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Agenda

•What is journaling?

•What does research say about journaling?

•Positive Peer Journaling 
• Preliminary results from two studies of Positive Peer 

Journaling

•Closing thoughts and clinical recommendations 
about journaling to support addiction recovery



What is journaling?





Poll I, II, & III



https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/can-bullet-journaling-save-you

Bullet
Journaling



https://monkmanual.com/products/monk-manual

Monk
Manual



https://lauraspeers.org/2016/05/06/why-you-should-write-morning-pages/

Morning Pages

Julia Cameron



Poll IV & V



Research on Journaling



Poll VI



Two Types of Journaling have been Studied

•Expressive writing

•Interactive journaling



Expressive Writing (Pennebaker & Beall, 1986)

Theory:

• Holding in emotions related to past negative events is stressful, and 
this stress is bad for health. 

• Talking about these emotions is helpful

• But also writing about these emotions is helpful

Typical Expressive Writing Instructions: 

“…write about your deepest emotions and thoughts about the most 
traumatic experience in your life” (Meshberg-Cohen, 2009, p. 52) every 
day for 15-20 minutes, for 3-5 consecutive days

Results: 

• Participants initially feel worse, but then experience improvement, 
especially in physical health



Expressive Writing and Addictions: 3 Studies

• Randomized controlled trial: 149 women in residential treatment. 
Results: Mental health symptoms lower at 2 weeks, no difference 
at 4 weeks (Meshberg-Cohen, 2009). Short term but not long term 
benefit.

• Randomized controlled trial: 22 men who have sex with men who 
are HIV positive and use methamphetamines. Results: Treatment 
group reported less drug use at 1 month follow up, control group 
reported fewer risky sexual behaviors and lower rates of HIV stress 
at 3 month follow up (Carrico et al., 2015). Mixed results of small 
pilot study.

• Single group study: 48 people but only 14 retained at 2 week follow 
up. Results: expressive writing had no impact (Baikie et al., 2006) 
Many methodological limitations.



Expressive Writing and Addiction:
Interesting Takeaways

• Few studies

• Participants liked the writing exercises. They…
• were enthusiastic about participation (Baikie et al., 2006)

• felt that the writing exercise was helpful to them (Baikie et al., 
2006)

• would recommend expressive writing to others (Carrico, 
Nation, et al., 2015)



Interactive Journaling 
(Miller, 2014)

• Booklets

• www.changecompanies.net



Interactive Journaling (Miller, 2014)

• Brief passages of text are embedded in colorful graphics.

• Clients respond to prompts by writing directly into the booklet





Research on Interactive Journaling and 
Addictions

• Individuals convicted of DUI: Improved 
knowledge about alcohol and bolstered 
willingness to change (Scheck et al., 2013).

• Individuals with SUDs who are incarcerated: 
Interactive journaling reduced rates of criminal 
recidivism (Proctor et al., 2012). 



Limitations to Existing Research on Journaling

• Expressive writing has focused primarily on negative 
events and trauma, few studies on addiction.
• What about a journaling practice that would intentionally 

focus on what is going right with recovery?

• Interactive journaling has focused primarily on the 
initiation of behavior change versus the maintenance of 
behavior change.
• What about a journaling practice that focuses on the 

maintenance of recovery, once someone is already in 
recovery?



Rationale for Positive Peer 
Journaling, a journaling practice 
that supports the positive 
elements of, and therefore the 
maintenance of, recovery



In early recovery, individuals with 
addiction are beset by negative emotion

• Individuals in early recovery are facing the negative social and 
environmental consequences of their addictive behavior 
(Forcehimes et al., 2007; Klingemann & Gmel, 2001; Miller et al., 1995)

• Changes in the brain that occur as the result of addiction 
suppress positive affect and increase stress reactivity (Ahmed et al., 

2002; Koob, 2008; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), 2016)

• General psychological principles suggest that for everyone, 
negative emotions prevail over positive ones (Baumeister et al., 2001; 

Rozin & Royzman, 2001)



These negative emotions…

•…have been strongly associated with 
relapse (Marlatt, 1996; Ramo & Brown, 2008; Sliedrecht et 

al., 2019)

•…can contribute to the perception that life in 
recovery is painful and difficult, therefore 
why bother?



