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Introduction 

This report discusses an evaluation of the impact of Kirklees Council’s bibliotherapy service, 

Well into Words. ‘Well into Words’ is a project based within the Kirklees Library service. 

Working with a variety of people in a range of different settings, the bibliotherapy service 

aims to support and increase positive outcomes for people with mental health and 

wellbeing issues using fiction and poetry. The research was commissioned by Kirklees 

Council, and was conducted by Qualitas Research, an independent research consultancy 

based in West Yorkshire. The study investigated the therapeutic effects of bibliotherapy in 

relation to mental health and wellbeing.  

The Aim of the Research 

The aims of the study were to: 

 Assess the impact of the bibliotherapy groups on the mental and physical health 

and wellbeing of participants. 

 Examine the impact of the bibliotherapy groups on facilitating social inclusion for 

participants. 

 Identify the aspects of the project that influence positive outcomes. 

 Describe the Kirklees model of bibliotherapy and identify how the model could 

be adapted to improve outcomes for participants. 

Methodology 

In this qualitative study data was collected from observation of bibliotherapy sessions and 

semi-structured interviews and small group discussions with bibliotherapy participants, the 

bibliotherapists and the healthcare staff involved in the observed sessions.  

The Bibliotherapy Groups 

The eleven groups included in the study were based at three public libraries, one public 

park, two day services (one for people with mental health issues and one for older people 

with dementia), an inpatient rehabilitation unit for people with severe mental health 

problems, two inpatient wards for working age adults experiencing a serious mental health 

condition and an inpatient ward for adults over the age of 65 years with any form of mental 

health condition (including dementia).  

Group Members 

Group members include people with mental health problems, older people, people living 

with dementia, and people with physical or sensory disabilities.  

 

     Executive Summary 
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The Therapeutic Effects of Bibliotherapy  

There were significant outcomes for participants from their participation in the 

bibliotherapy groups which affected other areas of their lives. 

 Engagement – Many participants are highly motivated and engaged in the 

bibliotherapy groups. Engagement may further develop – or even start - after the 

session ends, demonstrating a longer term impact. 

 

 Enjoyment – The bibliotherapy groups play an important role in the lives of 

participants. The groups give participants something to look forward to. Laughter 

is a ‘feel good factor’ and contributes to emotional wellbeing.  

 

 Mental health – The bibliotherapy groups are effective in improving mood and 

helping participants relax. Bibliotherapy alleviates the symptoms of depression 

and anxiety and helps improve concentration. Literature is a powerful tool for 

helping people ‘open up’ and for ‘getting through’ to people with acute mental 

ill-health and for people with dementia.  

 

 Motivation – Improved motivation for people with mental health problems 

comes from the structure and routine of regular groups. The facilitator’s 

enthusiasm and support inspires participants to re-engage with reading.  

 

 Confidence – Confidence improves over time from the experience of speaking 

and reading aloud in a group context and the opportunity to share knowledge 

with others. This is facilitated by the literature and the reciprocal relationship 

with the bibliotherapist.  

 

 Coping skills – Bibliotherapy promotes coping skills by providing stress relief, 

helping people express their feelings better, and building confidence. 

 

 Physical health and wellbeing – The informal support provided by the groups 

helps some participants cope with chronic physical health issues.  

 

 Social wellbeing – The groups provide a valued opportunity for social contact 

and can help alleviate social isolation. Bibliotherapy promotes meaningful social 

interaction and the development of social relationships. The use of literature in 

the groups stimulates conversation and enables participants to get to know each 

other in a non-threatening environment.  
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 Skills – Communication and listening skills are improved through structured 

conversation, listening and turn taking. Cognitive skills are developed by the 

focusing of thoughts on reading and writing.  

 

 Emotional literacy – Bibliotherapy develops the ability to express thoughts and 

feelings through the identification with characters or feelings expressed in texts.  

 

 The therapeutic relationship – Staff members enjoy the sessions and develop 

skills they can use in their work with service users. Engaging with service users in 

the context of the bibliotherapy group enhances therapeutic relationships by 

increasing insight into the lives of service users which challenges stereotypes and 

stigma.  

 

 Social inclusion – The project is successful in promoting social inclusion for 

people with mental health problems. Social inclusion is facilitated by bringing an 

‘outsider’ into clinical settings and supporting the integration of people from 

mental health services into libraries. 

The Therapeutic Mechanisms of Bibliotherapy 

The research identified five key aspects of the bibliotherapy project that influence 

outcomes: the literature, facilitator skills and qualities, partnership working and staff 

engagement, the environment, and the group atmosphere and dynamics. 

The literature: 

 The therapeutic effect: the comfort of being read to; getting ‘lost’ in a text; 

identifying with a character or feelings expressed in text; the evoking of 

memories and feelings. 

 The choice of literature: themed approach; accessibility of texts; style and length 

of text; selection of text to evoke memories; text tailored to the individual. 

 Flexibility in the way texts are used: the imaginative use of texts and the 

development of a wide range of resources using the written word.  

Facilitator skills and qualities: 

 Knowledge and expertise: knowledge of literature; experience and interest in 

mental health; careful preparation; facilitation and group work skills. 

 Personal qualities: warmth, patience, enthusiasm for literature and this work. 

 Support: the support provided to participants within and outside the sessions. 

Partnership working and staff engagement: 

 Effective support: enabling the engagement of service users. 
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 Commitment to the project: effective organisation; enthusiasm and active 

participation; positive perception of bibliotherapy; awareness of benefits to 

service users. 

The environment: 

 Comfortable, informal and quiet setting with minimal interruption. 

 Community belongingness in the library settings. 

 Friendly, approachable staff in libraries and voluntary/statutory services. 

 Appropriate ‘allocation’ of service users to groups; in dementia care settings, 

attention to size of group/room layout. 

Group atmosphere and dynamics: 

 Group atmosphere: friendly, warm and welcoming; fun and laughter. 

 Group dynamics: ownership; sharing; supportive relationships. 

Conclusion 

The findings from this study point to the overwhelming success of the Kirklees bibliotherapy 

project. A high level of satisfaction was expressed by participants in the way the project was 

delivered and how the groups were facilitated. Regarded highly by all stakeholder groups, 

there is evidence of positive outcomes for both the participants and the healthcare staff 

involved in the bibliotherapy groups. Recommendations are made for furthering 

engagement in the project and extending social inclusion. 
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Part One presents the background to the evaluation 

and the Kirklees bibliotherapy project. This part of the 

report describes: 

 

 The Kirklees model of bibliotherapy 

 The research aims and methods 

 The bibliotherapy groups and participants 
 

 

PART ONE  

Background 
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This report discusses an evaluation of the impact of Kirklees Council’s bibliotherapy project, 

Well into Words. The evaluation was commissioned by Kirklees Council, and was conducted 

by Qualitas Research, an independent research consultancy based in West Yorkshire. The 

research investigated the therapeutic effects of bibliotherapy in relation to mental health 

and wellbeing. 

What is Bibliotherapy? 

Bibliotherapy is an expressive therapy that uses an individual’s relationship to the content of 

books and poetry and other written words as therapy. The underlying assumption of 

bibliotherapy is the power of literature to contribute to emotional healing (Manecke 2009). 

It involves the use of written materials to promote mental health (Brewster et al. 2013).  

Participation in reading groups can help alleviate symptoms of depression, improve 

confidence, reduce social isolation, improve concentration, and enhance social and 

communication skills (Billington et al. 2010, 2013; Robinson & Billington 2012).  

In the UK the first bibliotherapy model was set up in September 2000 by Kirklees Council in 

partnership with the local Primary Care Trusts of the NHS (Hicks 2006). Since the 

establishment of the Kirklees bibliotherapy project in 2000 the UK has seen a proliferation 

of bibliotherapy schemes, now with more than one hundred local authorities operating a 

scheme (Brewster et al. 2013).  

Well into Words 

Based within the Kirklees Library service, the Kirklees bibliotherapy project – Well into 

Words - uses fiction and poetry to ‘support and increase positive outcomes for people with 

mental health and wellbeing issues’. The scheme also actively encourages and promotes 

inclusion, helping participants to increase their coping skills, build resilience and develop a 

sense of self sufficiency and self-worth. (Kirklees Council n.d.).  

Working in partnership with local health providers, charities and social care organisations, 

Kirklees Libraries has worked with a range of target audiences including those experiencing 

mental health problems, physical illness and social exclusion.  

Unlike many traditional ‘reading groups’, in the Kirklees bibliotherapy groups reading is a 

shared rather than solitary experience. The groups are participative with all reading activity 

taking place within the sessions. The role of the bibliotherapist is to guide and facilitate 

reflection and discussion within an informal and supportive group environment. The model 

developed by Kirklees Council is regarded as the most flexible model of bibliotherapy 

(Brewster et al. 2013), and the partnership of the library service with the health sector is 

innovative and groundbreaking (Hicks 2006). 

     1. Introduction 
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The Aim of the Research 

The aims of the study were to: 

 Assess the impact of the bibliotherapy groups on the mental and physical 

health and wellbeing of participants. 

 Examine the impact of the bibliotherapy groups on facilitating social inclusion 

for participants. 

 Identify the aspects of the project that influence positive outcomes. 

 Describe the Kirklees model of bibliotherapy and identify how the model 

could be adapted to improve outcomes for participants. 

This Report 

This report will begin by outlining the research approach and methods. The background to 

the Kirklees bibliotherapy project will then be described. In the later sections, the report 

discusses the findings from the research conducted with key stakeholders from the 

bibliotherapy groups - the group members, healthcare staff and bibliotherapists. Where 

there were identified differences in the findings between different groups or settings this is 

highlighted. The findings are presented in two sections. The first considers the effects of 

bibliotherapy on participants and the second discusses the aspects of the project that 

influenced these outcomes. 
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Research Approach 

This qualitative study collected data through observation of bibliotherapy sessions and 

semi-structured interviews and small group discussions with bibliotherapy participants, the 

bibliotherapists and the healthcare staff involved in the observed sessions. The fieldwork 

entailed observation of 10 bibliotherapy group sessions and one creative writing group. 

