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The benefits of reading narrative fiction
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The benefits of reading are well-known and have been well-
established by research. But does it matter what we read? Are 
there unique benefits to reading narrative fiction: stories about 
people, their goals, challenges, emotions, and interactions? 
Focusing on research published in the past few years, we 
review the empirical evidence of the benefits associated with 
reading fiction. This includes a wide range of domains, 
including language abilities, our ability to understand others, 
early social development, intergroup prejudice, meaning in 
life, cognition, longevity, and well-being. Several remaining 
research questions are also presented. In light of the many 
potential benefits that reading affords, and the few likely 
harms, promoting narrative fiction among children and adults 
of all ages should be a high priority.
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We all know that reading is good for us. But in precisely 
what ways is it good? And does it matter what we read? It 
might be tempting to assume that we are better off 
reading expository nonfiction, as this is the genre that 
contains factual information about the world [1]. Con-

trary to this intuition, research has discovered many 
surprising and wide-ranging correlates of reading narra-

tive fiction.

Perhaps the most obvious benefit of reading is its boon 
for our language abilities. But what we read seems to 
matter, with the amount of fiction we read being a 
better predictor of verbal skills than exposure to 
nonfiction [2,3]. In fact, exposure to fiction uniquely 
explains why certain motivations and attitudes toward 
reading are associated with language proficiency (e.g., 
reading for enjoyment) [4]. The benefit of literary 
fiction extends beyond language, however. Stories also

have implications for our social world, potentially 
helping us to better understand other people. While 
engaging with stories we imagine the experiences of 
others―including those quite different from oursel-

ves―and doing so may help us hone valuable social 
cognitive processes (e.g., empathy, perspective-taking) 
[5]. These stories could also convey concrete social 
knowledge [5]. Stories are best viewed as a form of 
social practice, which explains why their impact often 
only emerges with habitual consumption and not after 
single exposure to a story [5—8]. Readers seem aware of 
these benefits, with even adolescent readers volun-

teering that books can foster real-world empathy [9]. 
Among high-school students, those who own more 
books tend to have better empathy and are more likely 
to be prosocial, even after controlling for socioeconomic 
status (SES), language background, and gender [10]. 
An intriguing intervention with almost 400 Spanish 
students saw teachers setting aside time for quiet 
reading of fiction, in addition to increasing the moti-

vation to do so (e.g., introducing curious facts about 
authors, discussing film adaptations) [11]. After 2 years, 
the group who read more fiction experienced a greater 
increase in emotional intelligence compared to con-

trols. In Switzerland, an intervention study introduced 
discussions of fiction to 10 year-old students and found 
improvements in social perspective-taking by the end 
of the school year [12]. A meta-analysis of similar in-

terventions for children (∼6 years of age) found that 
across 21 studies and almost 2,000 participants, story-

books led to increases in empathy [13]. This effect 
seems to be larger when children read alone, as 
opposed to with parents and peers.

Precisely which texts are the most beneficial, and for 
whom, remains an active area of investigation. A study of 
more than 14,000 students found that the largest effects 
of leisure reading on social skills are observed among 
those from a rural background, and whose parents have 
little education [14]. This might indicate that the 
imagined experiences provided by stories are most self-

expansive for those with limited personal experiences. 
Unfortunately, this study did not differentiate between 
fiction and nonfiction, but the social outcomes of 
reading are consistently stronger for fiction [5,15]. 
There is also evidence that these effects are stronger for 
readers who become more transported into the narrative 
[16], or perhaps those who find insight and reflection 
upon encountering unique uses of language [17,18]. A
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preference for media that provide meaningful insight 
into the human condition is also associated with social 
cognitive abilities [19], although the direction of cau-

sality for this finding remains uncertain.

