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Staff from the Access and Information 
Services (AIS) department at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Libraries developed 
several readers’ advisory services to pro-
mote student engagement. One project was 
a Book Matchmaking service, for which 
users completed a web form and were given 
reading suggestions owned by the libraries. 
A brief survey was distributed to users of 
the service during the fall of 2016 to assess 
impact. The resulting data made a strong 
argument for further readers’ advisory 
activities in academic libraries, as librar-
ies and users benefit equally. Participating 
in the service encouraged positive engage-
ment with the library and encouraged 
leisure reading.

I n February 2015, a form-based 
readers’ advisory service called 
Book Matchmaking was launched 
by a group of five staff members in 

the Access and Information Services 
(AIS) department at the University of 
Minnesota (U of M) Libraries. The ser-
vice was intended to help library staff 
engage with users by learning about 
and encouraging their leisure reading 
habits and interests. Upon complet-
ing a simple online form on reading 
habits, participants from the univer-
sity community received customized 
reading suggestions based on their 

responses. All offered reading sugges-
tions were available for check out or 
as an e-book through the University 
Libraries, allowing the Libraries to 
highlight more recreational or “fun” 
materials available in our collections.

The Book Matchmaking service was 
promoted across multiple platforms 
within the Libraries and the university, 
such as the Libraries’ homepage, social 
media accounts, and departmental and 
campus listservs. The U of M Libraries 
Book Matchmakers have received posi-
tive feedback from users expressing 
their appreciation for the service and 
for book suggestions. As of June 2017, 
more than seven hundred requests had 
been made, with several users return-
ing to the form for additional custom-
ized reading suggestions. 

We decided to take the data gath-
ered from the service and complement 
it by conducting a survey of users 
of the service to assess its impact. 
As the data show, activities like the 
Book Matchmaking service encouraged 
users to interact with their campus 
libraries and had a positive impact on 
the higher education experience. We 
hope to share how the project worked 
and what we discovered to open a dia-
logue and encourage similar projects at 
other libraries.
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And while some contest that these NEA reports were overly 
alarmist,9 they appear to have pushed academic librarians to 
reconsider whether they should include promoting reading 
in the mission of the academic library. In her article, “Why 
Your Academic Library Needs a Popular Reading Collection 
Now More Than Ever,” Dewan argues that “The next wave of 
recreational reading promotion strategies will emerge from 
academic libraries.”10

Why Leisure Reading Is Important

Leisure reading is more than entertainment; it fosters skills 
that benefit students’ academic success. Extra time spent 
reading improves students’ academic skills, such as writing 
and critical thinking. Reading outside of assigned text has 
been connected with students’ stronger writing skills.11

Studies have also shown that leisure reading can enhance 
critical thinking skills that are crucial not only to academic 
success, but to success in a democratic society.12 Readers of 
fiction must engage with a narrative by making connections 
between previous experiences and the text on the page. 
These connections are much richer than learning that occurs 
when reading a textbook solely for information.13 A number 
of studies have also found that reading fiction for pleasure 
has led to higher levels of empathy, an important quality in 
an increasingly global culture.14

Importance of Readers’ Advisory 
in an Academic Library

There is a strong argument that students can benefit from the 
promotion of leisure reading. Likewise, there is also increas-
ing evidence that promoting leisure reading will benefit the 
academic library. By incorporating leisure reading collec-
tions into academic libraries and providing both active and 
passive readers’ advisory service, library staff can attract 
students to the library and begin to break down library anxi-
ety.15 Many new college students are accustomed to finding 
books to read for fun in their public or school libraries. If 
students cannot find these books in the much larger campus 
library, their first visit to the academic library may become 
both disappointing and intimidating.16 In a similar vein, 
if students had the option of first engaging with reference 
librarians in a readers’ advisory capacity, it may ease the 
transition into the more intimidating reference interview.17

Readers’ advisory also benefits the academic library 
simply by bringing students in the door. In a survey of aca-
demic librarians, librarian Renee Hopkins described readers’ 
advisory as “a hook to get students, faculty, and staff into the 
building.”18 Students today have expectations for their col-
lege experience that go beyond simply earning an education. 
Universities are now striving to serve the “whole student.” 
By providing a leisure reading collection, and promoting it 
to students, the academic library contributes to this goal.19 
As a collection development policy from Sacramento State 

