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Abstract
In 2013, Goodreads, a social media Website for book lovers, announced policy changes
that included the deletion of reviews that discuss an author’s behavior. These changes
occurred after a series of author/reviewer incidents in 2012 and 2013. This article
presents a case study of one of those incidents in 2012, when a Goodreads reviewer
wrote a negative review of a novel, the author and agent responded on Twitter, and
a public discussion ensued around behavior standards for both literary professionals
and nonprofessionals. The above incident, and how it does or does not foreshadow
the later changes in Goodreads policy, offers a lens through which to examine evolving
reading and writing practices and literary censorship, as well as how nonprofessional
book reviewers and readers conceive of their and literary professionals’ roles in a
complex social media literary landscape.
Keywords
Artist/audience dynamics, authors, behavior norms, Goodreads, online communities,
readers, social media spaces

Introduction
Writing and reading practices have played critical roles in societal developments (Baron
et al., 2007; Brantlinger, 1998; Eisenstein, 1980). Although the two are sometimes
thought of as solo processes, in the West they have social roots. Authors and the nature
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of authorship have evolved with book production means and changing laws on ownership and copyright (Cavallo and Chartier, 2003; Finkelstein and McCleery, 2012; Rose,
1995; Woodmansee and Jaszi, 1994). Authors’ roles, along with their and readers’ relationships, continue to be redefined today, particularly due to emergent digital practices
where literary production and distribution are faster than ever, and readers’ opinions on
authors’ works are more easily disseminated, too.
This article examines Goodreads, an online cataloging site where users recommend,
rate, and discuss books, and how its members articulate and negotiate the meaning of
being an author and reader in a social media world. Specifically, this study asks the following questions:
RQ1. How do readers conceive of literary professionals’ roles, especially around what
is or isn’t acceptable behavior in a public sphere?
RQ2. How do nonprofessional book readers and reviewers conceive of their own
roles?
Answers to these questions speak to the changing dynamics between artists and their
audience, as well as allow for a lens through which to understand the evolving behavior
norms of literary practices in digital spaces. Furthermore, readers’ perception of roles
provides a context to also consider policy changes that were enacted on Goodreads and
the censorship charges allegations that followed, and how—or if—the charge actually fits.
In September 2013, Goodreads announced several changes to how it would moderate
content. Reviews that focused on authors and/or their behavior would be deleted from
the site. Members’ personal online bookshelves, which are located on their profile page
and list what they have read, intend to read, refuse to read, or didn’t finish for various
reasons, would also be deleted if deemed similarly inappropriate (Goodreads, 2013).
The site’s author guidelines were further revised, too, because “some problems have
come up because some authors who are new to Goodreads don’t know what’s appropriate on Goodreads and/or take matters into their own hands rather than flagging content
that they feel is inappropriate” (Goodreads, 2013). The revised guidelines suggest that
authors do not “respond to negative reviews” (Goodreads, 2014).
Initially, these policies were enacted by deleting members’ reviews and bookshelves
without any notification. However, due to backlash, Goodreads (2013) amended the rule;
members would be notified first and allowed “time to decide what to do.” The announcement post—including amendments and updates—has attracted over 6000 responses on
Goodreads alone in addition to across the Web, with reactions varying (e.g. Absolutewrite,
2013; Hazard Owen, 2013; Hiddenreviews, 2013–2014; Hoffelder, 2013; Miller, 2013a;
Reddit, 2013; The Passive Voice, 2013).
A portion of readers and reviewers saw the change as a possible step toward curbing
the escalating tensions between authors and readers, as well as the perceived over-thetop antics by certain members on the site. Other readers neither agreed nor disagreed
with the changes per se but accepted that Goodreads could maintain whatever rules they
like. Some members noticed no difference in the community, while others actively protested the changes and claimed this was censorship. Goodreads (2013) responded that
“This is not censorship—this is setting an appropriate tone for a community site.”
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When a new media is introduced, questions of appropriateness, access, content quality, and censorship inevitably enter into discussion about them (Wartella and Jennings,
2000). Reading and writing has been subjected to controversy the same as film, television, and radio. Debates in the 19th century occurred on “whether fiction could safely be
read by young people” (Donelson, 1981: 5) or at all in libraries, which were seen as a
potentially corrupting force due to the range of low-brow content they might possess.
Then, once libraries gained social acceptance and made deals with publishing houses to
control literary content distribution (or refused to carry certain books due to school board
pressure, the librarian’s viewpoint, or other factors), they also became seen as potential
forces to reinforce institutional censorship (Bassett, 2005; Brantlinger, 1998; Donelson,
1981). There was also regulation of women’s literary activities based on the prevailing
views of what was appropriate for their gender of marital status (Becker-Cantarino and
Clausen, 1995). Then, there were the masses.
The “Victorian information explosion” (Wright, 2009: 60) saw the rise of popular,
sensationalist tales due to the cheaper production of books and serials that allowed for
wider distribution to the general populace. This tied directly to the moral censorship
movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries that sought to target this type of literature
for the spread of obscenity among the masses (Petersen, 1992; Saunders, 1990). High- and
low-brow cultures, and what is or is not appropriate for people to say or do in response to
cultural works, are constantly in flux (Baumann, 2007; DiMaggio, 1982; Levine, 1990).
The policy changes by Goodreads were preceded by a series of incidents on the site
over (negative) reviews of books and the author/reader/reviewer responses to them. This
article presents a case study of one these incidents and how it foreshadows the changes
in Goodreads policy and whether claims of censorship are justified; it also allows for a
prime opportunity to explore the research questions stated at the beginning of this introduction about how readers understand their and authors’ roles in social media spaces.

