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The effects of reading and watching fiction

on the development of social cognition:
a systematic review
Julia Ferreira Rezende'?“, Nadia Shigaeff'?

ABSTRACT. Social cognition is an umbrella term used to address the set of neurocognitive processes involved in effective
social interaction, such as Theory of Mind and empathy, and is important for understanding of others’ intentions and actions
and decision making. Narratives can serve as tools for learning social norms and understanding other people, as they involve
mental simulations of social interactions. This review aimed to gather the results of current studies on the effects of reading
and watching fiction movies on the development of social cognition. We included 16 publications, all of which were empirical
studies. The results showed that, depending on individual factors, as well as on the specifics of the intervention, both reading and
watching movies seem to influence the processes of development of social cognition, especially if associated with concomitant
or subsequent activities, such as discussions. More research is needed to understand the specific details of this relationship.

Keywords: Social Cognition; Theory of Mind; Empathy; Motion Pictures; Reading.

Os efeitos da leitura e filmes de ficcdo no desenvolvimento da cognigao social: uma revisao sistematica
RESUMO. Cognicao Social € um termo usado para se referir a uma colegdo de processos neurocognitivos, como Teoria da
Mente e Empatia, envolvidos em interagdes sociais, e € fundamental para a compreensdo das acdes e intengdes de outros
individuos e para a tomada de decisdes. Narrativas podem servir como ferramentas para o aprendizado de normas sociais e
para a compreensdo de outras pessoas, pois envolvem a simulago mental de interagdes sociais. Esta revisdo teve como objetivo
reunir os resultados de estudos atuais sobre os efeitos da leitura e dos filmes de ficg&o no desenvolvimento da Cognigéo Social.
Foram incluidas 16 publicages, sendo todas estudos empiricos. Os resultados demonstraram que, dependendo de fatores
individuais e de aspectos especificos das intervengdes, a leitura e os filmes parecem influenciar processos de desenvolvimento
da Cognigdo Social, especialmente se forem associados a atividades como discussdes. Mais pesquisas sdo necessarias para
esclarecer os detalhes dessa relagéo.

Palavras-chave: Cognigéo Social; Teoria da Mente; Empatia; Filmes Cinematograficos; Leitura.

INTRODUCTION

S ocial cognition is an umbrella term used to
address the set of neurocognitive process-

es involved in effective social interaction®.

Social cognition involves many different

represent the mental states of others) and
attributional style/bias (the way by which
individuals explain the causes and make
sense of social events or interactions)?. Joint
attention also seems to be more relevant

processes, but mainly emotion processing
(broadly defined as perceiving and using
emotions), social perception (decoding and
interpreting social cues in others), theory of
mind/mental state attribution (the ability to

from a developmental point of view. Social
cognition can also be divided into three main
domains: social perception, social under-
standing and social decision making®. For the
purpose of this paper, we will focus on two
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specific processes involved in social cognition: empathy
and Theory of Mind (also referred to as mentalizing)*°.

Mentalizing describes the ability to infer the mental
states of others, including their beliefs, thoughts, inten-
tions and feelings®*. Certain aspects of mentalizing are
present in early childhood, but others, such as the ability
to understand that someone may have a different belief
from their own, are developed from the age of four*.
Interpreting the behavior of others in terms of their
mental states is an important part of decision making
during social interactions*®.

Empathy, as it differs from the Theory of Mind,
involves not only the recognition of mental and emo-
tional states (cognitive component), but also the ability
to share emotional experiences (affective component)”.
It is not an emotional state, but a set of processes that
occur in response to the observation of another person’s
emotional state, whether positive or negative®®.

The components of social cognition are important
because they allow us to understand the intentions
and actions of others, modifying our own accordingly.
Therefore, it is critical for decision making in the social
context, as well as for understanding its consequences
and maintaining successful interpersonal relation-
ships®*. Social cognition also allows us to learn about
the world through the experience of others, without
the need of first-hand experience, and appears to be
related to affective considerations and prosocial behav-
ior®910, Specifically, the empathy-attitude model claims
that adopting the perspective of an individual leads to
increased empathetic feelings for this individual and,
consequently, generalized valuing of the group that
individual is inserted in, culminating in a more positive
attitude towards the group®.