Each group was observed once only. Bibliotherapy groups were selected to reflect as far as 

possible the diverse range of bibliotherapy sessions delivered by the Kirklees bibliotherapy 

project, the different settings, and participant groups. The study also collected and 

conducted a content analysis of text responses to the project’s bibliotexting service. 

The Bibliotherapy Groups 

The 11 observed groups had run for between several months and 15 years and are held 

weekly, fortnightly or monthly. All groups are open and membership is fluid with, on 

average, between 6 and 12 people attending each session. Each group lasts for either an 

hour or an hour and a half. The groups included in the study are listed in the table below. 

 

The bibliotherapy groups included in the study 

 

 

 Three library based bookchat groups. 

 A library based readers’ group. 

 A day centre for older people with dementia.   

 A community based centre providing activities for adults with depression 

and anxiety. 

 An inpatient rehabilitation unit for people with severe mental health 

problems, mainly psychosis. 

 Two inpatient wards for working age adults experiencing a serious mental 

health condition. 

 An inpatient ward for adults over the age of 65 years with any form of 

mental health condition (including dementia). 

 A creative writing group: Poetry in the Park. 

 

 

     2. Methodology 



Well into Words: An Evaluation of the Kirklees Bibliotherapy Project, February 2016  13 

Group Members 

The library based groups, which are open to anyone in the community, include people with 

mental health problems, older people, and people with physical or sensory disabilities. In 

the clinical settings (hospital acute wards and rehabilitation unit) group members were 

people with severe mental health problems requiring inpatient treatment, and older people 

living with dementia or mental health problems. In the community day services group 

members were people with depression and anxiety and older people with dementia. The 

creative writing group – Poetry in the Park – is open to anyone. 

Observation of Groups 

The observations of bibliotherapy sessions took place between June and November 2015. 

An observation schedule was developed to record observations and the reflections of the 

researcher in a systematic way, and was designed to capture facilitation style, group 

dynamics, engagement in sessions and the impact of bibliotherapy on participants. 

All observational work was overt. The bibliotherapists introduced the researcher to the 

participants and explained her role.  Since the idea was that the observation approach 

would allow participants to be viewed whilst engaging in the bibliotherapy sessions in a 

natural and unhindered way, sessions were not audio or video recorded and in most cases 

notes were taken following, not during, the sessions. Data from observations was therefore 

reliant on recall. Detailed notes were taken either immediately following the group, or later 

in the day following interviews with group members and healthcare staff. 

Interviews with Group Members and Staff  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with bibliotherapy group members and 

healthcare staff (in the healthcare settings only) from each of the groups. Interviews took 

place immediately following each bibliotherapy session, first with group members and then 

with staff. There was a mix of one-to-one and small group interviews with participants, 

according to their preferences and the time they had available. Interviews with staff and 

group members lasted between 25 and 50 minutes and were audio recorded with the 

consent of participants. There were also informal group discussions with group members 

which took place either before or after the group session and lasted approximately 15 to 30 

minutes. Group members were invited to take part in an interview by the bibliotherapist 

with whom they had an existing relationship, with volunteers being asked to stay behind 

after the session. Most healthcare professionals were invited to take part in an interview by 

the bibliotherapists, with two being invited to participate by the researcher. 
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Number of Participants  

In the observed bibliotherapy group sessions (bookchat and readers’ groups) there were in 

total 58 group members. Group members were predominantly female, with 43 women and 

15 men. Each session had one facilitator (the bibliotherapist). In the groups held in voluntary 

and statutory services there were up to three healthcare staff members present at each 

session. In the creative writing group, Poetry in the Park, there were 13 people attending on 

the day, including the facilitators. 

The table below shows the number of participants who took part in interviews and small 

group discussions from each stakeholder group. In all but one of the healthcare settings 

there were interviews with at least one staff member, all of whom had participated in the 

session observed and/or previous sessions. The staff members interviewed came from a 

variety of job roles, but all having a remit for the facilitation, provision or development of 

meaningful activities within the services. There were interviews with one Lead Occupational 

Therapist, one Specialist Occupational Therapist, one Occupational Therapy Technical 

Instructor, one Manager, one Project Coordinator, two Activity Coordinators and two Day 

Centre Workers. 

Number of participants taking part in interviews and group discussions 

 

Participants Number  

Group members 24 

Healthcare Staff 9 

Bibliotherapists 2 

Other Staff (Texting Project) 1 

Data Analysis 

Interviews were audiotaped and fully transcribed. Informal discussions were not audio 

taped and direct quotes cited in the report are from the audio taped interviews only. 

Qualitative data collected from interviews and observations were coded and analysed 

thematically using QSR NVivo 9 (a software programme for analysis of qualitative data). 

Categories and themes were identified and the findings from different groups and 

stakeholder groups triangulated and critically compared.  

Ethical Considerations 

The evaluation was deemed exempt by the South West Yorkshire Partnership NHS 

Foundation Trust from the requirement for NHS ethical approval. The researcher was 

awarded an honorary contract with the Trust to undertake the observations at the NHS 

sites. The evaluation conformed to recognised ethical practice and the legal requirements of 
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the Data Protection Act 1998. For the observational work bibliotherapy participants were 

informed of the research by the facilitating bibliotherapist and asked if they were agreeable 

to the researcher observing the session. Since membership of each of the observed groups 

was fluid, permission was sought prior to the start of each session. Service users and 

healthcare staff taking part in interviews were given verbal and written information about 

the research. Extracts of data included in the report are presented anonymously and any 

identifying information is not included. References to the names of the bibliotherapists in 

interview extracts are indicated by the initial “J”. 
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Background to the Kirklees Bibliotherapy Project 

The Kirklees bibliotherapy service -‘Well into Words’ - is a small project based within the 

Kirklees Library service. Working with a variety of people in a range of different settings, the 

bibliotherapy service aims to support and increase positive outcomes for people with 

mental health and wellbeing issues using fiction and poetry.  

The idea for the Kirklees bibliotherapy project originally came from Catherine Morris who 

was then Chief Librarian, having heard about and researched bibliotherapy schemes in the 

United States. The project was initially developed and delivered by three bibliotherapists. At 

the time of the study there was one full-time bibliotherapist and a seconded worker 

attached to the project for two years. One of the original (now retired) bibliotherapists 

continues to be involved in the project on a part-time basis. Both the full-time 

bibliotherapist and the seconded worker have backgrounds working in mental health and 

the third, part-time and retired bibliotherapist, is a published poet.  

The bibliotherapy project benefits from a dedicated line manager. Project management has 

been flexible whilst, according to the bibliotherapists, upholding ‘a strong sense of 

professionalism’.  There are regular meetings to discuss work and talk through any problems 

that arise. Effective supervision ensures the bibliotherapists feel supported and are able to 

talk about any concerns or potential impact on their own wellbeing, and support and 

guidance is provided. 

The bibliotherapy scheme was initially funded by a grant from the Wolfson Foundation, later 

securing a grant from the Big Lottery Fund. There was also NHS funding for a children’s 

bibliotherapist and an older person’s bibliotherapist for one year. The project then became 

part of the substantive role of the libraries and is now funded by Kirklees Council. The 

groups are provided free to charitable organisations. Two of the groups with NHS patients 

are funded by Creative Minds (South West Yorkshire Partnership NHS Foundation Trust). 

The project has also raised funds by holding an international bibliotherapy conference. 

The library based groups took time to get up and running. There is no formal referral 

process so people can self refer or be referred by a health professional or carer. After initial 

challenges trying to recruit participants through GPs, some group members were referred to 

the project by social care staff. A number self referred, having heard about the project 

through the libraries, the Council website or from other services they use. Some joined 

having previously attended a group in one of the clinical (inpatient) settings.  Others had 

joined by asking library staff about the group, having seen the sessions take place at a 

library. 

 

     3. Well into Words 
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Setting up the groups with charitable and statutory providers proved easier since once a 

connection was established with an organisation, staff on the whole supported the project. 

Staff members engaged service users in the project by distributing leaflets, displaying 

posters and explaining the project to service users, taking care to reassure them of the 

informality of these groups (in contrast to more traditional ‘book clubs’) and making efforts 

to overcome barriers to engagement related to prejudices about literature and libraries. 

The Literature 

The literature used in sessions is tailored to group members and varies between different 

sessions. It tends to be quite light, sometimes inspirational, and often humorous. In addition 

to the reading aloud of poems and passages from books, the Kirklees bibliotherapy project 

involves the imaginative use of the written word through the development of a wide range 

of interactive resources and activities. These include, for example, collectively writing an 

acrostic poem, members taking turns in reading out short quotes and reflecting on these, 

the use of song lyrics, or matching book covers with their opening paragraphs. The project 

strives to continuously develop new ways of working including, for instance, using modern 

technology such as mobile phones to deliver lines of poems by text messages. Thus, in the 

words of one of the bibliotherapists, what distinguishes the Kirklees model of bibliotherapy 

from other ‘reading groups’ is its flexibility: ‘Flexibility in the way we work, in the tools we 

use, in the way that we use literature’. 

Bibliotherapy Groups  

In addition to the delivery of sessions in public libraries, working in partnership with local 

health providers, charitable organisations and social care organisations, the project delivers 

sessions in a wide range of community and inpatient settings. The project has developed a 

variety of different types of groups, each with a different approach to the use of literature: 

‘bookchat’ groups, readers’ groups and creative writing groups.   

Bookchat groups 

The project has delivered bookchat sessions in a wide range of settings such as acute 

psychiatric admission wards, dementia care wards, day centres, dementia cafes, 

rehabilitation centres, stroke association meetings, alcohol and drug addiction centres and 

care homes. The activities vary between groups and between sessions. While in some 

sessions there is one activity, perhaps based around one book, typically there are a number 

of different activities taking place in any one session. A themed approach is often used, with 

each of the session’s texts and activities based around one topic.  

