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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract This chapter provides an introduction to this book with an overview of
the central concepts of gender-based violence against women, women’s experi-
ences of depression and feminist group work. Introductory coverage of the activity
of journaling is provided and initial attention is given to key theoretical and
contextual perspectives employed in the understanding and analysis of gender-
based violence against women and depression. The feminist group work response
through the Women’s Journaling Group Program model is introduced.

Keywords Gender-based violence against women � Journaling � Depression �
Feminist group work � Critical feminist theory � Women’s journaling groups

Gender-based Violence and Depression: Women’s Voices

When I’ve got a struggle going on, I’ll try and write it out. Find out more about myself.
(Penny).

Having a sense of meaning and purpose in our lives enables us to engage in the
world around us, pursue goals and passions and feel a sense of belonging with
family, friends and communities. Women who experience violence and depression
commonly lose this sense of meaning and purpose and can struggle to regain, or
even develop, this sense. However, the activity of journaling can provide women
with a safe space to express their thoughts and feelings, reclaim a sense of identity
and meaning, and develop a sense of hope for their future. The creativity inherent
in expressing oneself, whether this be through writing, drawing, poetry, collage or
other journaling techniques, can encourage and inspire women and, consequently,
assist them to understand and to manage their experiences of violence and
depression.

Penny’s quote, above, shows when and why she journals. Phoebe provides
us with insight into the importance and influence of journaling for her:
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‘‘(My journaling is) about me, my life, joys, pain, suffering and excitement. It
entwines and unwinds the complexity of my life. It is self-talk—writing your own
narrative. It is multilayered for me, like circles overlapping. It is about me and how
I feel about it all; the effects it has on my highs and lows in life’’.

When women meet in a supportive group to journal together, share experiences,
reflect on their learning and plan for changes in their lives, the impact of journaling
as a therapeutic activity is strengthened even further. The following journal entries
give us an appreciation of the journaling group experience for three women:

I enjoyed the group discussions and the fact that I did not need to explain or excuse the
way I felt about my life.

Provides a useful comparison to the ways others deal with their problems. And the sim-
ilarity of responses to different situations is very comforting.

It is valuable to listen to others’ thoughts, feelings and make these connections to myself.
It is good when you realise you are not the only one that feels or thinks some things.

I have begun this book with the voices of women because women’s stories can
tell us so much about their experiences and yet their voices are often silenced when
they are in the midst of violence and depression. Women have informed and
participated in the development of the feminist group work response, the Women’s
Journaling Group Program, which is the feature of this book. Women are also the
focus of our attention as we consider possibilities for effective supports, programs
and activities that can assist them to understand, manage and begin to recover from
their experiences of violence and depression.

This chapter provides an introduction to this book with an overview of the
central concepts of gender-based violence against women, women’s experiences of
depression and feminist group work. Introductory coverage of the activity of
journaling is provided and initial attention is given to key theoretical and con-
textual perspectives employed in the understanding and analysis of gender-based
violence against women and depression.

Central Concepts in This Book

The widely recognised definition in the United Nations’ Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence Against Women states that violence against women is
‘‘any act of gender based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical,
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts,
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private
life’’ (UN 1993). Estimates of the nature and extent of violence against women
throughout the world vary and depend on factors such as the countries in which
research is undertaken, the methods of data collection and women’s preparedness
and safety in disclosing or reporting their experiences of violence. Nevertheless,
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research indicates one in three women experience some form of physical and/or
sexual violence in their lifetime.

Gender-based violence against women has short- and long-term impacts for
women and these include impacts on women’s mental health. A significant impact
of gender-based violence for women is depression and this is the focus in this text.
Research has established clear links between depression in women and the
domestic violence experienced by these women. Beydoun et al. (2012) for
example, found a 2–3 times increased risk of major depressive disorder and a
1.5–2 times increased risk of elevated depressive symptoms and postpartum
depression among women who had experienced intimate partner violence com-
pared with women who had not experienced this violence. Moreover, women are
twice as likely as men to experience depression and approximately 20 % of
women are likely to experience depression at some time in their lives.

During my social work practice with women who had experienced sexual
assault and family violence, I came to realise that many women journaled about
their experiences of violence, particularly their emotional responses, their doubts
and fears and the impact the violence had on their lives. Sometimes women jotted
down words and brief sentences on whatever they had to hand; other women
journaled regularly in notebooks and scrapbooks purchased specifically for the
purpose of journaling and reflecting. In counselling sessions, women often men-
tioned they had journaled about their anger or their depression, for example, and
this provided starting points and further prompts for our conversations. Naomi
explains the importance of journaling for her:

I have discovered that journaling is mine, it’s something positive for me that I can use to
help me see clearly again. It’s powerful, more than I was aware. Journaling is about me
because it’s my writing, it’s my thoughts, my feelings and, yeah, I don’t have to justify
things, I don’t have to make it sound wonderful or important or bring in theories or other
people’s thoughts on it or whatever. It’s just raw, sort of thing.

Women have long expressed their thoughts and feelings, recorded their expe-
riences, asked questions and developed a sense of self through the practice of
journaling. Journals have provided a safe and private space for women to articulate
their concerns and uncertainties and to make sense of what is happening around
them. As Naomi suggests in her journal entry, above, journaling can provide a
powerful, personal and creative way to learn about oneself and to understand
experiences of violence and depression.

My focus on working with women and writing about their experiences of
violence, depression and participation in feminist group work has been deliberate.
This has resulted from my practice experience in working with women and
knowing that women have a higher likelihood of experiencing depression than do
men and a higher likelihood of experiencing violence as a result of their gender
than do men. From a critical feminist perspective, exploration of the role that
gender plays in the development of depression in women and in the perpetration of
violence against women in intimate partner relationships is crucial. In addition to
the complementary concept of intersectionality, these are the perspectives and the
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lenses I use in this text to understand, analyse and inform a social work response to
both violence against women and the consequent depression experienced by
women.

Knowing that many women journal and also knowing about the benefits for
women of participating in therapeutic-focused groups with other women, I won-
dered what might emerge if I combined the activities of journaling and group work
in social work practice.

My research with women led to the creation, piloting and final development of
a model for a Women’s Journaling Group Program. Women’s journaling groups
are relevant for women who already journal or for women who have not previously
journaled but would like to try. The program varies for each group in order to
reflect the needs of women in each group. Women are supported to make sug-
gestions about activities and processes. The group sessions are a mixture of
facilitated journal activities that focus on women’s experiences of depression and
violence with opportunities for identification and expression of emotions,
thoughts, concerns and questions. As the program moves through the activities, a
focus on hope, the future and transformation is introduced. Throughout the ses-
sions women are encouraged to share their ideas and insights that come from their
journaling, to witness and support each other and to reflect on their own learnings,
development and changes. The group processes and the processes involved in
journaling, reflecting and making changes are as important as the outcomes from
journaling and discussion activities. Evaluation and reflection questions can be
built into the end of sessions so that the women can spend time to think about their
experiences and to provide feedback to facilitators about how they are experi-
encing the group. Women are, therefore, involved as participants but also have a
role as group reviewers and developers. This reflects a strong feminist value of
participation.

Groups can be structured to run over the course of one or two days or over
weekly sessions. The overall aim is for women to have a clearer and deeper
understanding of themselves, the impacts of depression and violence, the con-
tributing factors to violence against women and subsequent depression, a stronger
sense of self and self-confidence and the development of new skills.

The model is premised on gendered and critical feminist understandings of
violence against women, depression in women and the facilitation of groups for
women. Feminist counselling principles and methods of consciousness-raising and
resistance underpin the activities and the focus of the journaling group model.
These activities also open possibilities for women to make connections between
their own experiences of violence and depression, the experiences of other women
and the attitudinal, structural and systemic factors that perpetuate the continuation
of violence against women.

I believe that a critical feminist understanding of violence against women and
women’s subsequent experiences of depression is vital because it enables us to
take a broad contextual view of the contributors to and dynamics of this violence
and depression. This removes the focus on each individual woman as somehow
responsible for feeling depressed or experiencing violence. Clearly, responsibility
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for gender-based violence against women belongs with the perpetrator of the
violence. Indeed, as we consider the ways in which we may reduce and prevent
violence against women, we see that everyone within all communities has a role to
play.

Throughout this text, I include comments from women who contributed to the
development of the Women’s Journaling Group Program and from women who
have participated in the Program. Their comments help to bring alive the text and
invite us into some personal and insightful thoughts about the ways in which
journaling assisted them to understand, manage and begin to recover from their
depression.

Women employ a variety of journaling techniques and these demonstrate that
women’s journaling involves much more than the traditional form of prose writ-
ing. This is exciting because it opens up the potential of journaling as a therapeutic
social work method. For women who do not like writing or do not have writing
skills, journaling can include drawing, painting, reflecting and performing. Jour-
naling is a flexible and creative process and the ways in which women journal—
and express themselves—may be as therapeutic as the end result.

Women’s Journaling Groups are of most benefit to women with mild to
moderate depression and who are well enough to attend a group regularly. I am
mindful that this will not be possible for many women and this also reminds us to
think about how women in different situations and circumstances throughout the
world might experience violence and its consequences. Whilst journaling may not
be possible or appealing for all women, the principles of consciousness-raising and
resistance which underpin the Women’s Journaling Group Program model may
provide a framework for women to respond to violence and depression in other
ways. For example, in a revision of the traditional activity of sharing experiences
and narratives, Sowards and Renegar (2006) suggested that sharing stories could
be seen as a form of feminist activism and thus, consciousness-raising, resistance
and action even if it occurs on an individual basis. I explore these principles and
methods of consciousness-raising and resistance in more detail in Chap. 6.

The aim of this book is to provide practitioners with theoretical, conceptual and
practice-based information and ideas to guide them in their work with women who
have experienced violence and depression. The practice response within the book
is based on feminist group work and specifically focuses on a model for Women’s
Journaling Groups. The theoretical and conceptual information and ideas provide
solid foundations for informed, considered and reflective social work practice with
women who have experienced violence and depression. In introducing a model for
Women’s Journaling Groups, I do so in such a way that practitioners may use the
research-based ideas and knowledge to facilitate women’s journaling groups
themselves. I hope that the theoretical and conceptual information provided will
encourage practitioners to structure women’s journaling groups in ways that
acknowledge, respond to and reflect the unique needs of each woman in each
group, yet also provide women with a sense of shared experience and belonging in
their group.
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The book is written in such a way that readers can read the book from start to
finish or can dip into chapters that are of particular interest to them. I begin by
providing a conceptual and contextual background for theorising and under-
standing gender-based violence and depression in women. I then introduce the
terms ‘gender-based violence’ and ‘violence against women’ and look at some
global data and a human rights framework to provide a background and context on
which to base our knowledge of the problem. I then move onto looking at women’s
experiences of depression, what is specific to the ways in which depression fre-
quently develops for women and the links between violence against women and
depression. I also include some theoretical information that assists us to under-
stand depression in women as well as an overview of concepts that are integral to
the consideration of recovery.

Next, consideration of concepts important to group facilitation, including
feminist group work theory and practice, and the methods of consciousness-raising
and resistance is given. In a more practice-oriented section of the book, I spend
some time exploring the practice of journaling and journal therapy; that is, the use
of writing for therapeutic purposes. Following this, I introduce the model of the
Women’s Journaling Group Program. Within this chapter, we see that journaling is
a process and a form of action rather than a passive, isolated pastime which women
undertake. The model consists of two overarching frameworks, one which forms
quite a reflective component of journaling and the other which establishes an
active and dynamic component. In addition, four major narratives and various
threads provide guidelines and inspiration for the development of journaling
activities within Women’s Journaling Groups. Finally, I include some practice
guidelines for those readers who are interested in developing and facilitating their
own versions of a Women’s Journaling Group.

The Women Researchers and Participants in This Book

I would like to introduce to you the women who contributed to the development of
the model for the Women’s Journaling Group Program and whose comments
appear throughout the text. They are: Jessica, Naomi, Adair, Deb, Susan, Phoebe,
Barbra, Samantha, Penny, Zelda, Adella, Vivienne, Rachael, Zoe, Magdalena and
Kate.

The women came from regional areas in the state of Victoria in Australia and
from Melbourne, the capital city of Victoria. They ranged in age from early
twenties to their sixties. Some were married, one or two divorced or separated,
some never married. Most women had children, some had grandchildren, and all
had contact with children such as nephews and nieces in their families. Some
women worked, some had retired and some were having a break. Women worked
as artists, business owners, students and in the health and welfare fields. Some of
the women had been formally diagnosed with depression, most had self-diagnosed
and all had received some health or medical support, particularly from their
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general practitioner. Some women had been very unwell in the past; all were well
now although not necessarily feeling one hundred per cent. One of the criteria for
attending the groups was that they were well enough to attend all the sessions,
barring unanticipated disruptions.

So a huge big thank you to all these women. They will guide you through this
text as their ideas, journaling, feedback and discussions illustrate the ways in
which Women’s Journaling Groups can be facilitated, the types of narratives and
themes that are important to consider in journaling activities and the different
meanings and understandings that can be made of women’s experiences of vio-
lence and depression.

Chapter 2 provides us with a brief glimpse into a session of a Women’s
Journaling Group where we can gain a sense of how such a group might be
facilitated and how journaling activities can be employed to explore women’s
experiences of violence and depression.
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Chapter 2
An Introductory Visit to a Women’s
Journaling Group

Abstract This chapter provides a brief glimpse into a session of a Women’s
Journaling Group where readers can gain a sense of how such a group might be
facilitated and how journaling activities can be employed to explore women’s
experiences of violence and depression.

Keywords Journaling � Women � Gender-based violence � Depression �
Women’s journaling groups

A Women’s Journaling Group

In this chapter I would like to invite you to observe part of a group session with the
women as they participate in a Women’s Journaling Group Program.

Facilitator: ‘‘Good evening everyone. How are you?’’

The women reply in different voices and with different responses.

‘‘I’m good!’’
‘‘I’m hungry; can we eat as we talk?’’
‘‘It’s freezing outside. What happened to the summer weather?’’
‘‘Sorry I’m late, the dog escaped’’.

Following some laughs and shared snippets of conversation, the women find
their seats around a table that holds pens, paper, magazines, glue, scissors, books,
other journaling paraphernalia, women’s baskets and purses and food for a light
supper.

As facilitator I ask them how their week has been and what journaling they
might have practised since we last met. Some women have been busy and not able
to journal their thoughts or feelings, but other women share their experiences.
There is a mixture of excitement at new insights into the impacts of verbal
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violence, doubt about uncovered responses from the past and pride at taking steps
towards a new goal of beginning friendships with other mothers at the children’s
school. As the women listen to each other, they encourage each other and com-
ment on the changes that have occurred. There is some gentle challenging when
one woman wonders if all her efforts to re-establish a new lifestyle are worth it.
The other women remind her she has rights to live free from violence and that
depression is a common response for women who have experienced violence. The
atmosphere is friendly, reassuring, trusting and safe.

In response to my suggestion we start some journaling, the women agree and
organise their journaling materials. I will use a journaling technique the women
have used before but will provide a different topic and context. The technique is a
‘sentence starter’ and I read it out to the women. Their journaling activity is to
complete the gaps in the sentence with whatever comes into their minds.

Me: ‘‘It is important to me for my voice and my needs to be heard because … and
then my depression …’’.

When women have finished their journaling and have thought and shared
quietly with each other, we do a round where each woman can share whatever she
would like to share about her response. Some women read out exactly what they
journaled. Other women talk generally about what they journaled and the themes
that arose. Some women add insights that were revealed.

Adella wondered why it was important to be heard. ‘‘Why do we need other
people to validate us and our thoughts?’’

Zoe journaled that ‘‘It is important for me to voice my needs and have them
heard when I’m depressed because often I feel that’s when they’re totally taken
away. When I’m depressed, I’m so lost within myself, that when I do express
myself, I’m taking a huge risk of putting myself out there. And often my thoughts
might be jumbled and quite inarticulate. If I do that, often the depression can ease,
if only for a minute or so, if someone actually hears me, the power of that. When
you’re struggling so hard to express your needs. Even if they don’t understand it,
they’ve actually taken the time’’.

Penny journaled ‘‘Because if I’m not heard, I lose sight of who I am, what
I think, or I lose touch with my feelings. It makes it more difficult to express them
and then I feel out of control and not in touch with myself. Gets too difficult to
express myself, so I go into myself and other people’s needs are more important’’.

Zelda journaled ‘‘Because the hearing validates me. Not just others hearing me,
but me hearing me. I also need to be heard while I’m speaking without shouting. If
I get into shouting mode, I’m already uncertain that my opinion is valid or my
needs are reasonable. And then my depression rolls in again, like a fog,
surrounding me to the extent that I cannot see my way, so I go and hide away. To
write this down, feels like a new learning’’.

Magdalena said: ‘‘Because they need to be recognised’’.

We finished this activity with some further discussion and each woman high-
lighted what was most enlightening for her. This journaling activity opens up
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further opportunities for women to keep journaling and to think about, for
example, what are the ‘needs’ that are important for them to identify and achieve.
As one woman later journaled in a 6-week evaluation follow-up: ‘‘Depression that
I’ve experienced I think has partly (or mostly) been about my issues with not
knowing myself and so not knowing my priorities & needs, so exploring this has
given me insight to my depression/causes of my depression’’.

Conclusion

This excerpt has provided a brief glimpse into one particular session of a women’s
journaling group. It shows how women may interact and support each other, how
insights might be achieved through journaling, reflection and discussion within the
group and, outside the group in between sessions, and how a focus on expressing
thoughts and feelings can be combined with a focus on hope and moving toward
change. In the following chapters I look at the theories, concepts, contexts and
perspectives that are helpful in gaining an understanding of and ability to analyse
gender-based violence against women and depression in women. I will also
explore how this knowledge underpins and supports the Women’s Journaling
Group Program model.
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Chapter 3
A Conceptual and Contextual Background
for Gender-based Violence
and Depression in Women

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of the central concepts in this text
before a more in-depth exploration in later chapters. The central concepts are
gender-based violence against women; the notion of gender; depression in women;
human rights and public health frameworks; critical feminist theories; the concept
of intersectionality and its contribution to critical feminist theoretical under-
standings and the links between violence against women and the subsequent
development of depression in women. This overview also provides a context
within which an understanding of the central concepts and of the rationale and
underpinnings of the Women’s Journaling Group Programme model can be
situated.

Keywords Gender � Violence against women � Gender-based violence � Critical
feminist theory � Intersectionality � Public health � Human rights � Prevalence

Conceptual and Contextual Background: Gender-based
Violence Against Women

In November 2012, the United Nations emphasised the urgent responsibility that
countries have to implement national policies to end gender-based violence against
women, calling such violence, one of the most pervasive human rights violations
worldwide. At an event to mark the annual International Day for the Elimination of
Violence Against Women, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon reminded the
world that ‘‘Each and every State has an obligation to develop or improve the
relevant laws, policies and plans, bring perpetrators to justice and provide reme-
dies to women who have been subjected to violence’’ (UN News Centre 2012).

Violence against women is an endemic problem throughout the world. Women
are subject to violence in refugee camps, in evacuation areas, in regions devastated
by natural disasters and violence that is used as a weapon of war and power in
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conflict and post-conflict zones. But women also experience violence in non-
conflict areas and as True (2012, p. 5) notes, ‘‘… it is the gendered social and
economic inequalities between women and men that make women most vulnerable
to violence and abuse in whatever context’’. Moreover, innumerable women are
subject to violence within their homes and communities, commonly from someone
known to them, most often a current or previous male partner within an intimate
relationship. In writing about the parallels in the trauma experienced by soldiers
and victims in war and women in domestic violence, Herman wrote evocatively of
the commonalities ‘… between the survivors of vast concentration camps created
by tyrants who rule nations and the survivors of small, hidden concentration camps
created by tyrants who rule their homes’ (Herman 1992, p. 3).

In establishing the context for the way in which the concept of gender-based
violence against women is understood and employed in this book, an important
consideration is the use of terminology. Different terms referring to gender-based
violence are employed in different countries and regions throughout the world. For
example in Victoria, Australia, the term ‘family violence’ rather than ‘domestic
violence’ is increasingly used in discussion, debate, policy and legislation. This
has largely resulted from the recognition of the many different forms of violence
that may occur within families and the wide preference from Aboriginal com-
munities for ‘family violence’ which reflects the extensive understanding of family
that many indigenous communities have. The Victorian Indigenous Family
Violence Taskforce (2003, p. 123) defined family violence as: ‘An issue focused
around a wide range of physical, emotional, sexual, social, spiritual, cultural,
psychological and economic abuses that occur within families, intimate relation-
ships, extended families, kinship networks and communities. It extends to one-
on-one fighting, abuse of Indigenous community workers, as well as self-harm,
injury and suicide’.