Stories (or narratives) can also provide the experiences
needed for a better understanding of the world. It is argued
that social cognition is used to understand stories, just as it
is used to understand reality™'?. Therefore, narratives can
serve as tools for learning social norms and understanding
other people, as they involve mental simulations of social
interactions'*3. This idea is supported by Bandura’s social
learning theory: readers can learn vicariously from the
actions and consequences of characters in the story>*.

Narratives can be constructed in different ways, such
as text, television, podcasts or comics. For the purpose
of this study, we will consider stories presented in fic-
tion texts (books and short fiction works) and movies.
Previous studies have investigated the influence of litera-
ture on different aspects, such as empathy, theory of mind,
self-reflection and emotional development™?’. On the
other hand, few studies have investigated the effects of
movies or other types of media on cognitive aspects.
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Considering the importance of social contact for
the development of certain cognitive aspects, such
as social cognition, it is crucial to assess how these
aspects can be influenced. In this context, the evalu-
ation of the effects and potential benefits of reading
fiction and watching movies becomes especially sig-
nificant. This assessment aims to determine whether
these activities could facilitate the development of
social cognition and potentially be as vital as direct
social interaction. These investigations may also be
important in developing alternative treatments and
interventions for patients diagnosed with autistic
spectrum disorder (ASD) and those diagnosed with
schizophrenia. Both diagnoses are characterized by
deficits in social functioning as one of the main di-
agnostic criteria, especially deficits in the ability to
mentalize'®®. Studies by Giircan et al.’8, Pefia et al.?°
and Pino and Mazza?! suggest that interventions using
literary fiction or movies can improve clinical symp-
tomatology in schizophrenia, as well as promote men-
talizing and social functioning skills. Similarly, studies
performed with people with ASD suggest that reading
could improve social understanding® and film analy-
sis interventions could enhance the development of
perspective-taking abilities®.

A systematic review, also known as “research syn-
thesis”, provides an overview of relevant studies to
summarize current knowledge of the literature on a
specific topic. Therefore, the general aim of this sys-
tematic review is to summarize the results of current
studies on the effects of fiction reading and watching
movies on the processes involved in the development
of social cognition, such as empathy and the Theory of
Mind. More specifically, we hope to:

+ provide an overview of the most recent findings
in the scientific literature regarding the impact
of reading fictional works on the development of
social cognition;

+ present the outcomes of the latest scientific
publications concerning the effects of watching
movies on the development of social cognition;

+ compare the results of studies involving the
effects of reading fictional works on social cog-
nition with those of studies involving the effects
of watching movies on social cognition; and

+ investigate the duration and intensity of ob-
served effects, if any.

METHODS

A search was performed from October 18% to Octo-
ber 28% of 2021. The Preferred Reporting Items for



Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) State-
ment guidelines were used as the methodology for this
systematic review. The descriptors and their variations
were chosen from the Health Sciences Descriptors (in
Portuguese, Descritores em Ciéncias da Saiide — DeCS)
research bases, for studies in Portuguese, and Medical
Subject Headings (MeSH) for studies in English. The de-
scriptors were: social cognition, reading, theory of mind,
movies, and empathy. They were then combined to
perform searches in the following databases: PubMed,
Cochrane Library and Scientific Electronic Library On-
line (SciELO).

To be included in the study, publications must meet

the following inclusion criteria:

+ language: publications in English and Portuguese;

+ time range: publications from 2011 to 2021;

+ study design: empirical studies, such as evi-
dence-based, qualitative analysis, observational
or mixed methods;

+ intervention: studies involving reading and
movie interventions of all types: reading train-
ing, reading sessions, movie sessions, movie clip
presentation.

The exclusion criteria were: book chapters, system-
atic reviews, case studies, monographs, dissertations
or thesis. Interventions that involved non-fiction nar-
ratives or documentaries were also excluded.

The first search was performed in all data bases,
resulting in 1,906 papers in PubMed, 712 in Co-
chrane Library and 15 in SciELO. Database filters
were used to select only publications from 2011 to
2021. On the search on PubMed, a filter for language
of publication was also used. The manuscripts were
then evaluated by two independent reviewers based
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. If there was
disagreement between the two reviewers, a third
one was asked to assess the inclusion of the study.
After removing duplicate studies, titles and abstracts
were evaluated to determine whether the studies
were pertinent to this literature review. In total, 34
publications were selected at this stage. Then, the
manuscripts were read in full, in order to under-
stand the findings and results of the interventions.
Finally, studies were analyzed according to the
following characteristics:

- setting and design,

« participants,

« intervention, and

+ themes.

