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INTRODUCTION 
 

Shared reading (SR) is a communal reading practice that has gained 

popularity in various countries and different contexts in the past twenty-five years. 

The method is explained easily enough: participants in a SR session, typically 5-12 

people, have a conversation in response to a poem or a short story that is read aloud 

with pauses; all participants get a copy of the text. A trained ‘reader leader’, or 

reader-facilitator, guides the exchange of personal associations, feelings and 

memories using open dialogue, aimed at creating a conversation without pre-

established answers. Different from a typical book club, participants do not read 

texts in advance, and no previous knowledge is necessary. This method was 

developed by Jane Davis, founder of the organisation The Reader in Liverpool 

(UK). Driven by the conviction that reading literature can have beneficial effects, 

Davis’ first and foremost goal was to provide people who otherwise do not (often) 

encounter literature with opportunities to experience what stories and poems can 

do (‘The Reader’, n.d.; J. Davis 2018). At the core of Davis’ method is an emphasis 

on the relevance and value of literary texts, as well as on the importance of readers’ 

individual and communal reading experiences. Since the start of the first group in 

2002, The Reader has initiated hundreds of SR groups and trained volunteers to be 

reader leaders. While The Reader’s aims could be called emancipatory in the first 

place—acquainting people with literature—rather than therapeutic (Longden et al. 

2015), SR started and is still often organized as a form of reading-for-wellbeing 

with participants who are in some or other sense vulnerable: elderly people, people 

with chronic pain, cancer patients, people with dementia, or prisoners. Reading 

groups can now be found in community centres, care homes, psychiatric 

institutions, hospitals, prisons, and libraries. The method of shared reading has 

spread far beyond the borders of the United Kingdom through the trainings The 

Reader facilitates for reader-leaders, which has resulted in similar organisations 

with SR groups in countries including the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, Sweden, 

Denmark, Germany, Switzerland, New-Zealand and Australia.1 

 
1  The Reader mentions on their website that shared reading activities are happening 

in 18 countries (‘International Shared Reading’, n.d.), but this number may fluctuate as most 

organisations are volunteer-based. Of the countries they explicitly mention I traced the following 

websites: (‘De Culturele Apotheek (Netherlands)’, n.d.; ‘Samen Lezen | Bond zonder Naam 

(Belgium)’, n.d.; ‘Het Lezerscollectief – Samen sterke verhalen lezen (Belgium)’, n.d.; ‘Shared 

Reading  (Norway)’, n.d.; ‘Shared Reading - Delad läsning (Sweden)’, n.d.; ‘Læseforeningen 

(Denmark)’ 2024; ‘Shared Reading (Germany)’, n.d.; ‘Shared Reading | Sharing Stories 

(Switzerland)’, n.d.; ‘Miteinander lesen – Shared Reading (Switzerland)’, n.d.; ‘The Reading 

Revolution (New Zealand)’, n.d.; ‘Life, the Universe and Stories (Australia)’, n.d.). In France and 
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SR can be characterized as a narrative practice: a practice that invites 

participants to recount personal experiences and relate these to the stories and 

poems read, thus asking them to reflect on the narrative models provided, i.e. to 

accept or reject the narrativization of experiences, and the potential parallelism 

between stories and their personal experience. These moments of connecting past 

experiences or anticipating future events, contributing to a narrative 

understanding of self frequently happen in SR groups, as the research shows 

(Longden et al. 2015; Billington, Longden, and Robinson 2016; Christiansen and 

Dalsgård 2021, 296; Kristensen et al. 2023; Andersen and Hakemulder 2024, 14). 

And, as we will detail below, some of the research is particularly interested in 

how formal, including narrative, features of the texts read in SR groups 

contribute to the effects of shared reading. 

One of the authors of this article (AA) is involved in teaching a bachelor 

course on SR together with the Dutch SR organisation, the Culturele Apotheek, at 

Utrecht University: From Literature to Life. The course, which was developed by 

Patricia Canning who previously led SR groups in a women’s prison in Belfast 

(Canning 2017; 2020), is the first of its kind, as far as we know. In this 15-weeks 

community-engaged-learning course students learn how to guide SR groups, and 

establish their own group in collaboration with social partners such as the local 

library or refugee centre (‘How Storytelling Connects People’, n.d.). Subsequently, 

the students reflect on their own experiences and those of the participants in their 

SR groups. As straightforward as the SR method seems to be, explaining how it 

works is complex. What is it that happens in a SR session? If experiences of 

participants appear to be predominantly positive, why is this? Is it the social aspect, 

the literariness of texts, a combination of these two, or are there other factors at 

play? What can SR do for people, during a session or in the long run? From a 

scientific perspective, these questions are extremely interesting. SR groups are a 

fascinating testing ground for research into themes such as wellbeing, reading 

motivation, social interaction and the value of literature, and indeed, in the past 

decade these and other issues have increasingly been topic of research.  

The aim of this article is to present a comprehensive literature review of 

the fast-growing body of research publications on the mechanisms and effects of 

SR. To that end, we searched relevant databases like Google Scholar, PubMed and 

MUSE, followed by snowballing, for articles with the search string ‘shared reading’ 

combined with ‘The Reader’ or ‘Liverpool’ in order to narrow search results down 

 
Canada, the organisation ‘Lis avec moi’ (‘read with me’) has ambitions similar to The Reader, but 

it does not use the specific method of shared reading and it is specifically targeted at children 0-12. 