The incident: a case study
In January 2012, a reviewer on Goodreads posted a 1 star review of a debut novel. By the
following day, the novel’s agent and author had a Twitter exchange. The agent called the
reviewer a derogatory name and said she’d try to “like” positive reviews in order to
bump the negative review off the novel’s first page. The author said she might “ask a few
friends” to like positive reviews, too. This occurred after several other author/reviewer
clashes in the previous 2 weeks. Combined with this reviewer being ranked among the
top 2 reviewers on the site and the top 20 for most followed (Fidelman, 2012), the matter
spread across the book sphere (e.g. Bertagna, 2012; Kagawa, 2012; Kennedy, 2012a,
2012b; Roth, 2012; Springen, 2012).
Research on online reviews has been primarily quantitative (Chevalier and Mayzlin,
2006; Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil et al., 2009; Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Otterbacher,
2011; Verboord, 2010, 2013; Zhang and Varadarajan, 2006). Vannini’s (2004) qualitative
analysis on online reviews of Avril Lavigne’s music concentrated on the interpretive
practices of consumers in regard to the artist’s public persona. In contrast, this study
focuses not on the review itself but on the Goodreads users’ reception to the review and/
or the author/agent’s response to the review.
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Methods
Data
I collected the one 1 star review, screencaps of the author/agent’s tweets, and the comments made in the reviewer’s Goodreads thread. Discussion about the incident took
place across multiple sites. The reviewer posted her review on her blog and on Goodreads.
Other authors and reviewers commented on their blogs. There was Twitter activity
beyond the initial author/agent exchange. However, I focused on the comments made in
the Goodreads thread, which served as a hub for the public discourse.

Analysis
Scherer-Bassani (2011) distinguished between “unit of record,” or one message in a
forum, and “units of context,” which “relate to the way that different units of record are
grouped together under a single discussion topic on the forum” (935). The Goodreads
thread was analyzed as a “unit of context” rather than each post or “unit of record” being
the unit of analysis. Thus, while most individual posts were coded in some capacity, not
all were.
I read through and open coded the entire thread, containing 1858 posts through August
2013. Through an interactive process, four broad categories emerged as a means to analyze the thread: (1) People/Roles, (2) Behavior, (3) Spaces, and (4) Products.
People/Roles were codes that identified the players who were involved in incident or
were later brought into the discussion in the thread, as well as the terms explicitly used by
members to describe their perceived roles in the literary landscape. This category was
sub-coded for (1) the main author whose book was given the 1 star review, (2) the agent
of this author, (3) the main reviewer who gave the 1 star, (4) other authors who were referenced in the thread, (5) other nonprofessional reviewers who weren’t the main reviewer,
(6) other literary or entertainment professionals, and (7) professional reviewers.
In addition to the ones above, participants in the thread tended to ascribe a second
set of roles which were also sub-coded. These were (1) top reviewers, (2) private citizens, (3) public figures, (4) readers, and (5) friends and fans. These terms could have
overlap with the first-set sub-codes or be used by participants separately. For example,
the main reviewer might be identified as a top reviewer, but another member might
refer to top reviewers generally rather with a specific person, which would only receive
one sub-code.
Behavior codes included people’s actual behavior and judgments of people’s behavior. Sub-codes were thread discussions of (1) the physical act of liking someone’s review
through the site’s like feature, (2) attempting to game the system through likes and other
tactics, (3) the practice of blacklisting authors because of behavior, (4) name calls of
other people and their appropriateness, (5) instances when people disagreed with one
another, (6) ways to handle criticism, (7) sharing opinion, and (8) what it means to conduct oneself professionally.
Spaces were coded for discussion about where the behavior took place and its relationship to and effect on roles and behavior. Its sub-codes were (1) Twitter, (2) the
reviewer’s Goodreads thread, (3) blogs, (4) Goodreads broadly, (5) Web and social
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media broadly, and (6) email/phone. Sub-codes were also devised for whether a space
was defined by members as public or private.
Products were items such as (1) the main novel, (2) the main review, (3) other novels,
(4) other reviews, (5) opinions, and (6) other creative works.
I limited analysis to posts through February 2012, as I was interested in immediate
reactions following the incident. This resulted in 1366 posts by 212 members. These
numbers reflect the thread at data collection and don’t include posts that were deleted
either before or after. Posts where users’ names were deleted due to closing their accounts
were counted, but whoever wrote the post wasn’t counted when tallying members.
After the 1366 posts were re-coded with the categories and sub-codes described, I
analyzed concurrences and other relationship dynamics that led to the themes explored
in the results. The main author and agent are called Author A and Agent B. Posts made
by the reviewer of the 1 star review are indicated by RD. I’ve redacted all other names.

Results
Overview
There was no consensus among the thread participants for what the standards are for
readers, reviewers, or authors. Dissension arose around the author’s behavior and her
culpability relative to her agent’s behavior. Although the discussion began with a lens on
literary professionals, this led to the readers and reviewers considering their role in relation to them, as well as whether there should be limits on nonprofessional behavior too.
The first half of the results explores the nonprofessionals’ perspective on the professionals. The second half focuses on the nonprofessionals’ perspective on themselves.
The terms authors/agents, professionals, and public figures are used interchangeably
as are private citizens, nonprofessionals, and readers/reviewers because they were conflated by Goodreads members in the thread. My usage in the results reflects their usage.
Any spelling or grammar mistakes in the posts are how they appeared in the thread
originally.
Nonprofessionals on professionals
Handling criticism and public name calls. Some readers and reviewers took issue with
Author A and Agent B responding to the negative review at all. They felt that as literary professionals, authors should understand a variety of reviews are part of the job and
handle the criticism accordingly:
If you can’t deal with the critique of your art then don’t distribute it publicly. GROW UP
already.
:/ I hate it when authors do that. instead of taking low ratings as constructive criticism to
improve on next books they just complain and insult readers …

