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Combining the transactional model of stress and coping and expressive writing theory, this research studied whether writing on one’s personal experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic may improve young people’s emotional reactions to the situation. A standard expressive writing instruction was compared to a positive writing instruction (writing about the positive aspects) and a coping writing instruction (writing about previous experiences and how these are helpful to cope with the situation). The results showed that participants in the positive writing instruction experienced a significantly higher positive change in feelings in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic in comparison with participants in the other writing instructions. This relationship was not mediated by the relative contents of writing. The results can help in designing online social support interventions for coping with the COVID-19 pandemic and stressful events in general.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The affordances of social support websites (e.g. accessibility, anonymity, mutual social norms to share the negative) make social support from peers more accessible for young people who feel reluctant or unable to seek support in an offline context (Schouten et al., 2007; Choi and Toma, 2014; Vermeulen et al., 2018; Prescott et al., 2019). Compared to social media, which also offer the possibility for support, the social support websites we address here are specifically developed to offer forums to allow young people to interact with peers to find informational and emotional support in times of stress. They may address a certain topic (e.g. health concerns) or a variety of topics that are important to the life phase of young people (e.g. health concerns, but also sexuality, peer and family conflicts, etc.). These forums are mostly text-based and anonymous, which results into narrative-like messages that we will refer to as personal narratives.
Research has showed that the use of these kind of forums on social support websites have positive effects on adults’ well-being (e.g. Rains and Young, 2009; Rains et al., 2015; Yang, 2018), but there may be risks for young people. Young people’s tendency to focus on the negative aspects of their experiences may put users of social support websites at risk for increased negative emotions (Choi and Toma, 2014; Kramer et al., 2014; Batenburg and Das, 2015; Taylor et al., 2016; Rimé et al., 2020). More research is needed on how we can improve the content and interface design of social support websites to overcome this pitfall.
According to the transactional model of stress and coping, emotions and stress in relation to an event result from one’s cognitive appraisals of the situation (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). If the individual believes that a situation has a significant negative impact on one’s well-being (primary appraisal) and does not believe to be able to cope with the specific stressor (secondary appraisal), the situation will have a negative effect on one’s emotions and stress level (Greenaway et al., 2015; Ben-Zur, 2019). One can expect that it may be better to help young people to reappraise a stressful event by focusing on the positive aspects and consequences of the stressful situation. Expressive writing theory, i.e. a psychotherapeutic writing intervention on one’s deepest emotions and thoughts, has already proven to help to reflect more effectively on negative experiences which results in positive effects on people’s well-being (Frattaroli, 2006).
In this study we theorize that expressive writing instructions on social support websites could possibly help young people to reflect more effectively on their negative experiences, change their cognitive appraisals and, consequently, their emotional reactions in relation to a negative experience. However, expressive writing theory has not often been applied to the context of social support websites. Moreover, the effects of expressive writing theory on young people’s well-being are still understudied (Travagin et al., 2015).
In an online experiment with 156 Flemish adolescents and young adults, participants were asked to write about their experience with the lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic in one of three conditions: a standard expressive writing instruction (writing about one’s emotions, thoughts and coping strategies in relation to the lockdown); a positive writing instruction (focusing on the positive aspects of the lockdown); and a coping condition (focusing on previous experiences and how these are helpful to cope with the lockdown). Participants’ positive and negative feelings in relation to the lockdown were measured before and after the writing instruction to measure change in feelings.
This research is one of the first to apply the transactional model of stress and coping and expressive writing theory to the context of online support seeking. Combining these theories may help to explain under which circumstances writing about a stressful event, in this case the COVID-19 pandemic, in a social support context affects young people’s emotional reactions towards the situation. This study can help to design online interventions to provide social support and emotional relief to young people.
2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Social Support Websites for Sharing Personal Narratives About Stressful Events
During the COVID-19 pandemic, especially young people in adolescence and young adulthood are emotionally effected by the governments’ measures to stop the spreading of the virus (Shanahan et al., 2020; Magson et al., 2021). Due to a lack of offline social support during the COVID-19 pandemic, Flemish social support websites for sharing personal experiences about stressful events with peers have massively increased in popularity with young people (De Maeseneer, 2020; Torbeyns, 2020).
