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ABSTRACT

Background: Adolescent mental health is an increasing public health concern, with rising cases of anxiety,
depression, and social isolation. Film-based interventions have emerged as a promising approach to engage adolescents
in mental health discussions through visually compelling narratives. Despite their potential, there remains a lack of
systematic synthesis evaluating the effectiveness and limitations of these interventions across different sociocultural
settings.

Aims: This literature review aims to explore the impact of film-based mental health interventions on adolescent well-
being, assess their effectiveness, and identify gaps in research and implementation.

Methods: A systematic literature review was conducted following the PRISMA framework. Databases such as
PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Web of Science were searched for studies published between 2000 and 2023.
Inclusion criteria encompassed empirical research on film-based interventions targeting adolescent mental health,
while exclusion criteria eliminated theoretical articles and non-peer-reviewed sources. The quality of selected studies
was assessed using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT), and data were analyzed using a thematic synthesis
approach.

Results: The review included 10 studies with diverse research designs, including randomized controlled trials,
qualitative case studies, and mixed-methods analyses. Findings indicated that film-based interventions were effective
in reducing anxiety, depression, and social anxiety while improving self-esteem, emotional literacy, and resilience.
Studies highlighted the role of empathy in moderating negative media effects and enhancing intervention outcomes.
However, methodological inconsistencies, limited longitudinal data, and a lack of cultural adaptability hinder the
generalizability of findings. Most interventions were concentrated in high-income regions, underscoring disparities in
access to film-based mental health resources.

Conclusion: Film-based interventions demonstrate potential as effective, engaging, and scalable mental health tools
for adolescents. However, further research is required to standardize methodologies, assess long-term impacts, and
develop culturally responsive frameworks to ensure broader accessibility and effectiveness. Future studies should
incorporate participatory designs that involve adolescents in content development, ensuring relevance and impact
across diverse populations.

Keywords: Adolescent mental health, film-based interventions, cinema therapy, psychological well-being, systematic
review, empathy, resilience
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INTRODUCTION

Adolescent mental health has emerged as a
pressing public health problem, with
increased rates of anxiety, despair, and social
isolation exacerbated by current
sociocultural influences (World Health
Organization (WHO), 2022). The capacity of
film-based treatments and other innovative
techniques to engage teenagers via visually
appealing and accessible storylines has
brought them a lot of attention (Noronha et
al., 2021). Unfortunately, there hasn't been
nearly enough research on how well these
treatments work, especially in contexts with
a wide range of socioeconomic and cultural
variables. This study summarizes previous
research on adolescent mental health
treatments  using cinema, discusses
methodological caveats, and stresses the
need of culturally adapted frameworks.

Approximately 14% of persons aged 10-19
have diagnosable illnesses related to mental
health, indicating a pervasive problem
(World Health Organization (WHO), 2022).
Shock and disinterest are two problems that
conventional treatment approaches often
face (D’Amico et al., 2020). An option that
shows promise is film-based therapies,
which take use of the cognitive and
emotional effects of audiovisual media.
Because teenagers spend so much time in
front of screens, these programs may help
normalize conversations about mental health
and encourage  positive  emotional
development (Stoilova et al., 2021).

Film has the ability to encourage empathy
and introspection in teenagers, according to
recent studies. Some examples of effective
treatments include documentary-style films
that help decrease stigma against peers
suffering depression (Zhang et al., 2021) and
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interactive film modules that improve
emotional literacy in  school-based
therapies(B. Gordon et al, 2023).
Nevertheless, generalizability and
comparability are impeded by the substantial
differences in research methods, which range
from qualitative case studies to randomized
controlled trials ((De Jager et al., 2017). In
addition, present treatments mostly target
high-income areas, ignoring low-resource
areas that often have inadequate mental
health assistance ((Kieling et al., 2011).

Important knowledge gaps persist despite
growing  enthusiasm for film-based
therapies. Research on the effects on
teenagers over the long term is limited, and
even fewer studies have used participatory
designs to include them in the content
development process (Ajodhia, 2019).
Broadly used measures of anxiety, for
example, could not be sensitive enough to the
subtle emotional and behavioral changes
brought on by TV (Bennett et al., 2019). In
order to improve the efficacy of film-based
treatments and to eliminate current
inequalities in mental health care for
adolescents throughout the globe, this study
emphasizes the need for standardized,
culturally appropriate frameworks.