‘Lis avec moi’ was founded in 1988. 
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to the specific method as developed by The Reader. We excluded articles in other 

languages than English, and publications where SR (despite our search string) was 

understood in a different way, f.e. as parent-child reading at home, mass-reading 

events, collective reading in schools or as a regular book club where texts were read 

in advance. SR was developed in the first place as a method to enhance wellbeing, 

and in that sense shares some resemblances with approaches like bibliotherapy or 

medical humanities, but studies in these fields are also outside our scope.2 

Since 2011, the Centre for Research into Reading, Literature and 

Society (CRILS) at the University of Liverpool has been at the forefront of research 

on SR in collaboration with The Reader. They developed a Theory of Change for 

shared reading which has been tested and adapted in various later studies (P. Davis 

et al. 2016). In the last few years, studies have been done outside of the UK as well, 

especially Denmark and Norway, which allows us to paint a broader picture of the 

current insights. In our presentation of the research, the focus will be on the more 

recent research publications, so that our work can be considered as an update of and 

complement to previous overviews of research on SR (Philip Davis and Billington 

2020a; 2020b; Philip Davis and Magee 2020a; 2020b), and on literary reading and 

mental wellbeing (Billington and Steenberg 2021). We aim to identify common 

patterns in the current scholarship and make suggestions for future research to fill 

remaining gaps. In doing so, we hope to contribute to a deeper understanding of 

what SR can do. We are especially interested in the pedagogic and didactic potential 

of SR, as its mechanisms and effects are promising also for educational contexts, 

as Steenberg a.o. (2021) have  addressed as well, and various research projects on 

SR in education have been launched recently.3  

The contexts in which SR takes place and is researched are varied. 

Several studies focus on the effects of SR in prisons (Billington 2011; Billington, 

Longden, and Robinson 2016; Canning 2017; 2020; Liebling et al. 2022) and in 

mental health institutions (Billington, Davis, and Farrington 2013; Steenberg 2016; 

Philip Davis and Billington 2016; Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021; Watkins, 

Naylor, and Corcoran 2022; Christiansen and Dalsgård 2023). Others look at 

specific groups, such as patients suffering from chronic pain (Billington et al. 2017; 

Ohlsson et al. 2018), cancer patients (Andersen 2022; Andersen and Hakemulder 

2024), or people in care homes (Tangerås 2022) who are living with dementia 

(Billington et al. 2013; Longden et al. 2016; Orrell et al. 2019; Swinnen 2023), 

 
2  But see (Kuijpers 2018; Philip Davis and Magee 2020a; Holm et al. 2022) for 

helpful connections with these fields.  

3  SHARD (University of Basel), LeesEvolutie (Utrecht University), Interfaces of 

Reading and Writing (Stavanger).  

https://shard-project.com/en/
https://leesevolutie.nl/
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people with autism (Lawrence 2022; Chapple et al. 2023), recently retired men 

(Kristensen et al. 2020; Holm et al. 2022; Kristensen et al. 2023), pre-school 

children (Lingwood, Billington, and Rowland 2020), or more general community 

initiatives related to mental healthcare, wellbeing, or reading (Hodge, Robinson, 

and Davis 2007; Dowrick et al. 2012; Billington et al. 2017; Longden et al. 2015; 

Gray et al. 2016; Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 2019; Jones and Harvey 2020; 

Gustafsson et al. 2022; Roemhild and Turner 2023; Fagerlid 2023; Blundell and 

Poole 2023; Kristensen et al. 2024). While most studies investigate the mechanisms 

and effects of SR at large, some studies focus on specific aspects, such as the 

medium (Gustafsson et al. 2022), the role of the facilitator (Steenberg et al. 2021; 

Christiansen 2021), the setting (Kristensen et al. 2024) or type of texts (Harsh 2022; 

Chapple et al. 2023). 

Research on the effects of SR is done from a variety of disciplinary 

perspectives, ranging from anthropology, linguistics, empirical literary studies, 

psychology, to medicine, and therefore employs many different methods, 

quantitative and qualitative, from surveying to ethnography, data science and 

discourse analysis, of which Billington and Steenberg (2021) give a helpful 

overview. Reviewing the various research designs of studies carried out by CRILS 

in collaboration with The Reader, they conclude that a design with a comparator 

intervention next to SR is the most valuable, but difficult to organize (Billington 

and Steenberg 2021, 398). Such studies are still scarce, as are large-scale, 

longitudinal quantitative analyses of SR groups, though Billington and Steenberg 

give an overview of ‘measured’ evidence (the quotation marks are theirs) of SR 

(Billington and Steenberg 2021, 397–99). Measured effects include indications of 

positive effects on behaviour (Billington et al. 2013), chronic pain (Billington et al. 

2017), purpose in life (Longden et al. 2015), quality of life (Longden et al. 2016; 

Orrell et al. 2019), memory and mentalization (Billington, Longden, and Robinson 

2016). The largest quantitative study to date (an intervention in 7 sites, for 12 

months, with 129 respondents), by Liebling a.o. in Psychologically Informed 

Planned Environments in Prisons (PIPES) found new capabilities for 

communication and reflection (Liebling et al. 2022, 38) and statistically 

significantly higher average levels of interpersonal trust, wellbeing, hope, agency 

and self-efficacy in participating residents (Liebling et al. 2022, 30). However, most 

studies are bottom-up qualitative, using self-reported assessments, observations, or 

videorecorded data, which have the advantage of a high ecological validity. These 

provide many valuable accounts of the inherently subjective, affective, and 

cognitive processes that happen during SR, and taken together, the findings of this 

growing number of studies point in similar directions. While most of the research 



88  ANDEWEG A.O.: WHAT SHARED READING CAN DO: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

is on effects during reading sessions, some suggest that SR can have long-term 

effects (Steenberg 2016, 190): cancer patients reported that their reading 

experiences became part of a larger narrative related to their current life situation 

(Andersen and Hakemulder 2024). 

We will categorise research findings on the mechanisms and effects of 

SR in three broad overlapping dimensions that interact in a self-reinforcing process: 

emotional engagements, encounters with new perspectives, and the establishment 

of social connections, which could be summarized as the affective, cognitive and 

social dimensions of SR. With this triad we use a categorization common in 

psychology and educational science, but also used in SR research (Kristensen et al. 

2023, 6). It is different from The Reader’s Theory of Change, which proposes five 

categories of change4, and also from the four key mechanisms Billington and 

Steenberg (2021) distinguish, though there are similarities with the latter which we 

will address.5  

 

EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENTS 
 

Participants in SR often describe their experiences in sensuous terms: 

for example feeling touched or hit by a text (Canning 2017, 181; Billington and 

Steenberg 2021, 401; Fagerlid 2023, 175). An important catalyst for this sensuous 

experience is that the text is made to sound without its being anticipated 

(participants do not read it in advance). Thus, it becomes ‘a live presence and 

emotional centre (as opposed to merely objects of analysis)’ (Longden et al., 2015, 

113). The liveness is ‘characterised by a sense of absorption and immersive 

involvement’ (Longden et al. 2016, 115; see also Fagerlid 2023; Kristensen et al. 

