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The Emotional Healing Efficacy of Romance Fiction for
Undergraduates with Love-related Emotional Disturbance
Problems: An Exploratory Research
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Abstract

Previous studies have revealed that emotional healing reading materials can sooth readers’
negative emotions. Among the various reading materials, the romance fiction is a genre of high healing
efficacy for undergraduate students who encounter love-related emotional disturbance. To explore
the problems they experience in love relationships and the emotional healing efficacy of romance
fictions for such situations, this study first employed content analysis to identify a list of fictions that
are considered of emotional healing efficacy. It continued to conduct an online survey to examine the
emotional healing process in undergraduate students’ reading experiences. The results showed that
undergraduate students often experienced one-sided love, ambiguous relationship, lack of intimacy,
rivalry, conflict, and breakup. It also identified 18 Chinese romance titles that may assist the readers to
go through the emotional healing stages of identification, catharsis, and insight.
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The Emotional Healing Efficacy of Romance Fiction for

Undergraduates with Love-related Emotional Disturbance

Problems: An Exploratory Research
Chen Su-may Sheih'

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

According to many student counseling
centers in Taiwan, love-related emotional
disturbance is the major reason for which
undergraduate students turn to mental health
advisors for help (Tsai, 2006; Wang, Wei, &
Lin, 2009). The frequently reported problems
include one-sided love, ambiguous relationship,
conflict, breakup, etc. (Chen, n.d.; Cho & Lin,
2003; Huang, 2003; Tseng, 2011; Yeh, 2011).
These problems result in negative emotions
such as suffering, depression, and sadness.

Some students may seek relief through reading

romance fictions when facing such situations
(Sheih & Chang Chien, 2013).

The use of reading for the purpose
of emotional healing is at the core of the
developmental bibliotherapy. The mechanism
of the healing process includes three stages. In
the first stage of identification, the readers feel
personally connected to specific story characters
and begin to sympathize with the fictional
personage (Brewster, 2008; Lenkowsky, 1987;
Morawski, 1997). In the second stage of
catharsis, the readers fully immerse themselves

in the story and go on the emotional journey
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with the story characters, through which their
own negative feelings are released (Doll &
Doll, 1997; Sullivan & Strang, 2002). In the
third stage of insight, the readers arrive at a
refreshed and calming state in which they regain
rationality, positive attitudes, and possibly new
solutions to their real-life problems (Canfield,
1990; Sturm, 2003).

Romance fictions are a good source of
emotional healing for those who are suffering
from intimate relationship problems. Romance
fictions often contain plots of conflicts and
barriers that echo readers’ real life problems.
The readers may reflect on the fictional stories
and derive solutions to their real problems
(Neylon, 2003). This study sought to identify
the types of love-related emotional disturbance
problems of undergraduates and to examine
the emotional healing efficacy of the sample
romance fictions that had been selected for
this study. The results may shed lights on
the adoption of bibliotherapy in university
counseling services and may benefit the
collection development of university libraries.
Two specific research questions raised in this
study are:

1. What love-related emotional disturbance
problems may bother undergraduate students?
2. What is the emotional healing efficacy of

romance fictions for undergraduate students?
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2. Methodology

This study, firstly, used Web content
analysis to identify a list of 47 romance fictions
in Chinese (including original and translated
works) that are considered to have emotional
healing efficacy. The selection of the fictions
was based on various bibliographies, top sales
in online bookstores, reading-related social
media, and the bulletin board system (BBS).
Online reviews and reader comments of the
candidate works were collected and coded to
determine what emotional healing efficacy had
manifested in each specific title.

Secondly, an online survey was distributed
to voluntary undergraduate participants to
understand their love-related problems, the
titles they had read in a problem context, and
the reading experiences with those specific
titles. The 47 romance fictions previously
identified were listed in the questionnaire for
the participants to check given that they had
read them for emotional healing purposes in a
love-related problem situation; they were also
allowed to supply titles that were not included
in the list. Participants were asked to describe
and explain what the effects were from the
reading of the titles they had checked/supplied
in the questionnaire.

Participants were recruited via PTT BBS,
the largest bulletin system in Taiwan that is

highly popular among university students. A



The Emotional Healing Efficacy of Romance Fiction for Undergraduates with Love-related Emotional Disturbance Problems

total of 105 valid returns were used for the
analysis, including 29 from male students and
76 from female students. Participants aged
between 18 and 24 (but mostly between 19 and
22) and were distributed evenly among the four

years of the university.

