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PREFACE

n the years since the second edition of Readers’ Advisory

Service in the Public Library was published, in 1997, the

library profession has once again experienced a dramat-
ic increase in interest in this topic as well as in the way it is taught in library
schools and practiced in public libraries across the country. The impact of
the World Wide Web on library service in general and readers’ advisory in
particular, changes in practices, increased availability of tools, expanded
knowledge of and interest in the topic, and questions from librarians con-
vinced me that practitioners and educators would welcome an updated and
expanded edition.

In this edition, I have added material in several areas. In response to
increased interest in readers’ advisory for nonfiction readers, I have expanded
the original definition of readers’ advisory to include materials for leisure
readers of fiction and nonfiction. A brief discussion of nonfiction readers’
advisory is also included. The chapter on readers’ advisory reference sources
has been dramatically revised to reflect the domination of online tools. I
have also expanded the explanation of appeal with more examples, a vocab-
ulary of appeal terms, and a discussion of how readers’ advisors use reviews
to discover appeal. More material on marketing—to library users and
administration—acknowledges the growing importance of that aspect of
our work. There are also additional bibliographies and appendixes; the
Popular Fiction List is joined by a Popular Nonfiction List and examples of
fiction and nonfiction Sure Bets with an explanation of their audience and
appeal. Throughout the text, I have tried to include more examples to illus-
trate the concepts.

The philosophy behind this revision remains consistent with that of the
first two editions. The aim is to introduce the user to the materials, skills,
and philosophy of readers’ advisory service. Rather than being prescriptive,
this book offers suggestions of techniques, and all material included supports
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a nonjudgmental, patron-oriented, skill-based readers’ advisory service. As
did the first two editions, this revision offers topics for discussion, tech-
niques to be modified to fit an individual library’s service needs, and a philo-
sophical basis for creating and adapting readers’ advisory service.
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A History
and Introduction

roviding readers’ advisory service in public libraries is

not a new idea. Organized programs have been doc-

umented since the 1920s, although their role in li-
braries and the philosophy on which they are based have changed dramati-
cally over the years. In this chapter I define readers’ advisory, discuss why it
is important for libraries to provide this service, and consider readers’ advi-
sory for nonficion as well as fiction readers. I also present a historical overview
of past programs and the philosophy behind them, describing how current
programs differ from their forerunners and fit into public libraries today.

Redefining Readers’ Advisory Service for Adults

Readers’ advisory service, as discussed in this book, is a
patron-centered library service for adult leisure readers. A successful read-
ers’ advisory service is one in which knowledgeable, nonjudgmental staff
help fiction and nonfiction readers with their leisure-reading needs.
(Although this book will not address working with younger readers or with
patrons seeking audio and video selections for their leisure time, I believe
that those areas also fall within the purview of readers’ advisory, which advo-
cates, in its purest form, that staff help readers with all library collections
that support leisure-time pursuits.) The public library as an institution has
always championed and encouraged reading for information as well as for
pleasure. Readers’ advisors and proponents of the service subscribe whole-
heartedly to the philosophy that reading has intrinsic value. Books that

1



2 A History and Introduction

support this belief and address the importance of reading in the lives of
adults are being published in increasing numbers.! Readers’ advisors under-
stand that readers are best served by a library that provides both appropri-
ate materials and a knowledgeable staff. This belief was confirmed in a sur-
vey by St. Louis Public Library where users “placed the highest value on
staff assistance . . . the ability of well-trained staff to provide accurate
answers and recommendations as to ‘the next best book.”” 2 Needless to say,
this service must be supported, encouraged, and cherished by the library
administration in order to prosper.

Previous editions of this book have focused on fiction-reading interests
exclusively. This more specialized emphasis resulted in part from the fact
that our collection at the Downers Grove Public Library was limited to fic-
tion and literature (the Dewey 800s), and our work concentrated on readers
using those collections. In addition, the first edition was written at a time
when fiction-reading interests and the needs of fiction readers were sub-
stantially ignored by the library profession. Public libraries concentrated
their time, energy, and money on facts and information, the nonfiction col-
lection. Librarians were trained to help in the pursuit of these worthy ques-
tions; fiction readers were left to their own devices.

Times have changed. The impact of the World Wide Web on the
library’s reference function has forced librarians and administrators to
rethink their priorities and services. As more and more potential patrons
rely on the Web for answers to the reference questions that were once the
mainstay of Adult Services departments, librarians, who see their circulation
statistics and reference questions decreasing, are beginning to look seriously
at other ways to market their collections and services. For many libraries,
this has meant an increased interest in developing readers’ advisory services.
Until recently, there was so little information available on library service to
leisure readers, especially nonfiction readers, that it is fairly easy to under-
stand the emphasis on readers’ advisory for fiction, particularly genre fic-
tion. While we never meant to deny that similar techniques could be applied
to leisure readers of nonfiction, we never specifically addressed nonfiction.
That omission is rectified in this edition.

The Importance of Readers’ Advisory
Service in Libraries

According to the 2003 Harris poll, reading remains the
favorite leisure activity for Americans.? Even though a 2004 National
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Endowment for the Arts study reports a decline in reading, still more than
half the population reported having read literature—defined as a novel,
short story, play, or poetry—in the past year.* While libraries today offer a
growing array of services for patrons, we still remain the only agency that
provides free access to books, in print and audio formats. Despite increased
emphasis on technology and electronic access to information, at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, libraries continue to be repositories of
books. During this time of technological advances, librarians are discover-
ing that while technology provides libraries with tools that facilitate our
access to information and help us better serve our patrons, many of our
users meet their information needs in other ways. Adults, both men and
women, come to libraries for more than stock quotations, health informa-
tion, and how-to guidance; they also come to us for stories that challenge,
inspire, or take them away when the world becomes too much.’ Studies
show that more than 90 percent of users come to the library to check out
books and videos.® These are readers and viewers who come to libraries
seeking material for their leisure time, and advisory staff should be provided
to assist them.

Traditional public library statistical data specific to leisure reading, such
as high circulation figures, are difficult to discover, and, to my knowledge,
there are no national research projects based on circulation data or wide-
ranging user studies for public library leisure reading combining fiction and
nonfiction. On the other hand, in the states that collect fiction versus non-
fiction statistics, fiction circulation tends to be about 60 percent of the total
adult circulation.’” Individual libraries have statistics that support the popu-
larity of fiction in their institutions, but no large-scale compilation exists at
this time. Ascertaining circulation totals for leisure reading of nonfiction
will be even more difficult.

