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ABSTRACT

Studies on the therapeutic impacts of writing and sharing stories in older adulthood
have focused on groups facilitated by professionals. The present inquiry sought to
investigate the experiences of older women in a grassroots, community-based writing
group. Participants were three women writers aged 79 years and older. Their experi-
ences with their group were encountered using a narrative inquiry approach that
involved semi-structured interviews, writing samples, and field notes. The women’s
practice of writing and sharing stories with female peers was understood to enhance
their hopefulness for the future and their sense of agency. This inquiry extends re-
search on creativity and well-being in older adulthood, emphasizing the therapeutic
implications of older adults leading their creative practices in group settings.

RESUME

Les études sur les effets thérapeutiques de I'écriture et du partage d’histoires chez les
adultes plus 4gés se sont centrées sur des groupes animés par des professionnels. Cette
étude-ci tenta d’examiner les expériences de femmes plus 4gées au sein d’'un groupe
d’écriture local et communautaire. Les participantes étaient trois femmes écrivaines
agées de 79 ans et plus. La relation de leurs expériences au sein du groupe s'effectua
par le biais d’'une enquéte narrative comportant des entrevues semi-structurées, des
exemples de textes et des notes prises sur le vif. Il semble que chez ces femmes, la pra-
tique de I'écriture et le partage d’histoires avec d’autres femmes ont permis d’améliorer
leur espoir en I'avenir et leur sentiment de pouvoir agir. Cette enquéte sinscrit dans
le prolongement de la recherche sur la créativité et le mieux-étre chez les ainés, en
soulignant les implications thérapeutiques chez les adultes 4gés qui prennent en main
leurs pratiques créatives au sein de groupes.
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The word zherapy is derived from the Greek word #herapeia, which means to
heal. In Greek mythology, the god of poetry fathered the god of healing, sug-
gesting a meaningful connection between creative expression and health (Longo,
n.d.). The practice of reflecting on and writing about personal experiences has
been associated with various benefits to individuals’ mental health and well-being
(Baikie & Wilhelm, 2005). Individuals aging into older adulthood may be drawn
to writing as a leisure activity, given the accumulation of their lived experiences.
At the same time, older adults’ sense of hope can be threatened during the aging
process (Erikson & Erikson, 1997). Still, research suggests that both social contact
(Moraitou et al., 2006) and opportunities for creative expression (Cadrin, 2006)
are associated with enhanced feelings of hope.

Research on creativity and community in older adulthood is vast and continu-
ally expanding. Still, only a small number of studies has focused on writing groups
as meaningful sites for older adults. Such studies have described the therapeutic
aspects of older writers’ participation, including reduced symptoms of depres-
sion (Chippendale & Bear-Lehman, 2012), but the literature on writing groups
for older adults is focused mostly on professionally facilitated groups rather
than grassroots circles. Furthermore, findings are often centred on researcher
interpretation rather than on participants’ expressions of meaning. Finally, few
studies examine writing groups for older women specifically. Exploring how older
women experience the process of writing and sharing life stories, in a grassroots,
community-based setting, may provide counsellors and other helping profes-
sionals with a more sensitive understanding of self-directed creativity and its
implications for well-being in older adulthood.

Therapeutic Potential of Writing and of Writing Groups

Creative expression has been deemed an essential human need and a means
through which individuals may overcome personal challenges (Furman et al.,
2002). Expressive writing has been proposed to facilitate various positive changes
in mental health. For example, writing has been associated with reduced symp-
toms of depression (Graf et al., 2008). Other benefits such as stress reduction
have been summarized in some reviews (e.g., Baikie & Wilhelm, 2005; Sloan
& Marx, 2004). However, much of the research on this subject has used Pen-
nebaker and Beall’s (1986) paradigm, involving the quantitative measurement of
different dimensions of mental health after participants are asked to write about a
prescribed topic (often past traumatic experiences) for a specified period. Far less
research has sought to understand the experience of spontaneous, self-directed
writing in non-experimental settings. Researchers have often chosen to control
the writing process rather than to study how people experience writing in the
absence of prompts or schedules.
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When people share writing in group settings and interact as writing peers, they
not only transform lived experiences into stories but also have others bear wit-
ness to those stories. Thus, the benefits to mental health may expand to include
feelings of social connection (France, 1984) and a sense of universality within a
group (Adkins et al., 1985). In the context of a writing group, group members
may interact both verbally and non-verbally to convey reactions to one another’s
stories. For example, members may comment on or critique one another’s stories,
show appreciation through clapping, or signal attention through silence and
body language.

