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Use of Bibliotherapy for Depression
in Pediatric Cancer Patients
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Summary: In this article, we discuss the use of bibliotherapy for depression in pediatric cancer patients, to attract
attention to the importance of this method, overlooked by most health professionals. Cancer in children and adolescents
is one of the most serious health problems worldwide. There is a subgroup of children with cancer at increased risk for
anxiety and depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder. Psychosocial providers offer a wide range of psychothera-
peutic interventions to pediatric cancer patients and their families. Bibliotherapy (also referred to as book therapy or
reading therapy), a form of psychotherapy, involves using any text to improve physical, social, mental, and spiritual
health, through reading, discussing, and facilitating a better understanding. Studies have shown that bibliotherapy is
effective in reducing symptoms of depression in children, adolescents and adults. Bibliotherapy is also effective in
decreasing symptoms of depression in adult patients with cancer; however, to the best of our knowledge, no study has
been reported about use of bibliotherapy for depression in pediatric cancer patients. Therefore, we strongly recommend
that randomized controlled studies should be conducted on the use of bibliotherapy for depression in children and
adolescents with cancer.

Keywords: bibliotherapy; child; adolescent; cancer; depression

Osszefoglalds: Tanulmdnyunkban a biblioterdpia alkalmazdsdt tdrgyaljuk dagnatos betegségekben szenvedd gyerekek
depresszidjdnak kezelésében. Egyben felhivjuk a figyelmet ennek a mddszernek a fontossdgdra, amelyet a legtobb egész-
ségiigyi szakember figyelmen kiviil hagy. A gyermekek és serdiilék daganatos betegségei vildgszerte az egyik legstilyo-
sabb egészségiigyi problémdit jelentik ebben a korosztdlyban. Az onkologiai betegségben szenvedd gyermekek egy alcso-
portjdndl fokozott a szorongds, a depresszio, valamint a poszttraumds stressz-zavar kialakuldsdnak kockdzata. A pszi-
choszocidlis elldtdsban a pszichoterdpids beavatkozdsok széles skdldja kindlhato a daganatos gyermekek és csalddjaik
szdmdra. A biblioterdpia (mds néven olvasdsterdpia vagy konyvterdpia) a pszichoterdpia egy formdja, amely magdban
foglalja bdarmilyen szoveg felhaszndldsdt a fizikai, szocidlis, mentdlis, spiritudlis egészség javitdsdra olvasds, megbeszélés
és a jobb megértés elbsegitése révén. Tanulmdnyok kimutattdk, hogy a biblioterdpia hatékonyan csokkenti a depresszio
tiineteit gyermekeknél, serdiil6knél és felnotteknél. A biblioterdpia hatdsos lehet a depresszio tiineteinek csokkentésében
felnért onkoldgiai betegeknél, ugyanakkor legjobb tudomdsunk szerint kevés adat dll rendelkezésre gyermekekre vo-
natkozéan. Javaslatunk szerint randomizdlt-kontrolldlt vizsgdlatokra van sziikség a biblioterdpia alkalmazdsdrol da-
ganatos gyermekek és serdiilék kezelésében.

Kulcsszavak: biblioterdpia; gyerek; serdiild; daganatos betegség; depresszio

Introduction

Cancer is one of the leading causes of death
among children and adolescents worldwide;
approximately 280,000 children ages 0-19 are
diagnosed with cancer each year. In high-income
countries, more than 80% of children with
cancer are cured, but in many low- and middle-
income countries, the cure rate is about 20% (1).
Children with cancer and survivors of childhood
cancer may experience intense stress, severe
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anxiety, symptoms of depression, post-traumatic
stress disorder, social and psychological impair-
ment, low self-esteem, inhibited and withdrawn
behavior, behavior problems, excessive somatic
complaints, academic difficulties and surroun-
ding frustration, peer relationship difficulties,
and worries about the future in relation to career
and relationships (2). Anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress disorder are frequent in
children and adolescents with cancer, with
pooled prevalence rates of 13.92%, 20.43%, and
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20.90%, respectively (3). Akimana et al. (4) re-
ported 26% children and adolescents with cancer
had major depressive disorder: 64.8% had mild
depression, 33% had moderate depression 2.2%
had indicating severe depression.