LITERATURE REVIEW

History of Leisure Reading and Readers’ 
Advisory in Academic Libraries

Academic libraries have a history of promoting reading for 
pleasure. In the 1920s and 1930s, promoting leisure read-
ing was seen as an important role for the academic librarian, 
as evidenced by an increase in research on student reading 
practices in the 1930s and 1940s.1 The golden era of read-
ers’ advisory in academic libraries was best captured by the 
browsing room and the residence hall library—collections 
of fiction and nonfiction works carefully curated by librar-
ians to encourage students to read outside of their course 
syllabi, and put together in cozy library rooms with a read-
ers’ advisory desk staffed by a professional librarian or in an 
“open-access” collection inside residence halls.2

However, by the late 1940s and 1950s, interest in aca-
demic libraries promoting leisure reading began to decline 
due to increasing demands on budget and librarians’ time 
and a focus on supporting classes and departments, among 
other reasons.3 By the 1970s, readers’ advisory was on the 
decline, with limited attention given to the topic in library 
schools.4 In 1976, a survey was sent to all libraries that had 
reported having a residence hall library. Of the twenty-one 
libraries contacted, only twelve were still in operation and 
many reported closing due to lack of student interest, fund-
ing, and staffing, and to the loss of materials.5 In 1993, Janelle 
M. Zauha reported that while browsing rooms still existed in 
academic libraries, they were underfunded, unstaffed, rarely 
promoted, and often in hard-to-find locations.6

Interest in readers’ advisory also decreased in public 
libraries during the mid-1900s. However, starting in the 
1980s, particularly with the publication of guides such as 
Betty Rosenberg’s Genreflecting and Joyce Saricks’s Readers’ 
Advisory Service in the Public Library, interest in promoting 
leisure reading experienced a renaissance in public librar-
ies.7 While this renaissance in the 1980s and 1990s largely 
missed academic libraries, interest in the topic began to 
grow within professional literature during the early 2000s. 
We suggest this was perhaps motivated in part by three 
rather dire reports on literary reading habits among Ameri-
cans released by the National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA), the first of which was released in 2004, as most of 
the academic library readers’ advisory articles we reviewed 
from this period cited one of these reports. The first report, 
Reading at Risk, found that literary reading declined among 
all American adults, but that the steepest decline was 
among the youngest age groups, who went from being one 
of the age groups most likely to read to least likely to read. 
Among Americans ages eighteen to twenty-four, 59.8 percent 
reported literary reading in 1982, while only 42.8 percent of 
this age group read in 2002, a rate of decline that was 55.0 
percent greater than that of the general adult population.8 
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professional programs, and 4,216 non-degree seeking stu-
dents).25 The University of Minnesota Twin Cities also 
employed more than 23,000 faculty and staff during fiscal 
year 2016.26

The University Libraries encompass twelve campus loca-
tions and one library located at the Landscape Arboretum 
in Chaska, Minnesota. The Libraries house more than 8.2 
million volumes, with Wilson Library being home to more 
than 3 million volumes. The collection in Wilson primarily 
falls within the arts, humanities, and social sciences. On an 
average semester weekday, Wilson Library has close to 3,100 
users walk through its doors. Many come in to find a quiet 
place to study, to check out books they have requested, or 
to peruse the stacks. Students use the library as a meeting 
place to work on a group project, or to consult with a librar-
ian in their subject. Because of the collections and traffic in 
Wilson Library, we were uniquely positioned to promote 
leisure reading on campus. 

An ad-hoc group called From Our Collections formed 
in the summer of 2013 to create a bimonthly display that 
would promote leisure reading on campus. The group was 
composed of frontline staff from the AIS department in 
Wilson Library. The display would highlight the Robert and 
Virginia McCollister Collection for Contemporary Litera-
ture, a leased collection, along with materials owned by the 
libraries. Each display centered around a theme; for example, 
the first display focused on Beach Reads and the second on 
Banned Books. The Banned Books display drew the attention 
of a writer from the Minnesota Daily, the campus newspaper, 
and helped get the word out about looking to the libraries 
for leisure reading materials. 

With the success of the bimonthly displays, the From 
Our Collections group considered other ways to promote 
leisure reading on campus, including a pop-up library in the 
fall of 2014 and a successful Blind Date with a Book event in 
February 2015. To coincide with the Blind Date with a Book 
event, we launched Book Matchmaking, our form-based 
readers’ advisory service. 