Although these interactions may be highly meaningful to group members,
researchers have tended to use their judgment in appraising and describing such
interactions. Sluder (1990) reported that individuals belonging to a writing group
enjoyed positive responses to their readings but did not explore members’ enjoy-
ment in depth. Similarly, Koch (1977) noted that, in a writing group situated in a
nursing home, the act of reading poems out loud “was important for the students’
pleasure” (p. 39) but did not engage the writers in articulating what reading meant
to them. Overall, studies on writing and on writing groups have privileged a high
degree of researcher involvement, both by assigning specific writing conditions
to participants and by neglecting to explore fully how individuals experience the
process of writing and sharing stories with others.

Writing Groups for Older Adults

Older adults, defined as persons over the age of 65 (Ng et al., 2014), may be
particularly drawn to the practice of autobiographical writing, considering the
accumulation of their life experiences. In many communities, writing programs
tailored to older adults specifically have been developed and implemented. As
Manheimer (2001) wrote, “for decades, older persons’ life history writing has been
promoted through classes and workshops designed to enhance self-development
and promote self-esteem” (p. 276). Self-perceptions may be an especially impor-
tant aspect of mental health as people age into older adulthood.

In addition to the physical transitions of aging, Gullette (2004) proposed that
older adults must often contend with oppressive social narratives that totalize
aging as a process of diminishment and decline. According to such narratives,
older adults have little reason to hope for even the maintenance of their quality
of life, let alone the possibility of personal growth as the years pass. These narra-
tives may oppress women in particular as their perceived social significance often
is tethered to their physical appearance (Twigg, 2004). Thus, as women’s bodies
inevitably become less youthful, their traditional source of power is undermined
(Sontag, 1998).

Hope, defined as an “enduring belief in the attainability of wishes” (Moraitou
et al., 2006, p. 73), has been correlated positively with self-care (Irving et al.,
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1998), physical health (Pedersen et al., 2009), and motivation to sustain mean-
ingful relationships (Joiner & Rudd, 1996). If we consider loss-oriented views of
aging and the significance of hope to individuals’ well-being, then the therapeutic
potential of writing for older adults becomes an issue worthy of exploration.
Indeed, the literature on writing groups for older adults has noted positive changes
in writers’ perceptions of themselves and of their lives.

In Malde’s (1988) study, writers completed a structured autobiography course
that included specific writing prompts. The participants demonstrated significant
positive changes in self-reported views of themselves and their past, present, and
future. Participants remarked on new perceptions related to greater self-worth as
a result of reviewing their lives and sharing their stories with the group. Sluder
(1990) integrated poetry writing into a geriatric mental health program, using
props such as Easter eggs to stimulate participants’ creativity. She spoke about
poetry as a way for participants to share emotions while maintaining a sense of
control over that sharing. Researchers have discussed other benefits to older adults
who belong to writing groups, including a reinforced sense of purpose (Getzel,
1984; Schuster, 1998) and reduced depressive symptoms (Chippendale & Bear-
Lehman, 2012; Supiano et al., 1989).

Reminiscence has been defined as the process of recalling episodes from one’s
life (Bluck & Levine, 1998), either introspectively or out loud, as a form of “oral
reminiscence” (Campbell, 1984). Prompted engagement in reminiscence has been
associated with various benefits to older adults” well-being (Bohlmeijer, 2007).
Recollecting is a necessary task within the autobiographical writing process and
may account partly for the positive impacts of writing noted in many studies.
Importantly, research has indicated that reminiscence combined with writing is
associated with higher measures of late-life adjustment in older adults when com-
pared with reminiscence alone (Sherman, 1995). Campbell (1984) offered one
perspective on the unique impact of writing when he argued that “through writing
... the writers select from their experience in a more conscious fashion than they
would during oral reminiscence and thus recreate their own identities” (p. 139).

As previously discussed, the literature on writing and on writing groups tends
to investigate writing as a prescribed intervention, one that privileges researchers’
interpretations of participants” experience. This pattern is prevalent in studies on
older adult writing groups as well. Many studies on this topic have examined
groups devised and facilitated by researchers (Chippendale & Bear-Lehman, 2012;
Saunders, 2005; Stevens-Ratchford, 1993) or by professionals such as continuing
care staff (Kelly & Mosher-Ashley, 2002; Sluder, 1990) or counsellors (Supiano
etal., 1989).

Literature that has offered guidance to the facilitators of writing groups for
older adults has, of course, also focused on facilitator-led groups (Birren &
Deutchman, 1991; Kazemek, 1997, 1999; Koch, 1977; Smith, 1982). Although
Nora (2008) asked older adults to design their writing group and participants
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were given licence to choose their meeting times, writing topics, and so forth, she
did approach participants with the idea for the group. Instead, Nora positioned
herself as the group facilitator. Thus, it seems that researchers interested in the
experiences of members of writing groups for older adults have focused primar-
ily on groups administered to rather than formed and sustained by older adults.

