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Abstract:

In today’s fast-paced and digitally driven world, university students often experience high levels of psychological
distress. The increasing academic pressures, social expectations and personal challenges they face contribute to
mental health concerns. It making crucial to explore effective ways to support their well-being. This study aims
to assess with survey-based analysis, the impact of literature on the mental health of university students of the
selected universities in Pakistan with focusing on anxiety, depression and stress level. The study examines
literature reader vs non-reader students and their self-reported mental health outcomes. The study focus on
standardized psychological scales of (Spitzer 2006), (Kroenke 2001), and (Cohen 1983). The research employs
statistical techniques to explore the relationships between reading frequency, comparison and psychological well-
being. The research aim to determine whether reading literature have a statistically significant positive effect on
reducing psychological distress. Findings from the study may inform educational mental health initiatives,
suggesting that literary engagement must be integrated into well-being programs to support student’s mental
health. The paper concludes with recommendations for future research on the role of literature in therapeutic
settings and its broader implications for mental health support on educational campuses.

Keywords: Effect of Literature, Literature Readers vs. Non-Readers, Psychological distress,
Social Media and Mental Health, Standardized Psychological Scale, Therapeutic use of
Literature.
INTRODUCTION

The increasing academic pressures, social expectations, and personal challenges student
face contribute to mental health concerns, making it crucial to explore effective ways to support
their well-being. One potential yet often overlooked method of alleviating psychological
distress is engagement with literature. As a result, it has become essential to explore effective
and accessible methods to support the well-being of students. Among these methods,
engagement with literature, specifically bibliotherapy, has emerged as a potential intervention.
Bibliotherapy refers to the use of books and narratives to promote emotional healing and
psychological well-being (R. Johnson 2020). This practice has long been acknowledged for its
ability to provide emotional relief, encourage self-reflection, and offer an escape from the
demands of daily life (Thomas 2018). While there has been growing interest in the therapeutic
potential of literature, particularly as a non-invasive and accessible tool for improving mental
health, empirical research on its direct impact on university students' psychological distress
remains limited (Williams 2021). Previous studies have demonstrated that reading can alleviate
stress and contribute to emotional well-being (Adams 2019). But few have focused specifically
on the context of university students.
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Moreover, there is a need to better understand how bibliotherapy compares to other mental
health interventions, especially given the increasing prevalence of psychological distress
among young adults. This study aims to examining the role of bibliotherapy in mitigating
anxiety, depression, and stress among university students in Rawalpindi and Islamabad,
Pakistan. Through a comprehensive survey-based evaluation (Jones 2022), this research will
explore whether students who engage in literary activities experience lower levels of
psychological distress than those who do not. Using well-established psychological scales such
as (Spitzer 2006) the Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7), (Kroenke 2001) the Patient
Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) and (Cohen 1983) the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), the study
will offer a quantitative assessment (Miller 2021) of the psychological benefits of literary
engagement. In doing so, the study seeks to contribute to the growing body of research on the
therapeutic potential of literature for mental health, specifically in the context of contemporary
university life.

1.1 Definition of Bibliotherapy:

Bibliotherapy can be defined as the use of books to help people solve problems.
Precisely stated, bibliotherapy is a family of technique for structuring interaction between a
facilitator and a participant based on mutual sharing of literature (Pardeck 1989). The idea of
healing through books is not a new one--it can be traced far back in history, from the days of
the first libraries in Greece (Schofield 1982).

1.2 Problem Statement:

Reading has long been recognized for its ability to provide emotional relief, promote
self-reflection and serve as an escape from daily stressors. Bibliotherapy, which involves the
use of books and stories to support mental health, has gained attention in recent years as a non-
invasive and accessible intervention. However, while previous research has explored the
benefits of reading in general, there is still a need for empirical evidence on its specific impact
on university student’s mental health in contemporary era.

This study aims to bridge this gap by examining whether students who engage in
reading literature experience lower levels of anxiety, depression and stress compared to those
who do not. By using well-established psychological scales, this research seeks to quantify the
psychological effects of literary engagement. Additionally, it compares the mental health
outcomes of literature readers versus non-readers who spend their leisure time on alternative
activities such as social media browsing etc. If reading literature proves to have a significant
positive impact on psychological well-being, universities may consider incorporating literary
engagement into mental health programs. As a result, this research contributes to the broader
discussion on innovative and accessible ways to support student’s mental health, providing
insights into how literature can serve as a therapeutic tool in academic settings.