2023). No wonder that auditory metaphors abound to describe the experience; a 

recurring one is resonance (Longden et al. 2015, 116; Billington et al. 2017, 163; 

Ohlsson et al. 2018, 9; Philip Davis and Billington 2020a, 287; 2020a, 287; 

Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021, 166). A second one is attunement, borrowed from 

Felski (2020) or Gumbricht (2012) and used to describe not only the connection 

between individual and text, but also the affective presence resulting from interplay 

 
4  These five areas are ‘1) Feelings (which are not necessarily named emotions) 

2) Breakthroughs signalled through language transitions in the participants 3) Mobility of 

self/perspective 4) Movement of time 5) Experiencing surprise and change.’ (P. Davis et al. 

2016, 16). 

5  Billington and Steenberg’s four key concepts are: 1) Embodied reading; 2) 

‘Live’ thinking 3) Enhanced mental processes / articulate contemplation 4) Emotional and 

existential groupness. 
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between reactions and reflections (Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021, 299; Kristensen 

et al. 2023, 4). Not just auditory, also visual and haptic senses are involved; 

Skjerdingstad and Tangerås (2019) conceptualize SR therefore as an ‘affordance 

nest’ characterized by processes of embodied cognition and leading to kinesic 

moments, which support readers to sustain and deepen their attention. They develop 

a fine-grained categorization of cognitive-affective phenomena allowed by the 

ecology of SR, which afford kinesic, haptic, interoceptive and affective processes 

of embodied engagement (Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 2019). 

Billington and Steenberg (2021) also list ‘embodied reading’ as the first 

key component of SR, which includes not only the live presence of the text but also 

the affective response it can trigger. This triggering is an eliciting of unspoken 

feeling which Billington and Steenberg understand as being similar to Don 

Kuiken’s ‘inexpressible realisation’ (Kuiken 2019). Here, we choose the term 

emotional engagements to attest to a further multiplicity of potential emotional 

experiences in SR: not only the sensuous experience of the text read aloud and the 

narrative- (or lyric-)induced emotions by the text, but also the being moved by the 

emotional response of another participant (Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 2019, 11), 

or the physical and emotional sense of security the SR group provides (Liebling et 

al. 2022, 64). While most studies focus on personal feelings, there is also research 

on aesthetic emotions and literary inspired appreciation (Kristensen et al. 2020; Pihl 

et al. 2024; Felski 2008). 

Emotional engagement is directed by the interaction between textual 

characteristics and content and the reader’s own worldview which is shaped by 

personal experiences (Canning, 2017 173-174). Recognition, or ‘a felt relation to 

the emotional experiences within’ the text (Chapple et al. 2023, 9), is not necessarily 

the same as identification: emotions that one may not have experienced oneself can 

still be recognized (Canning 2017, 185; Billington and Steenberg 2021, 404). Pihl 

proposes to distinguish between different forms of identification using Felski’s 

(Felski 2020) categories of alignment, allegiance, recognition, and empathy (Pihl 

et al. 2024, 149). If readers find a form of identification in a text, this can result in 

strong emotional engagement. SR groups offer space for this emotional experience. 

The SR approach emphasises the shared nature of emotions, as openness is 

supported without pressuring participants to speak from a particular perspective 

(Longden et al. 2015; Chapple et al. 2023). Several authors find that an unforced 

approach centred around shared emotions encourages participants to identify 

themselves as ‘normal’ rather than ‘different’ (P. Davis et al. 2016, 12–13; Robinson 

et al. 2019, 173; Liebling et al. 2022; Kristensen et al. 2024). As a participant 

experiencing mental health issues expressed: ‘it made you feel I’m not the only 
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person that feels this way’ (Robinson et al. 2019, 173). This ‘normalising’ aspect is 

a recurring finding in various SR settings. For participants with dementia, SR is an 

opportunity to share their experiences without fearing the shame that can arise from 

a focus on how their experience differs from that of others (Swinnen 2023, 38). In 

prison settings, a statistically significant relation was found between participation 

in SR groups and experiences of recognition, ordinariness (in the sense of not being 

tied to prison life), and memories arising in association with the text (Liebling et 

al. 2022, 29; Billington, Longden, and Robinson 2016, 239). The importance of 

personal, but shared, emotional involvement through recognition therefore seems 

to be a recurring characteristic of SR across contexts. 

The use of literary texts is crucial to understanding the opportunities SR 

groups offer for emotional engagement. Texts assist the process of emotional 

recognition and expression through creating distance: it is the text that participants 

discuss in SR and not necessarily explicitly their own experiences. The text 

therefore functions as a mirror as well as a buffer, making it less threatening for 

participants to reflect on sensitive topics (Gray et al. 2016, 259–60; Canning 2017, 

182; Robinson et al. 2019, 169–70; Andersen 2022, 7). In literary texts, the 

defamiliarizing effect of literary language strengthens the buffer function, while 

pushing the reader to depart from default responses. This results in a unique 

combination of reflection and emotional involvement, of thinking and feeling, of 

defamiliarization and what linguist Koleva calls ‘creative refamiliarization of 

experiences and thoughts’ (P. Davis et al. 2016, 26). Too much defamiliarization 

does not work though: if texts are estranging, for example through their style or 

historical distance, this can make participants unsure and promote concern about 

understanding (Jones and Harvey 2020; Christiansen and Dalsgård 2023, 158). 

Reading (any kind of) fiction showed more immersion though than reading non-

fiction (Chapple et al. 2023, 14). The importance of a creative text to explain self-

development in SR groups has also been demonstrated statistically (Liebling et al. 

2022, 26–27, 36-37).  

Literary texts fulfill an important function not only as a source for 

emotional involvement but also by offering the techniques and vocabulary that 

participants can use to represent emotions. Linguistic analyses of SR sessions 

indicate that over time, participants increasingly use non-conventional style, 

suggesting an increasing capacity to express the nuances of emotional experiences 

(P. Davis et al. 2016, 25–26; Billington et al. 2019, 198–200; Watkins, Naylor, and 

Corcoran 2022, 8). This is not only represented verbally: SR groups also provide 

space for silence and hesitation, both of which are frequently noted by researchers. 