Sessions typically start with the facilitator introducing the day’s theme by asking questions 

to the group. During the session the bibliotherapist reads aloud passages from a book, short 
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stories, poems or other texts. The facilitator then offers her own thoughts on the text to 

facilitate reflection before moving on to discussion. She will then ask questions to the group, 

or sometimes to individuals by name to generate conversation. Related to the text read out, 

the questions asked concern everyday topics so that discussions are inclusive. To promote a 

reciprocal relationship the facilitator also shares her own experiences that relate to the text. 

The texts stimulate conversation about the literature, other topics, and individual and 

shared experiences and events.  

Sessions are participative with group members working together on each activity. Group 

members sometimes take turns reading aloud short texts or engage in other interactive 

activities based on the written word. In some groups, members bring along a book or a 

poem (sometimes a poem they have written) to read aloud to the group. Sessions often end 

with the bibliotherapist reading aloud an uplifting or humorous poem, sometimes followed 

by the sharing of library books which participants take home. 

Readers’ groups 

The project also supports two readers’ groups held at two public libraries. These groups 

were set up from Expert Patients Programme (EPP) groups involving people with chronic 

physical health conditions, some with additional mental health issues, and continued as 

readers groups with a bibliotherapist facilitating. These are different to the bookchat groups 

and more akin to a more traditional reading group, in that all members read the same book 

in their own time and meet monthly to discuss it. Members are, however, very much 

welcomed to attend the sessions without having read the book or its entirety, and there is 

no pressure to participate in discussions. Conversation is stimulated by, but not in any way 

confined to, the book.  

Creative writing groups 

The project also supports two creative writing groups. One group, facilitated by a 

bibliotherapist, meets monthly at a public library. Open to anyone, this is a group for 

aspiring and experienced local writers of fiction, poetry and drama. The second creative 

writing group, ‘Poetry in the Park’, was set up by one of the original bibliotherapists and was 

later taken on by two of the participants. The bibliotherapists now have minimal 

involvement in the group but they provide support to the group by facilitating from time to 

time. Poetry in the Park is a popular group with around 30 to 35 members. The group meets 

three or four times a year. During the sessions, which take place at a public park in 

Huddersfield, participants take turns reading aloud poems, some they have written 

themselves and some written by others.  
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One-to-one Bibliotherapy 

The bibliotherapists also work on an occasional one-to-one basis with individuals who may 

find it difficult to engage in a group environment. They will provide an initial one-off home 

visit to individuals who need support or encouragement to engage in the project prior to 

joining one of the groups. From this work they will identify a person’s reading interests and 

support them to engage, or re-engage, in reading.  

Bibliotexting 

The Kirklees bibliotherapy project is supported by an innovative bibliotexting service. The 

texting service, which has now been running for several years, was developed by Andrew 

Wilson from Foldup, a Community Interest Company in Huddersfield.  Text messages with a 

few lines of poetry or inspirational quotations are sent by a bibliotherapist to several text 

message mailing lists for the various groups via a web-based system. There is no expectation 

that recipients will respond to these texts but they sometimes do. 

Bibliotherapy Training 

The Kirklees bibliotherapy project delivers bibliotherapy group training to staff members 

considering delivering bibliotherapy. This one day training course is delivered to groups of 

up to 20 people, with typically 10 to 12 participating in any one event. To date they have 

delivered around five training days. The training course comprises a combination of teaching 

and experiential learning. The training is mainly delivered locally but where there is a 

sufficient number of trainees in one group the training course can be delivered elsewhere. 

Trainees are mostly people from library settings but have included people working in social 

care and care home staff.  
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PART TWO 

Findings 

 

Part Two discusses the findings from the observations 

of bibliotherapy sessions and interviews with group 

members, healthcare staff and bibliotherapists. The 

discussion of the research findings concerns two key 

questions: 

 

 What are the effects of the bibliotherapy groups on 

participants: the group members and the healthcare 

staff involved? 

 What are the key aspects of the bibliotherapy groups 

that influence these outcomes? 
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What are the effects of the bibliotherapy groups on participants?  

Group members enjoyed and valued the bibliotherapy groups they were involved in. Many 

spoke with enthusiasm and fondness when reflecting on their experiences within the 

groups. It was apparent from the way many members spoke that the bibliotherapy project, 

in relation to both the literature and the group itself, played an important role in their lives. 

Many spoke of the personal circumstances that had brought them to the project and the 

positive impact bibliotherapy has had on them.  

While acknowledging the difficulties in separating the effects of bibliotherapy from other 

activities and therapies provided by the same services, healthcare staff had observed 

positive changes in service users from having attended the sessions. From the way they 

enthused about the bibliotherapy project it was evident that the project was highly 

regarded and, in some respects, of equal benefit to staff members as it was to service users:  

Everybody, without exception, has spoken well about those sessions, and I enjoyed 

them myself. I took part, like I say, in most of them and I just thought they were 

excellent. [Staff Member] 

Engagement and Enjoyment 

From the way they interacted and contributed to the sessions, and from their comments in 

interviews, group members clearly enjoyed and looked forward to the bibliotherapy 

sessions. They enjoyed listening to the texts read out, participating in discussions and other 

activities, and interacting with each other and the bibliotherapist:  

I think that it has all been very positive and really enjoyed it. Personally I look forward 

to it if it’s bibliotherapy morning. [Group Member] 

Group sessions were full of fun and laughter which had a positive impact on emotional 

wellbeing. During a typical group session, for instance: 

… People were just laughing together at things and it was really good … Having a 

good laugh is a feel good factor. [Staff Member] 

In the community and library based groups participants were highly motivated and engaged 

in the sessions from the outset. Listening attentively to the literature read aloud and 

responding with smiles, laughter, comments or questions, thoughtful insights about their 

opinions on the texts were offered. Reflecting on the texts they described events and 

anecdotes from their own experiences, memories of which were evoked by the text. Further 

interest was shown by writing down, or asking for, the title of a book from which a passage 

was read.  

     4. The Therapeutic Effects of Bibliotherapy 
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The creative writing group - Poetry in the Park - is popular, with people travelling from far 

afield to attend. Feedback from participants on the day demonstrated enjoyment of the 

session with one commenting, for example: ‘Love it always’. Participants enjoyed sharing 

poems they had written, which were described by one as ‘wonderful’ and ‘thought 

provoking’. There was mention of the ‘range of talent on display’ with ‘very creative minds 

to celebrate’. Also noted was enjoying the company of ‘like minds’. 

In the clinical settings, the bibliotherapy groups involved people with severe mental health 

problems, often experiencing an acute phase of illness. Engagement in these sessions 

tended to increase as the session progressed. Hesitant at first, participants became more 

comfortable during the course of the session, appearing more relaxed, smiling more and 

becoming more vocal. Their engagement in the literature was also evidenced in other ways. 

This was, for example, demonstrated by continued attendance at the groups, as noted by 

one staff member who regularly attended the sessions: 

… when they have attended they’ve always come back to the next session so that’s a 

good sign … You can tell if a session is liked by the number of people that turn up. 

[Staff Member] 

In this service, bibliotherapy was reportedly ‘one of the most well-attended’ activities. The 

same staff member explained how, over time, bibliotherapy had become ‘really well 

ingrained in people’s routines’, with service users often asking: ‘Is it bookchat tomorrow?’ 

While some were vocal throughout, others were quieter during sessions. For some, 

engagement continues, or starts, when the session ends, after participants have had time to 

reflect upon the texts read aloud or the session’s discussion. This was evidenced by many 

service users (from several services) speaking of the texts or topics from the bibliotherapy 

sessions at a later time, outside of the group. In one of the clinical settings, for example, a 

staff member noted that ‘sometimes staff will write up in the notes that somebody will have 

said something from book chat’, often seeking clarification on something that was said in 

the session. 

Another staff member observed that reflection on literature may be quite ‘personal and 

private’, akin to ‘when you reminisce with somebody’ and thus ‘not everyone makes 

reflective comments’ during a session. Thus, another explained, participants do not always 

give ‘instant feedback’. It can be ‘days later’ when people have ‘absorbed what was said in 

the session or read in the session’. She continued:   

… it’s not about people’s verbal responses particularly, it’s about the thoughts that 

get provoked by the session and what people take away from it and days later people 

will actually come up and say ‘You know that poem that J read …’ [Staff Member] 
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This ‘latent’ effect was evidenced in interviews with group members following the sessions. 

During a group interview at a dementia service, for example, two participants started to talk 

about, and compare, their early life experiences as children during the second world war. 

These memories had been triggered by the text read aloud in the session but were not 

discussed by the participants until after the session. Both participants emphasised how they 

had enjoyed listening to the texts that evoked these memories. The staff involved in the 

groups held in dementia care settings agreed the reminiscence aspect of bibliotherapy was 

particularly valued by older participants, and this had on a number of occasions led to 

conversation outside of the sessions.  

In one of the two groups for people with dementia, a number of the participants were 

engaged throughout, their attention focused on the facilitator as she spoke and laughing in 

response to the humorous passages read aloud. During this group one of the group 

members volunteered, without promoting, to read out a poem to the group. In the second 

of these groups there was much engagement and enthusiasm for one of the more 

interactive activities. Having been given some short humorous anecdotes to read out, one 

participant recited her passage several times with much delight and laughter.  

