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Abstract

As individuals increasingly write about their distressing experiences online, it is important to 

understand how perceived online audiences influence the effects of self-disclosure. In an 

experiment, participants wrote about recent breakups for online audiences purportedly varying in 

1) whether they shared recent breakup experiences and 2) their ability to leave comments. 

Participants perceiving audiences with shared experience showed more cognitive processing in 

their writing and reported increased post-traumatic growth at follow-up than participants 

perceiving general audiences. Those anticipating comments wrote less about emotions than those 

who did not. Mechanisms accounting for the benefits of shared experience warrant further 

investigation.
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The expressive writing paradigm posits that individuals can improve their well-being 

through the simple act of writing about distressing experiences, such as illnesses, conflicts, 

or relationship problems (Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). Hundreds of experimental studies 

support this framework, finding that clinical and non-clinical populations obtain a range of 

benefits for weeks or months after writing, including improved psychological and physical 

health (Frattaroli, 2006). Scholars have proposed that, by focusing writers’ attention on 

difficult events, expressive writing facilitates cognitive and emotional processing that 

individuals would otherwise inhibit (Greenberg & Lepore, 2004).

The original formulation of the expressive writing paradigm emphasized private or “diary” 

writing, reflecting the premise that privacy facilitates greater candor (Fratarolli, 2006). Yet, 

recent studies have extended the paradigm to consider possible benefits of writing for an 

audience. These studies have found that individuals who share their writing with others also 
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achieve benefits, sometimes exceeding those obtained in private writing (MacReady, 

Cheung, Kelly, & Wang, 2011; Radcliffe, Lumley, Kendall, Stevenson, & Beltran, 2010). 

Benefits are also sensitive to the perceived traits of audiences. One study found that those 

writing for a “warm” experimenter, relative to a “cold” one, showed more psychological 

growth (Rogers, Wilson, Gohm, & Merwin, 2007). Another found greater benefit for 

participants prompted to imagine an accepting confidant would read their writing, relative to 

those imagining a rejecting confidant (Rodriguez and Kelly, 2006). Thus, imagining 

particular audiences seems to impact the therapeutic processes underlying self-disclosure.

In the 21st century, Internet use has transformed the landscape of self-disclosure, allowing 

individuals to connect instantaneously to remote audiences of variable compositions. Online 

forums therefore constitute an ecologically valid setting for advancing our understanding of 

how perceived audiences impact self-disclosure. Individuals may write in online forums 

from comfortable and private locations and maintain anonymity, but disclosures are 

nevertheless social. As individuals sit down to write in online forums, they expect others to 

read and sometimes interact with their posts, and these mental representations of anticipated 

audiences may shape the writing process and its effects (Litt, 2012).

The present paper explores two qualities of audiences that vary across online forums: shared 

experience and interactivity. Scholars have proposed that a primary appeal of online 

disclosure is the potential to reach others who share understanding of one’s own challenges, 

as commonly occurs in online support forums (Rains & Wright, 2015). Furthermore, online 

disclosure venues may allow bi-directional communication, or interactivity, such that 

audiences can provide feedback or otherwise interact with posts. In the context of disclosure, 

interactivity holds appeal as a way to access social support (Ridings & Gefen, 2004; Chung, 

2014). Yet effects of shared experience and interactivity may also occur before interaction 

takes place. For instance, perceiving shared experience may change how individuals orient 

themselves toward others (Walther et al., 2005), and anticipating future interaction may 

engage individuals more deeply with others’ perspectives (Honeycutt, Zagacki, & Edwards, 

1990). In this study, we ask whether perceiving online audiences with or without shared 

experience, and who may or may not respond, changes the extent to which writers benefit 

from self-disclosure.

This project marries research on computer-mediated communication and expressive writing, 

offering contributions to both paradigms. For computer-mediated communication, we extend 

a body of research concerned with the effects of message composition, known as “self-

effects” or “expression effects” (Valkenburg, 2017; Pingree, 2007). Work in this area shows 

that the simple act of posting online can enhance information processing and learning 

(Nekmat, 2012) and alter how people conceive their own identity (Gonzales & Hancock, 

2008). Yet, despite the fact that perceived characteristics of online audiences might differ 

considerably from forum to forum, little research has examined how specific audience 

conceptions shape self-effects. We examine this question in the context of written self-

disclosure, contributing to the expressive writing paradigm by testing perceived online 

audiences as a possible pathway to enhance therapeutic benefits.
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Disclosure can help individuals facing an array of challenges. This study focuses on one 

common experience in the young people’s lives that can be deeply disruptive: breakups of 

romantic relationships. Breakups often result in intrusive thoughts, depressed mood, and 

disrupted sense of identity (Field, Diego, Pelaez, Deeds, & Delgado, 2009; Slotter, Gardner, 

& Finkel, 2010). Yet, the outcomes of breakups are not strictly negative. Many young people 

eventually achieve psychological growth after breakups, including recognizing positive 

aspects of themselves and clarifying their future relationship goals (Tashiro & Frazier, 

2003). As with other distressing events, disclosure can aid in recovery. One study found that 

undergraduates assigned to write about recent breakups (versus mundane topics) reported 

reduced respiratory symptoms, tension, and fatigue at follow-up (Lepore and Greenberg, 

2002). Yet, how perceived online audiences could shape such effects is unknown. This study 

investigates how perceived online audiences may shape the benefits experienced two weeks 

after undergraduates disclose their breakups for an online audience.

