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What’s my “why”?

To understand?

To describe?

To help?



I am a “health psychologist” & “interventionist”

Health psychology is a branch of psychology that 

studies how mind and behavior affect health and 

illness

Develop, tailor, and implement novel interventions to 

improve health and well-being

Who am I 

(as a researcher)?



Gullotta & Bloom, 2003; Manor & Eisenbach, 2003; Martikainen & Valkonen 1996; Schaefer, Quesenberry, & Wi, 1995; 

Stroebe, Schut, & Stroebe, 2007; Shear & Mulhare, 2008 

40% - 100% EXCESS MORTALITY



Caregiving for a partner with Alzheimer’s or a 

Related Dementia (ADRD) as a model of loss

Wilson et al., 2020; Wu-Chung et al., 2022

• Caregivers show marked declines in 
immune responses leading up to the 
death of a partner with ADRD

• Caregivers are themselves at a 
higher risk for dementia themselves

• Those with better stress outlets 
recovered better after the physical loss

• How can we provide a stress outlet?
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Can a writing intervention mitigate these effects?



Writing & Health

• Expressive writing (EW) can improve self-regulation of physiological responses, 
emotional experiences, and behaviors, which thereby lead to better physical and mental 
health outcomes (Lepore, 2022), particularly among people who have experienced 
stressful life events. 

• Older adults who wrote about upsetting life events demonstrated improved wound 
healing compared to those who wrote about every-day control group topics (Koschwanez 
et al., 2013). 

• Writing objectively may be enough to improve health; In a writing study among family 
caregivers of physically frail and cognitively impaired older adults, those who wrote 
objectively about how they spent their time experienced more mental and physical 
health improvements than comparison groups (Mackenzie et al., 2007)
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How can we tailor an 

expressive writing intervention 

for the stressful contexts of 

caregiving, using a grief-

informed approach?



Czajkowski et al., 2015



Qualitative Approach

Wave 1 | N=20 caregivers

• Feasibility

• Acceptability

Wave 2 | n=10 returning caregivers

  n=10 new caregivers

• Iteratively generating the 
intervention product based on 
stakeholder feedback
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Wave 1 Qualitative Results

Using Framework Analysis e.g., Goldsmith, 2021

1st Impressions of Writing 
- Time 
- Emotional Capacity 
- Openness to writing
- Apprehensions about writing 

Timing of Writing Sessions
- Spouse occupied, during respite 
- Energy 
- Stress 

Modality 
- Privacy + Security 
- Speed
- Accessibility 

Motivations for Writing 
- Release 
- Form of Support 
- Reference Point 
- Desire for Positivity 
- Helps Communicate with Others  



Goal: Design an intervention “product” that 

meets these caregivers’ needs



How can we tailor an expressive writing intervention for the stressful 

contexts of caregiving, using a grief-informed approach?



How can we tailor an expressive writing intervention for the stressful 

contexts of caregiving, using a grief-informed approach?

Partner & relationship legacy prompt

Many caregivers report concern about maintaining 
their partner’s dignity and/or legacy. In addition, 
many people want to hold on to the good memories 
they had with their partner before they were living 
with Alzheimer’s or a related dementia. What would 
the perfect legacy look like for you and your 
partner? For the next 15 minutes, write about how 
you want to remember your partner, and how you 
want your partner to be remembered by others. 
What do you hope others will remember about the 
two of you as a couple—for example, perhaps 
things you enjoyed doing, or things you 
accomplished together.



“Rules” of expressive writing

• Write for at least 15 minutes
• Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, 

grammar, sentence structure, just keep 
writing!

• “leav[ing] all your thoughts and feelings on 
the page”

• The “flip out” rule – if you find that writing 
about something is too much at the 
moment, write about something else 
instead



Now your turn!
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Take a moment to reflect back on your journey in this cross-training 
program over the past year. What are some areas of personal and/or 
professional growth you’ve experienced during this time? For example, you 
might reflect on any personal qualities or skills that you’ve developed.

Can you identify a time when overcame a significant challenge? Or, 
perhaps you still find yourself faced with a particular challenge. How has 
this experience shaped your confidence? 

How has the process of learning to conduct research changed your 
perspective of psychology? How have these training experiences changed 
your perspective of your own field and the problems you are trying to solve, 
within it? 



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data



What’s my “why”?

To understand?

To describe?

To help?



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data

Does the act of writing 

improve people’s _____?

Scores on the Beck 

Depression Inventory 

(a self-report measure)



Can a writing intervention mitigate these effects?



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data

What can we learn from 

people’s writing about ____?



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data

Our data = 

what they 

actually wrote



Analyzing Expressive 
Writing-related Data

Our data = 

what they actually wrote

• Qualitatively

• Quantitatively





Qualitative Analysis: Derived Themes



Quantitative Analysis: LIWC
“Linguistic Inquiry & Word Count”

e.g., use of “I…”

https://www.liwc.app/


Other uses of writing methods in research: Inducing 
mood states or “re-living” paradigms



If a researcher were to reflect on your writing, what 
conclusions might they draw?

Can you name some take-away “themes” or pull some stand-
out words from your writing?
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Allie Henderson Kate Harris Olivia Carney Ashton Richards Shreyas 

Srinivasan
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Wickline
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Beach

Sofia Villarreal-

Ibarra

Dylan Puepke Carlos 

Carbajal

Brighton Garrett Maddie 

Edlund

Grant Shrable Victoria Norton Emily Kolb Leona 

Liskovec

Christopher 

Fagundes



Thank you!

