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Abstract

This research explores the effectiveness of bibliotherapy as a mental health intervention for young adults in Africa, focusing on its impact on anxiety, depression, and stress. With the increasing mental health challenges faced by youth in African countries, bibliotherapy presents a promising, non-invasive, and culturally adaptable intervention. Despite its potential, the application of bibliotherapy remains underexplored in the African context, necessitating a systematic narrative review to evaluate its effectiveness. The study adopts a narrative review methodology, systematically synthesising studies published from 2019 onwards that examine bibliotherapy interventions within African populations. Key findings reveal that bibliotherapy can be effective in reducing mental health symptoms, with varying outcomes depending on factors such as the severity of mental health conditions, cultural relevance, and the format of the intervention (digital or traditional). The review also highlights that culturally adapted bibliotherapy, which integrates local values and narratives, significantly enhances engagement and therapeutic outcomes. However, the effectiveness of digital bibliotherapy is constrained by challenges such as internet access and technological literacy in rural areas. The study concludes that bibliotherapy is a viable tool for addressing mental health issues in young adults in Africa but should be culturally tailored and implemented with appropriate resources. Recommendations include developing culturally relevant bibliotherapy materials, expanding access to digital platforms, training mental health professionals in bibliotherapy techniques, and conducting long-term research on its effectiveness. A hybrid model combining digital and traditional bibliotherapy should be considered to maximise accessibility and engagement across diverse populations.
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Introduction

Bibliotherapy, which is the therapeutic use of literature to support mental health, has evolved significantly over time. Historically, it has been applied in a variety of settings, from hospitals to schools, and has garnered attention for its potential to address a wide array of psychological challenges. The practice involves using carefully selected written materials, such as books, poems, or essays, as a tool to facilitate emotional, cognitive, and psychological healing. The efficacy of bibliotherapy lies in its ability to provide individuals with insights, promote self-reflection, and offer an opportunity for self-exploration through the characters, narratives, and themes found in literature (Harrison et al., 2019). It has been reported that bibliotherapy aids in reducing symptoms of anxiety, depression, and stress, which are prevalent among young adults globally (Oladeji et al., 2020).

In the African context, mental health has often been stigmatised, and access to conventional psychological services can be limited, particularly in rural areas. Bibliotherapy presents a potentially cost-effective and accessible alternative, especially in regions where mental health resources are scarce. Recent studies indicate that young adults in Africa, much like their global counterparts, face mounting mental health challenges due to the pressures of modern life, such as academic stress, social media influence, and economic instability (Hunt & Andrews, 2020). As a non-invasive intervention, bibliotherapy may offer an effective means of addressing these issues, particularly for young people in Africa, who are often reluctant to seek formal psychological help due to societal perceptions and financial barriers (Okpala et al., 2021).

In recent years, the use of bibliotherapy has gained increasing popularity as a complementary or standalone intervention for managing mental health conditions. Research conducted in western countries has shown promising results in using bibliotherapy to address mental health challenges, such as anxiety and depression (Batty et al., 2019). However, there is a noticeable scarcity of research within the African context, despite the rising need for alternative mental health interventions. The adaptation of bibliotherapy to suit local cultural contexts, such as in Nigeria and other African countries, is crucial to its effectiveness. Localisation may involve selecting literature that resonates with the experiences and struggles of African youth, making the therapeutic process more relatable and impactful.

The mental health of young adults has become an increasing area of concern, particularly in the context of evolving technological advancements. The digital age has led to new opportunities for delivering mental health interventions, including bibliotherapy, through online platforms, e-books, and audiobooks. This transition from traditional to digital bibliotherapy offers several advantages, such as greater accessibility, ease of use, and affordability. Additionally, the digital format allows for greater flexibility in terms of timing and location, providing young adults with the ability to engage in therapeutic reading at their own pace and in a space where they feel most comfortable (Adebayo & Ezeani, 2021). Given the ubiquity of smartphones and internet access among African youth, digital bibliotherapy has the potential to reach a wider audience, especially those who may not have access to traditional face-to-face therapy or bibliotherapy programmes in person.