Myriad other terms are employed throughout the world, perhaps the best known
of which include ‘intimate partner violence’, ‘domestic violence’, ‘domestic
abuse’ and ‘violence against women’. In this text, I use the terms ‘gender-based
violence against women’ and ‘violence against women’ to refer to the violence
experienced by women from male perpetrators (most often known to them) and to
enable an analysis and understanding of this violence from a strong gender-based
perspective. The term ‘gender-based violence’ can also be used to refer to violence
experienced by men as a result of their gender and so does not specifically refer
solely to violence experienced by women. However, it is a term that is used
broadly throughout the world and the use of the word ‘gender’ initiates thinking
about the differences in the ways that women and men experience, and are subject
to, violence particularly from someone known to them. The term ‘violence against
women’ clearly and unambiguously states the nature of the violence and the
problem to be addressed.
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Prevalence and Impacts of Gender-based Violence
Against Women

Notwithstanding the complexities of undertaking research and collecting data
around gender-based violence, a picture of the extent of global violence against
women does emerge. Research has consistently documented that violence against
women is a gendered occurrence and a gendered crime (Garcia-Moreno and Watts
2011; UN 1993; Reed et al. 2010) and it is estimated that one in three women
throughout the world will experience physical and/or sexual violence at some point
in their lives. A multi-country study, mainly in developing nations, found that
between 15 and 71 % of women aged 15–49 years reported physical and/or sexual
violence by an intimate partner at some point in their lives (World Health Orga-
nisation 2005). International data compiled by UN Women (2010) suggested that
between 15 and 76 % of women are likely to experience physical and/or sexual
violence in their lifetime. In the Australian component of the International
Violence Against Women Survey, over a third of women reported experiencing
physical and/or sexual violence since the age of 16 (Mouzos and Makkai 2004).

Physical, sexual, psychological and economic gender-based violence against
women have short- and long-term impacts for women which include physical
injury and illness, mental ill-health, post-traumatic stress, drug and alcohol use,
poverty and homicide/femicide. Children exposed to this violence frequently
experience fear, insecurity, trauma and may be injured or killed themselves
(Kirkwood 2012). Other implications, although perhaps less obvious but still of
significant concern, include women’s inability to find and maintain employment,
loss of accommodation, children’s, sometimes frequent, relocation from their
schools and childcare settings and the health, legal, justice and economic costs to
the community. I look further at the impacts and implications of violence against
women in Chap. 4.

Conceptual and Contextual Background: Why is Gender
Important?

Gender plays a role in the occurrence of gender-based violence against women and in
the depression experienced by women. Gender refers to more than simply the bio-
logical sex differences between males and females, but to the broad differences that
exist between men and women in their day-to-day life experiences. Alston (2013,
p. 96) writes that ‘‘Gender refers to the different ways women and men operate within
socially constructed, sanctioned roles that subsequently shape the ways individuals
respond to circumstances and events’’. Gender and its consequences also shape
communities, cultures, and countries and is a learned way of being.

Gender differentially impacts men’s and women’s access to, ownership of and
influence over power and resources, employment, land ownership, income, safe and
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secure accommodation, political representation and other roles in society. Violence
against women is significantly enabled by gender inequality, and conversely gen-
der-based violence is seen as a major contributor to gender inequality. Moreover,
gender is closely linked to attitudes to women and to violence against women.
Meyering (2011) concludes that attitudes to gender equality are the key predictor of
attitudes to domestic violence. So people who do not hold gender equality as a key
value or aim within their community tend to understand domestic violence as
largely insignificant, uncommon and equally perpetrated by men and women.
I further explore contributing factors to violence against women in the Chap. 4.

Gender is also an important consideration for practitioners when working with
women experiencing depression. Astbury (2001, p. 2) notes that gender is ‘‘a
structural determinant of mental health and mental illness’’ and, due to the high
numbers of women experiencing depression throughout the world, urges that
causes of this depression be identified and eradicated. She believes ‘‘This requires
a multi-level, intersectoral approach, gendered mental health policy with a public
health focus and gender-specific risk factor reduction strategies, as well as gender
sensitive services and equitable access to them’’ (Astbury 2001, p. 2). Later in this
chapter, I look at the roles that public health frameworks and integrated and
gendered approaches to the response to and prevention of violence against women
can take.

Conceptual and Contextual Background: Human Rights
and Public Health Frameworks

As knowledge of the nature, extent and impact of violence against women has
expanded in the last few decades, new perspectives have been employed in order
to understand and provide contexts and frameworks for responding to this vio-
lence. Violence against women is now acknowledged as a violation of women’s
human rights. The use of a human rights perspective and framework to understand
and analyse the dynamics of violence against women and to consider how best to
respond, reduce and eliminate it, reframes the violence from a largely insignificant,
inconsequential, hidden occurrence to a visible, highly dangerous and prevalent
global problem for which all individuals and communities have responsibility.
A human rights framework reminds us that gender-based violence against women
is a form of discrimination and prohibits women from enjoying rights such as
liberty and security of the person; freedom from wrongful gender stereotyping and
freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment
(Cusack 2009).

Building on the human rights framework is an emerging understanding of
gender-based violence as a public health issue (Beydoun et al. 2012; Garcia-
Moreno and Watts 2011; Nakray 2013; Western and Mason 2013). This has
largely resulted from the increased global awareness of the nature and extent of
violence against women, the efforts to cost the impacts of this violence, the
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growing community attention given to increasingly personalised accounts of this
violence and calls for action to respond to and to eliminate gender-based violence
against women. A public health approach includes a strong emphasis on primary
prevention. Primary prevention strategies in relation to violence against women
aim to prevent violence from occurring and include, for example educational
activities exploring and strengthening beliefs and attitudes towards gender
equality. Secondary prevention, or early intervention (VicHealth 2007), refers to
activities and services that are provided in response to early signs of violence in
efforts to prevent the violence from escalating and becoming entrenched and
enabling those at risk to access safety strategies and plans. Tertiary prevention, or
intervention (VicHealth 2007), is provided after violence has occurred and
includes support, advocacy, crisis and counselling services for women and their
children, behaviour change programmes for perpetrators and criminal and civil
justice responses such as intervention orders.

Governments and communities are seeking and providing increased funding and
focus on primary prevention in relation to violence against women. This marks
significant progression and development in recognising the huge damage that occurs
from violence against women throughout the world. However, funding, policy and
programmatic development and legislative and other reforms cannot ignore tertiary
prevention activities while violence still occurs. The focus of this book is providing
a therapeutic, motivating and galvanising response for women who had experienced
violence and depression. One such response is the provision of feminist group work.
An initial consideration of a feminist group work response clearly locates such an
activity within tertiary prevention strategies. However, the activities within group
work and the dynamics and relationships that develop amongst group members
during group work frequently result in members learning new skills, developing
confidence in themselves to take action and to link with new friends and previously
unaccessed services. These achievements can shift therapeutic group work into the
arena of secondary prevention and, possibly, primary prevention.

This example of situating a feminist group work response in a public health
framework highlights the difficulties and disadvantages of separating the different
levels of prevention and the strategies within each level. As social workers, we
work well when we work across and within different levels, systems, services and
strategies. One of the strengths of the recent Family Violence Reform Strategy in
the family violence sector in Victoria, Australia is the emphasis on the importance
of creating and working within a ‘joined-up’ service system and multi-sectoral
service delivery approach (Ross et al. 2011; Western and Mason 2013). An
effective coordinated and collaborative structure has a good chance of meeting the
varied and complex needs of women and their children who experience violence
and the needs of men who use violence against women. In such a structure, the
links between primary, secondary and tertiary prevention strategies and activities
can be identified and strengthened. So when facilitating feminist group work
through the Women’s Journaling Group Programme model, our practice is
strengthened when we integrate it with other supports, resources and programmes
in which women are involved.
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Conceptual and Contextual Background: Critical Feminist
Theoretical Understandings and Intersectionality

Whilst this text is primarily practice focused, it is crucial to be clear about the
theoretical underpinnings to practice, given the recursive relationship between
theory and practice where each continuously informs and builds on the other. In
addition to working within the human rights framework and to ensure a strong
gender lens and analysis is employed in the response to violence against women, I
employ a critical feminist theoretical understanding when analysing and examin-
ing this violence. A critical feminist understanding of violence against women,
and of depression experienced by women, enables me to watch for, monitor and
integrate into practice an awareness of structural and systemic inequalities
and power distributions. It also reminds me to look for, to hear and to acknowledge
women’s perspectives, narratives and understandings of their experiences with
violence, depression and recovery and incorporate these into my knowledge and
practice. A critical feminist perspective holds that the personal is political, that
diversity amongst women must be recognised, that transformation and change
provide foci for social work with women and that responsibility for understanding
and preventing the development and experience of violence and depression in
women must be a multifactorial, multi-level societal commitment.

Further, a critical feminist theorising of gender-based violence against women
provides scope to add to practice and analysis the concept and guiding principles
of intersectionality; a concept that enables a more thorough exploration of struc-
tural and systemic contributors to violence against women and their depression by
looking not only at gender, but at additional and intersecting forms of oppression
such as race, ethnicity, class and sexuality (Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). Debates
about the ways in which intersectionality may be defined and/or conceptualised
impede a simple explanation. Davis (2008, p. 67) provides a loose description of
intersectionality as ‘‘the interaction of multiple identities and experiences of
exclusion and subordination’’.

In thinking about women’s experiences of, not only gender-based violence, but
the depression that many women subsequently experience, an intersectional,
critical and feminist understanding enables me to consider the contributions,
impacts and consequences that intersecting factors of gender, race, ethnicity, age,
(dis)ability, class and sexuality may have on different women’s experiences of
inequality, oppression and marginalisation. Such an understanding and analysis
also enables us to see the varied barriers and difficulties imposed on women
attempting to recover from depression and become safe from violence. I do this in
an effort to make visible and recognise the experiences of violence against women
from varying backgrounds, locations and positions and, following Nixon and
Humphreys (2010), to contribute to the continuing development of feminist
theorising around violence against women. Nixon and Humphreys (2010, p. 139)

18 3 A Conceptual and Contextual Background



note the importance of ‘‘creating a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding
of (violence against women) and how it can differentially affect those who
experience and survive abuse’’.

Conceptual and Contextual Background: Links Between
Violence Against Women and Impacts on Women’s Mental
Health

As noted earlier, violence against women has short- and long-term impacts for
women and these include impacts on women’s mental health. Research has
established clear links between depression in women and domestic violence
experienced by women (Filson et al. 2010; Vos et al. 2006). The Access
Economics research undertaken in Australia in (2004) found that almost 18 % of
all depression in women in Australia was associated with domestic violence. The
Australian National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing (2007) found that
over a quarter of the surveyed women had experienced some form of gender-based
violence and that this violence was also linked to mental illnesses including
depression, anxiety and suicide attempts. In a metaanalysis of observational
studies in the research literature between 1980 and 2010—mostly from Western
countries—Beydoun et al. (2012) found a 2–3 times increased risk of major
depressive disorder and a 1.5–2 times increased risk of elevated depressive
symptoms and postpartum depression among women who had experienced inti-
mate partner violence compared with women who had not experienced this vio-
lence. These authors also estimated that between 9 and 28 % of the depression
(major depressive disorder, elevated depressive symptoms and post-natal depres-
sion) experienced by women was attributable to experiencing domestic violence
over their lifetime. Emerging research shows connections between intimate partner
violence and the existence of depressive symptoms in women (even when adjusted
for other possible contributing factors such as previous depression) in the first
12 months after childbirth.

In an analysis of data from the World Health Organisation’s multi-country
study on women’s health and domestic violence against women, Devries et al.
(2011) found that the prevalence of suicide attempts in women ranged from 0.8
(Tanzania) to 12 % (Peru), although suicidal thoughts throughout a woman’s
lifetime occurred in as many as 29 % of the women. These researchers found that
intimate partner violence was the highest risk factor (after taking into account
possible mental illness) for suicide attempts. The links between depression and
suicide/suicide attempts are well-known.

Some researchers have also explored the consequences of depression itself on
women’s perceptions of the violence directed against them, their rights to live
without violence and their abilities to recover from the depression. Calvete et al.
(2007) found that women, particularly those who had experienced psychological
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violence, often felt unable to influence or cope with their situation, held little hope
that their situation could change and were uncertain about being able to rely on
individuals or services for support or assistance. In addition, women felt there was
something inherently wrong with them because of the violence they experienced
and because of the difficulties they felt they had in coping with the violence. These
perceptions, in turn, could lead to deeper depression for women as they ‘disen-
gaged’ from attempts to seek support in understanding the impact of the violence
on them. Similarly, Filson et al. (2010) further validated knowledge that women
who experience domestic violence frequently feel powerlessness in the relation-
ship and in their ability to change their situation. Violence used by men includes
significant degrees of power and control. Filson et al. (2010) conclude that intimate
partner violence can affect depression in women through creating a sense of
powerlessness. Traditional and rigid gender roles that are often enforced by men
who use violence also take away power and control from women because of the
expectation that women will be passive and dependent, be responsible for the care
of others and for unpaid domestic and agricultural labour.

Conclusion

These are important findings to consider when looking at the three levels of
violence prevention in the public health framework and the strategies and activities
within each level. In relation to a feminist support group for women experiencing
depression as a result of gender-based violence, the consideration of the issue of
powerlessness in women is paramount. I will explore this notion further in Chap. 8
when I introduce the model of the Women’s Journaling Group Programme. In the
Chap. 4, I look in some more detail at key concepts in this text.
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Chapter 4
Gender-based Violence Against Women
and Human Rights

Abstract This chapter builds on the previous chapters by looking into more depth
at some of the central concepts employed in this text. Gender-based violence
against women is contextualised in more detail by reviewing key global definitions
and estimations of the worldwide nature and frequency of this violence. Con-
tributing factors to the occurrence and continuation of gender-based violence are
presented within human rights and public health perspectives as introduced in
Chap. 3. Ideas around the prevention and response to gender-based violence begin
to take shape. A feminist group work response fits most obviously within a
response intervention. However, with the focus of consciousness raising and
resistance in the Women’s Journalling Group Programme, this group work
response also contains elements of prevention and transformation within it.

Keywords Gender-based violence � Human rights � Violence against women �
Definitions � Prevalence � Ecological model � Impacts of violence against women �
Gender equality � Stereotypes � Beliefs

Global attention to the scale, nature and impact of violence against women, has
increased in the last few decades. Following the adoption of the Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1979,
the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women in 1993 by the
United Nations General Assembly, and the addition of the Beijing Platform for
Action in (1995), gender-based violence against women has slowly, yet progres-
sively, been recognised as a violation of women’s basic human rights. In response,
various efforts have been made to respond to reduce and eliminate this violence.
This has occurred through strengthening and maintaining women’s safety and their
involvement in social, political and economic activities, introducing legislative
and policy reform, encouraging attitudinal change, placing responsibility for
violence on perpetrators and emboldening communities to be active in preventing
this violence.

The goal of the CEDAW is to eliminate gender discrimination, although it does
not refer specifically to the issue of violence against women. Women’s human

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_4,
� The Author(s) 2013

23

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_3


rights and equality are highlighted in the emphasis on ensuring equal access to the
benefits of family, employment, the law, education and health care services.
Attention is also given to traditional roles and stereotypes of men and women as
well as social and cultural practices in society that give rise to discrimination
against women. The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women
defines what constitutes violence against women and calls for countries and or-
ganisations to take action to prevent and eliminate it. The Beijing Platform for
Action also emphasises gender equality and the importance of removing barriers to
women’s participation in public and private sectors. Regarding the contributing
factors to violence against women, the following points are of interest:

• The use of violence against women as a weapon of war and in conflict situations
(Point 11)

• The feminisation of poverty and unemployment (Point 17)
• The use of religious extremism to carry out violence or discrimination against

women (Point 24)
• Women’s under-representation in leadership of political and administrative or-

ganisations (Point 28)
• Increased barriers for Indigenous women (Point 32)
• Discrimination against women (Point 38)
• Discrimination and violence against girls, including female infanticide, prenatal

sex selection and child marriage (Point 39).

Despite the progress, violence against women remains a critical concern
throughout the world. Prior to examining some data and information about the
existence and prevalence of violence against women, defining what is meant by
violence against women is important. This will then also provide a context in
which the concept of gender-based violence against women is employed in this
book.

Definitions and Behaviours that Constitute Gender-based
Violence Against Women

The widely recognised definition in the United Nations’ Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence Against Women states that violence against women is
‘‘any act of gender based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical,
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts,
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private
life’’ (UN 1993).

Article 2 of the Declaration outlines the behaviours that constitute violence
against women. They include physical, sexual and psychological violence that
occurs within the family, the general community and/or violence that is perpe-
trated or condoned by the State. Violence includes physical assault, marital rape,
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sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, female
genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal
violence, violence related to exploitation including trafficking and forced prosti-
tution, and sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in educational institutions
and elsewhere.

Countries and states throughout the world have varying definitions and legis-
lation relevant to violence against women. Globally, legislation varies in the
breadth of coverage of acts that constitute violence and also varies in the extent to
which it is enforced and enforceable.

In a progressive review and redevelopment of legislation in the state of
Victoria, Australia in (2008), the new Family Violence Protection Act recognises
family violence as behaviour that is threatening, coercive or physically, sexually,
emotionally, psychologically and/or economically abusive. Behaviour that con-
trols or dominates a family member and causes that person to feel fear for the
safety or wellbeing of their family is also considered to constitute family violence.
Examples of the different behaviours are provided; economic abuse includes being
prevented from attaining employment, accessing joint financial assets or being
coerced to claim social security payments. Emotional or psychological abuse
includes name calling and racial taunts, threats to commit suicide and preventing a
family member from seeing other family members and friends.

Protection for children is also provided in the legislation because family vio-
lence is considered to have occurred if children overhear or witness any of the
abusive behaviours stated in the Act. The definition of people who constitute a
family member is quite broad and, importantly, includes carers of people with a
disability.

The Incidence and Impacts of Gender-based Violence
Against Women

Estimating the incidence of violence against women is problematic for various
reasons including the secrecy that surrounds violence; reluctance by women to
report and disclose violence; varying definitions of what constitutes violence
against women; limited financial, measurement and evaluative resources and
difficulties in accessing the existing or collaborative data. However, global sta-
tistics estimate that a third of the world’s women have experienced violence from
someone they know, often their partner or another family member. Results from
research undertaken in 10 countries by the World Health Organisation (WHO)
(2005, p. 5) indicated that the proportion of ever-partnered women who had ever
experienced physical or sexual violence, or both, by an intimate partner ranged
from 15 to 71 %. Between 13 and 61 % of women had experienced physical
violence from a male partner. The proportion of women who had experienced
sexual violence ranged from 6 to 59 % of women. Intimate partner sexual violence
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commonly involves repeated and severe physical and sexual assault with extreme
risks to women’s safety (Duncan and Western 2011). Underscoring the concern
with this violence against women is a number of research findings. For example,
more than 25 % of women in the WHO survey (other than in Japan) had been
physically or sexually assaulted at least once since the age of 15 with rates as high
as 50 % for some countries. In the Australian component of the International
Violence Against Women Survey, over a third of women reported experiencing
physical and/or sexual violence since the age of 16 (Mouzos and Makkai 2004).

Even scarcer research complicates the estimation of the prevalence of gender-
based violence for women who are generally considered to be at higher risk of
violence. Indigenous women throughout the world are thought to be up to 40 times
more likely to be victims of family violence (B.C. Government 2005; Cripps and
Davis 2012; Department of Planning and Community Development 2008;
National Clearinghouse on Family Violence 2008). Women with disabilities are at
much greater risk of gender-based violence than women without disabilities
(Healey et al. 2008), and immigrant women also frequently face higher risks with
violence taking additional forms such as exclusion from family and communities
and threats of deportation (Ammar et al. 2012; Anitha 2011; Lacey et al. 2013).
Women are known to be at higher risk of violence during and after pregnancy. For
example, The Personal Safety Survey undertaken in Australia in 2005 found that
59 % of women who had experienced violence by a previous partner since the age
of 15 were pregnant at some time during the relationship. Of these women, 36 %
reported that violence had occurred when they were pregnant and 17 % that
violence occurred for the first time when they were pregnant.

The consequences and impacts of violence against women vary and include
physical injuries such as broken bones, cuts and burns, chronic pain, post-trau-
matic stress, mental illness including depression and anxiety, unwanted pregnancy,
sexually transmitted infections including HIV and reproductive health problems,
miscarriage and pre-term delivery, suicide, drug and/or alcohol (mis)use, traf-
ficking, female genital mutilation, serious injury and death. In fact, violence
against women has been found to be the most significant contributor to illness,
injury and preventable death in women between the ages of 15 and 44 and between
18 and 44 in Victoria, Australia.

