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PLEASE NOTE: By beginning your written account, you acknowledge that you have read 

this information and agree to participate in this research, with the 

knowledge that you are free to withdraw your participation at any time 

before the final report is submitted. 

 

Background information 
 

GENDER

:   

 

Female   

Male    

�       
� 

AGE: 18-25      

26-35      

36-45    

46-55 

56-65 

65+   

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

EDUCATION LEVEL (please tick all that apply): 

Primary school education 

GCSE Level education (eg GCSE, O-Levels or Standards) 

A-Level education (eg A, AS, S-Levels, Highers) 

Vocational education (eg NVQ, HNC, HND)  

Some undergraduate education 

Degree or graduate education (eg BSc, BA)  

Post-graduate education (eg PhD, MSc, MA) 

Other (please specify) :__________________________ 

 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

 

What experience do you have with creative 

writing? (please tick all that apply) 

 

 

 

What kinds of pieces do you write?  

(please tick all that apply) 

I do it as an occasional activity 

It’s a hobby 

I did it in school 

I have attended courses/workshops 

I have published pieces of my writing 

I participate in writing forums online 

I’m a member of a writing group 

Other (please specify): _______________ 

� 
� 
� 
� 
� 
� 
� 
� 

 Poems 

Short-stories  

Novels  

Plays  

Screenplays 

Creative non-fiction  

Other (please specify): 

__________________ 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

 

For how long have you 

engaged in creative 

writing?      

 

0-5 Years   

6-10 Years 

11-15 Years 

16-20 Years 

20+ Years 

�   

� 

� 

� 

� 

 

    How often do you write creatively?   

 

    ___________________________________ 

 

Instructions 
 

Please write, in as much detail as you feel able to, your responses to the questions below. 

Remember there are no right or wrong responses – what I would like to know about is your 

own experiences of writing. Write as openly and freely as you feel comfortable with, and try 

to give examples from your experience wherever possible. The spaces below are intended 

only as a guide; please continue on additional pages if you feel you would like to do so.  

 

1. How did you come to start writing creatively? 
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2. What first led you to use creative writing at a difficult time in your life? (in your response 

please say what the life experience was that prompted you to write at that time) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Please tell me a bit about a piece you wrote that had particular personal significance for 

you. If you would like, feel free to include an example of your writing with your response. 
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4. In the context of a difficult time in your life, try to recall some of your experiences of the 

writing process itself. With a particular occasion (or occasions) in mind, can you describe 

for me in as much detail as possible: what happened from before you started writing until 

you were finished?  What kinds of feelings or thoughts did you have? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  Reflecting on your experiences as a whole, what has being able to use creative writing at 

a difficult time in your life meant to you? (feel free to bring in any aspects of your 

experiences, whether positive or negative, that have been significant) 
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6. Imagine for a moment that you had never written creatively. In what ways would your 

life be different do you think? In what ways would you yourself be different? Would it 

alter the way you experience times of difficulty or distress? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Are there any other aspects of your experience you would like to describe?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� 

 

Finally, would you be willing to be interviewed further about your experience of creative 

writing?   

 

Yes   ���� No ���� 

 

 

If yes, please leave your contact details below:  

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING 
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Oct 2009 

Just passed the review panel and have been given approval to conduct the study 

(pending ethics). Feel quite a bit clearer in my thinking now about the project, about 

why I’m taking a phenomenological approach over grounded theory, for example, and 

more aware of what I can (or can’t) realistically achieve in a study of this size. One of 

the recommendations was to drop the interviews and just stick to written accounts as I 

can’t predict in advance what I might want to explore further, which might delay 

getting through ethics. I’m a bit disappointed about this and feeling somewhat unsure 

about the idea of relying solely on written accounts. As I haven’t used IPA before, I’m 

also not sure about using it with a large sample, but I’m intrigued by the idea of being 

able to get closer to or “dwell in” the data more than one might if using thematic 

analysis. I’ve found a reference for a study published by Smith 1997 where he used 

IPA with a larger sample so I am going to draw on that. It involves identifying one or 

two key themes and using that as a reference point to reflect on the experiences of the 

whole group. Hopefully this will make navigating many accounts easier. 

 

Nov 2009 

I’ve consulted with the members of SAGE who expressed an interest in the study and 

some of the feedback they provided was very helpful. Three out of four of them had 

written poems when they were going through difficult times and found it helped them. 

It was really interesting to hear about other people’s experiences of this and 

encouraging that they felt it was a worthwhile area to research. One person did 

express the view that using solely written accounts might exclude people who for 

example could write poems but who otherwise mightn’t feel confident expressing 

themselves through writing. I think it is a valid point, and something I will 

acknowledge as a limitation of the study. I guess because it is qualitative though I am 

not aiming (nor claiming) to represent everyone’s experience. Maybe it highlights a 

difficulty associated with taking a phenomenological approach to this topic, as it 

requires a lot of self-awareness as well the ability to articulate it in quite a detailed 

way; on top of that this is to be done through the written word. Thought about this 

way, I realise I am asking quite a lot of my participants.   