The Expressive Writing Paradigm

In its most common iteration, “expressive writing” calls for participants to write privately 

about difficult events for 15 minutes a day over several days (Smyth & Pennebaker, 2008). 

In a meta-analysis of expressive writing studies, Fratarolli (2006) found that, after a period 

of weeks or months, these exercises produced small but reliable improvements in 

psychological outcomes (e.g., depression, anxiety) and physiological functioning (e.g., 

blood pressure).

Expressive writing is theorized to improve well-being via two routes: affective and cognitive 

processing. In the first route, expressive writing permits individuals to explore difficult 

emotions that they might otherwise suppress. Having expressed emotions, writers may 

become habituated to them, reducing their disruptiveness (e.g., Foa & Kozak, 1986). In the 

second route, expressive writing reformats troubling thoughts into language, allowing their 

integration with less troubling ones (Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). Finding connections 

between one’s troubles and one’s broader experience may inspire insights and more effective 

coping (Greenberg & Lepore, 2004). Importantly, both affective and cognitive processing 

can manifest in language used during disclosure, with studies showing enhanced benefits of 

disclosure for those using higher rates of words related to emotion or information processing 

(Pennebaker, Mayne, & Francis, 1997; Ullrich & Lutgendorf, 2002; Lee et al., 2016; Owen 

et al., 2005).

Affective and cognitive processing may be impacted when sharing with audiences. For 

instance, reaching sympathetic audiences may help disclosers realize social acceptance is 

possible (Rodriguez & Kelly, 2006; Radcliffe et al., 2010), and considering others’ views 

may augment self-awareness or inspire new connections between ideas (Honeycutt, 

Edwards, & Zagacki, 1989; Seih, Chung, & Pennebaker, 2011). Thus, mentally engaging 

with audiences’ perspectives represents a promising avenue for enhancing disclosure’s 

benefits.
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Online Audiences

In online communication, writers often lack objective information about those they are 

reaching, relying on imagination to form a working model of their audiences. Accordingly, 

in recent years, scholars have called for greater attention to “imagined audiences,” the 

mental representations of audiences that guide online interaction (Litt, 2012; Marwick & 

boyd, 2011). This work has focused largely on ways that individuals conceive of audiences 

reached via social network sites. For instance, those composing social media or blog content 

may alternate between imagining specific and indefinite audiences, and even “phantasmal” 

audiences who are not part of their actual network (Brake, 2012; Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Yet 

research has not examined the audience perceptions underlying online disclosure of 

distressing events, or how these perceptions might vary across disclosure forums.

When in public, individuals habitually monitor their social environments to understand how 

others perceive them (Burton & Dimbleby, 1995). The same principle applies online, but the 

technological features of online environments structure how Internet users perceive their 

communication partners (Baym & boyd, 2012). In the context of limited objective audience 

information, small design differences between online environments play an outsized role in 

shaping audience perceptions.

We focus on two features of online forums and that we theorize may alter users’ imagined 

audiences, impacting processes and outcomes of self-disclosure. First, we consider the 

extent to which forums purport to bring together audiences who share circumstance. 

Designers routinely make choices that emphasize or deemphasize shared experience 

between group members (Smithson et al., 2011). For instance, some forums may be joined 

by following a link from a search engine, enabling anyone with an Internet connection to 

join. Others require registration or limit entry to those vetted by medical providers or 

enrolled in formal studies, increasing shared experience.

Second, interactivity refers to the presence of feedback mechanisms through which 

audiences may (or may not) have opportunities to respond to content, including through 

recommendations (e.g. votes, ratings, shares, “likes”) or commentary (Walther et al., 2005). 

The level of anticipated interaction with audiences varies across websites (French & 

Bazarova, 2017). Some disclosure venues, like online support groups, are generally 

organized around mutual discourse, such that individuals may initiate discussions, receive 

responses, and respond to others. However, additional formats include blogs or “notes” 

where participants write for group members without extensive feedback (e.g., Chuang & 

Yang, 2014).