Despite the lack of extensive circulation data, there are powerful, prag-
matic reasons for a library to provide readers’ advisory service for its patrons
as well as a considerable amount of anecdotal evidence of the popularity of
leisure-reading titles. Concerning the latter, most practicing librarians will
attest to the increasing number of patrons interested in reading fiction and
popular nonfiction. One indicator of this popularity, which has been dis-
cussed extensively in the current library literature, is the pressure placed on
public libraries to provide “enough” copies of best sellers. Libraries spend a
sizable portion of their budgets on selecting, purchasing, processing, hous-
ing, shelving, and generally maintaining their popular fiction and nonfic-
tion collections. Given this high patron demand and significant budgeting
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commitment, libraries need to address the concerns of their leisure readers
more directly. If the public library as a whole is to be perceived not merely
as a self-service institution in which users are expected to make choices with
only minimal assistance, it follows that libraries need to provide trained,
knowledgeable staff to work with leisure readers as well as with those seek-
ing help with information requests.

Another compelling argument in favor of providing readers’ advisory
service arises from the organization of both the fiction and nonfiction col-
lections, which by their very natures create some special problems that
require trained assistance. For instance, patrons who walk into the library in
the mood for light, quick, escapist books are confronted by thousands of fic-
tion books organized alphabetically by author and nonfiction arranged by
an even more obscure cataloging system. This arrangement can be daunt-
ing, not to mention frustrating. The organization of these collections is a
major barrier for many readers; often, finding the specific kind of leisure-
reading book they want is nearly impossible. Even when readers have the
title of a book they have enjoyed, how can they find a similar book? The
readers’ advisor provides this vital link between the library’s leisure-reading
material and readers.

History of Readers’ Advisory Services

Providing readers’ advisory service for both fiction and
nonfiction is not a new idea. By reviewing its origins, we can identify the
underlying principles and practices that form the basis of present-day read-
ers’ advisory service. Although the roots of readers’ advisory reach back into
the nineteenth century, this service first flourished in public libraries in the
United States in the 1920s through the 1940s.8 Robert Ellis Lee, in his study,
Continuing Education for Adults through the American Public Library, 18331964,
describes three phases in the development of reader guidance, or readers’
advisory, between 1922 and 1940.9 The first phase, from 1922 to 1926, saw
structured readers’ advisory service begun in seven urban public libraries:
Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, and
Portland, Oregon. Reader guidance, covering both fiction and nonfiction,
was a special and specialized service that was provided separately from other
library services. Advisors met with patrons in private interviews, often in
offices set aside for that purpose, to determine an appropriate reading plan.
"The advisors then prepared “individualized reading courses for persons who
wished to read systematically to meet the practical needs of daily living.”10
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During the second phase, from 1927 to 1935, both the effectiveness and
the scope of the service were increased. It was also during this period that
the Adult Education Roundtable was formed and first met at the 1927
American Library Association (ALA) Annual Conference. In addition, pub-
lic libraries featured ALA’s Reading with a Purpose courses, which consisted
of books and “annotated lists of books on special topics.”11

By 1935, forty-four libraries provided a readers’ advisory service. Jennie
M. Flexner, of the New York Public Library, which initiated its readers’
advisory service in 1929, published numerous articles and two books about
that library’s program. These studies provide useful insights into the kind of
work being done at that time. Readers were interviewed extensively by
librarians about their reading interests, both to aid in developing individu-
alized lists and to ascertain patrons’ reading levels. While this approach
sounds very similar to that used in present-day readers’ advisory interviews,
the judgmental suppositions made about patrons then are in direct contrast
to today’s attitude. For example, the patron who named Atlantic Monthly as
a magazine read regularly was felt to have better reading skills than one who
read the Saturday Evening Post or Time.12 After the interview, an annotated
reading list was prepared and then mailed to the reader, who would seek out
the books in the local branch library.

The growth of the idea of readers’ advisory in public libraries during
this second phase was attributed to three causes: “(1) the increased number
of professional workers in public libraries; (2) the increased idleness and
leisure caused by the Depression . . . ; and (3) the beginning of systematic
research relating to problems of adult reading.”13 The studies of adult read-
ing and readability that were carried out during this time provided a basis
for the techniques librarians used in linking book selection with “the read-
ing interests, habits, and abilities of adults” and thus made readers’ advisory
services more effective.!4

The third phase, from 1936 to 1940, saw the broadening of readers’
advisory within libraries. Subject specialists worked with readers’ advisors in
formulating reading lists. While this development indicated an expansion of
the readers’ advisory service, it also pointed out the extensive reading back-
ground required by librarians in preparing individualized, annotated book
lists. As the demand for the service increased, providing these lists became
more difficult.

During this time, more than thirty articles describing aspects of readers’
advisory services appeared in professional journals, in addition to several
full-length books. One study, Helping the Reader toward Self-Education, iden-

tified seventy reader types and classed them by occupation, race, sex, and
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personality traits.!> Ranging from The Timid and Inferior-Feeling Person,
The Low-Brow, and Tenement Dwellers to The Ambitious Person and the
Sophisticated Woman, each type was listed with three to four book titles
considered appropriate reading suggestions. For instance, The Unskilled
Worker was advised to read Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men; for The Coward,
Conrad’s Lord fim was suggested; The Criminal in the Making was advised
to read Dreiser’s An American Tragedy. We can only marvel at the presump-
tion involved in making such judgments about the reader’s character and
then persuading each type to read and benefit from the chosen titles. This
moralistic, didactic tone contrasts strikingly with that of the present. It
seems amazing to readers’ advisors today that librarians of the past could
comfortably make the assumption that their reading suggestions would
result in dramatic self-improvement in the readers. For those wishing to
read further about this and other studies on the history of readers’ advisory
service, see the bibliography of historical sources at the end of this book.