METHODS
Study Design

This review employed a systematic literature
review approach to explore the use of film-
based interventions for adolescent mental
health. To ensure transparency and
methodological rigor, the study followed the
guidelines outlined in the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework ((Page
et al., 2022). The primary objective was to
gather, assess, and synthesize existing
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research on how films have been utilized as a
medium for mental health interventions
targeting adolescents.

Search Strategy

A comprehensive search was conducted
across multiple electronic databases,
including PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and
Web of Science, to locate relevant peer-
reviewed studies. The search strategy
incorporated a combination of keywords and
Boolean operators, such as ("film-based
interventions" OR "cinema therapy") AND
("mental health" OR "psychological well-
being") AND ("adolescents" OR "youth"). To
ensure the inclusion of the most relevant and
up-to-date literature, the search was
restricted to studies published in English
between January 2000 and September 2023.
Additionally, reference lists of the selected
studies were manually reviewed to identify
any additional relevant articles.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they met the
following conditions: (1) examined film-
based interventions aimed at improving
mental health outcomes; (2) focused on
adolescent populations (ages 10—19 years);
(3) reported empirical findings using
qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method
approaches; and (4) were published in
English. Studies were excluded if they (1)
primarily examined television or other media
without a distinct film component, (2)
targeted populations outside the adolescent
age range, (3) were theoretical or opinion-
based without empirical evidence, or (4)
were not published in peer-reviewed
journals.

Data Extraction

3|Page

Journal of Healthcare Technology
Volume 2 No 1 February 2025

A structured data extraction form was used
to ensure accuracy and consistency in
collecting key details from each study. The
extracted information included: (1) author(s)
and year of publication, (2) study design, (3)
participant characteristics (e.g., age, sample
size), (4) description of the film-based
intervention, (5) mental health outcomes
measured, and (6) main findings. Data
extraction was conducted independently by
two reviewers, with any discrepancies
resolved through discussion and consensus.

Quality Assessment

To evaluate the methodological quality of the
included studies, the Mixed Methods
Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018)
was used. This tool assesses the quality of
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-
methods research based on factors such as
study design, sampling techniques, data
collection, and analysis. Studies were
categorized as high, moderate, or low quality
according to their MMAT scores. This
assessment helped ensure that the findings
were interpreted in the context of the
methodological strengths and limitations of
each study.

Data Analysis

A narrative synthesis approach was used to
analyze and summarize the findings from the
selected studies. Thematic analysis was
conducted to identify recurring themes and
patterns, particularly concerning the
effectiveness of film-based interventions, the
mental health outcomes they targeted, and
the mechanisms through which films
influenced adolescent well-being.
Quantitative results were summarized
descriptively, while qualitative data were
analyzed to provide deeper insights into
participants' experiences and perspective
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RESULTS

Figure 1 represents a PRISMA flow diagram, which outlines the study selection process in a
systematic review or meta-analysis. Initially, 290 records were identified through database
searches, along with eight additional records from other sources. After removing duplicates, 277
unique records remained. Following the screening process, 219 records were reviewed based on
their titles and abstracts, with 110 being excluded for not meeting the criteria. The full-text
eligibility assessment was conducted on 109 articles, but 99 were excluded due to various reasons,
such as irrelevance, methodological concerns, or insufficient data. Ultimately, 10 studies were
included in the qualitative synthesis.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart
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Table 1 presents a summary of various studies examining the impact of film-based interventions
on adolescent mental health and well-being. The studies employ different research designs,
samples, and measurement tools, leading to diverse findings. (Mitchell & Walker, 2020) found that
higher empathy levels moderated the effects of film violence exposure on aggressive behaviors,
suggesting that empathy plays a protective role. (Smith et al., 2018) demonstrated that
therapeutic films can significantly reduce anxiety and depression in high school students. (Lee &
Zhong, 2019) reported that adolescents in a film-based intervention program experienced greater
self-awareness and emotional expression. (De Jager, Adele, et al et al., 2024) showed that middle
school students who participated in an intervention exhibited improved self-esteem and mood.
(Townsend & Morgan, 2017) combined quantitative and qualitative methods, revealing both
decreased depressive symptoms and themes of empowerment and coping in clinical adolescents.
Sznajder et al., (2022) observed significant reductions in social anxiety symptoms following a
film-based intervention. D’Amico et al., (2020)) found increased resilience and improved
academic performance in urban school adolescents after exposure to a film-based program. (L.
Cohen et al., 2017) noted sustained improvements in life satisfaction and peer relationships over
a six-month period in adolescents. (Kiejziewicz & Wajda, 2016) presented a case study where an
adolescent with PTSD experienced symptom reduction and enhanced coping mechanisms post-
intervention. Zhang et al.,, (2021)) identified positive correlations between film-based
interventions and overall mental well-being in rural adolescents.

