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Readers’ advisory service béd

Statement of purposefor Ontario’spubliclibraries

The public library serves its community based on the belief that every
individua has the right to equitable access to information.

The public library is committed to helping people find information
appropriate to their needs.

The public library is concerned with the refreshment of people’s sairit
by providing books and other materias for relaxation and pleasure.

The public library promotes an open and democratic society by
providing everyone with access to civilization’s thoughts, idess,
actions and the expression of its creative imagination. The public
library is the principd means whereby the record of civilization is
mede fredy available to al.

The public library is a practical demongtration of our society’s belief
in the vaue of universa education as a continuing and lifelong
process.

From: One place to look: The Ontario Public Library Strategic Plan. 1990, p.
13.

The public library hasasignificiant role to play in any community. Thereisarole
for the library in the individual’s use of leisure time, whether it be to provide
information or entertainment. To meet the needs of both adults and children who
read for pleasure, areaders advisory service is avaluable asset for the library.




o Readers’ advisory service

Readers' advisory is the process of matching readers with books and books to
readers. It isanswering questions that have moreto do with the patron’sleisure
reading than their informational needs. Readers’ advisory dealswith both fiction
and non-fiction titles and a specific request may require both kinds of materials
to meet a need.

Thejob of areaders advisor isto suggest books, as opposed to recommend-
ing books. Patrons should be given what they want and what they are comfort-
able with, not what the library staff think they should have.

One of the most common questions to staff from patronsin librariesis “Do you
have any morelike...?” Thisquestion isespecially important after the reader has
“read out” an author, for example, all of Robert Ludlum’s books or Jean Auel’s
books.

Other types of requests include:

O determining the name of a novel on which a certain film is based

Q identifying the author who wrote books featuring a certain character

Q determining the order of a series

a finding novels written about a certain time period or in a particular genre

Q finding biographies about a certain kind of person
Many library staff members may have acted as “readers’ advisors’ for years
without realizing it. Thejob of areaders advisor involves assisting and advising
readers in their choice of materials. Just as in reference service, all staff must
remember that readers’ advisory work involves ethical decisions.
Any requestswhichfitinto areaders’ advisory category should carry just asmuch
weight asan informational or referencerequest. In most small libraries, questions
of any type are answered from either the circulation desk or an information desk.

Every request -- informational or readers advisory, from an adult or child --
should be handled by the staff with equal respect and diligence.

WHAT IS
READERS'
ADVISORY?
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READERS’
ADVISORY
PROCESS

People should never have to apologize for their reading interests. People read
books for a variety of reasons -- for information, understanding, education,
entertainment, introspection, hope, confidence, connectivity, escape, challenge
and even for reassurance.

At the library, children of all ages can choose and read a book, or have it read
to them, just for the fun of it. Mystery stories, science fiction tales, adventure
stories or sometimes even audiotapes and CDs are available for borrowing. The
library is also agreat place to find information on every conceivable subject. In
the beginning, thelibrary can be overwhelming with different areasto explore and
so much to choose from. Children, in particular, may need encouragement to feel
comfortable in the library and readers advisory also works with children.

With the advent of non-book materials, readers’ advisory has become even more
interesting. For example, the availability of “talking books” or “books on
cassette” hasadded another dimensiontothiswork. Inadditionto finding a“good
read” for a patron, the library staff may also find a good story for the patron to
listen to.

A readers’ advisory serviceisone of the most interesting and demanding functions
inalibrary. Thereadinginterestsof usersare so diversethat no one staff member
can hope to know the collection well enough to satisfy all requests for advice.
Knowing enough about the reader’ s tastes and finding atitle on the shelf that will
be of interest to the user is a skill acquired over time.

Readers' advisory, whether for books or non-book materials, involves a process
similar to areference service with both an interview and search for material. The
service draws on the library staff’s background and awareness of current titles.

The readers’ advisory interview
The interview should be an informal conversation between the advisor and the

reader about books. The aim of the interview isto get readers to articulate what
they want.




o Readers’ advisory service

A readers’ advisory interview is often less specific than a reference interview.
Often the request beginswith: “ Can you give me something | would like?’ or “ Can
you give me something similar to other titles | have already read?’.

