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Fiction Genres in Bookstores and Libraries: A Comparison of Commercial 

and Professional Classifications 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The genres and subgenres used to organize fiction in seven online bookstores, as well as by 

the OCLC network and in Wikipedia, are compared with those covered by the Library of 

Congress Genre/Form Terms (LCGFT). The genres assigned to a sample of common titles 

were also compared. The genre schemes of the bookstores and Wikipedia differed markedly 

from LCGFT and the OCLC list, while the genres used for particular titles differed markedly 

even amongst bookstores. As well as differences due to domain, geography would also 

appear to be a major factor.  

 

Keywords: Library of Congress Genre/Form Terms; fiction; genres; bookstores; Wikipedia; 

OCLC WorldCat 

 

Introduction 

 

The particularism and instability of fiction genres have been pointed out by scholars 

working in a range of fields, including library and information science (LIS), and literary 

theory. Nevertheless, essentialist approaches to fiction classification continue to be adopted 

for both explanatory and retrieval purposes. For instance, some literary theorists discuss 

“generic horizons” in which particular genres are seen as part of historical processes, while 

knowledge organization systems tend to be constructed on the basis of literary warrant and a 

prioritization of the text as object, as opposed to the warrant of readers’ subjective 

interpretations.1 The tension between relativist and universalist approaches to generic 

description is by no means unique to fiction, however, and has been discussed in relation to 

other art forms as well, including film and music,2 and identified as a characteristic of genres 

generally by Zhang and Olson, who discuss the ways in which they exhibit qualities of both 
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“essences” and “contexts”, and the challenges, as well as opportunities, this brings to library 

cataloging.3 

The slippery nature of genres, including fiction genres, may have been one of the reasons 

for their limited use in library cataloging over the years, yet many studies have shown that 

users of artistic and literary collections very commonly seek out works in terms of genre. 

Indeed, the importance of genre as a means of accessing and thinking about works of the 

imagination has probably never been greater: over recent decades, scholars have shown the 

myriad ways in which “genre fiction”, for instance, both reflects and shapes social change, 

and that ultimately its contradistinction to “literary fiction” is a false one.4 Similarly, both 

academic and public libraries have become much more active in collecting an inclusive range 

of fiction and of other literary and art forms, primarily for study in the case of the academic 

and research libraries, and for any reason, including leisure, in the case of the public 

libraries.5 

If genres and their meaning change over time, as well as across cultural space, it may be 

that conventional library cataloging will never provide more than partial access to fiction and 

other works of the imagination. Library catalogue records are rarely updated to address these 

changes, and are based primarily on catalogers’ interpretations, at the time of acquisition, of 

the content, rather than on the dynamic perspectives of prospective users. This situation has 

led to calls for fiction cataloging to be supplemented with various other forms of access 

provision, including user tagging and recommender systems, in order to accommodate as 

many viewpoints and facets as possible.6 

Nevertheless, while readers of fiction may describe works in terms that sometimes differ 

from those of library cataloguers, it is also true that they do not describe works purely in their 

own terms. That is, their genres are also other readers’ genres, are part of a complex, dynamic 

web of language, with different “dialects” and different vocabularies, produced by an equally 
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complex web of cultural and subcultural interactions on the part of authors, publishers and 

readers, as well as intermediaries such as booksellers and librarians. Framed in this way, 

genres are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated, defined and redefined, influenced by 

new works, and the revisiting of old works, without being dependent on any single work. 

Genres are thus explanatory, contributing to a framework for talking about art and literature, 

more than they are a particular set of works. 

The interplay between the different protagonists in the formation and transformation of 

genres is something that can be usefully explored for the purposes of studying the way in 

which genres influence and reflect social structures as well as the way in which they can be 

used to provide access to collections. The theoretical framework for the sociology of art 

classification originally proposed by DiMaggio takes account of this interplay, with “ritual” 

classifications being shaped by commercial, professional and administrative inputs.7 In this 

framework, classifications, including genres, vary across the dimensions of differentiation, 

hierarchy, universality and boundary strength.  

