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T here is a saying, ‘the more you write, 
the more you write’, and this is most 
definitely my experience. My work as 
a psychodynamic therapist has kept 

me busy for almost 20 years, but a growing 
restlessness that’s simmered away on the 
sidelines led, one New Year, to a resolution 
to write for just 10 minutes each day, and 
I began to realise that I’ve made meaning 
through writing all my life. There is something 
about getting things down in black and white 
that, for me, has a soothing, clarifying effect. 
It encourages a slowing down, and reflection 
on authentic feelings. William Wordsworth 
understood something of the restorative 
power of writing when he wrote to his wife, 
Mary: ‘Fill your paper with the breathings  
of your heart.’

One of my earliest recalled pleasures 
was an escape through reading; while my 
younger sister would climb into bed with our 
mother, developing a closeness that persists 
today, I was perhaps experiencing a different 
kind of emotional connection through the 
written word, escaping into fictional worlds. 
I soon began writing myself, producing little 
handmade books with drawings to illustrate 
them. I remember the pleasure of discovering 
a book called All About Me that was filled  
with questions to answer about every aspect 
of one’s life – family, friends and pets, what  
my motto might be, even the food I liked  
to eat. Was this perhaps an early form of  
self-analysis, a therapeutic exploration of  
all of the things that added up to make me? 

New ways of working
I once would have thought it sacrilegious 
to step outside the structure of my core 
therapeutic model to work in a different way 
with a client. Then, in 2015, I read an article by 
Julia Buckroyd in Therapy Today, ‘In Pursuit 
of Authenticity’,1 in which she charted her 
own developmental journey as a practitioner. 
Taking as her theme Winnicott’s ‘Being myself 
and behaving myself ’, she explored the art 
of balancing being authentic and human 
with the constraints and practices of our 
working models and learning. This spoke 

directly to me. The psychodynamic world 
has a particularly rigid framework for many 
good reasons, but Julia’s encouragement to 
question how the rules underpinning our 
working practice sit with us and to consider 
whether we are working authentically, 
together with Nina Coltart’s How to Survive 
as a Psychotherapist2 memoir, gave me 
permission to ‘step outside the box’ and begin 
to knit my therapeutic experience and belief 
in the benefits of writing into something new. 

My epiphany came when I saw an advert 
for a symposium on ‘writing for wellbeing’. 
I was intrigued by this concept that I hadn’t 
known even existed but that seemed to 
encapsulate everything I was about. I 
could combine a passion for writing, which 
encompassed a degree in English, creative 
writing training and a career as an editor and 
copywriter, with my therapeutic experience – 
writing as therapy. From this emerged a new 
venture, ‘Write Your Mind’. 

A surprising but pleasing offshoot of 
establishing myself as a writing-for-wellbeing 
practitioner was the constant writing I found 
myself needing to do in order to market my 
workshops and drum up some business. 
Mostly, my peers in this emerging field run 
workshops in organisations such as hospitals 
and arts centres. My plan was instead to  
invite people into my home, provide them 
with home-cooked food, and allow them  
to wander in a tranquil garden setting  
while they completed their writing tasks. 

So many writers have already described 
the power of literature and writing reflectively 
to help explore and process life’s challenges.  
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‘If you have the words, there’s always a 
chance that you’ll find the way,’3 the poet 
Seamus Heaney wrote, and getting things 
down on paper can be a cathartic experience. 
If we can switch off the conscious ‘thinking 
mind’ and let words flow uncensored, without 
worrying about structure, grammar or our 
own critical voice, the most amazing thoughts 
and connections often come, revealing 
something of our inner state and drives, 
demanding that attention is paid to hearing 
what they have to say (‘Write!’ mine yell. 
‘Write more!’).

There is also a growing body of research 
into the benefits of expressive writing for 
physical health – for example, lower blood 
pressure, fewer symptoms, and less need 
for medical appointments among cancer 
survivors. An international study carried 
out by researchers at Nottingham University 
found it can help physical wounds heal 
more quickly.4 Speaking on the Radio 4 All 
in the Mind programme, Professor Kadvita 
Vedhara, one of the researchers, said, ‘If 
people have traumatic or unresolved issues, 
the process of managing them places not 
only a psychological, but also a physiological 
and autonomic load on the body, so the 
opportunity to write about them is a cathartic 
process, releasing the negative mood and 
enhancing the role of the immune system.’