To help with the interview, many of the same communication skills required for
conducting reference interviews are used. For instance, open guestions such as
“Is there a special book you are looking for?” or “May | suggest something to
read” can be used. Restating the answers shows the reader that he/she has been
heard.

Thereaders' advisor triesto get ageneral picture of the type of books the reader
enjoys. Inthisway, the patron'sinterests can be matched to a particular type of
fiction (agenre) or athematic category. For instance, “ Tell me about a book you
really enjoyed” or “Have you read anything lately that you particularly disliked?”

If that line of questioning does not work, try describing the characteristics of
books. For instance, “Do you like...

...foreign or local settings?’

...stories set in the past or present?”’

...books with a fast-moving pace?’
...old-fashioned stories or contemporary?”
...scary stories?”’

...sad or happy endings?’

...stories that inspire?’

...stories about people overcoming adversity?”’

Another way to interview readers is to ask them to explain why they liked a
particular book.

If possible, suggest three titles, giving the patron an overview of each one. Talk
about what is best in the book, special features that might appeal to readers, or
what others have said about it. Describing several titles reinforces the idea of
readers’ advisory.
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KNOWING THE
COLLECTION

Satisfaction

With areferenceinterview, it iseasier to redizeif the patronsis satisfied. If the answer to
the question was located, usudly the patron is satisfied. In this Stuation, there isno point
Is asking “Does this completely answer the question?’ because the patron must reed the
book to know.

A successful reader’ sadvisory interview isnot aone-time occurrence. Readersshould be
encouraged to comein regularly to give their reactionsto books and to ask for assistance.
A good experience may aso establish theideaof agpecid servicein the minds of reeders
S0 they know thet readers advisory is alegitimate library activity.

Thegod of thelibrary saff isto recommend the best book for the patron at theright time.
It is clear from the description of the readers advisory interview that to be redly good at
providing readers advisory service, the staff mugt be familiar with thelibrary’ s collection,
sengtiveto the patron and knowledgeabl e of the community they serve. A good reeders
advisor enjoysreading dl types of materids.

When working with young adults and children, the library staff should understand the
stages of reading development in generd, and have some idea of reading interests. The
library gaff should be aware of the materid in the library’ s collection for young adults, for
children and in generd.

But how does one get training in readers advisory work? How does one person find out
about al thebooksinthecollection? Whilereading booksisagood way to becomefamiliar
with the collection, there are severd waysto find out about materids, including listening to
the comments of patrons, other staff and using readers advisory tools.

Reading books

Whenever possible, the best way to find out about abook istoread it. Itishelpful
to read outside of your own favourities. By reading books most frequently
requested by patrons, it is easier to get a sense of the appeal of the popular
authors. After reading one book, try to find similar works by other authors.
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With each book, it isa useful exercise to think about why a book may apped to certan
readers and what e ementsin the book would affect abook’sapped. Thefollowing listis
adapted from a very useful resource on readers advisory caled Readers advisory
servicein public libraries by Joyce G. Saricks and Nancy Brown (Chicago: American
Library Association, 1993).

Story ingredients

Q What hgppensin the story?
O What kind of action occursin the book?
O Wha isthetheme?

Thecomponentsof thestory arethepoint of view, theamount of did ogueversusthenumber
of descriptive passages, the author’ streatment of subject, and the author’ s particular bias.

Setting

Q When doesthe story take place? (past, present, future)
Q Where does the Sory take place? (another planet, avillageinIndia, ~ down-
town New Y ork)

Setting does not necessarily mean a geographic location.  Setting can dso mean the
ambiance or background of abook. For example, many peopleread Danielle Sted for the
portraya of rich and powerful people.

Pace

Q Isthepacefast or dow? How longisit?
When speaking to the patron, it isimportant to find out if he/she wants a page turner or a
book to enjoy dowly. Remember that readersarerarely consstent on pacing -- what they
want one day may not be what they want the next day.
Characterization

O What isthe main character like?