While library cataloging could be regarded as a source of professional input, librarians may 

play less of a role in shaping art classification than educators and critics do. On the other 

hand, the library world may exert some influence by being involved in the development of 

certain commercial classifications, including some of those developed for the book trade, and 

the relationship between commercial and library classifications of fiction is the focus of this 

article. Specifically, it reports on a comparative analysis of genres used in various online 

bookstores, as well as Wikipedia, with those employed by the Library of Congress (LC) and 

other libraries around the world, gauging the extent to which book trade genres map to those 

used in library catalogue headings. It also investigates how aligned genres are amongst 

bookstores. Possible reasons for non-alignment are discussed with reference to particular 

examples. 
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Literature review 

 

The relationship between commercial and library book classifications has been touched on 

in a number of studies. Indeed, librarians and booksellers have taken an interest in each 

other’s approaches to shelf arrangement for many years. From time to time, certain public 

libraries have replaced their standard bibliographic schemes (especially Dewey Decimal 

Classification) with various “reader-interest” classifications, often based on the simpler 

arrangements to be found in (physical) bookstores, and often including various fiction 

genres.8 For instance, some libraries have switched to arrangements based on the BISAC 

scheme,9 specifically developed for and by the book industry, although its use in the public 

library setting has been criticized by Martínez-Ávila, given its commercial origins.10 It 

includes quite a large number of fiction genres, and some sub-genres. Meanwhile, many 

school librarians have likewise experimented with the “genrefication” of their fiction 

collections to help connect students to stories that interest them.11  

Such forays into non-library practice are partly due to librarians’ concerns around the 

complexity of schemes such as Dewey, but also to growing recognition of the gaps in their 

coverage, which include an inadequate treatment of fiction and works of the imagination 

more generally. Typically, bibliographic schemes have identified a few key facets for fiction, 

such as language, geographical region and form, but not much beyond this, leaving many 

novels classed at the same number, arranged alphabetically by author.12 Moreover, 

inadequate shelf arrangements have not always been addressed through the library catalogue, 

with its coverage of fiction again a case in point. Library cataloging has traditionally 

emphasized what books are about, that is, their subjects, far more than what books are, that 

is, concepts such as genre.13 Given the difficulty of determining the subject of many novels, 

this has often left fiction with a distinct lack of access points, with little beyond author names, 
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titles, and some series titles. Such a minimalist approach has not served libraries’ fiction 

readers all that well.14  

Nevertheless, in more recent years, library cataloguers have taken some steps to address 

this issue. In 1991, the American Library Association published its Guidelines on Subject 

Access to Individual Works of Fiction, Drama etc. (GSFAD),15 which included a list of terms 

that could be used to supplement those available in the Library of Congress Subject Headings 

(LCSH). A second edition of GSFAD was published in 2000.16 The guidelines not only 

provide a framework for the access points for fiction cataloguers to cover, but also much-

needed advice on how to analyse the subjects of fiction.17 Meanwhile, an alternative 

thesaurus for fiction indexing was developed by Olderr.18  

These initiatives paved the way for a large-scale project that the LC begun in 2007, 

covering genres and forms more generally. The project has gradually developed a separate 

list of headings, the Library of Congress Genre/Form Terms (LCGFT), to be used alongside 

LCSH.19 LCGFT now covers a wide range of materials, including fiction; it was derived, first 

of all, from those headings and form subdivisions previously established as LCSH, but a 

range of other sources have also been used in its development, including, for fiction, the 

GSFAD. LC defines genres and forms as categories that “describe the purpose, structure, 

content, and/or themes of resources”.20 For inclusion in the LCGFT vocabulary, terms require 

“literary warrant”, that is, they should be based on items being catalogued, although the terms 

also need to be justified with reference to authoritative sources.21 Wikipedia is deemed such a 

source, thus representing, perhaps, the intersection of “professional classification” and the 

classifications used by the broader community. 

The LCGFT have not yet been the subject of all that much research, though this study is 

part of a series examining the relationship between its fiction and film genres and those used 

in other contexts. Hider, White and Barlow have thus compared the LCGFT with lists of film 
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genres used by streaming services, film institutes, IMDB and Wikipedia,22 while Hider has 

also compared the use of LCGFT and non-LCGFT genres to tag fiction in LibraryThing.23   

Recognising the inadequacy of library cataloging’s standard treatment of fiction, other 

researchers in the field of knowledge organisation have developed various experimental 

systems for fiction indexing and retrieval over the past few decades. One well-known 

instance was Book House, which leveraged developments in graphic user interfaces of the 

1980s and 1990s,24 while a classification system based on theoretical principles was 

developed by Beghtol, which included the facets of characters, events, spaces and times as 

“fundamental data categories for fiction”.25 At the same time, writers such Hidderley and 

Rafferty were beginning to advocate for “democratic indexing” approaches to artistic and 

literary works, structured according to their various levels of meaning.26 

Some models of fiction access have borrowed from theory developed outside of the LIS 

field. For instance, Ranta distinguishes between the indexing of denotative and connotative 

elements,27 which she derives, ultimately, from Panofsky’s three levels of art analysis. Other 

models are based on user surveys, such as that developed by Pejtersen and Austin, who found 

that public library users sought fiction according to four basic elements, namely, subject 

matter, frame, author's intention and accessibility.28 However, they also found that the users 

themselves did not clearly distinguish between these elements. The model was later modified 

by Andersson and Holst.29 It accommodates some subjective elements, but the focus is still 

more on the content of fiction than on, say, readers’ experiences.  