Joined-up writing
I established ‘Write Your Mind’ and began 
running experiential workshops in writing 
for wellbeing and self-development, leading 
participants through guided writing activities 

‘If we can switch off the conscious 
“thinking mind” and let words flow 
uncensored... the most amazing thoughts 
and connections often come’

Jo Bisseker Barr finds that group expressive writing  
can be a powerful therapeutic tool
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designed to let them explore themselves and 
their situations in order to develop insight, 
resilience and a sense of positive change. 
While writing for ourselves can be therapeutic, 
my experience of running these groups has 
demonstrated that something powerful 
happens when people come together and 
write. Like many other practices in which 
we join with others – exercise, craftwork 
or singing, for example – the experience 
of meeting for a common purpose seems 
to challenge and energise, opening up 
opportunities for change and growth. 

Workshops are open to members of the 
public and professionals from therapeutic 
backgrounds, as well as groups and 
organisations, particularly those in the caring 
professions. Participants attend for many 
reasons: to explore creativity through writing; 
to find ways to incorporate writing practice 
into their therapy work and teaching; to 
help them personally find a path forward 
in life amid uncertainty, and even (in one 
participant’s words) to be ‘jiggled’.

Setting aside time for writing in a group 
also avoids some of the pitfalls of solitary 
writing. With someone else managing the 
day, there’s less likelihood of distraction and 
self-sabotage. Group writing requires the use 
of pen and paper, which is such a different 
process to typing on a computer. Getting 
things down in black and white demands a 
more mindful and reflective slowing down, 
whereas on a laptop other temptations 
are just a key stroke away and we can be 
checking emails before we even realise  
we’ve stopped writing.

The exercises are designed to help words 
flow in a positive and creative way, so a 
crucial part of the day is the welcome when 
people arrive. They need to be settled in 
with sensitivity to their possible nerves and 
anxiety about what might happen when they 
begin to write. The very notion of sharing 
their words with people whom they may 
have never met before can initiate all sorts 
of negative inner chatter: ‘I won’t be good 
enough’ or ‘People will think I’m stupid’. 
The day always starts with a short, mindful 
relaxation exercise to calm breathing and 
bring awareness fully to the present.

‘People will write what they need to 
write if they are given permission and a 
safe, supportive, confidential, stretching 
environment where they are trusted and  

their responsibility and authority is respected,’ 
writes Gillie Bolton in her book Write Yourself.5 
This is where the boundary-keeping of my 
psychodynamic training has served me well. As 
with one-to-one talking therapy, confidentiality 
is essential and agreed as a fundamental rule 
at the start. While there is no pressure on 
participants to read aloud any of what they 
write, an intrinsic part of the therapeutic 
experience is the support and energy of other 
participants. Finding the courage to read 
your own writing, receiving feedback and 
experiencing the validation from being heard 
in a respectful and accepting way, can be 
profoundly moving and affirming. Interestingly, 
when I ask people about their objectives for 
the day in a ‘getting to know you’ exercise, the 
most common are to feel nurtured and for 
connection. Both come before the desire to 
find out something about themselves. 

Beyond the conscious mind
An exercise I introduce early on is free-
writing. This is a tool that has long been used 
by writers to help deal with writer’s block 
or to stimulate new creative pathways in the 
mind. It can feel like a shock to the system 
and elicits a strong response. The aim is to 
write freely for a set period of time. I start 
with five minutes. The crucial thing is to give 
the writing mind permission to go wherever 
it likes, without stopping, planning or 
censoring, as these can switch on the inner-
critical voice, get in the way of authenticity 
and inhibit creativity. The aim is to reach 
what may be sitting just beyond the thinking, 
conscious mind, without worrying about 
spelling, grammar or syntax. It is important to 
stress here that participants need never read 
aloud anything they have written, and that 

whatever they write is right – it’s impossible  
to ‘get it wrong’. 

A wonderful paradox reported frequently 
by groups is just how hard it is to submit to 
the letting go in this exercise. This emphasis 
on flow is completely at odds with the ways in 
which we’ve been trained to approach writing 
– it’s about following, rather than taking 
the lead. To write in this way can feel like 
spouting a stream of rubbish, wasting time, 
not focusing on what’s important. But by 
tricking the mind into allowing unconscious 
thoughts and processes to reach the page, 
we can be surprised by where our pen takes 
us, by a voice we hadn’t known existed. 
When we let the words flow freely, even if 
they don’t superficially make sense, all kinds 
of surprising new connections and insights 
reveal themselves on the page. 