Grassroots and Feminist Perspectives

The question of how professional guidance shapes the creative process under-
pins a long-standing debate in the field of expressive art therapy (Slayton et al.,
2010). Some believe that creative practices such as writing can serve a therapeutic
purpose only when mediated by a trained professional. In contrast, others think
that the creative process can be “therapeutic in itself, regardless of the specificity
of therapeutic intent” (Maddalena, 2009, p. 223). Weiser (2004) proposed that
professionally guided “art-in-therapy” and self-directed “art-as-therapy” can be
imagined as two poles of a continuum along which all arts-based healing activities
would be situated (p. 31).

In the present inquiry, the term grassroots describes endeavours that proceed
without professional expertise. The positioning of participants in professionally
facilitated versus grassroots writing groups may be rather different. For example,
in a facilitated group, writers may be required to follow a predetermined order
of writing topics (e.g., Bowers & Buchanan, 2007; Larsen et al., 2003). In grass-
roots groups, where individuals create their writing practice fluidly, writers may
identify as artists rather than as recipients of treatment. The issue of how group
members perceive their role in the group may relate to their sense of connection
with the group. Indeed, having the opportunity to see themselves as writers or
as poets rather than as patients or customers can affect individuals’ decisions to
join writing groups (Howells & Zelnik, 2009).

The term grassroots can be used to describe not only the level of profes-
sional involvement in the group but also the generation of research findings.
A grassroots approach that would elevate older writers’ voices has been largely
neglected in research on writing groups. Studies of older adult writing groups
have often assessed impact through quantitative measurement (e.g., Chippendale
& Bear-Lehman, 2012; Stevens-Ratchford, 1993), or researcher observation that
integrates few participant quotes (e.g., Kelly & Mosher-Ashley, 2002; Saun-
ders, 2005). The irony of this trend is that writing groups are often construed
as avenues for self-expression, providing individuals with an opportunity to be
seen and heard.

The literature on older adult writing groups may be enriched by both a grass-
roots perspective and a feminist perspective as participants’ gender may also
influence how they experience the process of writing and sharing stories. The act
of writing has been framed as a feminist tool for women, given the suggestion
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that it engages women in active self-definition (McLaren, 2002). Women’s rela-
tionships with autobiographical writing have shifted over time. In the Victorian
period, a woman writing about her personal experiences was likely judged for
transgressions of self-involvement (Heilbrun, 1999), unless those writings were
restricted to the privacy of a diary (Beattie, 2007). The female point of view was
devalued, both when voiced and when written.

The pressure put on women to refrain from self-expression is not a relic of the
past, unfortunately. In their study, Farrell et al. (2000) reported on the experi-
ences of women between 70 and 85 years of age who took part in a creative
writing workshop. The authors noted how the participants were initially resistant
to writing stories focused on their own experiences, discussing later the ways in
which “women of their generation had been actively discouraged from talking
about themselves” (p. 86). Heilbrun (1999) noted that as women move away
from the peripheries of stories to assume the role of the protagonist, they cease
to be “appendages” (p. 27) and become fully human.

Although some studies have focused on the creative writing group as a mean-
ingful site for older adults, few studies have examined grassroots groups that
proceed without the guidance of facilitators. Furthermore, the literature on the
writing of older adults tends to favour researchers” interpretations and seldom
includes a feminist perspective.

The present inquiry sought to address these gaps by exploring the experiences
of three older women who belonged to a grassroots writing group, based in a
local community centre. The primary question guiding the inquiry was “What
is it like to write, share writing with others, and sustain a writing community as
an older woman?”

Method

The methodology known as narrative inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006)
was employed in the present study. Narrative inquiry seeks to understand indi-
viduals and their experiences through the stories they tell and aims to investigate
human experience from a distinctly holistic perspective (Connelly & Clandinin,
1990). The study was conducted in a mid-sized Western Canadian city, and
ethics approval was obtained from the behavioural research ethics board of the
afliliated university. Three older women who belonged to a community-based
writing group were invited to participate in this research based on their fulfillment
of four criteria: (a) willingness to spend a minimum of four hours in interviews,
with additional time for reviewing transcripts, (b) group membership for at least
one year, (c) attendance of at least six group meetings, and (d) English-speaking.

The women’s experiences were encountered through interviews, writing sam-
ples, and group observations. Each woman participated in four semi-structured,
audio-recorded interviews and was asked to select two pieces of writing to be read
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at a time of her choosing during the interview process. The first interviews estab-
lished how each woman had come to join the group and how she had engaged
in writing throughout her life.

