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Abstract / Abstrak

The research aims to determine the effectiveness of spiritual expressive writing in
reducing anxiety in research subjects—pre-experimental Design research approach with
One-Group Pretest-Posttest Design. The scale used is the HARS anxiety scale (Hamilton
Anxiety Rating Scale) with 5 categorizations of anxiety levels and 14 questions. A
purposive sampling technique was used to determine the research subjects, namely 15
students who showed scores of 28-41 (severe category). Spiritual expressive writing that
internalizes spiritual values has a positive impact because the subject will understand that
everything that happens does not escape God's supervision and that God will always be
there for his servants. Intervention stages: Recognition or Initial Writing, Examination or
Writing Practice, Feedback, and Application to Yourself. Research results and data
analysis using the Wilcoxon signed test with the Asymp.sig value. (2-tailed) 0.001 < 0.05,
then Ha is accepted, namely, spiritual expressive writing is effective in reducing anxiety
in research subjects.

Penelitian bertujuan untuk mengetahui efektivitas menulis ekspresif spiritual dalam
menurunkan kecemasan pada subjek penelitian. Pendekatan penelitian Pre-experimental
Design dengan One-Group Pretest-Posttest Design. Skala yang digunakan adalah skala
kecemasan HARS (Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale) dengan 5 kategorisasi tingkat
kecemasan dan 14 pertanyaan. Teknik purposive sampling digunakan untuk menentukan
subjek penelitian yaitu 15 siswa yang menunjukkan skor 28-41 (kategori berat).
Expressive writing dengan internalisasi nila-nilai spritual memberikan dampak positif
karena subjek akan memahami bahwa setiap hal yang terjadi tidak luput dari pengawasan
Tuhan dan Tuhan akan selalu ada untuk hambanya. Tahapan Intervensi yakni Rekognisi
atau Penulisan Awal, Ujian atau Latihan Menulis, Umpan Balik, dan Penerapan pada
Diri Sendiri. Hasil penelitian dan analisis data menggunakan uji bertanda Wilcoxon
dengan nilai Asymp.sig. (2-tailed) 0,001 < 0,05 maka Ha diterima yaitu menulis ekspresif’
spiritual efektif menurunkan kecemasan pada subjek penelitian.
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Introduction

Anxiety is a negative emotion that causes
discomfort (Safaria, 2005). There are three types
of anxiety: reality, neurotic, and moral (Corey,
2009; Libby, 2005; Richards et al., 2018).
Neurotic and moral anxiety need to be treated so
that anxiety can be reduced and realized and can
be a source of motivation to become a better
person (authentic self). Various psychological
treatments are available to reduce anxiety,
including cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT),
which restructures negative thought patterns and

reduces irrational beliefs (Beck, 2011);
mindfulness-based therapy, which enhances
present-moment awareness and acceptance

(Kabat-Zinn, 2003); Islamic spiritual counseling,
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which incorporates prayer, dzikir, and religious
coping strategies to foster peace of mind and
spiritual surrender (Koenig, 2009); and spiritual
expressive writing therapy, which facilitates
emotional catharsis and self-reflection through
structured writing sessions (Baikie & Wilhelm,
2005; Ruini & Mortara, 2022; Susilowati et al.,
2015). Each approach addresses different
psychological dimensions of anxiety, including
cognitive, emotional, and spiritual domains
(Baikie & Wilhelm, 2005; Ruini & Mortara, 2022;
Susilowati et al., 2015)

Emotions that are not conveyed, emotional
experiences, and traumatic experiences in the past
can be expressed through writing (Susilowati et
al., 2015) including the subject's relationship and
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belief in God, who governs all events that happen
to him (Kurniawan & Kumolohadi, 2015). This
can improve the body's immune system and
mental health, reduce physical complaints, and
help patients cope with stress and anxiety
(Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999). Spiritual expressive
writing is a form of expression and self-reflection
for individuals to learn to understand themselves,
express negative emotions, as a catalyst for
anxiety, and improve the ability to solve problems
and adaptive functions (Bolton, 2004). Spiritual
expressive writing can be performed at various age
levels, ranging from children to adults or the
elderly (Fartoukh & Chanquoy, 2020; Rahmi et
al., 2021; Ruini & Mortara, 2022).

