam. That was before COVID-19 and 

was around 2019. I was very nervous before the exam although that I have prepared for the exam a few 

weeks ago. The main reason that I am anxious is because I have heard that the failing rate of this unit that I 

am sitting for is very high, and also that was my very first physical e-Exam. At the start of the exam I was 

quite nervous as well but after answering the first few questions, I was able to focus and ignore any 

feelings.” (Participants 7, Week 3A) 

 

Self-efficacy could be also seen in these writings, as participants believed in themselves to 

overcome any obstacles in their academic work. While past studies often indicated the directional 

relationship of self-efficacy in predicting academic achievements [21], [22]. Hwang et al. [23] found that 

academic achievement positively predicted self-efficacy, as when students reflect on their academic 

achievements, this promotes the understanding of their inner strengths and abilities, which could predict self-

efficacy in the future. This could raise their confidence level in getting better academic achievement in the 

future and eventually creates an upward spiral. With that mentioned, we concluded that our participants who 

wrote about academic achievements might predict future increases in self-efficacy, in which they recognized 

their capabilities and improved their confidence level. 
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3.2.  Relationships 

Under this theme, three sub-themes were formed which were ‘family relationship’, ‘romantic 

relationship’, and ‘friendship’. Participants showed gratefulness when they mentioned about the relationships 

with their family members: 

 

“Spending it (Chinese New Year) with my grandmother and cousins, I feel very thankful that we 

were still able to have a good time...time to bond with loved ones, a good and able body, these are ultimate 

treasures.” (Participant 14, Week 1B) 

 

In the sub-theme of ‘romantic relationship’, participants tend to describe the experiences with their 

loved ones: 

 

“...the experience of my first love, I was having a lot of nice and fun moment with her, and all the 

sweet memories. But the experience of broke up was heart breaking. I cost a lot of pain to me and I was so 

upset every day.” (Participant 2, Week 1B) 

 

In the sub-theme of ‘friendship’, participants often describe certain incidents and how it influenced 

their friendship: 

 

“At the same time also feeling lucky to have a friend that can understand me and listen to me when I 

was feeling upset. I was grateful and feeling better when I can express all the shitty things to someone that 

stand on my side. Tell myself to focus on correct and better future instead of being overwhelmed by negative 

emotions.” (Participant 6, Week 1A) 

 

Participants’ writings on relationships often reflect on the nostalgic feelings of missing someone 

important in their lives, either a family member, romantic partner, or a friend. However, these writings were 

also paired with the expression of gratitude, in which participants cherished the moments that they had gone 

through with their significant ones. This could be seen in Butler and Jaffe [24] study, where Microsoft 

software engineers were asked to write down things to be grateful for during the experience of working from 

home, the decreasing need for travel, having their family around, as well as having supportive teams and 

great management were commonly reported in their diaries.  

Similarly, participants in Lefdahl-Davis et al. [25] study also reported having strong ability to be 

aware of the things that happened and express their gratitude especially to people around them during the 

pandemic. This could be due to them realizing the importance of social relationships, as Waters et al. [26] 

mentioned that the pandemic had threatened the routines and beliefs that we adhered to in the past, 

meaningful relationships and activities in our lives, as well as the goals and plans for the future. When social 

activities were restricted and people were required to adhere to physical distancing during the pandemic, it 

had caused disruptions to their relationships. With that saying, this might lead our participants to be more 

likely to feel grateful for the past moments with their loved ones which they took for granted, as by 

expressing gratitude, it strengthens the relationships with our significant ones [27]. Therefore, participants 

who wrote about relationships in their expressive writing might feel a sense of gratitude for the experiences 

that had been made together with others especially during the pandemic. 

 

3.3.  Reflection 

There were also participants that engaged in reflective thinking when writing their content, which 

revealed their inner thoughts and feelings around their experiences. There are three sub-themes under this 

theme: ‘self-understanding’, ‘regretting’, as well as ‘development and improvement’. In the sub-theme of 

‘self-understanding’, participants tend to write about what had happened and their feelings which led them in 

building an impression of themselves: 

 

“When I failed university, I was so sad with myself. I was thinking that I was lacking because why 

could others do it and I can't. I felt disappointed with myself and I felt lost, not knowing what to do with my 

life.” (Participant 14, Week 2A) 

In the sub-theme of ‘regretting’, participants mentioned about their past mistakes and failures while 

regretted on their behaviors at that moment: 

 

“The experience ... is my last performance during my foundation... Some of the negative experiences 

were the mistake that I made during the show that makes me regret as I would think ‘I could do it better.” 