In contrast, subsequent interviews explored the meaningfulness of participants’
experiences with writing and sharing stories. Over the seven months in which
the interviews were held, the primary researcher also attended and observed the
writing group’s monthly meetings. These observations were sometimes used to
invite discussion during interviews. Together, the verbatim interview transcripts,
participants’ written stories, and observation field notes formed the field texts
from which final research texts were generated. Field text analysis was an itera-
tive process, guided by a narrative view of the experience that underpins the
methodology of narrative inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). This process
is described in further detail in the full study (Mills, 2018).

Narrative researchers acknowledge that findings are shaped inevitably by the
relationships formed between researchers and participants in the inquiry process.
The researcher enters in multiple dialogues with participants and over time they
co-construct knowledge (Ponterotto, 2005). Thus, the distinction between the
present study and many other studies concerning writing is not necessarily a lesser
degree of researcher subjectivity but a greater inclusion of participant subjectiv-
ity throughout the research process. As Fraser (2004) noted, narrative inquiry
“subduels] the [researcher’s] inclination to posture as an expert” (p. 181).

Interviews were semi-structured to create space for participants to guide the
conversation. After each interview, participants received interview summaries
and were invited to voice any preferred changes, to discuss misunderstandings,
or to generate new areas of exploration. Participants were also included in the
interpretative stage between interviews and the final research text. The researchers
recursively examined interview transcripts and writing samples to trace narra-
tive threads across the participants’ experiences. Full-text drafts of findings were
emailed to all participants and their commentary was encouraged. Finally, a large
portion of the final research text was allocated to direct quotes from participants.
The findings are thus rooted in the lived experiences of older adult writers them-
selves, as conveyed in their voices and validated through their review.

Findings

The Writers

Three older women—identified by the pseudonyms Margaret, Helen, and
Josephine—participated in the present inquiry. The women belonged to a
community-based creative writing group of women over the age of 60. Group
members met once a month to share autobiographical writing. The women wrote
stories about experiences from across their lifespans, from recollections of early
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childhood to the present day. Meetings did not include any writing instruction,
and there were no expectations for members to exchange critique.

Margaret

Margaret was 79 years old at the time of her first interview. She had worked as
a nurse for much of her life and had raised five children. After her husband passed
away, Margaret joined a bereavement support group. While there, she learned
that a group of senior writers met in the same building once a month. She soon
joined and had belonged to the group for about four years when the present
inquiry began. Margaret was particularly interested in the historical significance
of personal writing and viewed the group’s stories as important artifacts that
preserved the past. Accordingly, Margaret’s writing was rich in historical detail.
She often wrote about times spent with her family, recounting birthday parties,
camping trips, and other fondly cherished scenes.

Helen

Helen was 83 years old at the time of her first interview. Like Margaret, Helen
had also raised five children and had worked in a government administrative role
for many years. She retired at the age of 62 and started taking seniors’ classes at
her local university. When enrolled in a writing course, she was referred by her
teacher to the writing group as an opportunity to continue sharing stories after the
term’s end. Helen joined soon after, and at the time of this inquiry, her years of
membership tallied to over two decades. Helen enjoyed welcoming new members
to the group and could often be found encouraging members to help themselves
to coffee in the minutes before a meeting started. Helen’s writing conveyed her
sincere appreciation for her family, the natural world, and her faith beliefs.

Josephine

Josephine was 88 years old at the time of her first interview. In her younger
years, she had been an English teacher. Eventually, she stepped away from this
role to raise four children of her own, but her love of the written word never
diminished. A friend who knew of Josephine’s writing impulse recommended the
writing group to her. She had been a steady member of the group for 13 years
when the present inquiry began. Josephine expressed a life-long love for stories
with independent heroines like Anne of Green Gables (Montgomery, 1908/1970)
and Little Women (Alcott, 1868—-1869/2004). While most of the writing group
members wrote prose only, Josephine was inclined to write both prose and poetry.
Her writing voice veered often into playfulness, especially in the rhyming stories
she wrote for her grandchildren.
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Hope Emerging

In “Rhetoric,” Aristotle (350/1924) wrote that people of older age “live by
memory rather than by hope; for what is left to them of life is but little as com-
pared with the long past; and hope is of the future, memory of the past” (p. 86).
In his proposition, Aristotle opposed memory with hope, suggesting that to look
back on life signals a lack of hope for what remains. He presumed that older adults
dwell on the past because their futures are “but lictle.”

