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Yes, structured expressive writing appears to reduce rumination; working memory gains are
less directly established.

1. Introduction

Structured expressive writing that combines emotional disclosure with cognitive reappraisal appears to reduce intrusive
rumination, but evidence that the same combined approach reliably improves working memory capacity is more limited. Classic
expressive-writing experiments found lower intrusive thinking and better working memory after writing about stressful
experiences, especially when writers used more causal and insight language, which fits a reappraisal-like mechanism (® Klein &
Boals, 2001). Direct trials of combined emotional disclosure plus cognitive reappraisal also report reductions in rumination or
distress-related cognitive processes, and in some cases the combined format outperformed disclosure alone (Lu & Stanton, 2010;
Batista et al., 2022).

The strongest caveat is that the literature is outcome-specific. Rumination-related outcomes improve more consistently than
working memory outcomes. Expressive writing alone increased working memory in early randomized studies and a Japanese
replication (® Klein & Boals, 2001; Yogo & Fujihara, 2008), but later work shows that reappraisal by itself has little consistent effect
on memory (Greenaway et al., 2025)and that many working-memory training programs fail to reduce rumination despite improving
trained tasks (® Onraedt & Koster, 2014; ® Zetsche et al., 2024; Wanmaker et al., 2015). Population and prompt design also
matter: some groups benefit most from reappraisal-first ordering, whereas children and some clinical samples show null or
adverse effects (Lu et al., 2022; Mesghina & Richland, 2020; ® Quinto et al., 2022).

Does structured expressive writing that combines emotional disclosure with cognitive reappraisal reduce intrusive
rumination and improve working memory capacity?

Yes 40% - Possibly 0% - @ Mixed 0% - @ No 60%

FIGURE 1 Consensus on combined writing, rumination, and memory outcomes

2. Methods

The search ran over more than 170 million research papers in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and other
sources. The workflow identified 1,831 directly searched papers, expanded through citation crawling, screened 240 high-relevance
records after machine filtering, judged 152 as eligible after deduplication and relevance review, and included the top 50 most
relevant controlled human studies for synthesis.

Priority was given to randomized and controlled studies that tested expressive writing, guided written disclosure, cognitive
reappraisal writing, written exposure, or adjacent working-memory and emotion-regulation interventions with outcomes on
rumination, intrusive thoughts, reappraisal, memory, or working memory capacity.

Search Strategy

4M 2.1K 50
> >
Retrieved Eligible Included
@, 22 searches Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria, Top papers selected to be included in the final
after deduplication analysis

L9 1citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

FIGURE 2 Search and screening flow for included studies
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# Consensus

Six targeted search streams covered foundational theory, mechanism-specific studies, terminology variants, null findings, adjacent
interventions, and separate outcome searches.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this literature because they directly connect expressive disclosure to the two target outcomes. Klein and
Boals established the main working-memory result, Lu and Stanton tested the combined disclosure-plus-reappraisal format
directly, and Batista et al. showed that a combined online writing program reduced rumination over time (® Klein & Boals, 2001;
Lu & Stanton, 2010; Batista et al., 2022).

Paper Summary

(® Klein & Boals, 2001) Working memory increased; intrusions declined (® Klein & Boals, 2001)

(Sloan et al., 2008) Combined ED+COG was most effective (Lu & Stanton, 2010)

(Tsai et al., 2021) Rumination fell and persisted at follow-up (Batista et al., 2022)

FIGURE 3 Key papers anchoring the writing literature

3.2 Rumination Outcomes

Rumination-related outcomes show the clearest pattern. A combined online writing program for university students reduced
rumination relative to control, and the reduction was maintained at follow-up; decreases in ambivalence partially mediated the
rumination benefit (Batista et al., 2022). In trauma-focused writing, written exposure reduced rumination at 3-month follow-up,
suggesting that repeatedly writing about the stressful event can interrupt repetitive negative thinking even without formal
cognitive restructuring (Wisco et al., 2013).