More recent studies, such as that of Mikkonen and Vakkari,30 have confirmed that fiction 

readers seek and select their materials on the basis of a wide range of considerations. More 

specifically, Saarinen and Vakkari has generated a reader typology that characterises search 

behaviour, with avid and occasional readers subdivided into escapists, esthetes and realists.31 

Meanwhile, Pecoskie, Spitteri and Tarulli found that the tags readers themselves use for 
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fiction relate to a number of different aspects, including some that involve affect.32 Perhaps 

the most relevant study in relation to the research reported in this paper was authored by 

Adkins and Bossaller.33 They compared the access points for a sample of fiction available to 

users of online bookstores, readers’ advisory databases and library catalogues, and found that 

together the sources covered a wide range of elements, and that the sources complemented 

each other in this respect. The study did not, however, compare the sources’ respective genre 

classifications specifically, and predates the introduction of the LCGFT. 

LIS research has also touched on the broader relationships readers have with fiction, 

modelling their motivations for reading fiction and its various genres in the public library 

context.34 Fiction genres have likewise been studied in fields such as sociology, as well as by 

literary theorists, as mentioned in the introductory section. Examples of sociological and 

ethnographic treatments of fiction reading outside of LIS include Radway’s exploration of the 

value derived by female readers of romance novels, Long’s study of the effects of 

participating in book clubs, and Olave’s investigation into the ways in which fiction can 

provide frameworks for self-reflection amongst women of different backgrounds.35 Other 

recent examples are cited by Olave, while Ross, McKechnie and Rothbauer cover various 

examples from earlier periods.36 

 

Methodology 

 

This study set out to compare how fiction is organised by genre in a sample of online stores 

with the genres used by libraries. It mirrors, and extends, the research recently carried out by 

Hider, White and Barlow on film genres.37 In that case, seven lists of film genre terms used 

by various organisations connected to the film industry were compared with those available 

in LCGFT. The first stage of this study followed a similar process involved in the earlier 

study, whereby the lists of fiction genres used in seven online stores, plus a list used in 



20 
 

Wikipedia,38 and a list used by the library network, OCLC,39 which was based on the GSFAD 

list, were compared with those genres established under the heading Fiction in LCGFT. In 

this case, the focus was more on commercial classifications, although the non-commercial 

sources of Wikipedia and OCLC were also included in the sample to gauge the extent to 

which booksellers, as a group, used genres differently from experts and enthusiasts on the one 

hand, as represented by Wikipedia, and librarians, on the other, as represented by OCLC, as 

well as by LCGFT itself. It was decided to focus on the fiction genres used by bookstores 

because of their long-established practice of organising books of fiction by genre, nowadays 

both physically and virtually, and because there was little in the way of the equivalent of film 

institutes or the IMDB for fiction.  

The seven commercial sites used in the study featured some of the most well-known sellers 

of books in the English-speaking world, as well as smaller stores, and were chosen as being 

broadly representative of online sources of fiction across North America, the UK and 

Australia. Three of them, i.e. Amazon, Book Depository and eBay, are very much 

international in operation (with Amazon and eBay offering many more types of product apart 

from books), whereas the others are more local: Booktopia is a player in the Australian online 

book market, Waterstones focuses on the UK market, while Abbey’s and The Strand are 

independent bookstores based in Sydney and New York, respectively.40 The US versions of 

the three international operators’ sites were used for the purposes of this study. All of the 

bookstores were considered to be aimed at the general reader, with stock large enough to 

encompass a wide range of possible genres.   

Each of the seven online stores offered visitors various means of searching through their 

stock, including the option to browse by various categories of fiction, which were taken to 

represent fiction genres, except in the case where the category represented a particular 

bibliographic series (e.g. “Text Classics”). (In the case of eBay and Abbey’s, categories were 
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listed under the heading Fiction and Literature, which was taken to approximate to fiction.) 

In some of the sites, some of the genres were subdivided into certain subgenres. The genres 

and subgenres used in each site, as of October 2019, were recorded as taxonomies, which 

were then mapped to the LCGFT fiction genres, as was the genre lists from Wikipedia and 

OCLC.  