Meta-analyses have demonstrated that the use of social support websites has significant positive effects on various well-being outcomes, such as perceived social support, quality of life and self-efficacy in coping with stressful events (e.g. Rains and Young, 2009; Rains et al., 2015; Yang, 2018). However, the effects of social support websites to young people’s well-being is scarce (Ali et al., 2015) and these effects may be different for young people. Young people may have the tendency to dwell on the negative aspects of their experiences and the negative emotions that result from it, and as a result, may become overwhelmed with their own negative emotions (Choi and Toma, 2014; Taylor et al., 2016; Rimé et al., 2020). Especially young adolescents may not have developed all cognitive and emotional skills to reflect effectively about distressing events (Travagin et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2016). Longitudinal research also found rumination and worry may eventually result in more symptoms of depression and anxiety with adolescents (Young and Dietrich, 2015).
As an additional layer to this problem, research on social support websites warns that this negativity bias may not only leave writers, but also readers and responders, with even more anxiety and stress (Rains and Wright, 2016). Research shows that users may be influenced by negative social comparison processes (i.e. identifying with peers’ negative experiences; Batenburg and Das, 2015) and therefore may come to identify themselves more with the problems they experience rather than having a clearer and more positive perspective on it (Lawlor and Kirakowski, 2014). It may also lead to co-rumination, in which young people extensively discuss and speculate about problems they have in common, while focusing on negative feelings and consequences (Rose, 2002). Research on private conversations on social media found that co-rumination was associated with depressive symptoms amongst adolescents between 12 and 19 years old (Frison et al., 2019). Other research on the effect of emotional contagion on social media shows that the negative tone of messages posted by users may influence the tone of others’ messages in a negative way (Kramer et al., 2014). For this same reason, research on online social support for young people with mental health problems suggests that it is important to be cautious when pairing users with similar health conditions (O’Leary et al., 2018; Andalibi and Flood, 2021).
Due to the possible negative effects of sharing a personal experience on social support websites, more research is needed on how writing about a stressful event, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, may relate to young people’s emotional reactions towards the stressful event. Moreover, it is important to find ways to improve young people’s reflections upon distressing events on social support websites.
2.2 Changing Emotional Reactions to a Stressful Event: Cognitive Appraisals and Expressive Writing Instructions
According to the transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) emotions in relation to a situation result from one’s cognitive appraisals of the situation (Greenaway et al., 2015; Ben-Zur, 2019). A primary appraisal reflects whether or not the individual believes that the event has a significant impact on one’s well-being (Greenaway et al., 2015; Ben-Zur, 2019). Some may perceive an event to be a threat to their wellbeing (threat appraisal), while others may find challenges that have a positive effect on their well-being (challenge appraisal), at the present moment or in the future. A secondary appraisal occurs when someone believes to be able to cope with the specific stressor or not (Greenaway et al., 2015; Ben-Zur, 2019). In turn, coping with a stressful event is viewed as a continuing process reappraisal of the situation and the available coping resources (Skinner and Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016).
One promising way to change one’s appraisals of a stressful situation is an expressive writing instruction. It can be defined as “an individually focused intervention designed to improve emotional expression and processing during adaptation to stressful situations and, as a consequence, improve psychological and physical health” (Pennebaker, 2004; Travagin et al., 2015, p. 43). A standard expressive writing instruction implies that someone writes about his/her deepest thoughts and emotions, which allows to reorganize thoughts and gain new insight (Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999). It was found to come with positive outcomes on well-being, such as enhanced mood, lowered depressive symptoms and anxiety and even better physical health (Frattaroli, 2006).
Multiple studies have tried to examine under which circumstances expressive writing is most beneficial, including the content of the narrative that is written (e.g. Frattaroli, 2006). For example, writers who use a high number of positive-emotion words, a moderate number of negative-emotion words and more cognitive words (e.g. think, believe, realize) in their narratives tend to benefit the most in terms of their physical health and emotional functioning (Smyth, 1998; Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999; Burton and King, 2004; Pennebaker, 1999). Most of this research was examined with adult samples and research on the effects of expressive writing to young people’s well-being is scarce (Travagin et al., 2015).