1.3 Research Objectives:

To examine the impact of reading literature on reducing anxiety, depression, and stress among
university students

To compare the mental health outcomes of literature readers versus non-readers

To explore whether literary engagement can serve as a potential mental health support strategy
in educational settings

1.4 Research Questions:

1.

2.

How does reading literature impact the levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among
university students in Islamabad?

Is there a significant difference in mental health outcomes between literature readers and non-
readers?

Can literary engagement be an effective tool for reducing psychological distress compared to
other leisure activities, such as social media usage?
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1.5 Significance of the Study:

Mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and stress are increasingly prevalent
among university students, affecting their academic performance, social interactions, and
overall well-being. This study seek to explores literature as a potential tool for improving
mental health, offering a non-invasive, accessible and cost-effective approach to psychological
well-being. By comparing the mental health outcomes of literature readers and non-readers,
this research provides empirical evidence on whether literary engagement can serve as a
protective factor against psychological distress. The findings may inform university
administrators, educators and mental health professionals about the benefits of integrating
literature into student well-being programs. Furthermore, this study contributes to the growing
field of literary therapy, reinforcing the idea that reading can be more than just an academic
activity. It can also be a form of mental and emotional support. The insights gained from this
research would encourage the incorporation of literature into counseling strategies, self-help
initiatives and campus-wide mental health interventions. At the end of the day, the study
highlights the broader implications of reading in fostering emotional resilience, providing an
alternative to digital distractions and promoting mental health among students in higher
education settings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Bibliotherapy, the practice of using literature as a therapeutic tool to address
psychological distress, has gained significant attention in recent years. The core idea behind
bibliotherapy is that engaging with specific books or narratives can help individuals manage
emotions, reflect on personal struggles, and enhance psychological well-being (Gerrity 2018).

Brooks (2019) explored that literature serves as a mirror to our emotional experiences,
which can promote greater self-awareness and emotional processing. In its most common form,
bibliotherapy is used to alleviate anxiety, depression, and stress by providing individuals with
an emotional outlet through literature. It allows individuals to explore their thoughts and
emotions within the context of a narrative, offering both relief and insight.

Watson (2017) shows that reading not only provides an escape from reality but also
facilitates emotional release and the development of coping strategies. The psychological
impact of bibliotherapy lies in its ability to provide comfort, perspective and emotional healing.
Through stories and characters, individuals may find themselves reflected, which can help
reduce isolation and foster a sense of shared experience. Bibliotherapy is also recognized for
its non-invasive nature, making it a low-cost and easily accessible intervention for mental
health support (Smith 2019).

Benton (2018) Talks about the act of reading itself has been proven to offer several
psychological benefits, particularly in the realm of relaxation and stress reduction. Studies
show that reading, especially for leisure, helps individuals disengage from the daily pressures
of life and provides a mental break. A study by (Liu 2017) found that reading for just six
minutes can reduce heart rate and muscle tension, effectively lowering stress levels. Moreover,
reading allows individuals to immerse themselves in a different world, providing an escape
from real-life challenges and offering emotional relief. This process not only reduces stress but
also helps in promoting relaxation, thereby contributing to overall mental well-being.

Benton (2018) highlights about reading has been found to activate the parasympathetic
nervous system, which is responsible for calming the body and mind, thus fostering a state of
relaxation. Bibliotherapy also helps individuals regulate their emotions and develop greater
self-awareness. By providing exposure to different emotional situations and coping
mechanisms, bibliotherapy offers valuable insights for managing stress, anxiety and
depression.
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Watson (2017) explained that the psychological impact of bibliotherapy can be
understood through several established psychological theories. One relevant framework is
cognitive-behavioral theory, which posits that individuals' thoughts, emotions, and behaviors
are interconnected. When engaging with literature, readers are often exposed to different ways
of thinking and behaving, which may encourage them to reframe their own thoughts and
cognitive processes. From a behavioral perspective, bibliotherapy offers an opportunity for
behavioral activation by encouraging individuals to engage with texts and reflect on their
responses to the material. This process can activate a range of behaviors, from increased
introspection and emotional expression to behavioral changes like seeking social support or
practicing self-care. The impact of literature on mental health has been widely studied, with
significant findings regarding its role in alleviating symptoms of anxiety, depression, and
stress.