More broadly, women—and their children—may experience poverty, home-
lessness, loss of employment and therefore income and loss of contact with family
members and connection with community. The costs to the community of violence
against women are enormous and have been estimated at A$13.6 billion rising to
A$15.6 billion per annum by 2021 in Australia (National Council 2009); at more
than US$5.8 billion each year in the United States (National Center for Injury
Prevention and Control 2003) and at £15.7 billion a year in the United Kingdom
(Walby 2009). Whilst this research has estimated a financial cost of gender-based
violence against women, there are other costs too. These include health-based
costs; police, legal and justice system costs; costs in providing crisis accommo-
dation and services and days of absenteeism from work.
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In the light of all this information, the importance of taking a broad critical
feminist understanding with an intersectional perspective into our practice with
women who have experienced gender-based violence is further underscored. (See
Chap. 3 for ideas regarding the use of critical feminist theoretical understandings
of violence and depression experienced by women). Practitioners require a com-
prehensive knowledge of the meanings, incidents and impacts of gender-based
violence against women, so they are clear in their focus when working with
women and capable of explaining to women the dynamics and impacts, including
the emotional impacts, of the violence they have experienced.

Contributing Factors to Gender-based Violence
Against Women

Despite its severity and prevalence, violence against women is preventable, par-
ticularly when addressed within the context of a human rights framework and with
multi-level strategies across legal, health, education and other sectors (VicHealth
2004). Contemporary research has revealed a complex interaction of contributing
factors to violence against women. One of the most influential determinants of
gender-based violence against women is the unequal distribution of resources and
power between women and men. This often results from conventional and rigid
attitudes to the position of men and women in society. Individuals and commu-
nities holding these attitudes tend to consider men as superior to women and that
the role of men in the family and in the community is to have the power to make
decisions about their livelihoods and the ways in which the family functions. In
this instance, men typically have economic and social power and resources as they
have the freedom to engage in employment and education and participate in the
community. In contrast, women are expected to be amenable and to follow the
expectations of males in their family and/or community. Access to education,
health care, income and political representation are often curtailed for women in
these circumstances (World Health Organisation 2010).

These attitudes and beliefs, whilst sounding outmoded, continue to exist
although they are often not overt or acknowledged. For example, there typically
remains an economic differential between men and women because even in
wealthy countries, men are frequently paid more than women for performing the
same work (Corbett and Hill 2012; EOWWA 2012). In Chap. 3, I posed the
question, why is gender important? This discrepancy in income between men and
women provides another example of the importance of practitioners holding an
awareness of gender differences in order to have a comprehensive and contem-
porary understanding of contributing factors to violence against women. On the
face of it, we may think there is no link between different income levels and
gender-based violence against women. However, women may be at increased risk
of violence when they do not have access to financial security to support
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themselves and their children or to make decisions about how they might live their
lives. Additionally, women have fewer choices to leave or manage a violent
domestic situation if they do not have access to independent financial support. The
incorporation of an intersectional perspective in critical feminist understandings of
violence against women enables practitioners to take a holistic and inclusive view
of each woman’s situation. It also informs the ways in which feminist groups may
be developed and facilitated. The importance of achieving global gender equality
as one strategy in the effort to reduce and eliminate gender-based violence against
women is evident.

Further, beliefs in, and adherence to, rigidly defined gender roles and stereo-
types for women and men may be expressed on individual, social, cultural,
community and institutional levels and may include beliefs that what happens
within a family is that family’s personal concern and responsibility. Cultural
attitudes may hold that violence is an acceptable means to resolve conflict and that
the use of violence and control against women are acceptable actions to maintain
the social order.

As practitioners with women who have experienced gender-based violence, it is
crucial for us to have an awareness and understanding of the beliefs and attitudes
that can contribute to the occurrence of violence against women. This knowledge
will assist us in planning journalling, reflection and discussion activities for
feminist group work and providing direction for therapeutic responses. Given the
entrenched nature of many traditional and conservative attitudes towards gender-
based violence against women and to gender equality in communities, as practi-
tioners we also need to be aware that women, themselves, may hold the same
attitudes as those held in their community more generally. They may not even be
aware of the attitudes and beliefs they hold. Activities, underpinned by con-
sciousness-raising principles within feminist group work, can assist women to gain
a different and deeper understanding of the role that conservative attitudes towards
women and gender-based violence against women can play.

The concept of gender, both one’s own gender and one’s views on gender roles
and sexual norms, is closely linked to attitudes to violence against women. Men
are more likely than women to hold narrow definitions of behaviours that con-
stitute violence against women, more accepting of excuses for this violence and to
hold conservative attitudes towards and accept myths about gender-based violence
against women (AIC, SRC and VicHealth 2009; Flood and Pease 2009).

However, community attitudes to gender equality and gender equity are even
more influential predictors of attitudes towards gender-based violence against
women. Attitudes within peer groups and social networks are persuasive in
shaping attitudes towards gender equality as attitudes towards women held by
those in organisations such as sporting clubs and religious institutions. Cultural
factors play a role in individual and community attitudes towards gender-based
violence against women and do vary across cultures, ethnicities and religions
(Uthman et al. 2009). Clearly, societal factors such as the use and regulation of the
mass media, advertising and pornography also influence attitudes towards women,
violence and gender equality.

28 4 Gender-based Violence Against Women and Human Rights



A related determinant revolves around the existence of, and support for, weak
or unenforced sanctions against gender-based violence against women and gender
inequality which may be expressed through one or all of individual, social, cultural
and institutional levels (VicHealth 2007; World Health Organisation 2009).

An ecological framework within a public health perspective is commonly
employed to illustrate and explain, not only the different levels at which violence
against women may occur and what factors might contribute to its occurrence, but
the different levels on which we need to consider intervening, whether this be
through response and/or preventative activities. Briefly, ecological frameworks
consist of three or four intersecting levels: the individual and relationship levels;
community/organisational level and societal level (Heise 1998; VicHealth 2007;
WHO 2002). For example, attitudinal support for violence against women, (that in
some instances it is acceptable to use violence against women), may be held by
individuals; that is, at the individual and/or relationship level. Strong support for
the privacy of the family may be a belief and practice that enables violence against
women to occur and is visible at the individual/relationship and at the community/
organisational levels. Weak and unenforceable sanctions against behaviours and
practices that enable and reinforce gender inequality, and thus contribute to an
environment in which violence against women can occur can be located on the
societal level. The ecological framework may be a useful resource to employ with
women when attempting to make sense of why gender-based violence against
women occurs.

Conclusion

The concepts and issues raised in this chapter can be employed to inform the
development of activities for women within feminist support groups including the
Women’s Journalling Group Programme. These activities would assist women to
understand more about their experiences of violence, and as consciousness-raising
activities could encourage women to locate responsibility for violence with the
perpetrator and to see the reduction and elimination of gender-based violence
against women as a community-wide responsibility.
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Chapter 5
Depression in Women

Abstract This chapter explores the nature and incidence of depression in women.
A brief overview of various perspectives that theorise depression in women is
provided. A critical feminist and gendered understanding, incorporating the con-
cept of intersectionality, has been employed in the previous chapters to analyse
and understand gender-based violence against women and to provide a guide and
basis for the development and facilitation of a feminist support group for women
who have experienced violence and depression. A critical feminist and gendered
understanding, incorporating the concept of intersectionality, is now employed to
analyse and inform the understanding of depression in women.

Keywords Depression � Gender � Mental health � Recovery � Violence against
women � Theoretical understandings of depression � The notion of self

Depression in Women

Depression in women is a gendered mental health problem given that more women
than men are likely to experience some form of depression throughout their life-
time. Many factors contribute to the development of depression in women. Many
factors also contribute to the ways in which different women perceive and
understand the notion of depression and their own experiences that are attributable
to depression.

As you read this chapter, it would be useful to keep in mind the concepts and
understandings that were raised in Chap. 4 in relation to gender-based violence
against women. In particular think about how these concepts and understandings
interact with, differ from and/or parallel the concepts, understandings and
dynamics that influence and surround depression in women. The connections
between gender-based violence against women and depression in women were
noted in Chap. 3.
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The Nature and Incidence of Depression in Women

It is likely that depression is often undiagnosed or underdiagnosed because women
do not attend services where diagnosis occurs or will not fully disclose the nature
of their health concerns. Consequently the prevalence, frequency and nature of
depression experienced by women worldwide can only be estimated. However, the
World Health Organisation (2012) has estimated that worldwide, 350 million
people may experience depression. It has predicted that depression will be the
second most debilitating human condition and contributor to the global burden of
disease for all ages and both sexes by 2020 (WHO 2009). Women are twice as
likely as men to experience depression and approximately 20 % of women, are
likely to experience depression at some time in their lives (Kuehner 2003; Ussher
2010; WHO 2012).

Depression varies in its nature, symptoms and severity. The depressed state
often features flat affect, loss of interest in usual activities, low self-esteem, dif-
ficulties with concentration and remembering, social withdrawal, changes in day to
day activities such as eating and sleeping, and feelings of hopelessness. Depression
may be experienced as part of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder or in response to a
complicated grieving process. It may be a component of bi-polar disorder which
can vary in severity amongst people depending upon how well medication is
managed and used, or it may be triggered following the birth of a child and range
from ‘the blues’ to severe psychosis.

Measures of depression vary and include self-report through to diagnosis based
on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-IV; [DSM-V from May 2013]). The
DSM-IV-TR, its predecessors and formal biomedical diagnostic procedures have
been criticised by feminist researchers and practitioners for the medicalisation and
pathologising of depression in women that these procedures engender, not only for
women themselves, but for community understandings of women’s experiences of
depression (Eriksen and Kress 2008; Marecek 2006). As Stoppard and Scattolon
(1999) point out, women do not always have access to, nor wish to access, general
practitioners, psychologists and/or psychiatrists who provide such diagnoses and
consequent treatment, which often takes the form of medication. Prescription of
medication or depression is another gendered phenomenon; medication is more
often prescribed for women than it is for men. Further, the DSM provides no insight
into gendered differences in the experience or frequency of depression.

How Might We Understand Depression in Women
and Women’s Experiences of Depression?

Giving consideration to factors and stressors associated with women’s gendered
roles and experiences, as well as influential intersecting factors such as race, socio-
economic status, age and (dis)ability (see Chap. 3), provides the opportunity to
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understand depression in women from a far broader perspective than when
exploring women’s experiences of depression from single, unconnected theories or
perspectives. For instance, not all women living with psychosocial stressors such
as parenting young children and simultaneously caring for elderly parents develop
depression. How might we, as social work and welfare practitioners, understand
the differences amongst women and use this knowledge to inform our practice?

Broad critical perspectives (Morley and Macfarlane 2012; Mullaly 2007) are
required in order to thoroughly inform, analyse, respond to and prevent depression
in women. A critical feminist perspective holds that the personal is political, that
diversity amongst women—and their experiences—must be recognised, that
transformation and change on individual and/or societal levels provide foci for
social work with women and that contexts and locations in which women are
situated are constantly changing. Further, responsibility for understanding and
preventing the development and unquestioned attributions, assumptions, expec-
tations and discourses of depression in women must be a multi factorial, multi-
level societal commitment. This responsibility and obligation parallels that
required for responding to and preventing gender-based violence against women.

Before further exploring a critical feminist and gendered understanding of
depression in women, I will look at a number of other explanations and
perspectives.

Biological and Biomedical Explanations of Depression
in Women

These explanations focus on the roles that women’s bodies, reproductive functions
and hormonal influences play in the development of depression. These explana-
tions were developed, at least in part, in response to the higher rates of depression
in women compared with the rates of depression in men. Hence, diagnoses of pre-
menstrual syndrome, post-partum depression and menopausal mood changes were
developed (Ussher 2010). Whilst these experiences of depression for women are
very real, a psychiatric diagnosis naming such experiences as disorders, potentially
stigmatises and distorts physical processes. Ussher (2010) suggests the concept of
a ‘critical-realist’ epistemology be integrated with other structural and critical
feminist theorisings and understandings of the contributing factors to depression in
women. A critical-realist epistemology reminds us that, whilst biomedical
descriptions and explanations of depression in women can be limited, the lived
experiences of depression for women can be highly distressing, confusing,
debilitating and physically incapacitating. Ussher (2010) also makes the important
point that in order for us to most fully understand the experiences of women with
depression, different layers of analysis need to be incorporated rather than privi-
leged one over another.

Lafrance (2007) suggests that biomedical understandings and approaches to
depression in women continue to be accepted and maintained in society because of
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the power that discourses of medicine have to influence the ways in which we
understand the world. When we solely seek to understand depression in women
through a biomedical lens, we give up the opportunity to gain a comprehensive,
multi-faceted understanding and by doing so, depoliticise the occurrence of
depression in women and women’s subsequent experiences. These considerations
are important to bear in mind when we look at the concepts of consciousness-
raising and resistance that are a component of the women’s journaling groups.
I look at these concepts in Chap. 6.

Psychological and Cognitive Explanations

Theories about the impact of women’s psychological characteristics suggest dif-
ferences between women and men in their cognitive styles and the consequent
impact this has on the development of depression in women. Women are con-
sidered more emotional and ruminative in their thinking and coping styles,
whereas men are deemed more likely to take action and to distract themselves
from problematic situations (Ussher 2010).

Biomedical and psychological theories generally fail to accommodate a critical
feminist or gendered understanding of depression in women. Because explanations
of depression in these theories are generally centred within the individual, conflicts
for the individual may arise when striving for recovery. For example, women may
feel relieved that the reason for their depression is out of their control and not their
fault because it is due to faulty chemical interactions in the brain. However, at the
same time, women must then deal with the apparent alternative that there is
something wrong with them physically; that, as Stoppard (1997, p. 17) writes, ‘‘…
the possibility that her body, in some unclear and essentially mysterious way, is
dysfunctional’’.

Relational and Psychosocial Stressor Explanations

Relational and psychosocial stressor explanations are closely connected to psy-
chological and cognitive explanations. Commonly, the relational and psychosocial
explanations posit that psychosocial and economic stresses may develop from
women’s experiences of their social roles, the expectations from society (and
themselves) about successfully performing (traditional and sometimes stereotyped)
women’s roles and responsibilities, the impact of gender-based violence in child
and adulthood, poverty, single parenting, general violence, harassment and dis-
crimination (Clarke 2006; Kuehner 2003). Women, compared with men, may also
be more likely to have lower status jobs, to experience more role strain and be the
carers of children, elderly parents and other relatives. These theories suggest that
when some or all of these factors also interact with women’s sex role socialisation,
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the development of depression in women is not surprising. By giving consideration
to the changes in these factors that women may experience over the course of their
lives, a developmental and life stage perspective is introduced.

Early theorists suggested that the presence of positive, mutual, caring rela-
tionships where women feel a sense of connection to other people and can develop
and maintain a sense of their own identity, are likely to mitigate the occurrence of
depression (Jordan et al. 1991). However, in the event that women are engaged in
relationships that do not provide this support or care, they could be at risk of
developing depression. This risk was expected to increase when women were in
relationships characterised by stereotypical female and male attributes where, for
example, women are expected to be passive and dependent, men are expected to be
dominant and assertive. More recent research, as presented in Chaps. 3 and 4, does
indeed show connections between women’s experiences of gender-based violence
from intimate partners, conservative and stereotypical attitudes to gender equality
and the development of mental health illnesses including depression.

Jack (1991, 1999), Jack and Ali (2010) introduced the idea of ‘silencing the self’
to explain the development and incidence of depression in women. According to
Jack, in order to create and maintain social relationships that are important to them,
many women attempt to avoid confrontation or disruptions that threaten these
relationships. Self-silencing is stipulated by social and cultural norms, values and
beliefs that value women’s passivity, their caring of others and their selflessness.
Consequently, women refrain from seeking to have their needs met and from
holding and representing their own views and beliefs. The resultant impact on
women’s sense of self and identity, as well as on their ability to share their thoughts
and feelings, is significant. As Ali et al. (2003, p. 670) write, ‘‘This silencing can
precipitate an internal self-negation through progressive devaluation of one’s own
beliefs and ideas. Self-silencing has been found to correlate significantly with
depressive symptomatology in various community samples of women’’. Women
are more likely to experience depression as the importance of the relationship to
them grows. Because of their desire that these relationships continue over time,
women are more likely to restrict and contain their ideas, opinions and needs.
Women whose primary source of sense of self comes from non-relational domains
such as career, exercise or spirituality, are less likely to ‘self-silence’. A consid-
eration to bear in mind with relational explanations is that they do not always pay
adequate attention to structural and systemic factors and contexts and their impacts
on women and on the development of depression in women.

A Feminist Social Constructionist Understanding
of Depression in Women

Stoppard (2000) argues for a feminist social constructionist understanding of
depression in women that comes from a material—discursive perspective; that is,
one that takes into account notions of corporeal, psychosocial, psychological and
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subjective, lived experiences and locations of women and how these contribute to
the development of self and the development of depression. Such an understanding
removes the either/or choice of the biomedical, physical, psychosocial and psy-
chological explanations imposed by the ostensibly separate and unconnected
theories that I presented above. A feminist social constructionist understanding
also provides space where women’s own accounts of their depression experiences
can be told.

Critical Feminist Theoretical Perspectives
and Explanations About Depression in Women

In addition to considering biological, medical, relational and psychological per-
spectives, critical feminist perspectives explore the role that gender plays in the
development of depression in women. As with understanding gender-based vio-
lence against women, the inclusion of gender as a contributing factor to women’s
experiences of depression is crucial.

As a result of the power of gender influences and discourses, a critical feminist
perspective seeks to understand depression in women by examining women’s
experiences across a range of backgrounds including biological, social, cultural,
relational, structural, economic, political and psychological contexts. When we
add the concept of intersectionality, as discussed in Chap. 3, a critical feminist
understanding will also encourage us to think about factors that intersect with
gender such as race and ethnicity, age, class and sexuality. This understanding of
depression in women enables the holding of perspectives that look beyond the
individual facets of women’s lives and, therefore, can remove the risk of holding
women accountable and responsible for the development and experience of their
depression.

By thinking about women’s experiences of depression using these different
viewpoints, a wide-ranging, yet intricate and highly informed understanding of
depression in women can be gained. For example, when working with elderly
women, how might we understand their experiences of violence and depression
given not only their gender, but their age and class? Possible insights arise when
we think about how elderly women might perceive their options when they have a
violent partner. Older women may believe very strongly in staying with their
partner irrespective of the ways in which they are treated. For many older women,
leaving a relationship may mean they leave their home of many years, face
financial hardship and become isolated from friends and other supports they have
had over their lifetime. Another practice example may ask the question: How
might we understand the experiences of violence and depression when we work
with Aboriginal and indigenous women? Gender is important, but so too are race,
racism, culture and socio-economic status and the way these factors intersect.
When we understand that much of the violence against indigenous women occurs
due to the impacts of colonialism—dispossession of land, historical violence
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toward indigenous peoples, loss of culture, language, traditional gender roles and
social structures, removal of indigenous children from their families, a sense of
powerlessness and social dislocation—we begin to develop a multi-faceted,
comprehensive understanding (Cripps and Davis 2012; Department of Human
Services 2012; Dylan et al. 2008). This understanding will then inform the ways in
which we work with indigenous women—and the ways in which we might
structure and facilitate a feminist group work response in the form of a women’s
journaling group. A useful question to ask ourselves as practitioners is: What
factors in women’s experiences of violence and depression might we need to
consider in order to develop journaling and group activities that are relevant, non-
judgemental and that inspire and encourage women to redevelop their self-confi-
dence and achieve the changes they would like to pursue in their lives?

In addition, it is crucial to seek out and to hear women’s own accounts of their
experiences of depression as these can then accurately inform practitioners’
understandings of the ways in which women experience depression and the
impacts it has on their lives. Reflecting solid feminist social work practice, the
process of seeking women’s accounts of their experiences and the sense they make
of these experiences, opens the relationship between social workers and women.
Women can become active partners in the therapeutic processes within feminist
group work.

