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Abstract 

The use of bibliotherapy has been one technique used in the counseling process to facilitate a 

client’s insight into their attitudes, behaviors, and moods. Cinematherapy is an offspring of 

bibliotherapy where clients watch specified movies or television shows in order to facilitate 

personal insight. This conceptual article demonstrates the use of three, 21st century movies as the 

therapeutic tool of cinematherapy.  The specific examples provided would be most appropriate 

for clients who are working through depression, externalizing behaviors, or divorce. 
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Cinematherapy: A Creative Intervention in Counseling 

People love watching shows; they watch television, movies, and streaming networks. 

Krantz-Kent (2018) estimates that the average person watches approximately 2.5 hours of 

television per day.  With so many people already watching television media, consideration is 

made to the increased use of cinematherapy in counseling, that is, the use of movie/television 

watching as a therapeutic technique similar to bibliotherapy.  

Bibliotherapy as a Therapeutic Tool 

 Bibliotherapy is defined as “the use of literature in counseling” (Myers, 1998, p. 243). In 

bibliotherapy, literature (in print or creative writing) is used to promote mental health.  The goals 

of bibliotherapy are to offer the client insight either into the therapeutic process itself (such as to 

gain a better understanding of the therapeutic modality used by the clinician) or into the client’s 

concerns through reflection on stories.  Bibliotherapy can be integrated into a client’s process of 

therapy in most therapeutic orientations.  Bibliotherapy has been cited as a beneficial technique 

used within the orientation of Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy (REBT) by assigning 

readings as homework that teach the client about the REBT process (Murdock, 2017.)  Through 

such readings, the therapeutic process is demystified and the client gains a better sense of the 

personal reflection and self-awareness that will facilitate the process.  Clients seeking help from 

a therapist using Reality Therapy may be encouraged to read books written by William Glasser to 

better understand choice theory and relationships (Murdock.)  Therapists working from a 

Feminist Therapy orientation may encourage clients to read books with stories of empowerment 
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to inspire the clients along their therapeutic journey (Murdock.)  In these ways, the use of 

bibliotherapy can be personalized to assist clients in an individualized manner. 

Bibliotherapy is a flexible technique that can be used with individuals, couples, families, 

and groups.  The purpose of the chosen literature is to spark reflection, thought, and imagination; 

the role of the therapist is to guide a discussion about that spark in a meaningful and targeted 

way.  When choosing literature to include in the therapeutic process, it is helpful if there are 

multiple themes and meanings within the text that can relate to the client’s personal situation. For 

example, Koehler (2010) offers the Harry Potter series as selected literature to which individuals 

struggling with grief and loss can relate.  This extensive series has many relatable characters and 

storylines that can help normalize challenging feelings and demonstrate possible coping 

processes. Used appropriately, the client can read the series on their own and the therapist can 

guide the discussion about the client’s experience when reading it, focusing on the storylines that 

are most meaningful to the client. 

The use of bibliotherapy can be effective in changing behaviors, thoughts, and attitudes. 

According to Mehdizadeh and Khosravi (2019), bibliotherapy can help adolescents to build 

imagination and problem-solving skills, as well as build on their thought processing skills.  

Ginns-Gruenberg and Bridgman (2021) address the positive effects bibliotherapy can have on a 

child’s ability to communicate, develop emotional wellness, and enhance social relationships and 

personal strength. As explained in the following sections, bibliotherapy may assist clients 

struggling with depression, externalizing behaviors, and social skill improvement. 

Bibliotherapy with Clients Presenting with Depression 
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Research has demonstrated that using bibliotherapy within the therapeutic process has 

reduced immediate symptoms of depression (Moldovan, Cobeanu, and David, 2013; Pardini et 

al., 2014; Scogin et al., 2014).  Gualano et al. (2017) assert that older adults showed a decrease in 

depressive symptoms long-term as a result of engaging in a therapeutic process which included 

bibliotherapy. Meta-analytic studies have demonstrated that bibliotherapy is effective in reducing 

depressive symptoms in adolescents (eg, Yuan et al., 2018).   

Bibliotherapy with Clients Presenting with Externalizing Behaviors 

          Ginns-Gruenberg and Bridgman (2021) suggests that bibliotherapy is an appropriate 

therapeutic technique for children with externalizing disorders because it allows the child to 

speak about behaviors and alternatives in a non-defensive way. Creative bibliotherapy is the 

guided reading of fiction and poetry relevant to therapeutic needs. Experiencing stories is 

hypothesized to act on the similar tools and techniques as cognitive behavioral therapy. Creative 

bibliotherapy uses a combination of fiction, poetry, and film as treatment for emotional and 

behavioral maladjustment. Although the intervention delivery may differ significantly, the 

serious element is the selection of age and literacy appropriate narrative materials conductive to 

the therapeutic objective at hand (Montgomery & Maunders, 2015). 