World War II and the accompanying reduction in leisure time dramat-
ically decreased requests for readers’ advisory service, and some libraries
discontinued it.16 By 1949, readers’ advisory was clearly “going out of fash-
ion.”17 However, a Reading Guidance Institute held at the University of
Wisconsin Library School in 1965 indicated continued, although perhaps
peripheral, interest in the subject.18

The underlying concern of librarians involved in these earlier readers’
advisory services was the role of the public library in adult continuing edu-
cation. Librarians saw readers’ advisory service as a means of helping adults
meet their need for further learning. In the words of Lee Regan, “What was
stressed in these early efforts was (1) the unique opportunity which libraries
offered for continuous, informal adult education; and (2) the friendly and
close relationship which reader’s advisers formed with patrons.”1?

“Friendly and close” though the relationship between librarian and
patron might have been, the approach was clearly didactic. The aim of the
readers’ advisory service was to move readers toward classic works, to out-
line a plan of reading that would be educational, not recreational. Saddled
with this worthy but formidable goal of providing materials for adult con-
tinuing education and expected to fulfill almost a tutorial role with patrons,
readers’ advisors who subscribed to this philosophy found that the work
involved in providing this service eventually became too burdensome.
Librarians were unable to meet the demands for so many individually pre-
pared and extensive reading lists. Out of necessity, the lists became more
standardized, and some of the individual contact was lost.20
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Despite differences between readers’ advisory of the past and present,
both in purpose and in attitude, some threads can be traced linking the early
services to current practice. First, readers’ advisors then and now have
acknowledged the difficulty in discovering what it is that patrons are seek-
ing when they ask for reading suggestions. An expertise in interviewing in
order to discover patron interests and to match them with appropriate
authors and titles continues to be vital to the process. Second, readers’ advi-
sors, past and present, need a general knowledge of fiction and nonfiction
collections, an ability to recognize the quality of the books they suggest, and
the ability to describe books well, both orally and in writing. Finally, present-
day readers’ advisors concur with their historical predecessors about the
importance of the personal relationship between librarian and reader, even
if these librarians would disagree about the nature of that relationship. In
their 1934 study of the readers’ advisory service at the New York Public
Library, Flexner and Edge discuss, in terms with which we can all agree,
What is a readers’ advisor?2! Such a librarian has, among other things, “a
wide acquaintance with the insides of books,” the ability to discuss individ-
ual books with readers, and the ability “to share his enthusiasm over certain
books.”22 In short, a readers’ advisor, past and present, is “a librarian at the
disposal of the reader, trying to make easier and more satisfying the connec-
tion between the reader and books.”?3

Readers’ Advisory Today

Librarians today find themselves in the midst of a readers’
advisory renaissance. Interest in and enthusiasm for providing readers’ advi-
sory in public libraries have grown enormously in the last twenty years.
Readers’ advisors, and other librarians interested in programs related to the
fiction collection, once sought in vain for relevant programs at national con-
ferences; now we find them in increasing numbers, especially at conferences
sponsored by the Public Library Association (PLA). In 2004, PLA in Seattle
offered a Readers’ Advisory/Author track with eleven programs specifically
related to readers’ advisory, a program on virtual readers’ advisory, talk
tables, and a preconference. The Collection Development and Evaluation
Section of AL A’ Reference and User Services Association (RUSA/CODES)
established a readers’ advisory committee in 1994. Since its inception, the
committee has presented programs on readers’ advisory at each annual con-
ference and published two bibliographies of readers’ advisory resources as
well as a study of readers’ advisory education.
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Many state conferences, too, have offered programs for librarians inter-
ested in readers’ advisory. In addition, library systems and individual libraries
have focused on readers’ advisory with extensive training programs provided
by in-house staff as well as outside experts. All of this speaks to a growing
professional recognition of the importance of readers’ advisory in our public
libraries and of the necessity of training for staff who provide this service.

Research in this field continues to grow as well. Both scholarly and
practical articles appear in increasing numbers in library literature. (See the
selected bibliography of such resources at the end of this book.) In addition,
in the last few years, Neal-Schuman has published scholarly compilations of
research in readers’ advisory, as have Haworth Press and Libraries
Unlimited.2* Even the Library of Congress, in conjunction with OCLC, is
working to improve subject access to works of fiction by expanding the
range of subject headings assigned to adult fiction titles.

Organizations of readers’ advisory librarians have also flourished. An
example of this type of group is the Adult Reading Round Table (ARRT) in
Ilinois, with more than two hundred members. It recently celebrated
twenty years of providing quality programs to Chicago-area readers’ advi-
sors. This group presents three readers’ advisory programs yearly: a
genre/literature program, a nuts-and-bolts (how-to) program, and a small
group discussion for which, for example, each participant might bring and
discuss a book on a specific topic. This group also produces a newsletter
three times yearly and an annotated book list each year. In addition, mem-
bers may participate in a two-year genre study, led by a member of the
organization. Librarians should seek out others interested in readers’ advi-
sory service and form such groups, not only for the continuing education
value of the meetings but also for the opportunities this activity provides to
interact with others. From the meetings and the contacts members make,
they develop a network of librarians with whom they can discuss books and
reading interests, readers’ advisory philosophy, and patron questions as well
as foster further commitment to providing quality readers’ advisory service.

Readers’ advisory practices in the twenty-first century have also
changed significantly from their pedagogical origins. The relationship
between readers and librarians is now much less didactic. By and large, pub-
lic library patrons are interested primarily in talking to librarians about their
leisure-reading interests. Rather than “elevating the masses,” readers’ advi-
sors strive to be knowledgeable about fiction and nonfiction—particularly
that which is popular in their libraries—and to respond with perception and
insight to the reading interests of their patrons.
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Qualifications for readers’ advisors and staffing requirements for a
department are also seen in a different light today. Although in the past
entire departments were devoted solely to readers’ advisory, only a few
libraries have that luxury today. Readers’ advisory can be done on some level
wherever there are people who care about reading and who want to help
others find reading materials of interest to them. A readers’ advisory service
can be part of a reference or a circulation department’s activities. Readers’
advisors need not have professional library degrees; my own experience, as
well as new research, confirms that trained paraprofessionals can be excel-
lent readers’ advisors.2®

Expanding the Scope of Readers’ Advisory

Readers’ advisory has become an accepted and established
service in many American public libraries, and it will continue to evolve to
meet the needs of users and to incorporate technological advances.
Accustomed as they are to going from the readers’ interests to book sugges-
tions, readers’ advisors have always had to be flexible in their approach and
attitude, capable of meeting new challenges as they arise. These skills will
serve them well as readers’ advisory approaches new challenges.