Throughout this narrative inquiry, older women who belonged to a com-
munity-based writing group conveyed how memory and hope were far from
mutually exclusive in their lives. The writers challenged Aristotle’s simplification,
demonstrating that the process of gathering to recall, to write, and to share the
past served as a steady source of hope in their lives.

Specifically, three forms of hope seemed to emerge in the women’s accounts of
their writing group. First, belonging to the group helped women recover memo-
ries, giving them hope for the further discovery of their pasts. Second, group
meetings reminded women of their capacity to “read” their lives and still to find
stories to be written, providing hope for the writers’ continued artistic generativity.
Third, group membership led women to consider and envision how they would
share their stories within and outside the group, cultivating members’ hope that
their writings would have a lasting impact beyond themselves.

The Hope of Recovering the Past
Memories Returning

When Margaret, Helen, and Josephine attended their writing group meet-
ings, they had the opportunity to read their pieces of writing and to listen to the
stories of fellow members. Members were not required to bring pieces of writing
to every meeting, and none of the women referenced feeling pressured to bring
new stories each month. Because meetings involved multiple women taking turns
to read, even the most regular contributors spent the bulk of each meeting’s time
listening to others’ stories in silence. All three participants expressed that listening
to stories often prompted them to recall related scenes from their own lives and,
in this way, the group served as a catalyst for recollecting memories. Margaret
described common reactions to readings:

People often say, “Oh, I remember that” or “Oh, I remember doing exactly
the same thing when I was young,” so I think you kind of feed off of each
other in that sense. Something someone else says will twig another memory.
(Interview 1, July 2016)

Indeed, in the meetings that were observed, it was noted that readings would
often end to resounding choruses of “I'd forgotten all about that!” When Helen
shared a piece entitled “Tribute to Brother” with the group, she referred to a
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particular farm chore that had been the duty of other members in their child-
hood years: “We worked on the land together. I remember picking stones using
the horses and stone boat as well” (Interview 1, July 2016). Sometimes, initial
remembrances could bring forth related memories, as Margaret noted: “when I
thought of the train wreck then I also wrote about another train accident that
had happened, and some incidents around the train and what it meant to the
community” (Interview 3, October 2016). This kind of memory triggering has
been documented in other groups in which older adults are prompted to share
memories (Wadensten & Higglund, 20006).

Sharing and Revelling in the Past

Both Helen and Margaret remarked that the high degree to which group
members shared life experiences contributed to the triggering effect. All three
participants grew up in small farming communities in the southern part of
their province, all had been mothers to at least four children, and all were close
in age. Speaking of fellow members, Helen said, “We find there’s something in
their stories that is so familiar” (Interview 1, July 2016). For example, Josephine
described how one member’s story about her mother’s “wash day” rippled through
the women’s minds as they listened to its reading, reminding them of their
own mothers’ laundry habits. She explained how the story brought “very vivid
memories that you hadn’t explored for years” to the women’s minds (Interview 3,
November 2016). Margaret shared that sometimes memories that “you don’t even
know are there” would return to the group members as they sat and listened to
stories being read (Interview 2, September 2016).

For Helen, being triggered to remember details of the past was important
because, as she expressed, “you forget a lot of things, you know, like it just goes,
it just goes ‘whoosh’ [hand gesture] ... I'm so thankful for [the group] because a
lot of things come back to you that you'd forget otherwise” (Interview 4, Febru-
ary 2017). In sharing one memory, Josephine emphasized how gratifying and
meaningful the act of reminiscence could be:

I remember it was a beautiful day ... We were sort of following a tiny little
river, and there was a green starfish, just a tiny little emerald green starfish,
and it was so absolutely beautiful and beyond anything I'd ever seen ... and [I
remember] thinking, “You know, this is an absolutely perfect moment. I have
the three people I love the most in the world here with me, and this gorgeous
little creature, and the sun shining, and nobody’s sick, and the temperature’s
warm, and all our tummies are full, and we're all happy.” And life is made up
of all those moments, right? (Interview 3, November 2016)

Although the writing group was highly predictable concerning structure—
meetings were held at the same building on the second Saturday of every month
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for years on end—what the women came to experience and recall in the group
was far from predictable. Merely by attending group meetings and listening to
others read their stories, the women had opportunities to recover further images,
sensations, and impressions of their own. Randall and McKim (2008) described
the vast, complex, and crowded repository of a person’s memories as a “thicket
of the past” (p. 148). Group meetings invited women to journey back through
these thickets, and each member’s reading was imbued with possibility and hope
for those listening.