FORM-BASED READERS’ ADVISORY IN AN 
ACADEMIC LIBRARY

Form-based readers’ advisory is a service offered to library 
patrons; participants complete a form indicating their read-
ing preferences and library staff curate personalized book 
suggestions for the patron. The concept was first developed 
in 2003 by Neil Hollands at Williamsburg Regional Library 
in Virginia. Hollands championed form-based readers’ advi-
sory as a method to overcome some of the limitations of both 
traditional face-to-face and passive readers’ advisory. Form-
based readers’ advisory can attract patrons who may not oth-
erwise approach library staff, allows for better suggestions 
by enabling the request to be routed to an appropriate staff 
member, and helps promote readers’ advisory as a service 
offered by a library.27

University suggests, leisure reading materials “provide users 
with a broad cultural background and … in some way may 
enhance their lives… [supporting] the University’s commit-
ment to all dimensions of student life.”20

Challenges to Readers’ Advisory 
Efforts in Academic Libraries

While the benefits of promoting popular literature and lei-
sure reading in an academic library are substantial, there are 
also considerable barriers to providing this service. In a time 
when all libraries are struggling with shrinking budgets and 
limited staffing, it can be hard to justify providing a service 
that does not explicitly meet the academic goals of the larger 
institution. In a survey conducted by Elliott, 70 percent of 
academic library deans and directors surveyed reported that 
budget was a major barrier to promoting leisure reading. 
Sixty-five percent of respondents to the same survey said 
that inadequate staffing was also a major barrier.21 Finding 
additional shelf space for housing a leisure reading collection 
also proves difficult for many libraries. 

With some creativity from library staff, however, these 
institutional barriers can be surmounted. Elliott suggests 
that overcoming a budget with no room to purchase special 
books can be as easy as finding what you already have in 
the collection and simply promoting its existence, such as 
books purchased for a young adult literature course. Part-
nering with local public libraries is also a low-budget and 
low-time solution.22

Another common barrier to selecting and promoting 
popular literature in an academic library is the belief that 
students do not read for fun.23 Anecdotally, we know many 
students lead very busy lives. However, while the stresses of 
balancing school, work, and a social life may not leave much 
time for pleasure reading, students may still be interested in 
leisure reading. A survey of undergraduate students at one 
liberal arts college found that more than 90 percent of under-
graduates reported enjoying reading for fun but having lim-
ited time to do so due to demands of coursework and other 
competing priorities. When asked how the library could 
better help them overcome barriers to reading, the number 
one method suggested by students was providing book lists 
to help connect them with books to read. “This suggests that 
academic libraries may not need to address students’ interest 
in recreational reading through collection development, but 
rather through some form of quick access reader’s advisory 
geared to college students’ interests.”24

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Established in 1851, the University of Minnesota Twin Cit-
ies campus spans both Minneapolis and Saint Paul. Accord-
ing to the University’s Office of Institutional Research, the 
total enrollment for the Twin Cities campus for Fall 2016 
was 51,580 (30,975 undergraduate, 12,728 graduate, 3,661 
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and then refined our list by combining similar terms. The 
final order of these characteristics was set to randomize. We 
also included an “other” option where participants could 
request a different or more specific characteristic. Our form 
grew and changed over time based on both responses to the 
“other” option, feedback from participants (who sometimes 
pointed out confusion surrounding a term), and new ideas 
from team members. By changing the form over time, we 
have made it less universal and more targeted to our par-
ticular community of readers. Some of the most popular 
characteristics included “lots of world building,” “teaches me 
something new,” and “interesting characters.” The full form 
can be found in appendix A.

Submissions were collected in a Google Sheet that the 
whole team could access simultaneously. We made notes, 
listed recommendation ideas, and listed the final recommen-
dations sent to each participant in the spreadsheet. While we 
all added ideas for suggestions, one person was assigned as 
the lead recommender for each request and made the final 
title selections. We used tools like Goodreads, NoveList Plus, 
Amazon.com, Genrify Blender, professional book reviews 
from Booklist or Kirkus Reviews, readers’ advisory blogs, and 
the university library catalog to find books that matched a 
participant’s tastes. 

Final recommendations were added to an e-mail along 
with a short description of each book and why it was picked 
for the participant. Typically, each e-mail included three 
titles available from the University of Minnesota Libraries 
with direct links to the records in the library catalog. Occa-
sionally, we recommended a book not held in the collection 
as a “bonus suggestion” and included information about how 
to request the book through Interlibrary Loan.

Our goal was to send recommendation e-mails within 
three business days of receiving a request. It was not always 
possible to meet that goal, especially in cases when more 
than sixty requests were received in a few days’ time. Typi-
cally, we received a large volume of requests after the ser-
vice was advertised in an e-mail newsletter sent to groups of 
students or university staff. We also received more requests 
after posting a link to the service on Libraries’ social media. 
In cases when we could not fulfill the three-day promise, we 
tried to let requesters know about the delay. 

Many participants submitted more than one request, and 
we sent new recommendations for each new request. Each 
e-mail included a link to a feedback form where partici-
pants could request additional recommendations if they had 
already read or disliked any of the titles provided. Overall, 
feedback through this channel was positive, with very few 
people requesting replacement recommendations.