Spiritual expressive writing is the process of
writing as a form of expression, catharsis, and
individual reflection carried out with the
motivation or the guidance of a therapist/
researcher  (Bolton, 2004) to improve
understanding of themselves or about others,
increase creativity, self-expression, and self-
esteem, and strong interpersonal communication,
as well as catharsis in reducing individual anxiety.
Expressive writing can be therapeutic for
individuals if they have difficulty telling many
hidden things to others (Pennebaker & Chung,
2007; Putri Riyanto et al., 2022). Through
Expressive writing, individuals will look back on
personal expression writing not only to see what is
written but also to be able to evoke memories that
cause them to experience anxiety.

Spiritual expressive writing therapy is an
approach that combines expressive writing with
spiritual elements, allowing individuals to explore
feelings and emotional experiences while
connecting them to their spiritual values or beliefs.
Meanwhile, Spiritual expressive writing therapy
focuses on writing as a way to express emotions
and reduce stress without involving the spiritual
dimension (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007; Rahmi et
al., 2021). The difference lies in the addition of
spiritual elements in spiritual expressive writing
therapy, which deepens self-understanding
through reflection on the meaning of life and
connection with a higher power (Mosher et al.,
2021).

In the context of higher education,
particularly among students in Islamic universities
such as IAIN Madura, anxiety has emerged as a
significant psychological challenge. Academic
pressure, fear of failure, financial problems, and
internal family conflicts are frequently reported as
triggers. Students may display symptoms such as
excessive worrying, inability to concentrate,
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restlessness, and sleep disturbances. These
emotional disturbances can interfere with
academic performance and personal development.

Previous studies have shown that spiritual
expressive writing therapy, which integrates
emotional catharsis through writing with spiritual
reflection, can significantly reduce levels of
anxiety and improve well-being (Kurniawan &
Kumolohadi, 2015; Mosher et al., 2021). This
method allows individuals to reframe their
distressing experiences through the lens of faith
and divine presence, offering emotional release
while enhancing spiritual resilience. However,
more empirical evidence is needed to validate its
effectiveness in diverse cultural and educational
contexts.

This research aims to examine the
effectiveness of spiritual expressive writing
therapy in reducing anxiety among students of
IAIN Madura who are categorized as having
severe anxiety levels based on the HARS scale

Table 1.
Emergency degree categorization of HARS scale

Score Category

<14 Individuals do not have anxiety traits
(These individuals do not show any signs

or symptoms of anxiety at all)

14-20 Individuals have anxiety with mild
symptoms (These individuals experience
anxiety with mild symptoms that slightly

affect their daily lives).

21-27 Individuals have anxiety with moderate
symptoms (These individuals experience
anxiety with moderate symptoms that are

quite disruptive to their daily activities).

28-41 Individuals who have anxiety with severe
symptoms (these individuals experience
anxiety with severe symptoms that are very
disruptive and significantly affect their

lives)

42-56 Individuals have anxiety with severe
symptoms (Individuals who experience
anxiety with symptoms that are so severe
that they interfere with almost all aspects
of their lives, such as work, social

relationships, and general health).

Method

A pre-experimental design research approach with
a one-group pre-test/post-test design was used. At
the beginning of the study, measurements were
made of bound variables that had research
subjects, the intervention was given, and then re-
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measurement was carried out with the same scale
(Christensen, 2007). The Hamilton Anxiety
Rating Scale (HARS) was used as an emergency
assessment instrument. The HARS scale was
originally developed by Max Hamilton to assess
all manifestations of anxiety in humans, covering
both psychological and psychosomatic symptoms.
The HARS scale has validity and reliability for
measuring anxiety in clinical trial studies, namely
0.93 and 0.97, which are valid and reliable in
measuring anxiety (Bruss et al., 1994; Katherine
Shear et al., 2001).