Moderation findings add nuance. Expressive writing buffered maladaptive brooding in first-year students (Sloan et al., 2008).
Among Chinese international students, writing did not reduce distress overall, but high ruminators improved more than low
ruminators (Tsai et al., 2021). In workplace embitterment, mean rumination fell over time in both emotional and factual writing
groups, so disclosure-specific effects were not confirmed (Michailidis & Cropley, 2019).

3.3 Combined Writing Formats

Dimension

Physical or mood

benefit

Rumination

Ordering effects

Mechanism

Disclosure Only

Modest, variable

Sometimes
reduced

Not applicable

Exposure,

disclosure

Combined or Reappraisal-Guided Writing

Often larger

Reduced in directed programs

Reappraisal-first outperformed disclosure-

first

Meaning-making, self-regulation, stress
reduction
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Dimension Disclosure Only Combined or Reappraisal-Guided Writing Citations
Engagement Moderate High (Rude et al., 2023)
sensitivity

Combined writing conditions appear more effective when prompts are structured, sequenced, and cognitively guided rather than
purely cathartic. Reappraisal-first sequencing was especially important in Chinese American breast cancer survivors, where only
the enhanced self-regulation condition improved depression and anxiety over 6 months (Lu et al., 2022).

3.4 Working Memory Outcomes

The working-memory evidence is narrower and less directly tied to combined writing. Two randomized expressive-writing studies
found improved working memory capacity after writing about stressful or traumatic experiences, and one linked larger gains to
greater use of cause and insight words (® Klein & Boals, 2001; Yogo & Fujihara, 2008). That pattern supports the idea that
cognitive processing during disclosure can free cognitive resources by reducing intrusive thoughts (® Klein & Boals, 2001).

However, later adjacent evidence weakens any broad claim. A large 2025 study found no consistent effect of cognitive reappraisal
on memory (Greenaway et al., 2025). Multiple WM-training trials also failed to reduce rumination or produce transfer to broader
WM outcomes (® Onraedt & Koster, 2014; Wanmaker et al., 2015). Some emotional WM trainings improve affective control or
reappraisal-related functioning, but these are not expressive-writing interventions and do not establish that combined writing itself
raises WM capacity (Schweizer et al., 2013; Pan et al., 2020; ® Shahrajabian et al., 2024).

Results Timeline

Expressive-writing research moved from broad disclosure effects to mechanism-focused, structured, and population-specific
interventions.

4 14
1 17 20 18 7T
2 15 11
13 8 10 16 19
12 3
2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

FIGURE 4 Timeline of influential studies; larger markers indicate more citations
The arc starts with foundational expressive-writing effects on intrusions and working memory, then shifts toward self-regulation
models, cultural adaptation, and mechanism testing. Recent studies increasingly test sequencing, engagement, and moderator

effects rather than assuming disclosure alone is sufficient (Lu & Stanton, 2010; Lu et al., 2022; Rude et al., 2023).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers
Author Q. Lu [90634b82350d5a4ch01a63d66fabdd6f][cd441cacf61f5d9dbe725243ccadfc4af]
Author D. Sloan [8c69ffcc20af5d4694ac49f4d1b89402][c9b5314cf3855470b7092f25657f7d83)
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# Consensus

Type Name Papers
Author Rui A. Alves [4ea962b6ec365e0894d2ee890ad95bc2][83902cf0014b59ce81ce1584aca62b27]
Journal Emotion [58dad074d6d15a26973774bcfc0f9089][e9cebdc6018f57e1a670b6a5af0489b6)
[304129b7125¢5259b4ac79d90af02b2c][8c69ffcc20af5d4694ac49f4d1b89402]
Journal Behaviour research [9244c5ea2667579f9ee5554ebbf2119a][cd441c4cf61f5d9dbe725243ccadfc4f]
and therapy [44963b2c82fe5874a46b516c1480ae49][3a6e80e85f435df38b0d4d294188a06¢]
Journal Journal of clinical [0e85153bb08359f8b0467d3344783a60][f4ccab1602175362b9101ba33ac73ffb)

psychology
FIGURE 5 Authors and journals appearing most in this corpus

4. Discussion

The best-supported claim is that structured writing can reduce intrusive rumination, especially when the intervention is more
directive than classic free disclosure. This result appears in randomized studies using combined expressive-positive writing,
written exposure, and culturally adapted self-regulation formats (Batista et al., 2022; Wisco et al., 2013; Lu et al., 2022). The
mechanism is not simple catharsis. Across studies, benefits track cognitive processing, self-distancing, reduced ambivalence, or

reduced perceived stress rather than raw emotional expression alone (® Klein & Boals, 2001; Park et al., 2016; Lu et al., 2022).