Providing the service was a positive experience. We were 
able to offer the service because it was low-cost and low-risk. 
It did not cost anything to use library resources or Google 
products and to send e-mails. However, it did take consid-
erable time to match participants with recommendations. 
Being a member of the team was not a requirement in any 
job description. In fact, most readers’ advisory projects are 

Since the early 2000s, form-based readers’ advisory has 
continued to grow in popularity. In 2013, a survey of 694 
public libraries found that 19 percent of surveyed libraries 
reported offering form-based readers’ advisory.28 And in 
2014, Williamsburg Regional Library knew of 105 libraries 
offering a form-based service, with 85 additional libraries 
having shown interest in developing a service.29

Thus far, form-based readers’ advisory has primarily 
existed within public libraries. However, we felt that form-
based readers’ advisory could be a useful tool in student 
engagement and readers’ advisory in an academic library. 
We decided to test the concept in conjunction with our Blind 
Date with a Book display, which shaped the name of our 
service readers’ advisory—Book Matchmaking. 

Our team began this service to meet two main goals. 
First, we wanted to engage with the student body on a more 
personal and less intimidating level. By creating an online 
environment where library staff took time to respond to a 
request we hoped to demonstrate to students that library 
staff are a resource they can rely on. Next, we wanted to con-
tinue promoting the Libraries’ popular reading collections, 
as popular fiction can be difficult to locate in an academic 
library. As service point staff, we had noticed a sizeable 
uptick in the number of users who would ask, “Where are 
the fun books?” or “Where is your literature section? I just 
want to browse,” which often caught service point staff off 
guard. These are not easy questions to answer in an academic 
library, where books most likely do not have dust jackets 
and our literature books take up almost half of one floor. 
Clearly there was a need for readers’ advisory in our library, 
and we felt that it was a need that we were well positioned to 
meet. With this service, service point staff were able to refer 
interested users to our Book Matchmaking form (and thus 
our group) if they felt uncertain offering readers’ advisory.

The rollout of the Book Matchmaking service was quite 
popular. In the first week we received forty-seven submissions 
and decided to make the service available year-round, rather 
than just during the week surrounding the Blind Date with a 
Book display. Since then, we have steadily received requests. 

Requests were submitted through a Google Form in 
which participants answered a series of questions about 
their reading habits. We asked participants to list three titles 
they recently enjoyed, select five characteristics from a list of 
appeal factors and genres, and share any other information 
that might be useful. Participants were also asked what kind 
of reading material they were looking for, such as fiction, 
nonfiction, poetry, or short stories. In general, we aimed 
to keep the form simple, relying on checkboxes instead of 
open-ended questions, in order to streamline the process for 
both participants and library staff. 

To build the form, we brainstormed a list of characteris-
tics (consisting of both genres and appeal factors) based on 
our own reading experiences, knowledge of readers’ advisory 
practices, and example forms from multiple public library 
websites. We compared our list with appeal and subject 
terms in NoveList to identify any potential missing concepts, 
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choice questions, one optional free response question, and 
four demographic questions (see appendix B for survey). 
In December 2016, the survey was e-mailed to the 454 
Book Matchmaking participants who completed a Book 
Matchmaking form between February 2015 and November 
2016. Participants included undergraduate students, gradu-
ate students, university staff and faculty, alumni, and com-
munity users. The survey was open for three weeks, and a 
reminder was sent several days before the survey closed. All 
participants were informed that the survey was anonymous 
and voluntary, and no incentives were offered for participa-
tion. We received 165 responses, giving us a response rate 
of 36.3 percent. Two responses were removed because the 
respondents indicated they were under eighteen years of age.

We asked our survey participants standard questions 
about demographics, including age, gender, race/ethnicity, and 
affiliation with the Libraries. While the service was designed 
with students in mind, faculty and staff accounted for the 
highest percentage of responses (44.17%), followed by under-
graduate students (25.15%) (see table 1). Our respondents 
were overwhelmingly white (84.57%) and female (86.42%) 
(see tables 2 and 3). Ages were well-distributed, although 

accomplished only after primary job duties are completed. 
We were fortunate to have supportive management who 
encouraged us to try new programs and take risks.

Based on the large number of requests and positive feed-
back we have received informally, we wanted to have a better 
picture of the real impact of this service. To ascertain this 
impact, we created a survey that was sent to previous Book 
Matchmaking participants.

METHODOLOGY

We established two research questions to evaluate the effects 
of a form-based readers’ advisory service:

Q1. How did participating in Book Matchmaking affect 
the users’ relationship with the library?