Although the primary purpose of sharing a personal narrative about a stressful situation on a social support website is to receive advice and emotional support from others, writing a personal narrative on these websites also lends young people the opportunity to deeply reflect on their experiences. Expressive writing theory therefore seems to be an interesting theory to apply within the context of social support websites. One study found that the writing of personal narratives on social support websites was a motivation for use itself and an important factor in sustained use of these websites (Ma et al., 2017). They therefore suggests to take the effects of expressive writing into account when designing an online social support platform (Ma, et al., 2017).
Combining the transactional model of stress and coping and expressive writing theory, we may expect that if we can change the way young people appraise and write about a negative event on social support websites, we may possibly change their psychological reactions to the situation itself. This research will therefore examine whether different expressive writing instructions focused on changing primary and secondary appraisals of a stressful event, in this case the COVID-19 pandemic, may affect young people’s emotional reactions to the stressful event in question. This study may therefore test the possible usefulness of these theories for redesigning social support websites for young people.
RQ: Can different expressive writing instructions focused on changing primary and secondary appraisals of a stressful event affect young people’s emotional reactions to the stressful event in question (e.g. the COVID-19 pandemic)?
2.3 Expressive Writing Theory and Primary Appraisal: Improving One’s Positive Feelings in Relation to the Stressful Event by Focussing on the Benefits
According to appraisal theory, the first step to changing one’s emotional reaction to a stressful situation is to learn to perceive the situation as an opportunity to one’s well-being (Greenaway et al., 2015; Ben-Zur, 2019). Since young people may have the tendency to focus on the negative aspects (e.g. Duprez et al., 2015), it may be important to help them to find the positive in their distressing experiences. Based on expressive writing theory we can assume that helping young people to explicitly reflect on the positive aspects of an experience may help to reappraise the stressor.
Writing about benefits is understood to “restructure previous maladaptive cognitive schemas and perspectives” (Facchin et al., 2014, p. 133). In other words, it may be an effective strategy to reappraise a stressful event. However, the effects of writing about benefits is not often studied with young adults and adolescents. Two studies on writing with young adults have shown writing about benefits may be more effective than a standard expressive writing instruction (i.e. writing on thoughts and emotions) (McCullough et al., 2006; Lichtenthal and Cruess, 2010). One research with adolescents showed that a task of writing about the positive aspects of a stressful situation positively impacted their self-concept compared to a standard expressive writing and neutral writing instruction (Facchin et al., 2014).
We hypothesize that a positive writing instruction (i.e. writing about the positive consequences of a stressful situation) may result in a higher positive change in feelings in relation to the lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic compared to a standard expressive writing condition (i.e. writing about one’s thoughts and emotions in relation to a stressful event). Furthermore, we hypothesize that writing relatively more about the positive aspects and consequences than the negative aspects and consequences will mediate the positive relation between the positive writing instruction and a positive change in feelings.
H1: A positive writing instruction will result in a higher positive change in feelings in relation to lockdown compared to a standard expressive writing condition.
H2: The relative number of positive aspects and consequences compared to negative aspects and consequences described in the narrative will mediate the relationship between a positive writing instruction and a positive change in feelings.
2.4 Expressive Writing Theory and Secondary Appraisal: Positive Self-Affirmation of One’s Coping Abilities by Focussing on Previous Successful Coping Strategies
According to appraisal theory, the second step to changing one’s psychological reaction to a stressful situation is to believe in one’s own coping abilities in relation to the situation. Based on expressive writing theory we can assume that helping young people to reflect on their previous successful coping efforts may help to reappraise one’s coping self-efficacy.
The idea of self-affirmation suggests that writing may help to affirm one’s values and actions, which will influence one’s self-concept and promote effective coping (Taylor et al., 2016). Previous research on expressive writing theory has hypothesized that writing may help to reflect upon one’s coping strategies (e.g. How did I cope before? How can I cope better?) which in turn may improve one’s self-efficacy in coping (Facchin, 2010; Frattaroli, 2006).
For example, a study on expressive writing with pre-adolescents showed that more positive self-affirmation (e.g. positive personality traits and personal values) resulted in less anxiety over time (Niles et al., 2016). In relation to one’s own believes in coping, a study on expressive writing with adolescent girls showed that the participants described more adaptive and less maladaptive coping strategies after 3 sessions of writing about a personal problem (Vashchenko et al., 2007).
