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Start your own 
book club 
A toolkit for book 
enthusiasts

Conversation and companionship 

Support after a bereavement

If you love books, have experienced a 
bereavement and want to meet new people, 
a book group might be right for you. 
Starting your own book club is easy with 
this step-by-step guide. 



Introduction
We love books at Princess Alice Hospice. We’re constantly learning so that 
we can improve end of life care, and have even produced our own book to 
help people with the practicalities of end of life care.

There are lots of self-help books for people who are bereaved and you can see 
our recommendations.

But we also recognise that books have a broader place in our lives and can shape 
how we think and relate to others. Books have the power to bring people together 
and connect us through shared experience and friendly discourse. A connected 
community equals a compassionate community, which Princess Alice Hospice has 
been working hard to support over the last 5 years. 

So why should you start your own book club?

Research demonstrates that reading for pleasure or empowerment increases our 
empathy towards others and improves our relationships. It has been shown to 
reduce the symptoms of depression and dementia, and improve wellbeing.
Joining a book club can get you out of a reading rut and you will read titles you 
wouldn’t normally pick yourself. Talking about books gives groups a common 
purpose and is a good way to deepen our friendships and get to know new people.

We also know that peer support can help people cope after bereavement, 
particularly when you connect with people in a similar situation to yourself.

Everything you need to start your own book club is available in the following 
pages including a step-by-step guide, meeting agenda, FAQs and more. 

We’d love to hear how you get on - do feel free to let us know along with your 
insights and suggestions – just email cc@pah.org.uk. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Practical-Guide-End-Life-Care/dp/0335263569/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=sadler+end+of+life&qid=1594040964&sr=8-2
https://www.pah.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/78419_PAH_PBP_READING_LIST_SinglePages.pdf
https://readingagency.org.uk/news/The%20Impact%20of%20Reading%20for%20Pleasure%20and%20Empowerment.pdf


1. Invite people to join
Book clubs work well with anything from 3 to 
10 members. Any more than 10 and it can be 
difficult to find a venue and/or include everyone 
in the conversation. With less than three it can 
be difficult to keep the conversation going and 
sessions are more at risk of being cancelled if 
someone can’t make it. But it’s OK to start small 
and build up new members over time. If you’re 
having trouble recruiting friends, contact the 
Hospice book club coordinator at bookclub@pah.
org.uk; they may be able to put you in contact 
with other people interested in joining a book 
club. Alternatively, you could join a reading group 
at your local library: 
 
Kingston Libraries 
Richmond and Wandsworth Libraries 
Surrey Libraries 

2. Decide when and where to meet
Monthly meetings work well and it’s usually 
helpful to specify a regular day and time, for 
example, the third Wednesday of every month at 
7pm. Some book clubs take a break in the month 
of August and arrange a meal out at Christmas, 
but you’ll find out what works for you and your 
members over time. 

3. Agree on some basic principles
For example, members should take turns picking 
a book to read. You might also want to agree 
that if an individual chooses that month’s book 
then they also get to choose the venue and are 
responsible for a few discussion questions (many 
books have reading questions included, but if not, 
a quick online search usually does the trick). If 
you’re hosting at home, drinks and a few snacks 
are a nice touch, but not at all obligatory. 

4. Appoint a book club coordinator
It works well if the group appoints a coordinator 
- members can take turns in the coordinator 
role, which usually rotates annually. The group 
coordinator registers the group with the local 
library and collates everyone’s book choices for 
that year. They may also order books from the 
library; local libraries can supply up to 12 copies 
of a book to registered book clubs for around 
£3 so it’s good value. Not all books are available 
through the library so some months you may 
consider buying a title - you can keep costs down 
by sharing books between members and buying 
second hand books on Amazon. 

5. Enjoy your club meetings!
All book clubs develop their own character over 
time - embrace your uniqueness and all the rituals 
and routines that develop, whether it’s casting 
Hollywood stars as book characters, your annual 
book themes, or the Secret Santa book gifts at 
Christmas. Don’t be too strict on the rules and 
remember that individual life experience means 
we all interpret stories differently - there’s no 
right or wrong way to interpret a particular book, 
but differing viewpoints enrich the discussion and 
help us learn from each other. 

