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I have a confession to make. I used to think that participation in public library book groups would be 
somewhat transient—people would drop in for a few months while they decided if they liked the 

concept, at which point they’d go off and join a private group, or start their own. 

How wrong I was! BookBrowse.com, my online magazine for booklovers, recently released a report 
on the dynamics of book groups: The Inner Lives of Book Clubs. One of the significant findings of 
the report reflects how much people love their library book groups and how loyal they are to them. 

 Statistically speaking, there is barely a difference between happiness 
in public groups compared to private ones: 71% of those in public 

book clubs (most of which meet in libraries) say they are very happy 
in their group, 24% say they are somewhat happy. 

 69% of those in public groups say their book club is “very important” 
to them—the exact same percentage as in private groups. 

 57% of respondents in public book clubs (most of which meet in 
libraries) have been with their group at least five years! 

The research shows that public library book clubs are a great fit for many who are looking to join a 
book group. For example: 

Diversity 
When we ask people interested in joining a book club to describe their ideal group, some say they 

would like an all-women group (“mansplaining” came up more than once), but most women and 
almost all men would prefer a diverse group with people of different ages and genders, and from a 

variety of backgrounds. When we look at the profile of public book clubs compared to private groups, 
we see that the latter tend to be more homogeneous. For example, when asked to approximate the 
age range in their book club, 39% of those in public groups estimated a spread of at least 20 years, 
compared to 17% in private groups. And when we look at gender, we find that 88% of private book 

clubs are all women, whereas about half of public groups have a mix of sexes. 

Location 
When we ask people interested in joining a book club what their ideal group size would be, the 

majority say between 8-12 members. Most public library meeting rooms can easily accommodate 
this number, but many homes cannot; and, of course, not everyone enjoys hosting (in fact, almost 

30% of private book clubs generally meet somewhere other than a private home.)  Additionally, 
among those interested in joining a book club who expressed a preference, half would prefer a 

public location, the most popular choices being a coffee bar or library (of the remainder, 30% 
preferred a private home, 20% online). 

 
A Focus on Discussion 

Many people who don’t have book club experience have the common misconception that book clubs 
are just an excuse for a night of gossip and a glass or two of wine; but, in fact, 84% of those we 

surveyed are in groups that spend at least 40 minutes of each meeting on book discussion. 
Additionally, statistically speaking, the longer the discussion, the happier the membership: 55% of 

respondents in groups that generally discuss the book for 20 minutes or less say they are “very 
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happy” in their group, compared to 73% in groups that discuss for 50-60 minutes, and 81% in groups 
that discuss for 75 minutes or more. 

Socializing is important to many—43% of those in public book clubs and 71% of those in private 
groups say that socializing before or after the discussion is very important to them; and most who 

wish to join a book group would like there to be a social element. But the great majority are clear that 
their primary interest is the book discussion itself. A core reason for this, as many observe, is that it 

is through the deep discussion of a book that one can get to know people in ways that are not 
always possible in a purely social setting. So, the public book group format—generally meeting for 

60 to 90 minutes and spending most of that time on discussion—is an attractive proposition for 
many. And of course, people are free to socialize before and after the meeting if they wish. 

Food and Drink 

When we ask people interested in being in a book club their views on food, almost everyone would 
like it to be kept to a minimum. So, the fact that public library book clubs generally do so is a positive 

for prospective participants. According to our research, 38% of public library book clubs have no 
food at all, 31% have a snack provided by the library, and 27% say that “sometimes someone will 

bring something, sometimes not.” Just 4% say “most/all of us bring something to share.” 

As for that ubiquitous glass of wine that we see in media portrayals of book clubs, only half of private 
book groups even have alcohol at their meetings on a regular basis; so, its absence at public library 

book groups is unlikely to put off most prospective participants. 

Librarians are a Trusted Resource 
According to our 2015 survey, 61% of women in book clubs get reading recommendations from a 

librarian at least occasionally. So, what could be better than being part of a group led by a librarian 
who can not only advise on good book choices but is also probably responsible for much of the 

administration, and might even be able to source books for the group? 

Half of those in public library book groups usually pick titles that their library has available as book 
club kits (for those who are unfamiliar with the concept, these are bags that can be checked out to 

one book group member, containing multiple copies of a book, plus, often, other information such as 
a discussion guide). And, in groups where the members are free to pick any title, it seems that the 

librarian will often help source copies for those who wish to borrow from the library. 

On a side note, just because it’s a library book club doesn’t mean everything needs to be on the 
librarian’s shoulders. We heard from a number of book club leaders who felt burdened; and, equally, 
we heard from group members who wished they could be more involved. So, if you are a book club 

leader currently doing most things yourself, you might want to see if others in the group would like to 
step up. For example, in about half of public book groups, the facilitator is responsible for preparing 

discussion questions and researching background information—tasks that could be shared with 
others in the group; and the role of facilitator itself is rotated in 30% of public book clubs. 

Shout from the Rooftops! 
As we have seen, the research shows that not only do people love their public book groups, the 

typical format of a public library group is a great fit for many interested in joining a book club. 

So, what is stopping people from joining? 

For 39%, it is simply a matter of time—they hope to join a book group sometime in the future when, 
for example, their children are grown or they’re retired. 

For the remainder, 46% don’t know of any group to join and 15% don’t want to join any group they 
know about. So, if you already have a book club in your library, or are thinking of starting one but 

aren’t sure there will be interest, don’t be shy, shout about it from the rooftops—because there are 
people out there who really want to find just what you’re offering! 
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