Q What sorts of relationships take place between charactersin this book?
Q How well-developed are the other secondary characters?
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Different patronslike different character development. For example, mysteriesby Agatha
Chrigtie tend to dwell more on the forensic clues while mysteries by P.D. James use the
characters to reved many of the clues of mativation and opportunity.

Specid features may be targeted. Some readers are interested in books with factual
information on topics such as higtory. For instance, severd novels focus on folklore and
tradition of native communitiesincluding those by Michad Dorris(A Yellow Raftin Blue
Water) and LouiseErdrich(LoveMedicine, TheBeet Queen: anovel, Tracks: anovel
and TheBingo Palace). Tony Hillerman’ smyderies(Sacred Clowns, A Thief of Time
and Coyote Waits) have asmilar focus.

When abook isfinished and the book’ s primary appedl identified, think about what other
tittlesare Ssmilar and what other authorswrite bookslikeit. Some readersliketo read both
fiction and non-fiction titteson asimilar theme. For instance, if someonehasjust reed The
Joy Luck Club or TheKitchen God’ sWife by Amy Tan, or ChinaBoy or Honor and
Duty by Gus Lee, he/she may aso be interested in reading the biography called Wild
Swans: Three Daughters of China by Jung Chang set in 20th century mainland China.

Books with smilar gpped can be grouped. Remember however, that just because two
books are smilar by virtue of belonging to the same genre does not mean that they have a
smilar appeal. Jackie Collins and Janette Oke both write romance, but there is no doubt
that thetype of romancethey writeisvery different. Knowing thesedifferencesisimportant
to providing quality readers advisory service,

Watch for those specific characteristicswhich might limit abook’ sapped to somereaders.
None of these characterigtics should prevent areaders advisor from suggesting a book.
Elementsthat upset some readerswill attract others. Asreaders advisors, the staff need
smply be aware of their presence.

Possible limiting characteristics of a book are:

explicit sex

unconventiona writing or difficult Syles

advocacy of particular politicd or socia postions
graphic violence

language (i.e., swearing)

OCOo00O
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Finding out about other books

While nothing can replace actud reading, individuad staff members cannot read every item
indl types of books.

Sources such as reviews, publisher’s catal ogues, booklists, and perhaps even pamphlets
from other libraries, can hdp gaff to become familiar with the existing materids and new
titles. Thoserespongblefor selecting new materia may have had achancetolook a some
of these sources and may dready be familiar with the new titles arriving in the library.

New books should be examined asthey comein. Without actualy reading the book, some
decisions can be made about the patron who might enjoy reading thebook. By reading the
jacket cover, the book can be placed in agenre or category and, if possible, its Smilarity
to books by other authors noted.

Staff and other patronsasresources

By ligtening to other staff and to patronstalk about their reading interests, library staff have
another source of information about materia inthecollection. Ask other staff membersfor
recommendations and get a brief plot summary, description of the characters and smilar
authors. Most readersliketotak about their reading. Someof theinformation may beuseful
to another patron looking for aparticular type of materid.

Examiningabook truck of materia which hasbeenreturned, or actudly re-shelvingmaterid,
will show what authors and titles are popular.

Library staff may dsodeveloptheir ownindexestoassstinreaders advisory. Specia index
files may be developed for series and sequels, by name of detective, by locae, etc.
Annotations may be included for individud titles.

Another suggestion isto be aware of what the community uses asasourcefor information
about reading materid. Patronsmay request materid that they have heard about on aradio
or television talk show, or which was the basis for amovie or televison mini-series.
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Toolsfor readers advisory

Whilereaders advisory toolsarevery important, they cannot berelied on exclusively, and
are meant to be used only asguides. Thetitlesthey list may not dways be gppropriate for
the collection and with hundreds of new books published every year they become dated
quickly. Some toolswhich can assist in readers advisory include:

Publiclibrary catalog, Children’ scatalog andFiction catalog. N.Y: H.W. Wilson.
ThePublicLibrary catal ogincludesmainly non-fiction materia arranged according
to broad Dewey Decima Classification numbers with author and title indexes. The
Children’ scatal og includesboth non-fictionandfictiontitles. TheFiction catal og,
arranged d phabeticaly by thesurnameof theauthor, includeshbrief plot summariesand
review excerpts.