As Table 1 below shows, the numbers of fiction genres and subgenres listed in each of the 

nine sources mapped to LCGFT varied markedly, from 14, in the case of Waterstones, to 168, 

in the case of Wikipedia, which covered more terms than the total number established in 

LCGFT under Fiction. The median number of genres was 38 (Abbey’s). The lists of eBay, 

The Strand and OCLC were flat, the others included subgenres. Of particular note is that 

Amazon used the fiction genres of the BISAC scheme, whilst the other bookstores did not.  

In contrast, LCGFT contains 79 preferred terms at the first level below the Fiction heading, 

and 42 preferred terms at the second level below, so a total of 121 genres and subgenres. The 

vocabulary is maintained by the Library of Congress, but contributions to it can be submitted 

by other member libraries of the Program for Cooperative Cataloging (PCC), and specifically 

the PCC’s Subject Authority Cooperative Program.41 LCGFT is highly structured with 

references based on the conventional thesaural relationships of broader and narrower terms, 

(associatively) related terms, and those deemed equivalent. The vocabulary can be accessed 

via the LC website for use by the library community at large.42 

 

Stage 1 data collection and analysis 

The nine lists of fiction genres were mapped to LCGFT as follows. Each term in each list, 

and its variant word forms, was searched for amongst the fiction LCGFT using its Linked 

Data Service interface, which covers non-preferred terms as well as the established 

headings.43 The degree to which each term mapped to LCGFT was rated using the following 
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scale, which was based on syntactic rather than semantic matching; this was essentially the 

same scale as used in the earlier study. It was assumed that LCGFT would cover most of the 

synonyms used for terms established in the other vocabularies, though it is acknowledged that 

omissions may affect the results; conversely, some matches or partial matches might in fact 

be false due to variant meaning. In (rare) instances of a term matching multiple fiction 

LCGFT, the highest rating was recorded. Subgenres were treated as concomitant with their 

parent genre where they were interpreted as being presented as such. Parallel coding was 

carried out by both the authors on one of the lists (eBay), with agreement found in all but two 

cases. Following discussion of these discrepancies, the second author continued with the 

remaining lists. 

 
1: full match on a preferred term 

 

Terms match exactly, ignoring count or spelling variations, and ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, 
“novel/s”, “book/s”, “stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words.  

 

2: full match on a non-preferred term 

 

Terms match exactly, ignoring count or spelling variations, and ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, 
“novel/s”, “book/s”, “stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words.  
 

3: partial match on a preferred term 

 

Terms match with respect to the word/s (ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, “novel/s”, “book/s”, 
“stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words), but the word/s are different in form, 
beyond count and spelling (e.g. erotica vs erotic, satire vs satirical). 

 

4: partial match on a non-preferred term 

 

Terms match with respect to the word/s (ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, “novel/s”, “book/s”, 
“stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words), but the word/s are different in form, 
beyond count and spelling (e.g. erotica vs erotic, satire vs satirical). 

 

5: some match on a preferred term 

 

Not all words in the terms are the same (ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, “novel/s”, “book/s”, 
“stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words), but at least one is, though may be 
different in form (e.g. “historical fiction” vs “historical mystery fiction”).   

 

6: some match on a non-preferred term  
 

Not all words in the terms are the same (ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, “novel/s”, “book/s”, 
“stories” (or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words), but at least one is, though may be 
different in form (e.g. “historical fiction” vs “historical mystery fiction”).   
 
7: no match  
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No words in the terms are the same (ignoring “fiction”, “literature”, “novel/s”, “book/s”, “stories” 
(or “story”), “tale/s” and similar generic words). 

  

 

 

The degree to which each of the nine genre lists was covered by LCGFT was ascertained 

by calculating rating averages and frequency distributions. Those terms that did not match at 

all were analysed for patterns, and for any LCGFT candidates, while samples of fiction 

described by the non-matching terms were searched in the bibliographic database, OCLC 

WorldCat,44 to examine what headings were used in their place. 

 

Stage 2 data collection and analysis 

As well as assessing the alignment, or otherwise, of the bookstore and library genres, this 

study also examined the classification of common titles in six of the seven bookstores and in 

the OCLC WorldCat database. Clearly, different bookstores and libraries might assign the 

same title to different genres if their schemes were different, but they might also assign the 

same title to different genres even if their schemes were the same. In this part of the research, 

differences in the interpretation of a title’s generic characteristics were emphasised, with 

genre categories used by different sources collapsed into “root” genres, more likely to be 

shared across sites.  