  Internalizing and externalizing instability occurs when individuals struggle to make sense 

of or misinterpret their experience of the world around them. Stories have the potential to help 

children find meaning and control social, emotional, and cognitive tasks. Montgomery and 

Maunders (2015) implemented the use of bibliotherapy with children exhibiting both 

internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Internalizing behaviors are described as mood 

disorders such as anxiety, fear, and depression. Externalizing behaviors in this study are 
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described as aggression, attention deficit hyperactivity disorders (ADHD), conduct disorders 

(CD), and oppositional defiant disorder (ODD).  Montgomery and Maunders found that creative 

bibliotherapy was effective both for prevention of and treatment for internalizing and 

externalizing behaviors.  Furthermore, they found that bibliotherapy helped improve prosocial 

behaviors among children and adolescents.   

       Kierfeld et al. (2013) examined the efficacy of a telephone-assisted, parent-administered 

behavioral intervention using bibliotherapy in families with preschool children that have 

externalizing problem behavior. The families were randomly broken up into either the treatment 

group or the untreated waitlist control group. The intervention consisted of reading an 11-chapter 

self-help book accompanied by 11 weekly telephone consultations. The treatment group showed 

significant decreases in parent-reported externalizing and internalizing child problem behavior 

and dysfunctional parenting practices. Parents also reported less parenting-related strains and 

decreases in parental depression, anxiety, and stress (Kierfeld et al.). The results suggest that 

telephone-assisted self-administered parent training is an effective alternative to more intensive 

forms of behavioral family intervention for preschool children with externalizing problem 

behavior. Telephone-assisted self-administered behavioral family intervention in the form of 

bibliotherapy has the potential to reduce children’s problem behavior and to improve parenting 

strategies and parental well-being.  

Lavigne et al. (2007) showed that when bibliotherapy was an effective treatment for 

children with externalizing behaviors when accompanied by therapist-led sessions to help guide 

parental involvement with the intervention. Conversely, bibliotherapy without parental guidance 

and involvement showed no significant effect (Lavigne et al.).  Both studies (Kierfeld et al., 
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2013; Lavine et al., 2007) indicate that therapist guidance is an important component for the 

successful use of bibliotherapy. 

Bibliotherapy with Clients Working on Social Skill Improvement 

         Bibliotherapy has been used with children and adolescents to help navigate through social 

conflict (eg, Heath, Smith, & Young, 2017). McCann, Cotton, and Lubman (2017) found that 

bibliotherapy can be effective at improving social communication skills among individuals with 

first episode psychosis.  Pardeck (1996) asserted self-help books are useful for adults to improve 

their social skills in the areas of parenting, relationship maintenance, and personal growth. 

          Combining bibliotherapy with psychodrama is an effective approach when used with 

young children who are struggling with social skills, ADHD, and ODD.  Walters (2017) found 

the use of acted-out literature (such as acting out fairytales including Jack and the Giant 

Beanstalk, Cinderella, Billy Goats Gruff, or Goldilocks) helped children heal through the 

creation of emotional distance between the individuals and their concerning behaviors. With that 

new emotional space, the children were able to process past trauma and develop new roles and 

resilience. The use of the literature also helped children to experience role expansion and develop 

social skills. For example, by acting out Cinderella children expressed issues of dealing with 

abusive parents, abandoning parents, divorce or separating parents, and sibling rivalry.  

As previously mentioned, the selection of the books by the therapist is a key ingredient to 

efficacy.  The books chosen for bibliotherapy must have components that will be relatable by the 

client. For example, the book Dinosaur’s Divorce: A Guide for Changing Families and The Boys 

and Girls Book about Divorce were written for children who are experiencing their parents 

getting divorced (Pardeck, 1996). They include topics such as, the reason families experience 
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divorce, what happens after divorce, how children feel during a divorce, what living in a one-

parent family is like, and how to tell friends about the divorce. 

Cinematherapy as a Therapeutic Tool 

Cinematherapy is a creative technique used in counseling that is a contemporary spin on 

traditional bibliotherapy.  Similar to bibliotherapy, the goals of cinematherapy are to help clients 

process emotions, increase perspective taking, and assist the client in problem solving (Berg-

Cross et al, 1990.) Cinematherapy can help the client build a greater trust in the therapist-client 

relationship; it can help a client develop insight into thoughts, feelings, and behaviors which they 

have not yet explored through reflection on the character development or stories in a movie; and, 

cinematherapy can help the client facilitate communication as well as shed light on alternative 

life options (Berg-Cross et al.)  Cinematherapy can be used to improve character strength in the 

client and increase wellness (Niemiec, 2020) . 