Based on the transactional model of stress and coping we expect that a positive affirmation of one’s coping abilities may positively influence how someone feels in relation to a negative event. However, the previous study (Vashchenko et al., 2007) did not confirm that asking people to write about coping strategies resulted in higher emotional well-being. In this study we will therefore examine how writing on the effectiveness of one’s coping strategies may explain the effects of a coping writing exercise on feelings in relation to a negative event.
We hypothesize that a writing instruction focused on coping (i.e. writing about previous experiences and how these are helpful to cope with the lockdown) may result in a higher positive change in feelings in relation to the lockdown due to COVID-19 pandemic after writing compared to a standard expressive writing condition (i.e. writing about one’s feelings in relation to a stressful event). Furthermore, we hypothesize that writing relatively more about the effectiveness of one’s coping strategies may mediate the positive effect of the positive writing instruction on change in feelings.
H3: A writing instruction on coping will result in a higher positive change in feelings in relation to the lockdown after writing compared to a standard expressive writing instruction (i.e. writing about one’s feelings in relation to a stressful event).
H4: The relative effectiveness of one’s coping strategies described in the narrative will mediate the relationship between a coping writing instruction and a positive change in feelings.
Given the instruction to write about positive aspects and previous successful coping efforts may result in writing about relatively more positive feelings too. The use of positive-emotion words was found to moderate the relation between writing about a positive experience and well-being (Burton and King, 2004). Previous research showed that writing about positive emotions more than about negative emotions may have a positive effect on one’s emotional well-being over time (Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999). On the contrary, using relatively more negative emotion words may have negative effects over time (e.g. more feelings of anxiety; Niles et al., 2016). We will therefore take the relative number of positive emotions into account as a third mediating variable in our analyses.
3 MATERIALS AND METHODS
3.1 Participants
An online survey in Qualtrics was distributed amongst Flemish adolescents and young adults between 14 and 25 years old. The survey was distributed within the personal network of the researchers and posted on de webpages of two Flemish social support websites for adolescents and young adults. The sampling procedure further explained in the procedures resulted in a sample of 156 participants. The mean age of the participants was 20,19 (SD = 3,115). About 86% of all participants were female.
3.2 Procedure
Participants were asked to write about their experiences with the lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The study took place during the Belgian lockdown (approximately from the 14th of March to the fourth of May 2020), during which schools, cafés and restaurants were closed, organized sports and leisure activities were prohibited and social contacts were restricted to a maximum of four close contacts per household. In accordance with European legislation (FRA European union agency for fundamental rights, 2014) the ethical research committee of the University of Antwerp granted permission to collect data from adolescents aged 14 years or older without parental consent.
Research on expressive writing often asks participants to write about a personal recent or past traumatic experience, which results in a wide variety of narratives, both in context, content and emotionality (Travagin et al., 2015). Meta-analysis has shown that an expressive writing intervention is more effective when it concerns recent or “undisclosed” events which are still being emotionally processed by the writers (Frattaroli, 2006). In this research, participants needed to write about the same distressing situation which was a current undisclosed event. This allowed to keep the variances in the narratives to a minimum.
In a similar study on expressive writing, participants were asked to write on their experiences for 10 min or more (Green et al., 2017). Considering the online and voluntary nature of young people’s participation in this study, we preferred not to ask participants to write for 10 min or more, but instead, participants were asked to write at least 10 sentences in order to make sure that they wrote a narrative. Participants wrote on average 27,753 words (SD = 113.49 words). Only participants who wrote narratives counting 150 words (i.e. average number of words for 10 sentences) or more were taken into account. This resulted in a sample of 156 participants and narratives.
Two experimental expressive writing instructions were compared to a standard expressive writing instruction. The three conditions are shown below. In the first condition, which we will refer to as the “standard writing instruction,” a standard expressive writing instruction was presented. This instruction was adapted from Facchin et al. (2014) and translated into Dutch. Participants were asked to write about how they experienced the lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic, which emotions they felt, what their thoughts were and how they tried to deal with these emotions and thoughts. Since previous research already proved expressive writing instructions to be beneficial to writers’ well-being, this research mainly had the purpose to study the effect of adapted expressive writing instructions (positive or coping instruction) on change in emotions and the mediating effect of the specific content of writing.