Psychosocial providers offer a wide range of
psychotherapeutic interventions to pediatric
cancer patients and their families. The inter-
vention offered most often to pediatric patients
with cancer, caregivers, and siblings, at every stage
of treatment, was psychoeducation (41.7-48.8%).
Evidence-based interventions, including cogni-
tive behavioral therapy (56.6%) and mindfulness-
based interventions (57.9%) were reported to be
frequently used with patients (5). Bibliotherapy
(also referred to as book therapy or reading the-
rapy), a form of psychotherapy, involves using
any text to improve physical, social, mental, and
spiritual health, through reading, discussing,
and facilitating a greater understanding (6).
Herein, we discuss use of bibliotherapy for dep-
ression in pediatric cancer patients to attract
attention to the importance of bibliotherapy,
overlooked by most health professionals.

Bibliotherapy for Depression
in Cancer Patients

Psychotherapy provides essential coping mecha-
nisms and strategies for children who are diag-
nosed with cancer, as they experience the extra-
ordinary burden of physical, emotional, and
mental strains. Seven themes emerged in hos-
pitalized children with cancer throughout an
integrative systematic review as follows: (a) mo-
difications to intervention; (b) developmental
stage; (c) health, physical, and cognitive limi-
tations; (d) emphasis on pain; (e) scheduling
and space; (f) multidisciplinary team; and (g)
social isolation (7). While many medical advan-
cements have been made within the past few
decades, progress related to psychotherapy for
pediatric cancer patients has not been commen-
surate, evidenced by the limited current litera-
ture (7).

Research has shown promise in the effective-
ness of cognitive-behavioral interventions for

children with cancer, parents, siblings, and the
family as a whole, which include teaching effec-
tive coping strategies for children, targeting social
skills development, group therapies alleviating
sibling emotional and behavioral problems, and
improving overall and long-term family functio-
ning via family therapy (2). Kong (7) identified
features for cost-effective and appropriate
psychotherapeutic treatment included shorter
timeframe, flexible administration, portability,
and comprehensible techniques in hospitalized
children with cancer.

Bibliotherapy is a therapeutic approach emplo-
ying books and other forms ofliterature, typically
alongside more traditional therapy modalities,
to support a patient’s mental health. Bibliothe-
rapy can be practiced in either individual or group
therapy sessions, or without the guidance of a
therapist at all. Bibliotherapy is inexpensive and
easy to apply. Thus, it may be particularly useful
for patients short on time, those with limited
funds, or those whose mental health concerns
are mild to moderate (8).

Specific books, self-help books, storybooks,
allegorical stories, storytelling, and texts in the
holy books of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
are included in the notion of bibliotherapy (9).
Selecting the appropriate book for a particular
child is a two-step process. The initial step is to
assess the child’s developmental level, his/her
coping response, and the attitude of his/her
parents. Having identified the child’s primary
concern, a book or story can be selected with
that theme and a story line likely to engage the
child’s interest (10).

Bibliotherapy is effective in reducing symp-
toms of anxiety and depression in children,
adolescents and adults (11-16) Banki et al. (13)
reported that bibliotherapy was effective for de-
tachment anxiety and depression in 6 to 8-year-
old children of divorced parents. Bibliotherapy
produced both statistically and clinically signi-
ficant improvements in depressive symptoms in
adolescents experiencing mild and moderate
depressive symptomatology (14) Stice et al. (15)
reported that cognitive-behavioral bibliotherapy
reduced initial symptoms and risk for future
depressive episodes in high-risk adolescents
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with elevated depressive symptoms, although
both supportive expressive therapy and cogni-
tive-behavioral bibliotherapy also produce
intervention effects that persist long term. They
concluded that indeed, cognitive-behavioral
bibliotherapy emerged as the least expensive
method of reducing risk for future episodes of
depression (15). A large meta-analysis showed
that at posttreatment, bibliotherapy was signifi-
cantly more effective than the control conditions
in reducing the symptoms of depression or
anxiety in children and adolescents. Bibliothe-
rapy has been more effective in depressive ado-
lescents. Bibliotherapy did not have statistically
significantly more all-cause discontinuations
than controls (16). Books recommended for
children and adolescents with mild to moderate
symptoms of depression is shown in Table 1.

Table 1

There are numerous studies showing that bib-
liotherapy is effective for anxiety and depression
in adult cancer patients. Nine original studies
concluded that bibliotherapy is beneficial for
adult patients with cancer. Bibliotherapy reduced
levels of anxiety and depression and improved
coping skills in cancer patients (17). However,
to the best of our knowledge, no study has been
reported about use of bibliotherapy for depres-
sion in pediatric cancer patients in the literature.
Recently, Yu et al. (18) explored the emotional
healing process of adolescents with cancer who
received interactive bibliotherapy. Adolescents
primarily engaged in identification, empathizing
with protagonists and recalling personal expe-
riences. They underwent catharsis, releasing
negative emotions and fostering positivity (18).

