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Abstract

Undergraduate students may encounter emotional disturbance when they are under pressures.
Healing reading may effectively soothe negative emotions as the readers relate themselves to the
fictional characters and life situations in the books. This study employs semi-structured in-depth
interview to study 21 undergraduates’ experiences of emotional disturbances, the kinds of fiction they
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read when suffering from negative emotions, and the criteria for fiction selection. The result showed

that academic studies, career planning and interpersonal relationship were the major problems causing

emotional disturbances in undergraduates’ lives. The respondents read romance fiction, realism fiction

and fantasy fiction when they encounter emotional disturbance. They chose based personal needs, book

features, and recommendations from others. The findings may shed lights on how one may effectively

conduct self-healing reading and how university libraries may do to provide better bibliotherapeutic

services.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Undergraduate students face different
problems in their college lives, for instance,
academic studies, career planning, self-identity,
relationships, and so on. Existing literatures
indicate that the major issues facing freshmen
and sophomores are academic studies and
interpersonal relationships, while the senior
students (third and fourth graders) by and
large are concerned with career planning and
intimacy. These life issues often cause negative
emotions (Huang & Lin, 2009; John Tung
Foundation, 2005; Luo, 2005; Tseng, 2007;
Wang & Pan, 2006; Wei, 2005).

To avoid embarrassment, most students
prefer to deal with the emotional problems
on their own (John Tung Foundation, 2008).

Previous studies showed that undergraduate

students tended to resorted to reading for an
emotional healing effect. Fiction is the most
popular genre for bibliotherapy (Sheih, 2008a,
2008c). A right work may assist a person to
cope with an adverse condition through his/her
identification with the fictional characters in the
reading process so as to achieve the catharsis
of emotions and to gain insight for solving
the real-life problems. In other words, fiction
reading offers temporary escapade as well as
problem-solving hints for life issues (Polking,
Bloss, & Cannon, 1990; Rubin, 1981; Stanley,
1999; Wang, 1997). However, very few
research has studied what undergraduate
students read for emotional healing and how
they select fictional works for the purpose.
This study therefore sought to answer the

following research questions:
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(1) What are the major emotional problems of
undergraduate students?

(2) What kinds of fiction do undergraduate
students read when they face an emotional
problem?

(3) How do undergraduate students select

fictional works for emotional healing?

2. Research Design

This study employed semi-structured in-
depth interview to study 21 undergraduate
students’ fiction reading experiences for the
purpose of emotional reading. Purposive
sampling was used to recruit the voluntary study
participants. Participants must be between 18-24
years old and have the habit of fiction reading
for emotional relief. Prior to the interviews, the
research first inquire on the participants’ reading
habits and their life problems and conditions
to ascertain their eligibility. The researchers
conducted content analysis on the interview
transcripts to identify the types of emotional
problems, types of fiction, and selection criteria

of those participants.

3. Findings
3.1 Types of emotional problems
The participants reported six major types
of emotional problems:
(1) Academic study (12 participants). Sources of

pressures included course loads and course
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works, time management for balancing
academic studies and personal lives, and
adjustment to campus life. Course loads may
induce boredom, anxiety, and exhaustion.
Inadequate time management may result in
anxiety, worries, and nervousness. Campus
life adjustment problems may cause the
feelings of loneliness and worries.

(2) Career development uncertainty (8
participants). Seven of the participants
were senior students so that their sources
of pressures partially concerned whether
to start working after graduation or to
go to graduate school. One student was
bothered by the decision to transfer to other
department or to retake the college entrance
exam. Career development dilemmas often
cause anxiety.

(3) Interpersonal relations problems (7
participants). The problems were mainly
about the alienated relations with classmates.

(4) Family problems (7 participants). These
included communication problems and
interference of plans from family members.

(5) Intimacy problems (6 participants). These
included sufferance of break up and
communication problems within an intimate
relationship.

(6) Self-identity (3 participants). These included
doubts of the self, lack of confidence, and

uncertainty of the future.
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3.2 Fiction selection when suffering from
emotional problems
Participants reported the following fiction
selection when suffering from different types of
emotional problems.

(1) Academic study: Participants selected
romance, realism, fantasy, detective, and
martial arts stories for temporary escape
from the harsh real-life situations.

(2) Career development uncertainty: participants
reported the reading of psychology fiction
because they were able to relate to the
fictional characters under the circumstances.

(3) Interpersonal relations problems: fiction
selection included romance, realism, fantasy,
science fiction, martial arts, inspirational
fictions, Internet stories, and psychology
fiction. Among which, participants sought
identification in realism fiction; Internet stories
contained a wide selection of topics and fictional
situations and may provide fresh perspectives
on the participants’ real-life problems.

(4) Family problems: participants reported the
reading of romance, realism, fantasy, and
detective. Among which, realism stories are
about the real-life situations and it may shed
lights on the participants’ family issues;
fantasy offered temporary relief from the
real-life pressures.

(5) Intimacy problems: participants selected

romance, realism, history, and Internet
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stories. Among which, romance fictions
described romantic relations and problems
so the readers may reflect on their own
relationships.

(6) Self-identity problems: the participants
selected romance, realism, fantasy, science
fiction, and inspirational fictions and gain

strengths from reading.

3.3 Criteria for fiction selection
Three major selection criteria were
reported by the participants.

(1) Personal preferences. It included the
current emotional status and perceived
needs for texts, the usual reading habits and
preferences, and personal backgrounds (e.g.,
age, academic fields).

(2) Textual characteristics.

Multiple selection criteria were included
in this category.

- Story plots (18 participants): the participants
expected the stories to be deep, touching,
and inspiring. Sometimes stories similar to
what one is experiencing offers more help to
solving real-life problems.

- Author (17 participants): participants chose
their favorite authors or authors who have
had good reputation.

- Writing styles (14 participants): participants
tended to enjoy elaborative writing and

rejected texts containing redundant



Journal of Library and Information Studies 11:1 (June 2013)

conversation and those that were dark or
depressing.

- Tones (13 participants): participants
tended to enjoy humorous yet deep and
fresh writing.

- Story settings (12 participants): participants
enjoyed stories happening in the ages of peace
and prosperity or stories in a fictional context
which offers good escape.

- Topic (8 participants): topics related to the
real-life or personal situations.

- Story characters (8 participants): the
characters including the leading protagonists
and supportive characters must be attractive
and identifiable.

- Cover art (10 participants): participants
considered that the quality of cover arts
may predict the quality of their reading
experiences.

- Publisher (6 participants): some participants
relied on publishers to look for potentially
satisfying texts.

- Edition (3 participants): it mainly concerns
the quality of translation.

(3) Recommendations: Participants relied on
multiple channels of recommendation to
select potential fictional works, including
news media (15 participants), friends and
teachers (9 participants), book reviews

(5 participants), and Internet (3 participants).
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

The study showed that reading provides
not only pleasure but also emotional healing
effects for undergraduate students. It is
recommended that undergraduate students
may use reading as a means of self-healing
when suffering from emotional disturbances.
Choosing texts that meet the current situations
as well as avoiding works that are overly dark
in tone may help to relieve oneself.

University librarians should equip
themselves with knowledge and skills of
bibliotherapy to help students solve their
emotional problems. Library collections
should also contain readings for emotional
healing so as to better serve students suffering
from negative emotions. Further, university
libraries may consider building a web-based
recommendation system that offers information
and reviews of emotional healing fictions to

better assist students in need.
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