Q2. How did participating in Book Matchmaking affect 
the users’ leisure reading habits?

We hypothesized that participating in the Book Matchmak-
ing service had a positive relationship with both 
variables considered—library use and leisure reading 
habits. Our team developed a survey to be sent to all 
users to test these hypotheses. The survey was devel-
oped in-house during the summer of 2016, and tested 
with a pilot group of nineteen people known to the 
testers but unfamiliar with the workings of the Book 
Matchmaking service. A few minor edits were made to 
the survey for clarity, based on feedback from the pilot 
group. The final survey consisted of sixteen multiple 

Table 1. Respondents’ Affiliation with Library

Affiliation Type Respondents %

Faculty and staff 72 44.17

Undergraduate student 41 25.15

Graduate or professional student 28 17.18

Community members 22 13.50

Table 2. Racial and/or Ethnic Identity of Book Matchmaking Respondents

Undergraduate 
Students

Graduate/
Professional 

Students Faculty/Staff
Community 

Members Total

Race/Ethnicity n % n % n % n % n %

American Indian 
or Alaska Native

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Asian 5 11.11 3 9.68 4 5.48 0 0 12 7.02

Black or African 
American

2 4.44 0 0 1 1.37 0 0 3 1.75

Hispanic or Latino 3 6.67 3 9.68 3 4.11 0 0 9 5.26

Middle Eastern or 
North African

0 0.00 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

1 2.22 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.58

White 34 75.56 25 80.65 58 79.45 20 90.91 137 80.12

Other 0 0.00 0 0 0 0 1 4.55 1 0.58

Prefer not to 
respond

0 0.00 0 0 7 9.59 1 4.55 8 4.68
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82.92 percent reported using online library resources on a 
least a monthly basis (see figure 1). In fact, only one under-
graduate reported that they visited the library in person and 
used online resources once per semester or less. Otherwise, 
all other undergraduate respondents (97.56 percent of under-
graduate respondents) used the library in some format (in 
person or online) monthly or more frequently.

In addition to being frequent library users, our under-
graduate respondents also had leisure reading habits. Of 
undergraduate respondents, 43.90 percent reported reading 
for pleasure an hour or more per week during the semester, 
and 92.69 percent of undergraduate respondents reported 
reading for pleasure for more than an hour per week during 
summer and school breaks. When comparing semester and 
school break reading habits, a clear relationship between 
the amount of time spent reading for pleasure and whether 
classes are in session or not is evident (see figure 2). Based 
on the data, it appears undergraduate students participating 
in the service were motivated to read for pleasure, but the 
stresses and demands of class negatively impact time spent 
reading for fun. This confirms Gilbert and Fister’s finding 
that undergraduate students have high interest in leisure 
reading but little time for it.30

Effects on Library Use

Our first research question asked how participating in Book 
Matchmaking affected the users’ relationships with the 

65.64 percent were under the age of forty (see table 4). Of the 
undergraduate students, 78.05 percent were ages eighteen to 
twenty-two, which suggests that many students would fall 
under the category of “traditional” college students.

We were surprised by the percentage of responses 
received from faculty and staff. We did not start asking about 
relationship to the university (student, staff, faculty, etc.) 
until June 2016, over a year after the service started. How-
ever, the data we do have show that more students partici-
pated in the service than other groups. We find it intriguing 
that faculty and staff responded so well to the program and 
our survey. However, as the service was originally designed 
with undergraduate students in mind, we have limited the 
scope of our analysis for this paper largely on undergraduate 
students, and we will revisit the faculty and staff interest in 
our discussion. 

RESULTS

Reading and Library Use Habits

First, we wanted to assess our participants’ existing reading 
habits and typical library use. Our data suggest many of 
our undergraduate participants are already frequent library 
users. Most participants used the library either online or 
in person at least once a month: 85.37 percent reported 
visiting a library in person on at least a monthly basis and 

Table 3. Gender Identity of Book Matchmaking Respondents

Undergraduate 
Students

Graduate/
Professional 

Students Faculty/Staff
Community 

Members Total

Gender n % n % n % n % n %

Male 5 12.20 4 14.81 4 5.56 7 31.82 20 12.35

Female 36 87.80 23 85.19 66 91.67 15 68.18 140 86.42

Other 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.39 0 0.00 1 0.62

No response 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.39 0 0.00 1 0.62