“Grow Up” implies that not only is this behavior unacceptable because it is part of the
author’s role to handle critique but also because it is counter to how an adult should
behave. Readers understood that an author (and to an extent the agent) might be upset
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over the review and wish to express their frustration. The sticking point was where and
how the professionals chose to be upset. People thought it inappropriate that the reviewer
was name-called for her review, but they believed it was doubly inappropriate that she
was name-called in what they perceived to be a public space:
I cannot believe they called you a foul name like that in a public venue like Twitter! It is so far
past unprofessional that I am speechless. I can even understand the Author being upset about a
negative review with such a large response and venting in private! to her friend or agent or
whoever but kind of stupid to handle it on Twitter.
Even if you were a bitch, that is so wrong to say it a Twitter Feed for the world to read.

Although social media is a means for celebrities to interact and share information
with their fans, creating a sense of intimacy (Marwick and boyd, 2011), in this
instance, readers wished the author had not shared with them. For some members,
there are limits on what the professionals should express in social media spaces. It
was irrelevant that Author A and Agent B tweeted to each other; it was enough that
others could see it:
Do these people even know what private email is?
Why do they need to tweet everything? Didn’t they know it’s the Internet, and like, once posted
it’s there forever?
WHY on earth would they even have that conversation in public? Over the phone, fine. Then
no one will know and think poorly of them.

Here, email was private because its content was perceived as unavailable to the public. People viewed the telephone as an alternative form of private communication too.
The Web is considered a place of permanence, the safety of delete gone. Readers weren’t
just criticizing the professionals’ behavior, but the judgment behind the behavior. Literary
professionals should know that online actions have consequences. However, some commentators separated the author’s behavior from her agent’s, and the culpability of the two
became a point of debate.
The blame game. Some people felt that Author A should not be “punished” because
she wasn’t the one who called the reviewer the derogatory name. Some were additionally lenient because Author A was a debut novelist who may not yet understand her role
as a professional. The agent, conversely for readers, had no excuse because she was
perceived as having been in the business longer. Expectations for conduct were tied to
how long one had been in a professional role. The more experience one has, the more one
should know how to behave:
I’m willing to allow that the author is just too new to know better and isn’t aware of how badly
the general public reacts to stuff like this, but the agent absolutely should. It’s only her job to
act as a professional, you know.
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She [Author A] didn’t call you a bitch. She was all “meh, whatevs” about the negative regview being
the displayed one … [Author A’s] a classy lady, I highly doubt she’s the one who left the comments
on your blog. I’d like to say that [Author A’s] fans know better than to do that but I just can’t honestly
say it. We can get a little obsessive and some of us, clearly, don’t think things through.

Not only does the member in the second post separate the author and agent’s behavior
but further frames Author A in a positive light with adjectives such as “classy,” and “I
highly doubt she’s the one who left comments on your blog.” As stated earlier, reviewer
RD posted the review on her blog and received comments there too, which is to what the
member refers to. This participant, who identified as a fan of Author A, attempted to also
shift the blame to Author A’s “fans,” who “can get a little obsessive.” However, some members felt that if Agent B or fans behaved “worse,” Author A was still no innocent either:
… As far as I know, [Author A] did not object when her agent called [RD] a bitch. If she did,
correct me … Her agent behaved worse overall, but [Author A] was hardly any better.
RD: I realize the author herself wasn’t the one who trolled and called me a bitch, but nor did she
stop her cohort from doing so.

Author A was deemed guilty of unprofessional behavior because she didn’t “object”
or “stop her cohort” in their bad behavior, although it should be noted that there were
others in the thread who countered by saying Author A couldn’t be expected to rein in her
agent or fans, nor did they understand why she was being censured for her and her supporters liking positive reviews on Goodreads:
I don’t understand why an author’s friends or followers have no right to like reviews of the
author’s book. I mean, I follow a handful of authors here on GoodReads, and I’m pretty sure
I’ve liked some positive (and negative, for that matter) reviews of their books. Do you think
that what I did was what I did wrong?

Other commentators are quick to point out, however, that the difference is Author A
wanted to “game the system” by trying to knock RD’s review off the novel’s first page
on Goodreads. This was seen as the greatest offense by some readers because the act
interferes with the natural order of “their” space:
People are upset with [Author A] because she planned on contacting people to help her screw
around with the goodreads rating system. Her agent originally complained about the way
goodreads ranks reviews, but [Author A] happily added her own plans to cheat the system and
push [RD’s] review into oblivion … She sounds like a real gem.
Authors have their chance at convincing readers to read their books with their blurb, marketing,
and other book promotions. Once your book hits the hands of readers, you do not get to screw
with their reviews and opinions. Tasteless.

Authors have “their chance” to find readers through promotional efforts. After the
book is out for consumption, some believe they have no right to “screw” with readers’
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“reviews and opinions.” Yet, there were still readers who felt that people were being
unfair:
It genuinely disturbs me to see the author called immature, unprofessional, a cheat, stupid, etc.,
because she asked three friends to like some positive reviews on Goodreads … I’m not saying
there aren’t authors who behave badly—there certainly are—but hanging this poor kid out to
dry because of a couple off-hand Twitter comments? I can’t be a part of that.
I looked up her [Author A’s] Twitter account so I could see for myself what was really said.
What I got was that she “might” ask a few friends who had accounts to like the positive reviews.
Eh. I’m not having much problem with this.

