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This conceptual paper develops a framework that theorises expectation 

formation as a critical pre-adoption process influencing the adoption 

and sustained engagement of digital bibliotherapy as a mental health 

intervention in Malaysia. Rising global mental health burdens, 

combined with stigma and limited access to professional services, have 

accelerated interest in such accessible, technology-driven interventions. 

However, existing technology acceptance research has largely 

emphasised behavioural intention and post-adoption use, while giving 

comparatively limited attention to expectation during the pre-adoption 

stage. This is particularly important for emerging digital mental health 

interventions, where understanding user expectations before 

implementation can reduce expectation–system misalignment and 

support more effective design, adoption and long-term implementation. 

Furthermore, bibliotherapy research has focused predominantly on 

clinical effectiveness, leaving the processes through which potential 

users develop expectations before adoption theoretically underexplored. 

This paper proposes the Digital Bibliotherapy Expectation and 

Adoption (DBEA) Framework, grounded in the Unified Theory of 

Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 (UTAUT2) and informed by 
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Expectation-Confirmation Theory (ECT). UTAUT2 provides the core 

behavioural determinants of technology adoption, while ECT, though 

traditionally applied to post-adoption confirmation and continuance, is 

extended here to justify expectation formation as a distinct, theoretically 

legitimate outcome at the pre-adoption stage. Within the framework, 

awareness and acceptance, digital behaviour and user preferences shape 

expectation formation, which is in turn theorised to influence 

subsequent adoption and sustained engagement, with communication, 

accessibility, affordability and cultural sensitivity incorporated as 

contextual factors shaping these relationships. Malaysia's multicultural, 

stigma-sensitive and pre-market context serves as an illustrative setting 

for framework development, although the proposed model may provide 

a basis for application in other emerging digital mental health contexts. 

By repositioning expectation as the primary theoretical outcome of the 

pre-adoption stage, the framework extends UTAUT2 to explain earlier 

phases of digital mental health adoption, providing a foundation for 

future empirical validation and for the design of user-centred, culturally 

responsive digital bibliotherapy platforms.  
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Introduction  

 

Mental health difficulties represent one of the largest and fastest-growing contributors to global 

disease burden and access to formal treatment remains uneven across income levels, geography 

and cultural context. Digital mental health interventions (DMHIs) have expanded rapidly over 

the past two decades in response, spanning teletherapy, mobile self-help applications, AI-

assisted coaching and text-based support tools, demonstrating promise in the prevention and 

treatment of common mental health issues across a variety of settings (Apolinário-Hagen et al., 

2024). Despite the initiatives of policymakers, they remain low in numerous countries 

(Apolinário-Hagen et al., 2024), indicating that technological availability alone does not 

translate into use. 

 

Bibliotherapy, the use of reading material for therapeutic and emotional support purposes, has 

a decades-long clinical history and its digital form has emerged as digital devices and platforms 

make guided reading interventions more scalable. Digital bibliotherapy refers to the use of 

digital books, literature and other reading materials delivered via electronic devices such as 

computers, tablets and smartphones, with the aim of providing therapeutic benefits (Septiana 

et al., 2023). Because it is text-based and self-administered rather than clinician-led, digital 

bibliotherapy is particularly well suited to contexts where the stigma associated with seeking 

mental health assistance discourages formal help-seeking (Septiana et al., 2023), a barrier well 
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documented in Malaysia, where help-seeking behaviour is largely based on strong-tie, 

culturally trusted relationships rather than professional, weak-tie sources (Ting et al., 2025) and 

where accessibility and professional stigma have been shown to shape whether people seek 

support at all. 

 

However, the same features that make digital bibliotherapy promising also made it theoretically 

awkward to study using existing technology acceptance frameworks. Most acceptance models 

were developed for consumer or workplace technologies with clear functional value, not for 

interventions where trust, emotional vulnerability and cultural fit are central to whether a user 

engages at all. At the same time, no functioning digital bibliotherapy platform yet operates at 

scale in Malaysia, meaning researchers cannot yet study use or continuance, only the earlier, 

pre-adoption stage of what users expect from such a platform before it exists in a form they 

have encountered. 

 

This paper addresses that gap conceptually. It asks: what theoretical structure appropriately 

explains the formation of user expectations toward a digital bibliotherapy platform and how 

might those expectations shape subsequent adoption and engagement, in a stigma-sensitive and 

culturally diverse setting? The remainder of the paper synthesises relevant literature, 

establishes the paper's theoretical foundation, proposes the Digital Bibliotherapy Expectation 

and Adoption (DBEA) Framework and discusses its theoretical and practical implications 

before concluding with directions for empirical validation. 