Perceived shared experience

Many online disclosure venues are designed around shared circumstances, reflecting that 

individuals view those sharing their experiences as especially qualified helpers (Helgeson & 

Gottlieb, 2000). Some experimental evidence supports this view, with manipulations 

typically involving assigning individuals to communicate with groups with shared (or 

divergent) characteristics. For instance, Lieberman and colleagues (2005) varied the 

composition of online Parkinson’s support groups to produce similar/dissimilar age and time 
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since diagnosis, finding that homogeneity produced more attraction and commitment to the 

groups, and greater well-being improvements. Centola (2011) created weight-loss groups in 

which members shared gender, age, and body mass index, or where these randomly varied, 

and found that homogenous groups produced more exercise initiation.

These studies show that similarity can affect participation and well-being, but remain 

unclear on whether benefits accrue from the feedback received from online audiences, or 

simply from expressing oneself to an audience perceived as sharing experience. In other 

words, prior work has confounded the effects of shared experience and interactivity.

To resolve this issue, the present study tests whether benefits of shared experience could 

manifest prior to receiving feedback. We propose that shared experience fosters affinity and 

normalization that may set the stage for productive self-disclosure – even before actual 

interaction – allowing individuals to engage in emotional and cognitive processing and 

supporting psychological growth. We posit the following hypotheses:

H1

Participants who believe their writing will be accessible to readers with shared experience 

will demonstrate more (a) emotional expression and (b) cognitive processing than those who 

believe their writing will be publicly available online.

H2

Participants who believe their writing will be accessible to readers with shared experience 

will demonstrate more psychological growth at follow-up than those who believe their 

writing will be publicly available online, and these effects will be mediated by (a) emotional 

expression and (b) cognitive processing.

Anticipated interactivity

While a number of studies have demonstrated that useful feedback can augment the well-

being effects of self-disclosure (e.g., Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004), 

it remains unclear whether mere expectation of interactivity has effects prior to feedback 

delivery, through changing the way disclosers write and think about their experiences. In this 

study, we focus on anticipated interactivity, defined as the expectation of receiving 

comments that respond to one’s writing.

Some prior research suggests that the possibility of future interaction may engage 

communicators and enhance processing. In face-to-face contexts, expectations of future 

interaction can manifest during an initial interaction in greater disclosure of biographical 

information (Calabrese, 1975), and better recall of conversations (Benoit & Benoit, 1994). 

Anticipating future interactions can also lead individuals to more clearly conceive the views 

of others (Honeycutt et al, 1990), and improve self-awareness or inspire novel connections 

between ideas (Berkos et al., 2001; Honeycutt et al., 1989). Individuals also relate positively 

to online partners when anticipating ongoing association, including reporting greater 

openness, rapport, and desire for relationship depth (Walther, 1994). While the effects of 

anticipated interactivity on expressive writing have not been tested, we could extend prior 

Kornfield and Toma Page 5

J Broadcast Electron Media. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 February 12.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



findings to hypothesize that anticipating interactivity would prompt writers to disclose more, 

expend more effort in writing, and consider their experiences through others’ eyes, 

ultimately inspiring psychological growth.

An alternative hypothesis, however, might hold that anticipating interactivity could 

negatively influence disclosure by distracting or inhibiting writers. For instance, Brake 

(2012) found that many bloggers enjoy the delayed and limited interactivity of blogging 

platforms, which allow them to project a welcoming reception without threat of 

disconfirmation. Thus, expecting interaction could increase concern for others’ approval, 

potentially reducing candor. Given contrasting hypotheses, we pose the following research 

questions:

RQ1

Will participants who believe that online comments are enabled demonstrate more (a) 

emotional expression and (b) cognitive processing than those who believe online comments 

are disabled?

RQ2

Will participants who believe that comments are enabled demonstrate increased 

psychological growth at follow-up, relative to those who believe comments are disabled? 

Will this effect be mediated by (a) emotional expression and (b) cognitive processing?

Interaction Effects of Audience Similarity and Interactivity

One additional possibility is that anticipating interactivity could enhance or diminish 

therapeutic processes depending on qualities of the imagined audience. Specifically, since 

audiences with shared experiences might offer empathy or relevant information, anticipating 

interactivity from those with shared experience might allow writers to express more 

emotions and engage in cognitive processing, allowing for psychological growth. In contrast, 

given common experiences of incivility in anonymous forums (Rösner et al., 2016), 

expecting comments from general Internet users might lead to envisioning less beneficial 

interactions, reducing candor and impeding growth. We thus propose:

H3

When online disclosers expect comments from audiences with shared experiences, they will 

demonstrate more (a) emotional expression and (b) cognitive processing, relative to those 

who expect comments from general audiences.