Reinforcement Theory

Reinforcement theory (Higgins et al., 2004) states that if 
recovery becomes more reinforcing than active 
addiction, people will do the hard work needed to 
maintain it (Laudet, 2011; McKay, 2017; Rothman, 2000; Rothman 
et al., 2016).



If an intervention can reduce negative 
emotion and help people feel better about 
life in recovery, this could encourage 
recovery and lower rates of relapse.



Introducing 
Positive Peer Journaling



What is Positive Peer Journaling?

• Journaling practice

• Elements of positive psychology 
• Promotes thriving, flourishing, wellness, and “the good life”

• Elements of behavioral activation
• Action improves mood and fosters positive thoughts

• Elements of 12-step community practices
• 10th step inventory

• Action plan

• Taught in a group setting initially, transitioning to independent 
practice



Good Things

Grateful For

Bad Things

Good Wishes 

for Others

Work/ 

Education

Home/ 

Housing

Health Recovery Spirituality

Community Social Financial

Amends/ 

Repair

Joy





Reminders and Prompts





Poll VII



Journal has

60 PPJ entry pages
12 Important life area pages
1 Each one, teach one script
2 bookmarks with suggestions



If you’d like, email me and I will email you written 
instructions for PPJ and a blank journaling page.

My next research idea: I would train someone in your 
organization to start a journaling group using these 
methods.

Amy Krentzman, akrentzm@umn.edu



Two Studies of Positive Peer Journaling

Study #1: Single-group study

Study #2: Randomized experiment



Theoretical framework for 
both studies



Wellbeing

Treatment 
Outcomes

Positive Peer 
Journaling

c

c

c



Well-being

Treatment 
Outcomes

Positive Peer 
Journaling

c

c
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• Negative affect

• Positive affect

• Feeling calm, at ease

• Optimism

• Satisfaction with Life

• Wellbeing

• Gratitude

• Reward from the environment

• Craving 

• Happy with recovery

• Commitment to sobriety

• Confidence staying sober

• Recovery capital

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Stress

• Demoralization



Sample characteristics for 
both studies



Demographic and Social Characteristics

Characteristic Single Group Study N=15
(2019)

Randomized Experiment N=82
(2020-2021)

Female 100% 52%

Age M = 37, SD = 10 M = 39, SD = 11

% Black, Indigenous, People of Color 33% 26%

% household income < $15k 73% 63%

Years of education M = 14, SD = 2 M = 13, SD = 2

Had a legal issue 70% 43%

Experienced trauma 90% 95%



Clinical Characteristics

Characteristic Single Group Study N=15 Randomized Experiment N=82

Substance most addicted to

Amphetamines 47% 24%

Alcohol 27% 46%

Opiates 20% 25%

Cannabis 7% 3%

Other 0% 3%

Length of sobriety in days M = 48, SD = 32 M = 140,SD = 188

Number of addiction 
treatment episodes

M = 6, SD = 3 M = 6, SD = 3



Single Group Study 
Design



Study Design and Timeline



Positive Peer Journaling Study #1
Research Questions

•Feasibility: can they do it?

•Acceptability: do they like it?

•Impact: Did PPJ support 
recovery?



Results



Results: 
Feasibility 
and Acceptability

•Participants attended 2-8 
group sessions (M=6.3, 
SD=2.1)

•Participants completed 
196 journal entries: range 
per person was 2-27 
(M=14, SD=7)

•Total number of bulleted 
items ranging from 9-104 
(M=41, SD=18)



Feasibility and Acceptability:
“I would say that this Positive Peer Journal entry was…”



Study Completion and Treatment Outcomes

•10 women completed the study 
• Attended at least 50% of group sessions &
• Participated in the independent practice phase &
• Completed the exit interview

•73% of all participants and 80% of 
completers did not use substances

•73% of all participants and 90% of 
completers left treatment on good terms



Results:
Impact of PPJ: Quantitative



• Negative affect

• Positive affect

• Feeling calm, at ease

• Optimism

• Satisfaction with Life

• Wellbeing

• Gratitude

• Reward from the environment

• Craving 

• Happy with recovery

• Commitment to sobriety

• Confidence staying sober

• Recovery capital

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Stress

• Demoralization



“In general, I am happy with my recovery”