Although readers have been upset with Agent B for calling RD a derogatory name,
there were comments throughout the thread that discussed Author A and Agent B in personal terms. No one used the derogatory name directed at RD, but comments about the
author’s supposed character emerged. Some readers found these comments inappropriate, highlighting a divide about what is or is not an acceptable language for discussing an
author. Some readers didn’t see Author A’s part in the incident as equal to the level of
censure she received. Agent B was condemned, even from those who supported the
author, with statements such as Author A might consider “a new agent.” Some members
additionally took to Twitter, leaving comments in the thread about what they tweeted.
Several of the comments directed at Agent B became even more personal than those
directed at Author A, echoing the public name calls the agent herself was criticized for:
I left a sweet and simple tweet for [Agent B] to wake to. These people make my one year old
nephew look like fucking einstein.
: i’m not surprised that [Agent B] reacted like this. she’s a bitter woman. i had her on my query
list and followed her on twitter until i realized all she did was bitch about her sucky life.

Before the incident, positive assessments were made about Author A from people who
later criticized her that she had “seemed sweet” from her presentation in social media or
that her YouTube Channel and videos were “hilarious.” After the negative review was
posted (prior to the Twitter incident), one reader felt it was “unfortunate” that RD disliked the book because “the author seems so cute …” Personal excuses continued for the
author after the incident because she was “pregnant” and hormonal, once more shifting
the blame to Agent B:
For me, I think somewhere between her having a two year old and crying in grocery stores
because she’s pregnant, she’s maybe not in the best frame of mind to be making decisions like
this and her ***agent*** didn’t tell her not to do this stuff.

Most readers viewed the pregnancy excuse as “ridiculous and out-dated.” However,
one response in particular approached the above comment from a different angle:
I don’t feel like you’re a completely objective voice here. You sound more like a personal friend
of hers than just a fan or reader.
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An assumption is made that the reader who offered the pregnancy excuse must be
Author A’s “friend” due to the personal knowledge provided. Whether true or not, what’s
interesting is the explicit distinction drawn in the post between being the author’s “friend”
versus “just a fan or reader.”
Comparisons. Readers also assessed behavior standards by comparing Author A’s
actions to other literary professionals. As previously stated, one of the reasons this incident received the level of attention it did was due to it occurring after other author/
reviewer incidents. Members not only referenced these authors but also authors with
whom they had had more positive interactions:
Recently I wrote a pretty negative review for the book [name]. The author actually got on my
blog and commented. He has my complete respect because he had such an amazing attitude
about it. I was pretty harsh and he was super nice about it and thanked me for taking the time
to read and review his book. THAT is the kind of thing that gets authors a second chance.
RD: This is a social media site, we are not paid for our opinions. Authors or their affiliates who
gang up on private citizens will have to accept that their public behavior has an influence on
how people perceive them and their product. Does [director’s name] go on imdb and yell at
someone for criticizing [name of film]? Or [producer’s name] to join in? I assure you, he does
not. Firstly, because he is a professional.

Initially, participants in the thread had stated that authors shouldn’t respond at all if
they were unable to handle criticism, but this position is amended as the discussion
evolves. Authors may respond to a critical review, but should be with “an amazing attitude,” as that type of behavior earned them a “second chance” from reviewers.
Along with comparisons to other authors, members also contrasted Author A’s actions
with other entertainment professionals such as famous filmmakers who don’t go on message boards to “yell” at people who criticized their films, as in the second post above. RD
also emphasizes that reviewers like herself are “private citizens” who are “not paid for
our opinions.” Money—who earns and spends it—became an important issue as participants negotiated whether they as nonprofessional should be held to any standards in their
Goodreads reviews. Understanding expectations for nonprofessional behavior is the
other (and equally) side of understanding expectations for professional behavior.
Nonprofessionals on the nonprofessionals
Who’s the professional?. Some members saw no need for nonprofessional reviewers
to maintain any standards because they were the ones who spent money rather than
received money:
For me, it boils down to this: there are no rules to how I review something because it’s MY time
and MY money and it’s also a hobby and not my JOB.
what’s this nonsense about US needing to be professional?
Start paying me a salary if you want that.
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This site is SOCIAL and we can review and discuss books however we want. It makes no
difference that it is the internet and public.

As in RD’s previous post, Goodreads was invoked as a “social” space where readers
“discuss books however we want” because they’re unpaid and the consumer (“MY
money”). The Web was still characterized as “public,” yet behavior standards changed
because the individual’s role was perceived differently. Professionals are expected to
restrict their statements in public. Private citizens’ “social” discussions and reviews are
entitled to free reign, at least for some members. Yet, the nature of a review, particularly
the right to post a negative or Did Not Finish (DNF) review, was contentious.
Writing and liking reviews. Some members questioned the value of negative reviews at
all. For them, why review books one didn’t enjoy? Others allowed for negative reviews
but felt they should be reserved for only books that were read to the end. Some, however,
questioned why anyone would “like” other people’s negative reviews, such as in RD’s
case:
I’ll never understand how negative reviews get such positive reactions from commenters
especially if you haven’t even read the book. Why like negativity? It’s just stupid.
Liking this review is akin to liking hate. I’m fine with negative reviews and have read plenty
written by my fellow bloggers … This was just a harsh review of a book that was mostly
skimmed … I’m not going to place my faith in someone who hasn’t finished the book.