Despite the potential of digital bibliotherapy, it is crucial to understand how it compares to the more traditional approach, which typically involves physical books or printed material. Traditional bibliotherapy may provide a more personal and immersive experience, allowing individuals to form a tangible connection with the text. In contrast, digital bibliotherapy can offer greater convenience but may lack the same sensory engagement. Some scholars suggest that the tactile experience of reading a physical book can promote a deeper emotional connection to the material, encouraging reflection and fostering empathy (Sundar et al., 2021). Additionally, traditional bibliotherapy may allow for a more deliberate and focused reading experience, whereas digital bibliotherapy can be more easily distracted by external factors such as notifications or multitasking.

Understanding the effectiveness of both approaches is particularly important for young adults who are often more attuned to digital technology. Exploring the strengths and limitations of both methods can provide valuable insights into how mental health interventions can be tailored to meet the needs of this demographic group in Africa and elsewhere. More importantly, evaluating the comparative effectiveness of digital versus traditional bibliotherapy will help identify which approach, or combination of approaches, works best for alleviating mental health symptoms in diverse contexts.

Statement of the Problem

The use of bibliotherapy as a mental health strategy, especially among young adults, is gaining prominence in an era where emotional well-being intersects with technological advancement and cultural diversity. Digital and traditional bibliotherapy approaches both offer potential pathways for easing anxiety, depression, and stress, yet how accessible and engaging these approaches are for young adults remains insufficiently understood. While traditional bibliotherapy utilises physical texts to support emotional healing, digital platforms promise broader reach and interactive experiences. Reality reveals complex barriers related to technology access, reading culture, and socio-economic disparities, particularly within African contexts like Nigeria, where mental health resources are limited and stigma persists.

The existing body of research shows a fragmented picture. Methodologically, many studies are confined to short-term interventions, often lacking robust mixed-methods designs that integrate quantitative outcomes with rich qualitative insights on user experience and cultural fit. This oversight restricts comprehension of how young adults truly engage with bibliotherapy across modalities and contexts. Also, the majority of evidence in literature emanates from western-centric studies while African-focused research remains sparse, curbing the ability to generalise findings across differing cultural and technological landscapes. This gap significantly undermines the capacity to tailor bibliotherapy to unique African young adult realities.

Theoretical frameworks supporting bibliotherapy also face limitations. Current models frequently omit cultural responsiveness and fail to weave indigenous knowledge with modern digital health strategies, creating a disconnect between framework and lived experience. This results in interventions that struggle to resonate fully with young adults negotiating cultural identity alongside mental health challenges. Bridging these gaps requires a nuanced understanding of accessibility and engagement factors contextualised within African socio-cultural and technological milieus. Thus, exploring digital and traditional bibliotherapy approaches through a systematic narrative review promises to uncover these complexities. It invites analysis of existing evidence, highlighting methodological shortcomings, exposing cultural and contextual voids, and proposing pathways towards more inclusive, accessible, and engaging bibliotherapy interventions for young adults. Such work has the potential to reshape mental health support frameworks and extend bibliotherapy’s reach in meaningful ways.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided this review:

1. How effective are digital and traditional bibliotherapy interventions in reducing anxiety, depression, and stress symptoms among young adults in Africa?

2. What cultural factors influence the effectiveness of bibliotherapy in African contexts, and how can interventions be adapted to meet the unique needs of African youth?

3. What are the challenges in accessing bibliotherapy, and how can these challenges be mitigated to enhance the reach and impact of such interventions?

4. What are the main methodological limitations in current bibliotherapy research, and how can these be addressed in future studies?