Table 4. Age of Book Matchmaking Survey Respondents

Undergraduate 
Students

Graduate/
Professional 

Students Faculty/Staff
Community 

Members Total

Age n % n % n % n % n %

18–22 32 78.05 1 3.57 0 0.00 2 9.09 35 21.47

23–29 7 17.07 16 57.14 10 13.89 3 13.64 36 22.09

30–39 0 0.00 7 25.00 28 38.89 1 4.55 36 22.09

40–49 0 0.00 1 3.57 14 19.44 4 18.18 19 11.66

50–59 0 0.00 0 0.00 17 23.61 3 13.64 20 12.27

60+ 2 4.88 3 10.71 3 4.17 9 40.91 17 10.43
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not offer many titles in e-book or audiobook formats), while 
others addressed frustrations with the existing structure 
of the library system (a short checkout period, confusion 

library. Data showed that 46.34 percent of 
undergraduate participants considered using 
the Libraries as a source of leisure reading, 
the lowest percentage following the public 
library (73.17%), purchasing a book (63.41%), 
and borrowing a book from a friend (51.22%) 
(see figure 3).

Data also showed moderate support that 
participating in Book Matchmaking encour-
aged library use. Of undergraduates, 34.15 
percent checked out at least one of their sug-
gestions from the library, and 70.73 percent 
agreed that they would consider their univer-
sity library for future leisure reading.

We also wondered whether outreach pro-
grams targeting reading for pleasure could 
help reduce library anxiety. While most of 
our participants were already frequent library 
users, 58.54 percent of undergraduates agreed 
that they were more likely to visit a U of M 
Library after participating in this service, 
and 41.46 percent agreed that they were more 
likely to ask a librarian a question after par-
ticipating in the service. 

Effects on Leisure Reading Habits

Our questions regarding reading habits dem-
onstrated that Book Matchmaking partici-
pants were interested in reading for fun, but 
their ability to do so was limited during the 
semester. It is telling that almost half of our 
participants (43.90%) made time for at least an 
hour of reading for fun even during the semes-
ter. Respondents to the survey did not need 
to be convinced that leisure reading is fun 
or beneficial. Nonetheless, our data showed 
our service did encourage participants to 
read for fun. Of undergraduate participants, 
48.78 percent read at least one book suggested 
to them, and an additional 36.59 percent 
planned to read at least one when they had 
more time; 56.45 percent of all participants 
read at least one of our suggestions (see table 
5). Additionally, 87.80 percent of undergradu-
ates agreed that receiving their suggestions 
via e-mail encouraged them to pick up a book 
to read for fun, whether we had suggested it 
or not. 

Additional Insights

We also gave survey participants the oppor-
tunity to share anything else they thought we might want to 
know about the service. Some comments offered construc-
tive criticism. Several comments dealt with format (we did 

Figure 2. Time Spent Reading for Fun Per Week by Student Participants
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self-reported by our users and could not be independently 
verified. Finally, we did not gather data from users who did 
not participate in Book Matchmaking for comparison. We 
believe our findings lend support for the benefit of promoting 
leisure reading in academic libraries, but our results should 
be considered an exploratory case study and warrant addi-
tional research into the relationship between participating in 
an academic library readers’ advisory program and the effects 
on library use, library anxiety, or student success.

DISCUSSION

Our data confirmed our hypothesis that participating in 
Book Matchmaking had a positive relationship with mea-
surements of library use and interest in engaging with the 
library in the future. We received positive response to ques-
tions regarding the impact of participating in the service—
respondents reported being more likely to visit a library 
and almost half agreed that they were more likely to ask a 
librarian a question after participating. While our data in this 
area were limited to a few questions, we believe our findings 
warrant further research on the potential impact of readers’ 
advisory services on library anxiety.

We did discover we were reaching a slightly different 
audience than we expected. When we designed the service, 
we imagined reaching students who did not use the library 
regularly. To assess users’ relationship with the University 
Libraries, participants were asked how often they visited the 
Library and how often they used online resources. More than 
80 percent of respondents indicated that they were already 
heavy users of the print and digital resources offered by the 
Libraries. While this was positive data that Book Matchmak-
ing participants had an existing relationship with the Librar-
ies, it suggests that we may need to reframe our approach to 
the Book Matchmaking service. Instead of Book Matchmak-
ing being a service to initiate a relationship, it may be argued 
that the service strengthens an existing one. 

We were also surprised to see such high interest from 
faculty and staff, both in the Book Matchmaking service 
and in our survey. While a majority of participants in the 
Book Matchmaking service were students, nearly half of the 
respondents to our survey were faculty and staff. In part, this 
surprising quantity of staff participation may have stemmed 
from marketing methods, particularly with e-mails to the 
university community. Though predominantly advertised 

using the catalog or requesting books from our campuses in 
other cities). And while there was a link to give immediate 
feedback or ask for different suggestions in the Book Match-
making e-mail they received, some respondents gave feed-
back about their suggestions—that they had already read a 
book or were not interested in a particular suggestion—in 
the survey. Several responses also asked if we planned on 
running the service again and highlighted a need for better 
marketing to make it clear that the service runs year-round.