The Hope of More Stories
Turning Life Into Stories

As the women attended meetings and heard other members stories, they
were often inspired to work on new pieces of writing. The writers seemed to be
inspired in two distinct ways. First, as they reconnected with their past experi-
ences, through the memory triggering they described, their recovered memories
became raw material from which writing could be crafted. As Margaret noted,
“Sharing with the group is definitely appealing to other people’s memories ...
They often have another story then to tell” (Interview 1, July 2016). Coming to
group meetings and being surrounded by stories stimulated Helen’s creativity as
well. As she explained,

I think sharing is wonderful because it brings memories back to you that you
remember, and then you can remember to write your story and have that
included in it ... I know this one lady ... her whole life sounded a lot like my
life, you know. She went skating at night and all these things ... it brought
back a whole flood of memories. And that’s good because then you think, “Oh,
I can write that down in my life story.” (Interview 1, July 2016)

Secondly, the writing group helped the women not only to recall more stories
from their respective pasts but also to “see” more stories in the present. The group
meetings seemed to endow women with more attention to the stories embedded
in the fabric of their daily lives. Helen discussed being inspired by one member
in particular: “Every little thing was an experience [to her] ... Just walking across
the street she'd run into somebody, maybe somebody asking her for money or
something, but she could get a story out of it” (Interview 2, September 2016).
As she listened to the other members’ stories, Helen gained a new sense of the
stories “waiting” in her life: “I'd just get excited about things and think, ‘Oh this,
this would make a good story’” (Interview 2, September 2016).

Josephine explained that when she heard the different subjects the women
wrote about, she also gained writing inspiration. The group gave her “new ideas
that you can kind of piggyback on” (Interview 3, November 2016). The mutual
inspiration that the women discussed has emerged in other research on writing
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circles. In Thornton and Collins’s (2010) study, a writing group helped one per-
son see that “there was a lot more happening in my life than I imagined” (p. 35).
In one interview, Josephine shared a poem she had written about her summer
cottage that demonstrated how even seemingly mundane subjects like cleaning
could have stories built around them. Josephine rhymed:

Must clean the fridge, must drain the pump, must take my garbage to the
dump,

Must stow the board, tip the canoe; there are a lot of chores to do ...

Must pull the drapes, must lock the door, must leave here for one winter more

But when the geese return next year, God willing, lake chums, I'll be here.
(Interview 4, November 2016)

Not only did the women experiment with writing about a wide range of sub-
jects, imbued with varying emotional tones, but also, they employed different
narrative strategies such as flashbacks and flashforwards to create new represen-
tations of experience. In a prose piece entitled “A Bright Red Rose,” Margaret
used temporal movement to convey the significance of her relationship with a

childhood neighbour:

It was the most exciting day of our summer social life when we dressed in our
Sunday best for Dada Rhodes’s garden party ... Now, over 60 years later, as
we walked quietly through the old house, tears streamed down my cheeks.
(Interview 3, October 2016)

New Ideas Every Day

The writing group nurtured Margaret, Helen, and Josephine’s hope for the
continuation of their writing practice. In each meeting, the women were reminded
that their lived experiences were indeed stories—formerly private sensations
and impressions that could be narrated, artfully shaped, and shared. The group
reminded the women of their capacity to continue “reading” their lives for stories
waiting to be written, showing members the inexhaustibility of their storytelling
potential. Helen conveyed her hopefulness with her belief that “there’s lots of
stories that still need to be told” (Interview 2, September 2016), and Margaret
expressed that she did not know whether she would ever feel ready to stop writing
stories. Margaret touched on the tension between her intent to finalize her body
of writing and her enduring desire to write:

Eventually, I want to pass these stories along ... and I'd probably have to
attempt to put them in somewhat chronological order ... I've got to decide
when enough is enough, you know, because there’s a new idea pops into your
head every day. So, I was saying that to somebody that was there, and they said:
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“Well, there’s nothing preventing you from writing a sequel!” (Interview 4,
November 2016)

The Hope to “Leave Tracks”

The women’s writing practice, though often prompted and inspired by group
meetings, took place outside the group circle. Women brought some of their
stories to the group, reading them aloud when they felt their work was ready.
Some stories were not shared beyond the meetings, while others were intended for
further circulation to loved ones or even to wider audiences. Margaret, Helen, and
Josephine all looked forward to the possibility that at least some of their stories
would have an impact beyond themselves and the group. They envisioned differ-
ent possible readers, including family members, archivists, and future generations
generally. Josephine suggested that members of the writing group all wanted to
create stories that would withstand time’s passing: “There’s a very common thread
in the group ... I think we all want to leave tracks” (Interview 1, August 2016).