Within the mental health services the enjoyment of the sessions was shared by the staff 

members who participated. They were keen to attend these sessions, one explaining that 

whereas attendance at other groups ‘feels very much like you are at work’, since the focus 

was on ‘observing’ the behaviour of service users, bibliotherapy was ‘inspiring’, and there 

was sometimes competition among staff to attend these sessions. Two staff members 

commented, for instance:    

… we all try and get a bit of bookchat really, we all try to be in the group … I probably 

don’t get as much opportunity to be in the bookchat session [now] but when I do I 

like it and seize it with both hands really. [Staff Member]   

I think we get as much out of it as the patients, I know I certainly do … For me 

bookchat feels like it’s something I have gone to out of my own choice.  It’s certainly 

something I would go to outside of work. [Staff Member]   

Mental Health and Wellbeing  

The alleviation of symptoms 

Participation in the groups seemed to lift people’s mood, with many members observing in 

interviews that they ‘go home feeling better’. They also felt more relaxed at the end of the 

sessions. This was in relation to their engagement in the literature but also their interaction 

with others and the laughter. In one of the clinical settings this had a calming effect on the 

mood in the service, as explained by one staff member: 
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… there can be a bit of a tense-ness, expectation, but at the end it’s like ‘Ahh’ and 

people leave and they are fairly quiet when they leave and that’s the point when I 

think often reflection often starts for people. [Staff Member] 

Many spoke of their experiences with mental health problems and described how coming to 

the group had helped them better manage, or cope with, these problems. Reading was 

described by group members as an ‘escape’ from life’s problems, and a distraction from 

unpleasant thoughts and feelings: it ‘takes your mind off things’. Several described how 

getting ‘lost’ in the text alleviated the symptoms of depression and anxiety:  

I’ve had a lot of depression and that and you just get lost in a book.  You are not 

aware of things that go on around. Also it relaxes you.  I have been in [a session] and 

felt really relaxed and it’s better than anything a doctor could give you.  I mean, you 

don’t have any side effects. [Group Member] 

And it takes you, while you are reading … you are lost to whatever else is going on in 

your life and if you are suffering from depression it’s very good.  It’s a good medical 

thing as well.  It’s really good … Because there’s more mental depression coming out 

and not a lot of things are done for that but anybody who loves reading and you’ve 

had an upset in your life, I think it’s really good. [Group Member]  

This effect was echoed by healthcare staff in the mental health settings from their 

observations of participants taking part in the groups. Staff members described the positive 

effect on service users from focusing their thoughts on a text, which provided a temporary 

distraction from painful events in their lives, and also the comforting effect of being read to 

which was relaxing. Two noted, for example:  

… just to be taken away from somewhere else for a while …They’re focusing on 

something, being mindful about what they’re reading … [Staff Member] 

… it’s that lulling, a comforting sound of being read to and the relaxation and the 

drifting and getting lost but being comfortable … it’s the relaxation, it’s the calmness 

that it can bring just by being lost in that world.  [Staff Member] 

This ‘escapism’ that comes from personal identification with a character was unique to 

bibliotherapy since ‘a lot of the other groups are about just being you’, whereas reading is 

about being able to ‘get lost in somebody else’s world rather than be sat in the realism of 

your own world’. 

There was also an indication, from one group member, that creative writing can provide 

insight into an individual’s mental health. Talking of his psychiatric history, one group 

member explained that his psychiatrist asks to see the poems he writes for the 

bibliotherapy group as this gives an increased understanding of his current state of mind.  



Well into Words: An Evaluation of the Kirklees Bibliotherapy Project, February 2016  25 

Improved motivation 

Regular attendance at the community and library based groups provided structure and 

routine, and this was believed by many to have improved motivation, particularly in relation 

to depression. One group member explained how depression can make it a struggle ‘get out 

of bed in the mornings’ but she looked forward to bibliotherapy, and having a set time to 

attend motivated her. Another explained that although he really enjoys reading, depression 

makes it hard to keep focused or motivated, and so he will often read just ‘shorts bits at a 

time’. He believed without the bibliotherapy group he would not read at all since he needs 

‘the deadlines’ to motivate himself. He also talked about the structure it provides to his 

week, explaining the importance of this in terms of how his experience of depression meant 

‘everything just merges into one’.  

The bibliotherapy had, for many, re-ignited a passion for reading. Previously avid readers, 

depression had led to disengagement with literature and a loss of motivation. The groups 

had provided them with the motivation, inspiration and guidance to return to a previously 

pleasurable interest, and also to engage in a more diverse range of texts, and for some, join 

a library. Highlighted by group members, healthcare staff also observed how bibliotherapy 

had given them ‘that spark to want to read again’: 

… there’s one lady in the group who wasn’t reading anything at all … she has now 

started to go to the library and to read books again. That to me speaks volumes … 

she hadn’t bothered with reading books for I don’t know how many years really, with 

her depression … [Staff Member] 

The one-to-one time the bibliotherapists spend with individuals to identify their reading 

interests was acknowledged by both staff and group members. Bringing in books that relate 

to each person’s interests had ‘fanned the flames for people’. Through their knowledge of 

literature and the support they provided, the bibliotherapists motivated people to want to 

read. One group member explained how, previously an ‘avid reader’, her mental health 

problems had led her to stop reading, due to problems with motivation, memory and 

concentration. Through her engagement in the group, and the support she received from 

the bibliotherapist, this had improved greatly over time, and she was able to return to an 

activity she loved. Talking of when she first joined the group: 

I contacted them at a time when I was struggling with mental illness, unable to go 

out and engage with the world in general and lacking the confidence even to select 

my own reading matter. I had always been an avid reader but the condition had 

robbed me of the necessary motivation, concentration and memory to gain any 

meaning or pleasure from the activity …  We discussed previous authors and genres 

that I had enjoyed. She is so amazingly well read that she was familiar with many of 

my favourites and was able to leave me some shorter books based on these 
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preferences. Knowing that someone had gone to so much trouble inspired me to 

complete my first novel in well over a year. [Group Member] 

Group members also gave each other encouragement and motivation to read. In the group 

interviews there were discussions about various books they had read on the 

recommendation of another. This was also noted by a couple of staff members who had 

observed group members chatting about the books they read which they often ‘swapped 

between themselves’. Also noted by several was conversation about the literature from the 

bibliotherapy sessions continuing into other activities they organised within mental health 

services including, for example, art groups. A couple of staff members noted that 

bibliotherapy had also inspired some service users to develop other interests since their 

interest in literature from the sessions spilled into other areas: 

… bookchat went on to books that became films and then the next day they wanted 

to do a movie chat.  So it is really good how … it inspires people into other areas ...  

[Staff Member] 

This re-engagement in reading also applied to some of the healthcare staff involved in the 

groups. Several mentioned a re-ignited interest in literature or their interest becoming more 

diverse. One mentioned, for instance, that in one of the group sessions the bibliotherapist 

had brought in a selection of books and she took one home with her, and ‘it was a fabulous 

book’.  

Improved concentration 

Through focused reading, listening and writing, several group members with mental health 

problems reported improved concentration, which was also observed by the healthcare 

staff and the bibliotherapists involved in the groups. One man, for instance, explained how 

bipolar disorder affects his ability to concentrate on reading but he finds writing easier. He 

stated that he had gained a lot from the group he attended where in addition to listening to 

poetry readings they spend time writing poetry outside of the session which they then bring 

along to share with other group members. He said the writing activities had helped him 

focus his thoughts. This was also said to be cathartic. On this occasion he had forgotten to 

bring a poem but, during the discussion prior to the start of the session, enthusiastically 

recited one he had previously written and learnt by heart. 

Increased confidence and self-esteem 

Improvements in confidence were highlighted by group members, healthcare staff and the 

bibliotherapists. Confidence gained from the experience and practice of reading aloud in the 

bibliotherapy groups was believed to have positively affected other areas of participants’ 

lives and their interactions with other people. There were references made to a number of 

participants who, on first joining the groups in the clinical settings were anxious or 
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withdrawn and attended the sessions without contributing much. Over some months they 

gradually became more participative and confident to the point where they read aloud or 

recited a poem in front of the group. One staff member, for instance, described her 

observations of services users in a mental health service: 

… [at first] they don’t say much during the session but then a few months down the 

line they are able to read a poem in front of everybody out loud.  That’s quite a big 

step, a big step, and you can see that happen and develop … [Staff Member] 

The use of literature was a tool for ‘being able to chat about something confidently’ and 

may serve as a kind of safety net. Several staff members from the mental health settings 

suggested that interactive group work was less threatening to participants than being asked 

to comment on their own individual creative work, which can be quite personal. A group 

approach to poetry writing, for example, ‘boosts people’s confidence if they chip in with a 

line and it fits really well’. One staff member noted how producing creative work unearthed 

‘hidden talents for creative writing’ in participants which boosted their confidence:  

… it is a massive confidence boost because there they are, they have never written 

anything before in their lives really and they start coming out with all this great 

poetry.  It’s inspiring for me, for us, let alone the people who discovered they can do 

this when they thought they perhaps weren’t up to it.  [Staff Member] 

Healthcare staff emphasised the importance of the bibliotherapists sharing something of 

themselves in the groups. The bibliotherapists, for example, offered their own opinions, 

including when they did not understand a poem, and shared anecdotes from their own 

experiences in response to a text. This reciprocal relationship was believed to have the 

effect of empowering service users and boosting their self-esteem.  This was considered 

especially important in mental health settings, where service users may have become 

disempowered through the disclosure of personal information within the clinical 

environment: 

… you are delving into people’s private lives and … you are asking people to divulge a 

lot about themselves and it is really important to balance that with other people 

sharing information about themselves.  That is really key. [Staff Member] 

A tool for ‘opening up’ 

Literature was highlighted by staff and group members as a powerful tool for helping people 

to open up – to get through to the person behind the illness. There were instances where 

literature had ‘got through’ to a person during a phase of acute mental ill-health. One of the 

bibliotherapists recalled one group member who attended the sessions in an inpatient 

setting for several weeks but without speaking: 
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… And she came and actually sat down one week and then the next week I read out 

one of my favourite all time poems and she just burst into tears and from then … she 

started talking and the staff said that was the thing that broke the barrier of where 

she wasn’t talking – it got through the barrier. [Bibliotherapist] 

Another participant on an acute psychiatric ward who struggled to communicate due to her 

mental ill-health, inspired by the session’s activity, wrote a poem about the theme of the 

session - Summer - which ‘gave her focus and something to relate to’. Due to her mental 

state at the time it was hard to understand what she said, but through poetry she was able 

to express herself: 

… she had written this little poem and she had expressed what summer was for her.  