Nonfiction Readers’ Advisory

The underlying element that links fiction and nonfiction
and their leisure readers is “story.” Duncan Smith, creator and product
manager of EBSCO’s NoveList, has written and spoken eloquently on this
topic over the years and has inspired a generation of readers and readers’
advisors with his thoughtful reminders of the importance of story in all our
lives.26 No matter how we designate the “readable,” “creative,” or “popular”
nonfiction that attracts leisure readers, whether we call it “narrative nonfic-
tion” or something else, we know that readers recognize and seek it and that
we, as public service staff and readers’ advisors, need to learn to as well. As
Melanie Deutsch remarked as a panel member in the nonfiction readers’
advisory presentation at the PLA Conference on February 26, 2004,
“Patrons don’t worry about Dewey when they’re looking for a good book to
read.”?7 Nor do they necessarily look exclusively to fiction or nonfiction;
they seek a story that meets their interests and mood at that moment. In fact,
many libraries further expand readers’ advisory services to meet all adult
“story” needs, whether in audio, video, or fiction and nonfiction books.
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What we lack at the time of this writing are the tools that help us pro-
vide readers’ advisory service for nonfiction. As is the case with fiction gen-
res, neither Dewey decimal numbers nor other classification schemes get to
the heart of the issue: linking books that provide similar satisfactions to
readers. Before readers’ advisory for nonfiction readers comes into its own in
our libraries, we will need a nonfiction version of Genreflecting, the classic
genre-based guide to fiction, a tool that can provide needed background for
readers’ advisors and readers. What are the nonfiction genres? Surely they
are broader than mere Dewey numbers. In a presentation as part of Chicago
Public Library’s Scholar-in-Residence program, in May 2003, Kathleen de la
Pefia McCook speculated that these genres might follow the pattern of cable
television channels.?8 Genres might include Biography and Memoir,
History, Discovery, Animals, Travel, Food, Home Improvement, Gardening,
Arts and Entertainment, True Crime, and much more. Any librarian who
works with nonfiction and readers will immediately see the possibilities.

For these nonfiction genres we will likely need a Popular Nonfiction
List, similar to our Popular Fiction List, which identifies authors popular at
our libraries. (A prototypical list is included in appendix 2.) Constructing
such a resource requires staff to consider what nonfiction genres and
authors are popular in their library, and, once completed, this list will pro-
vide an excellent training tool, a starting place for readers’ advisors to
become familiar with popular genres and authors. Eventually specialized
reference sources, perhaps a nonfiction version of EBSCO’s NoveList, will
provide extensive background information on the popular nonfiction gen-
res, just as they have for fiction, and web resources will also incorporate and
support nonfiction readers’ advisory activities.

Beyond the Book Format

While the profession is considering expanding the scope
of readers’ advisory to include nonfiction, we should not forget format. For
many readers, listening to audiobooks provides the same satisfactions as
holding a book in hand and turning the pages. Travelers—be they com-
muters, farmers, long-haul drivers, or vacationers—have made audiobook
collections the black hole of many libraries’ budgets; we seem never to have
enough books in that format to satisfy readers. Story, once again, constitutes
the draw for listeners, and although some patrons have informational needs
that are met by our audio collections, most still are simply looking for a nar-
rative, fiction or nonfiction, to transport them.
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With audiobooks there are additional considerations, such as the ques-
tions of abridged versus unabridged and the quality of both the production
and the narration, which we consider as we work with readers. As with some
books, both fiction and nonfiction, for which we might encourage readers
to “give it one hundred pages before you give up,” it sometimes takes a lit-
tle time to “fall into” the story in audiobooks. We always encourage listen-
ers to try at least one tape or disc before deciding a title does not suit them.
In addition, audiobook publishers’ catalogs provide an excellent source of
book titles that work well for nonfiction readers’ advisory. These publishers
seem to have an eye—and an ear—for titles that appeal to leisure readers.

Providing Readers’ Advisory

The two keys to providing readers’ advisory in any library
setting, regardless of library size or staffing, are commitment to meeting the
leisure-reading interests of readers and a responsive attitude toward readers,
no matter what they enjoy reading. Although anyone who cares about books
and reading can suggest books, a library that claims to offer a readers’ advi-
sory service has an obligation to provide knowledgeable staff as well as to
make an ongoing commitment of time and library resources to developing
the service.

In addition to the desire to make a “connection between the reader and
books,” attributes of readers’ advisors include a willingness to read widely,
knowledge of the interests of the library’s patrons, and a familiarity with
popular authors, titles, and genres. Readers’ advisors of today commit time
and effort to providing this service, a great deal of it spent in reading and
study. Time also must be set aside to master the techniques of the readers’
advisory interview, to learn to talk about books with readers, to gain famil-
iarity with a range of popular fiction and nonfiction, and to create tools to
help readers’ advisors assist readers. These subjects will be covered in the
following chapters.

Before discussing specific readers’ advisory techniques, let’s define some
important terms—that will be used in a nontraditional way—to prevent
confusion about their meaning and intention. First, the term appeal refers to
those elements in a book, whether definable or just understood, that make
readers enjoy the book. Similar authors and readalikes mean a group of
authors whose works share elements that appeal to the same readers. When
discussing fiction and nonfiction, the term genre means any sizable group of
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authors or specific titles that have similar characteristics and appeal; these
are books written to a particular specific pattern. The term good books will be
used in this book as a form of shorthand to mean fiction and nonfiction
titles that are enjoyable to read and in which the writing meets a recognized
quality standard. Admittedly, this may be an unstated and rather nebulous stan-
dard, but it is one most professionals use, if perhaps intuitively, to judge quality.