The Notion of Self in Understanding Women’s Experiences
of Depression

The notion of self is central to understanding the development and impact of
depression in women. What has constituted one’s understanding of ‘self’ through
time has depended upon one’s epistemological and theoretical viewpoints. From a
feminist critical perspective, the self is composed of the physical body as well as
the emotional, spiritual, psychological and intellectual elements within each
woman (Cameron and McDermott 2007; Ussher 1997). Moreover, one is less
likely to have a unified self, than to have multiple, changing and evolving selves
and identities (or subjectivities) that adapt to, and are influenced by, the contexts in
which women live (Qin 2004; Stapleton 2000). Historical, social, political, legal,
cultural and economic contexts which are, of course, themselves always shifting
and changing result in differences between women in the selves that they expe-
rience and hold as women. Thus, within critical feminist theorising around gender-
based violence against women and depression in women, differences amongst
women are acknowledged and appreciated. The impact of differential contexts and
power relations also mean, however, that women can be inhibited and restricted
when developing and changing their senses of self and identity. Lafrance and
Stoppard (2006), for example, found that women with depression commonly
described their self-identities in terms of their gendered roles and their efforts to
meet social expectations. The descriptor ‘good’ was regularly combined with a
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female identity such as girl, wife and mother; the result being the creation of the
‘good woman’ identity within societal ‘‘discourses of femininity’’ (Stoppard 2000,
p. 106).

Finding that women sought to discover different ways to reject and discard the
‘good woman’ role, Lafrance and Stoppard (2006, p. 316) note ‘‘… the good
woman is constructed as a false identity which restrains and constricts a woman’s
authentic self’’. Thus, the concepts of authentic and false selves become relevant in
thinking about how depression might develop in women and how women might
perceive and understand their experiences and recovery processes.

Much has been written about the concepts of authentic and false selves.
Goffman (1959) wrote of the performing self that we enact and demonstrate
according to the way we think others expect us to behave and/or the ways in which
we desire them to see us. Sincere performers believe in the self and impression
they present, whilst cynical performers do not believe in the act they perform,
although they may continue to enact their role if they believe it benefits those
around them. Winnicott (1965) theorised that true and false selves develop early in
infancy and that a false self develops when necessary in order to protect and hide
one’s true self. Winnicott (1965) maintained this is likely to occur when the
spontaneity and creativity of the true self and, thus, the inner reality of the infant,
is unable to develop in a safe and predictable fashion. The false self, which is
characterised by compliance to social and environmental demands and expecta-
tions, takes over from the true self. As the infant develops, so too does the false
self along with relationships based around the false self. The true self, however,
could remain, be acknowledged, and when safe, be repatriated into one’s overall
self, albeit over a long period of time and with intensive support and/or therapy.

These theories mirror the notion of the role of the ‘good woman’ enacted by
women who focus on the needs of others with little or no consideration of their
own needs. Although women with depression may not identify themselves as
cynical performers, understanding the development of depression as a possible
result of consistently performing an inauthentic role, or performing as the false
self, may provide them with an opportunity to stop engaging in their roles, to gain
an understanding of how their depression might have developed, and to reassess
their sense of self and identity.

Most of the women who participated in my research felt, at times, constrained
and captured by roles, expectations, assumptions and beliefs that shaped their
whole, rather than parts of, their identity. This sense of limitation was experienced
in spite of advantages such as close relationships, financial security, and life
meaning that attended some of these roles. Even when the women acknowledged
that they had made an active decision, a choice, in the roles they took on, this
acknowledgement did not diminish the feeling of lack of true identity and of
conforming. Jessica described this as a result of ‘‘All that stuff that you do because
you have to and someone needs you to and all that kind of thing’’. She also
disclosed that ‘‘(This) has just been a huge struggle because I don’t fit that shape
very well. And so for me, I guess when I really feel that I’m having to conform to
the traditional stereotype, I find that really hard because that’s not who I am’’.
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Naomi added ‘‘So again, the no voice; you don’t discuss it because it’s not
appropriate or not the ladylike thing to do. You know, it all builds up’’.

When considering facilitating a feminist group work response through a
women’s journaling group, holding an awareness of the links between women’s
senses of self and identity on the one hand and women’s recovery processes and
experiences on the other helps inform the development of therapeutic journaling
activities and group work agendas.

Women and Recovery from Depression:
Ideas About Recovery

Discussion and debate about the most effective pharmacotherapy and psycho-
therapy responses for depression experienced by women is characterised by
extensive and different viewpoints, often from contrasting and conflicting posi-
tions. I will not explore these responses other than to note that medication and the
provision of counselling (often cognitive-behavioural approaches and interper-
sonal therapy) are commonly offered to women. In general, however, most
research has found that for mild to moderate depressions, psychotherapies may be
sufficient intervention. For more severe depression, and for chronic or recurrent
depression, recommendations are usually made for a combination of drug therapy
and psychotherapy (Cuijpers et al. 2012; Friedman and Clancy 2003).

Given the uncertainty of any one, or even combination of approaches, in suc-
cessfully treating depression and the need for further research in relation to most
therapeutic interventions, a feminist group work response with a women’s jour-
naling group might offer another alternative to psychotherapy and an alternative
that women can use on their own or in conjunction with other interventions. These
possibilities are explored further in Chaps. 8, 9 and 10.

Contemporary understandings of recovery from mental illness stress that
individuals benefit from determining their own meanings of, and milestones
toward, recovery. This enables women to have some level of input, decision and
control over the ways in which they manage and recover from depression.
Recovery from mental illness need not mean a return to women’s pre-depression
living style and/or level of functioning (Ramon et al. 2007). Indeed, for many
women, such a return is not possible given that the process of recovery can be
lengthy during which time considerable changes may have occurred in both the
woman and her surrounding milieu.

Researchers like O’Brien and Fullagar (2008) report that, as a part of recovering
from depression, many women see a need to integrate the depression they have
experienced into their lives; that it becomes a part of who they are and that they
can still live fulfilling and satisfying lives. Women in my research also spoke about
the need to sometimes sit with depression for a period of introspection during
which they could sometimes find a deeper understanding of themselves and of
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what the depression might signify about the ways in which they were living their
lives. Jessica, for example, reflected, ‘‘I get very bored with myself when I’m like
that. But it’s almost like I have to do that before I’ve got the energy to move
forward’’. Phoebe’s experience of depression and recovery was similar: ‘‘I think I
have to feel the pain and be in it before I can come out to talk about it. And I can
only do that in my own space’’. The process of recovery is clearly nonlinear, multi-
directional and the process is as important as the outcome.

Factors that can be crucial in assisting women in their recovery from depression
include the ability and capacity of women to make choices about their recovery
processes and directions; the importance of hope and encouragement in the process
(Houghton 2007); connection with others; active involvement in community
whether this is through social, creative, educational or occupational activities; and
the strengthening of self-esteem, self-confidence, and a sense of control over one’s
life and wellbeing (Mancini 2007; Meehan et al. 2008; Ralph 2000; Ramon et al.
2007). Integrating these factors into journaling, discussion and reflection activities
within women’s journaling groups provides each woman with opportunities to
think about the ways in which these factors may be relevant to them.

Finally, it is worth noting that a gendered understanding of women’s recovery
from depression is not commonly evident in these recent recovery approaches
(O’Brien and Fullagar 2008). For those women where a focus on their ‘self’ is
barely considered and where uncertainty about themselves and their identities
underlie their depression, there is risk that they can feel further disempowered,
ineffective, culpable and to have failed again if they believe they are not recov-
ering in the ways, or the speed at which they think others expect from them
(O’Brien 2012). When developing journaling and group activities, practitioners
must be cognisant of this.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the nature and prevalence of depression in women
throughout the world. A number of theories, explanations and perspectives that
have been developed to assist in understanding depression in women and recovery
processes were discussed. Concepts such as that of the ‘self’ that have been
important in understanding the development of depression in women and women’s
experiences of depression and recovery were introduced. A gendered and critical
feminist theoretical understanding incorporating the concept of intersectionality
was employed in order to provide a comprehensive and fully informed foundation
for understanding and analysing the presence of depression in women. This
foundation will be used in the presentation of a feminist group work response,
through a women’s journaling group, for women who have experienced gender-
based violence and subsequent depression.
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Chapter 6
Feminist Group Work, Consciousness-
Raising and Resistance

Abstract In this chapter, I explore feminist group work practice. In doing so I
consider two powerful concepts that are typically incorporated into feminist group
work practice: consciousness-raising and resistance. I examine the role that con-
sciousness-raising and resistance can play in guiding the development of jour-
naling activities and in guiding the facilitation of women’s journaling groups. Why
are these concepts important to women’s journaling about depression? Why are
they important in women’s understandings about their experiences of violence and
depression? In order to answer these questions, I present the relevant theory and
literature that looks at the concepts of consciousness-raising and resistance, the
ways they can be employed as methods, as activities themselves, and how they can
underpin discussions with women about their rights. Consciousness-raising and
resistance methods and activities fit neatly into critical feminist intersectional
theories of gender-based violence against women and depression in women, par-
ticularly when we think about ways to respond to and prevent violence and
depression.

Keywords Consciousness-raising � Resistance � Group work � Feminist group
work � Depression � Journaling � Violence against women

Practice Theory and Knowledge: A Critical Feminist
Approach to Group Development and Group Structure

Critical feminist group work theory and methodology underpins the Women’s
Journaling Group Program. Butler and Wintram’s (1991, p. 17) explanation of
feminist group work is very relevant; ‘‘Integrated throughout (the group work
process) is the belief that women have the right to seek power and control over
their own lives, and to feel secure in challenging conventional images of

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_6,
� The Author(s) 2013
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themselves. The group provides scope for re-evaluation, with change emerging out
of collective and individual action’’.

A number of feminist principles are central to feminist group work and these are
embedded within the Women’s Journaling Group Program. These principles
include the use of a gendered and diversity lens to see, hear and explore the
everyday experiences of women and the ways in which social, cultural, political,
medical and historical norms and contexts can oppress women in their everyday
lives and, consequently, act as factors that contribute to women’s depression. The
importance of learning from each other through reciprocal support, sharing, con-
nection and different perspectives is another principle within feminist group work.
In practising these activities within therapeutic groups, women have opportunities
to witness and validate other women’s experiences of depression, including their
efforts toward recovery. In turn each woman has her own experiences witnessed
and validated in a non-judgemental milieu. This mutual aid focus of feminist group
work, characterised by reciprocity and collaboration between women, as well as
high levels of support and acceptance, offers significant potential for innovative
recovery-focused mental health practice (Hyde 2013).

Within feminist groups, considerations are given to possible power imbalances
within groups, particularly between facilitator and group members, but also
potentially between women members themselves in their abilities to engage and
participate within a group. The sharing of life experiences, and of experiences
within the group, can be one way to assist all women to feel a sense of belonging,
connection and involvement in a group. Incorporating a reflective component into
group sessions can also assist as women are given opportunities to reflect on their
insights, learnings and participation. These reflections/evaluations can be shared
with group members or kept private for each woman. This is a decision group
members can make at the beginning of a group.

Group facilitators need to decide for themselves whether, to what extent and
how they may share their own personal experiences of depression or violence, for
example, and how appropriate this is. Feminist group work practice suggests that,
in order to reduce power imbalances, group facilitators do share elements of their
life experiences within groups they facilitate.

Traditional group work theory holds that groups move through given stages of
development and growth. Tuckman’s (1975) five-stage model includes the stages
of forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning (McDermott 2002)
whilst Garland et al. (1965) incorporate a similar developmental process in their
five stages of pre-affiliation, power and control, intimacy, differentiation and ter-
mination. Might there be an alternative way of viewing the development of groups
based on feminist understandings of group work in the context of a critical feminist
understanding of women and depression?

Schiller (1997) suggests that groups composed of women move through
developmental stages in ways that differ from groups of men or of children.
Building on the Garland et al. (1965) model, Schiller (1995) introduced the
relational model of stages of development in women’s groups. Holding a feminist
perspective and understanding of women’s needs, Schiller (1997) contends that
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connection and affiliation with others is a primary focus for women, as is their
need for a sense of safety in groups and a general sense of discomfort and
uncertainty around issues of conflict and power within group and other social
settings. Consequently, she proposes that the first and last stages of traditional
group theory about group development (pre-affiliation and termination), remain
relevant for women’s groups, and that the middle stages be replaced with the three
stages of establishing a relational base; mutuality and interpersonal empathy; and
challenge and change.

Schiller (1997) maintains that this relational model allows for time and space to
be given to the building of relationships, connections and understandings between
women prior to the surfacing of any issues surrounding difference, disagreement or
conflict between them. Women are more likely to introduce new and different
ideas or thoughts when they feel they know each other in the group, when they feel
safe there and when they feel they can trust the strength, affiliation and longevity
of the relationships developed within the group. Addressing issues of power,
conflict and challenge at a later stage in the life of the group, also allows women to
feel safer about tolerating difference in others and understanding that difference
can co-exist with characteristics held in common with other women. When seen in
a context of different, but safe, challenges and conflicts can provide productive
learning and reflective opportunities for women in groups (Schiller 1997).

Herman (1992), in writing about working with women experiencing traumatic
responses, stated that group work could offer support, validation, witness, infor-
mation and shared experiences for women. She noted ‘‘Groups lend a kind of
formality and ritual solemnity to individual grief; they help the survivor at once to
pay homage to her losses in the past and to repopulate her life in the present’’
(Herman 1992, p. 228).

Consciousness-Raising

Incorporating many of the principles within feminist group work is the concept of
consciousness-raising. This was one of the earliest and most significant activities
employed by women within the second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s
(MacKinnon 1989; Sowards and Renegar 2006). MacKinnon (1989, p. 83) referred
to consciousness-raising as the feminist method and defined it as ‘‘… the collective
critical reconstitution of the meaning of women’s social experience, as women live
through it’’. Women, largely in Western societies, joined together to talk about and
share their stories and experiences of what it meant to be a woman which included
accounts of abortion, sexual harassment, rape, domestic violence and unequal pay
and employment opportunities. Women often then identified a second layer of
these experiences; oppression, fear, silence, limited choice and decision making
opportunities, and a lack of identity and self-concept outside of relationships with
other people (MacKinnon 1989). As women spoke and shared their stories and
emotions, their consciousness was raised about not only their own situations, but
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those of other women experiencing similar or the same concerns and restrictions
(Dicker and Piepmeier 2003).

There is a strong connection between consciousness-raising and women
creating and voicing narratives about themselves and their experiences. This is a
two-way process; as women construct narratives about themselves and their
experiences of depression and violence, their consciousness is raised. As women’s
level of consciousness and insight into their experiences and situations is raised,
their narratives change and can be redeveloped or whole new ones generated.

The slogan, the ‘personal is political’ reminds women that what happens in their
lives can be seen from a broader, overarching structural and societal level. Each
woman’s experience of violence and depression is unique. However, because so
many women experience gender-based violence and depression, these can be
recognised as political concerns and removed from the supposed failures and
inadequacies of any one individual woman. With a shared and changed con-
sciousness, greater self-confidence and support from each other, women can reach
new understandings and insights into their situations. They can also then make
decisions that can alter the ways in which they live their lives; in effect they can
resist aspects of their situations that are imposed upon them or that direct how and
who they should be as women. This does not mean that women are responsible for
stopping violence that is directed against them or that they are responsible for
simply ‘pulling themselves together’ to stop feeling depressed. The use of con-
sciousness-raising and resistance as methods for social work practice and as
informants for journaling activities and group facilitation opens up new possibil-
ities for women in the understandings and beliefs—the narratives—they have
about themselves and what alternatives they may be able to consider.

The contexts in which consciousness-raising can be used have expanded to
focus on the diversity, as well as the similarities, of women’s experiences, back-
grounds, contexts, characteristics and perspectives (Comerford and Fambrough
2002). In addition, varied activities often made possible through technological
advances in social media and communication methods are now considered relevant
to consciousness-raising for women (Sowards and Renegar 2004, 2006). Examples
of these activities include online blogs, zines, podcasts, social networking sites
such as Facebook, everyday informal conversations and interactions, popular
culture and media such as films and music, and leadership positions that can be
used to advance feminist activism from wherever women are situated.

Feminist activism through consciousness-raising can occur via the activities of
women responding and acting individually, not only through traditional collective
action. Journaling on an individual basis and/or within a Women’s Journaling
Group can act as a method of consciousness-raising about the contributing factors
to gender-based violence against women and to women’s experiences of depres-
sion. Feminist activism can also occur through the processes of challenging and
resisting gender stereotypes, labels and norms; that is, ‘‘A deliberate failing to
meet the preconceived notions of patriarchal society’’ (Sowards and Renegar 2006,
p. 68). This activism introduces the idea of resistance. Resistance can involve
refusal to undertake expected roles and responsibilities; the questioning and
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subversion of accepted ways of living, being and conforming to societal values and
discourses; and changing one’s sense of self and identity in line with one’s own
desires and needs rather than in response to the needs and desires of others.
Resistance delivers change, assertiveness, self-determination and power and
control back to the individual woman.

Resistance in Women’s Journaling

One of the activities and outcomes within the processes of consciousness-raising is
resistance. The notion of resistance refers to the emotions, cognitions and activities
in which one engages in order to respond to situations of oppression and unequal
power. Women’s resistance in journals operates on a micro political level (Mullaly
2002) as they firstly begin to raise their consciousness about their own depression
and the factors contributing to its development and continuation over time. I do not
use the term ‘resistance’ in a way that suggests women are victims or that if
women do not engage in ‘resistant’ activities they are content or in some way, too
lazy, non-compliant or passive to take action (Convery 2007; Thomas and Davies
2005). A critical feminist intersectional understanding of depression reminds us of
the varied contributors to women’s depression and the varied barriers and diffi-
culties facing women attempting to recover from depression.

Eschle and Maiguashca (2007, p. 2127) note that critical feminist resistance can
be expressed in a range of ways and in different locations. They conclude that ‘‘…
solidarity and collective identity should be understood as a creative process, rather
than an end point, sustained through organisational structures and emotional
attachments, and involving the continual contestation of inequality and negotiation
of difference’’. These are activities, processes and dynamics that can occur within
feminist based groups such as Women’s Journaling Groups.

Thomas and Davies (2005) note that small-scale, routine and less overt forms of
critical feminist resistance are as legitimate as large-scale movements because of
the ways in which they can still challenge and change not only actions, but
meanings and understandings about conformist and conventional ways of being.
These forms of resistance centred ‘‘… on the destabilizing of truths, challenging
subjectivities and normalizing discourses’’ (Thomas and Davies 2005, p. 720). So,
by identifying, questioning and changing dominant social and political discourses
through journaling, discussion and reflection, women are enabled to resist the
social roles, responsibilities and expectations placed upon them and to remake
their identities in ways that more accurately reflect their genuine selves. White
(1997, p. 82) observed the possible life changing influence of women’s journaling
when she wrote: ‘‘Through autobiographical texts, women are able to offer their
own interpretations and re-evaluations of the power structures that seek to control
and silence them. Because the safety of the journal allows women to center (sic)
themselves as subjects, journal writing functions as a form of discursive
resistance’’.
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In further considering the possibility of such resistance taking place in women’s
journals, two authors’ efforts stand out. Brenner (1997) wrote about women’s
spiritual and intellectual resistance in her exploration of the writing and journals of
four Jewish women at the time of the Holocaust in World War Two. Referring to
the writings of Anne Frank, Simone Weil, Edith Stein and Etty Hillesum as
autobiographical, Brenner (1997, p. 5) saw the women’s ‘‘self-introspection as a
mode of resistance’’. The women’s resistance centred on their efforts to maintain a
sense of awareness, control and hope in a situation that seemed beyond hope and
beyond understanding. By retaining their dignity, self-respect, concern for others
and faith in a moral world, the women found ways, through their writings, to resist
the overwhelming upheavals and threats to their survival. In her research about
women’s life writing in the face of catastrophic situations such as war, political
conflict and other exposure to violence, Fuchs (2004) similarly described the
strength, direction and control afforded women through their writing. She also
noted the opportunities that writing provided for women to resist and protest
oppression and situations that were not of their making and were beyond their
control. Rather than accepting a passive role, women, through writing, exercised
creativity, reflection and planning in their efforts to rebuild from catastrophe. A
significant element of rebuilding revolved around (re)connecting with the self and
self-representation.

So, how might women engage in activities of resistance within their journals
and within Women’s Journaling Groups? Naomi journaled about becoming more
assertive: ‘‘Letting myself be deserving is one thing but now I need to expect it
from others, and myself, and then keep that expectation at a ‘deserving’ level’’.
Jessica’s journaling was similar: ‘‘It is ok to challenge; it is ok to speak up. It is ok
to acknowledge the other side but invisibility is not an option. Victimhood is not
an option’’. Zoe was clear about resisting and why it was important: ‘‘Journaling is
part of that resistance. It’s saying, I’m not going to do what I should. Giving to
yourself at times’’.