Longitudinal studies have begun to clarify causal di-

rection by examining whether consuming fiction pre-

dicts later social benefits, vice versa, or both. In a 
nationally-representative sample of more than 5,000 
German children, leisure reading of literary fiction 
during grades 5 through 8 predicted more prosocial 
behaviour and fewer peer problems during grade 9 
(controlling for both at grade 6) [20]. The same was 
not observed for popular fiction or comic books, indi-

cating that these social benefits may be linked to 
certain genres. The conversations evoked by fiction 
might also play a role in the moral development of 
children [21]. A story-based intervention with over 
700 Swiss children found that facilitated discussions 
about inclusivity led to more concern regarding fair-

ness and harms compared to a typical language arts 
curriculum [21]. Another study spanned an impres-

sively long period, linking the reading of books for 
more than 2,000 adolescents with social engagement 
50 years later (conflating fiction and nonfiction, but 
excluding magazines or comics). Adolescents who 
engaged in more leisure reading became adults who 
interacted more with family and friends, controlling 
for many other factors (e.g., SES, education, income, 
retirement status) [22]. An advantage of these designs 
is that we can also examine whether early social abil-

ities predict later reading behaviour. One study of over 
900 Chinese children found bidirectional effects: 
better reading comprehension predicted later 
empathy, and empathy also predicted later reading 
ability [23]. Similar studies with smaller samples find 
mixed effects, with evidence in one direction or 
another, or unstable estimates after controlling for 
other factors [24,25]. Studies with larger samples 
often rely on archival datasets with many variables and 
lack strong measurement of core constructs. In 
contrast, longitudinal studies developed solely to 
study this topic often have smaller samples but boast 
better measurement.

By fostering empathy, stories may help readers better 
understand others who differ from themselves, poten-

tially reducing prejudice [26]. Although prejudice can 
sometimes emerge after direct contact between groups 
[27], narrative fiction offers another form of contact by 
inviting readers into the minds and experiences of 
outgroup characters. This might explain why engaging 
with stories is linked to more favourable attitudes to-

wards traditionally stigmatized groups (e.g., religious 
minorities, queer individuals) [28—32]. Naturally,

prejudice isn’t reduced based on mere exposure to a 
book. It depends on both the features of the text and 
how readers engage with it. Stories written in the first 
person (e.g., using “I”) might increase the feeling that 
characters are real and present, strengthening 
perspective-taking and improving attitudes towards 
stigmatized groups [28]. Greater emotional involvement 
in a story also predicts stronger identification with 
outgroup characters, greater cultural empathy, and more 
positive intergroup attitudes [29]. When readers are 
deeply engaged, fiction can serve as a meaningful bridge 
between social groups.

Although associations between narrative fiction and 
empathy have the strongest track record, researchers 
have uncovered additional benefits for stories. Adoles-

cent readers grow up to become adults full of psycho-

logical richness, seeing others as complex, and with a 
healthy skepticism towards systems of inequality: alto-

gether, a nuanced worldview [33]. Early exposure to 
books can expand the mind and make certain possibil-

ities more salient. For instance, the number of books 
people are exposed to as children predicts stronger in-

tentions to migrate as an adult, even after controlling for 
SES and other demographics [34]. This is consistent 
with the finding that high-school students who own 
more books tend to exhibit greater cognitive flexibility 
[10]. As with most fiction research, genre likely plays a 
role. In terms of fostering a nuanced worldview, the 
effect is most consistently observed for literary fiction 
[33]: stories that unfold in unpredictable ways, feature 
rich depictions of human experiences, and leave us with 
more questions than answers. Other genres that rely on 
familiar tropes and predictable themes might not be as 
helpful in terms of expanding one’s worldview.