Table 2.
Procedure For Giving Treatment
Session Objective Method
Session Build rapport Ice breaking, initial
145) and introduce expressive  writing
spiritual focused on one’s
expressive relationship with
writing God, independent
writing and relaxation
as homework
Session  Develop Review of personal
2 (40%) emotional and writing results, silent
spiritual re-reading,  guided
awareness spiritual self-
through written reflection
reflection
Session  Deepen Reading aloud one’s
3 (40%) emotional writing, peer dialogue
insight and focused on inner
spiritual feelings and spiritual
meaning struggles
through
feedback
Session  Internalize Self-initiated writing
4 (40%) spiritual values integrating learned
and conclude values; therapist-
therapeutic guided emotional
writing process  debrief and treatment
closure (Malchiodi,
2005)

The HARS scale, consists of 14 questions
constructed to assess symptoms in individuals
experiencing anxiety, compassisng overthinking,
anxiety, fear of negative effects, difficulty
sleeping, intelligence problems, feelings of
depression,  somatic  symptoms,  sensory
symptoms, cardiovascular symptoms, respiratory
symptoms, gastrointestinal symptoms, urogenital
symptoms, vegetative symptoms, and behavior
during the interview. An example of a HARS scale
statement is feeling worried, anticipating the
worst, fearful anticipation, or irritability. The next
example is feelings of tension, fatigability, startle
response, moved to tears easily, trembling,
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feelings of restlessness, inability to relax (Jeong &
Lee, 2024)

The HARS has five levels for each item, with
a range of 0-4. A value of 0 is chosen if it has no
symptoms at all, and a value of 4 is chosen if it is
very severe and shows all the symptoms present.
The degree of anxiety was determined by
summing the scores from items 1 to 14 according
to the selected items.

The participants were students with anxiety
scores above 28, indicating that anxiety belongs to
the severe category. The purposive sampling
technique is used to determine the research
subject, namely, determining the research sample
by setting specific characteristics by the study’s
objectives so that it is expected to answer the
research hypothesis (Arikunto, 2013). From the 48
respondents of 3rd-semester students of the
Islamic Education Guidance and Counseling
Department of Tarbiyah Faculty of lain Madura
who filled out the HARS scale, 15 students
showed a score of 28-41 (severe category). They
were willing to be the subject of research.

The implementation of treatment preparation
involved administering a pretest, conducting a
meeting session with 15 study participants in a
classical setting, and concluding with posttest
activities to assess the efficacy of Spiritual
Expressive Writing therapy in reducing anxiety
among the subjects. Throughout the study, all
procedures were carried out by established ethical
standards for research involving student
participants. Informed consent was obtained,
confidentiality was maintained, and participants
were assured of their right to withdraw at any stage
without consequence.

Data analysis techniques used in this study
are non-parametric statistical data analysis test
Wilcoxon signed test, namely statistical analysis
to test the difference in the acquisition of scores
from two samples in pairs (related sample) and the
comparison between observations before and after
the effectiveness of a treatment (Windi et al.,
2022). The Wilcoxon rating test was used to
determine if there was a change in anxiety
reduction at the time of the pre-test and post-test
using SPSS version 26.

Results

Based on the pretest and posttest results of the
research subjects who underwent spiritual
expressive writing therapy, the data showed a
consistent decline in anxiety levels. The Wilcoxon
Signed Rank Test revealed that all 15 participants
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Table 3.
Pretest-posttest value and categorization of the degree of anxiety of research subjects
Subject Pretest Value Category Posttest Value Categorization

1 39 Severe 31 Severe
2 34 Severe 27 Moderate
3 34 Severe 26 Moderate
4 32 Severe 31 Severe
5 32 Severe 30 Severe
6 32 Severe 25 Moderate
7 31 Severe 30 Severe
8 31 Severe 28 Severe
9 30 Severe 26 Moderate
10 30 Severe 28 Severe
11 29 Severe 23 Moderate
12 29 Severe 23 Moderate
13 28 Severe 27 Moderate
14 28 Severe 24 Moderate
15 28 Severe 24 Moderate

had negative ranks, indicating that their posttest
scores were lower than their pretest scores. The
test yielded a mean rank of 8.00 and a total sum of
ranks of 120.00. The Z value was -3.416 with an
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) of 0.001, which is below
the standard significance level of 0.05. This
confirms that the reduction in anxiety after the
intervention was statistically significant.