So she’d communicated, so that was quite strong. [Bibliotherapist] 

Such breakthroughs were also found among people living with dementia, where poetry or 

other texts got through to a person by prompting memories from an earlier time in their 

lives. This had been observed by the staff working in dementia settings, including for those 

with more advanced dementia. One noted that sometimes ‘something just clicks’. One of 

the bibliotherapists reflected upon one participant, for example, who had ‘just sat’ in the 

room without participating and ‘never made eye contact or anything’. Then one day:  

… I’d got a lot of older poems and I just read the first two lines and she knew them all 

and she started reciting them and her head came up and she smiled at some of them. 

[Bibliotherapist] 

Physical Health and Wellbeing 

The library based groups had become a source of informal support to participants which 

they said had helped them cope with life experiences, including loss and poor physical 

health. This came from the support provided by the facilitators, which sometimes extended 

beyond the sessions, the supportive relationships that had formed with other group 

members, and the impact of the literature.   

Several emphasised in interviews how the bibliotherapy sessions had been of enormous 

benefit to them and described how the groups had helped them cope with long term health 

problems. One group member, for example, talked about the various physical health 

problems she had experienced in recent years. She said the bibliotherapy group was one of 

the things that had ‘kept her going’ during this time of hospital admissions, surgery and 

adjusting to the loss associated with deteriorating health. 

Bibliotherapy had also been used as a tool to promote rehabilitation among stroke 

survivors. One of the bibliotherapists described the work she had undertaken on a stroke 

ward where literature had improved motivation to communicate. The bibliotherapist had 
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used audio books with one patient who had communication and speech problems. Having 

really enjoyed one of the audio books, this patient decided to attend the group on the ward, 

with the intention of giving the book to another patient who she thought would also enjoy 

it. In so doing, ‘she was really trying to talk and really trying to communicate’. The Speech 

Therapist had explained she had ‘never seen her try as hard as that’.  

There was also an indication of the potential for a positive impact on physical health from 

lifestyle changes inspired by texts read out in the sessions. In one library based group the 

topic of discussion in one session had been food which had then evolved into a discussion 

about healthy living. Following this discussion, one of the group members started going to 

the gym because, the bibliotherapist considered, ‘he’s realised now that health wise he 

really does need to start looking after himself’. This, she believed, was related to improved 

mental health: ‘because his mental health has improved it’s given him the motivation to do 

something about his physical health as well’.  

Cognitive Skills and Learning 

The bibliotherapy discussions were a learning experience for all involved. The 

bibliotherapists expressed how much they had learnt from group members, who they said 

were often far more knowledgeable on various topics than themselves. This was re-iterated 

by staff members who described the degree of knowledge among group members that 

came to light in the group discussions on various topics. The sessions provide an opportunity 

for participants to express their knowledge which has an empowering effect and increases 

self-esteem: 

… my knowledge can be far, far outweighed by the people that attend the sessions … 

it’s a really good experience for them, their self-esteem … its quite disempowering to 

be in hospital and for them to be actually back in control a little bit with a little bit of 

knowledge and can educate me instead of the other way round. [Staff Member] 

Bibliotherapy was considered by a few of the staff members to be instrumental in ‘helping 

cognitive processing skills’.  One of the bibliotherapists explained how reading, by building 

up a picture of what a character looks like, and the scenes and images from the book, 

without realising it, the reader is ‘exercising their brain’.  

Group members also felt they had learnt a lot from the discussions. The bibliotherapy group 

was described by one, for instance, as ‘educational’ since in the sessions ‘you are learning 

about other things and other people in the world’. Several group members also commented 

on improved thinking skills from the practice of focusing their thoughts on reading or 

writing. Often with reference to thought processes being affected by the symptoms of 

depression, anxiety or psychosis, or from not having exercised these skills for a time, this 

was derived from thinking about and evaluating texts. One explained, for example: 
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… you have got to be able to evaluate a book without just saying ‘that was rubbish’ 

or ‘that was great’. You have got to have some thoughts about why it did it for you or 

why it didn’t and I think it helps you with that and that helps your thinking and 

evaluation skills, which you might not particularly be using. [Group Member] 

Staff members participating in the groups had also developed skills. Several believed they 

had gained a wider repertoire of reading and more reflective thinking. From the guidance of 

the bibliotherapist in exploring the meaning of poems, a couple also considered they had 

also gained an appreciation of poetry. One explained, for example, that she had ‘got a bit 

better at looking and thinking’. At the start she had been ‘completely lost by a lot of poetry, 

unless it rhymed and said it as it was’, but after listening to the bibliotherapist she had 

gained a deeper understanding from being encouraged to ‘think and reflect what it might 

mean’. 

Several staff members mentioned developing skills they had been able to use outside the 

group sessions, either in their work or their home life. One staff member, for example, 

described using the skills acquired through bibliotherapy to support her children with their 

homework. A few explained how they had applied these new skills to their work with service 

users.  Thus, in two clinical settings the bibliotherapy service had influenced the 

development of reading activities delivered by healthcare staff: 

Well it’s upped my skills no end because I can deliver something now on similar lines 

… I have taken obviously inspiration from what they have done. I have tweaked and 

adapted it to what I know I can confidently deliver on similar lines. [Staff Member]   

Social Wellbeing 

The bringing together of people with a shared interest was highlighted by participants. The 

social aspect of the groups was especially emphasised by older people attending the library 

based groups, many of whom made reference to living alone and having ‘nobody to discuss 

things with’.  Several of the older participants described the social isolation they 

experienced, which participation in the group helped to alleviate. One participant observed 

that without the bibliotherapy group some group members would never ‘see anyone or do 

anything’.   

Interviewed together, two group members at one of the dementia care services discussed 

living alone since each of their husbands had died. They both had family, and were in touch 

with their neighbours, but understood they ‘had their own lives’ and were ‘out at work most 

of the time so you don’t see them’. Coming to the group helped them cope with their sense 

of being alone: 

I think you realise that when you’re getting older it’s precious to talk to people 

because if you didn’t you’d be very lonely wouldn’t you? I think it’s a good thing 
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because you get used to people and you have a sort of a bond, however frail, we 

have a bond, don’t we? [Group Member] 

I like it, it’s good for me. And it brings us out. Otherwise I’d be stuck in my house on 

my own every day, all day. And it makes me feel better when I’m going back because 

I haven’t been on my own all day again. [Group Member] 

In the interviews and group discussions the role of literature in the groups was discussed by 

group members. Literature was highlighted as a tool for generating conversation and 

stimulating discussion. Literature helped facilitate relationships by bringing together people 

with a shared interest and providing a structure for conversation within a supportive 

environment. One group member summed up the experience as: ‘a means of just engaging 

with other people on common ground without feeling in anyway threatened’. Participants 

compared the effects of reading in a group to reading alone. The emphasis was on the 

sharing of ideas which they especially enjoyed: 

… because if you are reading at home you can’t say ‘Oh it’s good this bit here’, well 

you can, but you can’t discuss it with anybody can you? I mean to me reading in 

isolation is not the same, is it, because it is always nice to share what you have learnt 

or discovered. [Group Member] 

Literature was believed by some of the group members and healthcare staff from the 

mental health settings to facilitate more meaningful interaction through structured 

discussion, listening and turn taking. The formation of social relationships between group 

members was further encouraged by the discovery through literature of participants’ 

interests and life experiences. Healthcare staff also noted how the groups in the clinical 

settings had contributed to relationships between service users. This included, one staff 

member explained, people who had known each other for some time within a mental health 

service but had not got to know each other well before coming to the group. In a group 

discussion within one of the mental health settings participants discussed how the 

bibliotherapy group had helped them learn more about other people and to engage more 

meaningfully with others. One explained, for example:  

I think you are going from sharing your ideas with other people that you wouldn’t 

necessarily talk to about books or whatever … In a group you find out a lot more 

about a person by what they are reading and what enthrals them.  So it helps your 

understanding of others and it helps me to really engage with people and engage 

with literature which I had kind of lost.  It makes me feel good. [Group Member] 

During interviews and group discussions group members compared the effects of different 

group activities they engaged in within mental health settings. While valuing different 

activities equally, they perceived different therapeutic benefits from different types of 

creative activity. In addition to the therapeutic effects of the literature it was the focused 
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conversation and shared activity that set bibliotherapy apart from other group activities. 

One explained that bibliotherapy focused on ‘sharing ideas’ whereas other group activities 

(such as art, for instance) are ‘more about doing your own thing’. In other group activities: 

… we are each doing different things so you are not really sharing ideas about what 

you are doing … Whereas with the [bibliotherapy] group obviously you are all talking 

about the same thing really and seeing what you each get from that one group or 

whatever.  So it’s different from that point of view … It’s complementary but 

different. [Group Member] 

This was echoed by the staff members involved in the groups who described the 

bibliotherapy groups as more socially interactive than some other activities since everyone 

worked together as a group: 

The difference is with bibliotherapy it’s more interactive because everybody’s joining 

in the same activity. In painting and craft work, people are doing their own thing … In 

bibliotherapy, everybody’s in the whole, joining in together. [Staff Member] 

Communication, Language and Self-expression 

Group members emphasised how much they liked having discussions about literature, and 

especially how they valued listening to other people’s opinions about texts and the topics 

that came up in their discussions. In relation to this, some noted the diverse opinions within 

a group and how people interpret a text differently from each other. Hearing the opinions of 

other people on literature, they said, challenged them and got them to think about things in 

a different way. This, they said, opened their minds to new things and to different ideas.  

Through the experience of the group interactions, several participants talked about 

improving their listening skills. This came from practicing turn taking and focused listening 

to other people reading aloud. One staff member acknowledged how experiences of 

extreme isolation or mental health difficulties (such as difficulties concentrating or being 

distracted by hearing voices) can affect listening skills. Listening skills were developed in the 

bibliotherapy sessions through the ‘group function of people participating with each other, 

cooperating, listening … having a text that people are coming back to and taking turns’.  