H4

When online disclosers expect comments from audiences with shared experience, they will 

demonstrate increased psychological growth at follow-up, and these effects will be mediated 

by (a) emotional expression and (b) cognitive processing.
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Methods

Participants

We recruited 255 undergraduate students from Communication courses at a large 

Midwestern university and granted extra credit for completing the two-part study, with 

sessions two weeks apart. We informed participants that the study would involve writing a 

journal entry about a breakup that occurred in the past year. Of those who completed the first 

session, 217 (85%) completed the second session. We later excluded two students who had 

not experienced a breakup in the specified timeframe, 18 who reconciled with their partners 

between study sessions, and 22 who could not demonstrate comprehension of the written 

instructions in our manipulation checks (see below). This resulted in an effective sample size 

of N = 175 (age M = 19.9 years, SD = 1.44; 80.6% women; 78.3% white, 17.1% Asian, and 

4.6% of another race). Participants’ breakups occurred an average of 5.8 months (SD = 3.60) 

before starting the study. Upon review, all journal entries focused on the assigned topic of a 

breakup.

Procedure

Both study sessions took place online. Students were instructed to participate from a quiet 

location where they would not be disturbed, using their personal computers. During the first 

session, participants completed a questionnaire including demographics, breakup details, 

and post-traumatic growth. Next, participants wrote for at least 20 minutes using the 

following prompt (adapted from Lepore & Greenberg, 2002): “Really let go and write about 

your very deepest thoughts and feelings about this breakup and how this breakup affected 

you and your life when it happened, or the effect of the breakup on your life in the present.” 

Participants were advised that they were contributing content for a new “journaling website” 

that the researchers were developing, and that the website would “go live” soon, once 

additional content was solicited, creating the expectation that individuals’ writing would be 

available to online audiences. Participants were told they would have an opportunity to test 

the website and provide feedback during the second study session. They were asked to omit 

personally identifying information from their journals.

In a two-by-two design, study conditions varied the stated audience of the website. In the 

“shared experience” condition, instructions stated that the website would limit access to 

those who had gone through recent breakups (“Access to this website will be restricted only 

to other individuals who, just like you, have recently gone through breakups”).1 In the 

“public” condition, instructions advised that the website would be freely available (“It will 

be accessible to anybody with an Internet connection. This includes individuals from all 

walks of life and from all over the world”). In the interactivity manipulation, instructions 

stated that readers’ ability to comment on journal entries was either enabled (“The audience 

will be able to read your journal entry as well as post comments to it”) or disabled (“The 

1Participants were told that they would eventually access the journaling website, thus acting as an audience to others who had 
contributed content. As an extension of this, participants likely inferred that their own audiences would include others recruited via 
research opportunities in college classes. Informal interviews with several participants during debriefing revealed that those in the 
shared experience condition expected their audiences to comprise other participants who had also reported a breakup in the past year 
to qualify for the study.
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audience will be able to read your journal entry; however, comments are disabled. Therefore, 

nobody will be able to respond to you”). Subsequent to 20 minutes on the writing page, 

participants were invited to submit their entry.

Two weeks after completing session one, participants were emailed a link to session two, 

during which post-traumatic growth was again assessed. They were debriefed and informed 

that the journaling website was fictitious and that their writing was not posted online.

Measures

To assess emotional expression and cognitive processing, participants’ writing was subject to 

analysis via the 2015 Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count program (LIWC), which counts the 

frequency of words in a text falling within theoretically derived psychological and linguistic 

categories (Pennebaker, Booth, Boyd, & Francis, 2015). LIWC includes internal dictionaries 

for approximately 90 categories, including parts of speech (e.g., articles, nouns), 

psychological processes (e.g., affect, cognition), and personal concerns (e.g., work, religion). 

Running each journal entry through LIWC produced an output with the percentage of total 

words within that entry in each category. For example, a 200-word entry containing 15 

“affect” words would receive a score of 7.5 for that category.

Our hypotheses and research questions focus on two LIWC categories representing our 

constructs of interest: affective and cognitive processing. “Affect” captures words associated 

with negative and positive emotions (e.g., “happy,” “ugly,” “bitter”). “Cognitive processing,” 

captures words asserting relationships between concepts or objects, differentiating what does 

or does not belong within a category, and expressing knowledge and insight (e.g., “cause,” 

“know,” “ought”). Participants used a mean of 16.18% cognitive processing words (SD = 

2.81; range: 9.53% – 25.00%) and 6.14% affective words (SD = 1.49; range: 2.84% – 

11.36%).

Our dependent variable, psychological growth, was measured with the 10-item short form of 

the Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (Cann et al., 2010). On a 7-point Likert-type scale, 

participants evaluated their agreement with items describing positive changes after their 

breakups (e.g., “I established a new path for my life”). Scale items were averaged for session 

one (M = 3.8; SD = 1.44; Cronbach’s α = 0.89) and session two (M = 3.9; SD = 1.46; 

Cronbach’s α = 0.90).

