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Bibliotherapy: a tool for practitioners to assist adolescents with 
chronic disease management 

Pam Harvey, Monash University 

‘Medicine for the mind’ 

Bilbiotherapy, or the use of books to heal, dates back to Ancient Greece where a sign above a library read 
“The Healing Place of the Soul”. The first documented use of bibliotherapy as an intervention was in 1840 
(Afolyan) and it appeared in a published article in 1916. In the 1930s, psychologists began to use 
bibliotherapy as a therapeutic intervention that gained momentum into the 1980s. The use of books as a 
strategy to helping people, however, is not confined to the realm of psychology. Florence Nightingale read 
to her patients believing in the value of healing words. Asthma educators and therapists working with 
young children use books as a way of introducing hospital or illness to the newly diagnosed. But how is 
bibliotherapy used in the day to day practice of a clinician with adolescents as their clients? 

Research outcomes 

A research project into the use of bibliotherapy for adolescents with chronic illness in secondary schools 
was conducted by a community physiotherapist as part of her Master in Education (Research) studies. 
School nurses, welfare co-ordinators, teacher librarians and psychologists were interviewed—as those 
most closely involved with students in a school setting—to determine their use of books as a strategy in 
their management ‘toolkit’. Participants responded with a variety of useful strategies, from utilising non-
fictional textual resources to fictional books to assist adolescents in their chronic illness ‘journey’. The use 
of books depended on the personal engagement style of the clinician rather than their occupation. The 
setting of the school was another factor, with senior students (those in the last two years of secondary 
school) being seen as having ‘less time’ to engage with other books because of their already heavy 
workload.  

Bibliotherapy in the clinician’s toolkit 

The use of stories as a management tool to assist adolescents with chronic illness issues is a device that 
could be utilised by more clinicians who like to work creatively with their clients. What books to use, 
however, needs careful research. Specifically written non-fiction texts are often available from illness-
specific foundations, but fictional text requires a more individualised selection process. Literacy 
organisations compile ‘lists’ of contemporary books into categories of ‘issues’. The clinician’s job would 
then be to judge whether the strategy of bibliotherapy—as an adjunct to other therapeutic interventions—
would suit their client’s understanding and needs. 
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