(Participant 7, Week 1B) 
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In the sub-theme of ‘development and improvement’, participants reflected on their past experiences 

to examine how much they had grown and what they wish to become in the future: 

 

“...I’m going to talk about my friendships. Honestly, I feel that my circle of friends is quite small. I 

have 2 to 3 close friends, and by the term ‘close friend’, I mean those who I trust enough to confide in...My 

past experiences have taught me to protect my feelings. Therefore, I keep everything to myself since ever. I 

rarely make a commitment to the friendships, not to mention sharing my secrets or the deepest thoughts. I 

write my thoughts on a book whenever I feel overwhelmed...Occasionally, I feel myself not that sincere, 

though.” (Participant 16, Week 2A) 

 

Interestingly, although our instructions did not require participants in reflecting their past 

experiences, many participants still chose to do so. This indicated that when participants were involved in 

expressive writing, it could induce a need for reflection among participants. These writings were often 

expressed in a negative tone, which might manifest the expression of rumination on their past failures, 

regrets, and being desperate to improve themselves. This could be in line with Newman and Nezlek [28] 

study, which suggested that reflection was negatively correlated with well-being, as the act of reflection tends 

to be ruminative in nature [29], which leads people to reinforce their negative thoughts about themselves. 

Thereby, we suggested that our participants who reflected on their past experiences tend to view themselves 

as having negative qualities, which could negatively impact their well-being. 

 

3.4.  Work 

Under this part, participants mentioned their job-related experiences, which include the work 

incidents and social relationships in the workplace. Majority of them described about the difficulties that they 

encountered during work, which often triggers negative emotions: 

 

“...because initially I thought my main work has been completed, and finally can say a yay and feel 

the sense of completeness.…During the small team follow up meeting at the end of the Tuesday, it was 

discovered that there are still work undone!...Therefore, the stress came back, and all the happiness after 

completing previous task all gone.” (Participant 11, Week 1A) 

 

“Felt angry and exasperated when I was doing my internship because I felt like I did not have 

enough time to do what I want outside of work.”Do we have to work eight hours every day in the office?" 

was what I thought to myself. I wished we only have to work six hours a day and have the freedom to space it 

out as we like. Taking naps in between if we want to.” (Participant 14, Week 3B) 

 

One of the experience comes to my mind is my first internship experience....I was the only internship 

in the office and I am not really good in socialising, so I was eating lunch with the Chinese colleague that sits 

right beside me, but after he leave to another department, I was eating lunch alone for a few weeks until my 

supervisor invited me to have lunch with her and her friends together.…It was overall a positive experience, 

although I didn’t really gain any useful experience but I manage to earn a letter of appreciation and some 

soft skills through this internship period.” (Participant 7, Week 4A) 

 

As stated above, participants who wrote about their work-related experiences tend to express a sense 

of dissatisfaction with their job. They perceived their job experiences as hectic, repetitive, and less 

meaningful (Participant 7), while some participants described their inability in achieving work life balance 

(Participant 14), which had caused them to be less indulged with the job. Lee et al. [30] reported that 

employees’ positive experiences in work life positively predicts one’s life satisfaction especially when they 

faced less work-family life conflicts, which indicated that employees heavily emphasized on achieving work 

life balance in their jobs. This could be clearly seen in Mos [31] study, where employees mentioned their 

commitment in managing their time to achieve the balance between work and family.  

Another recent study by Butler and Jaffe [24] also mentioned that common challenges such as the 

feeling of being overworked, the struggle in maintaining mental and physical health, as well as the inability 

in achieving work life balance had affected the participants to feel less satisfied with their daily life. Thereby, 

we concluded that participants who wrote about work-related experiences tend to express their negative job 

experiences, which might negatively predict one’s life satisfaction. 