Angie_LeRoy@baylor.edu
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Writing to Heal: A Cognitive-based Writing 

Intervention for ADRD caregivers

K01 AG 073824

PI: Angie LeRoy

(Aim 1) Identify opportunities for targeted treatment 

and potential barriers to the intervention. 

(Aim 2) Adapt and optimize a Cognitive-based 

writing intervention for stress and grief during ADRD 

spousal caregiving

(Aim 3) To test the intervention for acceptability, 

feasibility, and preliminary effects



Community Outreach Team Participant Outreach Team 

C-Team cold 
calls CS

CS responds 
to calls/ 
emails & 

distributes 
flyer/study 

information & 
moves to AR

Caregiver hears 
about study 
from CS and 

emails P-Team, 
P-Team collects 

contact info

P-Team 
conducts 
eligibility 
screening, 
collects 

availability 
for FG & IS, & 
emails MRF

Key:
AR = Active Recruitment
FG = Focus Group
IS = Information Session
PP = Prospective Participant
MRF = Medical Release Form
P = Participant
CS = Community Sites

Conduct FG

Reminder calls

Reminder calls

File video 
recording

Transcribe 
FG responses

P signs MRF 
and MRF is 
received 
from Dr’s 

Office

P-Team 
schedules and 
conducts IS & 
P consents, P 

is now enrolled 
and receives 
confirmation 
email for FG





How can we tailor an expressive writing intervention for the stressful 

contexts of caregiving, using a grief-informed approach?

Self-compassion prompt

In the busyness of caregiving, it is easy to forget to 
be kind to yourself. Oftentimes the way we would 
speak to a friend in our situation is much kinder 
than how we tend to speak to ourselves. For the 
next 15 minutes, pretend to write a letter to a friend 
who also is caregiving for a spouse living with ADRD. 
How could you validate this friend’s feelings and be 
understanding about what they are going through? 
How might you comfort this friend? What advice 
might you give them? How might you instill hope for 
the future? Now, re-read your letter as if you are 
speaking to yourself. 



How can we tailor an expressive writing intervention for the stressful 

contexts of caregiving, using a grief-informed approach?

• Dosing of the intervention for effectiveness, but also feasibility

• Duration of writing sessions

• Frequency of writing sessions

• Overall program timeline (3 weeks vs 4-5 weeks)

• Emotional energy required for each prompt



• Quality of life

• Caregiving self-efficacy 

• (i.e., perceived ability to give care). 

• Caregiver grief

• HRV

• Inflammation and sickness behaviors 

(depressed mood, fatigue, self-care)

Secondary outcomesPrimary outcomes

“What would you hope that writing might improve 

about your experience with caregiving?”



“What would you hope that writing might improve 

about your experience with caregiving?”



Czajkowski et al., 2015

Future Directions at UNF



Updated Prototype in real time

https://www.figma.com/proto/PpxUNHJKmlztSZRWln5o1Y/W2H?page-id=176%3A1090&type=design&node-
id=224-7050&viewport=1436%2C30%2C0.5&t=hY45R5v2s7Fw0xD6-1&scaling=scale-down&starting-point-
node-id=224%3A7050&mode=design
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https://www.figma.com/proto/PpxUNHJKmlztSZRWln5o1Y/W2H?page-id=176%3A1090&type=design&node-id=224-7050&viewport=1436%2C30%2C0.5&t=hY45R5v2s7Fw0xD6-1&scaling=scale-down&starting-point-node-id=224%3A7050&mode=design


W2H Recruitment Abstract

Title: Recruiting Caregivers of Spouse’s with Alzheimer’s or a Related Dementia for online focus groups: Lessons 
learned from a feasibility study

Authors: Sierra Wickline, Trudy Widjaja, Tori Norton, Ashton Richards, Samantha Weiss & Angie LeRoy

Abstract (must be 250 words, or less): 

Caring for a spouse with Alzheimer’s Disease or a Related Dementia (ADRD) is incredibly stressful; improving 
caregivers’ quality of life begins with conducting research that aims to understand caregiver’s needs. According to 
past research, ADRD spousal caregivers are more reluctant to participate in research studies compared to other 
familial caregivers, adding to the importance of developing, tracking, & evaluating recruitment strategies. Through 
nationwide community outreach, beginning with “cold calls” to organizations that may have access to caregivers, we 
recruited 14 ADRD spousal caregivers for focus groups that assessed the feasibility & acceptability of a writing 
intervention. In total, we made 529 attempts (i.e., calls, voicemails, & emails) across 228 sites all over the U.S.; 71 
sites (31%) agreed to distribute study information to their stakeholders via listservs, word-of-mouth, or posting 
online. This yielded 40 interested caregivers, who contacted the lab (by phone or e-mail) and completed an eligibility 
screening. We confirmed ADRD diagnosis upon receipt of the spouse’s medical records, obtained after appropriate 
communication between the participant, research team, & the spouse’s medical office, & documentation of a signed 
medical release form(s)—35% of eligible caregivers were retained through the end of this process. A modified version 
of this recruitment method will be used in an upcoming pilot RCT, where we will target community sites that may 
yield a higher number of minority caregivers. Overall, we recommend that researchers persist in their community 
outreach efforts (every 37 contact attempts yielded 1 enrolled caregiver) & maintain relationships with supportive 
community partners.
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