The two sources excluded from this part of the study were Wikipedia, as it did not cover 

many of the particular titles offered by the bookstores, and The Strand, as this store’s stock 

was considered not to overlap sufficiently with that of the larger stores to allow for a sample 

of common titles to be readily collected. As the store with the next most unique stock was 

Abbey’s, this store was used as the source of titles to search for on the other websites, so as to 

minimise the amount of time spent searching for books that proved not to be commonly held 

across all seven sources. The fiction stock for sale (as opposed to on order) on the Abbey’s 

site was quasi-randomised by sorting it alphabetically by title and selecting every 32nd 
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eligible item (the number on a page). All formats were accepted, including talking books, but 

not collections of fiction (e.g. short stories). Titles on the other sites were deemed to match 

even if the format or publisher differed. A sample of 50 titles common to all seven sources 

was eventually found. For each title, the genres assigned by each of the sources were 

recorded. In the case of the bookstores, these genres were identified through the browsing 

hierarchies in which the titles were located; in the case of WorldCat, the LC headings in the 

titles’ records were recorded. All seven sources assigned multiple genres for some titles.  

The genres assigned by the sources were then collapsed by constructing an ad hoc 

thesaurus containing trees of “root” genres. The eighteen root genres covered by at least three 

sources were included in the subsequent analysis and are listed in Table 2. A given source 

thus either classified a title in one or more terms of a particular root genre, or it did not. The 

extent to which the seven sources agreed on the classification of the titles under each root 

genre was measured by counting the number of them that classed each title under the genre 

when at least one did, and then calculating the mean count. To look at the patterns amongst 

the sources, a statistical analysis was performed using the SPSS software, resulting in a set of 

Kappa coefficients for the level of agreement between each pair of sources for each of the 

root genres. The mean level of agreement between each pair of sources across all the genres 

was also calculated.  

 

Findings 

 

The results of this study are reported in the following three subsections, covering the 

degree of alignment between the sample of genre lists and LCGFT, those genres identified as 

not covered at all by LCGFT, and the level of agreement between the classifications of the 

sample of 50 common titles. 
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Alignment of genre lists 

The degree of alignment between the nine vocabularies and the LCGFT was gauged by 

their median match ratings and the percentages of their terms with a rating between 1 and 4 

(i.e. from full match on a preferred term to partial match on a non-preferred term), as shown 

in Table 1. According to these measures, the OCLC list is the most strongly aligned with 

LCGFT, as one might expect, whereas all of the other sources were much more weakly 

aligned, with their terms typically only matching at the 5 level on the scale.   

 

Source 
Number 
of terms 

Median 
rating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1-4 % 

WorldCat 60 1 34 5 0 0 8 0 13 65.0 

eBay 21 5 9 0 1 0 5 1 5 47.6 

Book Depository 36 5 10 4 0 0 9 3 10 38.9 

The Strand 17 5 6 0 0 0 9 0 2 35.3 

Amazon 71 5 17 1 1 0 39 0 13 26.8 

Abbey's 38 5 8 1 0 0 15 2 12 23.7 

Waterstones 14 5 3 0 0 0 5 0 6 21.4 

Booktopia 49 5 9 1 0 0 19 1 19 20.4 

Wikipedia 168 5 17 4 3 0 76 6 62 14.3 

 
Table 1: Alignment with LCGFT 

 

 

 

As with the earlier study, the sheer size of the Wikipedia list would no doubt be a major 

reason for some of its non-alignment: not all its terms could be covered by the more limited 

LCGFT, and some of its entries are relatively obscure, even for the wide-ranging LC 

collections on which the LCGFT is principally based. Nevertheless, the size differential 

between the two lists is quite similar for film and fiction, yet the coverage by LCGFT of the 

Wikipedia fiction genres is considerably lower than of its film genres (14.3% compared to 

31.3% of terms matching with a 1-4 rating). As with its film genres, Wikipedia includes a 

sprinkling of non-English terms for non-Western fiction genres (e.g. Shenmo fiction and 

Wuxia), but looking through the completely non-matching terms, a bigger reason for non-
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alignment would be the variety of ways that fiction books have been classified according to 

their format (Alphabet book, Calendar book, etc.), too many seemingly for LCGFT to cover. 

Of the bookstores’ lists, in between the OCLC and Wikipedia lists, eBay’s was most 

covered by LCGFT: perhaps its lack of specialisation in books made its genres more 

mainstream and more likely to be covered by LCGFT. The next three lists below eBay’s, in 

order of coverage, were also from the US-based sites, while the lists from the Australian and 

British sites all had less than a quarter of their genres covered by matching LCGFT at a 1-4 

rating. Thus geography appears to be a significant factor in the degree of alignment of fiction 

genres, perhaps more so than commercial aspects, such as independence. Although in theory 

LCGFT is international in scope, given its potential to receive input from libraries outside of 

the United States through the PCC, it would seem that its coverage of genres as conceived in 

the literary cultures of other countries, even English-speaking ones, is somewhat deficient. 