Johnson & Adams (2021) demonstrated that reading narrative literature led to
decreased symptoms of depression and increased positive affect among participants. The
therapeutic effects of bibliotherapy have been shown to occur both through passive reading,
engaging with stories for relaxation and through active engagement with texts that are
specifically designed to address emotional challenges (Jordan 2020). In particular,
bibliotherapy has been found to be effective in treating stress, especially among students and
individuals in high-pressure environments.

A study by Brooks (2019) revealed that university students who engaged in
bibliotherapy exhibited lower levels of perceived stress and reported improved emotional
resilience. On the other hand, the relationship between bibliotherapy and contemporary mental
state has been unexplored in context of South Asian countries, particularly higher studies
student’s mental well-being in Pakistan. It further require to explore especially in contemporary
academic settings in Pakistan.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study employs quantitative analysis to ensure a systematic and objective evaluation
of the potential benefits of literature in reducing psychological distress among university
students.

3.1 Research Design:

This study employs a quantitative research design to assess the impact of literature on
the psychological well-being of university students in Pakistan. A comparative, correlational,
and cross-sectional approach is used to analyze differences between literature readers and non-
readers while exploring the relationship between reading frequency and mental health
outcomes.

3.2 Sample Population:

The target population were 200 male and female participants in total from selected
institution in Pakistan. Those includes: International Islamic university Islamabad, Pakistan
and University of Wah, Wah Cantt, Pakistan. A Stratified random sampling technique is used
to ensure diversity in gender, academic disciplines and reading habits.
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3.3 Data Collection Methods:

A structured survey questionnaire is used to collect self-reported data on students
reading habits and mental health status. Standardized psychological scales is utilized to
measure levels of anxiety (GAD-7), depression (PHQ-9) and stress (PSS).

3.4 Data Analysis Techniques:

Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) to summarize reading habits and
mental health scores. Independent t-tests to compare psychological distress levels between
literature readers and non-readers. Correlation analysis to assess the relationship between
reading frequency and mental well-being. Regression analysis to determine the predictive
impact of literary engagement on mental health outcomes.

3.5 Standardized Psychological Scales:

I.

I1.

I11.

Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7 (GAD-7): The GAD-7 is a screening tool developed by
Spitzer, Kroenke, Williams & Lowe (Spitzer 2006) in the work of ‘A brief measure for
assessing generalized anxiety disorder’ to assess the severity of generalized anxiety disorder
symptoms. It includes seven items that are based on DSM-IV diagnostic criteria for generalized
anxiety disorder.

Patient Health Questionnaire 9 (PHQ-9): The PHQ-9 is a nine-item self-report tool designed
by Kroenke, Spitzer, & Williams (Kroenke 2001) in the work of ‘Validity of a brief depression
severity measure” to screen for and assess the severity of depression. It is widely used in
clinical and research settings for its effectiveness and brevity.

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS): The PSS is designed by Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein
(Cohen 1983) in the work of “A global measure of perceived stress” which is a widely used
measure to assess the degree to which situations in one's life are appraised as stressful. It
includes questions about how unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded respondents find
their lives.

3.6 Ethical Consideration:

This study follows strict ethical guidelines to ensure participant safety, confidentiality and
voluntary participation. Informed consent is obtained and all responses are anonymized to
protect privacy. Participants have the right to withdraw at any time without consequences. The
study avoids any potential harm and psychological support resources are available if needed.
Data is securely stored and used solely for research purposes. By maintaining integrity and
objectivity, the study ensures fairness and transparency in its findings.

