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David Wright and Abby Bass, Seattle Public Library

This handout describes several types of online reader’s advisory (RA) tools discussed in the Getting Connected pre-conference at the 2010 WLA/PNLA Conference in Victoria, BC and provides links to specific examples of each of these types of tools. 
Automated Reader’s Advisory.

“Automated reader’s advisory” refers to a computer program designed to automatically (without human intervention) offer the user suggested reads. The best-known example is Amazon.com’s “suggestions” for other books you might like, based upon your previous purchases and an algorithm largely based upon what others have bought. Some other noteworthy and more fine-grained attempts to do automated reader’s advisory over the years include:

·  Whichbook (http://www.whichbook.net/) features fun sliding scales (Happy/Sad, Gentle/Violent, Short/Long) that enable users to fine-tune their choices
· All Readers (http://www.allreaders.com/) includes a complex “Precision Search Engine” that asks readers to categorize and select (by percentage!) elements such as plot, character, and style that define their reading tastes.
· Gnooks (http://www.gnooks.com/) 
· What Should I Read Next (http://www.whatshouldireadnext.com/) 
· Reader Robot (http://tnrdlib.bc.ca/rr.html) Unlike many other automated RA tools, this database is created and maintained by a librarian and uses appeal characteristics rather than subject matter to organize books.
Although automated reader’s advisory engines are useful tools when used thoughtfully and skeptically, they pale in comparison to personal reader’s advisory.
Virtual Reader’s Advisory
At the other end of the spectrum are traditional reader’s advisory services mediated through online tools such as chat and personalized recommendation forms.  Adapted from printed questionnaires used in face-to-face RA at many libraries, these web forms invite readers to share details about their reading tastes which are then used by librarians to assist in generating a highly personalized list of reading suggestions. 

Some notable examples of public libraries offering such forms are: 

· Williamsburg Regional Library (http://www.wrl.org/bookweb/RA/index.html) is one of the pioneers and main advocates for this type of RA service.  They provide personalized reading lists via the web form to anyone in the world. 
· Edmonton Public Library (http://www.epl.ca/EPLReadersAdvisoryOnline.cfm) has provided personalized reading lists for over five years, racking up a total of over 4,400 lists to date. They only provide this service to their patrons. 
Other libraries, including Seattle Public Library (http://www.spl.org/default.asp?pageID=audience_teens_features_detail&cid=1244834624607), offer a much more modest version of this service to patrons by asking them to submit requests for personalized reading lists through their email reference service. A few simple questions are asked as prompts, but no detailed questionnaire is provided.  
Virtual reader’s advisory is a labor-intensive service, but there’s nothing else quite like it for providing sensitive, responsive suggestions to match a particular reader’s interests and tastes. 
Literary Social Networking Sites
Literary social networking services are websites where readers record the books they’ve read, review books, and connect with other readers around the world. The most popular are:

·  LibraryThing (http://www.librarything.com). Users can catalog up to 200 of their books for free, lifetime accounts are $25. Very sophisticated database that draws on multiple sources including Amazon, Library of Congress, and library catalogs around the world for bibliographic information.  LibraryThing helped pioneer library applications for its wealth of user-generated content via LibraryThing for Libraries (http://www.librarything.com/forlibraries), which integrates user tags and reviews with library catalogs. Some libraries also purchase institutional accounts with LibraryThing 
· GoodReads (http://www.goodreads.com).  Unlike LibraryThing, all Goodreads accounts are free, but Goodreads’ search is much less powerful and sophisticated than LibraryThing’s. Some libraries, such as the Teen Services Librarians at Seattle Public Library (http://www.goodreads.com/user/show/1387901) have created institutional accounts to share recommended titles with colleagues and patrons. Goodreads also has a Facebook app, which has greatly increased its popularity.
· Shelfari (http://www.shelfari.com/) 
Blogs & Reader’s Advisory:
A growing number of libraries are using blogs to promote reader’s advisory in a more interactive, affordable and accessible way. Here are some examples of innovative library blogs:
· Seattle Public Library. SPL hosts two blogs: Push To Talk (http://blog.spl.org/yablog/), a blog written for (and mostly by) teens, and Shelf Talk (http://shelftalk.spl.org/), a general blog. Shelf Talk is also featured as one of the “Reader Blogs” on the Seattle Post Intelligencer’s website (http://blog.seattlepi.com/shelftalk/), which doubles its overall readership. These blogs feature many reading related articles, including several lists in which the general public have joined in as co-creators (for example, http://shelftalk.spl.org/2009/02/24/viewing-history-with-a-tightly-focused-lens/). 
· Williamsburg Library’s Blogging for a Good Book (http://bfgb.wordpress.com/)  
· Halifax Libraries’ The Reader (http://www.thereader.ca/) 
· Christchurch City Libraries blog (http://cclblog.wordpress.com/) 
In addition to reading and contributing to library blogs, many librarians are using literary blogs (which may or may not be written primarily for library staff) to enhance their reader’s advisory skills. Literary blogs provide timely information about upcoming titles, recommended reads, author events and other news from the publishing world that is invaluable to reader’s advisors attempting to stay current on the hottest titles and newest trends in readership. Some literary blogs we recommend include:

· Galley Cat (http://www.mediabistro.com/galleycat/) One-stop shopping for publishing world news.
· Book Slut (http://www.bookslut.com/blog/) 

· Early Word (http://www.earlyword.com/) A great blog written by a librarian for librarians that reviews upcoming and “hot” titles, provides breaking news, and keeps readers informed about new and ongoing trends in the book world. 
· Book Group Buzz (http://bookgroupbuzz.booklistonline.com/) One of several great RA blogs on the Booklist website. Searchable. 
· Readers’ Advisor Online (http://www.readersadvisoronline.com/blog/) 
· Nancy Pearl’s Book Lust (http://nancypearlbooks.wordpress.com/ )

· Smart Bitches Who Love Trashy Books (http://www.smartbitchestrashybooks.com/) Hilarious reviews of romance novels, written by two avid fans of the genre
· Reading the Past (http://readingthepast.blogspot.com/) Historical fiction
· I’m Here, I’m Queer, What the Hell Do I Read (http://www.leewind.org/) Fiction for LBGQT youth
 This is just the tip of the iceberg. There are hundreds of library and literary blogs out there. We encourage you to scan blog rolls and do your own Internet searches to find other blogs that will help you supplement your RA skills.  
Answer Boards, Social Q&A.

The other place we’re starting to see online book recommendations is via various blogs and online answer boards which serve as something of a hybrid between social networks and in-person expert advice. 
· The Biblioracle (http://www.themorningnews.org/archives/the_biblioracle/greetings_from_the_biblioracle.php) For brief windows of time, John Warner, book critic & writer for The Morning News offers high speed, minimalist reading advice for all comers. 

· In Seattle, Paul Constant, book critic for the local alternative weekly The Stranger, has created a service he calls MatchBook (http://questionland.com/topics/matchbook), in which he provides personalized book recommendations. Readers, including librarians, can also add their suggestions in the comments. 
· There is also plenty of book recommending going on in popular online answer services such as Yahoo! Answers (http://answers.yahoo.com/) and Answerbag (http://www.answerbag.com/). 

Librarians have made some attempts to do outreach in these environments, most notably through the grassroots Slam the Boards! (http://answerboards.wetpaint.com/page/Slam+the+Boards!) movement in which librarians select a day to go out and provide excellent reference service at as many different answer boards as possible. If these kinds of services continue to grow, libraries or library consortia should explore doing organized outreach and freely marketing our expertise.

What Next?

New catalog interfaces such as Bibliocommons (http://www.bibliocommons.com/) incorporate elements of social networking sites, allowing users to share reviews and ratings, and librarians to interact with their patrons via the catalog itself. Ideally these new social library catalogs will “play nicely” with other sites; there is great potential in a library catalog that is flexible enough to interact with other evolving platforms in the world at large, from Facebook to GoodReads to the next hot social Q&A site. The ability to do reader’s advisory in other environments beyond the library’s own site this may allow public libraries to sidestep the privacy concerns that have been such a bugbear for us in the past. It may be that organized consortia of public librarians can focus on extending the library’s reach into the world at large to ‘take back’ reference and reader’s advisory, or at least promote our own role in books and reading.
Further Reading
To learn more about the technology tools for RA discussed above, we recommend reading the following articles.  
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