Sowards and Renegar (2006) and Lafrance (2009) found that women often
recover from depression when they resist, to one degree or another, the gendered
societal stereotypes and myths that place women in the roles of the ‘good woman’.
Clearly included in these stereotypes is the ‘good’ woman in her various mani-
festations of wife, mother, daughter, worker; all roles that although often unspoken
and hidden, still frequently constitute the feminine ideal of meaning, purpose and
identity (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 2008; Belenky et al. 1997; Lafrance and Stoppard
2006). Penny’s journaling describes her frustrations with these expectations:
‘‘Expect me to be in control, happy, have it all done, work, housework, budget,
good partner, good daughter, good friend, good worker, good mother, good tennis
player, good runner. Then I feel overwhelmed, worried and anxious. Being in
control of your emotions is a big one, especially the sad or angry emotions. Other
people feel uncomfortable about them’’.

Although the process is quite complex and gradual, women can begin to gain
different perspectives and understandings about themselves and their rights when
they begin to resist and consider alternatives to:
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• Their lack of opportunity to identify and express their emotions, particularly
emotions such as anger;

• Their loss of a sense of self, identity and self-value;
• The impact of structural and gendered social roles, relationships and expecta-

tions that disable and immobilise their authentic selves and identities;
• The lack of time and space to undertake and reflect on personal growth and

accomplishments;
• Limited time out and self-care for themselves, away from their normative roles

and expectations.

Resistance to these factors can begin by women’s participation in a Women’s
Journaling Group. Such participation breaks down the isolation of individuals who
then share ideas, hopes and desires for changes to their selves and the world
around them. Each woman in reflecting on, sharing and talking about her responses
to the journaling activities, has opportunities to not only model and practice how
she would like to be different, but can experience this process as affirming and
acceptable because of validating and encouraging feedback from the other women.
One woman’s feedback about her participation in a women’s journaling group
stated that the group ‘‘Has reduced my sense of isolation as there are many themes
shared by all group members. Has been important to me to voice my voice! I tend
to be very quiet and private and in the group because of the shared experience I
have felt able to contribute’’.

Women can further resist factors that contribute to their experiences of
depression by naming the activities that bring meaning and purpose to their lives
and that sustain them during hard times. Grounding activities such as reconnecting
with nature are vital for some women in their resistance and recovery from
depression. Fullagar (2008) found that through creative and leisure activities
women can transform their sense of self and identity to a stronger sense of their
authentic self. Creative activities included journaling and community theatre;
actively embodied activities included swimming and strength training; and social
activities included visiting friends and attending films. Penny’s journaling showed
this clearly: ‘‘Painting, drawing, scribbling, cutting, pasting. Beach, nature,
exploring, bike riding, walking, getting amongst it. Getting in touch with nature
and my love for nature; that I’m part of nature and therefore my love for myself.
Something that I’ve been working on to be a part of it and have that link’’.

In their journaling, women also demonstrate resistance through rehearsal of
potential changes and alterations to selves and situations. The existence of realistic
and achievable alternatives is crucial for women; finding the balance between hope
and reality can be difficult and is a topic that can usefully be raised and explored in
women’s journaling groups. Having a commitment to making an alternative future
a reality (Eschle and Maiguashca 2007, pp. 296–297) is also important and is an
area in which social workers may need to support women, particularly at the
conclusion of a women’s journaling group. Women noted that the following ideas
help them to feel hopeful, resist depression and resist the factors that contribute to
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the development of their depression: taking chances, escaping, freedom, travel,
nature, country, religion, faith, choices, cooking, relationships, exercise, confi-
dence, humour, time for reflection, practice expressing emotions and celebration.

Conclusion

Women can engage in processes of consciousness-raising and resistance in order
to reach clearer understandings of themselves and their depression and to make
choices about their future. Whilst women may not name their journaling and the
processes therein as consciousness-raising and resistance, within women’s jour-
naling groups they can engage in overt activities such as expressing emotion,
asking questions, considering alternatives, making choices and reconfiguring their
identities and social roles. These activities differ significantly from the day-to-day
activities that emanate from and surround their depression. The opportunity to
engage in any form of resistance to depression and to the factors that contribute to
the development of depression in women takes the focus away from depression—
and violence—as the individual woman’s responsibility and something inherent in
her disposition. Instead the focus shifts towards a structural and systemic critical
feminist understanding and analysis of depression. This is so for women who
participate in women’s journaling groups and for the practitioners who facilitate
and further develop them.
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Chapter 7
Women and Journaling

Abstract This chapter provides a short introduction to the practice of journaling.
I explore the concept of journaling for therapeutic purposes and look briefly at
some of the research into the effectiveness and impact of journaling, or at least
expressive and therapeutic writing, on mental and physical health. The concept of
narratives in therapeutic writing is introduced and some examination of the role
that narratives play for women in understanding and recovering from traumatic
events such as gender-based violence and mental illness such as depression is
undertaken. The rationale for women’s journaling and the techniques that can be
used are considered.

Keywords Journals � Narratives � Therapeutic writing � Self-development �
Diaries � Expressive writing � Depression � Violence against women

Journaling as a Therapeutic Intervention

Journaling, or journal therapy, is the use of writing for therapeutic purposes. It is
also known by a variety of other names including scriptotherapy (Riordan 1996)
and life writing (Glover 2001). Writers such as Adams (1996a, b) and Schiwy
(1996) use the terms ‘journal’ and ‘diary’ interchangeably, although as Adams
(1996a, p. 32) writes, ‘‘… journals are often considered to be more interior and
self-reflective than diaries’’. She explains journal therapy as ‘‘… the purposeful
and intentional use of process writing to further psychological healing’’ (Ibid) and
‘process writing’ being ‘‘… characterised by fluidity of thought, leading to
spontaneous and organic insights… as material from the unconscious mind … is
revealed and brought to conscious awareness’’ (Adams 1996b, p. 3).

Adams (1999) maintains that most people can use and respond to journal
therapy. As with any therapeutic intervention, the activities, structure and pace
must match the individual needs and abilities of each person. Adams (1999)

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_7,
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divides journaling activities into different categories depending on factors such as
the degree of containment offered by an activity, how abstract or structured and
concrete it is and how much intuitive knowledge might be needed. Activities that
are ‘‘…well structured, concrete, practical and immediately useful … (are) good
when you’re feeling overwhelmed, want information quickly, or don’t have much
time’’ (Adams 1999, p. 4).

Women and Journals

The women co-researchers in my research gave eloquent explanations of what
journaling meant to them and why it was important. Phoebe commented: ‘‘(My
journaling is) about me, my life, joys, pain, suffering and excitement. It entwines
and unwinds the complexity of my life. It is self-talk—writing your own narrative.
It is multilayered for me, like circles overlapping. It is about me and how I feel
about it all; the effects it has on my highs and lows in life’’. Samantha explained
that ‘‘(I’m not) wasting my time (when I journal) because I’m sitting and I’m
thinking about it and doing it and I’m focused on it’’. Naomi journaled: ‘‘I
probably only write in the journal, getting my thoughts onto a page. I’m in print
here. Ooh, maybe it’s an egotistical thing. Well it could be. I want my life to be
documented as it is my life and no-one else knows how it is. Shit, I don’t even
know how it is at times. Well that last statement tells me it’s not primarily an
egotistical thing. It’s therapeutic. It allows me to explore more of myself away
from anything getting in the way’’.

Schiwy (1996) asserts that journaling, as a method of self-review, self-devel-
opment and creativity, became more visible and attractive to women during the
1970s. Much development was occurring in the use of journaling as a therapeutic
intervention, either in conjunction with therapists or for women on their own. This
decade also witnessed the further development of feminism, the women’s rights
movement and consciousness-raising groups which all encouraged women to
become more assertive, argue for equal rights, learn about themselves and where
they belonged in society and explore and express their individuality and sense of
identity. Moreover, issues such as sexual assault and domestic violence were named
and identified and many women, who had experienced such traumas silently, were
now more able to disclose them and receive counselling and support. Keeping a
journal was an important part of this process for many women (Heilbrun 1988).

According to Schiwy (1996, p. 16) ‘‘…women have kept diaries in order to
communicate with themselves, to explore the meaning of their lives, and to give
form to their creative impulses’’. Rainer (1978, p. 18) states that a journal

… enables you to express feelings without inhibition, recognise and alter self-defeating
habits of mind, and come to know and accept that self which is you. It is a sanctuary where
all the disparate elements of a life—feelings, thoughts, dreams, hopes, fears, fantasies,
practicalities, worries, facts, and intuitions—can merge to give you a sense of wholeness
and coherence.
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Peterson and Jones (2001, p. 59) believe that ‘‘…journals provide women with a
space in which to record life stories and critical events, to solve problems, and to
engage in personal discovery and self-awareness’’. Glover (2001, para 38), in fact,
considered journals and life writing to be so powerful and full of possibilities that
they

… may mirror societal expectations of the writer or (they) may actively subvert such
expectations. It may be based on the individual’s perspective of real life, or written as the
construction of the self as the writer would like to be or imagines she can be, her self
constructed against the expectations of community.

We are starting to see, here, that journals and the process of journaling, have the
potential to be powerful tools in assisting women to regain their self-confidence,
sense of identity/subjectivity and capacity to think towards the future. The con-
cepts of consciousness-raising and resistance, discussed in Chap. 6, can act as
methods of repudiating gender-based violence against women and subsequent
depression and regaining/reclaiming women’s rights. Consciousness-raising and
resistance can be cultivated within the journal—and perhaps even more powerfully
within feminist group work through women’s journaling groups.

Journaling is a highly individualised activity that is constructed and refined by
each woman to suit her purposes, her motivation, her needs, her circumstances and
her level of emotional comfort. Journaling consists of more than the content of the
journal entries; journaling is a process. This reflects one of the characteristics of
the recovery process described in Chap. 5; recovery from depression is a contin-
uously evolving and dynamic process where what is learned and done during the
process is often as important as the outcome.

Research into Journaling as a Therapeutic Intervention

Other than the research that I have undertaken, there is limited research in relation
to journaling as a therapeutic intervention, particularly when exploring the areas of
women, depression, journaling and group work together. Most of the research with
some relevance to journaling concerns the activities of expressive writing, thera-
peutic writing and positive writing and their use in mediating the effects of trau-
matic or stressful experiences. Improvements in physical and mental health are
common when people write about a traumatic event, and importantly, the thoughts
and feelings that accompany this event (Baikie et al. 2012; Furnes and Dysvik 2012;
Smyth and Pennebaker 1999, p. 74). In a meta-analysis of writing therapy research,
van Emmerik et al. (2013) found that writing therapy resulted in reduced levels of
post-traumatic stress and depressive symptoms, particularly for people with mild to
moderate depression. Riordan (1996) highlights the importance of explaining
experience through words ‘‘… verbally labelling and describing a trauma through
writing allows an individual to cognitively process the event and gain a sense of
control, thus reducing the work of inhibition’’ (Riordan 1996, p. 264).
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The Use of Narratives in Journaling and Therapeutic
Writing

I use the term ‘narrative’ to describe the themes and stories that women develop
and use in their journals, not in relation to narrative therapy. We typically tell
narratives and stories to communicate with others and to help us order, interpret
and understand the events that happen to us and the ways in which we—and
others—respond to these events (Czarniawska 2004). We often construct narra-
tives when unexpected, unwanted or distressing events occur in our lives; when the
happenings are outside our usual expectations. Developing narratives through
journaling and therapeutic writing is a powerful way for women to organise
events, make some meaning out of them, integrate thoughts and feelings and then
be able to reach some level of understanding about their experiences. Narratives
may be descriptive, exploratory or, when thinking about the future, imaginative
(Polkinghorne 1988; Riessman 1993), all of which would enable expression,
reflection, insight and comprehension for women undertaking therapeutic jour-
naling activities. The process of constructing a narrative, as well as the narrative
itself, is important in recovery from trauma. Stories may need to be reviewed and
reconstructed as new information or different perspectives are achieved over time
(Pennebaker and Seagal 1999). We can see here, once again, the importance of
process as well as outcome, an important concept in feminist practice.

Wright (2009) observes that personal narratives have therapeutic potential and
Schreiber (1996, p. 473) describes the overall process and narrative involved in
women’s recovery from depression as one of (re)defining the self; of finding the
answer to ‘‘Who am I?’’ Women’s narratives identified in other research (although
not located in women’s journals), include the role of social expectations and the
importance of continuing on as wife, mother or worker irrespective of women’s
own needs; the loss and subsequent search for self and identity; and the presence
and impact of violent, damaging or unsupportive relationships (Crowe 2002; Hurst
1999; Schreiber 1996; Stoppard and Scattolon 19991). Recovery narratives iden-
tified by Fullagar and O’Brien (2012) include the immobilising effect of depres-
sion; recovery as a battle to control depression; and recovery as a journey of
self-knowledge. Leavitt and Pill (1995, p. 138) note that in the process of devel-
oping narratives, people ‘‘…develop, refine, and reconstruct their personal sense of
self. …writing opens new possibilities for storying our lives differently, providing
a powerful therapeutic opportunity’’.

In Chap. 5, the idea of self was identified as central in understanding the
development and impact of depression in women and in women’s recovery from
depression. The ways in which the development of narratives can assist in the
recovery, restoration, renewal and regeneration of women’s selves and identities
further underscores the significance of the concept of self. Because women’s

1 Although these references are now dated, this reflects the limited amount of research in this
field. Nevertheless, the findings remain relevant.
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personal journals provide a space and opportunity for constructing and testing
these narratives of the self, various journaling activities within the women’s
journaling groups include a focus on women’s senses of self and identity.

The concept of narratives provides a major foundation underpinning the
framework of the women’s journaling groups. Four major narratives about
women’s understandings and experiences of depression provide a structure for
women’s journaling groups and can provide direction for the development of
journaling, reflection and discussion activities. These narratives are:

(1) Identification and expression of emotions
(2) Identity, sense of self and self-value
(3) Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
(4) Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments

I look at these narratives in more detail in Chap. 8.

Journaling Techniques, Materials and Prompts

Women’s journaling involves much more than the best known traditional form of
prose writing. Journaling processes and techniques are personal to each woman;
not something that one can be directed to do and not something that is done in a
routine, ‘check the box’ fashion (Adams 1990; Western 2003). I look now at the
various journaling techniques and activities that can be offered in women’s jour-
naling groups.

(1) Traditional prose journaling techniques

• Dot points and lists
This technique enables ideas to be captured rapidly and requires less
structure and energy than prose writing. When women are imagining future
possibilities and developing plans, this technique enables them to generate
and contemplate ideas quickly and simply. In compiling a list, the journaling
prompt might be: ‘Develop a list of your wishes or plans’; ‘Make a list of
what makes you feel sad/happy/angry’; ‘Create a list of your four funniest
memories’. Individual ideas on these lists can then be explored, or used as
prompts, in further journaling. Providing a time limit for this journaling
activity can give women a sense of a boundary so if they are struggling with
ideas, they are not left feeling exposed or unsuccessful.

• Unsent letters
These can be a very powerful form of journaling where women write all the
words, thoughts and messages they would like another person to hear and
know, but in order to ensure safety, do not send the letter. This technique
was favoured by Susan who explained: ‘‘I just keep writing them until I get
the grammar and everything right and what I want to say right and I could
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use a whole book. You know, they’re not really to be published for any
reason, they’re just, this is what I want to say and that’s what I do’’.

• Sentence starters
This technique provides a starting point or direction for journaling. The
facilitator provides the beginning of a sentence and women complete it with
whatever comes to mind; for example, ‘Now is the time for me to …’ or
‘When I hear women laughing, I think …’. Sentence starters may prompt
women to journal in ways they have not previously considered or to journal
about ideas they have not yet contemplated. They also create a boundary for
the journaling. Boundaries provide a sense of safety for women, particularly
those new to journaling or women concerned that journaling might open up
topics they do not wish to think about. Naomi enjoyed using sentence
starters because: ‘‘(They’re) a really easy spot to start from if you’re blocked
or just to get you into somewhere else’’.

(2) Visual journaling techniques
Visual journaling techniques are helpful because women can, literally, see and
view their thoughts, feelings, ideas, experiences, understandings and the connec-
tions between them. This journaling can assist women to see their situations and
responses from different viewpoints. Jessica explained it this way, ‘‘Just seeing the
visual images would tee up a whole lot of other things in my brain’’. ‘‘Positioning
(in the collage) is very important. The visual stuff lets you do that I think. Lets you
see where you’re putting things in relation to yourself or whatever’’.

• Collage
Collage, where women select pictures, words, phrases and other media that
represent their experiences, feelings or perceptions, is a powerful journaling
technique because it enables deep self expression and awareness, and is very
effective in providing insights and ideas that women may not have achieved
with other journaling techniques. The process of collage can be extended and
added to when women write or draw about the images they have chosen
because they then have an opportunity to explore the themes or ideas that
evolve from the collage. This ‘second layer’ of journaling enables a deeper
level of exploration and analysis of situations, questions, responses and
thoughts to occur. Even the act of looking through magazines with a par-
ticular question in mind, selecting pictures and words, cutting them out, and
keeping them securely can be considered, if not journaling itself, certainly a
pre-cursor to it. This part of the process can be therapeutic as women
become immersed in the process of thinking about themselves and their
interactions, their thoughts, feelings, ideas and plans. Women may not
always be able to explain why a particular image or word is evocative, but
through further reflection with journaling or discussion with group members,
this often becomes apparent and provides important insight.
Collage does require more organising and access to materials so it may not
suit or be possible for everyone.
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• Painting and drawing
Samantha viewed her paintings as a form of journaling because she
expressed herself and her moods through them. She noted that painting did
not usually just ‘happen’ for her; the whole process of thinking, planning,
expressing and painting was considered and therapeutic. Abstract or literal
drawings can facilitate extra depth and reflection for women. As Phoebe
described, ‘‘I had some pictures about circles and in the circle, I had an
oblong and I’ve gone, oh well, an oblong got in there; just goes to show
maybe it’s not as I see it. So that created another thought process’’.

• Mind mapping clusters
These are similar to word association and are represented diagrammatically.
They can be created in response to an emotion, event or question and be
produced quite quickly, allowing for less conscious ideas to surface. As with
the other visual journaling techniques, once a cluster or mind map is com-
plete, further journaling can reveal unconscious connections and meanings
and enable thoughts and feelings to be explored, analysed, made sense of
and looked at in more depth. Creating clusters is a popular activity because it
provides women with a lot of information about thoughts, feelings and
events and because it is relatively easy and straightforward.

(3) Narrative journaling techniques

• Poems and stories
This simply involves the creation of poetry and stories about one’s experi-
ences. Women often find that their accounts of their depression are present
in their stories; not necessarily because they plan to include depression, but
because the depression (feelings, thoughts and experiences), surfaces
through the process of the journaling and because it is an integral part of
women’s lives.

• Dialogue
This journaling technique assists women to think about different perspec-
tives and understandings. An imagined dialogue can construct communi-
cation with other people, events, situations, parts of the body, the perspective
of another person or anything else that a woman has a question about. It can
be used in order to achieve some insight into relationships or events. The
rationale is that each woman has her own knowledge and ideas about how to
respond to, and begin to change, problematic situations. An example of a
dialogue-based journaling activity might invite women to ‘Dialogue
between the depressed part of you and the less depressed part of you’ or
‘Dialogue between the present and the future; how might what I’m doing
now change what my situation will be like in 4 weeks?’ Susan enjoyed the
following activity using dialogue, ‘‘Talking to yourself as a ninety year old
saying to yourself ‘If I did this action, what would happen?’ And the ninety
year old says ‘Well, I don’t remember that happening really, why is it such a
big issue?’ So you actually are challenging yourself with wisdom’’.
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• Stream of consciousness writing
The aim of stream of consciousness writing is to write with nothing in
particular in mind, but as quickly as possible without stopping and without
thinking about, or editing, what is being written and to do this for a defined
amount of time. This technique aims to access deeper, less concrete thoughts
than might normally be achieved by formal, structured and edited writing.
My experience with this technique is that: ‘‘You don’t really make sentences
because you just keep writing and because you’re thinking as fast as you can,
writing as fast as you can, you don’t actually come to use a sentence….you
try to tap into, you know, a really sort of deep subconscious part of the mind.
While you’re writing it, you’re thinking this will make absolutely no sense at
all. But when you stop and you read over it, it does. It seems weird, but you
can understand it’’.

• Performance journaling
This is a non-traditional form of journaling which may include singing
(singing a song from a musical for instance), and playing characters from
books or films. Similar, in some ways, to psychodrama, I term this jour-
naling, ‘performance journaling’ because it has the characteristics of acting
and performing, albeit for oneself and not an audience. Phoebe engaged in
performance journaling and this typically involved playing a character from
a book or a film and performing a text; ‘‘a chapter’’ as she called it: ‘‘Like if I
get on the horse and ride I can play a character in a book and take a couple of
the dogs and they can be part of that character in the book, I can do some
really good stuff in a thirty minute ride!’’