Husband, Janet. Sequels: An annotated guide to novels in series. 2nd edition.
Chicago: American Library Association, 1990.
The book puts seriestitlesin order and gives abrief summary of each series. Only
materias for adults or young adults are included.

Rosenberg, Betty and Diane Tixier Herdd. Genreflecting: A guidetoreadinginterests
in genrefiction. 3rd ed. Littleton, Colorado: Libraries Unlimited, 1991.
The authors andyze theme and types of genre fiction (western, thriller, romance,
sciencefiction, fantasy, and horror). Listsof representative authorsand titlesfor each
sub-genre are provided and useful reference works are suggested.

Saricks, Joyce G. and Nancy Brown. Readers advisory servicein public libraries.
Chicago: American Library Association, 1993.
The authors detail waysto determine the gppeal of abook so that similar books can
be found.

Barron, Neil, etd. What do | read next? A reader’ sguideto current genrefiction.
Detroit: Gale Research, 1992.
This annud publication, which includes mass market materia, describes each title
under headings such as‘ Story type'; ‘ Time period'; ‘Loca€ ; ‘ Other books by the
author; and ‘ Other books you might like'.

Olderr, Steven. Mystery Index: Subjects, settings and sleuths of the 10,000 titles.
Chicago: American Library Association, 1987.
This publication includes books that may bein apublic library collection. Theitems
are indexed by title, subject and setting, and characters.

A ligt of French language readers advisory tools can be found on the reverse Sde of this
Sourcebook. Tools for children's materid are liged in the Sourcebook entitled
Children’ s services.
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The best way to help areader find the right book is through persond contact. There are
anumber of other techniques for calling peopl€'s attention to particular types of books.
These techniques have been grouped together under the heading “passve readers
advisory”. 1t would include labdling the spine of a book, sheving materid in separate
collection, providing booklists and displays.

Genre labels

Another way of hel ping patronsfind bookswhichthey might enjoy istolabel thespines. The
labelsareusedto designatethegenreor category of thebook, for example, mystery, science

fiction, biography.

The problem with marking the genre or category isthat the task is not dways easy. If a
category istoo broad, the section may becometoo largeto fulfill itspromotiona purposes.
If the category istoo narrow, theremay be complaintsfrom patronswho fed that they keep
missingtitlesthat, accordingtothem, should bethere. If thestaff isnot knowledgesbl eabout
aparticular genre or category, it may be difficult to assgn labels, especidly to titleswritten
by the same author but which fal into different genres.

Shelf arrangement

Inmogt publiclibraries, theDewey Decima Classification (DDC) systemisusedtoorganize
thecallection. However, whenit comestofiction, theDDC classficationnumbersfor fiction
meaterid areignored and thematerid isarranged a phabeticaly by thesurnameof theauthor.
In some libraries, the fiction collection has been subdivided into certain types of popular
fiction. For ingtance, the subdivisons could be mysteries, romance, higoricd fiction,
science fiction, fantasy, westerns, or short stories.

By dividing a collection in this way, access is made easier for users who are devoted to
certain types of popular fiction. One disadvantage of this arrangement, however, is that
authorswhowritegenerd fiction, and mysteriesor romancesmay befoundin severa places
inthe library.

In some libraries, certain popular topica categories of non-fiction have been moved into
specid display areas. The categories most often chosen for thistype of specid disolay are
biography, and child care and parenting.

11
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Booklists and bookmarks

Booklists are one way to highlight the collection and appedl to certain patrons. Prepared
booklists can be found in anumber of sourcesincluding professiond library journds such
as Booklist or Unabashed Librarian. Often these lists can be reproduced with
permission or purchased in areprint form. Booklists can be posted on the library bulletin
board under a heading such as ‘Best sdler lid'.

A good way to present short booklists is through bookmarks. Commercially-produced
bookmarks are aso available from a number of sources. For example, the Ministry of
Culture, Tourism and Recreation (formerly Cultureand Communications) usudly produces
abookmark listing the Trillium Book Award findids.