However, most responses were positive, expressing 
enjoyment of the service or sharing how many of the sug-
gested books the user had read. One university staff mem-
ber who participated highlighted the value of the service 
in encouraging leisure reading: “I loved the choices that 
were suggested to me, and went on to read many more 
books by those authors; two of which I hadn’t encountered 
before. One author is now my favorite author!” Other com-
ments highlighted the value of a readers’ advisory service 
in building goodwill toward the library around campus. 
For example, one student shared, “I have raved about how 
clever, personal, and wonderful Book Matchmaking was to 
both other U of M students and to others (parents, friends 
from different universities, etc.). This was so fun!!” Finally, 
other respondents appreciated the help this service offered in 
managing information overload when trying to find books. 
Said one, “It’s an innovative idea, and I wish that all library 
systems offered this service. There is so much information 
about books available online that it can be challenging to 
sift through it to find good options; being able to get a per-
sonalized response from someone who has knowledge about 
the kinds of books you like is really helpful.” Qualitative 
responses like these support the value of the service and 
encourage similar endeavors.

LIMITATIONS

While our findings were promising, our study had sev-
eral limitations. First, our survey sample was drawn solely 
from users who had voluntarily participated in our Book 
Matchmaking service and participating in the survey was 
also voluntary. Therefore, those who completed the survey 
self-selected twice, which may indicate an existing positive 
regard for the Libraries and leisure reading. Additionally, we 
did not have any pre–Book Matchmaking participation data 
for comparison; all measured effects of the program were 

Table 5. Percentage of Participants Who Read a Suggested Book

All Respondents (%) All Students (%)
Undergraduate 

Students (%)

Yes, I read more than one 34.36 31.88 21.95

Yes, I read one 22.09 26.09 26.83

No, but I still plan on reading one or more when I have time 34.97 27.54 36.59

No, I don’t plan on reading any of the books suggested 8.59 14.49 14.63
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periods of high volume requests, participants have some-
times waited a week to receive a response. Other approaches 
to handling a high volume of requests might be to look into 
bringing in additional staffing during high peak times or 
simply extending the advertised response time to four to five 
business days. Library staff will explore possible solutions 
as the Book Matchmaking service continues.

Lastly, our data suggest a potential positive relationship 
between the Book Matchmaking service and student well-
ness. Survey participants self-reported a positive interac-
tion with the University Libraries and a positive correlation 
between involvement in the Book Matchmaking service and 
stress reduction. An encouraging 90.25 percent of undergrad-
uates agreed that participating in Book Matchmaking was 
fun, and 58.54 percent agreed that participating in the service 
helped reduce their stress. While this is far from definitive 
evidence that promoting reading for fun helps students deal 
with the stresses and demands of college, it does warrant 
further investigation into the wider benefits of leisure reading 
programs. In future research, we would be interested in look-
ing deeper into the effects involvement with the University 
Libraries and reading for leisure have on student well-being.

CONCLUSION

While the data collected yielded surprising results, we were 
affirmed in our hypotheses that resources like the Book 
Matchmaking service can foster goodwill between an aca-
demic library and its users. The program participants cer-
tainly found value in the service and in reading for leisure. 
The survey results will be invaluable for informing similar 
efforts to engage new library users and to continue to support 
the mission of the university to educate and drive innovation. 
We hope that the service and the data shared here will help 
inspire other academic libraries to embrace readers’ advisory 
activities anew, as they have proven worthwhile and reward-
ing for the library and library users in this case.
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E-mail Address:

What are three books you read recently and loved? (please 
include author names, if possible):

Which of the following are you interested in reading?
 o fiction
 o nonfiction
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 o short stories
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 o atmospheric
 o based in reality (no unicorns for me!)
 o black humor
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 o coming-of-age
 o crime
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 o dark and creepy
 o dramatic
 o fantasy
 o fast-moving
 o full of interesting facts and trivia
 o funny
 o historical
 o inspiring
 o interesting characters
 o leisurely paced
 o lots of world-building
 o memoir
 o Minnesota
 o military/war
 o not too much sex (keep it PG!)
 o part of a series
 o real people
 o religion
 o romantic
 o science fiction
 o serious
 o set outside of the U.S.
 o sports
 o stand alone
 o suspenseful
 o teaches me something new

 o technology
 o travel
 o whimsical
 o who-dunnit
 o written in the last ten years
 o young-adult lit
 o Other: ________________

Anything else we should know?