Variables that may be associated with self-disclosure and/or breakup recovery, as indicated 

by prior research, were treated as control variables; these include: 1) age, because younger 

people may disclose more online (Kim & Dindia, 2011); 2) gender, because women may 

also disclose more, particularly about relationships (Consedine, Sabag-Cohen, 

Krivoshekova, 2007); 3) relationship length (M = 15.78 months, SD = 13.15), because the 

breakup of longer relationships may produce more distress (Simpson, 1987); 4) infidelity, a 

binary variable coded as “yes” if participants reported infidelity in the relationship (64% 

reported their partner was faithful, 10.9% reporter their partner was not, 18.3% reported they 

were not sure, and 6.9% reported the relationship was not-exclusive; 85% reported they 

themselves were faithful and 7.4% reported they were not); 5) initiator status, which 

assessed whether the participant’s partner had initiated the breakup (44% of participants 
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reported having initiated their breakups; 33.7% reported that their partner had, and 22.3% 

reported a mutual initiation); and 6) breakup distress, six items measured on a 7 Likert-type 

scale adopted from Marshall (2012) (e.g., “How heartbroken are you when you think about 

the breakup?”; M = 3.61; SD = 1.47; Cronbach’s α=0.88). When including these covariates, 

our goal was to isolate effects of our experimental manipulations from effects of other 

variables that may impact post-breakup recovery.

After reading the instructions and website descriptions but prior to commencing writing, 

participants responded to two multiple choice manipulation checks: 1) “who will be able to 

read your anonymous journal?” (“Only those who have gone through a recent breakup,” 

“Anyone with an internet connection,” “Only participants in a separate study of language 

processing,” or “Only the study investigator”), and 2) “Does the website allow people to 

respond to your journal by submitting comments?” (“Yes” or “No”). Responses were re-

coded as correct or incorrect relative to participants’ assigned conditions. For the shared 

experience manipulation check, 97.5% responded correctly, χ2 (1,197) = 177.53 p<.001. For 

the interactivity manipulation check, 90.4% responded correctly, χ2 (1,197) = 139.41, 

p<.001. The 22 participants who responded incorrectly to one or more of these questions 

were removed from analyses.

Results

Participants spent an average of 22.6 minutes writing journal entries comprising an average 

of 673.89 words (SD = 319.23) They imagined a wide range of audience sizes, with the 

average being 85 and the median being 10. Those in the interactivity condition expected 5 

comments on average.

We used two-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) to examine the effects of website 

features (shared experience, interactivity) on the dependent variables (affective language, 

cognitive processing language, post-traumatic growth at follow-up), while controlling the 

covariates above and baseline post-traumatic growth.2 We used the PROCESS macro for 

SPSS (Hayes, 2012) to assess proposed mediation models, with 10,000 bootstrap samples. 

Table 1 presents ANCOVA results and Table 2 presents means for each condition.

Our first hypotheses concerned the effects of perceiving audiences’ shared experience, 

predicting it would increase affective expression (H1a), cognitive processing (H1b), and 

post-traumatic growth at follow-up (H2). Contrary to H1a, we found no main effect of 

shared experience on affective language F(1,164) = 0.42, p = .52, η2p = 0.00. Consistent 

with H1b, a main effect of shared experience on cognitive processing emerged, F(1,164) = 

4.85, p = .03, η2p = 0.03, such that participants who perceived audiences to share experience 

used more cognitive processing language (M = 16.6; SD = 2.85) than those who did not (M 
= 15.76; SD = 3.00). Consistent with H2, a main effect of shared experience on post-

traumatic growth emerged, F(1,164) = 4.12, p = 0.04, η2p = 0.03, with participants who 

2We also examined effects of our manipulations while excluding these covariates, which yielded similar, albeit slightly weaker effects. 
In the ANOVA model predicting affective processing, we observed a significant effect of interactivity, F(1,171) = 3.99, p = .05, η2p = 
0.02. In the model predicting cognitive processing, we observed a significant effect of shared experience, F(1,171) = 3.78, p < .05, η2p 
= 0.02. We finally conducted ANCOVA for the PTGI outcome, controlling only baseline PTGI, which revealed a significant effect of 
shared experience, F(1,170) = 4.04, p < .05, η2p = 0.02.
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perceived shared experience reporting more growth (M = 4.06; SD = 1.47) than those who 

did not (M = 3.75; SD = 1.44). However, the effect of shared experience on post-traumatic 

growth was not mediated by cognitive processing language, indirect effect: M (SE) = −0.01 

(0.03); 95% BCa CI = −0.08, 0.04. See Appendix A for mediation results.

With regard to anticipated interactivity, we asked whether it would increase affective 

expression (RQ1a), cognitive processing (RQ1b), and post-traumatic growth at follow-up 

(RQ2). A significant main effect of interactivity emerged on affective language, F(1,164) = 

4.84, p = .03, η2p = 0.03, suggesting that participants who expected comments wrote less 

about affect (M = 5.93, SD = 1.35) than those who did not expect comments (M = 6.38, 

SD=1.60). There was no main effect of interactivity on cognitive processing language, F 
(1,164) = 0.44, p = .51, η2p = 0.00, or post-traumatic growth, F(1,164) = 0.49, p = .49, η2p = 

0.00, and no significant indirect effect on post-traumatic growth via affective language: M 
(SE) = 0.05 (0.03); 95% BCa CI = −0.01, 0.13.