These hesitations can be interpreted as a sign of participants’ growing 
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consciousness of concepts that are difficult to express in language (P. Davis et al. 

2016, 25–26; Billington et al. 2019, 198–200). Shifts in verbal and non-verbal 

expression also appear in groups of participants with dementia, where especially 

repetition of words – in the poems themselves, through the repeated readings or 

repetitions by participants – is used as ‘a tool to participate, connect and receive 

affirmation’ (Swinnen 2023, 36). The acceptance of non-conventional ways of 

expression allows these participants, whose language use often does not conform 

with conventional grammar, to share their thoughts without being judged (Swinnen 

2023, 12). This establishes freedom for creativity and norm-deviation (Swinnen 

2023, 39–41). In another SR intervention with people with dementia, (Longden et 

al. 2016) observed that participants would say different things about the same poem 

when read in a new setting, which indicates ‘spontaneous newness in areas of 

emotional importance’; they concluded that general improvement of wellbeing and 

‘spontaneous, episodic awareness could often be triggered through emotion rather 

than memory’ (Longden 2016, 10). SR therefore provides a variety of participants 

with the techniques to express their emotions, a skill that is associated with growth 

in self-confidence (Robinson et al. 2019, 162). Although there are experiences in 

SR which fall more on the cognitive side of the spectrum, these descriptions make 

clear that the distinction between affect and cognition is often artificial, as the mix 

of both is central to the practice of shared reading, and both are at play in reading 

anyway (Wolf 2018).   

 

NEW PERSPECTIVES 
 

Encountering others’ experiences, both in texts and in fellow 

participants, does not always immediately result in a form of emotional recognition 

as described above – it can also be a first acquaintance with a new, unfamiliar 

perspective and spark new thoughts. Billington and Steenberg (2021) use two (or 

in fact three) concepts to capture the process in SR of how new thoughts are 

articulated: ‘live thinking’ and ‘enhanced mental processes/articulate 

contemplation’ (Billington and Steenberg 2021, 405, 407). Many studies have 

identified breakthrough moments in SR in which cognitive and affective turning-

points take place (Gray et al. 2016; Longden et al. 2016). Other concepts used in 

the literature to describe the moments new insights are gained, or new thoughts put 

into words, are ‘creative inarticulacy’ (Longden et al. 2015), ‘momentary 

transformation’ (Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021) ‘now moments’ (Tangerås 2022), 

and ‘articulation effect’ (Pihl et al. 2024), all of which seem to refer to the same 

phenomena and which resemble Kuiken’s concept of expressive enactment (Kuiken 
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2019). Although there are subtle differences between these concepts, and some 

describe an effect achieved in the individual reader whereas others refer more 

specifically to the process taking place between participants, as authors of this 

article we perceive them as very closely related, so we have chosen to bring these 

together under the heading ‘new perspectives’. 

Sometimes these transformational effects are self-reported by 

participants, but they can also be identified in the conversations through linguistic 

analysis (Longden et al. 2015; Ohlsson et al. 2018; Lampropoulou et al. 2019; 

Philip Davis and Billington 2020a; Gustafsson et al. 2022; Watkins, Naylor, and 

Corcoran 2022). The emergent articulation of new thoughts is signaled by recurring 

phrases like ‘it seems’ or ‘it is as if’ (Lampropoulou). Participants’ mobile use of 

pronouns signals shifting of perspectives from own to character’s thinking (Philip 

Davis and Billington 2020a). Watkins a.o. analyzed specific rhetorical strategies 

(especially change in use of pronouns and hedging) to show promising shifts from 

speaker- to listener-focused discourse (11) and changes of getting ‘unstuck’ (12) in 

a SR group in a psychiatric hospital. 

Textual features have a significant role in facilitating such encounters 

with the new and unfamiliar: characters representing unfamiliar perspectives, or 

gaps within the read (poetic or narrative) texts stimulate the making of inferences 

and allow for various interpretations. Readers fill gaps based on familiar frames 

and knowledge schemas that are based on their own background knowledge and 

previous experiences (Canning 2020, 335–37). Because schemas differ between 

individuals, so do readers’ perceptions and interpretations of gaps or unfamiliar 

perspectives (Elfenbein 2018, 86–88). When these different readings become 

apparent in the group’s discussion of the text, participants are therefore faced with 

new perspectives. In the discussion readers can either bounce off these different 

meanings to each other or collectively develop a new interpretation of the text based 

on the combination of the participants’ individual contexts. This process boosts 

participants’ awareness of differing perspectives by allowing them to develop a 

more empathetic reference frame through which to view new information (Canning 

2017, 181–82; Andersen 2022, 8). Through facilitating conversations about the 

interpretation of literary texts, SR groups therefore allow participants to adjust and 

build their understanding of others’ perspectives.  

These discussions also strengthen readers’ awareness of their own 

perspectives, because they are better able to relate and compare their own views to 

those of others (Canning 2017, 185; Robinson et al. 2019, 169; Andersen 2022, 7). 

Even in a group where participants did not share a common context (such as illness) 

but rather shared an interest in literature, and the sharing of personal 
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stories/experiences was therefore not so prominent, participants did report deeper 

insights into themselves and others as a result of perspective-taking and learning 

together (Gustafsson et al. 2022; Fagerlid 2023). These results are in line with 

research findings about the effects of reading literary texts on affective and 

metacognitive processes found through surveys and experiments performed outside 

the context of SR (Koopman 2016; 2018; Eekhof 2024). As we discussed in the 

previous section on emotional engagements, the combination of defamiliarization 

and ‘refamiliarization’ entails taking an outsider’s perspective on one’s own thought 

process without losing the connection to one’s own perspective. This provides SR 

participants with a unique opportunity to train metacognition.  

 Ohlsson a.o. (2018) found Judith Langer’s model of literary meaning 

making, which distinguishes different vantage points inside and outside the text 

(called ‘stances’ (Langer 1995)), useful to identify and analyse the group members’ 

strategies to move from text to world and shift perspectives (Ohlsson et al. 2018, 

19), and they plead for more research into the reader-leader’s role in instigating 

these shifts. The movement in and out of the text also implies a movement between 

two temporalities of the self: ‘the self in narrative time, where participants had a 

sense of who they were, with a past and a future (Ricœur 1992), and the open 

responsive self, who for a moment forgot this identity and allowed itself to be 

permeated by the atmosphere (Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021, 296–97). Fagerlid 

also describes this in- and out-going: ‘participants’ arguments built on mostly 

undisclosed personal recollections, connecting their inner and outer dialogue’ 

(Fagerlid 2023, 186).  