Scale range 0-10
Slope p=.001



Results:
Impact of PPJ: Qualitative



Compared to “regular” journaling, PPJ was

•Easier

•Less time consuming

•More structured

•Recovery-oriented



PPJ emphasized what was positive about 
life in recovery

• More good 
things than bad 
things

• More to be 
grateful for

• Bad things 
appeared less 
threatening



“I have a bad memory”

“I always forget 
appointments that I have”

“I’d write it down on post-it 
notes and lose them in my 

drawer. My top drawer is so 
messy, but I’d just throw 

everything in there.”

PPJ helped participants 
accomplish daily goals

“It helped me remember the 
things I had to actually do…it’s 
always in the back of my head 

and I just got to pull it out”

“I remembered so many things 
that I’ve been forgetting for 

months, literally”

“My first example would be my 
doctor’s appointments that I 

would forget to make and 
remember to actually follow 

up with going to them.”



PPJ helped women feel they were making 
progress in recovery: Noticing what was good

“…especially when you first get into a treatment center, you 
feel like … everything is off-balanced, and so when you see it 

balancing the other way, when the good things are 
outweighing the bad … it makes you feel like you can press 
forward more … [to] show people, show yourself, and show 

whoever, that things are going better.  It makes you feel 
much better about life.”



PPJ helped women feel they were making 
progress in recovery: Getting Things Done

“I just noticed I would accomplish things and I would notice it 
when, if I wasn’t journaling or thinking about it, I wouldn’t 
have even thought about it. I just felt like I would evaluate 
my days and the things I was accomplishing and I would 

actually be able to sit in that happiness for a while, and be 
able to just see that I’m starting to get better.” 



Critiques of PPJ by Study Participants

•PPJ was repetitive
•Partly because life in residential treatment was 
somewhat restricted

•Not ready to repair or make amends

•Obstacles to completing PPJ
•Too busy, forgot, felt bad about forgetting

•A desire to write more in-depth



Positive Peer Journaling Study #2: 

Randomized experiment

Conducted July 2020-May 2021



Research Questions for Study #2

•Feasibility: can they do it?

•Acceptability: do they like it?

• Impact: Did those who practice PPJ 
outperform those in the control group on 
measures of wellbeing and substance use?



Study Design and Timeline



We conducted the study with six cohorts, all 
activities conducted remotely during COVID-19

We recruited 10-16 people each cohort:

•July 2020
•August 2020
•October 2020
•November 2020
•January 2021
•March 2021



Poll VIII



People in the control group told 
us that filling out the 
questionnaires was helpful to 
their recovery!



• Negative affect

• Positive affect

• Feeling calm, at ease

• Satisfaction with Life

• Gratitude

• Flourishing

• Is life better now?

• Craving 

• Happy with recovery

• Commitment to sobriety

• Confidence staying sober

• Depression

• Anxiety



Results: Feasibility and 
Acceptability



Group and PPJ Participation

Single Group 
N=15

Randomized
Experiment 

N=39

Average # of groups attended 
per person

6.3 5.4

Total % of groups attended 78.3% 67.9%
# of PPJ entries submitted 196 585
Average # of PPJ entries per 
person

13 15



Feasibility and Acceptability:
“I would say that this Positive Peer Journal entry was…”

0

1

2

3

4

5
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7
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Easy Difficult Satisfying Pleasant Helpful Effort

Treatment Control
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Well-being
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Outcomes

Positive Peer 
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Effect Size

Average score for the journaling group minus the average score 
for the control group, expressed in standard deviations

Positive effect means that journaling scored higher

Negative effect means that journaling scored lower

Small effect = 0.20

Medium effect = 0.50

Large effect = 0.80



Recovery Related Behavior After Group After Indep 1 Month Later

I took a step toward one of my goals -0.07 0.23 -0.16

I made a list of at least one thing I wanted to do that I'd find pleasurable 1.26 1.15 0.45