289



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273
ISSN P:2709-8265

o JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL (JALT)
JOURNAL OF APPLIED Vol.9.No.1 2026

LINGUISTICS AND
TESOL

FINDINGS

4.1 Descriptive Statistics: Demographics of the Sample

The study sample consisted of 200 university students from two prominent universities
in Pakistan, with a gender distribution of 60% female (120 participants) and 40% male (80
participants). The age of the participants ranged from 20 to 27 years, with a mean age of 23.5
years, providing a diverse yet focused demographic suitable for examining psychological well-
being during the typical university years. The sample included students from various academic
disciplines: Engineering, Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences. A breakdown of academic
levels revealed that 65% of participants were undergraduates, while 35% were postgraduates.
This diversity in academic fields and levels offers a broad perspective on how bibliotherapy
could impact students across different disciplines.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics

Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Gender Male 80 40%
Female 120 60%
Academic Level Undergraduate 130 65%
Postgraduate 70 35%
Enrollment Status Full-time 150 75%
Part-time 50 25%

The majority of participants (75%) were full-time students, reflecting the academic
pressures most students face in full-time studies. The remaining 25% were part-time students,
who, due to employment commitments, might have a different experience of academic stress
and well-being. This division in full-time and part-time enrollment further strengthens the
study's comprehensive understanding of mental health among a varied student population.

4.2 Summary of Reading Habits

The study found that 70% of participants engaged in literature reading regularly, with
reading frequencies ranging from 3 to 5 times per week. In contrast, 30% of participants were
classified as infrequent or non-readers, with only 10% reading once or twice a month. The
preferred genres of reading material indicated that most students (65%) read fiction, followed
by non-fiction (25%) and academic texts (10%). This shows that university students in Pakistan
predominantly engage with literature for personal enjoyment, rather than academic enrichment.

Table 2: Reading Habits

Variable Category Percentage
Reading Frequency Regular Readers 70%
Non/Infrequent 30%
Type of Reading Fiction 65%
Non-fiction 25%
Academic 10%
Purpose of Reading Relaxation 80%
Mental Health Support 65%

A significant 80% of readers reported that they read primarily as a means of relaxation,
which highlights the therapeutic potential of reading as a coping strategy. Additionally, 65%
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of respondents considered reading an essential part of their mental health management,
underscoring the perceived psychological benefits of engaging with literature. This finding is
particularly noteworthy as it suggests that students themselves recognize the positive impact of
literary engagement on their well-being, aligning with the theoretical foundations of
bibliotherapy.

4.3 Overview of Mental Health Scores: Anxiety, Depression, and Stress

Mental health was evaluated using three standardized psychological scales: the
Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7 (GAD-7), the Patient Health Questionnaire 9 (PHQ-9), and
the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS). The mean anxiety score (GAD-7) was 11.2 (SD = 4.5),
indicating moderate levels of anxiety among the sample. Similarly, depression levels, as
assessed by the PHQ-9, averaged at 12.3 (SD = 5.2), which also represents moderate symptoms
of depression. Stress levels were relatively higher, with an average PSS score of 22.5 (SD =
6.7), suggesting that many students in the sample experienced significant perceived stress.

Table 3: Mental Health Scores

Scale Mean Standard Deviation
Anxiety (GAD-7) 11.2 4.5
Depression (PHQ-9) 12.3 5.2
Stress (PSS) 22.5 6.7

A deeper analysis revealed that 40% of participants reported moderate to severe
anxiety, 35% experienced moderate to severe depression, and 50% had high levels of perceived
stress. These statistics are consistent with the broader global understanding of university
students facing substantial mental health challenges, particularly in high-pressure academic
environments.

4.4 Correlation Analysis: Relationship between Reading Frequency and Mental Health

Correlation analyses were performed to examine the relationship between reading
frequency and mental health outcomes. The results revealed a significant negative correlation
between reading frequency and anxiety (r =-0.42, p <0.01), suggesting that students who read
more frequently reported lower levels of anxiety. This aligns with existing literature on
bibliotherapy, where reading is often posited as a means to alleviate stress and anxiety by
providing psychological detachment from daily pressures.