In the second or “positive writing instruction” the participants were presented the same instructions as in the standard condition, but above that they were explicitly asked to focus on the positive aspects of the lockdown and which advantages it may have for them now and in the future. This condition was based on previous research on benefit-focused writing with adolescents (Facchin et al., 2014). In the third condition or “coping writing instruction” the participants were also presented a standard expressive writing instruction. Above that, they were asked to focus on previous experiences and how they may have taught them something that helps them to cope with the lockdown.
Before and after writing the participants needed to fill out questions on their emotions in relation to the lockdown to measure the change in feelings due to the writing instruction. Previous research on expressive writing found that writers may experience a significant lower positive emotions and more negative emotions after the writing instruction (Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999). In this study, we did not want to measure young people’s general mood, but rather their feelings in relation to the stressful situation.
Standard writing instruction: Write at least 10 sentences on how you experience the lockdown due to the coronavirus (How do you feel about it? What are your thoughts? How do you deal with these thoughts and emotions?). (Extra instruction for the experimental conditions is inserted here). It is very important that you write about your deepest feelings and thoughts. Take your time. Don’t worry about grammar and spelling. This story will remain confidential and will only be used for the purposes of this research.
Positive writing instruction: (…) Concentrate on the positive aspects (Which advantages does this situation have for you? Which advantages may it have in the future?). (…)
Coping writing instruction: (…) Concentrate on previous experiences and how they may have taught you something that is helpful to cope with this situation (What happened? How did you cope with thoughts and emotions? And how do these experiences help you now?). (…)
3.3 Measures
3.3.1 Change in Feelings in Relation to the Lockdown
A pre- and post-measure of positive and negative emotions in relation to the lockdown were assessed by means of a PANAS emotion scale. A comparable measurement was used in other research on expressive writing instructions (e.g. Green et al., 2017). The scale was introduced using the following sentence “What feelings do you currently experience regarding the lockdown due to the coronavirus?“. Participants needed to score 8 positive and 9 negative emotions on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). The scales showed good reliability for both the pre-measure (α = 0.85) and post-measure of feelings (α = 0.85). The difference between feelings before and after writing was calculated and used as the dependent variable in part 1 and 3 of the analyses.
3.3.2 Relative Number of Positive Emotions, Positive Aspects and Effectiveness of One’s Coping Strategies
By means of a quantitative content analysis, we calculated the number of positive and negative emotions, positive and negative aspects of the lockdown and statements about the effectiveness and ineffectiveness of coping strategies participants wrote in their narratives. To identify coping strategies, we based our content analysis on the items in the brief COPE (Carver, 1997). Examples of the codes used for this quantitative analysis are listed in the Supplementary Material. Subsequently these scores were used to calculate three variables: the relative number of positive emotions, the relative number of positive aspects and relative effectiveness of coping strategies (e.g. number of positive emotions/number of negative emotions). These scores were coded on a scale from 1 to 10.
3.4 Data Analysis
First, we conducted a quantitative content analysis on the narratives emerging from the writing instructions (see Supplementary Material). This analysis was used to construct three relative content variables (see measures). Secondly, we used IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25 for all three parts of the quantitative analysis. In the first part of the quantitative analyses, we tested hypothesis 1 and 3 by means of an ANOVA analysis. In the second part of the analyses, we tested hypotheses 2 and 4 by means of mediation analysis in PROCESS (version 3.4.1) based on techniques developed by Hayes (2013). A mediation analysis not only shows how the writing instruction directly influences change in feelings as the dependent variable, but also the indirect effects of the writing instructions as a result of the precise contents of writing that affect change in feelings. Therefore our dependent variables are constructed as follows: positive or coping writing condition (1) and standard writing condition (0). Age was taken into account as a covariate in all analyses because of the understanding that emotional and cognitive resources to reflect effectively upon a distressing event may vary between young adolescence and young adulthood, which in turn may change the effectiveness of the writing instruction (Travagin et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2016). Gender was not taken into account as a covariate, due to an uneven division between male and female participants.