With Amazon half-way down the order, it would also appear that the BISAC scheme is not 

particularly aligned to LCGFT, even though it is reasonably well known (and occasionally 

used) in the library community.  

The more significant conclusion from the results summarised in Table 1, however, is that 

all of the sources except for the library-oriented OCLC are more non-aligned than aligned 

with LCGFT, based on this study’s rating scale, indicating that the fiction genres used in 

library cataloging are in many cases different from the fiction genres used by booksellers, 

regardless of geography. Indeed, commercial film genres appear to be better covered by 

LCGFT than are commercial fiction genres, if the results for the two streaming services 

(Netflix and SNAG Films) of the earlier study can be used for comparison: the percentages of 

their terms covered by LCGFT, at match ratings 1-4, were 71.4% and 51.6%, respectively. 

Despite the large degree of non-alignment between the lists, there was one genre common 

to all, at the level of an exact match, namely Westerns (also a very prominent film genre). 
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Further, all but The Strand included Historical fiction as a category, and all the bookstores 

included Romance as a general genre, with the exception of Amazon and Waterstones.   

 

Non-LCGFT genres 

As noted above, Wikipedia lists a large number of genres not covered by LCGFT. While it 

is very possible that some of these are not represented in LC’s collections, it is also likely that 

many of them are, but that LC’s cataloging of its fiction has been insufficiently extensive, 

and thus they failed to find their way into the LCGFT. At the other end of the spectrum, the 

OCLC list includes very few genres not covered at all by LCGFT, as expected. Several, 

though, were deemed non-matches because they were placed under other forms of literature 

in the LCGFT hierarchies, instead of under Fiction (e.g. Farces under Drama, and Legends 

under Folk literature). Although additional LCGFT genres could have been established in 

these cases, linking these genres specifically to fiction (in the same way as in LCGFT there 

is, for example, Romantic fiction as well as Romantic plays and Romance films), this has not 

been done here, perhaps due to a lack of differentiation in the earlier LCSH vocabulary. The 

OCLC list also includes two or three genres that would appear not to be covered by LCGFT 

for other reasons, most notably Chick lit and Christian fiction. The variant LCGFT heading 

Chick flicks and the established LCGFT heading Christian films would indicate, however, 

that both of these OCLC terms might be candidates for the Fiction tree in LCGFT.  

Perhaps of particular interest amongst the non-matching terms are those from the bookstore 

lists. A majority of them would probably not be candidates for fiction genres in the LCGFT 

system, though there are several that might be. Of those that would not, four of the seven 

bookstores included a Fiction in translation category; there were also several categories that 

represented non-fiction material, such as Fiction companions; most of the bookstores 

included Classics or Classic fiction, and Modern and contemporary fiction or New adult 
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fiction, as categories. Graphic novels, and subcategories thereof, also appeared in several of 

the lists, which LC treats as a form distinct from Fiction.  

A few of the non-matches from the bookstore lists pertained to certain categories of 

subject, which theoretically LC would assign LCSH for. However, the distinction that LC 

makes between subjects and “genres” is ultimately a fine one, as even many LCGFT-defined 

genres appear to denote certain kinds of subject matter (e.g. Fishing fiction, Martial arts 

fiction, War fiction). Some of the bookstores’ subject-related non-matches are covered by 

synonyms or near-synonyms in LCGFT (e.g. Family life is close to LCGFT’s Domestic 

fiction). One or two, however, do not appear to be covered conceptually, such as Small town 

and rural. 

There were a total of about ten genres in the bookstore lists that might be candidates for 

LCGFT. Most notably, Sagas was a category in four of the seven bookstores, while Family 

sagas was a category in one of them. Sagas is a heading in LCGFT, but not under Fiction, 

only Literature. However, the scope note under the LCGFT indicates that it does not cover 

the “sagas” of the bookstores: “Icelandic and Scandanavian [sic] prose narratives of the 12th-

14th centuries.” It seems that there is a strong case here for an additional LCGFT under 

Fiction. Similarly, Drama could not be matched in LCGFT because LC uses the term 

exclusively for plays. Other non-matching genres included Christian, as also found in the 

OCLC list, and Pulp fiction, a genre with a very high level of user warrant, according to the 

recent study by Hider,45 as well the “commercial warrant” found here. 

The headings in the WorldCat records linked to the sample of titles from the non-matching 

genres generally lacked coverage of the genre concepts, though in the case of some a degree 

of coverage was offered through related subject terms (e.g. Jews, in the case of the non-

LCGFT Jewish fiction genre), while some records covered the genres via other library-based 

vocabularies, including the OCLC list and the Faceted Application of Subject Terminology 
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(FAST) vocabulary.  