Engagement in literature can help with the development of expressive language which, staff 

members suggested, ‘filters out into their interactions with other people’.  This enhanced 

emotional literacy was believed to derive from the feelings expressed in a poem or other 

text and also from participants identifying with the characters in a book or ‘the poets and 

their lives’. Since poems ‘often talk about how things feel and how they seem and how they 

appear’ this helps people ‘try and learn to express themselves - their own thoughts, their 

own feelings, more’.  Several group members agreed that poems helped them express 

themselves better. One man, for instance, explained how he found it hard to find the words 
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to express himself in conversation, but this was easier through poetry, since in a poem 

‘people know what you mean without having to state it’.  

Emphasis was placed by staff members on the diversity of texts used in the sessions which 

had ‘triggered memories, associations, feelings [and] beliefs that people may not have 

expressed in other contexts’. Literature can help self-expression in a non-threatening way 

since relating one’s own emotions though a third party externalises emotions and removes 

the focus from the person:  

I think the texts, a range of literature, enables people to identify, empathise, see, 

express things that they may not be able to express within themselves but 

externalised in a form that perhaps makes that more acceptable, makes that 

powerful in a different way for people who don’t express their emotions very much.  

[Staff Member] 

The identification with characters or feelings expressed in literature helped to validate 

people’s own experiences by bringing these out into the open and discussing them. In this 

way literature encourages people ‘to identify with the roles they have had in life and how 

those roles might have changed’. Literature thus promotes a better ‘connection with the 

past’. 

This was evidenced during the observed sessions in the mental health settings. In one group 

session, for example, the bibliotherapist read several extracts from the book ‘As I Walked 

Out One Midsummer Morning’ by Laurie Lee. The book tells the autobiographical account of 

the young Laurie Lee walking to London with nothing more than a blanket to cover him and 

then spending a year crossing Spain. Although admitting he did not really like the book, one 

group member related strongly to the author’s experiences and recounted his own life story 

which had included hitching around the country and sleeping rough. 

The power of literature to evoke memories and emotions through a personal ‘connection 

with the text’ applied to staff members as well as service users: 

I really enjoy it and yes it’s … I definitely wasn’t into poetry and I have actually cried 

in that session at one point, very emotional. [Staff Member] 

… in terms of your own connection with the text that can be quite powerful for 

people.  It can be evocative for any of us just as it can for service users – we’re all 

part of that process as well, whatever role we’re in.  [Staff Member] 

The Therapeutic Relationship 

In the clinical settings staff members perceived a positive impact from their participation in 

the groups on their relationship with service users. As explained by one staff member, while 



Well into Words: An Evaluation of the Kirklees Bibliotherapy Project, February 2016  34 

not ‘time out’ from work, in relation to the ‘chaos on a daily basis’ in clinical settings it was 

‘nice to go somewhere where it is a step down from that’ to engage with service users in a 

‘more relaxed environment’ and this enhanced the therapeutic relationship: 

… you can talk and listen and interact with each other … and just engage with people 

on a quieter and more relaxed environment really rather than a ward environment … 

so if you come into a group it enhances that therapeutic relationship. [Staff Member] 

The bibliotherapy groups delivered in mental health services provided an opportunity for 

staff to see service users in a ‘different context’ within which service users ‘behave and 

express themselves in different ways’. From this experience, several described gaining 

greater insight into aspects of service users’ lives – their skills, knowledge and experiences - 

from the personal accounts they shared in the groups, and prompted by their engagement 

in the literature.  

One staff member explained, for example, that within the bibliotherapy group they 

discovered in service users ‘such a depth of knowledge that you wouldn’t have known until 

you came into a group like this’. Two staff members stressed the importance of this insight 

gained by staff who attended the bibliotherapy groups since it challenged stereotypes and 

stigma around mental health. One acknowledged:  

… because we’re all guilty of holding our own level of stigma and prejudice and so if 

you hear a service user express themselves in a very different way in connection with 

that text we are learning about that person … So as soon as you see service users 

respond in a different way it challenges staff, what they’ve normalised really about 

that person … So I think that’s a huge gain actually for staff – to be challenged about 

the person’s humanity and depth … [Staff Member] 

In relation to this perceived benefit to staff from participation in the groups, in two mental 

health services they encouraged other staff members such as healthcare assistants and 

nursing staff to attend the bibliotherapy sessions. Observing a different approach - from a 

person from outside the clinical environment - was considered a positive learning outcome: 

We’d like people to observe how different people can be when they are in those 

contexts and that can challenge staff’s expectations and prejudices about people’s 

limitations.  So it’s really positive modelling from the staff point of view. [Staff 

Member]  
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Social Inclusion 

Bringing the outside in 

Staff members working in the clinical settings spoke of how the bibliotherapists ‘bring the 

outside in’.  Being independent to the hospital or rehabilitation service was perceived as 

positive since the bibliotherapist is viewed differently by service users – as a visitor rather 

than a member of staff. This exposure to somebody ‘who has different expectations’ of 

them enables service users ‘to move outside a sense of familiarity around an inpatient 

setting’.  Having someone who does not know, or ask about, their illness or background has 

the effect of ‘empowering people to say things that they might not usually say’:  

I think that brings a different atmosphere.  People know that the individual comes in 

from outside … it’s part of the fact that that person doesn’t have a clinical 

background, doesn’t have a clinical knowledge of the person … It’s a different 

situation, a different person, a different dynamic. [Staff Member]  

Supporting access 

Bibliotherapists support access to libraries by taking books with them to the groups in the 

mental health settings which is a first step to engaging with the public library. The 

bibliotherapists also help people overcome some of the barriers to library access by 

providing ‘easy access to library cards’, thereby reducing the need for service users to 

supply the required documentation. Some services users subsequently accessed the local 

library to use computers or to take out books.   

Enabling access 

After participating in the bibliotherapy groups held in the clinical settings (the inpatient 

acute wards or rehabilitation unit), some people moved on to the library based groups. Also 

noted by the healthcare staff, several group members mentioned having done so in 

interviews and group discussions. This included a couple who had not particularly engaged 

in the sessions while on the ward, but had then, to the surprise of the bibliotherapist, 

expressed an interest in the library groups. One person, for instance, who had attended a 

bibliotherapy group on one of the wards but without participating, following discharge from 

hospital joined one of the library groups and ‘started talking a lot more’ and ‘even going for 

coffee with one of the other people afterwards’.  

Staff members from two mental health settings commented on the importance of having 

consistency in the facilitator from ward to community. Their familiarity with the 

bibliotherapist helped to enable this transition: 
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.. that is really important in mental health and people do have a lack of self-

confidence and self-esteem and perhaps making that step to walk into a library and 

room full of strangers would just be completely out of the question.  But they have 

already made that link with J and will pop along.  [Staff Member] 

The library based bibliotherapy groups are open to anyone in the community and have been 

successful in integrating people with severe mental health problems. Observing these 

sessions, and in interviews, it was evident that people accessing the groups through mental 

health services felt very much a part of these groups. They were able to be open about their 

personal difficulties and during group discussions other group members responded in a 

supportive and non-judgemental fashion to the discussion of mental health issues. This 

successful integration into the library groups, and the sharing of experiences and coping 

strategies, was believed by one of the bibliotherapists to have a positive impact on reducing 

mental health stigma:  

To be able to say ‘well that was in my past and its nothing to be ashamed of, it’s 

something that happened’ … I think that helps with the stigma as well because 

sometimes people can be visibly ill in that group but the way that the group responds 

… they are seeing that “Fred” obviously isn’t well but ‘I know “Fred” and I know he’s 

fine but he’s just not well now’ … [Bibliotherapist] 

Moving on 

For some, bibliotherapy also led to increased involvement in other reading-related activities 

in the community. Since joining the bibliotherapy project some participants spoke of having 

moved on to volunteering at libraries, visiting other libraries to hear authors read, joining a 

writing group, and starting to use the library by themselves.   

Supporting inclusion 

The bibliotherapists provide support to individuals both within and outside of the sessions 

to encourage and maintain their engagement in the project and moving on to activities in 

the community. This can, on occasion, include an initial one-off home visit to participants 

before they feel ready to join a group, keeping in touch with participants who have been 

admitted to hospital, and keeping in contact by email, telephone and text. Group members 

spoke of this support and its enabling effect during interviews and group discussions. The 

fluid membership of all the groups was considered important by the facilitators and group 

members to enable the continued engagement of participants with mental health problems 

who could, for example, be absent from the project for periods of time and return at a later 

date, being welcomed back with ‘no questions asked’. One of the group members spoke of 

how the support provided enabled her to sustain engagement with the project:  
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She supported me in joining the group, understanding when I was only able to get as 

far as the carpark and never putting me on the spot to voice an opinion … Last year, 

when I was not always able to face taking pubic transport into town … she suggested 

that I send my thoughts via email so that I still felt included and didn’t lose touch. I 

sometimes still struggle with making the decision of what to read if left to my own 

devices but I know that help is only a text, email or conversation away. [Group 

Member] 

Bibliotexting 

The bibliotherapy project is supported by an innovative texting service. Bibliotexting entails 

the bibliotherapist texting a couple of lines of poetry or a quotation from any other text on a 

weekly basis to people who have signed up for this free service.  

Several of the group members interviewed had used the bibliotexting service and they 

expressed positive views on the scheme. The text messages, sent weekly but on different 

days and times, were ‘a nice surprise’. One enthused about the scheme, describing how it 

had been of great benefit and (alongside the group sessions) had ‘kept her going’ during 

periods of ill-health. She mentioned having received texts when she was in hospital and how 

nice this had been. She said the texts challenge her – by the need to interpret the quotation 

– which keeps her mind occupied. Another member agreed the text messages are quite 

obscure which, he said, makes him laugh. 

There is no expectation that participants will respond to the text messages they are sent but 

they sometimes do. These anonymous text responses were examined. Of the 42 responses 

received, 21 expressed agreement with the quotations sent, eight of which suggested 

recipients had been inspired by them, with comments including ‘this will be one I keep to 

refer back on’ and ‘they are full of motivation’. There were three texts indicating the texts 

were a form of support. One participant, in particular, described how the texting service had 

helped him come though his struggle with anorexia: 

… I just wanted to say thank you for the biblio texts, they really helped me get 

through my battle with anorexia, from which I’m fully recovered now. The quotes … 

really helped me through tough times and now I can also see that it’s true. Thanks for 

this wonderful service. 
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What are the key aspects of the bibliotherapy groups that influence 

outcomes? 