4 RESULTS
4.1 Manipulation Check
By means of a one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), we first conducted a manipulation check for the experimental writing conditions. Pairwise comparisons between the three writing conditions revealed that narratives written in a positive writing condition scored higher on relative positive aspects than narratives written in the standard expressive writing condition (MD = 1.62, SD = 0.38, p < 0.001) and the coping writing condition (MD = 1.25, SD = 0.38, p < 0.010). Narratives written in the coping condition scored higher on previous experiences and coping efforts than narratives written in the standard condition (MD = 1.60, SD = 0.29, p < 0.001) and positive condition (MD = 1.47, SD = 0.31, p < 0.001). These differences confirm that the manipulations for the positive and the coping condition have worked.
4.2 Analyses Part 1: Investigating the Difference in Change in Feelings
To test hypothesis 1 and 3 we conducted an ANOVA analysis to measure the difference for change in feelings between the three writing instructions. Change in feelings was taken into account as the dependent variable. The conditions were included as a fixed factor (i.e. positive, coping and standard) and age as a covariate.
The mean score of feelings in relation to the lockdown before writing was 3.92 on a scale from 1 to 7 (SD = 0.85), reflecting that the situation was experienced as moderately stressful. The analysis found a significant difference for change in feelings between the three writing conditions [F (2,153) = 4.33, p < 0.050]. More precisely, the positive writing condition resulted in a higher positive change in feelings compared to the standard expressive writing condition (0.21, SD = 0.07, p < 0.010). Hypothesis 1 is therefore accepted. There was no statistically significant difference between the coping writing condition and the standard expressive writing condition (0.073, SD = 0.68, p = 0.29). Hypothesis 3 is therefore rejected. Age did not show a significant relation to change in feelings [F (2,153) = 1.66, p = 0.20].
4.3 Analyses Part 2: Mediation Analysis of the Conditions and Their Contents
To test hypothesis 2 and 4, we used the macro PROCESS to estimate conditional indirect effects (Model 4–5,000 bootstrap intervals–BC 95% confidence intervals). Two mediation models are tested. The conditions (i.e. positive vs. standard and coping vs. standard writing condition) were taken into account as independent variables. Change in feelings was included as the dependent variable. Relative number of positive emotion words, relative number of positive aspects and relative effectiveness of coping were taken into account as mediating variables. The standardized results of these model can be viewed in Figures 1, 2.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Mediation model: positive vs. standard writing condition.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Mediation model: coping vs. standard writing condition.
A mediation model with the positive writing condition as the independent variable (positive writing condition = 1; standard writing condition = 0) found that there was a significant positive direct relationship between the positive writing condition and change in feelings (b = 0.546, S.E. = 0.09; BC 95% CI [0.05 to 0.39]). Relative number of positive emotions (b = 0.55, S.E. = 0.25; BC 95% CI [0.206 to 1.195]) and relative number of positive aspects (b = 0.77, S.E. = 0.40; BC 95% CI [0.84 to 2.43]) were significantly higher for the positive writing condition compared to the standard writing condition. Relative effectiveness of coping was not significantly different for the positive writing condition in comparison with the standard writing condition (b = −0.08, S.E. = 0.14; BC 95% CI [−0.34 to 0.22]). Age was not related to the relative content variables, nor to change in feelings. There was no direct relationship between the relative number of positive emotions (b = 0.04, S.E. = 0.04; BC 95% CI [−0.06 to 0.09]), positive aspects (b = −0.077, S.E. = 0.02; BC 95% CI [−0.06 to 0.03]) or effectiveness of coping (b = −0.04, S.E. = 0.06; BC 95% CI [−0.13 to 0.09]) and change in feelings. Thus, the positive relationship that was found for the positive writing condition and change in feelings was not mediated by either of these relative content variables, and therefore also not by relative number of positive aspects. Hypothesis 2 is therefore rejected.
A mediation model with the coping writing condition as the independent variable (coping writing condition = 1; standard writing condition = 0) found that there was no significant relationship between the coping writing condition and change in feelings (b = 0.15, S.E. = 0.07; BC 95% CI [−0.08 to 0.19]). Relative number of positive emotions (b = 0.12, S.E. = 0.20; BC 95% CI [−0.28 to 0.53]), relative number of positive aspects (b = 0.258, S.E. = 0.27; BC 95% CI [−0.18 to 0.91]) and relative effectiveness of coping (b = 0.29, S.E. = 0.03; BC 95% CI [−0.08 to 0.64]) were not significantly different for the coping writing condition in comparison with the standard writing condition. Age was not related to the relative content variables, nor to change in feelings. There was no relationship between the relative number of positive emotions (b = 0.03, S.E. = 0.04; BC 95% CI [−0.07 to 0.09]), positive aspects (b = 0.04, S.E. = 0.03; BC 95% CI [−0.04 to 0.06]) or effectiveness of coping (b = 0.141, S.E. = 0.04; BC 95% CI [−0.02 to 0.13]) and change in feelings. Thus, the content of writing of the coping writing did not mediate the effect on change in feelings. Hypothesis 4 is therefore rejected.