Research Methodology

This study adopted a narrative review approach to explore accessibility and engagement with digital and traditional bibliotherapy among young adults in Africa. A narrative review was considered most appropriate because it allows the integration of diverse sources, including empirical studies, case studies, and conceptual analyses, into a coherent discussion. Unlike systematic reviews, which focus primarily on quantitative synthesis, a narrative review enables deeper interpretation of themes across contexts, especially where research is emerging and scattered. The process began with the definition of clear inclusion and exclusion criteria. Only peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, dissertations, and policy reports published in English between 2011 and 2025 were considered. This timeframe was chosen to capture recent explorations of bibliotherapy in African contexts that incorporated digital innovations. Sources were required to focus on young adults, broadly defined as individuals between 15 and 35 years of age, and to address bibliotherapy either through traditional methods such as guided reading of print materials or digital modes such as e-books, apps, and online platforms. Studies focusing solely on children, clinical populations outside the young adult range, or bibliotherapy unrelated to African settings were excluded.

The search strategy involved a combination of keywords and Boolean operators to ensure breadth and precision. Search terms included “bibliotherapy,” “digital bibliotherapy,” “traditional bibliotherapy,” “youth,” “young adults,” “Africa,” “mental health reading interventions,” “therapeutic reading,” and “literature-based therapy.” Databases searched comprised African Journal Online, ResearchGate, Academia edu, and Google Scholar, given their extensive coverage of both international and African scholarship. Additional records were identified through citation chaining, ensuring that key grey literature and case studies were not overlooked. The search produced 432 records. After removing duplicates, 389 records were screened at the title and abstract level. At this stage, 274 records were excluded because they did not meet the criteria for bibliotherapy, did not address the relevant age group, or were outside African contexts. This left 115 full-text articles for assessment. Of these, 89 were excluded because they lacked sufficient methodological detail, were overly descriptive without empirical grounding, or did not provide insights into accessibility and engagement dimensions. Finally, 26 full-text articles were included in the review.

Data extraction focused on capturing the methodological orientation of each study, the mode of bibliotherapy examined, the nature of accessibility barriers or enablers reported, and indicators of engagement such as participation levels, feedback, and perceived effectiveness. In analysing the data, a thematic synthesis approach was employed. Studies were grouped into two main categories: traditional bibliotherapy, which typically involved libraries, schools, and community reading programmes, and digital bibliotherapy, which incorporated mobile platforms, online reading clubs, and e-resources. Within each category, common themes were identified and compared, including affordability, technological access, cultural relevance, and sustainability. The final stage involved interpretation of the evidence to identify gaps and emerging patterns. For example, while digital bibliotherapy was often praised for widening access, many studies noted challenges with digital literacy and internet connectivity. In contrast, traditional bibliotherapy was more accessible in rural communities but was sometimes hindered by resource limitations and a lack of trained facilitators. The narrative review provided a comprehensive and balanced understanding of how bibliotherapy operates across different African contexts and what factors shape young adults’ levels of engagement.
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Fig. 1: PRISMA Flowchart of Bibliotherapy Interventions and Mental Health of Young Adults in Africa
Table One: Characteristics of Representative Studies Included in the Review (2011-2025)

	Authors
	Year
	Region
	Methodology
	Participants
	Key Findings

	Adamu, M., et al.
	2020
	Nigeria
	Survey, Literature Review
	Nigerian Youth
	Bibliotherapy helped in reducing stigma and enhancing mental health literacy.

	Adebayo, O. O., & Ezeani, E. O.
	2021
	Nigeria
	Digital Intervention Review
	Nigerian Youth
	Digital bibliotherapy effective in improving mental health.

	Adebayo, O., & Ayo, O.
	2021
	South Africa
	Case Study
	South African Youth
	Cultural relevance of bibliotherapy was key to engagement.

	Adeoye, T., & Ogunleye, F.
	2021
	Nigeria
	Experimental Design
	Nigerian Youth
	Bibliotherapy found effective in reducing mental health symptoms.

	Akinmoladun, A. F., Oladeji, D., & Oduwole, A. O.
	2020
	Nigeria
	Experimental Study
	Nigerian University Students
	Bibliotherapy reduced stress levels in university students.

	Akinyele, A., & Farinloye, I.
	2020
	Nigeria
	Survey
	Nigerian Youth
	Bibliotherapy aided stress management in youth.

	Azubuike, F. C., & Ismaila, L. O.
	2021
	Nigeria
	Survey
	Nigerian Youth
	Positive impact of bibliotherapy on mental health in Nigerian youth.

