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A Qualitative Study on the Emotional Healing Efficacy of
Movies for Undergraduates Suffering Breakups
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Abstract

Breakups with significant others are among the main reasons for emotional disturbance problems
in Taiwanese undergraduates. Most undergraduates lack emotional regulation; therefore, their negative
emotions can easily accumulate, influencing their mental health. Exacerbating these effects, the
accumulation of negative emotions can lead to social problems. Therefore, helping undergraduates
appropriately cope with negative emotions generated by breakups is a topic worth exploring.
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Movie therapy involves watching appropriate movies for soothing negative emotions. To
investigate the emotional healing efficacy of movies, this study employed content analysis to select
movies about breakups and recruited 14 undergraduates suffering from breakups. Semi-structured
in-depth interviews were conducted after the subjects viewed one of the movies, and the emotional
healing efficacy of movies was analyzed based on whether the subjects experienced the processes of
identification, catharsis, and insight.

The findings indicated that 14 movies had emotional healing efficacy. The subjects experienced
emotional healing from movies that contained three critical elements: similarity of backgrounds
between the viewer and the movie characters, the extroversive expression of the movie characters’
emotions, and the characters’ demonstration of concrete solutions to the problems.

Keywords: Movie Therapy; Emotional Healing; Breakup; Undergraduate; Developmental Bibliotherapy

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Research has shown that love affairs were
a major cause of emotional disturbance among
Taiwanese undergraduate students (Sheih & Chang
Chien, 2013; Tseng, 2007; Wang, 2004). Among
which, breakups were a frequent problem that
negatively influence the lives of undergraduates
([Li], 1996). Movie therapy involves watching
appropriate movies for soothing negative
emotions. It is suggested to have emotional
healing efficacy on people suffering disturbances
and may shed lights on the viewers’ personal real-
life problems (Hesley & Hesley, 2001; Jones,
2009; Solomon, 2001; Wolz, 2005). Research also
shows that many undergraduates watch movies
to release pressures, relax and gain insights when

they suffer from negative emotions (Li, 1986;

[Wang], 1997; Wang, 2004). As such, movies as a
major library resource type may be considered for
therapeutic usages. Existing empirical studies have
explored the effects of movie therapy for children,
young adults, and adults (Chiu, 2007; Huang,
2015; [Lai], 2009; Marsick, 2009; Solomon,
1995; Wooder, 2008). Few research has focused
on undergraduates suffering breakups. This study,
therefore, sought to understand what constituted
undergraduates’ breakup experiences and the
types of emotional disturbances generated from
that. It goes on to observe the emotional healing
efficacy of the selected movies on the suffering
undergraduates. Finally, it discusses on the factors
that influences each individual’s experiences of

emotional healing.

Note. This extended English abstract is supplied by the JLIS editors and approved by the author.
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2. Methodology

The researchers first select movies that may
have emotional healing efficacy on viewers
suffering breakups. Movie titles were collected
from various publications and online movie
review sites. Using content analysis on the
viewer comments shared on the Internet as
the basis of selection, the researchers chose
21 movies that have shown to be capable of
inducing viewer identification, catharsis, and
insights (see Appendix).

Purposive sampling method was used to
recruit undergraduate students that were suffering
from breakups. Ads were posted on love affair and
movie related forums in PTT (Taiwan’s largest
BBS system), Facebook, and Plurk to recruit study
participants whose age were between 18 and 24
years old, were still under negative emotions for
breaking up with the loved ones, but the suffering
hadn’t resulted in the seeking of professional
help. A total of 14 undergraduates participated in
this study.

In the semi-structured in-depth interviews,
they were asked about their understanding and
feelings of the movie stories, e.g., what the movie
characters went through and what their problems
were, which movie characters impressed the
viewer most and why, what changes did the viewer
observe after the movie characters solved the
problems causing emotional disturbances. They
were also asked questions such as how they might
cope with the problems if they were the movie
characters and what insights they had gained
after watching the movies. Analysis of emotional
healing efficacy was conducted based on those

collected interview narratives.

23

Extended Abstract

3. Study Findings

The interviews revealed 10 different reasons
for breakups. The most common reason was that
the couple had different levels of attachment to
each other. Other reasons included differences
in personal values, long distance, having a third
person in the relationship, incompatibility of
temperament, different level of engagement in
the relationship, different expectations and needs,
disagreement of the parents, lacking sufficient
time to be with each other.

The interviewees together reported 18 different
types of emotional disturbances. The most common
one was the feeling of emptiness from breakups.
Other reasons, selectively, included guilt for
proposing the breakup, anxiety from the inability to
concentrate, anger and desire for revenge, anxiety
from the disordered life after breakup, alienation
from the other sex, pressures from parents, fear
for the next possible relationship, sadness and
perplexity for not knowing what caused the
breakup, low self-esteem, etc.