Those members with opposing stances argued that positive and negative reviews were
equally beneficial as were DNFs because being unable to finish a book was a review in
itself:
What if a book is so bad you can’t make it until the end? That right there is a problem in itself
that should be addressed. I hate when anyone make this argument.
I personally don’t want to use limited resources (time, money) on reading a book I won’t enjoy
… She [RD] is one of the best reviewers on Goodreads, and we value her opinion because of
her experience … and how she expresses her opinion in honest, fair reviews.

Once again, money factors into reasons for supporting negative reviews. Readers are
consumers trying to decide on a product to buy. If a product is not something they’ll
enjoy, they “value” information that helps them not to “use limited resources.” However,
books are not the only products. RD is perceived as one of “the best reviewers” because
of her “opinion in honest, fair reviews,” which have become a commodity. Although
people don’t spend money on reviews, reviews are a means through which they decide
what other products to buy, and some reviews are given more value than others through
their accumulation of “likes.”
Although a number of thread participants believed positive and negative reviews had
their place, there was an acknowledgment that the negative reviews sometimes received
greater traction than the positive ones:
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My claim to fame is a rant-review of [other author] by [other book]. It’s not something I’m all
that proud of. It’s my least articulate review … It’s just I could not for the life of me understand
why such a piece of trash had hundreds of 5-star reviews and no 1-star reviews … It felt like I
was doing some sort of public service by posting it, letting other people know [book] isn’t
necessarily “amazing.”

The member expresses a level of dissatisfaction that her “claim to fame is a rantreview” on Goodreads that was also her “least articulate.” The admittance that she’s “not
that proud” of what she wrote further seems to indicate that there might be implicit standards reviewers hold to, at least in terms of how they write and present their thoughts.
However, although the reviewer above might be displeased that her most negative review
was the one to bring her the most attention, she doesn’t express regret for the opinion she
had on the novel, adding that she “felt like I was doing some sort of public service.”
In contrast, there were reviewers in the thread who grew dissatisfied with the possibility that their positive reviews gained attention for reasons other than its quality:
I was wondering why my (very positive) review of this book was getting so many “likes” in the
past couple of days, and I’m sad to see that it’s just another instance of people playing around
the rankings to try to hide critical reviews.

Some members were against anyone “gaming the system,” be it the professionals or
other readers. Also, it was felt by a portion of members that no one, including fellow
readers and reviewers, had the right to dictate how anyone wrote about or liked books or
reviews:
With all due respect, you do not have the right to articulate how a reader should take a book …
I’m not going to say that you don’t have the right to have your opinion as to what reviews or
commentaries you trust, but I’ll say—again—it’s not your right to tell other people what to
think, how to feel, or how to express themselves when it comes to perceptions of literature in
any capacity.
Like I’ve said before in other places, people can say whatever they want in their reviews, as
long as it doesn’t violate this site’s TOS.

On the one hand, participants felt that every reader has a right to their opinion and
how they respond to books. However, readers and reviewers can’t project their opinions
on to others nor say that their standards for responding to books must be upheld by others. To simplify the matter even more, for some members, readers and reviewers can do
whatever they want as long as it is in keeping with the site’s Terms of Service (TOS). In
this instance, personal standards were measured against and regulated by the broad
standards of the Goodreads space, although a reviewer’s thread, such as the one of this
case, was separated out as the reviewer’s personal space, where certain etiquette rules
and standards should be adhered to:
… There is an etiquette to interacting with your fellow readers, especially when you disagree
about a book. Deliberately antagonizing a reviewer on his or her review space is incredibly
rude, and will never, ever lead to the reviewer being open to your point of view.
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Here, the thread is seen as the reviewer’s “space,” and although members of the community have a right to their opinions, there is an “etiquette” for how other readers should
behave in the discussion depending on where (or in whose space) it takes place.
Consequences and blacklisting practices
I think it’s time for me to make an “authors to avoid” shelf—it would be pretty awesome if
everyone did that and it became one of the top shelves for this book—can you imagine ;p

A debate around creating “authors to avoid” list developed in the thread. Some equated
the practice with blacklisting and believed it would hinder the relations between reviewers/readers and authors because authors would be hesitant to fully participate on
Goodreads and other sites without fear of consequences. These members then began to
consider their actions through the prism of how they might affect authors, which led to a
few standards potentially arising for the nonprofessionals:
I think the practice here can potentially have much the same effects that blacklists have
historically: people can be accused of being guilty by association or due to a misreading of
events … Still, for me the biggest reason to avoid the practice is that I suspect that generally it
contributes to loaded and icky environment between writers and reviewers, and for that reason,
it feels like a good idea for me to avoid it—because I’m trying to be kinder than I might
normally feel that I need to be, if that makes any sense.

This participant is not only considering the author’s position along with readers and
reviewers but also elaborates on why she chooses not blacklisting by saying it is her
attempt “to be kinder than I might normally feel that I need to be,” which highlights an
active refraining from behavior she might otherwise engage in. RD, however, became
uncomfortable with “blacklist” being applied to the practices some suggested because of
the connotations associated with it:
RD: I don’t like the term “blacklist” because it implies a sort of witch hunt or targeted
campaign, and those who happen to be on the list can then plead victimization. Applying
that label to a personal shelf contributes to the “icky” relations, in my opinion … I interact
with a great many readers here and maintain a public profile, but my shelves are definitely
my own affair.