	Babbage, C. M., et al.
	2022
	Europe
	Systematic Review
	Youth (Global)
	Digital bibliotherapy improves mental health in young people.

	Barlow, D., et al.
	2020
	Global
	Meta-Analysis
	Youth (Global)
	Bibliotherapy significantly reduces anxiety and depression symptoms.

	Batty, A., Davis, L., & White, S.
	2020
	Europe
	Literature Review
	Youth (Global)
	Bibliotherapy reduces anxiety and stress in young adults.

	Bhengu, M. L., & Nkosi, Z. A.
	2019
	South Africa
	Study on bibliotherapy
	South African Youth
	Bibliotherapy promotes mental health and emotional well-being in youth.

	Brown, K., et al.
	2021
	Africa
	Literature Review
	Youth (Africa)
	Methodological challenges in bibliotherapy research; need for better standards.

	Chinwe, U., et al.
	2020
	Africa
	Comparative Study
	African Youth
	Digital bibliotherapy effective, but limited by tech access in rural areas.

	Chong, J., & Lim, Y.
	2021
	Asia
	Review
	Youth (Global)
	Digital bibliotherapy provides flexibility but faces accessibility challenges.

	Dlamini, F.
	2020
	Southern Africa
	Literature Review
	Youth (Southern Africa)
	Bibliotherapy’s promise in Southern Africa for youth mental health.

	Lina, T., & Nyathi, M.
	2020
	Zimbabwe
	Case Study
	Zimbabwean Youth
	Positive mental health impact through bibliotherapy in Zimbabwe.

	Gana, J., & Kalu, O.
	2020
	Nigeria
	Experimental Study
	Nigerian Adolescents
	Bibliotherapy helps reduce stress in adolescents.

	Harrison, G. J., Weller, L. J., & West, S.
	2019
	Global
	Review
	Youth (Global)
	Bibliotherapy is an effective mental health intervention.

	Hunt, S., & Andrews, M.
	2020
	Africa
	Literature Review
	African Youth
	Increasing mental health challenges among young adults in Africa.

	Ibrahim, S., & Oluwaseun, A.
	2020
	Africa
	Review
	African Youth
	Mobile bibliotherapy apps face challenges in digital literacy.

	Jones, L., & Faulkner, M.
	2020
	Africa
	Review
	African Youth
	Challenges in integrating bibliotherapy into community mental health services.

	Kim, J., et al.
	2023
	Low- and Middle-Income Countries
	Systematic Review
	Digital tools help reduce depression and anxiety in low-resource countries.
	

	Mbuli, S., & Eze, M.
	2021
	Uganda
	Study on cultural appropriateness
	Ugandan Youth
	Culturally appropriate bibliotherapy improves engagement and outcomes.

	Ndungu, E. A., Gathara, G., & Mungai, D.
	2021
	Kenya
	Study on university students
	Kenyan University Students
	Bibliotherapy reduces anxiety in students.

	Nkosi, L., et al.
	2021
	Rural Africa
	Study on digital interventions
	Rural African Youth
	Mobile-based bibliotherapy alleviates mental health issues in rural areas.

	Nwafor, N., et al.
	2019
	Africa
	Case Studies and Recommendations
	African Youth
	Culturally adapted bibliotherapy improves engagement and outcomes.


This table highlights the authors, year of publication, region, methodology, participants, and key findings for the studies reviewed in the study.

Results and Findings

Bibliotherapy is increasingly gaining recognition as a valuable intervention for mental health issues, particularly anxiety, depression, and stress, among young adults. Given the rising mental health challenges faced by young people in Africa, bibliotherapy offers a potentially accessible and cost-effective solution. This research aimed to explore the effectiveness of both traditional and digital bibliotherapy in addressing these mental health issues in the African context. The review also sought to understand the cultural factors that influence bibliotherapy’s success, the challenges in accessing these interventions, and the methodological limitations that current bibliotherapy research faces. The following section provides a comprehensive analysis of the results and findings derived from answering the research questions.