Performance journaling is generally undertaken because it is experienced as a
safer way to express oneself, particularly when a woman lacks confidence in her
writing, spelling and grammatical skills. Phoebe explained it this way, ‘‘I do that
(performance journaling), not to be creative, because I don’t like putting pen to
paper and the punctuation. I could journal. I couldn’t care less whether I have a
capital letter or anything else, so that’s my way of doing it; in a safe space without
being criticised because the pen on paper isn’t making as good as what it should be’’.

Women’s Use of Multiple and New Journaling Techniques

Using more than one technique to journal about the same topic or theme can bring
out different responses, different perspectives and different levels of insight into a
situation. In order to achieve the most comprehensive advantages of journaling and
the most thorough understandings of themselves and of their depression, women
would benefit from using a variety of journaling techniques, including techniques
they have not previously tried. New journaling techniques can lead to new ideas,
information, insights and awarenesses, even if these are, at times, confronting.
Adair commented that ‘‘I have done a lot of different types of journaling, so to do
something that’s active and, a scary word for me, creative, would be good to do’’.
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Here are two examples of how women described their varied ways of jour-
naling: Barbra viewed her journaling on a continuum. She tended to use more
traditional forms of prose writing at each end of the continuum; these being times
when she was experiencing strong emotions, either positive or negative, that were
overwhelming her and she felt a need to ‘‘Write it down, work it out!’’ In the
middle of the continuum, she placed the journaling that comprised collage and
collected items such as sayings, articles and thoughts from various sources that she
often used as prompts for journaling. ‘‘Quite frankly I get really bored with writing
but I’ll collect poems or I’ll collect sayings and something I’ve found in the
newspaper or a picture or a cartoon or something and they’re all collected and put
into scrap books’’. Susan realised that the form of her journaling changed across
time and that: ‘‘I actually journal in a heap of different ways’’. She incorporated
photographs into her journal, for instance, and had photographed a sequence of
shots to show emotional change in someone or in her own emotional response.

Journaling Materials

Encouraging women to experiment with the style, format and presentation of the
journal can open up new possibilities for the ways in which women journal and
express themselves. For example, the use of colour in journaling (through different
colour pens, pencils, paints, paper), can add creativity and flexibility to the jour-
naling process. As Jessica remembered, ‘‘Having colour really changed what I did
and how I recorded things. I was kind of using bold headings and different kinds of
writing and not because I’m trained, just because I love painting and colour. And it’s
really about going, okay, what’s the feeling, what colour do I need to express that?
What shape is it? And just kind of letting it happen and I really enjoy that, yeah’’.
Consideration can be given to the journal itself too; is it lined or unlined, hard or soft
cover, glued together or spiral bound? For some women who have experienced
violence and depression, the simple act of choosing a journal, something that is
theirs, can be deeply pleasing. This can be part of the therapeutic process too.

Conclusion

Journals provide a personal space for women to express their thoughts and feel-
ings, reach understandings about their situations and develop and test out narra-
tives about their selves and their identities. Narratives are vital components of
journaling and underpin the activities integrated into the women’s journaling
groups. Journaling can be undertaken in a variety of ways and with different
materials depending on each woman’s preference, needs and setting. The process
of journaling can be as important and transformative as the outcomes of the
journaling.
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Chapter 8
The Women’s Journaling Group Program
Model

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of the Women’s Journaling Group
Program model. Building on discussions in previous chapters about concepts such
as the self, identity, narratives, women’s experiences of depression and journaling
styles and techniques, I introduce the three major components of the model;
frameworks, narratives and threads. Journaling is presented as a process and as a
form of action and engagement. I further explore how journaling and feminist
group work can activate the methods of consciousness-raising and resistance (as
introduced in Chap. 6) and encourage women in their recovery and transitions
away from violence and depression.

Keywords Journaling � Women � Action � Consciousness-raising � Resistance �
Narrative � Self � Depression � Recovery � Feminist group work � Gender-based
violence

The Underpinning Principles of the Women’s Journaling
Group Program Model

Journaling as a Process and as a Form of Action

Journaling is a process and the ‘doing’ of journaling and the manner in which it is
undertaken, is as important as the outcome. As Naomi commented, ‘‘I see it as a
process, it’s like I’m getting my ideas out and processing it in a better way than I
could just in my head’’. As seen in Chap. 7, the process of journaling can involve
choosing the journaling techniques, activities, materials, contexts and times for
journaling. Women learn about themselves, their situations, what they need to be
different and how they might reach a different place and space through the pro-
cesses of journaling. This occurs through undertaking journaling activities and
through participating in a journaling group with other women. Women build
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narratives about violence and depression in their journals. Their journaling is not a
passive or random activity and the ways in which narratives are constructed enable
women to understand the place and meaning of violence and depression in their
lives. Whilst the entries in women’s journals are not necessarily constructed to
form an orderly or sequential narrative, individual extracts constitute examples of
experiences from the women’s lives. Taken together, larger narratives emerge and
unfold.

The Women’s Journaling Group Program Model

The model consists of:

• Two frameworks. The frameworks head the model and each framework
describes women’s responses to depression and their subsequent modes of
journaling.

• Four major narratives. I first introduced the concept of narratives in Chap. 7.
Each narrative can be found in both frameworks.

• Nineteen threads. These are very specific threads that come from the four
narratives. They describe the themes within each narrative and the themes and
content that may be seen in women’s journaling.

I now consider these components in more detail and show how they interconnect
with each other and how they inform the development of journaling activities
within women’s journaling groups.

The Two Overarching Frameworks

Women’s responses to depression and their subsequent methods of journaling fall
into two frameworks. One framework is the Considered Acknowledgement,
Acceptance and Contemplation Framework (Diagram 8.1). The other frame-
work is the Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action Framework.
Each Framework reflects particular ways that women have of responding to,
understanding and managing their depression and the surrounding influences,
events and contexts. Women’s thoughts about their depression and the degree of
agency, or control, they perceive they hold in achieving some change in their
depression and in the ways they live their lives are also represented in the
frameworks.

When women respond to depression with Considered Acknowledgement,
Acceptance and Contemplation, they identify, express and explore their depressed
feelings and thoughts. This Framework is characterised by emotion, experiencing
the emotions surrounding depression and, at times, staying with the pain, confusion
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and numbness that often typify depression. This is a time where women realise and
accept that they are experiencing some form of depression, sometimes not for the
first time. Women then recognise the imperative to take some time to settle and get
to a point where they can start to make some decisions about how they want to
manage their situation. Through their responses to depression and through jour-
naling, women are engaging in a form of action because, by identifying their
depression and factors that seem to be contributing to (or reducing) it, they begin to
think about how to manage it.

When women respond to depression with Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal,
Agency and Action, their journaling, thinking and behaviour is more positive,
resolute, concrete and forward-looking. This assists women to take stronger overt,
engaged and communicative action to further understand, manage and lessen their
depression. The impetus for women to take this different form of action is often a
realisation of how ‘fed-up’ they are with their situation and feelings of anger are
frequently experienced at this point. While the anger needs to be used and
expressed appropriately and safely, it does provide energy and motivation for
women to take proactive action to change their situations and to reclaim their
rights. The activities and concepts of consciousness-raising and resistance become
important at this time because they contribute to women understanding they have
rights to be safe, make decisions and be assertive. Thus, the journal is a venue in
which women rehearse and facilitate changes in their lives and integrate their
experiences of violence and depression into their identities.

The two frameworks are not mutually exclusive and do not represent chrono-
logical stages where women need to complete the activities and tasks within one
framework before proceeding on to the second framework. Paralleling the multi-
directional nature of experiencing and recovering from depression, women’s
journaling is characterised by its cyclical, recursive nature and recurring, inter-
acting patterns. Journaling is an ongoing process of expression, awareness,
consciousness-raising, learning, resisting, rehearsing, experimenting, reflecting,
contemplating, resisting and rehearsing again, experimenting again and immersing
oneself in the process again.

Women’s responses to depression & 
their methods of journalling 

Considered acknowledgement & 
contemplation (CA)

Proactive resistance, rehearsal, 
agency & action (PR)

Diagram 8.1 The two frameworks: Women’s responses to depression and their subsequent
methods of journaling
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The Four Narratives Within the Frameworks

The four narratives, which often overlap with each other, are found within the Con-
sidered Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Contemplation Framework and within the
Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action Framework. The narratives are:

1. Identification and expression of emotions
2. Identity, sense of self and self-value
3. Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
4. Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments

Diagram 8.2 shows the four narratives.

The Threads Within the Narratives

Each narrative is made up of one or more ‘threads’. Some threads are more likely
to be found in the Considered Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Contemplation
Framework (Table 5.1) and others in the Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency
and Action Framework (Table 5.2) whilst some threads are found in both
Frameworks. The threads and the narratives provide practitioners with ideas and
directions about the themes and content that are generally useful for women to
journal about and to reflect on as they participate in women’s journaling groups.

Tables 8.1 and 8.2 show the threads that are located in each of the Frameworks
of the Women’s Journaling Group Program model.

When all these components—the frameworks, the narratives and the threads—
are put together, we can see how they interact and build on each other to form the
model. Diagram 8.3 shows the full Women’s Journaling Group Program model
with the frameworks, narratives, threads and the relationships between them.

How Might the Women’s Journaling Group Program
Model?

The frameworks, narratives and threads provide direction and inspiration for the
development of journaling activities and creation of areas of discussion and
reflection for facilitators of women’s journaling groups. They also provide one

Identification 
& expression 

of emotion

Identity, sense 
of self and 

value

Structural &
social roles, 

relationships & 
expectations

Transformative 
choices, 

opportunities & 
accomplishments

Diagram 8.2 The four narratives within the Women’s Journaling Group Program model
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particular way of identifying where women may be in terms of their understanding
of their depression and their thoughts about how they would like to respond to not
only the experiences of depression, but to the contributing factors, impacts and, of
course, the violence they have also experienced. Not all threads will be relevant for
every woman’s journaling group so practitioners will need to assess what topics
seem meaningful and engage women in the selection of topic areas.

To look in further depth at the way in which the model can work, I will now
explore the ways in which the narratives and threads are situated in the Considered
Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Contemplation Framework. I will then look at
the four narratives and associated threads within the Proactive Resistance,
Rehearsal, Agency and Action Framework. Further discussion about practice
knowledge, skills and implications is undertaken in Chap. 10.

Table 8.1 The threads within the Considered Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Contemplation
Framework

1. The emergence of women’s voices; the expression of emotion
2. Understanding the fluctuation and unpredictability of depression
3. Expression and change: depression and anger as motivators
4. Reconnection with the self and reestablishment of identity; conflict between inner and outer

worlds
5. Consciousness-raising
6. Consciousness-raising and resistance: medicalisation and labelling of depression
7. Understanding social change and loss
8. Assessing and re-assessing connections with other people
9. Crucial movement and a sense of change
10. New insights, understandings, connections and transformations
11. Rehearsal: opportunities for planning, considering alternatives, making choices

Table 8.2 The threads within the Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Framework

1. Identification and expression of enlivening feelings and affirmative experiences
2. The transformed and stronger sense of identity, self and self-value
3. Resistance and transformative action
4. Rehearsal: interpersonal relationships
5. Resistance: change and transformation
6. Imagination, creativity and consideration of a hopeful future
7. Rehearsal
8. Reflection and change
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Diagram 8.3 The Women’s Journaling Group Program model with the frameworks, narratives,
threads
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Incorporating the Women’s Journaling Group Model
into Practice

Including opportunities to identify and express emotion and feelings in jour-
naling activities is crucial. Typical emotions surrounding depression are frustration,
anger, embarrassment, loss, grief, sadness and hurt. Some lessening in the severity
of women’s depression can occur when feelings and emotions are identified and
expressed through journaling. This enables women to slowly start to consider the
possibilities of movement within their depression. Adair described it this way: ‘‘If
for me, when I’m in the feeling, lots of feelings, and I start to, it’s almost like spill
the feelings, that gives opportunity for the rest of me to sort of actually get in line
and then have a say and then sort of pull it together. And that’s finding a voice too,
that’s finding my voice and not just the impact of everything else that’s going on’’.
Barbra reflected that I’m feeling flat and shitful, depressed or whatever but I’ll go
and explore that a bit and yeah, there’s something going on. And so the journaling
can kind of help to unearth that a bit. It might not necessarily mean that I’ll do
anything about it, but at least I know where it came from’’. Adella was clear about
the importance of emotion: ‘‘When depressed, I’m fully aware of all my feelings.
I’m dealing with stuff, I’m right there, feeling the pain’’. ‘‘Being me includes the me
when I’m depressed. Have to be in the depression and acknowledge it’’.

The emergence and continuation of depression is often unpredictable and it can
fluctuate over time in its nature and degree. This perceived arbitrary nature of
depression underscores the importance of the women’s journals as sites for the
expression of emotions and women’s attempts to understand their depression. As
Kate journaled, ‘‘Here I am writing again to hopefully appease my misery. I feel as
though I am beating my head up against a brick wall. I try so very hard and feel ok.
Then suddenly I feel totally lost and hopeless. I feel it is all too hard’’. Whilst this
fluctuation and unpredictability is frustrating and confusing, it can provide a small
sign to women who journal about it that change can occur and that their depression
can lift.

Framework 1: Considered Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Contemplation
Narrative 1: Identification and expression of emotions
Thread 1: The emergence of women’s voices: the expression of emotion

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 1: Identification and expression of emotions
Thread 2: Understanding the fluctuation and unpredictability of depression

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 1: Identification and expression of emotions
Thread 3: Expression and change: depression and anger as motivators
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Many women prefer to journal than to communicate verbally when they are
depressed. However, this does not hold true for all women and some women are
not ready to journal until they start to feel angry. As practitioners, this is important
knowledge to have so we can monitor women’s readiness to journal, to shape
activities appropriately and contain and hold any complex and overwhelming
emotions for women that may emerge through journaling. Journaling can provide
women with a safe place to help them stop the running commentary in their heads;
the conversation that goes nowhere, but keeps repeating and reinforcing the
depressed feelings, the concerns, the self-consciousness, the guilt and the doubts.
Adair journaled about her depression and anger: ‘‘The stable point of my
depression is my anger. It’s all about me, me, me. Spiralling inward and down-
ward. My madness. And that’s certainly not an acceptable way to behave. To be
angry and out there. So putting it on paper and daring to explore that’’. Naomi
journaled: ‘‘No one could understand how I was feeling, cause I didn’t know. And
it’s taken me a while to even realise I was feeling anything. In a nutshell I’m
pissed off’’. Jessica explained the importance of having a journal as a safe place to
express anger: ‘‘A really good way for me in my anger (is) to vent my feelings so
that I can understand them and probably, I don’t let go of the anger, it takes a bit
longer than that, but at least often, it gives me a way to plan what I might do when
I’ve settled’’. Rachael journaled about a positive side of anger: ‘‘(The energy from
anger can) prove people wrong’’.

Repeated experiences of feeling unsure about their own identity and feeling
unrecognised and unnoticed by other people can contribute to a reduced sense of
self and self-value for women. The loss of a positive connection with the self is
problematic. This can occur, for example, when women feel they are constantly
meeting the unrelenting and overwhelming demands of other people, receiving
very little in return, and when restricted opportunities to talk about what they are
thinking or how they are feeling result in women feeling unable to act as the
person they would like to be. Zelda journaled, ‘‘I don’t actually recognize myself.
I’m so aware of what’s going on for everybody else, I don’t have any solidity as to
who I am’’. Barbra described her thoughts: ‘‘There are times where you’re just so
much in automatic that you know, the core stuff is just hidden away there, under
those layers and layers and all this crap and dump stuff, and I think it’s really hard
to get at and maybe that’s just part of life at that stage’’. Journaling provides
women with opportunities to develop, strengthen and test out their ‘voice’.
Naomi’s journaling shows a strong example of this: ‘‘This is no longer about me.
I’ve drawn the line and he’s crossed it again. I can’t keep punishing myself. There
is (sic) no more lines to cross without compromising more of myself. Knowing this

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 2: Identity, sense of self and self-value
Thread 4: Reconnection with the self and reestablishment of identity:

conflict between inner and outer worlds
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will keep me strong, focused and resilient’’. Penny realised, ‘‘Because if I’m not
heard, I lose sight of who I am, what I think, or I lose touch with my feelings. It
makes it more difficult to express them and then I feel out of control and not in
touch with myself. Gets too difficult to express myself, so I go into myself and
other people’s needs are more important’’.

The likelihood of women developing and experiencing depression increases as
the discrepancy between women’s identity, sense of self and their own needs on
the one hand, and social assumptions and expectations, the social roles in which
they engage and the self they present to the world on the other, increases. A
figurative mask, in effect, may be used by women to cover up their real selves,
desires and needs in order to conform to the expectations of other people and/or of
‘society’s’ idea of how and who they should be. The outside mask enables women
to be seen as ‘coping’, but this reinforces for the women that they do not have a
voice or strong sense of self/identity. Through journaling, women’s consciousness,
awareness and questions about these contributing factors to depression can be
raised. Jessica’s journaling read: ‘‘Because they’re things I can not seem to change.
You know? They’re things I can not seem to have any dent on and so they’re
immovable and when I hit up against them, they’re not going to change and it’s my
having to regroup around that’’. Kate also journaled about these issues: ‘‘You
might smile, you might laugh, but all the time there is a shadow that clouds the
light from your life. There is a grey coldness that is yours for the rest of your days
and for a person to have to live with that is sheer hell. I might look ok but believe
me, I am not ok at all!!’’ Adella journaled that ‘‘People expect me to conform then
I feel really frustrated, angry, a sense of sadness about not being my real self. Sad
that people can not appreciate someone being different or seeing something from a
different point of view’’. Zoe reflected that ‘‘People expect me to be agreeable,
easy going and not have strong opinions about things. Then I feel that I don’t
matter, I’m not valued, and angry with myself for not standing up for myself and
allowing myself to be used’’.

This is a specific area where women’s consciousness can be shared and raised.
It may not be relevant for all groups to journal about. Women have different views
about the necessity for and desirability of medication for depression. When women
have an understanding that depression can be a response to limited choices and

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 3: Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
Thread 5: Consciousness-raising

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 3: Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
Thread 6: Consciousness-raising: medicalisation and labelling of

depression
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limited flexibility in their lives, the medicalisation of depression does not always
sit well with them. As Barbra noted, ‘‘If we know that other people have similar
problems, it’s like, oh, well maybe it’s not just me. What else is going on here that
maybe is contributing to all of that?’’

Feeling uncertain, insecure, unanchored and confused, particularly in response
to situations that may be beyond their ability to influence and manage, is common
for women experiencing violence and depression. The damaging impact of these
feelings on the women’s sense of self and capacity to look forward is considerable.
Jessica’s uncertainty is evident: ‘‘I feel a bit purposeless at present. A bit at sea and
lost. … I guess I just don’t really know what to do with myself and my life. Where
to head—how to focus. So confused’’. In sorrow, Kate journaled, ‘‘Sometimes I
wonder what I have done to receive so much pain and misery’’. As practitioners we
need to watch for women erroneously taking responsibility for events that are
outside their doing or their control whilst not placing them in the role of ‘victim’.
Recognising the many different forms of loss and the grief that can accompany
these losses is vital for women and practitioners have a role to play here.

Interpersonal relationships with partners, family members and work colleagues
play a vital role in providing connections and linking women with community.
When these relationships are stable, safe and generous, women experience support
and strength in their recovery processes. However, fragile and perplexing inter-
personal relationships are typically characterised by high involvement and
investment of emotion and little alteration in the patterns of interaction or prob-
lems encountered. As Zelda journaled, ‘‘Family relationships are difficult because I
don’t say what I think. I don’t speak my mind. Takes so much resolve to have a
different voice. I feel like the underlying thing isn’t touched. My world and my
reality seem so different from that of some others’’. Magdalena reflected, ‘‘People
expect me to be available when they need me and go away when they don’t. I
don’t get recognition. It would be nice for them to know that I’m there and include
me in their lives. For myself’’. Naomi journaled, ‘‘I wasn’t considered in your
actions—there was no respect. But it hadn’t occurred to me that it would be lack of
respect cause it’s one word I remember you explaining the importance of’’. Kate
journaled her experience: ‘‘I feel really let down. One minute they profess undying
love and affection – the next – or the rest of the time- I am a forgotten burden’’.