How did you hear about this service? 
 o A link was sent in an e-mail I received
 o I found it on the library website
 o I heard about it at a library event/booth
 o I heard about it at the library
 o I saw it on social media
 o A friend told me about it
 o Other:

Are you a _____________________?
 o UMN Undergraduate Student
 o UMN Graduate Student
 o UMN Faculty/Staff
 o UMN Alumni
 o Friends of the Libraries Member
 o Other:

APPENDIX B. SURVEY
Consent Form

You are invited to participate in a survey on your experiences using the University of Minnesota Libraries Book Matchmaking 
Service. If you agree to participate, we would ask you to complete a series of multiple choice questions about your experience, 
reading habits, library use, and demographic information. We estimate the survey should take 5–10 minutes of your time.

We will not collect any personally identifying or confidential information, and only researchers will have access to the 
records. Participation in our survey is voluntary and does not impact your current or future relations with the University of 
Minnesota Libraries. If you chose to participate, you may quit at any time.

If you have questions, you may contact any of the researchers. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this 
survey and would like to talk to someone other than the researchers, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 
Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, MN 55455; (612) 625-1650.

I have read the information above and consent to participate in the Book Matchmaking Survey
 o Agree
 o Disagree

Book Matchmaking Survey
Q1: How much time do you spend each week reading books 
for fun during the semester?

 o I don’t read for fun during the semester
 o 0–1 hours/week
 o 1–2 hours/week
 o 2–3 hours/week
 o 3–4 hours/week
 o 4+ hours

Q2: How much time do you spend each week reading books 
for fun during school breaks?

 o I don’t read for fun during school breaks
 o 0–1 hours/week
 o 1–2 hours/week
 o 2–3 hours/week
 o 3–4 hours/week
 o 4+ hours
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Q3: Where do you usually get the books you read for fun? 
(Please select all that apply.)

 o Borrow through a U of M Library (including inter-
library loan)

 o Borrow from a public library
 o Borrow from a friend
 o Purchase
 o Other (please describe): ____________________

Q4: Why do you read for fun? (Choose all that apply.)
 o Relieve stress
 o Practice language/vocabulary
 o Entertainment
 o To be able to talk about books with others
 o Procrastinate on other tasks
 o Personal enrichment
 o Other (please describe): ____________________

Q5: How often do you visit one of the U of M Libraries in 
person? (e.g, for study space, check out books, get help, visit 
a coffee shop)

 o Daily
 o Weekly
 o Monthly
 o Once per semester
 o Never

Q6: How often do you use online resources through the U 
of M Libraries?

 o Daily
 o Weekly
 o Monthly
 o Once per semester
 o Never

Q7: Did you read any of the Book Matchmaking suggestions 
you received? 

 o Yes, I read one.
 o Yes, I read more than one.
 o No, but I still plan on reading one or more when I 

have time.
 o No, I don’t plan on reading any of the books suggested.

Q8: Did you check out any of the Book Matchmaking sug-
gestions you received from a U of M Library?

 o Yes
 o No

Q9: Would you recommend the Book Matchmaking service 
to a friend?

 o Yes
 o No

Q10: Please rate how you agree with the following statements 
(1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree):

 o Participating in Book Matchmaking was fun.
 o I am more likely to visit a U of M Library after par-

ticipating in Book Matchmaking.

 o Participating in Book Matchmaking reduced my 
stress.

 o Getting my suggestions encouraged me to pick up a 
book to read for fun.

 o I am more likely to ask a librarian a question after 
participating in Book Matchmaking.

 o I consider the U of M Libraries a source for future 
fun reading.

 o I was satisfied with the suggestions I received from 
Book Matchmaking.

Q12: Is there anything else you’d like us to know about your 
experience with Book Matchmaking?

Q13: How old are you?
 o 17 or under
 o 18–22
 o 23–29
 o 30–39
 o 40–49
 o 50–59
 o 60+

Q14: What gender do you identify with?
 o Male
 o Female
 o Other (please enter): ____________________
 o I prefer not to respond.

Q15: What is your racial and/or ethnic identification? (Select 
all that apply.)

 o American Indian or Alaska Native
 o Asian
 o Black or African American
 o Hispanic or Latino
 o Middle Eastern or North African
 o Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
 o White
 o Other (please enter): ____________________
 o I prefer not to respond

Q16: Which of the following best describes your status when 
you filled out the Book Matchmaking form?

 o Undergraduate student
 o Master’s student
 o PhD student
 o Professional/Non-Degree seeking student
 o Staff
 o Faculty
 o I graduated from the University of Minnesota (Alumni)
 o UMN Friends of the Library Member
 o I’m a community member