In summary, when we compare the philosophy of readers’ advisory past and
present, we can see that it is primarily the libraries’ attitude toward the
reader that has changed. Readers’ advisors in the 1920s and 1930s saw
themselves as educators; they knew what was good for readers and led them
in specific directions. Readers’ advisors today see themselves as /links
between readers and books, just as reference librarians are the connection
between users and informational materials. Libraries already allocate
resources—both time and money—to developing and maintaining their
popular reading collections; such expenditures justify a similar commitment
of staff to make the collections as accessible as possible to readers, as the St.
Louis cost-benefit study above demonstrated. In the next chapter, we exam-
ine reference resources that aid readers’ advisors in providing this service.
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very readers’ advisory department should rely on its

collection of reference sources. In this chapter, I con-

sider first how to use these sources before enu-
merating the features readers’ advisors seek in reference sources. Then I
look at specific readers’ advisory resources, both electronic and print, and
examine those features that make them particularly useful. Next, this chap-
ter surveys additional reference sources, not necessarily designed for read-
ers’ advisors, and discusses their use. Unfortunately, since there are no ref-
erence resources aimed at readers’ advisory for leisure readers of nonfiction
at this point, I cannot consider specific nonfiction resources. (However,
readers will see that many general resources may be used for both fiction
and nonfiction queries.) This chapter next describes a Popular Fiction
List—a checklist of authors and genres popular in the Downers Grove
Public Library—that was developed for use as a reference source and offers
ideas for creating a Popular Nonfiction List (see also appendix 2). In dis-
cussing how and why our library created the fiction list, as well as in shar-
ing our experiences in using it, I explain how any library can devise its own
lists to reflect its collection and patron reading interests. The final section
discusses the collaborative nature of readers’ advisory and the importance of
staff and colleagues as an often overlooked but valuable resource.

14
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Incorporating Reference Resources into the
Readers’ Advisory Interview

Although reference sources are the backbone of the refer-
ence interaction, checked to discover the information the patron seeks and
then cited as the source of those facts, they are not always as easy to incor-
porate into the readers’ advisory interview, which resembles more a conver-
sation than an actual interview. Introducing book or web resources into this
conversation is not always easy. When polled about their use of resources in
the readers’ advisory interview, librarians reported three difficulties.! First,
readers do not expect us to turn to resources; they frankly expect us to have
read everything and to be able to make suggestions for their reading pleas-
ure from our vast knowledge of books. One librarian reported the sense that
patrons felt they were being passed off to reference books rather than
receiving the personal service we pride ourselves on. Another issue involves
training. We cannot simply offer a book or an electronic resource that we
are unfamiliar with; learning what to find in these resources and discover-
ing the best way to use them—and for which questions—should be part of
our job. Finally, these resources need to be placed near the desk, so we
remember to use them. They should also be in an area that patrons are com-
fortable entering, since we all know how much pleasure many readers derive
from browsing these resources, both print and electronic.

An important research study shows that we have not done a very good
job of incorporating tools into our readers’ advisory conversations. Anne K.
May, Elizabeth Olesh, Catherine Patricia Lackner, and Anne Weinlich
Miltenberg, master’s candidates at Queens College Graduate School of
Library and Information Studies, conducted a survey of readers’ advisory
transactions in Nassau County (N.Y.). In addition to employing other inef-
fective interview techniques, in 80 percent of the transactions staft offered
suggestions from their own reading, even when their reading bore no
resemblance to the type of book requested.? Even though readers’ advisory
reference tools were readily available, they drew from their personal read-
ing rather than consulting sources. That profoundly disturbing outcome
should cause us all to think. Having the resources is not enough; we must
also use them as we work with readers to ensure that we provide the best
possible service. It is not enough simply to provide and refer patrons to
readers’ advisory reference tools, no matter how good they are. Librarians
must become familiar with their content and learn to integrate these tools
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into their readers’ advisory transactions in order to take advantage of all
these tools offer. With that in mind, we should consider what to look for in
these resources.

Evaluating Readers’ Advisory
Reference Sources

When we started doing readers’ advisory at the Downers
Grove Public Library in 1983, we had two reference resources: Fiction
Catalog and Genreflecting. In contrast, today librarians are faced with the
wealth of print and electronic (free and fee) resources; we now have an
embarrassment of riches from which to choose. With print and fee-based
electronic resources, we are limited by budget constraints, as we are in any
other area of the reference collection. How many resources and which ones
we purchase will depend on our own library’s budget, collection, and—most
important—the needs and interests of our readers. Certainly, these criteria
should also dictate our choices of sites to link to on our library web pages as
well, because a list of too many sites can be as off-putting to a user as no list
at all. This section outlines the features to look for in print and electronic
reference tools for readers’ advisory; these are summarized in figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1 What to Look for in Reference Sources
for Readers’ Advisory

1. Access points/indexes

2. Plot summaries

3. Evaluative material about books
Characteristics of the author’s works
Best or most representative titles
Where to start new readers

4. Point of view from which written

5. Added value
Information on the appeal of the author
Subgenres as well as genres
Readalikes
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When we examine a potential readers’ advisory reference book or elec-
tronic resource, we look first at the type of access provided to its contents.
In print resources, any index is better than no index, but I firmly believe that
author and title access in resource books should be made mandatory by an
act of Congress. Note any books that give access beyond author and title—
especially useful are access by pseudonym, character name, and subject. For
example, check Mystery resources for access by detective or main character,
by country, by subject (e.g., lawyers, doctors, antiques, universities), and by
type (e.g., police procedural, amateur sleuth).

Full-text searching adds an extra level to the value of electronic resources.
Using “Find” from the Windows Edit Menu allows librarians and other users
to search a web page for particular names and topics. On other electronic
resources, search menus may be more or less helpful, depending on whether
users are limited to specific search terms in drop-down menus (used in What
Do I Read Next? below) or whether they can do less structured Boolean
searches (as in EBSCO’ NoveList below). Because of their inherent searching
flexibility, web resources are almost always superior in terms of this ability.

Treasure any resource that gives plot summaries. These can help read-
ers decide if they have already read a particular book or whether they might
be interested in reading it. Many book and web resources offer reviews of
books, and these allow readers and librarians to judge the content of the
book in question. Chapter 3 includes techniques for reading reviews with an
eye for a book’s appeal to readers. Both annotations and reviews can be use-
ful for readers’ advisory reference.

It is worth taking notice whether a reference source discusses authors’
styles or the characteristics of authors’ works. Just reading through these
descriptions will help us become familiar with those authors—even ones we
have not read—and help us in describing those authors specifically and
authors in general. In addition, if comparisons are made between authors,
and similarities and differences are pointed out, we have a real find. This type
of information can be enormously helpful when we and the patron are on the
trail of similar authors. For example, the readalike articles in EBSCO’s
NoveList offer both essays on an author’s appeal and annotated suggestions
of similar authors. (See the sample readalike article in appendix 4.)