5 DISCUSSION
5.1 General Discussion
Starting from the transactional model of stress and coping and expressive writing theory, this research aimed to investigate whether writing instructions focused on changing young people’s appraisals of a stressful situation may affect their emotional reactions towards the situation at hand. In an online experiment, participants were asked to write about their experience with the Belgian lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic in one of three conditions: a standard expressive writing instruction (writing about one’s emotions and thoughts in relation to the lockdown and one’s coping strategies); a positive writing instruction (writing about the positive aspects of the lockdown); and a coping writing instruction (writing about previous experiences and how these are helpful to cope with the lockdown). Participants’ positive and negative feelings in relation to the lockdown were measured before and after the writing instruction to measure change in feelings.
The mediation analysis for the comparison between the positive writing condition and the standard writing condition showed that the positive writing instruction was associated with a higher increase in positive feelings compared to the standard writing condition. However, the analysis did not show a mediating effect of the relative content variables. The difference in change in feelings between the writing conditions could therefore not be explained by the content of writing. In other words, the positive writing condition seemed to occur with a relatively higher increase in positive emotions compared to the other writing conditions, regardless of the actual content of writing by the participants. This was not in correspondence with previous research, which suggested that a high number of positive-emotion words and a moderate number of negative-emotion words results in a higher positive change in well-being outcomes (Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999). Age did not have a significant effect on the effectiveness of the positive writing instruction, nor the actual content of writing. In other words, instructing young people to write about the positive aspects and consequences of a stressful event could be equally beneficial to both younger adolescents’ as young adults’ emotional well-being.
There may be different explanations to the positive relationship between the positive writing instruction and positive change in emotions and the absence of a mediation effect of the content of writing. First, there may be other mediating variables that we have missed out in this study. Previous research for example already found that the use of cognitive words mediated the positive effect of a positive writing instruction compared to a standard expressive writing instruction (McCullough et al., 2006). Secondly, the instruction itself may already have elicited a positive change in emotions. Our society teaches us that optimism—or focusing on the positive—is an effective coping strategy and will always yield more positive results than pessimism - or focusing on the negative. Possibly the instruction itself may have triggered a positive expectation with participants so that the actual content of writing did not make a difference anymore. At last, the positive change in emotions may not result from writing about the positive aspects of the lockdown, but rather from not writing about the negative aspects of the lockdown. It is possible that merely by trying to come up with positive aspects and consequences may as a result leave less space to focus on the negative aspects (as well as the negative emotions that result from it) which in turn will buffer against the negative effects of focusing on the negative.
The mediation analysis for the comparison between the coping writing condition and the standard writing condition did not show a difference in change in feelings. Although the manipulation check revealed that there were significant differences in the content of writing for both writing conditions, the content of writing could not explain the absence of a difference in change in feelings. This may be due to the fact that all writing conditions instructed participants to reflect on their coping strategies and that an additional instruction to reflect on previous experiences and how these may help to deal with the lockdown may not have made a difference. This matter is further discussed in the limitations.
5.2 Limitations and Further Research
This research also has some limitations that need to be discussed. In relation to the sample, we could not control for gender differences in the effects of writing due to an uneven division in male and female participants. Emotional regulation through writing may have different effects for boys and girls. The sample size was relatively small and may not have represented all young people between the ages of 14 and 25 years old. Further research should ensure an even division in gender and a more representative sample.
Our interest in young people’s coping strategies in relation to the lockdown have lead us to ask participants in all three expressive writing instructions to write about their coping strategies. This may have caused the differences between the coping writing instruction (i.e. writing about previous experiences and how these are helpful to cope with the lockdown) and the standard expressive writing condition to be non-significant. Moreover, writing on previous experiences may still have been hard for the youngest in our sample (14–15 year old adolescents), who generally do not have as much life experience as the oldest in our sample (24–25 year old young adults). Writing about coping strategies in relation to the lockdown would have been an interesting experimental writing condition on itself. Further studies should research whether writing about coping strategies could result in positive effects on one’s feelings or coping self-efficacy in relation to a stressful event.