Note that the issue was applying the term to a “personal shelf.” Although RD “interacts with a great many readers” and “maintain(s) a public profile,” her shelves are her
“own affair.” It is also interesting that RD didn’t wish for authors to be able to “plead
victimization,” as if the recognition of blacklist practices somehow lessened whatever
reasons authors were put on the list in the first place.
Other participants freely acknowledged they blacklisted and had no problem with the
term being applied to their practices:
I am blacklisting them. I will come right out and say that. I don’t want to give these authors my
money, I don’t want to spend my time reading what they’ve written, I’m not interested in their
ideas, I will not recommend them to my friends.
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Reference is again made to money, and where readers do or don’t spend it, although
there were others who looked at blacklisting from the monetary perspective of the author:
Is it really fair to not buy the book just because she [Author A] has a bad agent? … The agent
is still getting paid while you are taking away money from the author … I do agree that the
agent was tots out of line but really the author did nothing but is getting the blame.

This comment links to previous points about Author A’s culpability. Not only did this
poster believe Author A should not be censured with her agent, but there is an attempt to
negotiate a standard for readers with the position that it wasn’t “fair to not buy the book,”
when Agent B is “still getting paid while you are taking money away from the author.”
Still, there were members who didn’t view the nonprofessionals’ and professionals’
behavior or judgments of behavior as comparable, which was stated most clearly by RD:
RD: The difference to me is, authors are public figures, particularly when they are active
participants in social media with a stake in how they are perceived. These reviews in question
are written by readers or the general public, and I just don’t understand how anyone thinks it’s
okay or advisable to attack a private citizen for her opinions …

Ultimately, authors and agents are the professionals, and their behavior toward a “private citizen” such as RD is unacceptable, whereas nonprofessional reviews are “written
by readers or the general public.”

Discussion
Literary censorship has reflected an era, nation, or institution’s political, social, economic, and/or religious concerns (Bassett, 2005; Burroughs, 1962; Donelson, 1981;
Goldzweig, 1980; Petersen, 1992; Saunders, 1990), and the Web continues to raise
complex issues for literary practices, censorship, and artist/audience dynamics. Fans
can be an invaluable means of promotion for professionals with some of them delving
into the “production of their own content and events, becoming centers of fan activity
in their own right” (Baym and Burnett, 2009: 438). Nonprofessional, fan-produced
content existed long before the digital era, but the Web “provides a powerful and new
distribution channel for amateur cultural production” (Jenkins, 2006: 135–136). Book
reviewers and bloggers are among these amateur producers, yet their content, along
with the online spaces where they display their work, must now negotiate behavior
standards for their actions.
Censorship charges were lodged at Goodreads due to its new policy of deleting
reviews and digital shelves that discuss an author’s behavior. However, separate from
whether the claim has a legitimate basis is the fact that Goodreads is a privately owned
site, with a TOS members can either agree to or not. Even in the case study, a member
states, “people can say whatever they want in their reviews” provided it doesn’t “violate”
the community’s TOS. As other responders to the policy change have noted, Goodreads
can do as they like because it is their site. This highlights a disconnect that seems to exist
for some Web users in regard to their perception of online spaces versus reality.
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The Web was perceived as “public” by Goodreads members in the thread, yet a majority of online activities take place on sites owned and operated by a group, company, or
individual other than the people involved. Author A and Agent B were criticized for not
only their behavior but that it occurred in the “public venue” of Twitter. Yet, just as it was
argued that the Goodreads thread was RD’s personal review space, one could argue that
the Twitter conversation was an exchange in two people’s personal tweeting space. Both
conversations are visible to anyone who stumbles upon them unless deleted. Twitter and
Goodreads are as public or private as the other, and a registered user who consented to
the TOS is ultimately beholden to them should a contentious issue arise and they wish to
remain on the site.
However, where historical censorship had legal repercussions and sometimes personal/financial/social consequences for someone who chose not to abide by the rules,
Goodreads members have the option to leave, although as Miller (2013b) noted, driving
away members is usually not the desired intent. Sites want their users to feel like it is
“their” space, to build up and maintain a community to which they have the freedom to
express themselves and can contribute to the shaping of its environment. Still, freedom
is within the TOS and moderator choices, which some people don’t think about often
because it has no effect on their activities in that space—until it does.
Nonprofessional readers and reviewers were far from in agreement about how either
they or the professionals should behave in social media spaces. Behavior standards tend
to develop in online communities anyway (Baym, 1998; Martey and Stromer-Galley,
2007), and as seen in this article, the policy changes were already being foreshadowed by
some members’ statements, such as not wishing to contribute to an “icky environment.”
A positive development for one sect in the community is cause for protest or abandonment for another.
Behavior standards for Goodreads members were also influenced by the perceived
role of the individual, but inconsistencies in how spaces were understood persisted. A
member emphasized that Goodreads is “SOCIAL and we can review and discuss books
however we want,” yet also says it “makes no difference that it is the internet and public.” In one sense, the social aspect of the site is a justification for behavior, but there is
a contradictory element in the next sentence that people can say whatever they want
despite it being a public space. Another post suggested Author A and Agent B should
make use of email or phone, yet in one of the prior author/reviewer incidents, an author’s
email was circulated and still became controversial because of the comments it contained. Private venues aren’t always private or treated as private when unfavorable content is exposed to a wider audience anyway. Also, if the original Twitter exchange had
happened between two nonprofessional reviewers about another nonprofessional
reviewer, what would’ve been the response?
This study presented the behavioral expectations nonprofessionals had for professionals and themselves, which were negotiations for what, if any, responsibilities both sides
had for interacting with one another.
For some reviewers, authors and agents should realize it was part of their job to handle
criticism and not respond to negative reviews, or have a positive attitude should they decide
to respond. Other readers and reviewers were more sympathetic toward Author A and separated her behavior from Agent B’s because she was a less experienced professional. On the
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one hand, one could say that Author A was able to maintain support because it was Agent
B who used the derogatory name, but one wonders whether the author would have had
support even if she had been the one to name call the reviewer? Perhaps readers feel more
of a personal connection with the authors whose work they read and like or love. Recall
how readers had thought Author A “cute” prior to the incident on Twitter. Of course,
increasingly agents are maintaining blogs, too, and it would be interesting to study their
evolving dynamics with readers, reviewers, and potential authors.
The dissension on negative reviews is worth noting. Previous research on sites such
as Amazon.com and IMD have shown an overall trend toward positive reviews, with
negative reviews typically seen as “less helpful” and less prominently displayed
(Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil et al., 2009; Otterbacher, 2011). A future study should examine whether the trend continues on Goodreads. RD’s review received many “likes”
because of her position and in support for what happened to her, yet there was an
acknowledgment from other participants that in certain instances, negative reviews gain
more attention than their positive counterparts. If positive reviews are found to be the
norm, what are the circumstances under which negative reviews become highly prominent and commented upon?
The conflation of terms is also interesting. Was the usage specific to this instance
because Author A happened to be a public figure and a professional writer? It would be
useful to interview people in a future study to gain a clearer understanding of how they
think about these terms and ascribe them to people, particularly as the Web introduces
murky waters for divisions.
As already mentioned, an individual’s perceived role as a professional versus nonprofessional was a dividing factor in acceptable behavior. For some members, monetary
compensation and accountability became points of negotiation for defining norms.
Specifically, certain readers felt that their spending and not receiving money meant there
were no “rules” for how they reviewed and that professionals shouldn’t “attack” private
citizen reviewers who were also consumers. But the term private citizen carries a lot of
political, legal, and historical baggage. Although it appeared to be used in this thread for
someone who is not a paid professional, are nonprofessional reviewers with thousands of
followers who maintain public identities and engage in micro-celebrity practices
(Marwick and boyd, 2011; Senft, 2013) truly private citizens? Perhaps they are not public figures in the traditional sense, but something in between. RD was able to drum up
public support after the Twitter incident because she had an audience who looked forward to and respected her reviews.
A limitation of this study, and one that leads to future research, is the author/agent’s
perspectives and how authors and other literary professionals must navigate the digital
landscape, as well as how they conceive of their and nonprofessionals’ roles. This study is
one side, one incident, but it provides insight into how nonprofessional book reviewers and
readers attempt to negotiate how they should treat one another and literary professionals.
In some respects, the more social aspects of reading and writing are on the rise once
more due to the Web and online communities in particular. Digital serial publishing, fan
fiction, flash fiction, and collective hybrid storytelling have roots and parallel to historical practices in earlier centuries. Historical analysis, ethnography, content analysis, big
data, and more will all be needed to make of an ever-evolving literary landscape.