Table 4: Correlation Results

Variables R-value Significance
Reading vs Anxiety -0.42 p <0.01
Reading vs Depression -0.38 p <0.05
Reading vs Stress -0.28 p <0.05

Similarly, a negative correlation was found between reading frequency and depression
(r = -0.38, p < 0.05), indicating that more frequent readers were less likely to experience
depressive symptoms. While the correlation with stress was weaker (r=-0.28, p <0.05), it was
still statistically significant, indicating that frequent readers also experienced less perceived
stress. These findings collectively suggest that increased engagement with literature is
associated with better mental health outcomes, particularly concerning anxiety and depression.
4.5 Comparative Analysis: Reader vs Non-Reader

To compare the mental health scores of readers and non-readers, an independent t-test
was conducted. The results revealed significant differences between the two groups. Readers
reported significantly lower anxiety levels (M = 10.2, SD = 4.3) compared to non-readers (M
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= 14.3, SD = 5.1), t(198) = -6.8, p < 0.01. Similarly, readers exhibited lower levels of
depression (M = 11.1, SD = 4.8) than non-readers (M = 14.5, SD = 5.6), t (198) =-5.5, p <
0.01. Stress levels were also significantly lower among readers (M =21.2, SD = 6.1) compared
to non-readers (M =24.7, SD =7.2),t(198) =-4.3, p <0.01.

Reading Frequency

Non-readers

Regular readers

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

These findings underscore the protective effect that regular reading may have on mental
health, as readers consistently reported better psychological well-being across all measures—
anxiety, depression, and stress. This supports the hypothesis that bibliotherapy can serve as an
effective tool for alleviating mental distress among university students.

4.6 Regression Analysis: Predictors of Mental Health Outcomes
Table 5: Regression Analysis

Outcome Variable Predictor Beta (B) Significance
Anxiety Reading Frequency -0.32 p<0.01
Depression Reading Frequency -0.28 p <0.05
Social Support -0.20 p <0.05
Stress Reading Frequency -0.25 p <0.05
Academic Workload 0.18 p <0.05

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to identify key predictors of anxiety,
depression, and stress among the participants. For anxiety, reading frequency was found to be
a significant predictor (f = -0.32, p < 0.01), accounting for 16% of the variance in anxiety
scores. This further corroborates the earlier findings from the correlation analysis, suggesting
that regular reading can significantly alleviate anxiety.

Mental Health Comparison

Non-readers

Readers

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Stress Depression M Anxiety

In terms of depression, both reading frequency ( =-0.28, p <0.05) and perceived social
support (B = -0.20, p < 0.05) were significant predictors, together explaining 14% of the
variance in depression levels. This highlights the combined role of both personal engagement

292



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273
ISSN P:2709-8265

JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL (JALT)

JOURNAL OF APPLIED Vol.9.No.1 2026

LINGUISTICS AND
TESOL

with literature and social support networks in managing depressive symptoms. For stress,
reading frequency (p = -0.25, p < 0.05) was again a significant predictor, alongside academic
workload (B = 0.18, p < 0.05), which explained 18% of the variance in stress scores. This
finding suggests that while bibliotherapy can help reduce stress, academic workload remains a
strong contributing factor to perceived stress, warranting further investigation into how
academic pressures could be mitigated alongside interventions like bibliotherapy.

The analysis of the data reveals a consistent and robust relationship between literature
engagement and improved mental health outcomes among university students. Regular
reading, particularly of fiction, was found to be a protective factor against anxiety, depression,
and stress. Furthermore, students who read regularly reported lower levels of psychological
distress compared to those who did not engage with literature, supporting the potential of
bibliotherapy as a low-cost, accessible intervention for mental health support on university
campuses. The predictive power of reading frequency, alongside other factors like social
support and academic workload, offers a nuanced understanding of how students can benefit
from literary engagement. These findings have practical implications for university mental
health programs, suggesting that the incorporation of bibliotherapy into well-being initiatives
could enhance student mental health and academic performance.

DISCUSSION

The findings provide substantial empirical support for the positive association between
engagement with literature and improved psychological well-being. This section discusses
these findings in relation to existing literature, theoretical implications, contextual relevance,
and practical applications. The results of the study indicate that students who engage in regular
reading report significantly lower levels of anxiety, depression, and stress compared to non-
readers. The negative correlations between reading frequency and mental health indicators
suggest that reading may serve as a protective factor against psychological distress. These
findings align with the theoretical premise of bibliotherapy, which posits that engagement with
literature facilitates emotional processing, cognitive restructuring, and psychological escape.