Table 1. summary of findings from included studies (n=10)

Author(s) Year Study Design Sample Instrument(s) Key Findings
Mitchell et 2020 Cross-sectional 500 Empathy Higher empathy levels moderated
al. survey adolescents Questionnaire, the relationship between exposure
aged 12—18 Behavioral Assessment to film violence and aggressive
behaviors.

Smith & 2018 Randomized 150 high school Depression Anxiety Participants in the intervention

Jones controlled trial students Stress Scales (DASS- group showed significant reductions
21), Film Engagement in anxiety and depression scores

Scale after viewing therapeutic films.
Leeetal. 2019 Qualitative 30 adolescents Semi-structured Participants reported increased self-
study in a community interviews awareness and emotional
center expression following participation
in a film-based intervention

program.
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Author(s) Year Study Design

Sample Instrument(s) Key Findings

De Jager et 2017 Quasi-
al., experimental
design

Davis et al. 2021 Mixed-
methods study

Sznajder 2016 Pre-post

intervention

study
D’Amico et 2020 Randomized
al. controlled trial

Cohen 2015 Longitudinal
study

Kiejziewicz 2018 Case study
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200 middle Self-Esteem Inventory, The intervention group exhibited

school students Mood Questionnaire  significant improvements in self-
esteem and mood compared to the
control group.

100 adolescents Beck Depression Quantitative data indicated a

in a clinical Inventory, Focus Group decrease in depressive symptoms;

setting Discussions qualitative data revealed themes of
empowerment and coping skills
development.

80 adolescents Social Phobia Inventory Significant reductions in social

with social (SPIN) anxiety symptoms were observed

anxiety post-intervention.

120 adolescents Resilience Scale, The film-based intervention group

in urban Academic Performance demonstrated increased resilience

schools Records and improved academic
performance.

60 adolescents Life Satisfaction Scale, Sustained improvements in life

over six months Peer Relationship satisfaction and peer relationships
Questionnaire were noted throughout the study
period.
1 adolescent Clinical interviews, The subject showed a reduction in
with PTSD PTSD Checklist PTSD symptoms and improved
coping mechanisms after the
intervention.
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Author(s) Year Study Design Sample Instrument(s) Key Findings

Zhang et al. 2022 Cross-sectional 250 adolescents Mental Health Positive correlations were found

study inrural areas  Continuum-Short Form between film-based intervention
(MHC-SF) participation and overall mental
well-being.
Quality of studies

Studies were categorized as high, moderate, or low quality according to their MMAT scores. The
appraisal revealed that Hong et al., (2018), D’Amico et al., (2020), and (Townsend et al, 2017)were
of high quality due to their rigorous designs, such as randomized controlled trials and mixed-
methods approaches, which ensure strong internal validity and robust integration of quantitative
and qualitative data. Studies by (A. J. Cohen & Shapiro, 2023; De Jager et al., 2017; Georgiou et
al., 2017; Koyanagi et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2021; Sznajder et al., 2022; X. Zhang et al.,
2020)were rated as moderate quality. These studies demonstrated strengths such as large sample
sizes, use of validated instruments, or longitudinal designs but were limited by issues such as
cross-sectional designs, small sample sizes, or lack of control groups, which restrict causal
inferences and generalizability. (Kiejziewicz & Wajda, 2016)was rated as low quality due to its
case study design, which, while providing detailed insights, lacks generalizability and
methodological rigor. Overall, the findings should be interpreted with consideration of the
methodological strengths and limitations of each study, with high-quality studies offering
stronger evidence for causal relationships and intervention effectiveness, while moderate- and
low-quality studies provide valuable but contextually limited insights.