Our final hypotheses concerned the interaction of the audience’s shared experience and 

interactivity. There was no interaction effect on affective language (H3a), F(1,164) = 1.31, p 
= .25, η2p = 0.01, no interaction effect on cognitive processing language (H3b), F(1,164) = 

0.04, p = .84, η2p = 0.00, and no interaction effect on post-traumatic growth (H4), F(1,164) 

= 0.76, p = .39, η2p = 0.01. We additionally conducted planned contrasts between our 

hypothesized “optimal” condition (interactive audience with shared experience) and the 

reference condition (non-interactive general audience), revealing a marginally significant 

difference in the non-hypothesized direction for affective language (p = .05), no significant 

difference for cognitive processing (p = .28), and a marginally significant difference in the 

hypothesized direction for the post-traumatic growth dependent variable (p = .06). Planned 

contrasts comparing the “optimal” condition and the combination of the three remaining 

conditions did not reveal significant differences for our dependent variables. In sum, while 

shared experience had main effects on cognitive processing and post-traumatic growth, and 

interactivity had a main effect on affective processing, our manipulations did not produce the 

“joint effect” wherein benefits would be heightened by an audience perceived as both 

interactive and sharing experience. Given that the interaction was not related to either the 

proposed mediators or the dependent variable, we did not test the mediation model proposed 

in H4.

As for covariates, cognitive processing was positively associated with infidelity (p = .04), 

and post-traumatic growth at time two was positively associated with baseline post-traumatic 

growth (p < .001) and relationship length (p = .04).

Discussion

This study considered how the process and outcome of expressive writing might be impacted 

by perceptions of online audiences. We focused on two characteristics of this perceived 

audience: whether audience members shared the experience of the writer (in this case, a 

recent breakup), and whether they could interact with the writer via commenting. The results 

show that audience perceptions affected how writers expressed themselves and the 

psychological growth they achieved. Relative to writers who believed commenting was 
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disabled, those who anticipated interactivity expressed less emotion in their writing but did 

not alter their linguistic markers of cognitive processing or report greater psychological 

growth. Relative to those who imagined general audiences, writers who imagined audiences 

with shared experience used more language indicative of cognitive processing and reported 

more psychological growth but did not exhibit shifts in affective language. Contrary to 

predictions, well-being benefits of imagining audiences’ shared experience occurred 

independently of the increased use of cognitive processing words. We also did not find 

expected interaction effects between perceived shared experience and anticipated 

interactivity; that is, writers expecting comments from audiences with shared experiences 

did not show benefits compared to those in other conditions. These findings advance our 

understanding of the mechanisms behind expressive writing, clarify how well-being benefits 

accrue in online disclosure, and have practical implications for the design of online forums.

Our findings suggest directions for theoretical advancement within the expressive writing 

paradigm. Scholars working within this paradigm have proposed a range of mediating 

processes by which writers obtain benefits, including cognitive and emotional processing. 

Although perceiving shared experience increased both cognitive processing language and 

post-traumatic growth, we did not find support for mediation. It is possible that unmeasured 

mechanisms account for participants’ greater psychological growth in the shared experience 

condition. For instance, some accounts of self-disclosure writing propose that self-

perception changes occur by seeing oneself as more open and honest via the act of 

disclosure (Pingree, 2007). These effects might be amplified by the presence of an audience, 

consistent with Cooley’s (1902) notion of the “looking-glass self,” wherein individuals 

imagine how others view them in social interactions and come to see themselves in 

accordance. Thus, viewing oneself through the eyes of sympathetic others may spur positive 

self-evaluations in order to promote growth.

It is also possible that the mechanisms underlying psychological growth might not be 

evident in writing because they manifest after disclosure, as individuals continue to reflect 

on their experience. Such a sequence would be consistent with one prior study where 

investigators instructed participants to imagine sympathetic (versus unsympathetic) readers 

either before or after expressive writing; results suggested comparable effects regardless of 

when audiences were introduced (Rodriguez and Kelly, 2006). This is consistent with 

research on “imagined interactions” suggesting that individuals regularly envision past, 

future, and hypothetical interactions with others (Honeycutt et al., 1990), including those 

reached online (French and Bazarova, 2017). Likewise, online disclosure could prompt 

ongoing imagined interactions that achieve impact over time.