2320

new media & society 18(10)

Acknowledgements
The author thanks Dr. Nancy Baym and members of the Social Media Collective at Microsoft
Research New England for their guidence and feedback. This study was conducted during a summer internship there.

Funding
This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or
not-for-profit sectors.

References
Absolutewrite (2013) Goodreads and Bad Authors—Changes to Policy. Available at: http://absolutewrite.com/forums/showthread.php?t=277821
Baron S, Lindquist E and Shevlin E (eds) (2007) Agent of Change: Print Culture Studies after
Elizabeth Eisenstein. Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press.
Bassett TJ (2005) Circulating morals: George Moore’s attack on late-Victorian literary censorship.
Pacific Coast Philology 40(2): 73–89.
Baumann S (2007) Hollywood Highbrow: From Entertainment to Art. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.
Baym NK (1998) The emergence of on-line community. In: Jones SG (ed.) Cybersociety 2.0.
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, pp. 35–68.
Baym NK and Burnett R (2009) Amateur experts: international fan labour in Swedish independent
music. International Journal of Cultural Studies 12(5): 433–449.
Becker-Cantarino B and Clausen J (1995) Gender censorship: on literary production in German
Romanticism. Women in German Yearbook 11: 81–97.
Bertagna J (2012) YA novel readers clash with publishing establishment. The Guardian. Available
at: http://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/jan/16/ya-novel-readers-publishing-establishment
Brantlinger PM (1998) The Reading Lesson: The Threat of Mass Literacy in Nineteenth-Century
British Fiction. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
Burroughs W (1962) Censorship. The Transatlantic Review 11: 5–10.
Cavallo G and Chartier R (eds) (2003) A History of Reading in the West (trans. LG Cochrane).
Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press.
Chevalier JA and Mayzlin D (2006) The effect of word of mouth on sales: online book reviews.
Journal of Marketing Research 43(3): 345–354.
Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil C, Kossinets G, Kleinberg J, et al. (2009) How opinions are received by
online communities: a case study on Amazon.com helpfulness votes. In: Proceedings of the
18th international world wide web conference, Madrid, Spain, April 2009, pp. 141–150. New
York, NY: ACM.
DiMaggio P (1982) Cultural entrepreneurship in nineteenth-century Boston: the creation of an
organizational base for a high culture in America. Media, Culture & Society 4: 33–50.
Donelson KL (1981) Shoddy and pernicious books and youthful purity: literary and moral censorship, then and now. The Library Quarterly 51(1): 4–19.
Eisenstein E (1980) The Printing Press as an Agent of Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Fidelman M (2012) These are the top 25 book reviewers on Goodreads (infographic). Forbes.
Available at: http://www.forbes.com/sites/markfidelman/2012/10/16/goodreads-ceo-thesetop-25-book-reviewers-represent-the-future-infographic/