How to set up a book club 
in 5 easy steps

https://www.amazon.co.uk/
https://www.kingston.gov.uk/info/200208/libraries/314/reading_groups_and_book_sets
https://www.richmond.gov.uk/reading_groups
https://www.surreycc.gov.uk/libraries/news-and-events/regular-events-reading-groups/libraries-reading-groups


Month 1 (the first session)

1. Refreshments and introductions
2. How the book club will run (agree on rules, meeting 

times, discuss venues and appoint a group coordinator)
3. Book discussion: Your favourite books / Your least 

favourite books
4. Introduce next month’s book (explain why it was 

chosen / what attracted you to the title)
5. Decide on what to read the month after (you’ll need to 

order this from the library in the next week or so)
6. Think about a name for your book club and bring 

suggestions next month. 

Month 2 (agreeing and confirming the details)

1. Refreshments and hellos
2. Decide on book club name and any other issues 

from the month before (it can sometimes take a few 
meetings to see what times, venues and days work so 
leave room for change)

3. Book discussion 
4. Next month’s book (explain why it was chosen / what 

attracted you to the title)
5. Decide on what to read the month after (you’ll need to 

order this from the library in the next week or so)

Month 3 (business as usual)

1. Refreshments and hellos
2. Book discussion 
3. Next month’s book (explain why it was chosen / what 

attracted you to the title)
4. Decide on what to read the month after (you’ll need to 

order this from the library in the next week or so)

A meeting agenda for the 
first few months...



What happens at the first book 
club meeting?
It’s usual to start with introductions and 
refreshments. The book group organiser might 
explain or discuss how you all want the book 
club to work (meeting times, book choices, etc). 
You won’t have been given your first book yet so 
a good topic to discuss is your favourite books 
(or least favourite) - have a think about this 
before the session. At the end of the session, the 
organiser can hand out a book to be read before 
the following meeting.

Where will we meet?
It’s up to the group to decide where and when 
they meet. Cafes, pubs (without loud music) and 
member homes make good venues. If it’s your 
book choice, it’s usual for you to decide on the 
venue; try not to make it too inaccessible for 
people though, not everyone has a car or can 
drive.

When will we meet?
Most book clubs meet monthly on a fixed day 
and time. For example, the first Wednesday of 
each month at 7pm - but it’s for the group to 
decide what day and time suits – find a slot and 
frequency that works for everyone.

How much does it cost?
There are very few costs to joining or starting 
a book club. You may have to pay a library book 
reservation fee once every few months, but this 
is usually just a few pounds paid to your local 
library. If you decide to meet in a café/pub, there 
will be the cost of any drinks/snacks you buy 
for yourself. A few snacks if you’re hosting in 
your home is a nice touch, but you don’t have to 
provide them, a cuppa may well suffice.

How many people will be in the 
group?
We recommend that book groups have between 
three and 10 members.

Can we invite other people to our 
group?
If the other group members don’t mind, then 
there’s no reason why you can’t invite new 
members. However, it’s a good idea not to have 
over ten people as quieter members can struggle 
to get a word in edgeways. It can also be difficult 
to find a venue that can fit everyone in.

How will a session be run?
The first 30 minutes is usually spent saying hello 
and getting the gossip out of the way. Then 
follows the book discussion – it’s up to members 
how formal you want to make this, but it can be 
helpful initially to have some key questions. If 
you picked the book, then it’s usually up to you to 
gather the questions. Most book groups quickly 
settle into a format that suits them and you can 
experiment with different systems to see what 
suits. Don’t be too fixated on any one format 
though, quite often the book you’re reading 
dictates how a session runs and groups develop 
their own character and style.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)



Will we read about bereavement?
While the book group membership is made up of 
people that are bereaved, we won’t be reading 
books specifically about bereavement. That said, 
it’s hard to find a book without aspects of death 
and dying and you may feel you want to discuss 
how the book affected you emotionally. The point 
is, it’s OK to talk about how a book makes you 
feel and stop reading it if it’s too upsetting. The 
books will be chosen by the goup.  One of the 
benefits of a book club is that it makes you read 
books that you wouldn’t normally pick up, so our 
advice would be to suggest books that you want 
to read yourself and be open to other people’s 
choices. 