 

December 2009 

Had a helpful discussion in supervision and am thinking it’s important I bracket my 

own assumptions at this point about what might emerge in the data by writing a 

written account of my own. Filling in the questionnaire, I found that the main 

significance creative writing had for me at a difficult time in my life related to: being 

able to discharge or express emotions; to free/give myself space from a problem by 

relating to it as a metaphor; restoring a sense of control from being able to craft words 

or the plot of a story; and a feeling afterwards of being “human” again, if previously 

overwhelmed. I found it difficult to remember how I felt while actually writing, 

though I suppose that is to be expected given that it’s been a good 10-15 years since I 

used writing in this way. I’m hoping that the time frame in this study, e.g. up to 5 

years, will provide participants with enough distance from the distressing experience 

to feel able to reflect on it, yet not so much that the memory of their experience of 

writing is lost. 



 

 86/�

 

May 2010 

The recruitment process has gone pretty smoothly. I was worried that advertising 

through websites/newsletters and not offering any incentive might mean no one would 

respond, but in fact the accounts have come in steadily. I’ve also had some people ask 

if they can mention the study to their friends, writing group or post something about it 

on their blog, etc. This is quite validating, in that the study seems to have relevance 

for the people it is aimed at and they are keen to share their experiences… 

 

Dec 2010  

Noticing that many participants have included pieces of their writing – mostly poems 

– I feel very privileged to be able to read them but I’m not sure whether to incorporate 

them in the analysis or not. I don’t know after all whether any of these pieces may be 

published elsewhere – if so to quote them might compromise confidentiality. I also 

don’t want to get into an analytic/‘literary criticism’ type reading of the work. I’m 

regretting not having done interviews as I might be more able to explore on a one-to-

one the personal meaning of a piece or how it might be understood from the point of 

view of the rest of the account. As it stands though I think I will stick to analysing the 

narrative of the written accounts, but perhaps this is something I can return to later. 

 

Dec 2010 

Just reading the accounts and am struck by the number of people mentioning 

involvement in writing groups etc – I think I’m surprised because for me creative 

writing has been quite a private activity, and I don’t know how I would feel about 

writing more ‘publicly’…yet it has got me thinking about different teachers I had and 

the course I went on as a teenager, and how important it was to have that support. I 

guess it is fundamentally a very relational, communicative act. There is something 

about how it helps to bring us back to other people… 

 

Jan 2011  

Coding the data. There are many different stories, many recurring themes, yet I’m not 

sure what unifies them. In background reading I’ve come across several models of 

creativity or creative writing in general, stage theories and the like, but they don’t 

seem to capture much about the lived experience. I need to think more about what is 

special/distinctive about writing through difficulties that is different from creative 

writing as a hobby/creativity in general…  

 

Have 20+ accounts now. The suggestion of subdividing them  by specific life 

experiences seems artificial as the significance of the writing seems to transcend 

discrete events – it’s about selfhood, being, existence, identity, life, living… so I am 

going to proceed with analysing them as a whole group. The extent to which people 

answer different questions varies. Perhaps I need to take a closer look at what people 

are not saying/what’s missing? 

  

Jan 2011 

Trying to do the analysis as Smith et al 1997 recommend – ie to pick out one or two 

major themes across the group and present the analysis around those. If I’m trying to 

pin it down to one or two key themes, they need to be very broad, high level 

categories…Something about movement between states/worlds or a sort of doorway 



 

 869�

image comes to mind. Writing enables people to move between the internal world and 

the outer world, between closeness and distance, between “reality” and 

imagination…the accounts seem full of potential dialecticals, and yet it seems that 

there is a temporal process or narrative in there as well, a way through, that unfolds in 

the midst of these dualities. Sort of like an archetypal plot or a kind of journey, in 

which a barrier or a limit is imposed and overcome, through turning away from the 

world one knows and, having changed, being able to reconnect to it… 

 

Jan 2011 

Am thinking of having “Connection” as a main theme, as a lot of the material seems 

to relate to states of disconnection or reconnection, the connection to the self, or 

others, etc. but I’m not sure that it captures enough of the material. 