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgement, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 3: Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
Thread 7: Understanding social change and loss

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgment, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 3: Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
Thread 8: Assessing and re-assessing connections with other people
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When journaling, there is a difference between rumination and being stuck on
one topic or in the same place, and journaling in depth about a topic, particularly
when women attempt to untangle their thinking and to understand meanings,
processes and links. Naomi’s experience is ‘‘I notice when I do journal that I start
off on a point and by the time I feel like that’s enough writing, I’m at the same
point. It’s not that I’ve gone round and round in circles and I haven’t moved on.
It’s like where I started, is then filled in with all the explanation. And it’s ‘oh,
okay, that’s why.’ All the bits in the middle filled it up with the answers’’.
Practitioners have a role in guiding women to notice changes they have made in
their thinking, their perceptions and their ideas over time. Women can also do this
for each other through discussions and reflections within journaling groups.
Women’s awareness of movement and change can motivate further journaling to
explore how these changes might have been initiated, supported and sustained.

Over time, journaling can provide insights and revelations for women. This
may not always be a comfortable process and women may need to be supported
through this. Phoebe noted, ‘‘I find it (journaling) as a rule, a pretty good reflection
of, oh this is what’s happening, this is what’s attached to it, this is the thread, this is
why that. Some insights you don’t particularly like, but others are okay’’.
Samantha developed confidence and certainty: ‘‘I’m not going back to the same
thing (the depression)’’. Naomi realised that ‘‘Journalling allows you to recognise
that and go ‘oh I remember that, now I get it, and I’m still reacting to it.’ Do I want
to continue reacting to that in this way?’’

After the expression and processing of information, ideas, thoughts and feelings
in the journal, women often move to a different stage within their depression.
When women make their depression concrete and real in the journal, they may
then feel clearer and more confident to consider possible alternatives and choices.
This is Jessica’s experience: ‘‘So I don’t necessarily then get my journal out and
go, okay, time to work my way through the plan. But it’s kind of like, being able to

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgment, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 9: Crucial movement and a sense of change

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgment, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 10: New insights, understandings, connections and transformations

Framework 1: Considered acknowledgment, acceptance and contemplation
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 11: Rehearsal: opportunities for planning, considering alternatives,

making choices
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see that there’s a possible path to follow allows me to feel less distressed. It gives
me some ideas about some ways forward. I may only use one of them, but at least
that’s something new and it means I’m actually trying something else instead of
just, oh, shit, you know, whatever’’. For Naomi, ‘‘Okay, it’s there, it’s obviously an
issue, but it’s for me and the next step is acting on it. How do I address this, I know
I have to’’. Whilst change may be desired, it is not always easy as Zoe journaled,
‘‘Depression often becomes your identity; you’re the depressed one in the family.
It’s really hard when you’re getting better. How do you juggle that? If you’ve done
that role, it’s a difficult change for the system’’. Magdalena journaled similar
dilemmas, ‘‘Will I stop being me? It’s a real barrier. The person you are now has to
die, so the other person can be born. Like rejection; you’re not good enough.
You’ve got to be something else’’.

Framework Two: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency
and Action

Whilst narratives in the Considered Acknowledgement, Acceptance and Con-
templation Framework tend to be emotionally full, candid and painful, narratives
within the Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action Framework are
more uplifting, encouraging, purposeful and forward-looking. Negative, blaming
and judgemental narratives are more likely to be rebuffed. Narratives of identity,
sense of self and self-value become clearer, more resilient and positively defined
whilst the narratives around structural and social roles, relationships and expec-
tations show greater clarity and expression of women’s own needs, priorities and
expectations.

Journaling now includes a stronger cognitive component. This more concrete,
practical form of journaling may be used by women when they want to complete a
task, solve problems, or make plans within the journal. Journaling in this
Framework also includes room for imagination, creativity and anticipation. Nar-
ratives of transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments are partic-
ularly important in this mode of journaling and indicate women’s decision making
processes, plans for action and lessening of depression.

Journaling now includes the identification and expression of optimism and
pleasure as shown by Adair, ‘‘And I smile at my optimism and general amusement
that is my life. Fortunately I can smile warmly at this story with all these times, all
the stories, fitting in’’. Closely linked to the journaling of hopeful, optimistic and

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 1: Identification and expression of emotions
Thread 12: Identification and expression of enlivening feelings and

affirmative experiences
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confident emotions, is a shifting in the women’s perceptions and ideas about
themselves and the impact of their depression. This shift often begins when
women focus on affirmative aspects of their lives. Kate journaled: ‘‘I do say thank
you for some simpler things – like having friends think of me and giving me a call.
Such little things but at the time I’m so grateful. Thank you for my health. Thank
you God’’.

As women’s depression lifts, their sense of self and self-value strengthens and
enables them to make decisions about themselves and to take action that previ-
ously they would not have considered or completed. Adair journaled, ‘‘Entering
into self-exploration has at times been exciting, and sometimes really difficult.
During these times, my self that has been buried away often finds a voice in
journaling’’. Jessica realised, ‘‘So you kind of clear off the layers of society and
conditioning and then do the authentic bit, which is fantastic’’. Journals can pro-
vide women with an opportunity to identify what is important in their lives and
what gives them a sense of stability, rootedness and meaning. By declaring their
needs and priorities, women can begin the process of transformation by under-
standing and accepting they have a right to assertively ask for and expect certain
qualities, factors or behaviours from people and situations around them. Women
perceive new happenings and events as opportunities to explore their skills,
interests and self-identity. Zoe journaled about her motivations and interests:
‘‘Nephews; spend a lot of time with them and this is where my creative stuff comes
in. Playing games with them. You have to be in the moment with them. Dogs are
good for that too. When I don’t feel like my world is going ok, but I can be
responsible for their care & safety even when I can’t quite do that for myself’’.
Penny also identified positives, ‘‘Painting, drawing, scribbling, cutting, pasting.
Beach, nature, exploring, bike riding, walking, getting amongst it. Getting in touch
with nature and my love for nature; that I’m part of nature and therefore my love
for myself. Something that I’ve been working on to be a part of it and have that
link’’.

As the women’s sense of identity, self and self-value expands and strengthens,
an awareness of their rights and capacity to be assertive often develops. Taking
action, either within the journal or outside it, is a vital step in the progress toward
recovering a sense of self and lessening depression. Taking action can result from
resistance to the factors that contribute to depression. Whilst changes are exciting,

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 2: Identity, sense of self and self-value
Thread 13: Transformed and stronger sense of identity, self and self-value

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 2: Identity, sense of self and self-value
Thread 14: Resistance and transformative action
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the process is not necessarily easy or straightforward. Naomi journaled ‘‘Letting
myself be deserving is one thing but now I need to expect it from others, and
myself, and then keep that expectation at a ‘deserving’ level’’.

Exploring relationships, particularly what they want from relationships and the
ways in which they expect to be treated, is an important transformative activity for
women recovering from depression and living with or leaving violent relation-
ships. It is important to note that leaving a violent relationship can be a time of
extremely high danger for women. If this planning is occurring within a women’s
journaling group, practitioners need to be aware of potential risks and ensure
women are supported and linked in with appropriate resources and services. Susan
journaled about her relationship with her sister, ‘‘But, I’m over her now. Had a big
cry, right, stuff that, and I’m over it. I still love her and she’s my sister, but she’s
there. And I’m here’’. Naomi realised that ‘‘The conversations were pointless,
increasingly slurred and made me feel increasingly uncomfortable. I don’t want to
be exposed to this any more. What is it that makes this okay?’’ Jessica’s rehearsal
in her journal noted ‘‘(I will) speak more honestly and clearly. Air my views. Have
some needs met; e.g. Feeling respected. Feel ok whilst with her’’.

Women may use their journals to resist and to seek and ask for support and
guidance. Jessica journaled ‘‘Lord help me to create a life, help me to find friends.
Help me to become whole again. Healed, healthy and fulfilled. Not bitter, angry
and empty. Thank you’’. Resistance within women’s journals can take the forms of
envisioning difference, making and exercising choices. As Zoe journaled,
‘‘Journaling is part of that resistance. It’s saying, I’m not going to do what I
should. Giving to yourself at times’’. Naomi raised questions in her journal, ‘‘So
what has to change? But what next? I want something that I can sink my teeth into,
get excited about and be passionate about. So I will need to explore what that looks
like’’. Adair realised that change required action: ‘‘If I choose to start journaling,
then I know that I’m going to actually start facing the reality of what’s going on for
me. But I can’t sit back and wallow if I journal because it’s (now out there)’’.

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 3: Structural and social roles, relationships and expectations
Thread 15: Rehearsal: interpersonal relationships

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 16: Resistance, change and transformation

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 17: Imagination, creativity and consideration of a hopeful future
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Imagination and creativity can assist women to strengthen their sense of self
and self-value, to visualise how their situations might be different, and to consider
how the factors that contribute to their depression might be lessened and resisted.
Jessica journaled ‘‘Unlocking that other world, that world that maybe has potential
and is separate to where you are right now, where it might be problem focused’’.
Adair shared that ‘‘I began a scrap book without a theme in the beginning, focusing
on my life, the future’’. Susan described the process as ‘‘Using the past to go
forward’’. And Kate journaled her hopes: ‘‘I have another dream that one day I will
find the ‘perfect’ man who will share my life and we will work together through
everything. There! I’ve put it on paper!! And we will grow old together’’. Penny
realised that ‘‘(I journal) when I need to get back in touch with myself. Remind
myself of what’s important to me; what my goals and achievements are and when I
want to give to myself’’. The wishing, imagining or planning in the women’s
journals is important, not always for the nature of the wishes or plans, but for the
women’s capacity to think ahead and away from their current situation. Women
are generally energised and inspired to undertake imaginative journaling when
they are together in a journaling group.

Rehearsal is also an important activity in threads eleven and fifteen and the
concerns are similar here. For some women, the time comes when they want to
share their insights or plans within the journal with another person. This might be
with the person about whom the journaling was undertaken or women may simply
wish to check out their ideas. Although potentially confronting, conversations and
challenges from other people can provide helpful feedback. As Naomi journaled,
‘‘You have to have conversations with other people so they know, oh, that’s where
she’s coming from and that’s her new position on things or whatever. You can’t
just go ‘I’m here now and you’re going to understand that’. You know, you have to
then go and have that conversation. So I think the conversation stuff’s really
important in the overall process’’. Jessica’s thinking was similar: ‘‘If I’ve already
journaled and got a bit clearer and then can be a bit more specific about what’s
gnawing, then to have the conversation is a lot more useful because there’s more
chance that what it is that’s gnawing will then be addressed and I’ll get a way
forward’’.

Reflecting on plans, commitments and accomplishments provides women with
confirmation and affirmation of the choices they have made, or plan to make; their

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 18: Rehearsal

Framework 2: Proactive Resistance, Rehearsal, Agency and Action
Narrative 4: Transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments
Thread 19: Reflection and change
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stronger and more defined sense of self, identity and self-value; a greater aware-
ness of their emotions and how these link to their thoughts, actions and percep-
tions; and a stronger declaration of their own needs, priorities and rights. Naomi
journaled strongly, ‘‘I’ve been doing the passive ‘I deserve it’ thing, but now I
need to be doing the active expectation thing. ‘‘I have to put myself out there—I’m
going to try the doors in front of me. F***—now I’m scared!’’ Jessica journaled
‘‘(I have) ended a cycle, completed a journey. I have gained a better sense of
proportion, balance—not all work and no play, fun and silliness, greater comfort
with myself’’.

Conclusion

Journaling is a form of action characterised by consciousness-raising and resistance
(see Chap. 6). The notion of journaling as active resistance to dominant stereotypes
and social and gender expectations of women, removes the idea of journaling as a
process of solitary passiveness and ineffective rumination. There are many
components to the frameworks, narratives and threads that make up the Women’s
Journaling Group Program model. The program—and the model—can initially
seem overwhelming and complicated because of this. I hope that the women’s
journaling extracts provided some clarity around what the different component
parts look like and how the model can be used to develop journaling activities and
programs for journaling groups. The next chapter is brief and provides an example
outline of A Women’s Journaling Group and possible activities and processes.
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Chapter 9
An Example Outline of a Women’s
Journaling Group Program

Abstract What follows is a brief agenda and outline of the processes and activities
within one example of a Women’s Journaling Group Program. This program could
be facilitated over a period of a few weeks or concertinaed into one or two whole
days. The narratives and threads that could be addressed in each activity are noted.

Keywords Journaling � Feminist group work � Depression

Women’s Journaling Group

Date:
General Introduction and Welcome (I will have already met each woman in an

initial individual interview prior to the commencement of the group)
Introduction to the Group
Name: Women’s Journaling Group (WJG)
Aims:

• To give women information about Journaling
• To provide women with opportunities to try out different Journaling activities

and techniques
• To explore how Journaling might assist women to understand their depression

and themselves
• To explore how Journaling might uncover and reveal links between women’s

experiences of violence and their depression
• To imagine different futures and how change might occur

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_9,
� The Author(s) 2013
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Structure and Processes within the Group:
I will provide some overall information about Journaling to begin (include my

own experiences) and the rest of the session will provide time for women to try out
different journal activities and techniques

• Open to sharing and learning from each other. Share only what women want to
share.

• Importance of safety and respect within the group.
• Record the themes and ideas that come from the women’s Journaling through

the day on sheets of paper on the walls. Important to be able to see their
thoughts, ideas and words as well as to hear them. Makes them real and gives
them strength.

• The Women’s Journaling Group follows the process in the model—moving
from reflection, acknowledgment and contemplation through to action, change,
resistance and agency.

• Complete evaluations of each session throughout the day to give women an
opportunity to reflect on their learning, thoughts and feelings and integrate this
reflection with the next session of Journaling and discussion. This also gives me
feedback about women’s experiences and how the group is going for them.

• Women’s Journaling is not collected but the women’s evaluations are. Provide
copies for women if they would like a record of their evaluations.

Getting to Know You Time:
Introduction to each other: Activity—Photolanguage cards. Choose a card that

describes you/your situation. Share in pairs, then in the whole group. Pull out
ideas/themes and record on paper.

Group Guidelines:
Brainstorm. What will help to make the group feel safe and comfortable for

you? Start discussion in pairs, then share with the whole group.

What is Journaling?
Information and women’s thoughts. (was discussed in the pre-group interview,

but a good starting place for the group.) Record ideas and display around the room.

Journaling 1

Feedback, sharing, discussion, reflection, evaluation, looking at ideas/themes
emerging will occur between activities and throughout the day.

Journal activity 1: Sentence starters. ‘When thinking about the sort of person
I am, I would describe myself as ….’ (The Narratives and Threads that are cov-
ered: identity, sense of self and self-value; the emergence of women’s voices;
reconnection with the self and re-establishment of identity).
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Journal activity 2: Sentence starters. ‘I think people expect me to … and then
I feel …’ (Narratives/Threads: structural and social roles, relationships and
expectations; conflicts between these and women’s sense of self, identity and own
needs; identification and expression of emotion; the emergence of women’s voi-
ces: the expression of emotion; reconnection with the self and re-establishment of
identity: conflict between inner and outer worlds; new insights).

Journal activity 3: Lists. List the relationships that nurture and strengthen you
and, in a separate list, the relationships that bring you stress, frustration or sadness.
Choose one and journal about how this relationship influences your depression.
(Narratives/Threads: structural and social roles, relationships and expectations;
identification and expression of emotion; assessing and re-assessing connections
with other people; new insights: understandings, connections and transformations:
resistance, change and transformation).

Journal activity 4: Lists. List the things that give you meaning and purpose in
your life. Choose one and journal about how it influences your depression.
(Narratives/Threads: identity, sense of self and self-value; Transformative choices,
opportunities and accomplishments; the emergence of women’s voices; new
insights, understandings, connections and transformations; Rehearsal: opportuni-
ties for planning, considering alternatives, making choices; Identification and
expression of enlivening feelings and affirmative experiences; resistance and
transformative action).

Evaluation of Session 1

• What has it been like to journal about the narratives and threads we’ve discussed
this morning?

• How relevant have these issues been to your experience of depression?

Journaling 2

Journaling activity 5: Clusters. Cluster around the idea of choice. (I’ll show an
example of a cluster I have done). Explore the words and themes that have
emerged in the cluster. Journal about one of the major themes and what this means
for your understanding of your depression. (Narratives/Threads: identity, sense of
self and self-value; transformative choices, opportunities and accomplishments;
the emergence of women’s voices; consciousness-raising; new insights, under-
standings, connections and transformations; rehearsal: opportunities for planning,
considering alternatives, making choices; resistance, change and transformation;
imagination, creativity and consideration of a hopeful future).

Journaling activity 6: Sentence starter: ‘‘When I feel invisible and insignifi-
cant, I ….’’. (Narratives/Threads: identification and expression of emotion;
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structural and social roles, relationships and expectations; expression and change;
the emergence of women’s voices; new insights, understandings, connections and
transformations).

Journaling activity 7: Sentence starter: ‘‘It is important to me for my voice and
my needs to be heard because … and then my depression ….’’ (Narratives/
Threads: identity, sense of self and self-value; transformative choices, opportu-
nities and accomplishments; the emergence of women’s voices; consciousness-
raising; new insights, understandings, connections and transformations; the
transformed and stronger sense of identity, self and self-value; resistance and
transformative action).

Journaling activity 8: Sentence starter: ‘‘I think I would be most likely to
journal when I am depressed or angry or both because …..’’ (Narratives/Threads:
identification and expression of emotion; transformative choices, opportunities and
accomplishments; the emergence of women’s voices; expression and change:
depression and anger as motivators; crucial movement and a sense of change; new
insights, understandings, connections and transformations; resistance and trans-
formative action).

Evaluation of Session 2

• I am finding that, for me, Journaling …..
• I think that sharing in the group ……

Journaling 3

Journaling activity 9: Inside Out Journaling Kit. Choose an activity and a topic
from the cards in the kit and complete. Women may also decide to use a Journaling
technique that we haven’t looked at yet: for example, dialogue.

Journaling activity 10: Collage. Using the idea of proactive resistance and
action, think about how action occurs in women’s journals and use these ideas as
prompts for women to respond to in their collage. Potential questions for the
Journaling collage have been developed from these ideas. Each question will be
asked in relation to how it relates to the women understanding and managing their
depression and the associated concerns. Not all questions need be asked. The
questions are:

• How do you ask for guidance and support?
• What are the affirmative aspects of life on which you can focus?
• What questions about hope and the future do you ask?
• How do you use anger, resistance and strength?
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• What are your needs and priorities and how do you make them known?
• How do you change the stories you and/or others hold about you?
• What are the choices that are important for you to identify and make?
• What is your secure and genuine sense of yourself and your identity?
• What are some new ways of thinking you would like to try? How might you act

on this awareness, and do something different from the current or past situation?

Journal about your collage to find some extra insights.
Many of the narratives and threads are covered in this activity which makes it

an excellent activity to use in the last session of a group. Various opportunities
exist for consciousness-raising, resistance, transformation, imagination, creativity
and creation of a hopeful future, reflection and change to take place.

Final Evaluation of all sessions and the Group
In this evaluation, women can also check the written records of the themes that

have emerged during the Group and list the ones that are relevant and meaningful
to them. Women’s evaluation can come from their learnings; the changes they
might have made in their understandings and perspectives; the challenges they still
face; their level and nature of feelings and emotions; and their experience of
participating in the Group.

• What I have learned about depression and me from being part of the Women’s
Journaling Group ….

• What has changed for me is …..
• If other women with depression asked me if Journaling was helpful, I would say
…..

• I might include Journaling in my life now by …..
• My experience of participating in the Women’s Journaling Group was ….
• If I made changes to the Women’s Journaling Group, I would ….

The final group activity includes a summary of learning that has occurred,
group processes and dynamics, changes in women’s thinking and behaviour, future
ideas and plans. Where to from here?

Goodbye activity
Some example questions from a post-group follow up evaluation

Statement 1: I have continued to journal even though the Women’s Journaling
Group has finished.

1 2 3 4 5
Comment:_______________________________________________________

Statement 2: I do not have happy memories of the Women’s Journaling Group.
1 2 3 4 5
Comment:_______________________________________________________

Statement 3: Journaling has provided me with some insights and understandings
about my depression.

1 2 3 4 5

Women’s Journaling Group 85



Comment:_______________________________________________________

Statement 4: Sharing our Journaling in the group helped me to gain further
understandings about my depression.

1 2 3 4 5
Comment:_______________________________________________________

Statement 5: I journal in a different way when I’m on my own than the way I
journalled when I was in the group.