Windows to the Past

The women all discussed passing on pieces of their writing to their families.
Helen explained that her family was, in fact, at the heart of her writing practice:
“You have to hope that you can do stories for your children. To me, that, I guess,
is really what I want” (Interview 2, September 2016). One of the appeals of pass-
ing writing on was the idea that stories could serve as windows to the past, giving
younger family members a richer understanding of the women’s lives. Josephine
related, “Things have changed so much since we were young and I don’t think
children or grandchildren have any idea of how we lived” (Interview 2, September
2016).

The stories the women shared in their interviews contained details that illus-
trated the powerful effects of time. In Helen’s piece entitled “Going Back Home,”
she described her childhood hometown as it was in the past and as it is now: “The
landscape had changed so much that I was not sure just which road I should take
... The two-room school I attended is gone and replaced with a larger facility ...
That’s the way life goes—nothing ever stands still” (Interview 3, October 2016).
In Margaret’s story about a much-loved neighbour, she recounted how he had
built his own home from the ground up: “[He] harvested the plentiful growth of
stones from his property to build this beautiful two-storey stone house” (Inter-
view 3, October 2016). Margaret emphasized the way that stories could inform
her family members of a very different—but not too distant—past:

There has just been such a tremendous change from my time of being their age
to [now] ... Ordinarily, they wouldn’t think about what it would be like to not
have power, to not have communication tools that they have, to not have water
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without melting the snow for it. It just sort of comes as a surprise, I think, like,
“My goodness, you're alive now and in that ice age.” (Interview 1, July 2016)

Windows to the Person

Beyond providing knowledge of how the women lived, stories could also
communicate deeper insights about who the women were. Josephine expressed
that every person only has “a certain window of opportunity” to know their
family members (Interview 2, September 2016). She felt that she had missed
the opportunity to know her grandmother, and this regret fuelled her writing:
“I didn’t get to know my grandmother ... I would have given a lot to have seen
something she wrote ... That’s one reason I think I want to write, because I felt
deprived” (Interview 1, August 2016). Some of the women thought that their
stories, particularly those of the far past, may be valued beyond their families and
appreciated for their historical significance. This wider audience was one that
Margaret sometimes held in mind as she wrote stories: “You think of history as
being some big historical happening in a country ... but really history is every day,
everybody is part of history ... There’s some historical value in people’s personal
happenings” (Interview 4, November 2016).

Randall (2012) wrote that aging “increases our desire to influence the genera-
tions that follow, by passing on our wisdom, our legacy, our stories to those we
leave behind” (p. 177). People may use a range of creative media such as song-
writing (Cadrin, 20006) or photography (Bolton, 2008) to express their legacies
to loved ones, in a process generally referred to as “legacy work” (Cadrin, 2006,
p. 111). For the women of the writing group, prose and poetry seemed to be the
preferred tools of their legacy work. Participating in the writing group provided
the women with the opportunity to exert some control over how they might
live on even after death and in this way seemed to give them a greater sense of
permanence and hope.

Discussion

Margaret, Helen, and Josephine’s writing group reminded them continually
that they still had more of their lives to remember, to write, to live, and to share.
As they gathered to share stories once a month then parted to write about more
of their experiences, it seems they gained a sense of moving forward both in their
creative endeavours and in their lives. Their writing group gave them a sense of a
future in which they could recover memories they had forgotten, maintain their
ability to write stories, and persist in the lives of others through their writing. In
short, the women of the group were prompted to see their memories as further
knowable, their lives as further writable, and themselves as further endurable.
Their practice gave them hope not only that they would continue as writers but
also that the content of their future is unknown. They did not know what they
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might be triggered to remember in group meetings, what kind of stories they
might yet still write, or who might treasure their writing in the years to come.

Hope and Narrative Openness in the Writing Group

The women’s hope to continue remembering, writing, and sharing their lives
may be considered a form of “narrative openness” (Randall, 2013). Narrative
openness describes the perspective that a person’s life story—the internalized
understanding a person has of their life’s course and identity—is not already
determined but is still imbued with possibilities for “deepening and expand-
ing” (Randall, 2012, p. 177). The opposite of narrative openness—narrative
foreclosure—has been defined as the belief that a person’s life story is already
determined in advance. Thus, life has effectively ended, although the person is
still alive (Freeman, 2010).

Randall (2012) explained that in a state of narrative foreclosure, “life itself is
hardly over, but in our hearts, our story might as well be” (p. 174), and Freeman
(2010) noted that from this perspective, “there is little left to do but play out the
pre-scripted ending” (p. 126). In addition to a lack of hope for the future, a person
in this foreclosed state also has no hope that the past might be re-examined and
reinterpreted. Older adults may be more prone to feeling narratively foreclosed
because social expectations of later adulthood are often shaded by ideas of stasis
and decline rather than by progression (Bohlmeijer et al., 2011).