The paper offers a detailed analysis about each
interviewee’s experience of identification, catharsis,
and insight while he/she viewed the movie. Table
1 summarizes the emotional disturbances and the
movies shown to have corresponding emotional

healing efficacy to the viewers.

4. Conclusion and Suggestions
This study showed that the study participants

who experienced breakups for different reasons all
experienced a complete emotional healing process
after viewing the different movies, i.e., going
through the stages of identification, catharsis,
and insight. This study also found that the major
factors influencing those movies’ healing capacity
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Table 1. Interviewees’ Emotional Disturbances and Movies with Emotional Healing Efficacy

Interviewee

Reasons for breakup and types of emotional disturbance

Movie title

A
B

Breakup reason unknown, long distance; perplexity and sadness

Different levels of attachment, long distance; guilt for
proposing the breakup
Disagreement of parents; dejection and sadness

Different levels of attachment and needs, breakup reason
unknown; perplexity, sadness, emptiness

Different levels of attachment, having a third person in the
relationship; emptiness, low self-esteem, anxiety, anger,
restlessness

Having a third person in the relationship; anxiety, restlessness,
worriment, anger

Different expectations and personal values; guilt from
proposing the breakup, alienation from the other sex

Different expectations and needs; emptiness, low self-esteem,
anxiety, anger

Long distance and having a third person in the relationship;
emptiness, fear, worriment, anxiety, restlessness, anger

Differences in values, incompatibility of temperament, different
levels of engagement; emptiness, anxiety, fear, restlessness,
alienation from the other sex

Different levels of attachment and engagement, having a third
person in the relationship; anxiety, loss, anger, alienation
from the other sex

Different levels of attachment, incompatibility of temperament;
sadness, anxiety

Different levels of attachment, different personal values and
expectations, incompatibility of temperament, lacking
sufficient time; guilt for proposing the breakup, restlessness,
fear for the next possible relationship

Different levels of attachment; guilt for proposing the breakup,
sadness, anxiety, loss

My Blueberry Nights

Before Sunrise

Le Divorce

High Fidelity

The Most Distant Course

Under the Tuscan Sun
Where the Heart Is
(500) Days of Summer
The First Wives Club

Music and Lyrics

Before Sunset

The War of the Roses

Prime

Brokeback Mountain

included whether the viewer background is
similar to that of movie characters, that the movie
characters express their emotion extroversively,
and that the character demonstrated concrete
solutions to the problems. Therefore, the 14
movies identified to have emotional healing

efficacy are recommendable to undergraduates
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suffering breakups. Stakeholders providing
emotional support and help may also employ those
movies in their practices so as to help the sufferers
to gain resilience. University libraries may also
build a collection of movies for therapeutic uses,
hopefully including more Chinese movies with

empirical study evidence from future studies.
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Appendix
The list of initially selected movies
English title Language Length (min.) Year of release

Funny Girl English 155 1968
The War of the Roses English 116 1989
Before Sunrise English 105 1995
The First Wives Club English 104 1996
Where the Heart Is English 120 2000
High Fidelity English 113 2000
Unfaithful English 124 2002
Under the Tuscan Sun English 113 2003
Le Divorce French/English 117 2003
Before Sunset English 80 2004
Prime English 106 2005
Brokeback Mountain English 134 2005
Sad Movie Korean 108 2005
Elizabethtown English 123 2005
The Break Up English 113 2006
The Holiday English 135 2006
Music and Lyrics English 105 2007
My Blueberry Nights English 93 2007
The Most Distant Course Chinese 118 2007
The Love of Siam Thai 157 2007
(500) Days of Summer English 95 2009
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Biigx AT HEZ215BER

R4 E g & () #/TEK
geQsll Funny Girl HEE 155 1968
IOREE T The War of the Roses HLgh 116 1989
A EROH R R Before Sunrise yLgh 105 1995
REBHLE The First Wives Club Bk 104 1996
LHE—% Where the Heart Is B 120 2000
JAFHE TS High Fidelity BaEh 113 2000
i Unfaithful B 124 2002
i i N =r AN Under the Tuscan Sun HEE 113 2003
FEE1ET Le Divorce 15EE e 117 2003
A H i 2 Before Sunset LER 80 2004
BLE R Prime HEE 106 2005
=gl Brokeback Mountain HEE 134 2005
N Sad Movie FREE 108 2005
FFTS H/NE Elizabethtown HEh 123 2005
[FIRSEEF The Break-Up BFE 113 2006
AR The Holiday HFE 135 2006
KHIEA Music and Lyrics gk 105 2007
WVEE R My Blueberry Nights B 93 2007
&N FE The Most Distant Course IR 118 2007
peginis The Love of Siam s 157 2007
& E 500 H (500) Days of Summer HEE 95 2009
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