 

Classification of common titles 

Table 2 shows that even at a broader level, there were many differences in the way that the 

sample of common titles were classified by the six bookstores and WorldCat libraries. Even 

for crime, the genre for which there was most agreement amongst the bookstores, there was, 

on average, only majority agreement, rather than unanimity. For all other root genres, except 

for mysteries, there was only minority agreement. Some of this non-agreement would be due 

to a lack of common options, but some of the genres were options in all seven sources’ 

classifications, and all were options in at least three. We have already noted how all seven 

sources included Historical fiction in their lists, for example, yet on average a title identified 

as belonging to this genre would not be identified as such by half of them.  

Some of the genres at the bottom of this index are likely to be less established genres, at 

least in commercial classifications, but they may also be harder to classify, as genres with 

weaker boundaries. This may apply to fantasy, for instance, which would appear to be a 

relatively common category, but not so easy to define. Another explanation for a lower index 

number might be less of an interest in classifying titles under certain genres than under 

others, perhaps due to commercial considerations. For instance, a stronger market for crime 

and mystery novels might encourage the classification of titles under these genres than under, 

say, drama, “literary” or genres related to places (“geographic”).  

 

Root genre 
Mean 
count 

Crime 4.2 

Mystery 3.7 

Modern contemporary 3.4 

Thrillers 2.9 

Adventure action 2.7 

Historical 2.7 

Classics 2.7 
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Romance 2.6 

Religious 2.4 

Holiday 1.7 

Psychological 1.3 

Domestic 1.3 

Drama 1 

Fantasy 1 

Geographic 1 

Literary 1 

Political 1 

Women's 1 

 
Table 2: Level of agreement by root genre 
 
 

Table 3 gives the mean Kappa coefficient for each pair of sources across all the root 

genres. As can be clearly seen, WorldCat is something of an outlier, with only modest levels 

of agreement with any of the bookstores. It did not help that in many cases, despite the 

sampled novels being recently published, the WorldCat libraries did not include any LCGFT 

in their records, only basic LCSH. While many of the pairs of bookstores were also not all 

that convincingly aligned in their classifications, Abbeys and Waterstones showed strong 

agreement, overall, while Abbeys and Booktopia, and Booktopia and Waterstones also 

showed “substantial” levels. In other words, Abbeys, Booktopia and Waterstones appear to 

classify fiction in relatively similar ways, compared with the other sources. Although the 

sample is small, this suggests that the Anglo-Australian classification of fiction is distinct 

relative to elsewhere, including the US. (It should be borne in mind that while the other three 

bookstores are US-based, they are all international in operation.)   

 

 Abbeys Amazon eBay 
Book 
Depository Booktopia Waterstones WorldCat 

Abbeys  0.3 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.2 

Amazon   0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.2 

eBay    0.2 0.3 0.3 0.1 

Book Depository    0.4 0.5 0.2 

Booktopia     0.6 0.2 

Waterstones      0.3 

WorldCat        
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Table 3. Level of agreement between each pair of sources 
 
 
 

Discussion 

 

The non-alignment of bookstore and library genres cannot be put down simply to 

differences of function between bookstores and libraries. Indeed, at a basic level, their 

functions are very similar: both are keen to provide their visitors with the reading matter they 

seek. However, there are differences in the way bookstores and libraries approach this 

function. Looking through the list of bookstore genres not covered by LCGFT, we can readily 

identify several major reasons for non-alignment. First, the bookstores’ classification 

schemes are not as strictly taxonomic as is library indexing: their genres include some that 

relate to fiction without being a kind of fiction.  

Second, there appears to be a counter-tendency on the part of libraries to guard against 

taxonomic inconsistency by placing particular concepts in one hierarchy only, when a 

number of these pertain to multiple forms of art and literature. Thus “Sagas” are not only 

tales from Scandinavia, and “Drama” can be found outside of plays.  

Third, LCGFT is supplemented by detailed catalogue records that cover various 

bibliographic aspects of fiction, whereas the bookstores’ classification schemes are not. Thus 

if the bookstores consider aspects such as translation, the newness of the writing, and so 

forth, as important for their customers’ access, they probably need to incorporate them in 

their schemes. The multifaceted nature of genre classification means that a comprehensive 

list may not be all that practical for bookstores; indeed, it can be challenging for library 

cataloguers to cover all facets for any given work, even with all the fields in the bibliographic 

record available to them. As well as subjects, experience and style, other common facets for 

fiction classification include form, period, ethnicity and audience. The multiple dimensions in 

which fiction is viewed and sought was borne out by this research as it has been by previous 

studies. 
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Fourth, libraries tend to be wary of making value judgements about materials in their 

collections. They are in the business of making potentially all reading matter available. This 

means that they are generally unwilling to censor material, but at the same time it means that 

they can be reluctant to promote certain materials at the expense of others. Hence the lack of 

classifications such as “Classics” and “Modern and contemporary” in their cataloging. While 

bookstores are also keen to serve their customers as best they can by procuring the materials 

they want to read, ultimately they need to make a profit on the stock they have or can acquire; 

they are selling their materials in both senses of the word. 