I did something enjoyable 0.04 0.66 0.06

I did something to help another person in recovery 0.22 0.12 0.15

I felt able to get things done 0.31 0.43 0.00

I spent social time with people who supported my recovery 0.01 0.48 0.09

I stopped to think over the past day 0.53 0.83 0.04

I wrote down things I wanted to get done in the near future 0.94 0.94 0.13

I thought about things I am grateful for or thankful for, but didn’t write them down -0.75 -0.95 -0.19

I wrote a list of the  things I am grateful or thankful for 2.43 1.74 0.48 

I remembered to do something important 0.24 0.22 0.14

I realized that more good things than bad things were happening 0.44 0.44 0.08

I thought of people in need and, in my mind, I sent them good wishes 0.44 0.14 0.31

I directly wished someone well, in person or by phone, text, or internet 0.22 0.04 -0.37

I checked in on someone I care about and asked how they were doing -0.29 -0.10 -0.43

I realized that there is a lot I am grateful or thankful for 0.35 0.36 0.43



Recovery Related Behavior After Group After Indep 1 Month Later

I took a step toward one of my goals -0.07 0.23 -0.16

I made a list of at least one thing I wanted to do that I'd find pleasurable 1.26 1.15 0.45

I did something enjoyable 0.04 0.66 0.06
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I spent social time with people who supported my recovery 0.01 0.48 0.09
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I wrote a list of the  things I am grateful or thankful for 2.43 1.74 0.48 

I remembered to do something important 0.24 0.22 0.14

I realized that more good things than bad things were happening 0.44 0.44 0.08
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Well-being Indicators After Group After Indep 1 Month Later

Negative Affect -0.44 -0.12 -0.39

Positive Affect 0.17 0.19 -0.19

Serenity Affect -0.17 0.12 0.18

Craving for drugs or alcohol -0.09 0.06 0.18

Anxiety 0.08 -0.16 -0.32

Depression -0.17 -0.29 0.02

Satisfaction with Life 0.30 0.17 -0.02

Commitment to Sobriety 0.08 0.08 0.02

Trait gratitude 0.15 -0.02 0.00

Confidence in staying sober for the next 90 days 0.10 0.00 0.02

Overall, I am happy with my recovery -0.07 0.17 -0.05

Flourishing -0.08 0.03 -0.01

Life is much better now in recovery 0.13 0.36 0.00



These results are preliminary



Conclusions



What the research on journaling in 
general shows

•Expressive writing shown to improve 
physical health

• Interactive journaling shown to motivate 
people to make positive change



What 2 Studies of Positive Peer Journaling Show

Preliminary results: implement with caution

• Participants described an enhanced ability to notice that “more 
good than bad” was happening in recovery

• Participants described realized that “there is so much to be 
grateful for”

• Participants noted that negative things felt less menacing

• Participants reported an increased ability to accomplish daily 
tasks that were important to them



What 2 Studies of Positive Peer Journaling Show

Preliminary results: implement with caution

Single Group Study

• Satisfaction with life

• Well-being

• Rewards from environment

• Happy with recovery

• Confidence staying sober 

• Craving

• Depression

• Demoralization

Randomized Experiment

• Recovery oriented behaviors

• Gratitude

• Satisfaction with life

• Life is better now in recovery

• Depression



What all journaling research shows
• Participants like it

• Willing to do it

• Will recommend it to others

• Journaling can be an aspect of treatment that they find 
enjoyable and validating.

(2016)



Recommendations for Clinical 
Practice



From my experience, trying out a wide range 
of journaling practices, and reviewing the 
research literature on journaling, it is 
reasonable to conclude that the benefits of 
any kind of journaling are similar and 
overlapping



Benefits of journaling in my own words…

• Getting negative emotions out

• Safe space free of judgement

• Reveal a formerly hidden but useful truth about one’s self

• Externalize thoughts

• Self discovery

• Soul searching

• Slow a person down

• Self revelation

• Strengthening one’s sense of self



Journaling is useful to 
recovery because it is an act 
of self discovery
… and in early recovery, people are discovering who they 
are as a sober person. Journaling should strengthen their 
emerging sober identity.



“Freestyle” journaling might be 
focused on negative material
… but research shows that this can be helpful. Perhaps 
recommend that when journaling, conclude with a 
gratitude list.



Recommend Elements of PPJ



Amy R. Krentzman, MSW, PhD
akrentzm@umn.edu
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