The complexity in worldview promoted by literary fic-

tion might also have knock-on effects for other domains 
related to well-being. Whereas people often turn to 
stories for entertainment, they can also seek out stories 
that promote deep reflection about the world (i.e., 
eudaimonic media) [35]. This is one of the strongest 
appeals of fiction: it is a safe and accessible space to 
wrestle with complex topics. Such dedicated reflection, 
prompted by narrative, provides promising opportu-

nities for various kinds of growth [36]. When asked 
about their experiences reading fiction, adolescents 
(15—17 years old) emphasize how it has helped them 
overcome serious life challenges [36]. Through the lens 
of fiction, they were able to reframe challenging expe-

riences by viewing them through another perspective. 
These new perspectives led to emotional insight, 
providing guidance on navigating major life stressors. In 
recognition of these benefits, there has been a push to 
promote reading among medical students (i.e., narrative
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medicine), with studies often highlighting improve-

ments in emotional intelligence and reflection [37]. 
Such reflection, as evoked by the arts, also shows 
promising relationships with civic engagement, curios-

ity, and even work-life balance [38].

Given that fiction seems to benefit our ability to suc-

cessfully navigate the social world, grasp its nuances, 
get along with others, and bring meaning to our life, it 
shouldn’t be surprising to learn that it might also 
improve our physical health. In fact, reading is asso-

ciated with perhaps the most important aspect of 
health: longevity. In a nationally-representative US 
sample of over 3,500 older adults, those who read 
books tended to live longer compared to those who did 
not [39]. This advantage was not trivial, with book 
readers having a 23-month survival advantage 
compared to non-readers (at 80% survival, after 20% 
passed away). This effect does not seem as strong for 
other kinds of reading, as it was distinctly more pro-

nounced for books than for newspapers or magazines. 
Although we do not know if these participants were 
reading fiction or nonfiction, 87% of book readers read 
fiction. Another study found a similar effect based on a

nationally-representative sample of over 6,500 Finnish 
adults [40]. The survey question available for these 
archival data asked about how often participants read 
literature and listened to music, both of which were 
associated with reduced mortality. This was especially 
pronounced among women, highlighting the impor-

tance of examining individual differences when 
studying the impact of narrative fiction (e.g., de-

mographics). But why would the reading of books and 
literature lead to living a longer life? We are not pre-

cisely sure, but both studies controlled for a number of 
obvious other factors (e.g., age, sex, ethnicity, prior 
health, wealth, activity, education). In the US study, 
the researchers found that cognitive ability mediated 
this survival advantage (i.e., memory and mental 
status) [39], hinting that reading might stimulate the 
mind in ways that help us to remain active, engaged, 
and healthy for longer, both physically and cogni-

tively [41].

In addition to physical health, reading may help main-

tain our cognitive health across the lifespan. Reading is 
cognitively stimulating, and this stimulation seems to 
reduce brain atrophy and strengthen neuronal

Table 1

Promising future directions for research on the benefits of reading fiction.

Benefit/Outcome Research question

All 1. Are similar benefits observed for other modalities of narrative presentation (e.g., audiovisual 
narratives like television/film, audiobooks, eBooks)?

2. Can reading narrative fiction predict downstream behaviours for these benefits (e.g., prosocial 
behaviours, cultural adaptation)?

3. Which mechanisms underlie these benefits (e.g., critical thinking, openness, reflection)?
4. Can reading fiction be formalized to create structured interventions?
5. Do individual differences moderate associations between reading fiction and beneficial 
outcomes?

6. How much must people read before benefits are observed?
Verbal abilities 7. What is the mechanism through which narrative fiction preferentially promotes verbal abilities 

compared to expository nonfiction?
Social cognitive abilities 8. Is an upward spiral, or Matthew effect, observed for the social benefits of reading fiction akin to 

what is observed for verbal abilities?
Development of social abilities 9. Are benefits greatest for children who have experienced some degree of social deprivation (e.g., 

rural upbringing, only children, the hearing-impaired)?
10. At what age might early exposure to stories result in measurable benefits for children (e.g., 

listening to storybooks before age 3, shared reading)?
Reducing prejudice 11. What forms of representation best promote a better understanding of stigmatized groups or 

outgroup members, rather than reinforcing stereotypes?
12. Does the strength of initial prejudices influence how positive depictions of outgroups are 

received? Could an ironic rejection occur and harden initial beliefs?
Meaning and insight into life 13. Does reading fiction improve an ability to craft one’s own life narrative, in helpful ways?