 

3.5.  Random incident 

In this theme, most of the contents heavily revolved around their daily life experiences. Some 

participants mentioned about their special occasions: 
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“I remembered when I knew I was selected for National Service I felt so devastated because I didn't 

want to go for it although it is compulsory...I was so homesick for the first two weeks but was glad to knew 

good friends and started to enjoy it.” (Participant 9, Week 2B) 

 

In other writings the participants recorded unexpected events: 

 

“I was involved in a car accident last week...When it happened; I was like oh god I screwed up... I 

was lucky. Had the car not swerved, it would have gone right at me and I would have been injured badly or 

died... I did not have responsibilities that would be seriously affected due to the accident. I had no money 

problem as I can claim insurance.” (Participant 14, Week 4A) 

 

However, in most of the writings, participants briefly described what happened in their daily life: 

 

“I went for a walk/hike into the hill near my home. Felt amazing being in nature and putting in the 

work for my body. Felt determined to put in the work everyday to be healthy. Thought to myself I am so 

proud of who I have become.” (Participant 14, Week 3B) 
 

As this theme contained contents that were varied in its nature, we could not propose any 

connections between this themes with the other psychological constructs. However, this theme still provided 

us an insight that participants who engaged in expressive writing were not limited in writing things about 

their school, relationship, reflection, and work; they could also express these random experiences that 

happened in their lives. 

Five themes were formed in this study, ranging from ‘school’, ‘relationships’, ‘reflection’, ‘work’, 

to ‘random incident’ and some possible connections between these themes and its respective psychological 

constructs were proposed. Firstly, writing about school events might represent higher sense of self-efficacy, 

while writing about academic achievements might represent hope and/or improvement in self-efficacy. 

Writing about relationships tends to be linked to the expressions of gratitude for the past experiences with 

their loved ones especially during the pandemic. Other than that, further studies are suffested for participants 

who reflected on their past experiences as having negative qualities, which could negatively impact their 

well-being. Lastly, participants who wrote about work tend to express their negative job experiences, which 

might negatively have linked to life satisfaction. The aforementioned themes seem to have represented the 

content of the thoughts expressed in the writing 

Past qualitative studies had focused on the effectiveness of expressive writing in reducing one’s 

negative emotions and symptoms [12], [32]. However, fewer studies had examined the recurring themes from 

the writings and its latent connection with various psychological constructs. Hence, this study filled in this 

gap by understanding the content in participants’ writings, while proposing the possible connections between 

themes and its respective psychological construct. This may allow future studies in expressive writing to not 

only evaluate the content but also investigate the effectiveness of expressive writing in affecting one’s self-

efficacy, gratitude, well-being, and life satisfaction. As expressively writing positive experiences was 

considered as an effective way to reduce anxiety and depression [10], [33], it is proposed that the themes 

disclosed in this study can be suggested to be written daily for individuals during the pandemic to protect 

them from having symptoms for anxiety and depression.  

 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

This paper examined the recurrent themes within participants’ mixed expressive writing during the 

pandemic. Five themes were formed and future studies should broaden the scope by including individuals in 

a wider population and utilize interviews in comprehending the participants’ content. Quantitative method is 

also suggested in examining the effectiveness of expressive writing in writing specific themes on improving 

its respective psychological constructs. 

This study has several limitations. One limitation in this study was that we could not access the 

participants’ underlying reasons in writing specific themes by merely analyzing their writings. These reasons, 

or in another word, their original intentions might have an influence on our predicted themes. For example, if 

one wrote about his/her past experiences with a friend and reviewed his/her mistakes in this relationship, we 

would classify this under the sub-theme of ‘friendship’. However, if his/her initial intention in writing this 

was a reflection process, which this experience had successfully helped him to realize the importance and 

preciousness of friendship, then it should be more suitable to classify under the theme of ‘Reflection’. Since 

participants’ intention of writing about certain experiences can not be examined from the content, this may 

cause some faulty analysis of the themes. 
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The second limitation was that although we had asked participants to include their feelings and 

emotions in the expressive writing, we still could not be sure whether they had fully expressed their emotions 

during the writing process. Participants’ emotions when writing about certain themes might influence the 

direction of our proposed psychological constructs. Future studies could investigate the roles of participants’ 

emotions during the writing process in affecting the relationship of its respective psychological constructs by 

utilizing both documentation and interview. Third, our sample only included undergraduate students, where 

the recurrent themes were limited to support these individuals. It suggested that future studies should include 

a more diverse group as their sample when evaluating the themes to better understand the primary objects 

across a wider population, which also allows the comparison of themes in the future. 
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