Fifth, those bookstore staff tasked with making decisions regarding their stock’s 

classifications may be more willing to accept categories put forward by publishers (which 

some bookstores in fact require as part of the electronic record accompanying the books), and 

might not be as expert in the art of classification as library catalogers. However, the authors 

are unaware of studies that report in detail the processes involved in bookstore classification, 

and so the degree to which bookstores utilize in-house expertise in these processes is unclear. 

It should also be acknowledged that library catalogers by no means ignore categories put 

forward by publishers, whether to be found on the item in hand or in “CIP data”. It could well 

be that different processes are to be found in different bookstores, as well as libraries, which 

may also account for some of the discrepancies amongst bookstore classifications, as well as 

vis-à-vis library ones. 

Sixth, libraries have tended to focus on the content of their collections more than on the 

experiences that this content might provide its users. This emphasis may work better for non-

fiction than for fiction and other works of the imagination. As Hider observed in his recent 

study of LibraryThing tagging, many of the labels readers most commonly use to describe 

fiction are genres related strongly to affect and experience.46 Some of the bookstores’ genres 

not covered by LCGFT are of this kind, such as Chick lit and Pulp fiction. In this respect, it 
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may be that bookstores tend to be more aligned with the general reader’s approach to fiction, 

although of course it may also be the case that LCGFT covers certain affective genres not 

covered by particular bookstores.  

The importance of both connotative and denotative elements of fiction description, as 

identified in the literature, not only justifies the development of LCGFT, beyond LCSH, but 

also suggests a model for the way in which fiction classification evolves. Well-established 

genres such as Romance and Science fiction may have started off more denotative, simply 

indicative of a novel’s subject. As the subject becomes popular, however, particular 

conventions and styles are adopted by authors aiming to please particular audiences. 

Eventually, such labels become connotative, indicating elements beyond their literal 

meaning, including non-subject elements. As this evolution is gradual and inexact, it is 

perhaps not all that surprising that the division between LCSH and LCGFT is likewise 

somewhat blurred. LCGFT such as Animal fiction and Mathematical fiction may have 

connotations still in the making. Conversely, one or two of the bookstore genres not covered 

in LCGFT, such as Small town and rural, may be ahead of LC in this respect. This pattern 

does not represent the only evolutionary process, however; indeed, the evolution can run in 

the opposite direction. For example, labels such as Horror denote non-subject experiences, 

but may end up connoting certain subject matter.  

As well as through increasing audience interest in particular subjects and experiences, new 

genres may also develop through the application of new technology. Just as Pulp fiction 

derived from changes in print technology, we now have Hypertext fiction and Cell phone 

novels, both of which are established as LCGFT. 

In general, perhaps both bookstores and libraries tend to be a little behind the Zeitgeist of 

genre formation, careful to describe fiction in ways familiar to the population at large, 
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including younger readers. Wikipedia, on the other hand, is a richer source of subgenres and 

new genres, with its mission to educate more than to provide access.  

Overall, commercial and library classifications of fiction appear to be less aligned than 

those of film. One reason for this would be that fiction books overlap conceptually in various 

ways with other books that bookstores usually also sell, and that some of this overlap is 

reflected in their schemes, as something they would be keen to promote. So, for example, 

readers of fiction may also be interested in Fiction companions. This consideration is dealt 

with in other ways in library cataloging.  

However, this difference does not explain why the classifications of particular novels vary 

considerably even amongst bookstores, as the analysis of the sample of common titles in this 

study indicated. While bookstores may settle on a few particular genres for a given novel, the 

reality is that they are selecting from a vast and rich language with which fiction readers, 

publishers and writers engage, offering many options for a wide range of different viewpoints 

and experiences, perhaps even more so than that of film. Some of the language bookstores 

use may be due to geography and local publishing trends, as well as to certain commercial 

considerations. While libraries do not need to seek to sell their stock in the same way, they 

nevertheless share the fundamental challenges of fiction access. Like the bookstores, they 

will ultimately need to be selective in their description, without being exclusionary. 
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