A reference tool that offers an opinion on an author’s best or most rep-
resentative work gives us a title to suggest when we are starting a reader on
a new author. We also watch for resources that include core collections or
reading lists, as they provide a place to begin the study of a genre and serve
also as a resource guide for collection development.
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Often, it is the attitude of the contributors that makes one reference
resource more helpful than another to readers’ advisors. Reference sources
written and compiled by people who love books and reading and thus write
from the reader’s point of view should be prized. From this type of source,
the readers’ advisor gains an appreciation for a title or genre as well as the
enthusiasm of readers of that title or genre. Sources that offer literary cri-
tiques can be off-putting to those who are looking for ideas for leisure read-
ing and are better suited to those involved in literary research and study.

Some reference tools have features that provide added value for readers’
advisory librarians. While we can often discover information about appeal
from the author descriptions, books that make the appeal more explicit are
a real find. If the book talks about genres, does it also give characteristics of
subgenres as well? And does it discuss how authors write across these and
how the genres and subgenres blend? That kind of information can be very
useful when we are learning about an unfamiliar genre. Finally, resources
that offer lists of readalike authors are helpful, but the best give us enough
information so we can easily tell why an author is like another. (See chapter
5 for a detailed discussion of this technique.)

As we examine our collections of readers’ advisory resources, we should
think about whether they have the characteristics in the checklist above.
Consider, too, what kinds of questions each tool answers best. Would one
help series readers by providing books in order? Is another easy to use to
identify a character in a Mystery or other genre or subgenre? Can we get
“recommended” reading suggestions from a specific source? Does another
tell us where to start a reader in a series? Which tools provide book discus-
sion questions and material about the authors and books? At the same time,
we should also think about how we would use them with readers. What spe-
cial features might we use to introduce an interested reader to this book or
electronic resource? Does it have a special index? Or an easy-to-use search
strategy? Does the material included fill a special niche—for readers who
like a particular type of book or tone? Examining tools with these tech-
niques in mind helps us as we look for useful resources that we can also
share with readers.

Electronic and Print Resources
for Readers’ Advisors
The world of readers’ advisory reference publishing has

changed dramatically since 1989, when the first edition of this book was
published. Not only has the availability of commercial and free electronic
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resources grown beyond our wildest imaginings but the wealth of print
resources also speaks to the popularity of and demand for tools to help read-
ers’ advisors. As computers become ubiquitous at library public service
desks, we increasingly take advantage of the currency and scope of web
resources. Librarians and readers alike, at the library and from their homes,
access the library’s links to fee-based electronic products as well as free
Internet resources for fiction fans.

Electronic Readers’ Advisory Resources

Fiction_L

The most important web-based resource for readers’ advisors at this time is
Fiction_L, an electronic mailing list developed by Roberta S. Johnson and
the Reader’s Services staff of the Morton Grove (Ill.) Public Library in 1995
and hosted within Morton Grove’s Webrary.? Despite its title, the focus of
this electronic mailing list is not exclusively fiction but “all aspects of read-
er’s advisory for children, young adults and adults, including non-
fiction materials.” Although Fiction_L was developed for and by librarians
dealing with fiction collections and requests related to those collections,
readers worldwide are welcome to join the discussion.

That it also serves as a clearinghouse for queries makes Fiction_L
invaluable as a reference tool. Readers’ advisors from across the country,
and indeed around the world, post questions from staff and patrons. Very
tew librarians, seeking a particular author or title when a patron has offered
only a sketchy description, fail to receive one or more answers from col-
leagues, and these generally appear within minutes of posting. Questions
about readalike authors—authors whose appeal is similar to that of a
reader’s favorite—are common, as are requests for lists of titles on a partic-
ular subject or ideas for displays or book lists. A comment from one reader
inspires another librarian, and enthusiastic responses fill the list. The suc-
cess of this resource underscores the collaborative nature of readers’ advi-
sory and reinforces that, although an individual cannot read everything,
someone else may have read just what we are looking for, and we are all will-
ing to share the fruits of our reading and knowledge.

While it serves as an excellent “ready reference” source, Fiction_L is
much more. For its nearly 2,500 subscribers around the world it provides a
forum for sharing information on readers’ advisory tools, techniques, prob-
lems, and solutions. This makes it an excellent resource for the small, iso-
lated, or one-person library. Devoted to a wide range of readers’ advisory
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topics, Fiction_L is a source of material useful to librarians, book discussion
leaders, and others with an interest specifically in readers’ advisory and
more generally in books and reading. Popular topics discussed on Fiction_L
include genre study, bibliographies, training, audiobooks, book discussion
groups, print and electronic resources, and readalikes for popular authors.
As with any mailing list, Fiction_L is only as good as the subscribers
who use it. The more specific we are when posting our questions and the
more details we provide to our colleagues, the better answers we get. For
example, if we want readalikes for a particular author, we get more accurate
suggestions if we explain thoroughly what the patron likes about that
author. It is not enough to post a request asking for readalikes for V. C.
Andrews, nor is it good practice. We need to add what it is that our reader
likes about Andrews; then advisors can respond with authors who will more
likely share the characteristics the reader enjoys in Andrews’s books.
Fiction_L has evolved into the best kind of resource for readers’ advi-
sors: a free and far-reaching vehicle for sharing information of value to col-
leagues; for asking general and specific questions about tools, techniques,
and the philosophy of readers’ advisory; for promoting conversations about
books and reading around the world. With searchable archives and lists of
compiled book lists from the questions asked and answered, it offers a
wealth of information for both novice and experienced readers’ advisors.
Subscription information and archives are available at the Webrary link.

EBSCO’s NovelList

EBSCO’s NoveList, reviewed as “a reader’s paradise and a reference librar-
ian’s dream” and available in more than half of all public libraries in the
United States, sets the standard for commercial readers’ advisory data-
bases.# Developed by readers’ advisor Duncan Smith and available since
1994, EBSCO’s NoveList was originally aimed at adult fiction readers. It
now serves fiction readers of all ages and includes additional information for
school librarians and media specialists. This resource, like many others
online, is constantly evolving and offering new enhancements.

