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Abstract

Reader’s advisory, helping library patrons find books to read based on their prior read-
ing preferences, is a common endeavor for most librarians. Bibliotherapy, using books
to promote healing, is a special kind of reader’s advisory. This article traces the ori-
gins of these two concepts and examines their underlying assumptions. It addresses
the process through which stories may aid in healing and the process librarians should
follow if they decide to engage in bibliotherapy. It concludes that librarians must
know the difference between advising and counseling on both a professional and per-
sonal level and that they should be wary of letting the power inherent in the reader s
advisory role endanger their professionalism.
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Once, many years ago, a young couple was walking through the forest on a
warm, misty morning. They were very much in love and would stop occasionally
on their walk to hold each other and look into each other’s eyes...oh, how their eyes
glowed. On one such moment, a cool breeze stirred the mist, and it parted, reveal-
ing a gypsy caravan, and an old woman crouched by the fire, stirring a large kettle.
“Let’s go have our fortune told by that old gypsy,” said the young man. The girl
agreed, hesitantly. They approached the old woman and waited for her to acknowl-
edge them. “So, it’s a fortune you want from me, is it?” asked the old woman,
“Very well! As you wish. Come inside.” The old gypsy picked up her great kettle,
climbed the three steps into her caravan, and disappeared inside. The two lovers
followed more slowly.

Inside the caravan was a marvelous chaos: books, herbs, pots and pans, and
clothing were strewn all around. The old woman was sitting by a small table on
which she had placed the kettle. “Come children,” she said, “sit down.” As they
did, the gypsy began muttering under her breath and waving her old hands gently
through the steam from the kettle. Slowly, the steam began to glow, dimly at first,
then brighter and brighter, until a picture began to form in the vapor.

Pictured there was another couple, also very much in love, dancing through a
field of flowers and holding hands, their laughter echoing from the surrounding
hillside.
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Then the old woman waved her hands through the steam a second time, and the
image changed.

There was the same couple, older now, with two children crying in the back-
ground. Their mood had changed; they were arguing. Then their tempers flared
and they began to shout...

A third time the old gypsy waved her hands, and again the image altered.

The old couple were sitting in rocking chairs across a small carpet, glaring at
each other, silent, bitter, alone together.

Then the old woman quietly muttered again, and the steam coalesced, colors
running into colors and forming rainbow drops that fell like tears onto the table.

The young woman looked at her lover, then turned to the old woman with tears
in her eyes. “Old mother,” she cried, “oh, must it be so?” “No child,” replied the
old woman, a gentle smile crinkling her cheeks. “I said I would tell you a fortune,
not your fortune. This is the tale of two people who loved so deeply that they
vowed never to let their love change; but change it must!” Then she reached out
and took one young hand in each of her weathered ones. “Children,” she said,
“pbe gentle with your love, keep an open heart to its changes, look for your love in
new ways and unexpected places. Remember, the acorn looks little like the mighty
oak it becomes.”

And with that, the old gypsy stood up and ushered the two out of her caravan.
They walked off into the forest, the mist folded in behind them, and the caravan
vanished. There they stopped and held each other tightly. When they searched each
other’s eyes, they found there, a deeper radiance.

This is a story similar in many ways to the folktales found in every
library collection. It is a cautionary tale, yet one to which many people can
relate. It is the kind of story therapists might use with patients who are strug-
gling in their marriage or with a young couple in marital counseling, allow-
ing them to experience the emotions of the story characters without having
to live through the actual situation. It is, quiet simply, a healing story, and it
might very well be the kind of story a librarian would recommend to a
patron who liked this kind of tale.

One of the principal transactions that occurs in libraries is the reader’s
advisory(RA) transaction in which librarians help readers find appropriate
books — usually fiction— based on past experience and ongoing discus-
sions with the readers about their reading preferences and histories. While
similar in many ways to the reference interview and the information-seeking
process, the RA transaction is perhaps even more difficult as it seeks to
probe, not a specific information need, but a more nebulous and often intan-
gible feeling about books, genres, and subjects. Similar issues surround
both: ineffable desires, uncertainty, a perceived gap in the patron’s knowl-
edge, and an inability to move forward toward a desired state of comfort and
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knowledge. Add to this an overlay of therapeutic intervention, and the situa-
tion becomes eminently more complex. As librarians work with emotionally
troubled patrons where the reading need is more than recreational, are they
simply promulgating good or “appropriate” books, or are they involved in
the more complex, dangerous, and potentially life-altering process of heal-
ing?

The term “reader’s advisory” comes, etymologically, from the two root
words “read,” and “advise”. “Read” can be traced back to the Sanskrit
word radh meaning “to succeed or to accomplish”, while “advise” may be
traced back to the Latin word videre meaning “to see”. Combining these
two yields “to succeed in seeing”, a most appropriate origin for this
process. In the RA transaction, the librarian uses questions, paraphrasing,
and suggestions to begin to “see” the hidden wishes of the patron; he teases
out of the patron her preferences, past reading experiences, and current read-
ing practices to form a “picture” of the patron’s reading habits. With this
picture in mind, the librarian then recommends several books that will com-
plement this picture (either by following the picture’s design or sometimes
by contrasting it to add new shades or textures). The desired end result is
that the patron then “sees” the trends in her reading habits, “sees” the
way(s) in which the recommended book fits into the picture, and leaves feel-
ing as though the transaction has moved her forward in her reading life. The
RA transaction then, is the act of rendering visible the patron’s internalized,
prior reading experience,' and a successful transaction becomes, quite liter-
ally, a “successful seeing” by both librarian and patron.