The research identified five key aspects of the bibliotherapy project that influence 

outcomes: the literature, the facilitator’s skills and qualities, partnership working and  

engagement of healthcare staff, the environment, and the group. 

The Literature 

The choice of literature 

The choice of literature is crucial and this varies between groups and different individuals. 

While some sessions are based around one book most sessions use a variety of texts and 

sources. These include the reading of passages from books, short stories, poems, news 

articles and humorous quotations and anecdotes. Often the sessions take a themed 

approach with each activity centred around one topic, although still with flexibility to 

wander off in different directions when participants want to. Healthcare staff believed the 

themed approach helps group members concentrate and this approach was also positively 

regarded by the group members interviewed.  

Group members and staff agreed the use of ‘lighter’ literature was effective within the 

mental health settings and the selected texts were always on topics that people could easily 

relate to. In interviews, some group members emphasised the ‘feel good factor’ from 

listening to, and laughing about, humorous texts and poems. While the classics are 

sometimes used, there is no reliance on these and group participants are not guided towards 

classics as an ultimate aim. 

The careful selection of texts to elicit memories was effective. The texts read aloud seemed 

a powerful means of evoking memories of earlier life experiences and enabled participants 

to talk about themselves and reflect on their experiences, leading to discussions about both 

individual and shared experiences as well as wider societal or historical events. These 

conversations were facilitated through sensitively worded questions asked by the facilitator 

but also spontaneously offered by participants. One group member explained that 

discussions often ‘spark off something in somebody else’s memory’ which was ‘very 

valuable’ and in interviews many group members agreed they particularly enjoyed this 

aspect of bibliotherapy.  

Group and staff members appreciated how the bibliotherapists always tailored the reading 

materials to the individuals within each group ‘in a very person centred way’. One of the 

bibliotherapists explained their approach aims to ‘put people at the centre of it rather than 

the literature’. Enabled by their extensive knowledge of literature, and the time taken to get 

     5. The Therapeutic Mechanisms of Bibliotherapy 
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to know the interests, and life experiences, of group members, the way this ‘inspired people 

to want to talk’ about the literature was noted by staff, and appreciated by group members: 

We liked the first session when she came and she asked us what kind of books we 

liked and then the next session she brought a selection of books for us particularly 

tailor-made towards what we had said which was really nice because I hadn’t read 

for a long time and I wanted to start again so she found the books that I needed to 

read which was lovely. [Group Member] 

Consideration is given to the accessibility of texts to ensure inclusivity. Audio books are 

used, for example, in some sessions to enable people with sensory disabilities to engage in 

the sessions, and also sometimes in clinical settings to help with concentration. The texts 

used are usually short. This was important for people with mental health problems and 

those living with dementia since group members would struggle to concentrate on longer 

texts, but these shorter texts still retained the ability to lose oneself in the literature since, 

as noted by one staff member: ‘you can lose yourself for a short length of time and then 

come back and then lose yourself again’.  

The way texts are used 

Unlike traditional reading groups, which may focus on ‘bringing people to literature’ the 

focus of the Kirklees approach (‘bookchat’), a bibliotherapist explained, is ‘using literature as 

a tool’ to promote wellbeing. This involves constantly developing different ways of working 

and, in addition to the reading aloud of a diverse range of texts, the imaginative use of the 

written word through the development of a wide range of interactive activities. These can 

include collective poetry writing or cutting up and reassembling poems, matching book 

covers with corresponding texts, or reading out short quotations or items from social media 

to generate discussion. 

The interactive activities used in the groups trigger much thought and discussion. In the 

mental health settings these activities helped people to focus and engage in the material. 

Also observed by some staff members, during these activities people smiled more, appeared 

more comfortable, and were less withdrawn. Group members also enjoyed listening to the 

reading aloud of texts, however. It is the range and diversity of texts and activities 

incorporated into the sessions that is effective, and this maintains interest. 

Facilitator Skills and Qualities 

There was praise from both staff and group members about the way the sessions were 

facilitated. Describing the facilitation style as ‘gentle’ and ‘soothing’, they spoke highly of 

the bibliotherapists in terms of their knowledge, expertise and personal qualities. Emphasis 

was placed on the role played by these attributes in achieving positive outcomes for service 

users.  
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The extensive knowledge of literature and authors by the bibliotherapists was essential for 

engaging service users in the literature and for responding to the diverse interests of 

individuals and the questions asked. This enabled sessions to be tailored to individuals’ 

interests and capabilities: 

… if anybody has got a particular author or interest she will bring it in.  If we have got 

somebody who doesn’t read very well and we have identified learning needs she can 

recommend literature.  If we have got someone requiring a particular language it’s 

not always possible but she will sign post us in the right direction.  [Staff Member] 

Competence, and interest, in working in mental health settings was considered essential by 

both healthcare staff and bibliotherapists. The evocative nature of literature can stir up 

emotions, and there were some occasions where texts had triggered memories causing 

distress in individuals. The facilitators therefore - with the support of healthcare staff - need 

to be confident in managing what may come up in any session. Healthcare staff emphasised 

the importance of the facilitators having a background in mental health work and believed 

any issues arising were dealt with sensitively and with expertise: 

… Words are emotive and often you think that you are not talking about anybody and 

it might be somebody and J just kind of deals with before, in-between and after really 

... so it is nice really when you get somebody like J who is really cut out for this 

environment and really works well with mental health clients. [Staff Member] 

Essential personal attributes held by the bibliotherapists, as described by staff members, 

were warmth, compassion, friendliness, gentleness, patience and tolerance. Also 

highlighted were their enthusiasm for literature, the work they do, and their sense of 

humour. These qualities created a welcoming and safe environment within which group 

members felt comfortable to contribute their ideas, thoughts and feelings:   

… So they were quite happy to come out with their comments and that was 

something that I think was part of J’s presence … Everybody felt free to be able to say 

what they felt or what they thought ... Whatever anybody felt, it was accepted. [Staff 

Member] 

The sessions were regarded by staff and group members as thoroughly and thoughtfully 

prepared. Paying attention to the choice of literature and topics that people can connect 

with these were tailored to the interests of members. There was mention of the quality of 

the materials used by the bibliotherapists and the wide range of resources they draw upon, 

as illustrated by the following comment by one of the group members.  

I like the fact that J obviously puts in some homework beforehand because she comes 

prepared with books and poetry to read out.  She comes with her quotes and she 
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thinks about making them relevant to something that is happening or whatever, 

whether it is Easter or winter... [Group Member] 

The sessions were structured well and information was clearly presented. The facilitators 

were skilled at guiding conversation, filling gaps in conversation with anecdotes and chat, so 

that conversation flowed and awkward silences were avoided, but without being 

controlling. The facilitators were effective in maintaining interest and working at a pace to 

suit the individuals which varied between the different settings. 

The facilitators engaged all group members in the session by asking questions about the 

text, or about people’s interests or opinions on the topic. While being careful not to put 

people on the spot, questions were sometimes asked to the group and sometimes to each 

person in turn, by name.  

By asking the kinds of questions anyone would have an answer to the discussions were 

inclusive and generated conversation. Group members agreed that everyone had the 

opportunity to contribute at a level they wanted. Also noted by staff, they expressed 

comfort in expressing their views in the group. They attributed this to the skills of the 

facilitator in guiding the conversation ‘but without overpowering it’. Emphasising that the 

groups were non-judgemental, they felt included and valued.  

The vivid and enthusiastic way a text was presented encouraged engagement. Effective use 

of humour promoted the positive atmosphere and served as an ice breaker. They were 

responsive, attentive and flexible so that the sessions were guided by the members’ 

contributions. They demonstrated an ability to ‘think on their feet’ and ‘pull something out 

of the bag’ if the session wasn’t going in accordance to the plan. Comments that were more 

difficult to understand were sensitively paraphrased and expanded on.  

Emphasised by many group members was the lack of pressure to participate in the sessions, 

or to have read a book between sessions. Often with reference to mental health issues this 

was a key factor in them engaging with the project: 

For me when I first joined I was a bit apprehensive because I was expecting a book 

club:  “Go away, read this book and come and talk about it”. I didn’t want that, I 

didn’t want the pressure of having to do that. [Group Member] 

Partnership Working and Staff Engagement 

The role played by healthcare staff from voluntary and statutory agencies in the groups in 

the community and clinical settings varied. Staff members attended sessions so they could 

provide one-to-one support where needed and they helped service users feel comfortable 

attending. Staff presence in the sessions also enabled them to follow up on any issues that 
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come to light in the sessions, for instance where literature evoked distressing memories for 

participants. 

Some were also active participants in the groups. They helped engage service users by 

asking questions, sharing their own opinions, acknowledging if they did not understand a 

poem, and providing positive feedback on service users’ contributions. Their obvious 

enthusiasm added to the positive atmosphere. Drawing upon their knowledge of service 

users’ interests they facilitated the engagement of participants in the discussions but 

without taking over. One staff member described how she perceived her role in the group: 

It’s about me knowing the people, knowing who needs to be drawn in and when to 

throw a comment in to try and act as a bit of a catalyst for a bit more discussion. 

[Staff Member] 

Another staff member from this service noted that healthcare staff co-facilitate the sessions 

which ‘mirrors differences in collaborative approaches’ and demonstrates ‘good partnership 

relationships’. Staff from two mental health services explained how they supported 

continued engagement in bibliotherapy by continuing the theme from a session on weeks 

the group was not held. They also developed the topic within other activities such as in 

writing, art work or other creative activities. They supported and prioritised bibliotherapy, 

having observed the benefits to service users. For example: 

… we plan each week and we prioritise as this is an important activity.  If J can’t make 

it we usually try and do something that is related to a theme to try and keep it going 

as well because it’s important to have that continuity. [Staff Member]   

Staff engagement in the observed sessions was positive, the importance of which for 

positive outcomes for service users was highlighted by the facilitators. There were instances 

in some services where staff had failed to engage as positively. This sometimes followed 

changes in staffing having previously successfully developed a group, and other times when 

there was a lack of understanding by staff of the potential benefits of bibliotherapy. 