3. Findings
3.1 Love-related problem types

Based on the coding of the survey
results, the participants have been bothered
by six different problems that induced by
intimate relationship.

1. One-sided love: one may constantly guess
and surmise in vain due to the uncertainty of
the situation or may suffer from avoidance.

2.Ambiguous relationship: one may
constantly suffer from worries due to the
unacknowledged relationship status.

3.Lack of intimacy: one may suffer from
the feelings of emptiness, loneliness, and
uneasiness due to the lack of a romantic
relationship or due to the lack of close contact
and intimacy in a long-distance relationship.

4. Rivalry: one may suffer from worries and
torment when he/she is aware of a competitor
that might threaten the relationship.

5. Conflict: one may suffer from dissatisfaction,
fatigue, and negativity when conflicts arise in

a relationship.
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6.Breakup: one may suffer from the
incapability to accept the breakup or possibly

self-blaming for the breakup.

32 The emotional healing efficacy of
romance fictions

The participants together checked 14 of
the 47 titles included in the online survey. They
supplied 32 other titles that were not included
in the questionnaire, which resulted in 46 titles
in the analysis. As to the emotional healing
efficacy of the titles, the participants’ comments
showed that 26 titles were assistive in generating
identification, 29 in catharsis, 43 in insight, and
18 were capable of inducing all three stages.
Table 1 shows the 18 titles and the problems they

addressed as experienced by the participants.

4. Conclusion

The analysis found that participants’
experiences were usually consistent with the
evolving stages of identification, catharsis,
and insight. First, participants’ gender,
behavior, mindset, and love experiences were
associated with their identification with the
story characters. Second, reading allowed the
participants to live precariously through the
story characters, through which their previous
negative emotions caused by their real life
problems were mitigated and released. Third,

participants reported positive changes in
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Table 1. The Romance Fictions with Full Emotional Healing Efficacy

. No. of Associated
Tidle Author Respondents Problems
PS, 1 Love You (PS, FZUR) Cecelia Ahern (FEFEFFE - ZF) 14 Breakup, one-
sided love
Café. Waiting. Love. (F—ffl A\ Giddens (JLI1J)) 14 One-sided love
k)
The God of Love (H%) Giddens (JLiEJ) 13 Breakup
The First Intimate Contact (35— jht (ZXFH) 6 One-sided love
KI5
* Socrates in Love (fEHHFRAYH0s Kyoichi Katayama (Fr1L#s—) 4 One-sided love
PR 1)
* You Are the Apple of My Eye (Jf Giddens (JLi/J) 3 Ambiguous
BEAE » A BRI 20 #%) relationship
* The Undomestic Goddess(22 552 Sophie Kinsella (#£JE - Z&HT) 3 Conflict
i)
Call Me by Your Name (LAfRHY Andre Aciman (Z{E51] - &J&) 2 One-sided love
HFIPIEER)
Calmi Cuori Appassionati -Rosso Kaori Ekuni (VLB %) 2 Breakup, one-
(RFFEIENVE Z /] (D) sided love
* The Time Traveler’s Wife (Flf%2 Audrey Niffenegger (BEEEE - JE 2 Breakup, lack of
R AZZE) Z3H8) intimacy
Love is Full Count (% » WilF Giddens (JLILJ)) 2 Breakup
=
* Shih Nian De Ni (-+4EA94K) Hiyawu (EHH) 1 Conflict
* A Choo (FJMEE) Giddens (JLI 7)) 1 One-sided love
* The End of Drifting (JRIRAVAEES) Hiyawu (FEHE) 1 Conflict
* South of the Border, West of the Haruki Murakami (f*f_FZ45) 1 Breakup
Sun (B2 R - K52 P8)
L’Occupation (BEIFFTARAIN Annie Ernaux (Z24g - %G#H) 1 Love rival
Z2H)
Stone Butch Blues (B5#i {15 T)  Leslie Feinberg (B &) 1 Lack of intimacy
* Ting Ni + Ting Wo - Shuo Zai AAKKII (F&#) 1 One-sided love

Jian (FEIR - B - BUAER)

* Titles supplied by survey respondents.
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attitudes and understanding of the intimate
relationship. Future studies may continue
to explore the emotional healing efficacy of
poetry, essays, and other literary genres in order

to enrich the text repertoire for bibliotherapy.
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