Additionally, one plausible explanation for these findings is that reading, particularly
fiction, allows individuals to immerse themselves in alternative realities, thereby providing
temporary relief from personal stressors. This cognitive distraction may reduce rumination,
which is commonly associated with anxiety and depression. Furthermore, exposure to diverse
characters and narratives may foster empathy, self-reflection, and problem-solving skills,
which contribute to improved emotional regulation. The regression analysis further reinforces
the importance of reading frequency as a significant predictor of mental health outcomes. Even
after accounting for other variables such as social support and academic workload, reading
remained a statistically significant factor. This highlights the independent contribution of
literary engagement to psychological well-being.

Moreover, the findings of this study are consistent with previous research that has
demonstrated the therapeutic benefits of reading. Studies in the field of bibliotherapy have
shown that structured and unstructured reading interventions can reduce symptoms of anxiety
and depression. The observed relationship between reading and reduced stress levels also aligns
with prior research suggesting that reading can lower physiological stress markers and promote
relaxation. The preference for fiction observed among participants supports existing literature
that emphasizes the role of narrative engagement in enhancing emotional intelligence and
psychological resilience. Fiction often allows readers to identify with characters, experience
emotional catharsis, and gain new perspectives on their own challenges.

However, the relatively weaker correlation between reading and stress, compared to
anxiety and depression, suggests that stress may be influenced by additional external factors
such as academic workload and time constraints. This is further supported by the regression
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findings, where academic workload emerged as a significant predictor of stress levels. Thus,
while reading contributes to stress reduction, it may not fully mitigate stress arising from
structural or environmental pressures.

Furthermore, the findings of this study are particularly relevant in the context of
Pakistani universities, where mental health resources are often limited and stigma surrounding
psychological issues remains prevalent. In such settings, bibliotherapy offers a cost-effective,
accessible, and culturally adaptable approach to mental health support. The high percentage of
students who reported reading for relaxation and mental health management indicates an
existing inclination toward self-help strategies. This suggests that integrating bibliotherapy into
university support systems could be both feasible and well-received. For instance, university
libraries and counseling centers could collaborate to develop curated reading programs aimed
at promoting mental well-being. The diversity of the sample, including students from different
academic disciplines and levels, enhances the generalizability of the findings within the
Pakistani higher education context. However, cultural factors such as language preferences,
reading accessibility, and educational background should be considered when designing
bibliotherapy interventions.

CONCLUSION

The present study provides meaningful insights into the role of bibliotherapy in
addressing psychological distress among university students in Pakistan. The findings of the
study has demonstrated that engagement with literature is significantly linked to improved
psychological well-being, thereby underscoring its potential as a supportive mental health
strategy within academic environments. Moreover, the results indicate that students who read
regularly tend to experience comparatively lower levels of emotional distress. This
relationship, supported by correlation, comparative, and regression analyses, suggests that
reading not only functions as a recreational activity but also contributes to emotional regulation
and cognitive resilience. In addition, the identification of reading frequency as a significant
predictor of mental health outcomes further strengthens the argument for its inclusion in well-
being initiatives. Furthermore, the study highlighted the relevance of contextual factors such
as academic workload and social support, which interact with individual habits in shaping
mental health experiences. Consequently, while bibliotherapy emerges as a beneficial practice,
it should be viewed as part of a broader, multifaceted approach to student well-being. From a
practical perspective, these findings offer valuable implications for higher education
institutions. Specifically, universities may consider integrating structured and unstructured
reading programs into their mental health frameworks. Likewise, promoting a culture of
reading through institutional support systems could foster healthier coping mechanisms among
students. Nevertheless, certain limitations must be acknowledged. The cross-sectional design
restricts causal interpretation, while reliance on self-reported data may affect the precision of
the results. The study emphasizes that literary engagement, when encouraged and facilitated
effectively, can serve as a valuable tool in enhancing psychological well-being among
university students. Therefore, future research should adopt longitudinal and experimental
methodologies to further validate and expand upon these findings.
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