At this writing EBSCO’s NoveList offers author, title, subject, and full-
text access to annotations and reviews of more than 120,000 books. Entries
for adult fiction titles provide book reviews from Booklist, Library Fournal,
School Library Fournal, Rendezvous, and Publishers’ Weekly, with occasional
excerpts from Magill’s Book Reviews; original subject headings from
Hennepin County and NoveList’s catalogers; links to author websites;
awards; and more. NoveList allows searching by author, title, series name,
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plot (subject terms chosen from a specific list or simply names, plot actions,
time periods, and locations), and Boolean searches, which comb the entire
record for the requested terms.

Extra features, fully searchable and outlined on the Search page, set
NoveList apart. Under “Browse Lists,” one can search “Best” lists of award
winners and recommended titles, explore lists by genre and subgenre, and
examine the full list of authors, titles, series name, and subjects. In the sec-
tion “Read about Popular Titles and Topics,” one can explore biographies
of young adult authors; readalike articles with essays on an author’s appeal
and matches of similar authors; book discussion guides for adult and young
adult authors, offering background material and questions with extensive
answers in addition to suggested further reading; booktalks for children and
young adults; feature articles on a wide and increasing range of subjects of
interest to children and adults; and the “For Staff Only” section.

The “For Staff Only” section includes an array of resources for readers’
advisory staff, including the Adult Reading Round Table Genre Fiction List,
a self-evaluative bibliography; professional articles of note; and an extensive
readers’ advisory training course, since staff training is a priority for creator
and product manager Smith. The “Learning Center” section of the site pro-
vides instructions on using NoveList, helpful tips, and a general guide to
exploring the data within.

What’s Next

Another extremely useful web resource, What’s Next, is provided free
online by the Kent District Library System in Michigan.’ This wonderful
tool furnishes quick access to books in series, listed in publication order. We
have satisfied many readers by simply printing out the list so that they can
go to the shelves and find the next book in the series. Although it does not
include any information about the series—beyond author, series title, and
book titles—it quickly and easily provides just the information that we so
often need working with patrons. Since it is a web resource, it can also be
updated efficiently whenever authors add another title or a new series. For
those who prefer, the library also sells a print version of the database.

What Do | Read Next?

"This tool, described in more detail below with print resources, is also avail-
able in an electronic format. This version includes the data from all editions
of the books, except for the overview essays. Lists of award winners, best sell-
ers, and pathfinders provided by major public libraries are also accessible and
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link users to full title entries. As in the book version, lists of similar and rec-
ommended authors are also retrievable. Rather awkward pull-down menus
listing search terms limit this tool’s usefulness online.

Print Readers’ Advisory Resources

There are currently two main publishers of hard copy
resources for readers’ advisors, Libraries Unlimited, now part of Greenwood
Publishing, and ALA Editions. Libraries Unlimited publishes Genreflecting
and the subsequent series of guides on specific genres following the pattern
Betty Rosenberg initiated in 1982: a definition of the genre and subgenres
along with lists of authors, usually including titles, that fit within that cate-
gory. More recent editions also include more about working with fans of the
genre and information about websites and other reference materials of
interest. The ALA Editions titles offer background on various genres from
the perspective of appeal and why readers read that genre. These also focus
more on practical readers’ advisory techniques related to the genre: the
readers’ advisory interview, working with readers in libraries, and helpful
lists of authors and titles worth knowing. Both series provide useful genre
overviews, background, and important authors and titles for new and expe-
rienced readers’ advisors. For extensive lists of authors and titles, consult the
Genreflecting Advisory series; for in-depth information on the appeal of the
genre and typical authors and titles, consult the ALA Readers’ Advisory series.

Genreflecting

Betty Rosenberg taught a library school course called “Reading Interests”
that was designed to help future librarians understand “common readers”
and their tastes. Her book, Genreflecting, grew out of the syllabus for that
course. Diana Tixier Herald joined Rosenberg as coauthor of the third edi-
tion in 1991. Since Rosenberg’s death in 1993, Herald has taken on sole
responsibility for Genreflecting; the fifth edition of this pioneering work was
published in 2000.6

After an introduction on the nature of genre fiction and its relationship
to readers, libraries, and publishing, a chapter is devoted to each of eight
genres: Adventure, Crime, Fantasy, Historical, Horror, Romance, Science
Fiction, and Western. Each chapter includes three sections: “Themes and
Types,” “Topics,” and “D’s Picks” (suggested reading in that genre). At the
start of each chapter, Herald offers a concise overview of each individual
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genre as well as a short discussion of how readers’ advisors work with fans
of this genre. Then the “Themes and Types” section follows with descrip-
tions of individual subgenres and authors and titles to become familiar with,
many with brief annotations. The numerous subdivisions make this book an
invaluable reference for students, readers, and readers’ advisors. The second
section of each genre chapter, “Topics,” includes a wide variety of interest-
ing and useful information. Here, Herald includes lists of classic authors,
“bests” within the genre, anthologies, bibliographies, histories, criticism,
encyclopedias, films, book clubs, manuals, awards, online resources, and
more, followed by the third section, a list of titles in the genre that are
among her personal favorites.

Beyond its useful genre definitions and examples of genre fiction, what
makes Genreflecting a classic readers’ advisory reference tool is the attitude
Rosenberg established in the first edition, in 1982. The first edition’s epi-
graph, “Rosenberg’s First Law of Reading: Never apologize for your read-
ing tastes,” sets the tone for the book and has appeared in each subsequent
edition. Rosenberg was, and Herald is, a reader, and their remarks come
from the viewpoint of readers who enjoy genre fiction, not necessarily from
that of librarians or readers’ advisors. Rosenberg wrote in the introduction
to the first edition, “Genre fiction is not to be taken seriously and analyzed
to death. It should be written about by those who enjoy it.”” Rosenberg’s
approach to each genre, carried on by Herald, is nonjudgmental; she simply
addresses the pattern within the genre and discusses its appeal to readers.
She also counteracts some people’s disdain for the tastes of the “common
readers,” for their perception of genre fiction as the bottom rung of the fic-
tion ladder. She unabashedly advocates reading for pleasure and attempts, in
this book, to give librarians an understanding of genre fiction so that they
can provide assistance to other readers who enjoy it. Under Rosenberg’s
tutelage, reading and enjoying genre fiction become virtues, not closet
vices. Herald has maintained this tone in subsequent editions.