This process is shown in the flowchart in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the studies review and selection process.

RESULTS
The initial search of all databases resulted in 2,633
studies, including 1,906 from PubMed, 15 from SciELO
and 712 from Cochrane Library. After duplicity analysis,
589 publications were excluded. Therefore, 2,044 studies
were selected for title and abstract analysis, from which
2,010 were excluded: 2,005 were outside the scope of this
review due to the topics researched; four were excluded
due to the study design; and one did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria for the language. Twenty-eight studies were
selected from PubMed, three were selected from SciELO
and three from Cochrane Library to be read in full. After
full reading, 14 studies were excluded and a total of 16
studies were approved for inclusion in this systematic
review: 12 from PubMed, two from SciELO and two from
Cochrane Library. The studies selected to be included in
this review were all empirical studies that portray the
assessment of interventions through fiction movies
or fiction reading in order to improve social cognition,
socio-cognitive abilities, theory of mind or empathy.
Detailsabout the selected studies are summarized in Table 1.
Of the 16 selected publications, four®*?” were ran-
domized controlled trials in which participants were
randomly distributed into groups, including a control
group, and underwent pre- and post-intervention test-
ing with additional follow-up testing some time later.
One? of the trials did not include a follow-up. Two other
studies randomly allocated participants and included
pre- and post-intervention testing'®?!, but did not in-
clude a control or follow-up group, while three studies
only presented post-intervention testing®**!. In addi-
tion, four studies were not randomized, but included
pre- and post-tests®®°. Finally, two studies performed
the qualitative analysis of the results®3.

Rezende JF, et al.  Fiction stimulation of social cognition. 3
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In most studies, intervention participants were pre-
dominantly female. Most of them were between the age
of 20 and 30 years old, but some studies included a wider
age range, including participants up to 70 years old.
Most studies were performed with university students
or randomly selected participants. Specific studies have
focused on patients with schizophrenia and children.

The overall results revealed a predominance of re-
search focused on the effects of reading fiction compared
to watching fiction movies. The search also revealed that
most of the studies that explored the relationship be-
tween social cognition and fiction stories were carried
out in the past five years, especially with regard to the
specific relationship between fiction movies and theory
of mind and empathy. The geographic location of the
selected studies were also very diversified, including
Turkey, China, Iran, USA, Malaysia, Netherlands, Italy,
Brazil and Slovenia.

Five of these studies?*?63%3>37 focused on the possible
effects of movie interventions on students of health
professions, such as nursing and medicine. Only one
of the described interventions' was performed in
patients with schizophrenia. The methodology in all of
these interventions varied, but generally involved the
presentation of a fiction movie followed by discussion,
lecture, workshop or writing activities. It should be
noted that only two?*? out of four quantitative stud-
ies'®242633 included a control group, as well as pre- and
post-intervention testing and follow-up. The remaining
two obtained their results predominantly through qual-
itative analysis®>*’.

Overall, the results of the studies mentioned above
showed that a combination of movie screening with a
more direct learning activity, such as post-discussions or
technical content, could be more effective at improving
empathy than just a movie presentation. These results
were more clearly observed in the studies performed by
Ahmadzadeh et al.?* and Hojat el al.?®, which investigat-
ed the combination of movie screening with follow-up
activities, in comparison to a movie presentation
alone. Likewise, this combination could provide more
lasting effects on empathy. There also seemed to be no
difference between a full movie and clip presentation.
Instrument measures differed between studies, consid-
ering specific aims and locations, but the Jefferson Scale
of Empathy (JSE) was used frequently.