Booklists and bookmarks can also be created in-house. They should, however, look as
professona as possible. The name of the library should appear on any bookmarks or
brochures which are produced by thelibrary. A variety of samples of materia produced
in-house using desktop publishing software caled PageMaker 4.0, amicrocomputer and
alaser printer appear at the back of this Sourcebook.

(Sample 1. Bookmark: Fiction)
(Sample 2: Bookmark: Non-fiction)
(Sample 3: Booklist)

Patronswill gppreciate having lisgswhich highlight localy-availabletities. The subject can
be asbroad as*“ generationa sagas’ or asnarrow as* Ontario writers’. A good number of
titlesfor abooklistis 12 to 15 titles. When annotations are provided, the reader has more
clues about the plot of the book. Annotations should include the main characters, setting
and the goryline of the book in one to two sentences.

Oneof thesmplest techniquesfor calling aperson’ sattention to booksisto suggest another
tittewhichissmilar tothetitlethey requested. For example, “If you liked AgathaChridtie,
you will enjoy reading thisbook by Sue Grafton”. While some people can remember the
names of authors with asmilar style, awritten list can be helpful. These ligs highlight a
popular author and give the reader smilar authors. Also patrons have something that they
can use over severd vidtsto thelibrary asthey work their way down the list of suggested
titles.

12
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Displays

Topicd diglays work very wdl in public libraries. An effective display of materids is
another way to help people to find books, especidly those who prefer to find books by
browsing rather than asking the staff.

The subject should be broad enough that thereis sufficient materid in the collection to keep
the digplay working. The materid can befiction or non-fiction. Common library displays
include “books into movies’, “locd history”, “home improvement/renovation”, “ garden-
ing”, and “crafts’. Often specid holidays are used as display themes, for instance, S.
Petrick’ sDay or Remembrance Day. For St. Patrick’ sDay display, for example, al of the
material might be green in colour or &l could be for or about Irish people.

Displays can dso be usad to highlight materia for young adults and children
-- @ther fiction or non-fiction materias.

A good way to promotenewtitlesisto usethemin alibrary display. In somelibraries, the
new book display isafixtureinthelibrary, with thetitlesconstantly changing, but thedisplay
sgns dways saysin the same place. Patrons know where to look for new titles.

The display does not have to be redtricted to materid in print format. |f audio or
videorecordings are part of the library’ s collection, they can be added to the display.

Limitation

A word of caution: Whilelibrary staff may view atopica display astherotating promotion
of materiad, the usersoften view it asan endorsement. It isimportant, therefore, to planthe
display carefully, uang intellectud freedom principles. When atopic may be controversd,
displaying abroad spectrum of viewpointsisimportant. If patrons are alowed to borrow
materid fromthedisplay, alist of themateria which had beenindudedintheorigind display
should be posted. That way, if dl of the titles representing a certain viewpoint are in
circulaion, the display will not seem biased.

13
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L ocation

Displaysinlibrariesresamble, inmany ways, retall merchandising. Inaretail store, srategic
spaces are used to focus client interest, to lead the client unassisted to materias of interest
andto stimulateimpulse choices. Inalibrary, the Srategic spaceswould bethefirst 20 feet
of visible space upon entering the library, the ends of the stacks, and any other high-traffic
aress. Theareaon and around the circulation desk is another natural spot for adisplay of
reading materid. Patronswill be able to see materia as soon asthey enter the library, or
asthey are leaving the library they might spot another good title.

A bulletin board can be placed near thebook display. Aspatronsarelooking at thedisplay,
theinformation on the bulletin board isnearby and clearly visble. Thebulletin board could
disolay community events or library-related information and news.

Front covers usually sdll abook, especially mass market paperback books. Inadisplay
of materids, as many books as possible should be placed facing out . The display area
should aso be kept well stocked. Patronswon't select booksiif there are too few or too
meany facing them dl & once.

A display should not be left up too long. Unless the display is*recommended books’ or
“new books’ inwhich the sdection isalways changing, amonthisabout thelimit tomaintain
interest.

Book talks and discussion groups

Unlikeaninformal discuss onwith onepatron about aparticular book, abook talk isaformal
presentation to agroup. The am isto get the participants to read the work or to find out
how they liked a particular book they have dready read. A book talk for an adult group
usudly involves a description of the author’s background, the relationship between this
book and any others by the author, any awards won, the basic plot, the setting and time
period (if gppropriate), the characters, what the criticsthought of it, and what the presenter

thought of it.