To guide this process, reader leaders are trained to build in pauses in the 

reading and encourage participants to use specific examples, both from the text and 

from their own lives. Multiple studies show that these pauses are a catalyst for the 

process of sense-making (Gustafsson et al. 2022; Kristensen et al. 2023, 4; 

Christiansen and Dalsgård 2023). Negotiating between different schemas to 

construct a collective interpretation requires cognitive work that trains readers’ 

attention to specific examples and arguments and encourages them to become 

aware of and question their initial assumptions (Canning 2020, 343–44). 

Comparison with techniques proposed for people with depressive tendencies 

suggests that this training of reappraisal strategies with attention to specific, 

intentional responses may be crucial in breaking limiting thought and behaviour 

patterns (P. Davis et al. 2016, 12); a finding that also appears in evaluations by staff 

members in prisons with SR groups (Robinson et al. 2019, 163). Interviews with 

participants suggest that resulting gains in mental flexibility may open readers’ 

imaginations to new scenarios of the future (Kristensen et al. 2023, 7), which was 
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also demonstrated statistically in a prison context (Liebling et al. 2022, 30), and to 

‘grapple with their own lives’ or offer ‘new worlds (Pihl et al. 2024, 148), pointing 

at increased narrative understanding of oneself and others. 

In addition to its positive impact through mental flexibility, the cognitive 

work that is performed in SR discussions may also improve participants’ 

(perception of) specific competences. As previously described, filling in gaps 

requires the reader’s engagement with the text (Philip Davis and Billington 2016; 

Canning 2020, 344; Steenberg et al. 2021). In a SR group of participants diagnosed 

with cancer, readers found this to improve their ability to concentrate (Andersen 

2022, 9). Poetry evokes recognition of familiar themes or locations, yet invites 

multiple interpretations through its openness. The joint effort of forming a mental 

image makes it stick with participants (Andersen and Hakemulder 2024, 13–15). 

Participants noted that they were aided in maintaining concentration by the use of 

short texts, which were read aloud while they could read along. These 

characteristics of SR are also found to be important for people with dementia, 

whose ability to interact with the text is facilitated by the reading method as well 

as the space offered for silent contemplation (Swinnen 2023, 35–36). Relations 

between SR and experiences of competence have also been found in other contexts. 

Both Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) of interviews with readers 

who experienced mental health struggles and a survey study of participants in 

prison reading groups found a positive relation between participation in SR and 

participants’ perceived ability to understand the world around them (Robinson et 

al. 2019, 171; Liebling et al. 2022, 29). Interviewees associated this with feelings 

of accomplishment. Similarly, in prison reading groups, participation in SR was 

associated with a higher mean score on self-efficacy (Liebling et al. 2022, 30). 

These findings suggest that the cognitive demands of SR impact participants’ 

experienced capacity to process, understand, and influence the world around them. 

Combined with the statistically significant association between participation in SR 

and scores on wellbeing and hope (Liebling et al. 2022, 30), this suggests that the 

training of narrative and cognitive skills through SR discussions can have an 

important effect on participants’ wellbeing. These cognitive shifts are facilitated by 

‘joint meaning making processes’ (Ohlsson et al. 2018, 13) and therefore the social 

setting of SR, which is the third dimension we distinguish. 

 

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 
 

It is a truism to say that the social dimension is at the heart of the 

experience of SR. In SR, emotions and reflections are not just individual but 
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become a topic for conversation and connection. All studies in one way or another 

reflect on the social dimensions of SR, using a variety of concepts. Kristensen a.o. 

(2023) even subsume all different aspects of SR under the umbrella of collective 

experience (Kristensen et al. 2023). Referring to a range of CRILS studies, 

Billington and Steenberg (2021) coin the concepts ‘emotional and existential 

groupness’ to describe the space SR offers for sharing emotions (emotional 

groupness) and the feelings of belonging to a community as a result of SR 

(existential groupness). Without disregarding affective dimensions, others put more 

stress on the cognitive effects of what happens in SR groups and focus on joint 

meaning making (Ohlsson et al. 2018; Gustafsson et al. 2022; Kristensen et al. 

2023), interactional achievement (Watkins, Naylor, and Corcoran 2022) or deeper 

reading (Andersen 2022; Christiansen and Dalsgård 2023). Sharing newly 

rediscovered feelings can become a tool for shaping emotional life itself (Steenberg 

2016, 195). Kristensen speaks of collective affective presence: ‘in which the lines 

between the text and their own reflections became blurred and a connection 

between the text and the participants as a collective entity arose’ (Kristensen et al. 

2023, 4). Similarly, Gustafsson et al (2022) attempt to unite social, emotional and 

cognitive aspects within theories of joint attention. They conclude that SR is a 

‘cognitively rich joint attention episode’ where meaning-making is 

‘multidimensional and collaborative’ (Gustafsson et al. 2022). They distinguish 

‘togetherness’ (comparable to Billington and Steenberg’s emotional groupness) and 

‘the group as a resource for learning’, more cognitively understood than in 

Billington and Steenberg’s distinction (Gustafsson et al. 2022, 118, 124).  

Researchers place different accents when it comes to regarding the 

group as a starting point or as an outcome. Skjerdingstad and Tangerås (2019) 

analyse how the group setting is an affordance—a means to achieve (social and 

embodied) cognition (Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 2019), which Christiansen and 

Dalsgård (2023) call the ritual aspect of SR. The latter examine the aspect of 

emergent meaning-making, focusing on moments of transformation ‘prompted by 

aesthetic experience and the intense quality of presence of group relations’ 

(Christiansen and Dalsgård 2021, 303). They use Gumbrecht’s concept ‘Stimmung’ 

to conceptualize the mood and atmosphere that is created by the interactions 

between participants and the text and among participants. Taking up Skjerdingstad 

and Tangerås’ (2019) notion of SR as an affordance nest, they see an emerging 

togetherness: ‘a presence in which the reader merges into a shared atmosphere’ 

(Christiansen and Dalsgård 2023, 160), signalled by the use of ‘we’ pronouns when 

participants refer to the group. In another study, Tangerås (2022) focuses also on 

what he calls ‘moments of meeting’, using Stern’s (1998) concepts of Now 
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Moments and Moments of Meeting (Tangerås 2022): moments of emotional 

synchrony. The ‘Now moments’ concept resembles what Billington and Steenberg 

(2021) call ‘Live’ Thinking, but it stresses the interactive aspect. Elements of 

surprise may turn ‘now moments’ into intersubjective moments of meeting. 