Effectiveness of Digital and Traditional Bibliotherapy Interventions in Reducing Anxiety, Depression, and Stress Symptoms among Young Adults in Africa

Bibliotherapy, whether delivered traditionally or digitally, has proven to be effective in reducing symptoms of anxiety, depression, and stress among young adults. Traditional bibliotherapy, which involves reading books, guided texts, or other printed materials that focus on emotional support and cognitive restructuring, has been found to be particularly effective in helping individuals gain better self-awareness and coping mechanisms for managing emotional distress (Barlow et al., 2020). A meta-analysis by Stewart et al. (2020) highlighted that young adults who engaged in traditional bibliotherapy exhibited lower levels of anxiety and depression compared to control groups, with some studies reporting up to a 40% reduction in symptoms after regular bibliotherapy sessions.

Traditional bibliotherapy’s effectiveness lies in its ability to offer users an introspective opportunity to reflect on their issues and receive cognitive-behavioural strategies in a non-intrusive manner. Moreover, it allows young adults to engage with texts at their own pace, which is essential in cultures where stigma around mental health is still prevalent. In contrast, digital bibliotherapy has rapidly expanded as a popular alternative, especially in regions with limited access to face-to-face mental health services. Digital bibliotherapy refers to the use of e-books, mobile applications, and online platforms that provide users with psychological content, self-help materials, and guided exercises. Several studies suggest that digital bibliotherapy can reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression in young adults. Okafor and Ibeh (2021) found that digital bibliotherapy was effective in reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms by 35%, with the added benefit of greater accessibility for individuals living in remote or underserved areas. These platforms often allow users to access tailored therapeutic content at their convenience, making it a flexible intervention.

However, the effectiveness of digital bibliotherapy hinges largely on the availability of technology, such as smartphones and internet access. Studies, such as that of Chinwe et al. (2020), reveal that while digital bibliotherapy offers substantial benefits in urban areas, its application is limited in rural Africa, where technological infrastructure is often poor. Despite these limitations, the findings of Nkosi et al. (2021) show that mobile-based bibliotherapy interventions, which work offline, have successfully alleviated anxiety and depression in rural populations, proving that digital bibliotherapy can be effective when designed with the local context in mind. Moreover, digital bibliotherapy offers scalability that traditional methods may not, especially in resource-poor settings. Williams et al. (2022) emphasise the importance of integrating mobile technology into mental health interventions, noting that digital platforms allow for the dissemination of mental health content at a national level, reaching a much broader audience compared to traditional bibliotherapy methods. Nevertheless, the challenge remains in the integration of these platforms in areas where digital literacy is low.

Cultural Factors Influencing the Effectiveness of Bibliotherapy in African Contexts

Cultural context plays a vital role in shaping the effectiveness of bibliotherapy. In many African countries, there are deeply rooted cultural beliefs around mental health that affect how interventions like bibliotherapy are received. In some regions, mental health is often viewed as a taboo subject, and individuals may be hesitant to openly seek help due to the fear of social ostracism or judgement. Nwafor et al. (2019) argue that mental health interventions must be adapted to local cultural norms and values to be truly effective. This cultural disconnect can make the application of bibliotherapy challenging unless it is culturally relevant. For instance, many African communities place great emphasis on communal support systems, where issues such as mental health are addressed through familial or community-based structures. Therefore, bibliotherapy interventions that encourage group readings, community discussions, and shared learning might resonate more effectively than individual-based approaches (Adeoye & Adebayo, 2021). Interventions that integrate communal elements of African culture, such as oral storytelling and collective experiences, may be better received by young people in these settings.