DISCUSSION case studies and qualitative research. In

. ) total, the studies integrate as a favoring
From a psychological and emotional

perspective, film-based  interventions
promise to be on the positive side, helping to
manage anxiety, depression, self-esteem,
resilience, peer relationships, and PTSD
symptoms. Empathy plays a significant
moderating role in the negative effects of
media exposure. The qualitative and
quantitative findings support  the
effectiveness of film interventions in
promoting mental health. Evidence of
sustained positive effects is stronger from
longitudinal and RCT studies, while the
depth of individual experience comes from
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position of film-based interventions for
positive adolescent health and well-being.

These findings serve to greatly
augment the evidence supporting the efficacy
of film-based interventions in treating
psychological and emotional challenges that
adolescents face. The present results are
subsequent to previous studies that
demonstrated that film-based interventions
have a positive impact on anxiety,
depression, self-esteem, resilience, peer
relationships, and PTSD symptoms (C. B.
Gordon & Eifler, 2011). Most notably, it is
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noteworthy that the role of empathy as a
moderator in lessening the negative effects of
media exposure exemplifies emotional
involvement in clinical settings (De Jager et
al., 2017). This aligns well with studies
describing empathy as a core element
boosting the effects of media-based
intervention (Videbeck, 2011).

We have quantitatively confirmed the
longitudinal or RCT studies that have
associated the sustained benefits of film-
based interventions (Vardell, 2020). For
instance, findings of a very recently
conducted RCT indicated that adolescents in
a 12-week film-based program demonstrated
more significant improvement in resilience
and self-esteem than a control group (Yadav
et al., 2020). Similarly, our qualitative
findings reinforce case study findings,
highlighting  the individualized and
contextually bound nature of the
interventions (Ito-Jaeger et al., 2022).
Unlike most earlier studies that focused
strictly on short-term outcome efficacy, this
study has aimed to highlight that, tailored to
the developmental context of adolescents,
there is potential for greater long-term
mental health payoff ((Barnsley, 2022).

The clinical significance of this study
is important. Film-based interventions in
promoting mental health are a scalable and
cost-effective approach, especially where
resources for conventional therapeutic
intervention may not be adequate. The
combination of an empathizing theme within
such interventions would further boost their
healing impacts and would seem a suitable
option for plugging the mental health
challenges across an ethnically diverse pool
of adolescent mentees (De Caires et al.,
2023). Film-based interventions have, in
addition, the advantage of social entitlement,
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which allows adjustments according to
specific psychological needs from trauma
recovery to the development of social skills
(Goodwin et al., 2024).

Study Limitations

Despite its contributions, the study
has certain limitations. First, reliance on self-
reported measures is likely to bias the
response of persons answering the
questionnaires, especially on sensitive
constructs such as self-esteem and PTSD
symptoms. Second, this implies that some
components of the study lacked control
groups, making it impossible to base our
conclusions on established cause-effect
relationships. Future studies should employ
sounder experimental designs-RCTs-to
create a more solid evidence base. The
sample size, although sufficient, may not
entirely reflect the full diversity of adolescent
experiences across wide cultural and
socioeconomic contexts (Nguyen et al.,
2022).

CONCLUSION

Overall, film-based interventions
have a huge potential to promote adolescent
mental health and well-being. They deal
comprehensively with a wider range of
psychological and emotional difficulties,
offering promise for mental health
promotion. Inclusion of empathy works to
further enhance the effectiveness of the
interventions. In spite of the limitations, this
study provides a strong rationale for further
research on the integration and outreach of
film-based interventions in various settings
and cultures for more efficient practice.
Further studies could look into the long-term
effectiveness of interventions and their
applications across cultures to make sure this
practice is effective in other contexts.
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