A book discussion programmeis another way to help people find out about books. Such
aprogrammecould beled by the participantsor led by thelibrary saff. They usudly involve
reading and discussing aparticular book or type of book but could aso involve bringingin
an expert on the subject to add to the discussion.

14
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Assarvicesin libraries are automated, new technology has dlowed the library to provide
an enhanced readers advisory service.

Enhanced catalogue records

Non-fiction materids have traditionaly been assigned subject headings thereby alowing
access to the information through the author, title and the subject of the book. A number
of librariesin Ontario areworking to improveaccessto their fiction collection by enhancing
the entriesin the library cataogue.

Inthepast, most library catal ogues contained one author and onetitlecard for afictiontitle.
Enriched bibliographic records can have subject headings or keywordswhich describethe
genre, setting, character or topic of each fiction title. For ingtance,

a asampletopica heading could be “Women detectives--Fiction”
a sample characters “ Jane Marple’” and “Charlie Chan”
a sample settings could be “Toronto” and “Mars’

Enriched entries means, for example, that a patron could locate entries in the library
catd oguefor both abiography and afictiond account of thelifeof Elizabeth 1. Patronscould
locate entriesfor booksabout how to look after adog aswell asafiction book about adog.

The process of enriching records is cumbersome, and yet, each improvement helps the
cataogue user to find reading materia on or about a particular area of interest. Itisaso
possible to indicate other features about atitle, for example, whether a particular title has
wonanliterary award or isa” most requested” book. Entriesfor thenameof afiction series
aso help to improve access to the materidl.

Customized lists

Lists of materias can be produced from an automated catalogue if it is equipped with a
printer. While lists can be compiled using a card cataogue, it is time-consuming and
sometimes inaccurate. Using the automated catdogue, al thetitles held by the library by
a patron’s favourite author, for example, can be printed directly from the bibliographic
database. The patron has an accurate list and can check off the titles asthey are read or
place reserves on the titles which have not yet been read.

15
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Computer networks

Electronicmail, or E-mail, isnow being used by readersasaforumfor thereview, discussion
and recommendation of books. These types of discussons can be monitored using a
microcomputer, modem and communication software, perhgps available through the
library. E-mail is agood way to learn about books and can aso be used to post loca
guestions and answers.

Inanincreasing number of communities, computer networkscalled FreeNetsareavailable.
Thesecommunity computer networkscan beused like E-mail tolearn about genres, discuss
books and to post readers advisory questions.

Library staff often engage in various passve readers advisory activities such as
booktalking, setting up displays and specid events or creating specia booklists. While dll
of these techniques do help readers find materidsthey like, they do not subgtitute for the
direct, personal readers advisory help from the staff.

Armed with information about the library’ s collection and other resources, the staff acting
as reader’ s advisors can try to match the right books to the right person. This statement
appliesequally toadults, youngadults andchildren Thefocusof readers advisory work
should be persond reading recommendations given to individuas. For instance, inasmall
library or community branch, itispossibleto ask “Hello Mrs. X, did you enjoy reading this
-- | think you would also enjoy reading this other book?”.

If persond suggestions about library materials prove successtul, then library patrons may
return for more. Theserecommendationswill satisfy an interest and may gradually expand
it. With somesuggestions, for example, young readersmay movefromtheHardy Boystype
of fiction to more sophisticated booksin plot, themeand language. Introducing new idess,
subjects and books alows library patronsto discover fresh ideas, in particular books that
they had not thought of.

The measure of successin readers advisory is not that the reader walks away with apile
of books, but rather, that thereader perceives, based ontheservicereceived, that thelibrary
isaplace wherethey can talk about books and obtain suggestions and resources for their
reading needs. Readers advisory isauseful servicefor library users-- and by advertisng
that thisserviceisprovided, other readersin the community may beaitracted tothelibrary.
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Bookmark: Fiction titles

Bookmark: Non-fiction titles

Booklist

Samples
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