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Fiction_L: An Analysis Based on Discussions During December, 2008

I like to think of Fiction_L as something of a virtual break room for librarians, but on a much larger scale.  After nearly a month of reading the questions and answers posted to Fiction_L, I found it increasingly difficult to peruse the day’s messages without picturing coffee mugs and maybe a few donut crumbs.  Fiction_L seems like a giant, virtual version of the conversations librarians have amongst themselves to help each other with difficult questions, offer suggestions and advice, and build a professional network.

The messages posted during December, 2008, seemed to fall into one of several broad categories.  Based on my reading and my own understanding of the information, I identified seven basic message categories.  These are listed and described below, along with sample message titles of representative posts:
1. Help identifying a particular book: This message category is one of the most prevalent, and generally involves a poster who has gotten an inquiry about a book based on a subject, a character, or some other vague piece of information that does not provide clues to publication information. In many cases, these were so vague that even the other librarians did not have an answer, as was the case with Erin Pawlus’s message, “Please help identify older fiction title.” Pawlus needed help identifying a book about “an invisible mother, a schizophrenic, and a person suffering from amnesia” (Pawlus, 2008), but the only response she received was from an incredulous librarian who said, “this sounds like a joke” (Leckie, 2008).
2. Recommended resources and approaches: Messages in this category ask Fiction_L readers for their advice and expertise regarding tackling a specific problem. I consider this category to be for more general or collection-development-related inquiries, rather than questions about specific books. For example, Candance DeCoste posted a message entitled “Resources for assessing audio books,” and other list members replied with recommended resources (DeCoste, 2008).

3. Lists / surveys / quizzes: These messages ask Fiction_L readers for their input or suggestions, such as the request for titles to go on the “Best older books you read in 2008” list (Franz, 2008).  I would imagine there was an overabundance of “best of” lists because this was the final month of 2008, but there do seem to be enough other list-type messages that I would expect this category to flourish year-round.

4. Readalikes and similar types: Messages here either ask outright for a “readalike” recommendation, or identify a type of book (e.g., teen fiction with romantic subplot) and ask other readers to weigh in.  Examples include Connie Osborne’s “Edgar Sawtelle Read Alikes” and Amy Poe’s “African-American teen fiction” (Osborne, 2008; Poe, 2008).

5. Books about ________:  Many messages request, readers’ advisory-style, a book about a certain subject, such as Sarah Kovac’s request for titles about “women lawyers” (Kovac, 2008).

6. Book club resources or discussion questions: Messages in this category address either discussion resources for a certain title, or resources of general interest to book clubs and the librarians who assist them.  An example is Robin Beerbower’s “New sites for book groups” (Beerbower, 2008).

7. Specific questions not otherwise addressed / miscellaneous: There are, of course, messages posted to Fiction_L that do not fit neatly into any of the other categories, so I would place them here, in my glorified “other” section.  A representative post of this type would be Lesa Holstine’s “MSNBC In-depth report: Libraries in tough economic times” (Holstine, 2008).

On the whole, I felt like reading Ficton_L throughout December gave me a sampling of the issues that concern librarians providing adult readers’ advisory. Because I do not work professionally in that area of librarianship (or, sadly, any area of librarianship right now), it is hard for me to gauge how useful the information available in Fiction_L would be in day-to-day readers’ advisory, but from my current vantage point it seems like a useful resource.  

Perhaps my favorite message of the entire month was the one posted by Kathie Newsted on December 14, entitled “Adopted Assassin?” The message sums up my impressions of Fiction_L and captures the reason that my overall assessment is positive.  The post reads as follows: “Hi Everyone, Patron looking for this book...The cover was dark, had a man's shadow, and showed his hand and a gun. The plot was about an assassin or hit man who is ordered to kill a politician (possibly a senator). It turns out the politician is his biological father and he realizes it. The hit man had been adopted. She thought the title may have started with an S. She found it in the new section. Thanks! Kathie Newsted” (Newsted, 2008).
I think I adopted a deer-in-headlights look just thinking about getting a question like that, and I wondered how the Fiction_L community would respond.  To my surprise, within 90 minutes a reply had been posted, providing the title and author of the book in question (Scheer, 2008).  I think this exchange delighted me so much because, to me, it captures in less than a page everything I love so much about librarianship: the love of the “hunt” presented by an unanswered question; the desire to give patrons the answers they need by whatever means necessary; the spirit of camaraderie among librarians for their colleagues; and the amazing efficiency with which all of this is carried out.

To that end, I suppose Fiction_L is something of a microcosm of adult services and readers’ advisory, because this same professionalism and spirit of mutual support played out again and again. Although a one-month look at this ongoing listserv may not provide the entire picture, I think it gave me enough of a taste that, should I ever find myself working in the area of adult readers’ advisory, I would definitely subscribe—and hopefully contribute—to Fiction_L.
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