With regard to publications about interventions with
texts, passages or fiction books, the characteristics of
the samples were diverse. Some of the studies selected
their participants randomly****', some were performed
with university students®>*® and three were focused on
children between three and seven years old*"*>*,

8  Fiction stimulation of social cognition. Rezende JF, et al

One of the most relevant studies on the effects of
reading fiction on social cognition was performed by
Kidd and Castano®, who compared the effects of read-
ing literary fiction with reading nonfiction, as well as
with popular fiction. Their hypothesis was that literary
fiction, due to its specific features, would engage The-
ory of Mind processes and promote it, but not popular
fiction. Three of the selected studies?»*** attempted
to replicate the findings of Kidd and Castano’s study.
Different from the original study, two of the replication
studies?®?° failed to find significantly higher theory of
mind scores after reading literary fiction compared to
any of the other conditions. Another study by Collins
et al.?® obtained the same results. On the other hand,
Pino and Mazza?' managed to find a significant increase
in the scores of mentalizing in the literary fiction ex-
perimental group. It is noteworthy that in this study,
unlike the previous ones, the participants read a short
book in full, and not just excerpts from literary fiction,
and a greater variety of instruments was used. It should
also be noted that only one of these studies included a
control group?, and only two*?*® performed pre- and
post-intervention testing.

Instrument measures differed between studies,
considering the specific aims of each of these studies,
but the Reading the Mind in the Eye Test (RMET) and
the Author Recognition Test (ART) were used quite fre-
quently, along with specific empathy scales. A consistent
finding in three®**! of the above mentioned studies was
that ART scores predicted RMET scores, suggesting that
longer exposure to fiction may be more related to the
theory of mind development than a one-time exposure
to literary passages. However, a limitation of this finding
is that ART does not differ between literary and popular
fiction. Moreover, these studies did not include theory
of mind measures prior to the intervention, and did not
control for baseline individual differences.

Three studies explored the effects of reading on
the development of social cognitive abilities in chil-
dren?”3?34 In all of them, children participated in inter-
ventions in which storybooks focusing on mental states
and emotions were read by a teacher or member of the
research team. Interventions included discussions on
the relevant aspects of the story. Improvement in social
cognitive abilities, including empathy, as well as mental
states comprehension, was observed across all studies,
as measured by a variety of quantitative and qualitative
instruments. Children in all studies were younger than
seven and older than three years old, and only one of
them?” assessed whether children had adequate and
similar language skills before the intervention. It should
also be noted that the social cognitive measure used



in the study by Dias-Correa et al.®* was not validated,
and the children were evaluated by teachers who knew
the purpose of the study, which may suggest a risk of
assessment bias. Likewise, the observation of teachers
in the study by Rodrigues et al.*> was not systematic.
In addition, only the study by Tompkins®” included a
control group and follow-up measures.

Two studies®*¢ differed in general patterns of in-
terventions and varied in focus. Only one* evaluated
the effects of stories in various formats (including
short stories, poems, memoirs and films) portraying
the experience of pain and suffering, and obtained
positive effects on participants — dental students —,
such as facilitating empathy, stimulating self-awareness
and motivating perceptive communication. Bal and
Veltkamp’s® randomized controlled trial, on the other
hand, focused on the role of emotional transportation,
considering that reading fiction would affect empathy
over time only when the reader is emotionally trans-
ported into a story. This hypothesis has been confirmed,
and is in line with insights from previous studies®?*3,
in which the authors suggest that the effect of reading
on the theory of mind and empathy is dependent on
individual characteristics of the reader.

The results obtained in this search are summarized
in Table 1.

DISCUSSION

The general results suggest that interventions per-
formed with fiction books and movies can actually in-
fluence some of the social cognitive processes evaluated.
On the other hand, both movies and literature seem to
have more effect if associated with different subsequent
or concomitant activities, such as discussions or lec-
tures, both in the intensity and duration of the results.
Similarly, reading per se, specifically reading literary
fiction, appears to be mediated by a number of individ-
ual factors, such as emotional transportation, which
refers to the feeling of being completely immersed in a
story and temporary loss of awareness of self and the
real world®*3. Content and features of the literary text
(for example, literary genre), as well as aspects regarding
the reader (for example, reflection process) also seem
to have an influence®. Depending on these factors, the
observed effects seem to vary.

Some studies also suggest that literary fiction is the
only type of text capable of influencing theory of mind
and empathy, but more studies should be conducted
in order to fully understand the specific features of a
so-called “literary” text, since this is still an uncertain
concept and the distinction of literary genders seems

Dement Neuropsychol 2023;17:¢20230066 I

to be dynamic*. While some studies considered the
focus on characters as a feature of literary texts”, oth-
ers considered that literary texts were prize-winning
texts®’. However, there is evidence that suggests the
relationship between social cognition, specifically its
aspect of morality, and different literary categories
could be dynamic*2.