Research on expressive writing often includes a follow-up measure of the dependent variable days or weeks after the initial study to measure whether the effects of the writing instruction last in the long term. Because of the anonymous and online nature of this study, we could not include a follow-up measure.
At last, due to time limitation the writing instructions presented in this study were not tested within the controlled environment of a social support website. Therefore we can only make assumptions on the applicability of these writing instructions in this context. Further research should study the effects of similar writing instructions as well as the acceptability of this feature with users within an existing or a fictitious social support website for young people. Examples on these kind of study designs can be found in literature on communication studies (e.g. Kim and Shyam Sundar, 2014; Kim and Sundar, 2015; Kim et al., 2018) and psychology (O’Leary et al., 2018; Andalibi and Flood, 2021; Smith et al., 2021).
Communication studies on this theme are generally more focused on the precise medium’s affordances or interface cues that have psychological correlates which mediate users’ engagement with the medium and its content. In this way, communication studies can explain why a certain feature of the medium, in the form that it is presented, works. Studies on this theme in psychology are generally more attentive to vulnerable groups and therefore in addition focus on the practical feasibility and acceptability of the mediums features by its users. Psychological studies therefore can tell under which circumstances and for whom a certain feature is most desirable. Further studies should try to combine both perspectives when researching the affordances and interface features of social support websites.
5.3 Practical Implications
Online and offline interventions for young people during the COVID-19 pandemic could focus on helping young people to see the positive in their experiences in order to change young people’s emotional reactions towards the situation. On the basis of this study, we recommend to encourage young writers on social support websites to focus more on the positive aspects and consequences of a stressful event. Expressive writing instructions as were used in this study may be a good starting point.
If writing instructions seem too intrusive, another possibility is to present users with a prompt after they have written their personal narrative. For example, before posting a pop-up message may stimulate writers to revise their personal narrative: “It might be helpful to not only reflect on the negative, but also on the positive. Are there positive aspects and consequences to the situation that you did not think of before? If so, you can still add these to your narrative if you want.” Both in the case of writing instructions and prompts, it may be advisable to explain to users why more positive narratives may be helpful to readers as well. For example: “Readers may be looking for the positive notes in your narrative. This may help them to reflect on their own experiences in a more positive way as well.” This may possibly motivate users to follow the advice by the website.
Although reflecting on the positive sides of a negative experience may be more effective to young people’s well-being, social support websites still need to stay a space on which young people can share the negative without too many restrictions. The suggestions made in this study do not have the intention to restrict young people in their personal emotional expression. More research is needed to test the acceptability of these features with users in the controlled environment of a social support website.
CONCLUSION
In times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, young people may turn to social support websites to find support with similar others. Young people’s tendency to focus on the negative aspects of their experiences may put them at risk for increased negative emotions and co-rumination. More research is needed on how writing about a stressful event in an online context may relate to young people’s emotional reactions towards a stressful event. Moreover, it is important to find ways to improve young people’s reflections upon distressing events on these websites.
Applying the transactional model of stress and coping and expressive writing theory to the context of social support websites, this study found that an expressive writing instruction focused on positive aspects and consequences may be an effective strategy to help young people to change their emotional reactions towards a stressful event, in this case a lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the positive relationship that was found in this study was not mediated by the precise content of writing (i.e. relative positive emotions, positive aspects and effectiveness of coping strategies). A possible explanation may be that the instruction itself may already have elicited a positive effect, resulting from the expectation that optimism is an effective coping strategy and is always rewarded. It is also possible that discussing positive aspects and consequences to a stressful event leaves less space to focus on the negative aspects and consequences which may buffer against possible negative effects on emotions.
Online and offline interventions for young people during the COVID-19 pandemic could focus on helping young people to see the positive in their experiences in order to change young people’s emotional reactions towards the situation. On the basis of this study, we recommend to encourage young people on social support websites to focus more on the positive consequences and less on the negative consequences of a stressful event by means of specific writing instructions, prompts or other interface adaptations.
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