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Agenda

■ What’s Mainstream Fiction?

■ A brief history of the novel

■ Appeal characteristics

■ What’s trending now

■ Recommending fiction to your patrons



What is Mainstream Fiction?

■ Fiction with no genre constraints

■ A “Non-Genre”

■ Contemporary fiction

■ What’s in a name?
– General
– Literary
– Popular/Mainstream



A Brief History of the Novel

■ Pamela by Samuel Richardson (1742)

■ The Power of Sympathy by William Hill Brown (1789)

■ 1850s
– The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne (1850)
– Moby Dick by Herman Melville (1851)



A Brief History of the Novel

■ Post-Civil War (Realism)
– Portrait of a Lady by Henry James (1881)
– Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain (1884)
– Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane (1893)
– Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser (1900)



A Brief History of the Novel

■ Era of the Great American Novel (Modernism)
– The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald (1925)
– The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway (1926)
– The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner (1929)
– The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck (1939)



A Brief History of the Novel

■ 1945- (Postmodernism)
– Italo Calvino 
– Jorge Luis Borges
– Salman Rushdie
– Thomas Pynchon
– Chuck Palahniuk
– Neil Gaiman

■ Return to realism

■ Death of the novel?



Appeal Characteristics

■ No specific characteristics

■ Nancy Pearl’s “appeal characteristics”
– Language
– Character
– Story
– Setting

■ Readers not looking for a particular subject/plot

■ Looking for feeling & quality 



Appeal Characteristics

■ Deciding on primary appeal
– Takes practice
– Books can fit into more than one category

■ Call them what you want
– Storyline, frame, characterization, etc.



Language

■ Style and construction of the writing are most important

■ Unusual, experimental, poetic

■ Slow reads, meant to be savored

■ Buzz words: 
– Lyrical, evocative, stylized, imaginative, spare

■ Reader type: 
– Dedicated, adventurous
– Complex mysteries, literary thrillers, smart Sci-Fi & 

historical, descriptive histories, buzz titles/authors



Language

All the Living by C.E. Morgan (2009)

Moonglow by Michael Chabon (2016)

The Vegetarian by Han Kang (2016)

The Ninth Hour by Alice McDermott (2017)

Transcription by Kate Atkinson (2018)

Warlight by Michael Ondaatje (2018)



Character

■ Features well-developed characters

■ Reader feels close to the character
– Easy to connect or empathize with
– “I feel like I knew them.”

■ Title includes character’s name or characteristics

■ Easily crosses over to other appeal factors

■ Buzz words:
– Character-based, three-dimensional characters

■ Reader type: 
– Enjoys biography/memoir, non-fiction about 

relationships



Character

The Goldfinch by Donna Tartt (2013)

The Nest by Cynthia D’aprix Sweeney (2016)

Swing Time by Zadie Smith (2016)

Eleanor Oliphant is completely fine by Gail Honeyman (2017)

Less by Andrew Sean Greer (2017)

There There by Tommy Orange (2018)

Nine Perfect Strangers by Liane Moriarty (2018)



Story

■ Emphasis on events 

■ Compelling plot and pacing

■ Often uses a standard fiction formula

■ “Adrenaline reads”

■ Buzz words:
– Page-turner, fast-moving, plot twists, breakneck pace

■ Reader type: 
– Enjoys mysteries, true crime, survival, epic non-fiction



Story

The Dinner by Herman Koch (2012)

Black Rabbit Hall by Eve Chase (2016)

The Cuban Affair by Nelson DeMille (2017)

The Family Next Door by Sally Hepworth (2018)

The Dream Daughter by Diane Chamberlain (2018)

The Adults by Caroline Hulse (2018)



Setting

■ Where and when is most important
– Essential for understanding other aspects

■ Book may be named after setting

■ Buzz words:
– Setting is a like a character; strong sense of place

■ Reader type: 
– Enjoys historical fiction, Westerns, Sci-Fi/Fantasy set 

in other worlds



Setting

The Jane Austen Project by Kathleen Flynn (2017)

The Whole Way Home by Sarah Creech (2017)

Alternate Side by Anna Quindlen (2018)

Oliver Loving by Stefan Merrill Block (2018)

Paris by the Book by Liam Callanan (2018)

Broken Field by Jeff Hull (2018)



Readers’ Advisory

■ Book lists
– Classics, bestsellers, award winners, read-alikes

■ New York Times, USA Today, etc.
■ Library Journal’s List of Most Borrowed
■ PEN/Faulkner, National Book Awards, Man Booker Prize
■ Novelist

– Indie bestsellers, thematic, culture-focused
■ IndieBound.org
■ Booklist’s Book Group Buzz



Readers’ Advisory

■ Tags
– Catalog, Amazon, Facebook, Goodreads, 

LibraryThing…

■ Non-fiction readers:
– What did they like about their most recent 

read?
– What kinds of non-fiction do they like?

■ Biography = Character
■ Wendell Berry = Setting

























Readers’ Advisory

■ Tips from Joyce Saricks’ “At Leisure”

■ “What Do We Read Next?”

– Must read to understand and help

– Read best-sellers to understand author’s style

– Read popular authors, not just best-sellers
■ Booklist’s “spotlight” issues; Indiebound.org

– Read what’s most popular at your library



Resources

Genreflecting: A Guide to Popular Reading Interests, Cynthia Orr 
and Diana Tixier Herald, editors

Now Read This III: A Guide to Mainstream Fiction by Nancy Pearl 
and Sarah Statz Cords

Readers’ Advisory Service in the Public Library by Joyce G. Saricks

The Readers’ Advisory Guide to Genre Fiction by Joyce G. Saricks



Thank you to the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) 

for sponsorship of this webinar.



Follow KDLA on Social Media!

@KDLALibDev KDLALibDev



Suspense/Thriller Readers’ Advisory

Thursday, November 15, 10‐11 am ET (9‐10 am CT)

UpLit & Gentle Reads Readers’ Advisory

Wednesday, November 28, 10‐11 am ET (9‐10 am CT)

Be Nike: Just Do It!

Wednesday, November 28, 2‐3 pm ET (1‐2 pm CT)

Library Link Up: Best of 2018

Thursday, December 6, 1:30‐2:30 pm ET (12:30‐1:30 pm CT)

Historical & Alternate Fiction Readers’ Advisory

Tuesday, December 18, 10‐11 am ET (9‐10 am CT)

SAVE THE DATE
Register for these and more on the KDLA CE Events Calendar



Thank you for attending!

Charly Taylor

Charly.Taylor@ky.gov

Continuing Education Consultant

KY Dept. for Libraries & Archives
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KDLA.Certification@ky.gov