Films can teach adolescents about many experiences in life. According to Slyter (2012), 

when counselors are selecting a film to use with their client for cinematherapy, the film must be 

relevant to the client’s situation, be appropriate for their age, have a positive message, be 

engaging, and match the values of the client. A film following these qualities can be beneficial in 

the client’s coping and learning of life events that may be distressing.  

 Ballard (2012) focuses on using cinematherapy in family counseling, specifically when 

the family is changing developmentally. Transitioning from one stage to another can be 

confusing and difficult for some families. This difficulty can lead to issues in communication. 

Utilizing film can increase understanding and awareness between family members during these 

difficult times. Movies allow problems to be discussed in a non-direct way. It can assist 
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individuals in explaining their feelings, and it can assist individuals in understanding the feelings 

of their partners or family members. Individuals using this style of counseling may feel less 

defensive discussing a character’s feelings as opposed to discussing their own, personal feelings. 

They can be more open to learning and gaining insights and understanding. As in bibliotherapy, 

movies and characters must be relatable to the family members and their experiences. Ballard 

(2012) explains that “optimism and the hope of healing are often present in movies, showing 

couples and families that they are not alone, and that others have experienced and persevered 

through all kinds of trials and tribulations” (p. 146). Cinematherapy can provide greater 

understanding, openness, comfort and reassurance in difficult situations. 

In a study by Marsick (2010), three individuals used cinematherapy to determine the 

results and potential benefits. Participants, who were adult children of divorced parents, engaged 

in six 50-minute sessions using films. They were asked about their feelings and experiences 

afterwards. Marsick found that cinematherapy can help individuals improve coping skills when 

characters are relatable. All participants found cinematherapy to be helpful for coping. 

Statement of Purpose 

Niemiec (2020) described four approaches to the implementation of cinematherapy 

within the therapeutic process: First, Niemiec explains the steps of linking the film choice and 

the film use to specific character attributes according to a “formal approach”. The client views 

the film between sessions and the thoughts, feelings and perspectives the client experiences as a 

reaction to the film are discussed in session. Secondly, the therapist may “spontaneously” discuss 

a movie which relates to an experience the client is explaining in the moment. In this case, the 

therapist may even pull up a clip from the movie on YouTube to better illustrate the message.  
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Third, a therapist may suggest that they watch a short movie or a scene from a movie “together” 

with the client in session. This approach takes planning to ensure the therapist has chosen a scene 

that is relatable and appropriate to the client and the scene is ready to be viewed.  Fourth, 

Niemiec describes how cinematherapy can be used as “homework only.” In this case, the 

therapist has preemptively chosen the film to be viewed and guides the client to observe specific 

aspects of the movie or character relationships.   

This article builds on the “homework only” approach shared by Niemiec (2020) by 

offering specific movie examples with accompanying guiding questions. As research has 

demonstrated the importance of therapist involvement in the use of bibliotherapy (e.g., Kierfeld 

et al., 2013; Lavine et al., 2007), it is necessary for the therapist to have involvement in the use 

of cinematherapy as a therapeutic tool. This paper presents specific guiding questions to 

accompany current movies as a way for the therapist to be integrated into the movie viewing and 

movie reflection process in order to solicit meaningful engagement in the exercise. 

The therapeutic process would include the counselor proposing a relevant movie to the 

client as well as reviewing the guided questions before watching the movie. If agreeable, the 

client would watch the movie as homework between sessions. In the subsequent session, the 

counselor would carefully review the questions again, allowing the client to reflect on the movie 

and their reactions. 

Intervention Examples 

Cinematherapy Example: Depression in Adults 

The movie Helen (2010) directed by Sandra Nettelbeck, tells the story of Helen (Ashley 

Judd) who struggles with depression.  Helen comes from a loving family and has a good career.  
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She has not been through trauma; Helen presents as a woman who experiences debilitating 

depression without a defined “cause.”  She is an appropriate example of the significant impact 

depression has on a person’s well-being.  Through Helen’s quiet and solitary moments and the 

interactions she has with her husband, David (Goran Visnjic), the viewer watches the challenging 

journey of living with and recovering from depression. Table 1 gives exemplar questions that can 

be used to guide the client while watching the movie and facilitate the therapeutic session after 

watching the movie.  