Gullette (2004) expanded on the notion that culture ages individuals just as
powerfully as biology ages bodies by arguing that marketing directed at older
people perpetuates stereotypes of decline, spreading fear about the changes to
health, lifestyle, and independence that age is suggested to bring inevitably. Social
discourses that fuse aging with decline challenge narrative openness, implying
that older adults cannot move toward richer, more deeply realized lives. This
master narrative is particularly constraining for aging women, whose changes in
appearance are judged as undesirable and associated with personal failure and
loss of power (Twigg, 2004).

The present inquiry suggests that writing groups might be therapeutically
significant in the lives of older adults because the writing and sharing process
promotes narrative openness while challenging narrative foreclosure. As the
women regained memories in group meetings and reviewed their lives in the
writing process, they were able to encounter themselves in new ways. Randall
(2013) stated that “as we view and review the past, as we read and re-read it,”
our understanding of who we are continues to evolve (p. 14). A participant in
another study on writing groups noted that “it’s in the telling that I rewrite my
story” (Thornton & Collins, 2010, p. 31).

When fellow group members inspired the women to write and share more sto-
ries, they envisioned future ventures in self-discovery and self-expression. Overall,
Margaret, Helen, and Josephine’s group was understood to enhance their sense
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of being active and capable artists, poised to create and to share many more as
yet unknown life stories. Thus, their continued participation in the group was
one means through which they maintained narrative openness. Randall (2013)
suggested that narrative openness provides individuals with resiliency, particu-
larly in later life. Where there is still a sense of possibility and self-determination,
individuals are better able to cope with difficult events and unexpected setbacks.

Implications for Counsellors

Given the narrative foreclosure that may be imposed upon and internalized by
individuals as they age, counsellors must be aware of how certain spaces might
promote older adults’ hope for a life still open to possibility. As Snyder (2002)
argued, hope is not the happy expectation that a person’s goals will be met but
the belief that a person can and will be able to shape the future, through effort
rather than luck or reliance on others. In this definition, hope is predicated on
a sense of agency. An individual must feel capable of marshalling the necessary
resources and mustering the desire required to achieve goals to feel truly hopeful.
Throughout the present inquiry, the writing group came to be understood as a
site of agency. With its non-hierarchical structure, the group prompted women
to share leadership and to take an active role in guiding their writing practice.
Thus, Margaret, Helen, and Josephine wrote stories of their lives with paper and
pen, but figuratively, they also wrote stories of themselves as active and engaged
artists, continuing to shape futures of possibility by attending the writing group,
composing stories, and sharing themselves with others.

Overall, these findings encourage professionals who work with older adults to
honour the power of writing and sharing stories. Although writing about one’s life
may seem to be a simple task—one that does not rely on specialized knowledge
or skill—this study demonstrates that writing can have profound implications
for an individual’s sense of hope. Honouring the power of writing groups, in this
context, means having a curiosity about how clients may be engaged already in
writing and sharing stories outside of the therapeutic domain, recognizing writing
and writing groups as psychological resources in clients’ lives, and considering
which clients may benefit from referrals to writing groups in the community.
The present findings suggest that referrals may be particularly beneficial for older
adults who present with a sense of hopelessness for the future.

The present inquiry also challenges certain ideas professionals may have held
about the therapeutic aspects of writing. One such idea may be that writing
can be so self-scrutinizing and revelatory that the process unfolds best under
the supervision of a professional (perhaps one with training in expressive art
therapies). Connected to this idea is the notion that writing groups should use
specific, empirically validated prompts and exercises to effect therapeutic change
(e.g., Larsen et al., 2003). Professionals who hold these ideas might consider it
reckless to refer clients to groups as unstructured and under-researched as the
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writing group presented in this inquiry. Recent research seems more focused on
how writing about hardships or past traumas can be impactful (van Emmerik
etal., 2013) at the expense of exploring the potential of lighter writing, such as
the childhood vignettes shared in Margaret, Helen, and Josephine’s group. This
trend in the research may bias professionals toward seeing writing as a healing
balm, to be reserved for the traumatized, rather than as a growth-oriented praxis
that could benefit any older adult.

Conclusion

In summary, Margaret, Helen, and Josephine’s experiences challenge rigid
ideas about what differentiates writing therapy from writing for enjoyment. They
demonstrate that the sharing of stories does not have to take place in a therapy
group or in a support group to have a therapeutic bearing. Sharing writing in
more casual group settings positions writers as artists choosing to communicate
life rather than as patients trying to cope with life. The findings presented here
indicate that writing is not only an intervention to be prescribed but also a pleasur-
able everyday activity—therapeutic not because it is administered or engineered
to be so, but simply because it is.
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