Roemhild and Turner also found that the liveness and vibrancy that happens in SR 

contributes to eudaimonic wellbeing. In their pilot study in Australia, participants 

reported positive effects on a sense of personal autonomy and social connection 

(Roemhild and Turner 2023).  

While the purpose of reading together is always a uniting force, in some 

cases the predicaments participants share seem especially conducive to a feeling of 

bonding. Longden (2015) and Andersen (2022) observe how the shared 

predicament of group members (suffering from cancer or mental health issues) 

offers a ground to relate and find recognition and support, for example to get back 

into reading (Andersen 2022). But the SR group can also function as a space of 

freedom from prevalent norms or social roles in the outside world, providing a 

space for a sense of social connectedness just because it revolves around literary 

texts and not social roles (Andersen 2022, 4–5; Christiansen 2021, 999; Holm et al. 

2022; Kristensen et al. 2023; Chapple et al. 2023). For this way of connecting, Pihl 

a.o. coin the concept literary connectivity: ‘a collective experience of literary art 

that fosters caring and sharing between people (Pihl et al. 2024, 151). Pihl a.o. 

describe interactions in SR as ‘different forms of identification’ in which individual 

and collective explorations happen (Pihl et al. 2024, 150).  

This joint meaning making can also be seen as having political 

dimensions. Jones and Harvey (2015) argue that a focus on the collaborative aspect 

of SR, especially the members’ active and agentive participation in the co-

construction of meaning, contributes to understanding the role it can play in 

supporting inclusive, participatory arts practice in communities (Jones and Harvey 

2015). In a second study, they suggest that SR constitutes a public space where 

participants can act and experience the plurality that Hannah Arendt considers to 

be central to the human condition (Jones and Harvey 2020). In that sense, SR can 

be seen as offering a democratic training ground. This is supported by other findings 

on the sense of equality or democratic potential of SR (Longden et al. 2015, 117; 

Fagerlid 2023; Kristensen et al. 2024).  

These democratic group norms, characterized by a sense of equal worth 

(both of people themselves and their personal insights) and mutual respect, 

facilitate the previously described gains in participants’ self-confidence and sense 

of competence. Kristensen a.o. found that SR promotes a sense of equality by 

creating a space where social interaction and relatedness does not hinge on social 
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roles, but rather on lived experiences—and vulnerabilities inherent to these—

conveyed through literary texts and shared among participants. They point at the 

crucial role of the facilitator to ensure meaningful engagement of participants 

(Steenberg 2016, Kristensen et al. 2024). Norms of equality are reflected in a 

flexibility of roles within the group, observed by studies in several contexts: across 

sessions and texts, different people assume a leading role in the conversation 

(Billington et al. 2019, 201; Kristensen et al. 2024). While the reader leader guides 

the conversation where necessary, the value of contributions is not subject to 

hierarchy; the reader leader’s interpretation does not take priority over that of other 

readers (Swinnen 2023, 39–41; Andersen 2022, 6). This allows everyone to 

participate without fear of their contribution being put aside as ‘incorrect’ 

(Robinson et al. 2019, 170–71). This social safety is crucial to the SR method, in 

which participants are encouraged to share stories and emotions that would usually 

be considered private (Billington et al. 2019, 201; Kristensen et al. 2023, 3; 2024, 

5). Participants are therefore also not required to contribute if they do not wish to 

do so (Andersen 2022, 14; Robinson et al. 2019, 170–71). This unforced 

atmosphere aids participants’ willingness to show vulnerability (P. Davis et al. 

2016, 20–21). When a participant does choose to contribute, the group listens, and 

participants as well as the reader leader build upon it, giving positive feedback in 

the process. As a result, readers feel taken seriously and become increasingly aware 

of their own added value, which positively impacts self-confidence (Robinson et 

al. 2019, 171; Andersen 2022, 10–11). Additionally, the experience of contributing 

value to the group is important in constructing a sense of being part of a community, 

the development of which has been observed in both online and offline SR groups 

(Andersen 2022, 11,13). Over time, the trust built up through emphasising 

communication and respect further encourages shared vulnerability, which can 

result in a strong sense of emotional connection within the community (Robinson 

et al. 2019, 172–73). Social norms regarding the equal value of all participants and 

their contributions therefore seem to be a crucial factor in the potential for SR 

groups to provide a sense of community and social connection.  

The sense of community established in reading groups can affect 

participants’ lives beyond the SR setting (Billington, Davis, and Farrington 2013; 

Gray et al. 2016; Robinson et al. 2019; Andersen 2022). Participants may extend 

friendship beyond the group (Andersen 2022, 11), apply the modes of 

communication and emotional regulation experienced in the SR group to 

interactions outside the group, or feel that SR helps to combat a sense of isolation 

in the world outside (Robinson et al. 2019, 163, 172–73). In SR groups in prisons, 

moderation analysis indicated that the experience of mutual support within the 
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group, in combination with experiences of ordinariness and of finding 

understanding and meaning in texts, contributed to participants’ sense of freedom 

to be themselves, which explained a large proportion of the observed growth in 

participants’ self-confidence (Liebling et al. 2022, 36–37). This suggests an 

interplay between the social and individual effects of SR; some of which can carry 

beyond the context of SR itself (Andersen and Hakemulder 2024). 