Our findings also have implications for understanding the ways online disclosure venues 

function. While research has documented benefits of participating in online support forums 

(Rains & Wright, 2015), a number of factors could contribute. Many accounts emphasize 

feedback received after self-disclosure, through which commenters deliver social support 

and build bonds (e.g., Chung, 2014). One of the innovations of our study lies in 

documenting effects prior to any such interaction, with the act of writing with a certain 

audience in mind apparently setting in motion psychological growth. Prior research has 

similarly identified potential for “identity shift” through online self-presentation, wherein 
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presenting a trait to an online audience (e.g., extraversion or introversion) led to greater 

internalization of that trait than private expression (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008). This study 

extends the “self-effects” paradigm to online disclosure venues, suggesting potential to 

impact writers’ psychological growth by emphasizing shared experience.

Our results suggest practical implications for the design of online forums. In particular, our 

findings reinforce the logic behind a common decision to emphasize shared circumstances in 

online groups. Further, we found that benefits of perceiving shared experience preceded 

actual feedback. This suggests that, without altering actual group composition, designers 

might enhance therapeutic self-disclosure simply by highlighting shared experience before 

or during the act of writing (e.g., a reminder that group members have experiences “just like 

yours”). Broadly, to the extent that online forums can make audience characteristics like 

shared experience salient, they might amplify the positive benefits of writing. On the other 

hand, anticipated interactivity had no effect on psychological growth, and it suppressed 

emotional expression, perhaps because writers felt their disclosures would be subject to 

criticism. In order to facilitate emotional processing, it may be worth considering whether 

support forums should deemphasize or even deactivate audiences’ abilities to comment in 

some contexts.

Future Directions and Limitations

This study has implications for future research. First, as mentioned above, future studies 

may investigate the mechanisms by which audiences affect disclosure outcomes. Some 

mechanisms may be apparent in writing exercises, when using a more focused content 

analysis approach than we employed, such as hand coding for positive self-evaluations or 

reappraisal of negative thoughts. Second, future work may seek to identify an optimal level 

of perceived shared experience. The imagined audiences in our study presumably included 

individuals who initiated breakups themselves as well as those whose former partners did; 

thus, it might be possible to further increase perceived shared experience by creating groups 

bounded by initiator status or other characteristics (gender, age, etc.). Third, it is important 

to understand how the effects of anticipated interactivity set the stage for the actual provision 

of feedback. In real world disclosure contexts, individuals’ expectations of feedback may be 

met, frustrated, or exceeded by actual comments received (Carr & Hayes, 2017). Finally, 

there may be additional relevant disclosure outcomes. Indeed, post-traumatic growth has 

been proposed to involve multiple factors (e.g., relating to others, personal strength, etc.), 

and these may be affected in different ways by perceived audiences. Work seeking to 

distinguish these factors should use the longer-form post-traumatic growth inventory (Cann 

et al., 2009).

Audience perceptions also likely reflect individuals’ traits. The relative influence of 

individual differences and forum design is unclear. For instance, writers with high self-

esteem might project an accepting audience in most circumstances, whereas those with 

lower self-esteem might project a critical audience. The extent to which writers respond 

positively to audiences’ shared experience may also reflect whether the characteristic shared 

with the audience has personal relevance. For instance, some individuals see themselves as 

perpetually “unlucky in love,” whereas others do not connect a breakup to an enduring 
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personal characteristic. Other challenges, such as stigmatized issues, may also magnify the 

importance of shared experience due to the need for normalization and acceptance. Future 

work should examine these and other potential moderators of audience effects.

This study has limitations. Importantly, we relied on written instructions to convey the 

features of the supposed journaling website, yet individuals who disclose online typically 

interact with a user interface before contributing, likely reading others’ posts and replies to 

these posts (if applicable). To enhance ecological validity, future studies should design 

actual online forums where participants can post their writing. In addition, perhaps 

contributing to the small effect sizes, our manipulations of shared experience might have 

been weak. In the general audience condition, participants might have believed that anyone 

with an Internet connection could read their writing but might have nonetheless expected 

that only those interested in breakups would bother to do so. In the shared experience 

condition, participants may not have expected that the website could realistically exclude 

participants who had not had a breakup in the specified timeframe. Feedback from 

participants suggested that they accepted the credibility of the website but assumed the 

similar audience condition would involve other students participating for course credit. 

Thus, students were aware that establishing a recent breakup relied on self-report. It is 

important to note that participants were prompted to leave the researchers feedback 

subsequent to debriefing, and while students did not indicate suspicion about the deception, 

suspiciousness could be better assessed via funneled debriefing.

Additional limitations emerge in adapting expressive writing to an online context. First, 

studies of expressive writing recruit individuals willing to write about their distressing 

experiences, which may introduce selection bias. Second, effects of audience perceptions are 

likely more robust if participants write over multiple sessions and are followed beyond two 

weeks, as generally occurs in expressive writing studies. Given that we deceived writers 

about the existence of the journaling website, we opted for one writing session and one 

follow-up assessment, as participants might otherwise expect to eventually see their writing 

appear online. The fact that we found effects in spite of these limitations is promising. 