Furthermore, the inclusion of culturally relevant materials, such as stories and examples that reflect the lived experiences of young Africans, is crucial. Smith and Johnson (2021) highlight that bibliotherapy interventions tailored to include local languages, cultural narratives, and indigenous beliefs significantly improve user engagement. When bibliotherapy materials reflect the real-life experiences of African youth, participants are more likely to connect emotionally with the content, thus improving therapeutic outcomes. Also, the rise of digital bibliotherapy has helped overcome some of the barriers associated with stigma and cultural views on mental health. As digital platforms provide a level of anonymity, young adults are more likely to seek help without the fear of being judged. Research by Adamu et al. (2020) suggests that digital bibliotherapy can significantly reduce the stigma surrounding mental health issues in African youth, making it easier for them to access mental health support without fear of social consequences. Despite these benefits, it is essential to note that bibliotherapy must be approached with sensitivity to African values. Approaches that involve western mental health frameworks may not always be appropriate, as these models may not resonate with African cultural practices and beliefs (Adeoye & Adebayo, 2021). Thus, any bibliotherapy intervention in Africa should be co-designed with cultural experts and local communities to ensure its relevance and acceptability.

Challenges in Accessing Bibliotherapy and Strategies for Mitigation

Access to bibliotherapy is often hampered by several factors, including infrastructural, technological, and socio-economic challenges. In many African countries, particularly in rural areas, there is limited access to libraries and appropriate reading materials. According to Adebayo et al. (2020), the lack of modern libraries and books on mental health further restricts access to bibliotherapy resources. Although urban areas have seen some improvement in access to bibliotherapy materials, rural regions remain under-served. Another significant challenge is the limited access to technology, which hinders the effectiveness of digital bibliotherapy. Research by Ibrahim and Oluwaseun (2020) indicates that even in urban areas, many young adults are still unable to access digital bibliotherapy due to the high costs of smartphones, data charges, and unreliable internet connectivity. These barriers create a significant divide between urban and rural populations in terms of mental health support. To mitigate these challenges, it is essential to develop innovative models of delivery that blend both digital and traditional approaches. For instance, community-based bibliotherapy initiatives that combine digital platforms with local, face-to-face sessions have the potential to bridge the accessibility gap. In regions with limited internet access, offline digital interventions, such as mobile apps that store content locally, could provide young people with the tools they need to engage with bibliotherapy (Nkosi et al., 2021).

Moreover, collaboration with schools, universities, and community health centres to distribute bibliotherapy resources can enhance accessibility. This could involve the creation of community reading spaces where both digital and traditional bibliotherapy materials are made available to young adults free of charge (Chinwe et al., 2020). Young adults in under-served areas can be reached through the provision of physical and digital resources in community spaces, allowing them to access bibliotherapy without the need for personal devices or expensive data plans.

Discussion of Findings

This discussion examines the findings of the systematic narrative review on bibliotherapy as a mental health intervention, focusing on anxiety, depression, and stress among young adults in Africa. While bibliotherapy has been recognised globally as a promising tool for managing mental health issues, its effectiveness and cultural relevance in African contexts remain significant points of interest. The findings of this review suggest that bibliotherapy, both digital and traditional, has the potential to alleviate symptoms of mental health challenges in young adults, but its impact is contingent on various factors such as cultural adaptation, delivery method, and individual engagement. This discussion explored the implications of these findings and provide insights into the variations observed in the effectiveness of bibliotherapy across different African settings.

The overall findings suggest that bibliotherapy can be an effective tool for managing mental health symptoms, particularly anxiety, depression, and stress. Several studies included in the review reported positive outcomes, with participants showing improvements in their emotional well-being after engaging with bibliotherapy materials. For instance, Akinmoladun et al. (2020) found that Nigerian university students experienced a significant reduction in stress levels after participating in a bibliotherapy intervention. Similarly, in Kenya, Ndungu et al. (2021) reported that bibliotherapy helped students to reduce academic-related anxiety, which was a significant issue for many young adults in the study. These findings align with global research that indicates bibliotherapy’s effectiveness in promoting mental health, as it offers a means for individuals to engage in self-reflection and gain new perspectives on their emotional challenges (Harrison et al., 2019).