Recommended some books for children and adolescents with mild to moderate symptoms of depression

Asher J: Thirteen Reasons Why. New York: Razorbill; 2017.

Doerrfeld C: The Rabbit Listened. New York: Dial Books; 2018.

O AW =

Published; 2017.

Burns DD: Feeling Good-The New Mood Therapy. New York: Harper Audio; 2017.
Cardi A: The Chance You Wont Return. Somerville, MA: Candlewick; 2014.
Cook J: Blueloon: A Picture Book About Managing Depression. Chattanooga, TN: National Center for Youth Issues; 2012.

Domowski P: Brianna and the Blue Monster: A Cognitive Behavioral Story for Children with Depression. Chicago, IL: Independently

7. Draper SM: Tears of a Tiger (Hazelwood High Trilogy). New York: Atheneum Books for Young Readers; 2013.
8. English translation. Mustafa Khattab. The Clear Quran. Book of Signs Foundation, Bolingbrook IL; 2023.

9. Ford MT: Suicide Notes: A Realistic Portrayal of Teen Suicide and Recovery. New York: HarperCollins; 2019.
10. Frankl VE: Mans Search for Meaning: Young Adult Edition. Boston, MA: Beacon Press; 2017.

11. Halpern J: Get Well Soon. New York: Square Fish; 2009.
12. Hubbart JR: Try Not to Breathe. New York: Viking; 2012.

13. Irwin C, Evans DL, Andrews LW. Monochrome Days: A First-Hand Account of One Teenagers Experience with Depression. Oxford:

Oxford University Press; 2007.

14. Jacob J. Taking in The Good Based Bibliotherapy. Gurgaon: Partridge; 2017.

15. Jenkins AM: Damage. New York: HarperCollins; 2009.
16. John G: Will Grayson, Will Grayson. London: Penguin; 2012.

17. Jones L: The Princess and the Fog: A Story for Children with Depression. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers; 2015.
18. Jones TL: Silhouetted by the Blue. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2011.
19. Lamb-Shapiro J: The Hyena Who Lost Her Laugh. New York: Childswork/Childsplay; 2001.

20. Lazowski A: Dark Cloud. Toronto: Kids Can Press; 2023.

21. Levine Q, Brent D: Eight Stories Up: An Adolescent Chooses Hope over Suicide. Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2008.

22. Lucado M: You Are Special. Derby, UK: Candle Books; 2005.

23. Malcolm D: Meh: A Story About Depression. Cleveland: Thunderstone Books; 2015.

24. McNamara A: Lovely, Dark and Deep. New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers; 2013.

25. Nursi BS: From the Risale-i Nur Collection. A Guide for Youth. Tempe, AZ: Nur Publishers; 2010.

26. Quick M: Sorta Like a Rock Star. New York: Little, Brown Books for Young Readers; 2011.

27. Rosen M: Michael Rosens Sad Book. Somerville, MA: Candlewick; 2005.

28. Rumi J: The Masnavi of Rumi. Book One. A New English Translation with Explanatory Notes. Alan Williams (Translator).

London: I. B. Tauris; 2020.

29. Sales L: This Song Will Save Your Life: A Novel. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2013.

30. Schumacher J: Black Box. New York: Random House Children’s Books; 2008.

31. Seung-Hwan J: When | Dont Know What | Want. Dasan Books, Gyeonggi; 2020.

32. Teasdale J, Williams M, Segal Z: The Mindful Way Workbook: An 8-Week Program to Free Yourself from Depression and Emotional

Distress. New York: The Guilford Press; 2014.
33. Tomlinson R: A Blue Kind of Day. New York: Kokila; 2022.

34. Vizzini N: It’s Kind of a Funny Story. Los Angeles: Disney Hyperion; 2010.

35. von Sky L: Sadly the Owl. Chicago, IL: Silk Web Publishing; 2015.

36. Wolitzer M: Belzhar. New York: Dutton Books for Young Readers; 2014.
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Conclusions

Cancer in children and adolescents is one of the
most serious health problems worldwide.

There is a subset of children with cancer at
increased risk for anxiety and depression, and
post-traumatic stress disorder. Studies have
showed that psychotherapeutic interventions
are effective at reducing anxiety and depressive
symptoms as well as improving quality of life in
pediatric patients with cancer.