Table 1. Helen (2010)  Therapeutic Process Questions 

Cinematherapy Example: Social Skill Development in Adults 

1. We see at the beginning of the movie that Helen has trouble sleeping so she gets up to 
play the piano in the dark. How often does your depression interrupt your sleep? What 
do you do when that happens?

2. After Helen has a hard time in her class, her husband comes to see her sitting in the car.  
Helen hides her emotion with a smile. When have you covered your depression with a 
smile? How did it make you feel to hide your feelings?

3. Helen tells David that “it has nothing to do with you.” Then she apologizes. When have 
you apologized for your depression?

4. Helen looks scared when she meets with the doctor in the hospital. How intimidating is 
it to ask for help?

5. Helen’s lack of communication about her depression becomes a central feature in the 
problems with her first husband and with David. When have you had trouble 
communicating about your depression? What was it like to be vulnerable and talk about 
your experience?

6. Helen attempts suicide, is hospitalized, and then goes through commitment 
proceedings. How did it affect you to watch that?

7. At the end of the move, Helen’s friend, Matilda, commits suicide. How did watching that 
impact you? 

8. Helen’s daughter motivated her to get intense treatment with ECT. What are the motivational 
forces in your life?
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The movie The Work (2017), directed by Jairus McLeary and Gethin Aldous, is a 

documentary of the therapeutic process and reflections of male prisoners. This demonstrates the 

power of group therapy through the prison system. This movie could be appropriate for men with 

antisocial tendencies or with adolescents with severe acting out behaviors. This movie opens the 

therapeutic conversation to the issues of contentment, adrenaline seeking, family impact, and 

suicidal ideation.  Watching the inmates in the movie explore their own emotional experiences 

could allow the client space to be vulnerable and make way for personal insight development.  

Table 2 offers exemplar questions that can be used guide the client while watching the movie and 

facilitate the therapeutic session after watching the movie.  

Table 2: The Work (2017) Therapeutic Process Questions 

1. Where are you in your life right now? Are you content? Are you looking for fun and 
excitement? 

2. What do you think about the guy who said he was about having fun and was stealing when 
he was 18 years old and now he is 39 and has been in prison for 19 years?

3. About 17 minutes into the movie, one inmate says he wants to feel vulnerable. He does not 
want to fear his feelings. How can you relate to this? When are times when you feel 
vulnerable?

4. On Day 1 “check out”, one man says he judges. He “can’t not judge.” When are times when 
you “can’t not judge”?

5. Day 2 started with discussions of the participants’ relationship with their parents. What was 
your early relationship with your parents like? What is your earliest memory? 

6. In day 2, the counselor facilitates an intervention where a group of men hold Brian down 
while Brian fights against them in an exercise of “letting energy out.”  What was your reaction 
when you saw that?  Were you uncomfortable?  Do you ever feel that you have that kind of 
energy when you want to fight the world? What do you do with that energy? 

7. On Day 3, the inmate talks about the pain of not seeing his son any longer and he 
contemplates suicide.  Have you ever felt as though the pain was so intense that you thought 
about suicide?
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Cinematherapy Example: Navigating through Divorce 

The Marriage Story (2019) is a relatable story of how two adults come to amicable terms 

following divorce and a custody dispute.  Directed by Noah Baumbach, Marriage Story portrays 

the ending of a once seemingly perfect marriage between Nicole (Scarlett Johansson) and 

Charlie (Adam Driver). This movie could be appropriate for clients who are in any stage of the 

separation/divorce process. This movie allows the client to relate to the position of either of the 

main characters and process the feelings, thoughts, and behaviors that they experienced when 

contemplating separation, when going through a litigious divorce, and when settling into the 

post-divorce life. Table 3 gives exemplar questions that can be used to guide the client while 

watching the movie and facilitate the therapeutic session after watching the movie. 

Table 3. Marriage Story (2019)  Therapeutic Process Questions 

8. If you were to look at yourself as a child, what was the thing that you needed at that young 
age that would have changed your path? What was your deepest need?

9. On Day 4, Brian instigates Dark Cloud by calling him “gentle.” When were times in your 
life when you have provoked someone else in order to avoid facing your own feelings? 

10. On the Day 4 “check out,” one inmate says he loves the adrenaline rush. When are times 
when you seek the adrenaline rush?  What do you do to get that adrenaline rush?  When has 
that gotten you into trouble?

1. How can you relate to the task of  Charlie and Nicole writing things that they loved 
about each other before beginning the litigious process of divorce?

2. Nicole appears cold toward Charlie when he is trying to talk things out in the beginning 
of the movie, but then she cries to herself in her bedroom.  When were times when you 
hid your emotion in the separation process?  How did that impact you?