 

Literature Review  

 

From Traditional to Digital Bibliotherapy 

 

Bibliotherapy's therapeutic use of reading material is well established in clinical psychology, 

typically delivered by a trained facilitator as an adjunct to counselling. Its digital evolution 

extends this practice beyond clinical settings: digital bibliotherapy blends the therapeutic 

advantages of traditional bibliotherapy with the accessibility and convenience of digital 

technologies (Septiana et al., 2023) and emerging platform types, including managed self-help 

reading platforms and podcast-based formats, which represent an evolution of the practice 

beyond a printed book handed over in a therapy session. Early evidence suggests such 

platforms can support emotional regulation and psychological well-being, though the evidence 

base for digital bibliotherapy, as distinct from traditional bibliotherapy's clinical efficacy 

literature, remains comparatively thin. 

 

Digital Mental Health Interventions and the Adoption Gap 

 

The broader digital mental health literature has documented a persistent gap between 

availability and uptake. Digital mental health interventions have become increasingly 

widespread over the last twenty years, demonstrating promise in prevention and treatment 

across a variety of settings, yet adoption remains low in many countries (Apolinário-Hagen et 

al., 2024) even where regulatory pathways for digital therapeutics exist. This pattern recurs 

across health-worker-facing and consumer-facing digital health technologies alike: a recent 

systematic review and meta-analysis of digital health technology adoption among health 

workers in low- and middle-income countries found that core UTAUT constructs, performance 

expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions, alongside factors 

such as trust and self-efficacy, shape behavioural intention and actual use (Wang et al., 2024), 
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underscoring that acceptance-model constructs travel reasonably well across health contexts 

even as overall adoption stays low. This pattern is not unique to mental health technologies: a 

recent systematic review of digital health technology barriers among older adults with 

multimorbidity found that barriers were nearly twice as likely to occur before adoption than 

after it and that pre-use perceptions and expectations remain comparatively under-investigated 

relative to post-adoption usability concerns (Fu et al., 2026). This persistent low-adoption 

pattern, despite theoretically sound predictors being identified repeatedly, itself suggests that 

something prior to these predictors, how expectations are formed in the first place, deserves 

more direct theoretical attention. 

 

Technology Acceptance Research: Constructs That Travel and Constructs That Don't 

 

Technology acceptance research offers a mature set of constructs, but their fit to affectively 

loaded, self-directed interventions is uneven. The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) 

centres on perceived usefulness and ease of use but was not designed to capture enjoyment, 

social validation, or habitual use, all plausible drivers of engagement with a wellbeing-oriented 

tool. UTAUT2 (Venkatesh et al., 2012) extends the original organisational UTAUT model 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003) into voluntary, consumer contexts by adding hedonic motivation, price 

value and habit, which better matches a self-directed platform like digital bibliotherapy than 

models built for mandated workplace adoption. Recent applications of UTAUT and its 

extensions to library and information contexts specifically support this fit: a study of digital 

library adoption among postgraduate students found that the UTAUT model reliably predicted 

usage intention, with performance expectancy mediating the relationship between 

technological readiness, self-efficacy and intention to use (Al-Orainat et al., 2024), among 

information-seeking user populations comparable to those a digital bibliotherapy platform 

would serve. Even so, acceptance-model constructs alone do not resolve what outcome variable 

is appropriate before a platform exists for users to form intentions toward in any concrete sense. 

This is where Expectation-Confirmation Theory becomes relevant. 

 

The Malaysian Digital Health Context  

 

Malaysia presents a distinctive combination of conditions relevant to this framework. The 

National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS) 2015 found that 29.2% of Malaysian adults 

aged 16 and above and 12.1% of children aged 5-15, experienced mental health problems 

(Institute for Public Health, 2015). The subsequent NHMS 2017 Adolescent Health Survey 

found that 10.0% of secondary school students reported suicidal ideation in the preceding 12 

months, an increase from 7.9% recorded in the 2012 Global School-based Student Health 

Survey, alongside 7.3% reporting suicide plans and 7.0% reporting suicide attempts (Institute 

for Public Health, 2017). 