1 2 3 4 5
Comment:_______________________________________________________

Statement 6: I would make changes to the Women’s Journaling Group.
1 2 3 4 5
Please comment: _________________________________________________

Final question: What has been the most important insight or piece of learning
you have taken from the Women’s Journaling Group?
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Chapter 10
Practice Guidelines for Facilitating
a Women’s Journaling Group Programme

Abstract This chapter provides practice guidelines for practitioners who are
interested in undertaking journaling work with women and facilitating women’s
journaling groups. The guidelines cover practice theory and knowledge as well as
content and process issues that may arise when facilitating women’s journaling
groups for women who have experienced gender-based violence and depression.
The guidelines are informed by and based on the Women’s Journaling Group
Programme model. As a result, the practice guidelines reflect and summarise
themes and topics that have been discussed in the preceding chapters of this book.
This material includes the experiences of depression and gender-based violence for
women; the critical-feminist-intersectional theoretical understanding of depression
and gender-based violence that underpins social work practice with women in the
model; the role that journaling may play in women’s lives and recovery; the theory
underpinning feminist group work; the frameworks, narratives and threads within
the model and the methods and principles of consciousness-raising and resistance.
Presenting the guidelines in this chapter—and at the conclusion of the book—
brings this text towards a close. I hope the practice guidelines provide practical
thoughts and ideas to enable practitioners to develop their own women’s jour-
naling groups based on the model outlined in this book.

Keywords Women’s Journaling Group Programme � Journaling � Depression �
Practice guidelines � Gender-based violence � Consciousness-raising � Feminist

Practice Guideline One: Broad Understandings
of Journaling are Needed

Broad definitions of journaling are crucial for social workers to hold. Social
workers can then clearly explain to women the range of activities that may con-
stitute journaling and the different ways in which journaling can be undertaken.
What is key is that women find their own way to journal.

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_10,
� The Author(s) 2013
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Women feel more confident to engage in journaling when they are presented
with a range of activities, including those where writing is not the focus. This
allows the activity of journaling to be available to more women experiencing
depression, including women like Phoebe, who whilst not comfortable with
writing as a method to express herself, was still able to develop narratives and
themes that told her story using non-traditional journaling techniques. The ability
to express oneself and find one’s voice as a way of re-establishing and recon-
necting with one’s identity, and therefore managing and recovering from depres-
sion, is central for women.

Practice Guideline Two: The Range of Journaling
Activities Should be Varied

Linked to Practice Guideline One is the importance of social workers encouraging
women to experiment with journaling. This experimentation assists women to
experience being more closely connected to their creative skills and capacity;
important in being able to comprehensively and genuinely express themselves,
clarify their sense of self and have choice and control over the way they do this.
Social workers need to be flexible in the ways they provide journaling activities to
women. There need to be inbuilt opportunities for women to try different activities,
techniques and materials in order to find their own style of journaling. Time to
reflect on the frequency of journaling that might suit each woman, the length of
time journaling might be kept and the manner in which journaling can be incor-
porated safely into women’s everyday lives must be provided in journaling groups.

Practice Guideline Three: Re-reading and Reflecting
on Journaling Content can be Helpful for Women

Re-reading earlier journaling entries can assist women to reach deeper under-
standings of their feelings, thoughts and experiences, to find patterns in them,
make links between them and integrate insights and understandings into stronger
senses of self. The reflection and evaluation activities in the journaling groups
provide opportunities for some re-reading and review to occur. Re-reading and
reflecting upon the content of their journals can be a therapeutic, and potentially
preventative, strategy for women. The emotional safety of women with depression
during therapy, counselling and support is a key area of attention for social
workers. Bearing in mind that journaling can raise unexpected and emotionally
challenging thoughts and memories, social workers need to prepare women for
re-reading their journal entries. Re-reading may occur in privacy in the group,
prior to the group as part of individual counselling that is held alongside Women’s
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Journaling Group programmes, and/or any other location in which women feel
safe. Reflection and debriefing need to be offered to women following their
re-reading of journals.

Practice Guideline Four: Women’s Experience
and Expression of Anger is Beneficial

In any therapeutic response such as women’s journaling groups, activities
underpinned by feminist understandings of anger in women will provide a space
for women to explore the meaning of their anger. Anger may take some time to
emerge fully and women need to be supported through the processes of identi-
fying, expressing and experiencing anger. Experimenting with ways to express
anger and to do so in safe ways that do not overwhelm their capacity to use anger
constructively can be revelatory for women. A level of safety may take some time
to attain, and therefore women’s confidence in naming and expressing their anger
in a journaling group may take some time too. Social workers need to be familiar
with the ways in which anger may be expressed by women and be comfortable for
working with women expressing uncertainty, fear and reluctance to explore
emotions that are alarming to them. Social workers also need to be skilled in
holding, monitoring, containing and responding to high levels of emotion, and the
impacts such emotion may have on group dynamics. Knowledge of the long-term
nature of some memories, thoughts and feelings for women and the impact that
memories may have on women’s mental health and confidence is essential. This
knowledge is linked with knowledge about trauma-related therapeutic work.

Practice Guideline Five: Women’s Anger, Change
and Decision Making Capacity may be Connected

When women reach a point of wishing to make changes in their life and decisions
to achieve these changes, a new level of uncertainty may arise regarding their self-
confidence and capacity. Decision making can be an extremely demanding activity
and some women may question their ability to gauge what constitutes sound
decision making. Journaling activities to explore the concept of decision making
can be useful and group discussion can assist with resolving questions and
uncertainty. Social workers need understandings about theories of change and
decision making. Given that anger can be a motivator for change, practitioners
would benefit from having a sound understanding of the dynamics and meanings
of anger in women who have experienced violence and depression. Anger is also
discussed in Practice Guideline Four.
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Practice Guideline Six: A Future Focus is Important
for Women’s Recovery

Without minimising the importance of the experiences and emotions associated
with depression, social workers need to ensure that, at some stage, journaling also
has a focus on hope, the discovery of joy and the possibility of a positive future.
Journaling activities can be introduced to women within the Proactive Resistance,
Rehearsal, Agency and Action Framework when women are ready and secure in
themselves to have the capacity to look ahead and begin some planning around
how their future might look different from their past. The collage activity in the
Women’s Journaling Group example in Chap. 9 is an example of an activity that
encourages women’s creativity and openness to journal about their possible
futures.

Practice Guideline Seven: Reclamation of a Sense of Self
is an Ongoing Process

Whilst women do achieve a stronger, positive sense of self over time, their sense
of self can remain quite vulnerable to undermining from other people and sub-
sequent episodes of low mood and depression. This will be especially true if
women continue experiencing violence. Consequently, therapeutic work with
women in relation to their sense of self and self-value would most usefully occur
over an extended period. Women’s journaling is a recursive process which moves
back and forward between the two frameworks, the four narratives and the dif-
ferent threads. Social workers can use this recursive process in the way they work
with women in relation to their sense of self over time; this can be a process of
revisiting and rebuilding from previously attained awareness, insight, resistance,
action and growth. Social workers need to be skilled in working alongside women
to normalise this back and forth process and reassure women that this constitutes
their own particular pattern of recovery.

Practice Guideline Eight: The Role of ‘Hope’ in Recovery
and in Women’s Journaling Groups is Influential

Houghton (2007) notes that hope is a complex and multi-faceted concept.
Integrating the notion of hope in relation to recovery, wellness or indeed to
journaling group processes and dynamics, into journaling group content is crucial.
The sense of hopefulness and possibility ebbs and flows during the lifetime of a
group as do the dynamics between group members. Women have great influence
on each others’ confidence and belief in hope. Social workers need to be attuned to
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changing dynamics within the group, language that suggests changes in the level
of hope, confidence and agency and to reflect on these processes with group
members. Group facilitators may need to take the role of ‘hope holder’ when group
members are not able to do this through lack of confidence, doubts or experiences
which have damaged their sense of hope. Social workers need to clarify their own
understandings of ‘hope’ in order to be open to other perceptions. Similarly, social
workers need to listen to women’s understandings of hope and explore, with
women, how these understandings can contribute to their recovery from depres-
sion. Less-structured journaling activities such as collage or clustering may be
useful in encouraging women to freely explore their understandings of hope and
what it might enable. However, other women may prefer more containing activ-
ities such as list making in order to narrow the potentially overwhelming number
of possibilities.

Practice Guideline Nine: Resistance is a Method
and Activity for Change

The modelling of resistance in the journal and through discussions with other
women in journaling groups can encourage women to think in different ways about
their depression. This constitutes another way in which micro-political forms of
resistance can contribute to change on a level broader than the individual. Social
workers need to be flexible in their definitions and understandings of what con-
stitutes ‘resistance’ and to be capable of introducing and facilitating discussions
about different modes and meanings of resistance within women’s journaling
groups. Social workers also need to be clear about their own values and beliefs in
relation to activities such as consciousness raising and resistance and how these
activities might translate into practice. Reflection about practicing from feminist,
critical and intersectional perspectives will strengthen social work practice.

Practice Guideline Ten: Depression is a Shared Yet Unique
Experience for Women

A feminist knowledge of working with women experiencing depression and a solid
understanding of the structural and systemic issues that contribute to the devel-
opment and continuation of depression in women is vital. When women know that
experiences of depression—and violence—can be similar and shared, yet under-
stood and responded to it in different ways, the acceptance of their individual
identities and senses of self can be strengthened. Social workers need to have an
awareness and understanding of the different lenses through which women may
understand their experiences of depression. Aligned with this awareness is the
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willingness and competence to reflect upon one’s own assumptions and interpre-
tations about women and depression and about the ways in which women might
resist the factors contributing to the development of their depression. Having an
understanding of what it might mean, to social workers and to women, when
women do not appear to be ‘resisting’ is also important for non-judgemental
practice. Building regular time into women’s journaling groups for women to
share and reflect on the different ways they think about their depression will assist
them to gain insight into their own understandings, perspectives and strategies as
well as into those of other women.

Practice Guideline Eleven: Activities to Assist Women
to Operationalise Their Decisions for Change are Essential

Whilst women may resist societal demands and expectations in their journals and
in journaling activities and discussions in women’s journaling groups, the chal-
lenge comes when they are faced with putting their desired changes into action
outside the group. Within women’s journaling groups, practitioners need to work
with women to assist them to implement their chosen changes and plans in their
day-to-day lives. Reflection and evaluation activities can provide opportunities for
women to check and monitor their progress and receive support and ideas from
other group members. Social workers need to be inventive and creative in their
work with women to assist them to operationalise changes they wish to make.
Discussion with women about how they might journal once the journaling group
has concluded can be helpful too. A follow-up journaling session or group can
provide encouragement for women to continue journaling, if this is what they wish
to do, and provide an opportunity for women to share changes that have been made
in their lives. Women may benefit from guidance about what themes, for example
they could explore or look for in their journaling. Tips and suggestions for jour-
naling outside the group, as well as journaling ideas and tasks to take away can be
encouraging.

Practice Guideline Twelve: Practitioners Need to Have
Solid Knowledge About Working with Critical Feminist
and Intersectional Theories and Concepts

Authors such as Dominelli (2002a, b), Fook (1993, 2002) and Mullaly (2007)
provide ideas and frameworks which inform and guide feminist and critical social
work practice. Other useful references are included in the reference list in Chap. 3.
Careful consideration and planning are required when working with women to
resist societal expectations and the ‘good woman’ role; social workers need to
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ensure that women do not develop feelings of guilt or responsibility for taking on
those roles in the first instance. Therefore, practitioners need to be able to provide
a strong feminist understanding for women about factors that contribute to gender-
based violence and the development of depression in women. In addition, social
workers need to be skilled at finding a balance in their facilitation between guiding
group members and activities to ensure group purposes, aims, development and
process are achieved on the one hand, and enabling members to exercise self-
determination, choice, participation and development of safety and connections
with other members on the other. A balance is also needed between the focus on
the content and outcome of journaling activities and the process involved in
undertaking the activity. What was learned, for example, during reflection on the
themes that a particular journaling activity uncovered for women?

Practice Guideline Thirteen: Journaling can be Employed
in a Preventative Manner

Using journaling in a preventative manner potentially broadens the scope of
journaling as a therapeutic tool. This Guideline links very closely with Practice
Guideline Three which discusses the role that re-reading of journals may have as a
therapeutic strategy. Some material in journals can be distressing to remember; on
the other hand, that same material can encourage women when they realise what
they have accomplished and the impact of these changes on their mental health and
their life styles. Social workers can take an active role with women in their use of
preventative journaling by highlighting options for the different methods, styles,
types of content and direction in which women can use journals. Journaling
activities, group discussions and reflections that focus on women’s achievements,
strengths and the changes they make contribute to preventative work.

Practice Guideline Fourteen: Privacy and Confidentiality
is Crucial in Women’s Journaling Groups

Social workers need to respect the privacy of women’s journals and the
confidentiality women require in order to be able to journal honestly, and therefore
most effectively. Reminding women in a journaling group to respect the privacy
and confidentiality of each other and their journaling is a crucial guideline for
group participants. Sharing one’s journaling is not common. Thus, sharing one’s
thoughts, feelings and concerns with other women in a journaling group can be
difficult, but it is a vital part of the women’s journaling group programme.
Expanding on the meanings of their journaling within the group is valuable for
women because it adds to the understandings they begin in their journaling. In the
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early stages of a journaling group when invited to share, women may feel
embarrassed, ashamed or ‘the odd one out’. Social workers and women need to
negotiate the safest way for information in the journal to be shared. To begin with,
women may simply share the outcome of their journaling or talk about what they
journalled rather than read out the journaling. The opportunity for women to
verbalise and express their efforts to understand their depression and its impact on
their lives, enables them to have their experiences and efforts witnessed and val-
idated by other women in the group. For a high level of support and validation to
exist in a therapeutic group, there needs to be a high degree of trust, understanding
and benevolence amongst group members. The group facilitator has a role in
developing, nurturing, sustaining and encouraging group members, not only as a
group, but as independent individuals (McDermott 2002). Having a therapist
‘correct’ one’s thoughts and ideas in one’s journal disregards feminist practice and
the notion of the woman making her own decisions about her own life. See also
Practice Guideline seventeen.

Practice Guideline Fifteen: Preparatory and Beginning
Phases of Women’s Journaling Groups Provide Structure
for Women

A comprehensive overview of journaling provides a welcoming and informative
introduction for women participating in women’s journaling groups. This intro-
duction could cover areas such as a brief history of women and journaling;
different definitions and types of journaling; and some ideas about how women
have used journals on their own and/or in therapeutic ways. An individual pre-
liminary meeting with each woman prior to the commencement of the journaling
group provides an opportunity for the worker and each woman to get to know each
other a little before meeting in the group. This can contribute to the development
of a sense of safety, trust and familiarity for women as they go into the first group
session. This preliminary meeting also acts as part of a worker’s assessment about
a woman’s readiness to participate in a journaling group. A sense of each woman’s
history, depression and violence experiences and ways of relating can be obtained
so workers have some background information prior to the commencement of the
group. Finally, a preliminary meeting can provide an opportunity for workers to
give an initial explanation of what journaling involves and give women a couple of
journaling activities to try prior to the group so they gain a sense of what jour-
naling might be like for them.
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Practice Guideline Sixteen: Assessment of Women’s
Readiness to Participate in a Journaling Group is
Necessary

A holistic feminist assessment of women and their situations is crucial in order to
ensure that women are ready, safe and comfortable to participate in a group with
other women. Fook (2002, p. 125) writing from a critical perspective suggests that
the concept of ‘constructing professional narratives’ replaces that of ‘making
professional assessments’ as a way of learning about clients’ multiple and
changing contexts and needs, and doing so beyond the existing power relations,
structures and discourses. Simonds (2001) presents a modified version of the
‘Aspects of the Self Model’ to enable social workers to understand and learn about
the experiences of depressed women through their conversations about their
frames of reference, self-capacities and core cognitive schemas. The presence or
otherwise of suicidal ideation and/or intent is another factor to consider.
McDermott (2002) provides a thorough overview of the factors that social workers
might consider when recruiting or inviting women to join groups. Herman (1992)
suggests that women are most likely to benefit from participating in a therapeutic
group when they are safe from traumatic situations, able to maintain their self-
care, have stabilised any symptoms of their illness, have reliable support outside
the group, can commit to regular group attendance and manage the issues that are
likely to be raised by other women in the group. Not all women will be com-
fortable working in a group and prefer to seek support individually from friends,
family or practitioners.

Practice Guideline Seventeen: Building Trust Between
Group Members is Critical

This guideline builds on Practice Guideline Fourteen. Building trust between
women is crucial particularly where sensitive issues such as depression and vio-
lence are the focus of discussion. Social workers need to give attention to the types
of activities that will enable group members to engage with each other and with the
therapeutic purpose of the group. Ideally, the development of trust amongst all
members within a group grows stronger as the group continues, whether the group
runs for a single session or over the longer term. However, the development of
trust needs to be an immediate focus within the development of a group and goes
hand in hand with the changing dynamics and different stages of group develop-
ment. The early to middle stages within women’s groups are the pre-affiliation;
establishing a relational base; mutuality and interpersonal empathy stages (Schiller
1997). This is where facilitators can encourage and facilitate group activities that
promote and assist the development of trust. Introductory exercises, discussions
about different topics and shared experiences in pairs and then in the whole group
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are helpful ways of doing this. The facilitator’s modelling of sharing her own
experiences in group discussions can also provide some guidance and reassurance
for women of how to interact and share their own experiences.

Practice Guideline Eighteen: Women’s Groups Proceed
Through Developmental Stages that are Specific to Each
Women’s Group

The relational model (Schiller 1997) and feminist understandings of group
development and process have implications for women’s journaling group facili-
tators. The stages of group development in women’s groups described by Schiller
(1997, see Chap. 6) are useful to consider. Change and development for women
might occur through gentle and respectful challenge and confrontation from other
group members in an atmosphere of mutuality and interpersonal empathy. Time
given to reflection within the group throughout the day is a valuable way for
women to learn about the changes that are possible for them, the ways in which
they might engage in change and to identify the beginnings of changes that are
already emerging.

Practice Guideline Nineteen: Women’s Journaling Groups
can be Conducted Over a Day or During a Number
of Weeks

Some women prefer attending a women’s journaling group over a short, contained
period of time like a day, whereas other women choose to attend the group over a
period of weeks. The Women’s Journaling Group Programme model allows for
flexibility in the period of time in which groups are facilitated. The length and time
lines of women’s journaling groups might also make a difference to the level of
support that women request at the completion of the group. Advantages of facil-
itating a group over a day are that women get to know each other quickly and a
sense of safety, trust and familiarity can be developed within the group in a short
period of time. The rhythm of journaling, feedback, discussion, reflection and
learning is also established and reinforced throughout the day which adds to the
sense of predictability and belonging. Themes in women’s journaling emerge
through the day and consistencies in these themes throughout the day can be
identified quite easily by the facilitator and by the women themselves. Disad-
vantages of a one day session compared with group sessions over a number of
weeks can be that relationships and understandings do not have the opportunity to
richly develop over time. Women’s familiarity and confidence with the notion of
journaling may not develop if one day is insufficient to answer their questions
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about how they might journal and how journaling might assist them in their
understanding and management of depression. Time for reflection on the jour-
naling process and themes that arise during a women’s journaling group held over
a number of weeks may enable women to engage in the process more slowly, learn
from each other and more easily integrate journaling into their lives. Therapeutic
outcomes are more likely to be long lived and useful when journaling is under-
taken on a regular basis over several sessions rather than on one or two brief
occasions. The decision depends on myriad factors including women’s prefer-
ences, facilitators’ availability, venue availability, funding and resources and
organisational policy and procedure.

Practice Guideline Twenty: Undertake Evaluations
of Women’s Journaling Groups

Evaluations of the content and the process provide information for practitioners
about the effectiveness and relevance of the programme. Feedback from women
about the usefulness of particular journaling activities, what they learned and what
helped them learn and make changes is valuable information for practitioners to
have as they further develop and refine journaling groups. Ongoing mini evalua-
tions during each session enable women to provide feedback to practitioners about
the programme but also to reflect on their own experience of the group, the
activities and their own development as the sessions progress. Examples of mini
evaluation questions embedded in the journaling group programme and a post-
group evaluation are found in Chap. 9.
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Chapter 11
Postscript

Uncertainties remain about the most efficacious manner in which to support,
respond to and manage depression in women. As practitioners, we work with
many, many women and we need to have a broad array of activities and resources
to offer them as they work to regain and/or redevelop their safety, confidence,
sense of self and trust in the world around them. Above all, my hope is that this
book will be of interest to a wide range of readers and, as a result, that women who
have experienced violence and depression will be offered, and will find that,
journaling with the support, encouragement and validation from other women can
provide new possibilities for living well.

D. Western, Gender-based Violence and Depression in Women,
SpringerBriefs in Social Work, DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4614-7532-3_11,
� The Author(s) 2013
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