I also stress that I am not there to 
‘therapise’ participants in the classical 
sense – my role is rather to facilitate, as an 
enabler and a holder of boundaries. I may 
observe a link here or an interpretation 
there, but I will do so in an unobtrusive and 
sensitive way. The group’s dynamics are a 
significant part of the therapeutic potential, 
as is evidenced in the feedback. Who chooses 
to speak first? Whose face lights up when 
they talk about the experience of hearing 
and interpreting the exercise? Who says 
nothing at the outset, perhaps even looks 
cross, but finds the courage to share their 
feelings of inadequacy later on, encouraged 
by the bravery or kind words of others, and 
then dares to share something that blows the 
entire group away? Participants who venture 
to voice observations or ask questions with 
sensitivity can open up the potential for shifts 
in others’ entrenched life perspectives. I so 

‘... by tricking the mind into allowing 
unconscious thoughts and processes 
to reach the page, we can be surprised 
by where our pen takes us, by a voice 
we hadn’t known existed’
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enjoy witnessing the interaction within the 
workshops and going with whatever comes 
up. When people read their work out loud  
so often the rest of us are stunned.

Other writing exercises are designed to 
promote self-exploration in a way that stirs 
the creative juices and can actually feel fun. 
Indeed, it does feel like playing at times, and 
this can contrast in a dramatic way with what 
emerges in the ensuing writing, enabling 
participants to make discoveries about 
themselves and their inner worlds of which 
they were previously unaware. 

Using props such as pictures or objects 
to stimulate writing can help participants 
step outside of themselves and get a new 
perspective on how they come at problems. 
Objects are non-judgmental. Writing about 
a difficult interaction, for example, through 
the eyes of a plant, a chair or even a pet 
can tell the story in a new way. Bringing 
things into the room always stimulates 
curiosity and memory and can also delight. 
I place a wooden treasure box on the table, 
with the lid closed. After we have spent 
some time speculating on what might be 
inside, someone gets to open the box. For 
one exercise, it contains objects collected 
from the sea shore, and an accompanying 
tale about sea glass, created when bottles 
are tossed overboard from passing ships, 
buffeted by the tides and eventually washed 
up and collected. 

Therapy through play
People are surprisingly careful about 
choosing objects to write about, and then 
often struggle to part with them. Someone 
who came with issues around ‘letting go’ later 
noticed that she’d thrown her bit of glass 
back into the box afterwards, commenting, 
‘It’s only a piece of rubbish.’ Later, when we 
bumped into one another in a supermarket, 
she told me that these words had stayed 
with her, provoking some real soul-searching 
– testament to the potent therapeutic 
processes at play. Similar existential themes 
around values emerged for another group, 
who had written about the paradox in 
something coming to the end of its life yet 
also taking on a new identity. ‘I was struck by 
how quickly writing about an object became 
writing about self,’ one of the group wrote.

This is a form of therapy through play, and 
it is this that makes the writing workshops 

feel like a gentler approach to personal 
growth than the intensity of a one-on-one 
talking therapy relationship, while still 
having the potential to tap into unconscious 
processes in powerful ways. The therapeutic 
value of the exercises seems to me to 
manifest itself in the following four ways.

1. The writing. The unfolding words 
revealing things on the page, unique to each 
participant, which resonate or surprise.
2. What is revealed through the 
process of writing. Noticing how 
instructions are heard and interpreted by 
each participant is just as revealing as the 
writing they produce itself. What gets stirred 
up inside – delight, perhaps, in being asked 
to write a poem, or anger, a desire to kick 
against the rules and do something different 
– each response is unique. 
3. Themes that link pieces of 
writing. Towards the end of a workshop, 
I make space for us to consider the themes 
that emerge from the day’s writing for 
each person, what this tells them about 
themselves, and how this might compare 
with what they’d hoped for from the day. 
4. The group dynamics. An exercise 
asks each participant to choose a picture 
from a set of postcards for the person sitting 
next to them, and to hand it to them. Many 
remark on how moving this feels – like 
being given a gift. The more anxious are 
encouraged with sensitivity and respect by 
other group members to challenge their 
inner critics that tell them their writing isn’t 
good enough, and it’s a joy to witness people 
sharing their words out loud by the end 
of the day. Often people exchange phone 
numbers and new friendships are forged. 
One group sat in silence after I’d wrapped 
up the session, and then someone asked, 
‘Can we stay for supper?’ 

In the words of one attendee: ‘I knew 
there were stories inside me for which I 
needed to find a voice… It was a revelation  
to discover some of the unknown and 
unheard narratives inside myself and the 
others with whom I shared the day.’ It has 
been a humbling yet exciting experience 
to witness participants coming together 
and engaging creatively in exploring the 
‘catacombs of the unconscious mind’. It 
seems apt to borrow these closing words 
from a participant.  
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