Finally, we did not compare effects of online sharing to those effects obtained in private 

writing. Thus, it is unclear if those who do not share their writing would benefit more or less 

than those perceiving particular online audiences.

Conclusions

While disclosing challenging experiences increasingly occurs online, the extent to which 

perceiving online audiences enhances processing of these experiences is not well 

understood. This study suggests that manipulating design elements of online disclosure 

venues may influence disclosure and its effects. Specifically, our findings suggest that 

individuals may achieve greater psychological growth after a breakup simply by addressing 

their online writing to audiences who they perceive to share their experiences. The 

mechanisms accounting for these benefits warrant further investigation. It is also worth 

considering how other design features of online communication environments might be 

manipulated to change audience perceptions in ways that encourage therapeutic processing.
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APPENDIX A

Table A1

Mediation Model Testing the Indirect Effect of Shared Experience (X) on Post-traumatic 

Growth (Y) via Cognitive Processing Language (M)

Sample Size = 175

Number of Bootstrap Resamples =10,000

Direct and Total Effects b SE T

Total effect of X on Y −0.32 0.15 −0.04*

Effect of X on M −0.95 0.43 −2.22*

Effect of M on Y (controlling X) 0.02 0.03 0.55

Effect of X on Y (controlling M) −0.30 0.15 −2.0

Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effect mean SE 95% BCa CI

Indirect effects through M −0.01 0.03 {−0.08, 0.04}

Note. The assessed mediation model controlled the following covariates: Age, Gender, Relationship Length, Partner 
Initiated, Infidelity, Baseline Distress, and Baseline PTGI
*
p < .05

**
p < .01

***
p < .001.

Table A2

Mediation Model Testing the Indirect Effect of Anticipated Interactivity (X) on Post-

traumatic Growth (Y) via Affective Language (M)

Sample Size = 175

Number of Bootstrap Resamples =10,000

Direct and Total Effects b SE t

Total effect of X on Y −0.10 0.15 −0.65

Effect of X on M 0.49 0.22 2.20*

Effect of M on Y (controlling X) 0.10 0.05 1.90

Effect of X on Y (controlling M) −0.15 0.15 −0.96

Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effect mean SE 95% BCa CI

Indirect effects through M 0.05 0.03 {−0.01, 0.13}

Note. The assessed mediation model controlled the following covariates: Age, Gender, Relationship Length, Partner 
Initiated, Infidelity, Baseline Distress, and Baseline PTGI
*
p < .05

**
p < .01

***
p < .001.
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Table 1

ANCOVA Models Predicting Affective Language, Cognitive Processing Language, and Post-Traumatic 

Growth

Affective Language Cognitive Processing Language Post-traumatic Growth

F η2p F η2p F η2p

Main Effects

 Shared Experience 0.42 0.00 4.85* 0.03 4.12* 0.03

 Interactivity 4.84* 0.03 0.44 0.00 0.49 0.00

 Shared Experience x Interactivity 1.31 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.76 0.01

Covariates

 Age 0.02 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.251 0.00

 Gender 0.93 0.01 0.38 0.00 0.235 0.00

 Relationship length 0.28 0.00 1.30 0.01 5.377* 0.04

 Partner Initiated 0.44 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.001 0.00

 Infidelity 3.26 0.02 4.97* 0.03 0.05 0.00

 Baseline Distress 0.77 0.01 1.60 0.01 0.095 0.00

 Baseline PTGI 2.02 0.01 1.33 0.01 148.22
*** 0.48

Note. For gender, 1=male, 2=female; For partner initiated, 0=no, 1=yes; For infidelity, 0=no, 1=yes; R2 values for models predicting the affective 
language, cognitive processing language, and post-traumatic growth were .09, .09, and .57, respectively

*
p < .0

**
p < .01

***
p < .001.
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Table 2

Means, Adjusted Means, Standard Deviations and Standard Errors for the Experimental Groups

Affective Language Cognitive Processing Language Post-Traumatic Growth

Experimental Group N M SD Madj SE M SD Madj SE M SD Madj SE

Interactivity
SE 46 5.79 1.32 5.71 0.22 16.3 2.51 16.5 0.41 4.36 1.38 4.18 0.15

Public 47 6.07 1.39 6.11 0.22 15.7 2.52 15.6 0.41 3.77 1.5 3.74 0.15

No Interactivity
SE 43 6.46 1.61 6.46 0.23 16.9 2.65 16.8 0.43 3.74 1.5 3.94 0.15

Public 39 6.30 1.59 6.35 0.24 15.8 3.52 15.8 0.45 3.73 1.38 3.76 0.16

Note. SE=Shared Experience; For adjusted means, covariates were evaluated at the following values: Age = 19.88; Gender = 1.81; Relationship 
Length = 15.01; Partner Initiated = 0.34; Infidelity = 0.33; Baseline Distress = 3.61; Baseline PTGI = 3.80.
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