3. (If the client has children): Nicole felt a need to be closer to her son when going 
through the divorce.  How has your relationship with your children changed since 
going through the separation/divorce?
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Discussion 

Research has demonstrated that cinematherapy is a useful therapeutic tool to promote 

mental health (e.g., Berg-Cross et al., 1990). This therapeutic tool can be used either in session 

with the counselor or between sessions as homework. This article exemplifies how three, 21st 

century movies can be used to assist the therapeutic process of adults who are working through 

depression, externalizing behaviors, and divorce.  Having “go to,” updated movie selections with 

guiding questions for clients with various presenting problems is valuable for clinicians. 

The guiding questions to support the use of the movie Helen help a client self-reflect on 

their symptoms.  For example, awareness of sleep patterns, as depression often manifests with a 

symptom of too much or disrupted sleep patterns, opens the conversation to improvement in this 

area.  The questions about hiding depression with a smile or other nonverbal language also 

brings awareness to behavioral patterns.  When the client identifies times in life when they hide 

4. How have your extended family members responded to your decision to divorce? Are 
they supportive or critical of your choices?

5. Nicole suggests having second thoughts about the course of her marriage.  Have you 
had any second thoughts or regrets about your separation/divorce?

6. Nicole said that she wants to approach the divorce in a way where she and Charlie 
“could remain friends.”  How do you relate to this approach?  Was your separation/
divorce amiable, hostile, or neutral?

7. What have you learned about yourself and your own unique qualities before and after 
the separation?

8. Charlie seemed blind-sided when he was served with divorce papers. Seeing the 
divorce in black-and-white print can be different than talking about it. What was your 
reaction to the divorce papers? 

9. After the ugliness of court, Nicole and Charlie get to a place of kindness and amiability. 
Can you imagine that for yourself and your ex-partner? What would that look like? 
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their depression or apologize unnecessarily, they may be able to expand on this topic in a way 

that may lead to them to identify areas in life where they want to behave more authentically.    

Additionally, the guiding questions accompanying Helen explore feelings of fear and 

vulnerability around seeking help for depression.  Whether the client has been in counseling for a 

while or is new to counseling, there still may be feelings of fear, guilt, and shame that need to be 

addressed.  

The DSM-5 states, “The possibility of suicidal behavior exists at all times during major 

depressive episodes” (2013, p. 167).  With such relevant possibility, viewing movie scenes where 

the main character has a suicide attempt, is hospitalized, and undergoes commitment hearings is 

likely to trigger feelings that should be carefully explored.  In fact, it may even be appropriate for 

the clinician to safety plan with the client for the time when the client is watching the movie 

between sessions to ensure stability and care.  Finally, the discussion of the movie should 

conclude on a positive note, reflecting on factors which may be motivating for the client to seek 

and maintain a journey toward positive change.  

The movie The Work opens with a discussion of the desire to have fun.  When working 

with clients with a history of criminal behaviors, it is important to acknowledge the different 

activities which bring a sense of fun or thrill.  Opening a discussion with this movie allows the 

client a space to speak freely about the activities with brings them feelings of happiness or 

excitement, even if those activities are not socially acceptable.  Furthermore, guided questions 

assist the clinician to move through difficult topics such as vulnerability, judgmental attitudes, 

energy management, and even suicidal ideation.  When a client watches a documentary type 

movie, such as The Work, they are not simply watching characters on a screen tackle hypothetical 
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scenarios, but rather, they are watching real humans sort through deeply felt emotions and face a 

history of real life choices.  

Finally, the movie Marriage Story helps untangle the complex web of feelings 

experienced in a divorce.  It is challenging to transition from the history of loving a partner and 

combining lives to separating from that partner and rebuilding individuality.  Relating to a 

character’s verbal and nonverbal actions in a movie such as Marriage Story allows a client to 

emote and gain insight into their own experience in a divorce.  The guiding questions challenge 

the viewer to reflect on the degree of depth they want to have with their ex after the divorce, 

questions about regrets or second chances, and questions about custody if children or pets are 

involved in the separation.   Additionally, the movie sets an ideal for what could be in the client’s 

future at a time when the client may be overly present focused or in a negative thinking pattern. 

Future Directions 

More awareness of cinematherapy is encouraged in the counseling field.  Future research 

could report on affectual changes experienced as a result of engagement in cinematherapy in the 

areas of reduced depression, improved social communication and improved social interactions. 

Additional research could share more examples of modern films that would be appropriate for 

clients with various presenting problems.  Having a portfolio of films and guiding questions at 

hand would be relevant for busy clinicians who want to use this technique with a variety of their 

clients. 
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