It was Rosenberg’s attitude that initially made Genreflecting such a useful
tool for us. The book came as a godsend when we were just starting our read-
ers’ advisory department. Rosenberg put us on the right track by giving us a
basic understanding of different genres so that we could talk with readers
with a real appreciation for their interest and a commitment to serving them.

For both novice and experienced readers’ advisors, Genreflecting is a
“must” read. It is a remarkable reference book that provides a framework for
learning more about genres, an extensive list of authors and titles to suggest
to interested readers, and an example of the attitude that inspires and sustains
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readers’ advisors. Although Genreflecting is certainly useful and comprehen-
sive, Herald herself admonishes, “It should be used as an introduction in
need of continual supplementation.”® Genreflecting provides a broad and
firm foundation for the readers’ advisor, but it is only a starting place. As we
readers’ advisors read more within and about genres, we sometimes find
that we want to refine Genreflecting’s classification of authors within genres,
and we will discover others to add. We stretch our own understanding of
and our ability to discriminate among themes and subgenres as we compare
our own lists to those in Genreflecting. While Genreflecting is a good starting
place for developing a thorough understanding of genre fiction, readers’
advisors must watch for and note changes in the genres and add new authors
and subgenres as they appear. This is one of the problems with print publi-
cations: their lists are often out of date before they even arrive in libraries.
For this reason web updates are invaluable. Libraries Unlimited maintains a
web page, http://www.genreflecting.com, on which Herald and other authors
of titles in the series add new titles to keep their books more up-to-date.

Other titles in the Genreflecting Advisory series that are useful for
readers’ advisors working with adults include the following: Romance Fiction:
A Guide to the Genre, by Kristin Ramsdell; Fluent in Fantasy: A Guide to
Reading Interests, by Diana Tixier Herald; Now Read This: A Guide to
Mainstream Fiction, 1978-1998, and Now Read This 2: A Guide to Mainstream
Fiction, 1990-2001, by Nancy Pearl; Hooked on Horror: A Guide to Reading
Interests in Horror Fiction, 2nd ed., by Anthony J. Fonseca and June Michele
Pulliam; Blood, Bedlam, Bullets, and Bad Guys: A Reader’s Guide to Adventure/
Suspense Fiction, by Michael Gannon; Christian Fiction: A Guide to the Genre,
by John Mort; Strictly Science Fiction: A Guide to Reading Interests, by Diana
Tixier Herald and Bonnie Kunzel; and Make Mine a Mystery: A Reader’s
Guide to Mystery and Detective Fiction, by Gary Warren Niebuhr.?

ALA Readers’ Advisory Series

The Readers’ Advisory Guide to Genre Fiction, by this author, performs the
Genreflecting role for ALA Editions.10 It describes fifteen fiction genres:
Adventure, Fantasy, Gentle Reads, Historical Fiction, Horror, Literary
Fiction, Mysteries, Psychological Suspense, Romance, Romantic Suspense,
Science Fiction, Suspense, Thrillers, Westerns, and Women’s Lives and
Relationships. Each chapter offers a definition of the genre, characteristics
of the genre and its appeal to readers, benchmark or key authors for the
genre and subgenres, tips on preparing to work with readers and for the
readers’ advisory interview, reference sources, and lists of suggested authors
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for introducing readers of other genres to this genre and for leading fans of
one genre to other genres they might enjoy. Sure Bets (described in detail
in chapter 5 of this book and discussed in appendix 3) are included for each
genre. Appendixes offer general tips for the readers’ advisory interview, an
overview of readers’ advisory reference sources, and the Five-Book
Challenge, a list of five important authors and titles in each genre that would
provide a reader, librarian, or patron with a better understanding of the
genre. A general index includes authors, editors, titles, subjects, and series.

Like Genreflecting, this book and others in the series are written by fans
of genre fiction, people who understand the pleasure readers find in these
titles. Here, too, the approach is nonjudgmental, highlighting what fans
appreciate in the genres they love, and the enthusiastic tone invites readers to
discover and appreciate the qualities of the genre being discussed. Rather
than the longer lists of authors in Genreflecting, The Readers’ Advisory Guide to
Genre Fiction emphasizes the appeal of the genre and offers a few representa-
tive authors to help readers’ advisors gain an understanding of typical charac-
teristics of the genres. The focus is more on the way readers’ advisors learn to
think about and thus understand popular fiction. As such, it complements
Genreflecting. Together, the Readers’ Advisory Guide to Genre Fiction and Genre-
flecting offer readers’ advisors an in-depth look at popular fiction. And both,
along with the other titles in each series, are good books to share with other
readers, as they provide endless browsing pleasure and reading suggestions.

Other titles in ALAs Readers’ Advisory series follow a similar pattern
and include background information on the genres and working with read-
ers as well as lists of important authors and titles, often grouped by subgenre
or theme. These titles include The Short Story Readers’ Advisory: A Guide to
the Best, by Brad Hooper; The Romance Readers’ Advisory: The Librarian’s
Guide to Love in the Stacks, by Ann Bouricius; The Mystery Readers’ Advisory:
The Librarian’s Clues to Murder and Maybem, by John Charles, Joanna
Morrison, and Candace Clark; Science Fiction and Fantasy Readers’ Advisory:
The Librarian’s Guide to Cyborgs, Aliens, and Sorcerers, by Derek M. Buker;
and The Horror Readers’ Advisory: The Librarian’s Guide to Vampires, Killer
Tomatoes, and Haunted Houses, by Becky Siegel Spratford and Tammy
Hennigh Clausen.!1

What Do | Read Next?

Another series that demonstrates the type of reference work particularly
useful for readers’ advisory reference is Gale’s What Do I Read Next?12 Begun
in 1990, the print volumes in this series highlight the year’s publications in
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Fantasy, Historical, Horror, Inspirational, Mystery, Popular Fiction,
Science Fiction, Romance, and Western. An introductory essay to the genre
highlights trends in the previous year. Within each genre section, entries
provide the following information: authors, title, subgenre, names of impor-
tant characters, time period, locale, a brief plot summary, review citations, a
list of selected titles by that author, and a list of similar authors and titles
recommended for readers who enjoyed each book. As mentioned earlier,
good indexes are invaluable in readers’ advisory reference books. Each vol-
ume has a wide range of useful indexes, accessing s