Bibliotherapy, as old as human history and
aform of psychotherapy, is acceptable, feasible,

References

1. International Childhood Cancer Day 2024. Pan 6. CAKSEN H:
American Health Organization. World Health
Organization. Americas Region. [Internet].
[updated 2024; cited 2024 Sep 12]. Available
from: https://www.paho.org/en/campaigns/
international-childhood-cancer-day-2024 7. KONG D:

Use of bibliotherapy in children and
adolescents with cancer. J Pediatr Hematol
Oncol, 2024; 46:e479-e480.

valuable, and inexpensive tool for depression in
children, adolescents, and adults. Bibliotherapy
is effective in decreasing symptoms of depression
in adult patients with cancer; but, no data in
pediatric cancer patients. Therefore, we strongly
recommend that randomized controlled studies
should be conducted on use of bibliotherapy for
depression in children and adolescents with
cancer. These studies will fill the gap in the litera-
ture and make a great contribution to healthcare
professionals, pediatric cancer patients, and
their parents.

13. BANKI Y, AMIRI S, ASADI S:
The study of the efficacy of bibliotherapy
in detachment anxiety and depression of
children of divorced parents. Clin Psychol
Pers, 2009; 7:1-8.

Effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy 14. ACKERSON J, SCOGIN F,

2. Examining the psychological impact of
childhood cancer. American Psychological
Association [Internet]. [updated 2023; cited
2024 Sep 12]. Available from:
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/

versus therapeutic play for hospitalized
children diagnosed with cancer: an integrative
systematic review (doctoral dissertation).
Malibu, Pepperdine University, 2023.

MCcKENDREE-SMITH N, LYMAN RD:
Cognitive bibliotherapy for mild and moderate
adolescent depressive symptomatology.

J Consult Clin Psychol, 1998; 66:685-690.

cancer-psychological-impact 8. Bibliotherapy. Psychology Today (Internet). 15. STICE E, ROHDE P, GAU JM, WADE E:

(updated 2023; cited 2024 Sep 12). Available
from: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/
therapy-types/bibliotherapy

3. AL-SAADI LS, CHAN MF, AL-AZRI M:
Prevalence of anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress disorder among children
and adolescents with cancer: a systematic 9. CAKSEN H:
review and meta-analysis. ] Pediatr Hematol
Nurs, 2022; 39:1140-1131.

4. AKIMANA B, ABBO C, 10. FOSSON A, HUSBAND E:
Bibliotherapy for hospitalized children. South
Med ], 1984; 77:342-346.

BALAGADDE-KAMBUGU J,

NAKIMULI-MPUNGU E:

Prevalence and factors associated with

major depressive disorder in children and 1
adolescents at the Uganda Cancer Institute.

BMC Cancer, 2019;19:466.

—

5. FAIR C, THOMPSON A, BARNETT M,
FLOWERS S, BURKE J, WIENER L:
Utilization of psychotherapeutic interventions 12. GENGELIS:
by pediatric psychosocial providers. Children
(Basel), 2021; 8:1045.

2017; 58:49-58.

2023.

Effects of reading Mesnevi on children with
depression and anxiety disorders (specialty
thesis). Konya, Necmettin Erbakan University,

Efficacy trial of a brief cognitive-behavioral
depression prevention program for high-risk
adolescents: effects at 1- and 2-year follow-up.
J Consult Clin Psychol, 2010; 78:856-867.

Use of bibliotherapy in patients with depression. 16. YUAN S, ZHOU X, ZHANG Y ET AL:
Psychiatr Danub, 2024; (forthcoming).

Comparative efficacy and acceptability of
bibliotherapy for depression and anxiety
disorders in children and adolescents:
ameta-analysis of randomized clinical trials.
Neuropsychiatr Dis Treat, 2018; 14:353-365.

. GUALANO MR, BERT F, MARTORANA M ET AL: 17. MALIBIRAN R, TARIMAN JD, AMER K:
The long-term effects of bibliotherapy in
depression treatment: Systematic review of
randomized clinical trials. Clin Psychol Rev,

Bibliotherapy: Appraisal of evidence for
patients diagnosed with cancer. Clin ] Oncol
Nurs, 2018; 22:377-380.

18. YU TY, WU TJ, JOU ST, LEE CY, SHEIH CS,
CHEN CW:
Examining the emotional healing process
through bibliotherapy in adolescents with
cancer: A qualitative descriptive study.
Eur J Oncol Nurs, 2024; 71:102653.

HUSEYIN CAKSEN

e-mail: huseyincaksen@hotmail.com

257