This process, when conjoined with emotionally helpful (i.e., healing or
therapeutic) motives on the part of the librarian, becomes “bibliotherapy”.
First used by Christopher Morley in 1920%*in his book, The Haunted
Bookshop, bibliotherapy can be defined as “a form of supportive psy-
chotherapy in which carefully selected reading materials are used to assist a
subject in solving personal problems or for other therapeutic purposes.”
Etymologically, the word bibliotherapy derives from two Greek words: bib-
lio meaning “book” and therapia meaning “healing”, in short, “books for
healing”. There are, however, two possible types of bibliotherapy: hygienic,
or that meant to retain health, and therapeutic, or that meant to regain health.
Most of the literature on bibliotherapy addresses the latter of these possibili-
ties, as the effect of literature on the maintenance of health is exceedingly
difficult to document. Bibliotherapy, then, can be considered a particular
form of reader’s advisory.

The concept of reader’s advisory (and therefore also bibliotherapy) rests
on a variety of assumptions, the most fundamental — and obvious — of
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which is that people can direct others to good or appropriate materials.
Without this assumption, the entire process of book recommendation is
impossible. An assumption more specific to bibliotherapy is that reading can
be psychologically and emotionally “good for you”. Combining these two
assumptions yields the principle that people can lead others to materials that
are good for them, and it is at this level that one of the primary dangers of
bibliotherapy lies. While the reader’s advisor suggests what the patrons say
they want, the bibliotherapist suggests what he thinks the patrons may need.
At issue here is the librarian’s professional competence, as he may be quali-
fied to recommend books but not qualified to diagnose the need.

There are also some less obvious assumptions, without which bibliother-
apy is impossible. These assumptions are:

% We know what we like.

* We know why we like it.

« We can express that opinion in words.

% We can communicate it so others understand and feel our intentions.

* We are willing to be directed in our reading.

+ We trust the advisor’s judgment.

Analyzing these assumptions reveals the content, the process, and the atti-
tudes necessary for successful “seeing” of the patron’s reading need. The
content of the transaction includes the patron’s “likes”, “opinions”, and
“intentions”. These are the data from which librarians construct the picture
mentioned previously. The process involves asking “what” and “why” and
learning to “express or communicate” our “understandings” and our “feel-
ings” about our reading. Perhaps most important, however, are the attitudes
with which to approach the transaction: “willingness” and “trust”.
Librarians may have abundant knowledge of their collections, but without
the patron’s willingness to be led and a trusting relationship (that develops
over time and with continued success), neither reader’s advisory nor biblio-
therapy is possible. It is, then, incumbent upon the librarian who chooses to
practice bibliotherapy — as it is with any therapeutic intervention — to
establish this relationship of trust first.

Once trust has been established, the recommendation has the chance of
being accepted, and the materials may be read by the patron. What is it that
causes the healing process, and how does it unfold? The literature on biblio-
therapy is divided into two conflicting opinions. The librarians’ perspective
is that the true healing occurs when the reader interacts with the story during
the reading process; hence, they feel confident in leaving readers to the pri-
vacy of their reading interaction. Therapists, on the other hand, tend to
believe that healing occurs primarily during the discussion that ensues
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between therapist and patient. This division falls precisely along lines of
professional competence: librarians place the emphasis on their training in
materials and recommendation, while therapists focus on the debriefing and
psychological exploration that is their forte. Both opinions are valid, as the
truth is most likely that the reader’s interaction with the text begins the psy-
chological exploration of self, and discussion with a trained psychologist
augments and enriches the potential discoveries.

Books are indeed powerful sources of healing, and they work on various
levels to facilitate the process of self discovery. The most often mentioned
level is that of vicarious experience, in which the reader undergoes a
sequence of experiences based on a profound identification with a story
character, situation, or emotion. The underlying premise of most of the bib-
liotherapy literature is that the reader identifies with a character who is
caught in a situation similar to the reader’s own, watches the character wres-
tle with that problem successfully, learns new coping mechanisms to apply
to his/her own real-life situation, and feels a sense of emotional release that
leads to a sense of empowerment and insight resulting in new growth and
development. These “stages” are often labeled: identification, insight,
catharsis, and growth. These stages form a unique acronym that recalls the
“seeing” mentioned previously and reveals the culminating purpose of bib-
liotherapy: IICG or “I see, gee!”