 

DISCUSSION AND QUESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

The rapidly developing research into SR, which uses various 

theoretical perspectives and methodologies across disciplines, points towards 

impacts that we discuss as three interrelated aspects: emotional engagement, 

acquaintance with new perspectives, and the establishment of social connections 

and collaborative practices. Firstly, while reading, participants recognise 

themselves in the texts; and by discussing this, in others. The text creates a safe 

distance for participants to reflect on these recognised experiences, through 

which metacognition is trained. By drawing from literary texts to discuss 

insights, readers find words to express their emotions, which benefits self-

confidence. Secondly, in SR discussions, participants encounter new 

perspectives, which stimulates awareness of one’s own as well as others’ world 

views. Through discussing differing perspectives based on specific examples, 

readers train various cognitive skills that help deepen their understanding of not 

only literary texts but also themselves, and that can be crucial to breaking limiting 

thought and behaviour patterns. This is associated with experiences of hope and 

wellbeing. Discussing literary texts also provides a cognitive challenge that trains 

concentration. As a result, participants report increasing faith in their own 

competence. Thirdly, social norms within reading groups facilitate the 

beforementioned processes through emphasising open, respectful 

communication and the equal value of all contributions. These norms are 

reflected in a flexibility of roles, participants’ experience of an unforced 

atmosphere for sharing ‘private’ emotions, and recurring positive feedback 

amongst participants and the reader leader. The value of every group member is 

highlighted, which can result in a sense of community and strong emotional 

connections. This affects participants’ lives beyond the reading group by 

providing opportunities for building friendships, combatting feelings of isolation, 

and experiencing mutual social support. Moderation analysis by Liebling a.o. 

suggests that this social support, in combination with experiences of ordinariness 

and understanding, enables participants to be themselves in the SR group, which 
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positively impacts self-confidence. This implies that the three discussed factors 

work together to stimulate the open sharing of emotional experiences in SR 

groups, therefore resulting in a self-reinforcing process that positively impacts 

participants’ wellbeing. 

The findings of these many studies also give rise to new questions. Some 

paradoxical findings warrant further investigation, for example that positive effects 

on concentration, attention, and memory also happened when positive effects on 

social and emotional wellbeing were not apparent (Steenberg 2016, 196). And of 

course, not all SR sessions are a success: ‘Sometimes when you are running a SR 

group and it isn’t going well, you can find yourself feeling disappointed, even upset, 

that a book you care about is being neglected or dismissed’ (Philip Davis and Magee 

2020a, 51). The many qualitative studies showing positive effects cannot really 

clarify how often and for whom SR works. Further research could provide insights 

into the circumstances in which SR is most effective, or when it might be less so. 

Davis et al. already noted great between-individual variation in the impact of SR 

but did not have a large enough sample size to identify explanatory factors (P. Davis 

et al. 2016, 66). In a SR group for cancer patients, one interviewee expressed that 

she experienced SR as too demanding, particularly when the group read longer 

stories (Andersen 2022, 9). Liebling notes how at times, experiences of narrative 

absorption and reflective consideration were in tension with each other (Liebling et 

al. 2022, 41), and how one group (tellingly: the only group where participation was 

not voluntary) felt that reading together ‘was a potential minefield in which painful 

experience might be touched on unexpectedly’ (Liebling et al. 2022, 31). This 

suggests that individual variation in for example ability to concentrate as well as 

contextual variation in the set-up of reading groups may influence the effectiveness 

of SR. Future research could explore this and other possible explanatory factors for 

differences in effectiveness. 

Few researchers offer reflections on potential downsides of SR; 

exceptions are Harsh (2022) who also reports less successful sessions, and Dalsgård 

and Christiansen (2023) who discuss how togetherness can also lead to feeling 

apart: how feeling exposed, feeling insecure about the meaning of a text or 

disagreement can obstruct the processes of meaning making and feeling together. 

Blundell and Poole remark on similar potential damaging effects in SR groups: not 

feeling ‘clever’ enough, not expressing oneself for fear of rejection, difficulty to 

surrender/be absorbed in a story. They also found that online the connection 

between facilitator and reader is easily lost (Blundell and Poole 2023). A SR 

intervention for preschool children, though resulting in slightly better attendance 

than a comparator intervention showed no significant effects on caregivers’ 
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knowledge, attitudes and behaviours or on children’s language (Lingwood, 

Billington, and Rowland 2020).  

Future research could try to develop insights into the features of ‘good’ 

SR texts—even though a ‘successful’ conversation will always be the result of an 

interaction between participants, text and facilitator which ultimately cannot be 

predicted. The Reader makes a point of selecting literary texts which are not chosen 

for a specific topic like in bibliotherapy: it is not self-help but the power of literature 

at large that makes SR work (Philip Davis and Billington 2016). But the choice of 

texts does matter; recurrent references in the CRILS studies to the success of certain 

texts such as ‘I am’ by John Clare and Shakespeare’s sonnet 29—both about feeling 

an outcast—do suggest there is a thematic interest for readers in SR groups. In the 

context of a bibliotherapy group for people suffering from eating disorders, 

Trosicianko found potential harmful effects of reading about characters with such 

disorders: ‘the capacities of fiction seem to include a power to enhance our 

vulnerability to mental illness’ (Troscianko 2018, 209). Which characteristics of a 

text make it both close and distant enough to work well in SR? Close in the sense 

that it can serve as a proxy, evoking different forms of engagement; distant in the 

sense that it has no judgment on its reader, or as Billington and Steenberg phrase it 

so well: ‘the poem or story does not know and cannot care whether its reader is well 

or ill’ (Billington and Steenberg 2021, 414). 

Research into SR has so far mostly focused on vulnerable groups, 

following the emancipatory aim of The Reader. SR in restricted contexts probably 

works so well because attendance and participation as voluntary provide a welcome 

contrast (Billington, Longden, and Robinson 2016; Philip Davis and Magee 2020a; 

Liebling et al. 2022). But as we have seen, groups in other contexts also report 

positive effects. Self-evaluations from the Culturele Apotheek, the Dutch 

equivalent of The Reader, who run many SR groups through public libraries, for 

example, suggest positive effects as well. However, to date, no large-scale 

systematic studies have investigated the effects of SR in public library reading 

groups. Further systematic research with larger sample sizes could aim to more 

thoroughly examine the impact of SR for this audience. 

It would be interesting to consider and investigate the effects of SR also 

in the context of changing reading habits in our current digital age. In her book on 

reading in the digital age, Maryanne Wolf stresses the central role of different forms 

of attention in the process of reading (Wolf 2018, 24). In this age of permanent 

distractions, SR is a way of facilitating selective attention (Rosenblatt 1982) by 

making participants experience a text simultaneously through reading out loud. 