 

These national findings reflect a broader global pattern. The World Health Organization (WHO, 

2022) estimated that approximately 970 million people worldwide were living with a mental 

disorder, with anxiety and depression the most prevalent conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic 

intensified this burden considerably: in its first year, the global prevalence of major depressive 

disorder rose by an estimated 28% and anxiety disorders by 26% (WHO, 2022). WHO further 

estimates that one in seven adolescents globally experiences a mental disorder, underscoring 

adolescent and youth mental health as a leading global public health concern. 
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In Malaysia, the need for accessible mental health support remains evident, yet stigma and a 

cultural preference for seeking support from trusted family members and close social networks 

rather than formal mental health professionals continue to impede help-seeking behaviour, 

particularly given the strong-ties, culturally specific nature of help-seeking in Malaysia's 

collectivist and multicultural context (Ting et al., 2025). Malaysian digital mental health 

research to date has concentrated on structured, professionally mediated interventions, 

parenting programmes, community health worker–delivered protocols and coaching-app trials 

such as text-based coaching interventions trialled among university staff, students and trainee 

physicians (Lim et al., 2023) rather than on self-directed, low-stigma, reading-based tools. This 

leaves an empirical and conceptual space for digital bibliotherapy specifically, positioned at 

the intersection of low-stigma self-help and Malaysia's multicultural, multilingual population. 

 

Khan et al. (2026), synthesising engagement factors for digital mental health among low-

income (B40) Malaysian adults, identify accessibility, affordability, communication and 

cultural sensitivity as motivating factors for engagement, grounded in the Health Belief Model 

(HBM), Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) and the Persuasive System Design (PSD) model rather 

than UTAUT2. Their factors are used in this paper as contextual evidence rather than as an 

alternative theoretical framework; Section Constructs and Propositions map them onto 

UTAUT2 constructs as this paper's own cross-framework translation.  

 

Synthesis: The Research Gap 

 

Three gaps converge to motivate this paper:  

• Theoretical Gap: Acceptance models built for utilitarian or organisational technologies 

do not, on their own, specify an appropriate pre-adoption outcome variable for 

interventions where trust and emotional stakes, not merely usefulness and ease of use, 

govern engagement. 

• Empirical Gap: Digital bibliotherapy research remains clinically/efficacy-oriented 

rather than adoption-oriented and is rarely studied through an information-science or 

acceptance-theory lens. 

• Contextual Gap: Existing UTAUT2-based digital health adoption studies in Malaysia 

address telemedicine, coaching apps and general e-health, not reading-based, low-

stigma, pre-market interventions in a multicultural, multilingual population.  

 

Theoretical Foundation  

 

This paper adopts a deliberately narrow, two-theory design rather than a broad multi-theory 

integration, adhering to the principle that each theory must perform a clearly bounded 

analytical function.   

 

Theoretical Integration: Grounding the Pre-Adoption Stage  

 

UTAUT2 (Venkatesh et al., 2012) functions as the underpinning theory, supplying the seven 

constructs, performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, 

hedonic motivation, price value and habit, that this paper maps onto three independent 

variables: Awareness and Acceptance (X1), Digital Behaviour (X2) and User Preferences (X3). 

Because UTAUT2 extends the original UTAUT acceptance model into voluntary, consumer-
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facing context through hedonic motivation, price value and habit, it provides a tailored fit for 

self-directed digital interventions. 

 

Expectation-Confirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980; Bhattacherjee, 2001) serves as the justifying 

theory. Its role is strictly structural: establishing that pre-use expectation formation constitutes 

a distinct, theoretically validated cognitive baseline prior to experiential confirmation or 

satisfaction. While information systems research has heavily biased ECT/ECM toward post-

consumption continuance, frequently substituting post-use perceived usefulness for initial 

expectations (Hossain & Quaddus, 2024), the foundational architecture of ECT explicitly 

establishes initial expectation as the essential baseline for all subsequent cognitive evaluations 

(Oliver, 1980). Isolating this pre-use stage addresses a documented gap in both the ECT 

literature and broader digital health adoption research, where pre-use cognitive barriers remain 

under-examined compared to post-adoption metrics (Fu et al., 2026). 

 

Neither theory is sufficient on its own. UTAUT2 alone cannot justify User Expectations as a 

standalone outcome variable, as it models expectancy constructs exclusively as predictors of 

intention or usage. Conversely, ECT lacks the granular consumer-behavior constructs (e.g., 

habit, price value, hedonic motivation) necessary to operationalize the independent variables. 

Together, UTAUT2 defines what drives the relationships, while ECT provides the theoretical 

justification for why pre-adoption expectation is the appropriate baseline dependent variable 

(Y). 

 

Adapting ECT to Pre-Adoption Expectation Formation 

 

While classical Expectation Confirmation Theory (ECT) primarily focuses on post-adoption 

consequences, such as confirmation, satisfaction and continuance intentions (Oliver, 1980; 

Bhattacherjee, 2001), it explicitly posits that post-adoption evaluations are benchmarked 

against an initial reference point: pre-adoption expectations. In Oliver’s (1980) foundational 

framework, the formation of initial expectations serves as the critical baseline for the entire 

confirmation-disconfirmation cognitive process. 