This, however, is a rather simplistic view of a much more complex
process, since there are many people who do not want to identify with their
problems or even read about them. A bibliotherapist who espouses only this
“identification therapy ” runs the risk of alienating people when they are the
most needful. Books have far more potential than this, and this potential has
yet to be thoroughly explored. An alternative to identification is laughter.
Rather than living into the problematic experience, sometimes it may be best
simply to laugh it off. While psychologists may claim that this tactic is one
of avoidance rather than growth, it seems to serve a valuable purpose in
many healing processes. While clinical proof of the link between laughter
and healing remains sketchy and somewhat anecdotal, there is growing
interest in exploring this connection. Gina Barreca, a professor of English
literature and feminist theory at the University of Connecticut claims,
“Humor is more than a tool for survival — at its best, it becomes an act
of redemption. Humor allows us to redeem moments that might other-
wise have been lost to pain or despair. Being able to laugh is sometimes
more about working through an issue than it is about avoiding or treating it
lightly.”* For the bibliotherapist, the question then becomes, “Does this
patron need/want a book with which to identify, or a book that will bring
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laughter and amusement to the problem?

There is at least one other option that further complicates the issue.
Sometimes in the healing process, confronting the problem is not the best
approach. This is not to advocate avoidance as a permanent solution, but to
propose that avoiding a problem temporarily is a coping mechanism, a
means of deferring the confrontation until the appropriate resources have
been marshaled. Herein lies the value of four closely intertwined genres:
fantasy, romance, horror, and tragedy. While realistic and historical fiction
might serve the purpose of identification, and comics and other humorous
texts might serve to promote laughter, these four genres promote escapism,
though in two dramatically different ways. Fantasy and romance novels are
often read with the unconscious mental construction, “I wish life were like
this book.” This is not identification, as the situation is not the reader’s
current, real-life one; instead it is wish-fulfillment, a desire to be like the
character instead of who we are. Rather than learning coping skills directly
by imitating the story character, the reader escapes the real-life situation and
revels in a world of possibilities that are often completely unrelated to the
reader’s real-life situation. Horror and tragedy, on the other hand, may act in
the reverse fashion, giving the reader the chance to say, “I'm glad life is bet-
ter than this book.” In this case, the escape is into a world of such terror or
desolation that the reader unconsciously revels in returning from the reading
experience to a world that is safer and more comforting than the book.
There is also the intoxicating power of fear with which many of these books
play, so that the reading experience is one of adrenalin and, therefore,
desired.

It is also vital to realize that the context of the reader-book-librarian/ther-
apist is only one of many that exist and unfold simultaneously. During any
particular RA transaction, myriad processes are engaged to various degrees,
and to understand the needs and desires of that particular patron requires
addressing these other contexts. For example, the information-seeking
process is part of all RA transactions, and the uncertainty, knowledge gaps,
motivations, and focusing strategies inherent in this process are all engaged
during reader’s advisory.® If the patron is actively trying to change his or her
life, then the elements of change theory are relevant.® The patron is also
learning new materials and possibly new coping mechanisms’ and, depend-
ing on the problem, possibly grieving.® All of these contextual factors may
influence the RA transaction or the bibliotherapeutic exchange.

It is dangerously simplistic, then, to say that bibliotherapy involves
merely the pairing of a reader’s life situation with that of a story character. It
1s more appropriate to say that it involves giving the right patron the right
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book at the right time. This phrase has been associated with reader’s ad-
visory for decades, but it takes on much deeper meaning when it is paired
with bibliotherapy and healing. The bibliotherapeutic process then becomes:

1. Figure out what patron wants.

2. Try to understand what the patron may need.

3. Examine the various contexts at work during the transaction.

4a. Match the story situation to the patron’s situation or issue; or

4b. Contrast the story situation to the patron’s situation or issue.

5. As with any RA transaction, let the patron choose from a variety of
sources (some that match and some that contrast), and then learn about
the patron’s needs by what he or she chooses.

One final element of the bibliotherapeutic exchange must be mentioned.
The stories that people read are powerful, but so are the stories they tell. The
patrons have personal stories that are equally evocative and useful in the RA
transaction. Their stories tell of past encounters, changes undergone, oppor-
tunities missed, and wishes unfulfilled. They bring a deeply personal ele-
ment to the exchange that often offers clues to their background issues,
information needs, and prior reading choices. While these clues may be
subtle, they are nonetheless important in developing a detailed picture of
their reading habits. As the trust between the librarian and the patron grows,
the stories usually become richer and more personal. Librarians who are
willing to meet these stories with an eager ear will find resonances within
them that most patrons could never express explicitly in response to a direct
question. Together patrons and librarians involved in an RA transaction co-
create a story, a verbal picture, which enables each to understand the other
more profoundly.

This deep trust must be treated with great care, and librarians must
remember that most of them are not trained counselors or clinicians. The
power of that bond with patrons can sometimes overwhelm librarians, and
they suddenly find themselves keepers of knowledge that is beyond their
training and ability to address. It is vital that librarians define these limits
for their organization and for themselves. Know the boundary between
advising and counseling. Patrons deserve the best librarians can offer, but
librarians must not let hubris overcome humility. Librarians should not
engage in therapy without a qualified license, and they should remember
that the librarians’ word for therapy is “referral”!
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