HARS Score

1 2 3 4 5 & 7 B 9
Participant

Figure 1. Graph of pretest and posttest HARS scores of
study participants following spiritual expressive
writing therapy.

No positive ranks were found, meaning none
of the participants experienced increased anxiety.
There were also no ties, indicating that all
participants had different anxiety scores between
the pretest and posttest phases. Furthermore,
although the overall scores decreased, only nine
participants experienced a shift in anxiety
category from severe to moderate based on the
HARS classification, while six participants
remained in the severe category.

Six participants showed decreased scores, but
their anxiety categorization remained in the
“severe” category. Meanwhile, nine participants
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experienced a decrease in both anxiety score and
categorization level, moving from “severe” to
“moderate.”. To illustrate the individual changes
in anxiety levels before and after the intervention,
the following graph presents the pretest and
posttest HARS scores of each participant. This
visual comparison aims to clarify the degree of
score reduction, as discussed in the previous table.

Discussions

The modern era and the era of digitization are ages
of anxiety (Rusydi, 2015), religion, and
spirituality can heal anxiety (Biller, 2009; Koenig,
2009) because they can provide unlimited hope.
The integration of spirituality in psychotherapy
can heal past wounds since every individual has a
spiritual life (Meichenbaum & Emeritus, 2008;
Mosher et al., 2021). In this research intervention,
emotional and spiritual elements were added to the
writing of the participants.

Therapy motivates that everything that
happens in life cannot be separated from the
provisions of God so that in the face of problems
in life must always ask for help from the creator,
and as his creatures accept all the provisions will
make themselves at peace with the heart so that it
will be a happier human being, and do not forget,
God will always forgive the sins of his servants
who want to repent. Adz-Zakiey states that
spiritual motivation appears as a manifestation of
human nature to meet spiritual needs, namely in
the form of pleasure, love, and the best wishes that
are offered to the Lord of all (Adz-Dzakiey, 2007).
Spirituality can be the main means of overcoming
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past wounds and anxiety (Meichenbaum &
Emeritus, 2008).

Avoiding hurtful emotions toward family,
friends, or creators is key to developing and
maintaining an unfinished business (Elliott et al.,
2005). The emotions experienced by the subject
are difficult to express but are associated with
certain memories and fantasies. Unable to express
it in a conscious state, these feelings will remain
in the past and be carried on in the present life, and
they can hinder effective relationships with
themselves and with others (Corey, 2009).
Research subjects save a lot of past injuries
because of the family, namely the relationship
they had with their parents/siblings.

Writing about anxiety and traumatic
experiences experienced by research subjects in
the past will have a psychological health impact
and in the long term, will reduce health problems
(Pennebaker & Chung, 2012). Writing therapy
becomes a research subject's moderate to express
pent-up feelings and can improve the ability to
self-disclose (Rohmah & Pratikto, 2019). The
emotional expressiveness of an individual is a
natural expression of true emotions. Emotional
disclosure through writing is a process that
involves natural feelings but changes from oral
language to written form (Pennebaker & Seagal,
1999), which provides an opportunity for the
subject to increase insight, self-reflection, and
individual perspectives in channeling their
emotions (Kurniawan & Kumolohadi, 2015).

Through writing activities, individuals can
express themselves to gain a better self-
understanding of the problems they face, reduce
anxiety, transform new understanding, produce
better emotional conditions, resolve unresolved
inner conflicts in the past, and have a sense of
well-being (Malchiodi, 2005). In addition, through
Group Discussion activities, individuals can
obtain ideas that were not previously thought of by
themselves and see the problem from a broader
perspective so that individuals do not stick to their
point of view. Discussion activities with the same
people who have problems are also able to
increase to increase self-confidence and self-
esteem in individuals (Bolton, 2004).

The results of the research subject's writing
became a mediator between the subject's internal
emotions and thoughts and the real conditions they
faced. Writing will be a unifier of thoughts and
feelings that have been disintegrating, and the
practice of writing habituation will make the
individual accustomed to new, more adaptive
behaviors. The therapist concluded that the
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achievements obtained by the subjects during the
following treatment activities, the subjects can
express and express a variety of pent-up feelings
through handwriting strokes. Expressive writing
therapy can help individuals understand
themselves better and overcome depression,
distress, anxiety, addiction, overthinking, loss, and
various changes in their lives (Bolton, 2004).