 

Feb 2011 

Still struggling with the analysis. If I stay at the group level, there is a danger of being 

too abstract/conceptual and the results reading like a thematic analysis, but when 

delve into individual stories it becomes difficult to hold in mind all the other 

accounts…I’ve referred to Smith 2009 and actually the way he describes using IPA to 

analyse larger samples is different from how he originally suggested in an earlier IPA 

textbook and the 1997 study. In fact I don’t need to focus on one theme but can extract 

themes in the same way as one would with smaller samples, but having clear criteria 

as to how they salient they are for the group. He recommends looking at and 

representing the data in different ways e.g. using diagrams or tables, to help make the 

information more manageable. 

 

I’ve done mini-maps of the keywords coming up in each participant’s account and put 

them on a sheet of A2 in order to see them altogether. It helps as having it 

externalised; being able to see it in front of me makes it easier for me to take it in 

again and reconfigure it. I’ve highlighted words that crop up in several accounts, and 

from that I’ve made a list of similar themes. This feels like a way forward and enables 

me to encapsulate much more of the data. Have four general areas now: 1. something 

happens in the outside world that threatens or limits the self/triggers retreat; 2. need or 

pressure to express; 3. forging a connection with the self, a number of things happen; 

4. new opportunities created by reconnecting with the outside world.  

 

March 2011 

I have ended up moving backwards and forwards between 2 foci (group v individual 

levels) in order to retain the individuality of the respondents but also to try to capture 

something of an experience that also holds true for the group. Re-reading the 

introduction to the Smith book and came across the idea of the hermeneutic circle – ie 

one understands the whole in reference to the individual parts and understands the 

individual parts by reference to the whole. Seems to seems to fit with / crystallise 

something I had been doing intuitively. Maybe there is a parallel process here with the 

process of understanding generated in creative writing itself. 

 

Have put the themes I’ve got into table form and used simple counts to determine 

which ones to include and which to either exclude or subsume into other categories.  

 

May 2011 
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I’m reviewing the accounts/transcripts and noticing something of a lack of direct 

answers to Q3, even though the writing process is mentioned throughout the accounts. 

I can’t work out if this is represents a “thinness” in the accounts themselves or perhaps 

reflects something of the ineffability of the writing process... Perhaps it is enough for 

a process to have occurred at an unconscious level rather than the level of 

consciousness, and that this is the essential and important difference between 

expressive and creative writing, this is the difference between “mystery” and 

“mastery” (Wright)...?  

 

June 2011 

Reading about links between negative affectivity and creativity – reflective rumination 

seems to be the key – so the neurotic/tortured artist of stereotype may be creative but 

not because of being distressed but because of self-scrutiny/introspection it evokes 

which if it’s too negative will lead to depression but depression doesn’t ‘cause’ 

creativity – again this idea of the quality of attention to one’s experience that affects 

whether one can express oneself creatively or write reflectively! Link with MMs 

lecture on attention and thesis and of course mindfulness. So, not a prerequisite for 

creativity – which also links nicely with expressive writing literature as may help 

reflection but not necessarily – some people may use it to ruminate – should probably 

map this out in some way – could this also link with the internal critic – is this self-

focused attention gone wrong – ways that the various interventions try to get around 

this e.g. expressive writing, write continuously etc and creative writing leave editing 

til afterwards etc... Also links with participants comments re sense of humour 

returning – antithetical to depressed state.  

 

I’ve also included a new theme – ‘turning to creative writing’ – as I feel that I had left 

out how people came to writing – a large proportion had prior experience of it and I 

think this is an important thing to note. There is something potentially very 

comforting about returning to something associated with a less troubled time. Does 

this mean that people who don’t have good experiences of writing may not be able to 

draw on it at times of distress? I think this is an interesting question but probably not 

going to be answered by my study. Maybe in a grounded theory piece of research? 

 

June 2011 

Again looking at the analysis. Re theme 3 - I’m a bit confused as to whether what I’ve 

captured makes sense as a description of the experience. It still feels a little muddled, 

as though I’m trying to make the subthemes line up in a linear way when there is more 

than one centre of gravity in this area of the data.  

 

It seems some of the subthemes relate to things the writer does versus the effects that 

this has on the person. I’ve tried to map it out using some diagrams. But that’s not 

quite right either. I’ve also tried drawing out stages of the writing process to try and 

give a clue as to what might be happening when. Two things seem really key – when 

writing, one has very limited ability to think about anything except the words one is 

writing, so it is inherently absorbing and focuses one’s concentration or attention. On 

the other hand, there is also something very important about being able to re-view the 

material on the page; here there seems to be a kind of apprehension/comprehension 

going on…in fact there seem to be several kinds of thinking happening in the creative 

writing process as a whole – the engaged oneness of writing, the imaginative 
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exploring, reading the externalised text, and shaping the text to a more literary or 

aesthetic style. If I take those processes, overlapping and non linear as they may be, 

and then think about the effects of writing, as emergent properties or by-products, 

theme 3 starts to make a lot more sense. 
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