The working-memory side is weaker. Early randomized studies are promising and theoretically coherent, but they are few, mostly
student-based, and not direct tests of a combined disclosure-plus-reappraisal protocol (® Klein & Boals, 2001; Yogo & Fujihara,
2008). The broader cognitive-control literature does not provide clean support by analogy, because many WM trainings improve
trained performance without reducing rumination or without reliable far transfer (® Onraedt & Koster, 2014; ® Zetsche et al.,
2024; Wanmaker et al., 2015).

Heterogeneity is a major limitation. Benefits differ by age, culture, distress level, alexithymia, and engagement. Children can
worsen after expressive writing (Mesghina & Richland, 2020). Some clinical groups show null effects on reappraisal and distress (
® Quinto et al., 2022). Meta-analytic evidence also indicates that brief, self-directed expressive writing has little long-term effect

on depressive symptoms in healthy adults, though longer and more directed protocols tend to do better (Reinhold et al., 2018).

Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
Structured writing reduces Multiple randomized studies (Batista et al., 2022; Wisco
rumination show declines, often sustained et al., 2013; Sloan et al.,

St

one 2008)
Combined disclosure + reappraisal Direct comparative trials support (Lu & Stanton, 2010; Lu et
outperforms disclosure alone in some Vo superiority, but population- al., 2022)
t -

groups oderate specific
Expressive writing can improve Two randomized studies support (® Klein & Boals, 200f;
working memory it, but replication base is small Yogo & Fujihara, 2008)

Moderate

Reappraisal alone improves memory
capacity

Weak

Large recent evidence found no
consistent memory effect
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Papers

(Lu et al., 2022; Rude et al.,
2023)

moderate outcomes

FIGURE 6 Key claims and evidence strength across included studies

5. Conclusion

The literature supports a qualified yes. Structured expressive writing that combines emotional disclosure with cognitive

reappraisal tends to reduce intrusive rumination, especially when prompts are guided, sequenced, and meaning-focused rather

than purely expressive. Evidence that the same approach improves working memory capacity is promising but still rests mainly on

a small set of older expressive-writing trials rather than many direct combination studies (® Klein & Boals, 2001; Lu & Stanton,

2010; Batista et al., 2022).

Research Gaps

The biggest gap is direct head-to-head trials measuring both rumination and working memory in the same combined-writing

protocol. Most studies assess one outcome or the other, and many recent mechanism papers focus on mood, distress, or
reappraisal rather than WM capacity (Batista et al., 2022; Zsigo et al., 2023).

RCT Working memory Long follow- Diverse clinical

Topic/Outcome evidence outcome up samples
Combined writing on rumination 1
Combined writing on WM

. 1 1 1 GAP
capacity
Ordering effects 2 GAP 2 1
Developmental differences 2 1 1 2

Open Research Questions

Future work should test mechanism and boundary conditions directly, not infer them from adjacent interventions.

Question

Does reappraisal-first expressive writing improve both intrusive
rumination and working memory more than disclosure-first
writing?

Are working memory gains mediated by reductions in intrusive
thoughts during and after structured writing?

Which populations benefit least or worsen after expressive
writing with reappraisal prompts?

Why

Ordering effects already appear important for symptom
outcomes, but WM has rarely been measured in the same
trials.

Early theory proposes this pathway, but later studies seldom
test both mediators and cognitive outcomes together.

Child, alexithymic, and some medical samples show null or
adverse effects, limiting generalizability.

Structured expressive writing with reappraisal appears effective for reducing intrusive rumination, but its working-memory

benefits remain a plausible, not yet firmly established, conclusion.
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These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an Al-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https:/consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright

holders’ consent.
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