Anxiety can be associated with -certain
memories or fantasies that cannot be expressed
(Paramita, 2020; Richards et al., 2018). This
happens because of the many emotional conflicts
that are owned by individuals (DuBois et al.,
2012). Anxiety in individuals can hinder effective
relationships with themselves and others and can
cause symptoms of physical illness (Rizal et al.,
2020). Individual changes in becoming aware of
negative memories. Trauma is very important in
personality changes in individuals (Thorne &
Klohnen, 2016).

Writing therapy is a way to reflect and express
oneself with the help of a therapist and has special
characteristics not found in other psychotherapy
(Malchiodi, 2005; Pennebaker & Chung, 2007;
Ruini & Mortara, 2022). Writing about traumatic
events in the past can be cathartic and have an
effect on improving both physical and mental
health and can influence the way clients describe
their life events (Baikie & Wilhelm, 2005; Bolton,
2004; Malchiodi, 2005; Ruini & Mortara, 2022;
Sarahdevina &  Yudiarso, 2022). The
characteristics of writing therapy are self-
expression and active participation (Susanti &
Supriyanti, 2013), namely by involving clients
with verbal reflection to wunderstand past
experiences, feelings, and self-perceptions. The
stages of Expressive Writing are Recognition or
Initial Write, Examination or Writing Exercise,
Juxtaposition, and Application to the Self
(Malchiodi, 2005).

One of the essential components of this
intervention was its spiritual dimension.
Participants were not only encouraged to express
their emotions in writing, but also to reflect on
their experiences about their faith and connection
with God. This integration of spirituality allowed

participants  to  reframe  anxiety-inducing
experiences through the lens of surrender
(tawakkal), gratitude (syukur), and divine

presence (muragabah). Such reflection fostered
emotional release, self-awareness, and spiritual
grounding. This finding is consistent with
(Mosher et al., 2021), who noted that spiritually
oriented writing enhances meaning-making and
psychological resilience. The participants’
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willingness to continue therapy, as well as their
insights during the final session, indicated that
spiritual awareness contributed to their sense of
peace and motivation to heal.

The results of research and individual
analysis on the subject of research showed that the
decrease in anxiety possessed by the subject in
various aspects, especially due to family factors in
the past (unfinished business) and the lack of
spiritual values they have decreased due to the
activeness of the subject during the intervention
activities in each session, as well as the intrinsic
motivation of the subject to immediately
overcome the problems experienced, especially
the subject being a prospective counselor who will
have a responsibility to help learners accept
themselves and direct themselves. Candidates for
counselor must have the passion to help
themselves solve their problems, have a positive
personality, and have good spiritual health.

The limitations of this study include the
following:

1. The number of research subjects for the
problematic client category needs to be reduced so
that the therapist's attention can be comprehensive
to all research subjects (ideally a maximum of 10
participants)

2. The implementation time of writing therapy
intervention for subjects with severe anxiety was
not sufficient for only four weeks for four activity
sessions.

3. Requires a more conducive group counseling
room with the appropriate capacity of the research
subject so that the implementation of the
intervention is successful.

4. Requires collaboration of other counseling
techniques for research subjects requiring
continued.

5. The lack of time for sharing activities and some
participants needing further private counseling
services were found in this study.

Conclusion

Spiritual expressive writing that incorporates the
internalization of spiritual values has shown a
positive impact in reducing anxiety. Through this
process, participants are guided to understand that
everything that happens is within God's
supervision, and that divine presence is constant
and comforting. This form of writing has the
potential to become a new model and habitual
practice for individuals to manage anxiety and
address psychological distress in daily life.
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For future researchers, it is recommended to
develop more personalized follow-up mechanisms
in therapeutic activities, including greater
participant engagement throughout the research
process. Additionally, future studies should
explore more diverse participant profiles and
psychological problems to enrich the effectiveness
and adaptability of this approach.
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