Who will order the books each 
month?
It’s helpful if your book group appoints one 
member to be its group coordinator (GC). The 
group coordinator will register the book club with 
the local library; you can find more information on 
how to do this here:

Kingston Libraries
Richmond and Wandsworth Libraries
Surrey Libraries

The GC will also collate everyone’s book choices, 
order and collect books from their local library 
and bring them to each session. After a year, it’s 
great if another member takes over as the GC so 
that the task is shared. 

How do I return the books?
You’ll be returning library books to the Group 
Coordinator (GC) at the end of the session. If you 
can’t make the session, you can take your book 
back to the library yourself, but as a curtesy, 
just email the GC to let them know that you’ve 
returned the item (the library will fine the group 
for late returns).

Will I get to choose a book?
Members usually take turns to pick a book. Send 
your book choices (two or three if possible) to 
your group coordinator (GC) and he/she will add 
them to the reading list; try to include the title 
and author to ensure you get the right book. The 
GC will go to the Library and order a title from 
the reading list. You can’t always predict what is 
available so you may have to wait a few months 
for your book title to become available. Stuck 
for ideas? Check out the “mind boosting books” 
here: https://reading-well.org.uk/books/mood-
boosting-books

What if my book choice is 
unavailable to book groups at the 
local library?
Occasionally, if a book is really new or popular, 
it can be difficult to order a batch of copies 
for your book club. When this happens, library 
members can usually order one individual copy 
for themselves for a small reservation fee (usually 
around £1). Or you might decide as a group to 
buy the book; quite often you can make do with 
half the number of copies and share them around 
so it doesn’t work out too expensive. Another 
option is to buy secondhand books on Amazon 
(older publications are often available for 1p + 
delivery).

https://www.amazon.co.uk/
https://www.kingston.gov.uk/info/200208/libraries/314/reading_groups_and_book_sets
https://www.richmond.gov.uk/reading_groups
https://www.surreycc.gov.uk/libraries/news-and-events/regular-events-reading-groups/libraries-reading-groups
https://reading-well.org.uk/books/mood-boosting-books


What if I haven’t read the book, 
should I still come to the session?
It doesn’t matter if you haven’t read the book, 
you’ll still be able to listen to an interesting 
discussion and can always ask questions about 
the writing. Not every book will appeal to you, 
but explaining to the group why you weren’t 
attracted to the book is still relevant to the group 
discussion. 

How do I stay in touch with group 
members?
There are various social media applications 
that can help you communicate as a group; For 
example, WhatsApp is a great for messaging. Or 
you could consider a FaceBook group, which is 
a popular way for book clubs to communicate. 
If these are not suitable, the good old email or 
text messaging will still do the job. Discuss your 
communication preferences as a group to see 
what works best for everyone.

Are online meetings suitable for 
book clubs?
There will be times when it’s difficult to meet up 
as a group. Perhaps there’s a blizzard out there or 
a member is unable to travel for health reasons. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted just 
how great video calls can be and there are various 
applications available that can help you stay in 
touch no matter what is going on in the world. 
Hare a few of the most popular services for 
group video calls: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Google Meet / Hangouts 
 
Free to download and use
• Phone calls and video calls for up to 10 

people.
• Works on PCs, Macs, iPhones, Android 

devices.
• Multiple screen sharing

Zoom  
 
40 minute limit on group meetings with free 
basic account
• Phone and video calls for up to 100 

participants
• Works on PCs, Macs, iPhones, Android 

devices.
• Screen sharing (not multiple) 

Skype 
 
Group video calls 
• Works on PCs, Macs, iPhones, Android 

devices
• Screen sharing (only available on Windows 

desktop and Mac).

https://apps.google.com/meet/
https://www.whatsapp.com/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/
https://zoom.us/
https://www.skype.com/en/


Member Book Choices
The group coordinator can record member book choices on a table like the 
one shown here:

Book Club name:

Starting date:

Library registration:

Book Club 
Member Book Title Author Date  

Suggested Date Read
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