Additionally, the correlation between ART scores and
theory of mind measures was observed in all studies in
which these variables were included. The ART assesses
exposure to fiction, and these findings may indicate
that the habit of reading fiction could exert a more sub-
stantial influence on social cognition processes'® than
the immediate temporary effect of reading individual
passages or short texts. However, on the other hand,
itis also possible that individuals with better theory of
mind performance are more inclined towards engaging
in fiction reading. Future studies should also explore
long-term effects of the habit of reading fiction, possibly
through longitudinal studies.

This correlation may also suggest a reciprocal rela-
tionship between reading or watching fiction and social
cognition®. Rather than peoples’ social cognitive abil-
ities being improved by reading or watching fiction, it
may actually be that people who are more interested in
psychological states or who already have higher scores
on Theory of Mind and empathy look for fictional texts
or movies through which they can explore these aspects.
In this case, the observed relationship would be a con-
sequence of this inherent individual aspect and not of
the exposure to fiction books or movies itself. Likewise,
environmental aspects, such as insertion in university
and chosen course, could influence the nature of this
observed relationship, as well as the attitude of the
participants towards the text®>4.

On the other hand, studies performed with chil-
dren suggest an overall effect of reading interventions.
I terventions with storybooks and mediated discussions
of mental states demonstrated an overall increase in
children’s sociocognitive abilities. This shows that even
indirect forms of consumption of fictional stories could
influence cognitive processes, if accompanied by guided
discussions. These findings are especially important as
they show how storybooks can be a tool for developing
sociocognitive abilities in young children, which are
critical for social interaction and behavior*®.

In addition, many of the selected studies were con-
ducted with medical/nursing students, which suggests
that reading and movie interventions could be especially
useful to develop empathy in these groups, given that
social skills are very important for these professional
practices. Likewise, these findings may also be useful for
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the development of innovative interventions aimed at
patients with schizophrenia and ASD, considering the
deficits in social cognition observed in these groups!'®*.

Itis noteworthy, however, that only four of the stud-
ies analyzed presented a rigorous methodology, aiming
to reduce bias and more effectively examine the effects
of the intervention. Although both literature studies®?*’
and both movies studies®*?® reported promising results
regarding positive intervention outcomes, future stud-
ies should consider this aspect to better understand the
relationship between fiction stories interventions and
the development of social cognition.

Overall, this systematic review focused on interven-
tions aimed at improving social cognition performance.
Considering that social cognition is an umbrella term,
constructed by different components, in this review, the
selected components were theory of mind and empathy.
Although these components are indeed related and form
part of a larger concept, a limitation of these studies,
as well as of this review, is the wide range of terms and
definitions, which can make it difficult to synthesize
these findings. For example, only some of the studies
recognized the difference between affective and cogni-
tive empathy, while others did not. Other limitations
include small samples, prevalence of female participants
and lack of a control group in most studies. A limitation
of this review is the lack of publications in other lan-
guages, such as Spanish, as well the limited number of
manuscripts included, which may make it difficult to
generalize the results.

Future studies should consider these variables, as
well as other forms of narrative fiction construction,

such as TV series, cartoons, comic books and even
theater. Similarly, although three studies explored the
effects of storybooks reading on children’s sociocog-
nitive abilities, none of the selected studies portrayed
interventions with children’s movies. Finally, it should
be noted that most of the selected publications focused
on the effects of reading, and only five focused on the
effects of movies. In the future, in addition to exploring
other types of media, it may be interesting to compare
the effects of movies and books in order to assess
whether they are similar in intensity and duration of
intervention effect.

In summary, the present results indicate that fiction
stories, whether presented in movies or literary works,
can influence the viewer/reader, depending on different
individual characteristics, as well as specific features
of the story and the intervention. Further research is
needed to better understand the details of this relation-
ship between fiction narratives and social cognition.
Even so, the results of this systematic review suggest
that the inclusion of fiction movies and books can be a
resourceful way of designing interventions to improve
social abilities in different groups.
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