Difficulties in establishing groups within some services had been overcome by setting up a 

service level agreement. In others, groups had become ‘unsustainable’. 

There was on the whole a strong degree of commitment to the project by staff members 

allocated to the observed groups, all of whom were said to organise the sessions well, for 

example in supporting attendance at each session. Having dedicated staff involved in the 

project worked well. There was a breakdown in communication within two of the hospital 

environments when the dedicated staff members were absent from work, resulting in the 

scheduled bibliotherapy sessions on a number of occasions being cancelled on the day. 

There were also observations, and reports by staff, of service users, in the services for older 

people, sometimes being encouraged into the groups when they did not want to attend or 
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were unable to engage. This had a disrupting effect, impeding engagement and enjoyment 

of the sessions for all the participants. 

The Environment 

The groups taking part in this study were held in a variety of settings: public libraries, day 

services in the community, a rehabilitation unit and hospital wards. The libraries provided a 

comfortable and informal setting. Groups took place mainly in the main library area, 

typically in one corner of the library, with comfortable chairs and sofas placed around a 

coffee table. The libraries were quiet while the presence of other people wandering around 

the library looking at books was normalising and added to the informality. There was a real 

sense of the groups belonging in the community. This was facilitated by the library staff who 

were friendly and supportive. At one library, for example, one library staff member 

accompanied one of the group participants upstairs to the group. Another library staff 

member, who the members knew by name, came to take the refreshment trolley away, and 

while doing so stopped to have a chat, asking how the session had gone. 

In the community settings the groups were held in an informal, quiet and comfortable 

room. Within each the atmosphere was warm and friendly. One staff member commented 

on adapting the venue to facilitate group dynamics, moving to a smaller, more comfy room 

so as to provide ‘a more intimate setting’ which would be ‘conducive to the atmosphere of 

the group’. The bibliotherapists also commented on the effect the venue can have for the 

group and agreed that smaller, furnished rooms, with better acoustics and less background 

noise worked better. In one setting, for people with dementia, the chairs were laid out 

around the edge of the room. A smaller circle, perhaps with fewer participants, and less 

formal in appearance, might have enabled greater engagement. In addition to difficulties 

concentrating, there were members in the group with hearing difficulties and staff members 

felt it would be hard for them to engage in a conversation in this larger group. 

The three groups delivered in inpatient settings were held in the activity rooms on the 

wards. The activity rooms were pleasant, busy and creative, with artwork scattered around 

the worktops and on the walls, and the staff were friendly and approachable. On one ward 

there were very few interruptions and distractions and when these occurred were managed 

well. On another ward there were frequent interruptions by healthcare staff (not involved in 

the group), with ward round running concurrently to the bibliotherapy group, which 

significantly disrupted the session and reduced the benefits from it.  

The Group Atmosphere and Dynamics 

In the library based groups the atmosphere was warm, friendly and welcoming, with good 

rapport between participants and with the facilitator, much like a group of friends meeting 

up for a social occasion, with conversation and jokes from the start. While for many joining 
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the group had at first been daunting, when participants talked about their first time in the 

group they said they were made to feel welcome. Over time they began to feel more 

comfortable and formed social relationships with other group members. There was a sense 

of ownership among group members. 

Within the library based groups friendships and supportive relationships had formed which 

sometimes extended beyond the group sessions. The healthcare staff involved in the groups 

in both community and clinical settings observed how belonging to a group promotes 

wellbeing and increases confidence. While also highlighting the therapeutic effect of the 

literature, the social aspect of the group – the community that had formed - was 

emphasised by group members, the healthcare staff and the bibliotherapists: 

I think for me it’s coming to the group … and you know talking with other people is as 

important really.  [Group Member] 

… just the whole thing about being in a group and being together. That raises the 

confidence and the self-esteem. [Staff Member] 

Well I think it’s that person thing – the person underneath the illness, the sharing of 

coping skills, sharing of strategies, creating a community in the sessions … 

[Bibliotherapist] 
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The findings from this study point to the overwhelming success of the Kirklees bibliotherapy 

project. A high level of satisfaction was expressed by participants in the way the project was 

delivered and how the groups were facilitated. Regarded highly by all stakeholder groups, 

there is evidence of positive outcomes for both the participants and the healthcare staff 

involved in the bibliotherapy groups. Recommendations are made for furthering 

engagement in the project and extending social inclusion. 

Promoting Mental Health and Wellbeing 

 There were significant outcomes for participants from their participation in the 

bibliotherapy groups. Key outcomes were improved mental health and wellbeing, 

improved social wellbeing, improved confidence and motivation, enhanced 

emotional literacy and improved listening skills.  

 

 Bibliotherapy helps develop coping skills by providing stress relief, helping people 

express their feelings better, building confidence, and by facilitating the 

development of friendships, peer support and the sharing of coping strategies 

between participants. 

 

 Many of the effects of the bibliotherapy groups (such as confidence, skills and 

motivation) were believed to affect other areas of participants’ lives, demonstrating 

a wider reaching and longer term impact from the project. 

 

 There were positive outcomes across diverse groups including older people, people 

living with dementia, and people with mental health problems, including those 

experiencing acute phases of illness requiring inpatient treatment.  

 

 Literature is a powerful tool for evoking memories and feelings, facilitating 

emotional expression, helping people ‘open up’ and getting through to people with 

severe mental health problems.  

 

 The therapeutic effect of literature came from the ‘lulling’ effect of being read to, 

described by healthcare staff as ‘soothing’ and ‘comforting’. Identifying with a 

character or feelings expressed in a book or poem encouraged the getting ‘lost’ in a 

text which alleviated symptoms of depression and helped participants relax. This 

also distracted participants from life circumstances and stressors.  

 

 Compared with reading alone, bibliotherapy involves the sharing of ideas, the 

facilitation of meaningful interactions, and support and guidance within a safe 

     6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
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environment to motivate and enable people with mental health problems to re-

engage with literature.  

 

 An essentially important effect was providing greater insight into service users’ life 

experiences and knowledge, which encouraged healthcare staff to reflect on the 

whole person, not the illness, challenging stereotypes and mental health stigma. 

 

 The Kirklees bibliotherapy project worked effectively across different settings 

(inpatient, rehabilitation, community and library). This was enabled by the flexibility 

of the Kirklees model so that texts and activities are tailored to the individual, and 

the flexible and imaginative use of the written word. Fluidity in the groups was also 

important to enable people with mental health problems to engage in the long term. 

 

 This responsive and flexible model of bibliotherapy could be extended for use with 

other groups which could include, as suggested by one bibliotherapist, people with 

chronic physical health problems with co-existing mental health issues, armed forces 

personnel with post-traumatic stress disorder, and young people with mental health 

problems (for example, using song lyrics). 

Promoting Social Inclusion 

 The successful integration of people from mental health services into libraries 

demonstrates effective practice in the promotion of social inclusion. Largely 

attributable to effective partnership working between the bibliotherapy project 

and healthcare providers, and the attributes of the bibliotherapists, this 

important and effective aspect of the project deserves further development.  

 

 Consideration could be given to the feasibility of holding library based 

bibliotherapy groups in the evenings or weekends to promote further social 

inclusion. One of the participants noted morning sessions may be perceived as 

stigmatising or be off putting to some, since not all members of the community 

would normally attend during the day time. There was also a suggestion for 

groups to be established in more libraries by one staff member to enable more 

service users to attend. 

 

 To further social inclusion, partnership working with healthcare providers could 

be developed further. There was an aspiration by one health provider to explore 

this possibility, for example, in jointly establishing library based groups to enable 

more service users to engage. 
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 Emphasising the benefit to service users from having ‘outsiders’ coming in, staff 

in one of the clinical settings suggested it would be beneficial if other people 

known to the bibliotherapy project (such as visiting poets) could co-facilitate 

sessions from time to time. 

 

 There was a desire by one health provider to establish stronger links with 

libraries and increase access to open events including poetry and book readings, 

creative writing groups, bibliotherapy workshops and conferences, and other 

‘mainstream’ events they might attend with service users. There was an 

identified need for greater accessibility to information by libraries for mental 

health providers about such events to further promote social inclusion.  

Promoting the Engagement of Participants and Staff 

 There were examples of highly effective partnership working between healthcare 

staff and the bibliotherapy project. The healthcare staff involved in the groups, 

perceiving significant benefits from the bibliotherapy groups to both service 

users and to staff members, participated in the groups with enthusiasm, and 

effectively supported service users to engage. 

 

 The effects of the environment on successful delivery and outcomes for 

participants have been discussed in this report. For people living with dementia, 

and including people with sensory disabilities, a smaller group seated in a smaller 

circle may facilitate engagement and improve outcomes for participants. 

 

 Consideration might be given to establishing service level agreements with 

future partners which might include protocols on how service users are 

‘allocated’ to groups, strategies for avoiding interruptions and promoting 

communication between staff members to ensure sessions are supported in the 

absence of dedicated staff.  

 

 The timing of groups is crucial. In the inpatient settings, where feasible, avoiding 

times when ward round takes place would reduce interruptions to the sessions. 

In the dementia services a morning group might be preferable since staff 

believed service users are better able to concentrate and are more motivated to 

engage in the mornings. In one dementia service a change of day was also 

suggested to enable other service users to participate for whom the group may 

be particularly beneficial. 

 

 There are recognised barriers to be overcome in relation to prejudices held by 

staff and service users around ‘bibliotherapy’, ‘literature’ and ‘libraries’. 
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Strategies suggested by the research include engaging service users in the 

preparation of promotional materials and in promotional work, the inclusion in 

materials of quotations by service users depicting personal benefits, and 

increased delivery of participative presentations and taster sessions. Promotional 

work is impeded by resourcing issues affecting staff capacity to attend meetings, 

deliver taster sessions and present at conferences. The potential recruitment of 

bibliotherapy champions was noted.  
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