However, the effectiveness of bibliotherapy in managing mental health symptoms has not been consistent across all studies. Some studies, such as those by Okpala et al. (2021), found that while bibliotherapy provided some benefits, the improvements were more pronounced in individuals with mild to moderate symptoms of anxiety or depression. In contrast, those with more severe mental health challenges showed less pronounced changes. This variation can be explained by the nature of bibliotherapy itself. While bibliotherapy may provide valuable insights and emotional support, it may not be sufficient as a standalone treatment for individuals experiencing severe or complex mental health conditions. Thus, Sulaimon (2021) suggested that combining bibliotherapy with other therapeutic interventions, such as counselling or psychotherapy, may yield more significant improvements for individuals with more profound mental health concerns.

The cultural relevance of bibliotherapy materials is another crucial factor influencing its effectiveness in African contexts. The review highlighted that young adults in Africa respond more positively to bibliotherapy interventions when the materials used reflect their cultural norms, values, and lived experiences. Studies such as those conducted by Batty et al. (2020) and Bhengu and Nkosi (2019) emphasise the importance of integrating African narratives, languages, and social issues into bibliotherapy materials to increase their cultural relevance and engagement. In particular, Ndungu et al. (2021) found that Kenyan students reported greater engagement with bibliotherapy resources that addressed local issues, such as family dynamics, community challenges, and social relationships. This finding is supported by research in other African countries, including Nigeria, where young adults showed improved outcomes when the bibliotherapy materials were culturally adapted to include local stories and challenges (Adebayo & Ezeani, 2021). In contrast, studies that relied on western-oriented materials reported less engagement and weaker therapeutic outcomes (Sulaimon, 2021). This highlights the necessity of contextualising bibliotherapy interventions to ensure their relevance and impact in diverse cultural settings.

On the other hand, some scholars, including Ogundele et al. (2020), argue that the integration of African cultural elements into bibliotherapy may not always lead to better outcomes. They suggest that the over-emphasis on cultural adaptation may limit the potential of bibliotherapy, especially if the materials become too narrow in focus. According to this perspective, bibliotherapy’s broader therapeutic principles, such as emotional expression, self-reflection, and cognitive restructuring, can still be beneficial without a heavy emphasis on cultural context. Nonetheless, the consensus remains that a balance between universal therapeutic principles and cultural relevance is essential for maximising the effectiveness of bibliotherapy in African settings.

A significant theme emerging from this review is the comparison between digital and traditional bibliotherapy methods. Digital bibliotherapy, which includes e-books, audiobooks, and online platforms, has been increasingly adopted due to its accessibility and convenience. In the African context, where internet access and smartphone penetration have risen in recent years, digital bibliotherapy has shown promise in reaching a wider audience. Studies like those of Adebayo and Ezeani (2021) have demonstrated that digital bibliotherapy is particularly appealing to young adults who are more familiar with digital media and technology. Digital platforms provide flexibility, as participants can engage with the materials at their own pace and in the comfort of their own environments, which is essential in reducing the stigma associated with mental health issues in many African communities.

However, challenges exist in the widespread adoption of digital bibliotherapy. Poor internet connectivity, particularly in rural areas, and low technological literacy in certain demographics can limit the reach of digital bibliotherapy (Oladeji et al., 2020). Furthermore, some participants in the review, especially those in more traditional settings, preferred the tactile experience of physical books, which they felt offered a more immersive and personal engagement with the materials (Sundar et al., 2021). This preference for traditional bibliotherapy was also noted in studies conducted in South Africa, where participants felt more emotionally connected to the content when using printed books rather than digital versions (Bhengu & Nkosi, 2019). These findings suggest that both digital and traditional bibliotherapy have their advantages and limitations, and a hybrid approach, combining both methods, may provide the most effective intervention.

The review also highlighted several challenges and limitations within the existing bibliotherapy research. One of the main challenges is the methodological diversity of studies, which makes it difficult to draw consistent conclusions regarding the overall effectiveness of bibliotherapy. While some studies used rigorous experimental designs, others relied on self-report measures or non-randomised samples, potentially introducing bias into the findings (Bhengu & Nkosi, 2019). The lack of long-term follow-up studies further complicates the evaluation of bibliotherapy’s sustained impact on mental health. Since bibliotherapy is typically a short-term intervention, more longitudinal research is needed to assess its long-term effects on participants' mental well-being.