 

In traditional post-adoption contexts, these baseline expectations are treated as an static starting 

point. However, in a pre-adoption context where users lack direct transactional or hands-on 

experience, these expectations must be actively constructed through second-hand knowledge 

sources, external communications and initial cognitive beliefs. By extending ECT to examine 

pre-adoption dynamics, this study investigates the specific antecedents that shape these initial 

expectations prior to first-time adoption. Adapting ECT in this manner provides a 

comprehensive lens to capture the complete cycle: how initial expectations are formed prior to 

adoption how they subsequently set the threshold for post-adoption confirmation. 

 

Exclusion of Alternative Frameworks 

 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Cognitive Behavioural Theory (CBT) were considered 

and set aside as core theories. SDT's autonomy-competence-relatedness constructs and CBT's 

cognitive-restructuring mechanisms could, in principle, explain motivational and cognitive 

processes underlying therapeutic engagement with reading-based interventions. However, 

neither addresses platform adoption or pre-use expectation directly and incorporating them as 

core theoretical pillars without building their constructs into the framework itself would create 

a mismatch between claimed theoretical grounding and the model proposed. Consistent with 
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the same logic applied to TAM, Task-Technology Fit (TTF) (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995) and 

Diffusion of Innovation (DOI) (Rogers, 2003) (each of which is relevant to technology 

adoption broadly but omits either the hedonic/social/habitual dimensions or the pre-use 

expectation stage this paper needs), SDT and CBT are treated here as adjacent psychological 

perspectives worth acknowledging rather than as constructs incorporated into the framework. 

 

Proposed Conceptual Framework: The Digital Bibliotherapy Expectation and Adoption 

(DBEA) Framework 

 

The DBEA Framework proposes that three UTAUT2-derived independent variables, 

Awareness and Acceptance (X1), Digital Behaviour (X2) and User Preferences (X3), act as 

starting factors of User Expectations toward digital bibliotherapy, with four contextually 

derived factors (communication, accessibility, affordability, cultural sensitivity, drawn from 

Khan et al., 2026) operating through specific UTAUT2 constructs to shape these relationships. 

Consistent with the framework's ECT grounding, User Expectations is the sole outcome 

variable modelled in this paper; adoption intention and sustained engagement are treated as 

theoretically anticipated downstream stages for future empirical work, not as constructs 

measured or diagrammed here (since no at-scale Malaysian digital bibliotherapy platform yet 

exists against which adoption or engagement could presently be measured). 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Proposed Conceptual Framework of User Expectations Toward Digital 

Bibliotherapy in Malaysia 
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Table 1: Summary of Variables and Their Roles in the Study 

 

Variable Role Label 

Expectations toward Digital Bibliotherapy Dependent Variable Y 

Awareness and Acceptance Independent Variables X1 

Digital Behaviours Independent Variables X2 

User Preferences Independent Variables X3 

 

Constructs and Propositions 

 

Table 2: Mapping Contextual Motivating Factors (Khan et al., 2026) to Study Variables 

and UTAUT2 Constructs 

 

Motivating 

Factor (Khan et 

al., 2026) 

Related 

UTAUT2 

Constructs 

(Venkatesh et al., 

2012) 

Study Variable Proposed Connection 

Communication 

(Social guidance, 

media exposure) 

Performance 

Expectancy, 

Effort 

Expectancy, 

Social Influence 

Awareness & 

Acceptance (X1) 

Increased awareness may 

enhance perceptions of 

usefulness and ease of use, 

while acceptance is shaped 

by social influence from 

trusted others. 

Accessibility 

(Infrastructure, 

ease of use) 

Facilitating 

Conditions, Habit, 

Hedonic 

Motivation 

Digital Behaviours 

(X2) 

Users familiar with digital 

platforms engage 

habitually, find 

experiences enjoyable and 

rely on existing 

infrastructure. 

Affordability & 

Cultural 

Sensitivity 

(Relevance, cost-

benefit) 

Price Value, 

Hedonic 

Motivation, 

Performance 

User Preferences 

(X3) 

Users balance cost-benefit, 

seek enjoyable experiences 

and expect positive 

outcomes from using the 

platform. 