14. Can reading fiction reduce detrimental responses to major life stressors?
Longevity 15. Does reading fiction have direct physiological effects (e.g., on the parasympathetic nervous 

system), psychological effects (e.g., reduced stress, greater resilience, cognitive demand), 
or both?

Cognitive capacity 16. What kind of reading experiences are most likely to reduce particular forms of cognitive 
decline? For example, do books with many characters preferentially bolster social memory?

Happiness 17. What benefits are unique to shared reading groups and not typically observed for individual 
reading?
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connectivity [42—45]. Sustained mental engagement 
during reading likely bolsters cognition across the life-

span [45]. Longitudinal studies demonstrate that older 
adults who read more frequently experience a slower 
cognitive decline than those who read less often 
[46—49]. This aligns with the fact that engagement 
with the arts more broadly is associated with better 
executive functioning and memory later in life [49]. 
Importantly, these effects are independent of education 
level, socioeconomic status, disease history, prior life-

style factors, and personality traits [46—49]. Previous 
studies have examined both fiction and nonfiction and 
found that both grant cognitive benefits, but fiction may 
offer the bonus of acting as a proxy for social engage-

ment. Engaging with long-form fiction places distinct 
cognitive demands on readers compared to shorter 
informational texts. Fiction is thus not merely a form of 
passive entertainment, but a uniquely engaging form of 
mental stimulation that could support healthy cogni-

tive aging.

With all these different benefits, it’s no wonder that 
reading fiction is also associated with happiness and 
better well-being. Interviews with both adolescents 
[36] and older adults [50] reveal that readers are well 
aware that reading can lead to positive emotions and 
greater connection with others. People also recall better 
mental health after reading a book relative to before 
reading [7]. In some of the strongest evidence that 
fiction improves well-being, a six-year longitudinal study 
found that older adults who read books, magazines, or 
newspapers nearly every day reported less depression, 
loneliness, and better daily functioning and well-being 
than infrequent readers [43]. Reading in groups, 
sometimes known as shared reading, also has many 
established benefits including less depression, a higher 
quality of life, and more positive emotions (and less 
negative ones) [51]. In interviews, participants in 
shared reading groups speak of how the groups helped 
them gain emotional insight, allowing them to probe and 
better understand under-explored aspects of their 
self [51].

Although the wealth of evidence demonstrating these 
many benefits of reading narrative fiction is impressive and 
robust (based on meta-analyses [13,15,52]), research on 
this topic is challenging. Most benefits of reading fiction 
likely emerge after repeated and prolonged exposure, 
making it unsuitable for laboratory experiments based on 
brief exposures [5,8]. This means that the most promising 
interventions should last for many months or even years 
[11,21; cf. 13], a tall order for many research groups. Lon-

gitudinal studies can help clarify causal direction, but po-

tential confounding factors need to be controlled. As a

result, much of the existing research is cross-sectional and 
observational: manipulating the reading behaviour of many 
people over a long time is rarely possible. This problem 
shares some similarities with establishing a causal link for 
most health behaviours: for good reasons, there is no 
experimental evidence that smoking causes cancer in 
humans. That said, many promising directions for this work 
remain (Table 1), including further investigation of po-

tential mechanisms. Reflection and cognitive and 
emotional engagement seem to be promising mechanisms 
for several of these effects [16—18,29,36,39,42—45,51], 
and a new scale measuring this and other likely mecha-

nisms holds great promise [38]. It is our hope that this short 
review inspires others to research these promising avenues 
of inquiry. Most of all, this review highlights the impor-

tance of facilitating access to books and promoting moti-

vations to read them among children and adults of all ages.
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