Synchronizing the reading experience facilitates sharing, and having the printed 
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text facilitates the social dimension as well: ‘having the text in front makes it easy 

to regulate eye contact, as it is perfectly legitimate to look down and concentrate 

on the text, and there is no pressure to say anything’ (Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 

2019, 6). Thus, SR might be a way to train the attention capacity that Maryanne 

Wolf has so urgently addressed as something we seem to be losing (Wolf 2018). 

More research into the effect of these analogue and sensory techniques of reading 

would be welcome. 

So far, SR research has mostly targeted (young or elderly) adult readers6, 

but we would like to consider another large group of readers who may benefit from 

the positive impacts of SR: pupils and students, echoing the plea to pay attention to 

the pedagogic role of the reader leader also in the context of literature education 

(Steenberg et al. 2021). Several elements of SR, like the synchronized attention 

mentioned above, may be welcome additions to reading education, but others as 

well, which we can illustrate using insights from Andrew Elfenbein’s The Gist of 

Reading (2018). Elfenbein convincingly argues that psychological assumptions 

about reading as ‘having a goal, achieving coherence and making explanations’ 

(Elfenbein 2018, 58)—which, we would like to add, also underlie methods of 

strategy instruction in reading education—fall short in their conceptualisation, as 

readers in trying to connect the microstructures of a text to macrostructures may 

encounter difficulties of different kinds (lying in the social context of the reading 

event, wrong inferences, lack of background knowledge). SR is a way to make these 

confusions explicit, and could thus function as a way to train metacognitive 

awareness—not by being trained in abstract reading strategies but by experiencing 

different interpretations.  

Deep reading: its evocative, analytical and generative processes (Wolf 

2018, 40–68) are modelled in SR, ranging from the invitation to include 

autobiographical memory—to which the greatest emotions in reading are 

attached—, to having participants exchange different forms of identification which 

allows them to draw analogies and make inferences, use their background 

knowledge, generating new thoughts about themselves and the world. Reading texts 

that are hard to understand at first sight can lead readers ‘to foreground 

metacognition, the self-awareness of goals and strategies during reading’, also 

known as ‘standards of coherence’ (Elfenbein 2018, 90–91). Whereas a reader on 

their own may give up, the social setting in SR turns meaning-making into a 

collaborative effort (Skjerdingstad and Tangerås 2019; Jones and Harvey 2020).  

These considerations are especially relevant in light of the 2022 PISA 

results that revealed an unprecedented drop in worldwide average reading scores, 

 
6  Exceptions: Davis a.o. (2016, 62); Lingwood (2020). 
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which have already been declining since 2012 (OECD 2023, 44; 183). Existing 

research shows that level of reading performance as well as its increase are 

associated with measures of (change in) intrinsic reading motivation (Retelsdorf, 

Köller, and Möller 2011, 555–56; Miyamoto, Murayama, and Lechner 2020, 10), 

and that book talk contributes to increasing motivation (Cornelissen 2016), 

especially when teachers are trained in asking open questions geared towards 

feeling-based literary interpretation, similar to reader-leaders in SR (Levine et al. 

2021). Since SR was shown to work as a stepping stone to get back into reading 

(Andersen 2022, 9; Robinson et al. 2019, 174), it would be interesting to examine 

whether SR in education could benefit reading motivation, and through this, reading 

habits and reading performance. Additionally, given the benefits of SR found on a 

variety of factors ranging from concentration ability and language use to self-

confidence and social connection, it seems very interesting to explore how SR could 

play a role in education.  

One of the paradoxes of SR is that the found benefits on metacognitive 

and social skills were gained in a context that is not explicitly aimed at learning and 

where no specific goals are formulated (Steenberg 2016). This may actually be an 

explanatory factor for why SR is so successful: participation is voluntary and 

therefore selects on motivation. And yet, the element of freely speaking about one’s 

own associations with a text, without there being correct or incorrect answers, 

seems of great importance as well, and this is something that could also be 

stimulated or trained in an educational context. But SR is not just about skill level 

in reading or attention to detail. As attempts for attaining meaning always comes 

weighted with a reader’s historical setting (Elfenbein 2018, 90), including factors 

like generation, class, gender or race, such exchanges are also cultural exchanges. 

The understanding of a text is always partly informed by background knowledge of 

the reader, including cultural knowledge, and so Elfenbein argues that ‘[s]tandards 

of coherence are the site at which a history of culture intersects cognitive processes 

of reading’ (Elfenbein 2018, 89).  

As demonstrated by multiple studies, SR as a collaborative meaning-

making practice is key to its effects. In discussions on reading performance and 

education, recognition of the meaningfulness that literary texts can have for readers 

is often hard to find. And yet, meaning-making is central to readers’ experiences, 

and thus should be made central in literature education (Rooijackers 2023). 

Meaningful reading can take other shapes than SR and undoubtedly is already done 

in many places within and outside of the education system, but the importance of 

interaction for (literary) meaning-making is certainly supported by SR research. 
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This sense of meaning that SR can provide goes far beyond measures of 

performance. 

A final paradox can be found in the desire for standard measures in SR 

research which will make findings comparable—Billington and Steenberg f.e. 

mention standard measures of psychological health, like the Ryff score and the 

Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS). The paradox is that such measures 

are often inadequate to capture the multilayered experience of reading literature, an 

inadequacy brought out well by the qualities of literature. Maryanne Wolf describes 

how Hemingway’s six-word story ‘For sale: baby shoes, never worn’ can prompt a 

mix of emotions in the reader: a wrenching sense of loss, relief, guilt, and hope 

(Wolf 2018, 42). Likewise, Davis and Magee observe that ‘reading literature opens 

up individuals to a wider range of emotions and challenges the very idea that 

describing emotions in polarised terms of positive and negative is helpful. In other 

words, the findings work within PANAS to overcome some of PANAS’ own 

assumptions’ (Philip Davis and Magee 2020a, 26). These shortcomings of 

psychological measures cannot really come as a surprise if one agrees with 

Billington and Steenberg’s view of literature as ‘one area of our inherited culture 

that does seriously explore the inner life’ (Billington and Steenberg 2021, 408). 
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