  User Expectations 

Toward Digital 

Bibliotherapy (Y) 

(Operationalized as 

pre-adoption 

readiness, initial trust 

and baseline adoption 

desire) 

Reflects users' readiness, 

trust and desire to adopt 

digital bibliotherapy. 
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Discussion 

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

The primary theoretical contribution of this paper is the repositioning of expectation formation 

as a distinct and theoretically legitimate pre-adoption construct. While mainstream information 

systems research has increasingly emphasised post-adoption beliefs and continuance-related 

outcomes (Hossain & Quaddus, 2024), the DBEA Framework identifies the pre-launch stage 

as an important and comparatively underexplored area within technology acceptance research. 

Rather than asserting general superiority over intention-based models, this framework offers a 

bounded and falsifiable claim: expectation formation may be a particularly appropriate 

theoretical outcome when examining pre-launch digital health interventions. This proposition 

is especially relevant under two conditions. First, when a concrete platform has not yet been 

implemented at scale, potential users may have limited experiential knowledge from which to 

develop well-defined behavioural intentions. Examining expectation formation can therefore 

provide insight into how users anticipate and interpret a proposed intervention before actual 

use occurs. Second, in affectively sensitive contexts, factors such as trust and cultural fit may 

shape how users interpret the perceived usefulness, ease of use and value of a digital 

intervention. Within the DBEA Framework, these considerations are therefore positioned as 

contextual conditions that may shape the pathways through which UTAUT2-related factors 

contribute to expectation formation. 

 

By anchoring the framework within the pre-adoption window, the paper seeks to distinguish 

expectation formation from behavioural intention and post-adoption confirmation rather than 

simply relabelling an existing construct. The framework consequently conceptualises 

expectation formation as a foundational stage through which pre-adoption factors may shape 

subsequent adoption and sustained engagement. 

 

Practical Implications 

 

Because the framework positions pre-launch expectation formation as an important stage 

preceding adoption, practical interventions must shift focus away from post-launch feature 

optimization and toward proactive, pre-adoption management: 

 

• For Libraries and Information Services: The framework suggests that awareness-

building and trusted-source communication (rather than platform features alone) may 

contribute to favourable expectations, highlighting a potential role for libraries as 

credible intermediaries introducing digital bibliotherapy to communities. 

• For universities: The framework highlights digital behaviour and digital literacy as 

factors that may shape users' readiness to engage with digital mental health 

interventions. Early orientation, digital-literacy initiatives, or wellbeing programmes 

could therefore provide opportunities to introduce and contextualise such interventions 

before implementation. 

• For digital health providers: The framework's integration of affordability and cultural 

sensitivity as contextual factors suggests that pricing structures, content and 

communication strategies may need to account for the cultural and socioeconomic 

characteristics of the intended user population. Approaches transferred from other 

markets may therefore require contextual adaptation rather than direct replication. 
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• For policymakers: The framework suggests that formative research into user 

expectations could precede or accompany platform development. Understanding 

expectations before implementation may help identify potential expectation–system 

misalignment and inform more responsive design and implementation strategies. 

 

Limitations of the Conceptual Approach  

 

This paper represents a conceptual rather than empirical contribution. The proposed 

relationships therefore require future empirical testing to determine whether the identified 

factors significantly influence expectation formation and whether expectation formation 

subsequently relates to adoption and sustained engagement. In addition, the mapping of Khan 

et al.'s (2026) factors onto UTAUT2 constructs represents the paper's own theoretical 

translation rather than a validated construct equivalence. Future research should therefore 

empirically examine the conceptual boundaries, measurement properties and relationships 

among these constructs. Finally, Malaysia is used as an illustrative setting for framework 

development rather than as an empirically established boundary condition; application in other 

cultural and institutional contexts will require contextual examination and validation. 

 

Conclusion  

 

This paper has proposed the Digital Bibliotherapy Expectation and Adoption (DBEA) 

Framework, integrating UTAUT2 as an underpinning theory of constructs with Expectation-

Confirmation Theory as a justifying theory for treating user expectation formation as a distinct 

and theoretically legitimate pre-adoption outcome. Awareness and acceptance, digital 

behaviour and user preferences are proposed as factors shaping expectation formation, while 

communication, accessibility, affordability and cultural sensitivity operate as contextual factors 

that strengthen these pathways in a Malaysian setting, used here as an illustrative and 

transferable case rather than a fixed boundary. Expectation formation is further theorised to 

influence subsequent adoption and sustained engagement, positioning it as a critical link 

between pre-adoption processes and later technology use. The framework's core contribution 

is therefore to isolate expectation formation as a distinct pre-adoption stage for emotion-

focused, pre-launch digital health interventions. This provides a foundation for future empirical 

validation of the proposed relationships and for the design of more user-centred and culturally 

responsive digital bibliotherapy platforms in Malaysia and comparable contexts. 
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