Another limitation is the small sample sizes of many studies, which reduce the generalisability of the findings. Most studies reviewed focused on university students, which may not fully represent the broader young adult population in Africa. Future research should include diverse populations to provide a more accurate picture of bibliotherapy's impact across different socio-economic and cultural groups (Okpala et al., 2021). Furthermore, the lack of standardisation in bibliotherapy interventions, such as the length of the intervention, the type of materials used, and the method of delivery, makes it challenging to compare findings across studies.

Overall, bibliotherapy holds significant potential as a mental health intervention for young adults in Africa, particularly in alleviating symptoms of anxiety, depression, and stress. While evidence supports its effectiveness, the impact of bibliotherapy is influenced by several factors, including the cultural relevance of the materials, the mode of delivery (digital versus traditional), and the severity of the mental health issues being addressed. Thus, there is the need for culturally adapted bibliotherapy interventions that resonate with the experiences of young Africans. Additionally, both digital and traditional bibliotherapy have their merits, and a combined approach may offer the most effective solution. Despite these promising findings, more rigorous, longitudinal, and diverse studies are needed to better understand the long-term impact of bibliotherapy and to establish standardised practices for its implementation in African settings.

Conclusion

This research examined the effectiveness of bibliotherapy as a mental health intervention for young adults experiencing anxiety, depression, and stress within African contexts. The review highlights bibliotherapy as a non-invasive and cost-effective approach that has demonstrated positive outcomes, particularly in reducing academic-related stress among Nigerian university students and alleviating anxiety among Kenyan students. These findings align with broader global research showing that bibliotherapy promotes emotional support, self-reflection, and practical coping strategies. However, its effectiveness is not uniform in that while many participants reported significant improvement, individuals with more severe mental health conditions experienced limited benefits, suggesting that bibliotherapy should be viewed as a complementary rather than standalone intervention. In such cases, combining bibliotherapy with counselling or psychotherapy may provide more comprehensive support. The review also emphasises that personal engagement plays a crucial role in outcomes, as participants who actively interacted with the materials showed greater improvement than those who engaged passively.

A key factor influencing the success of bibliotherapy in African settings is cultural relevance. Given the diversity of cultural values, traditions, and social norms across African societies, interventions must reflect local realities to foster meaningful engagement. Studies indicate that materials addressing issues such as family dynamics, community relationships, and socio-economic challenges enhance both participation and therapeutic impact. Incorporating African authors, narratives, and traditions not only strengthens relatability but also helps reduce stigma surrounding mental health. Nevertheless, maintaining a balance between cultural adaptation and universal therapeutic principles is essential to preserve the integrity of bibliotherapy. The review further explored digital versus traditional delivery formats, and reported that digital bibliotherapy, including e-books and online platforms, offers flexibility, affordability, and anonymity, making it attractive to younger populations. However, challenges such as limited internet access, technological literacy, and device availability may restrict its reach in some regions. Additionally, some individuals prefer physical books for their immersive and personal experience. A hybrid approach that integrates both digital and traditional methods may therefore provide the most effective and accessible model for supporting young adults’ mental health in African contexts.
Recommendations

The following recommendations were made on the findings from the review:

1. Mental health professionals, African authors, and educators in collaboration with cultural experts should work towards and ensure that culturally relevant bibliotherapy resources are developed to reflect the values, norms, and lived experiences of African youth.

2. Governments, NGOs, and tech companies should create digital bibliotherapy platforms to make resources more accessible to young adults across Africa.

3. Universities, mental health organisations, and professional bodies should engage in training of mental health professionals in the area of effective use of bibliotherapy as part of their therapeutic practice.

4. A hybrid model of bibliotherapy that combines both digital and traditional resources should be developed by mental health professionals, educators, and researchers in the field of psychological interventions

5. Public awareness campaigns should be initiated to educate young adults about the benefits of bibliotherapy by government health departments, mental health organisations, and media outlets

6. Access to bibliotherapy should be made equitable for all young adults, regardless of their socio-economic background by governments, NGOs, and community-based organisations..
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