Matthews

2321

Godes D and Mayzlin D (2004) Using online conversations to study word-of-mouth communication. Marketing Science 23(4): 545–560.
Finkelstein D and McCleery A (2012) An Introduction to Book History. New York: Routledge.
Goldzweig A (1980) Literary censorship in France: historical comparisons with Anglo-Saxon traditions, 1275–1940. Comparative Literature Studies 17(3): 287–304.
Goodreads (2013) Important Note Regarding Reviews. Available at: http://www.goodreads.com/
topic/show/1499741-important-note-regarding-reviews
Goodreads (2014) Author Guidelines. Available at: http://www.goodreads.com/author/guidelines
Hazard Owen L (2013) Goodreads’ growing pains: attempt to curtail author bullying angers many
users. Gigaom. Available at: https://gigaom.com/2013/09/23/goodreads-growing-painsattempt-to-curtail-author-bullying-angers-many-users/
Hiddenreviews (2013–2014) Available at: http://hiddenreviews.tumblr.com/
Hoffelder N (2013) Goodreads announces new content policy—now deletes reviews which mention
author behavior. The Digital Reader. Available at: http://the-digital-reader.com/2013/09/20/
goodreads-announces-new-content-policy-now-deletes-reviews-mention-author-behavior/#.
U6glh_ldWSp
Jenkins H (2006) Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New York: New
York University Press.
Kagawa J (2012) Authors and negative reviews, re-posted. Julie Kagawa. Available at: http://
juliekagawa.blogspot.com/2012/01/authors-and-negative-reviews-re-posted.html
Kennedy K (2012a) The first five days on Goodreads. Cuddlebuggery. Available at: http://cuddlebuggery.com/blog/2012/01/05/the-first-five-days-on-goodreads/
Kennedy K (2012b) Wank fest continues. Cuddlebuggery. Available at: http://cuddlebuggery.
com/blog/2012/01/07/wank-fest-continues/
Levine L (1990) Highbrow/lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Martey RM and Stromer-Galley J (2007) The digital dollhouse context and social norms in The
Sims Online. Games and Culture 2(4): 314–334.
Marwick A and boyd d (2011) To see and be seen: celebrity practice on Twitter. Convergence
17(2): 139–158.
Miller (2013a) Goodreads: where readers and authors battle it out in an online “Lord of the Flies.”
Salon. Available at: http://www.salon.com/2013/10/09/goodreads_where_readers_and_
authors_battle_it_out_in_an_online_lord_of_the_flies/
Miller (2013b) How Amazon and Goodreads could lose their best readers. Salon. Available at:
http://www.salon.com/2013/10/23/how_amazon_and_goodreads_could_lose_their_best_
readers
Otterbacher J (2011) Being heard in review communities: communication tactics and review
prominence. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 16(3): 424–444.
Petersen K (1992) The Harmful Publications (Young Persons) Act of 1926. Literary censorship
and the politics of morality in the Weimar Republic. German Studies Review 15(3): 505–523.
Reddit (2013) As Goodreads grows up, it can’t please everyone. Should it try? Available at: http://
www.reddit.com/r/books/comments/1n40ax/as_goodreads_grows_up_it_cant_please_everyone
Rose M (1995) Authors and Owners: The Invention of Copyright. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.
Roth V (2012) A really long post about the author/reviewer relationship. Yahighway. Available at:
http://www.yahighway.com/2012/01/really-long-post-about-authorreviewer.html
Saunders D (1990) Copyright, obscenity and literary history. ELH 57(2): 431–444.
Scherer-Bassani PB (2011) Interpersonal exchanges in discussion forums: A study of learning
communities in distance learning settings. Computers & Education 56(4): 931–938.

2322

new media & society 18(10)

Senft T (2013) Microcelebrity and the branded self. In: Hartley J, Burgess J and Bruns A (eds) A
Companion to New Media Dynamics. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 346–354.
Springen K (2012) Should authors and agents weigh in on citizen reviews? Publishers Weekly.
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-industry-news/
article/50268-should-authors-and-agents-weigh-in-on-citizen-reviews.html
The Passive Voice (2013) Goodreads announces new content policy—now deletes reviews which
mention author behavior. Available at: http://www.thepassivevoice.com/09/2013/goodreadsannounces-new-content-policy-now-deletes-reviews-which-mention-author-behavior
Vannini P (2004) The meaning of a star: interpreting music fans’ reviews. Symbolic Interaction
27(1): 47–68.
Verboord M (2010) The legitimacy of book critics in the age of the Internet and omnivorousness:
expert critics, Internet critics and peer critics in Flanders and the Netherlands. European
Sociological Review 26(6): 623–637.
Verboord M (2013) The impact of peer-produced criticism on cultural evaluation: a multilevel
analysis of discourse employment in online and offline film reviews. New Media & Society.
Epub ahead of print 3 July 2013. DOI: 10.1177/1461444813495164.
Wartella E and Jennings N (2000) Children and computers: new technology-old concerns. The
Future of Children 10(2): 31–43.
Woodmansee M and Jaszi P (1994) The Construction of Authorship: Textual Appropriation in Law
and Literature. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Wright A (2009) The battle of the books. The Wilson Quarterly 34(4): 59–64.
Zhang Z and Varadarajan B (2006) Utility scoring of product reviews. In: Proceedings of the
15th international conference on information and knowledge management, Arlington, VA,
November 2006, pp. 51–57. New York, NY: ACM.

Author biography
Jolie C Matthews is an Assistant Professor of the Learning Sciences at Northwestern University’s
School of Education and Social Policy. Her research focuses on how the Web and digital technologies are changing the acquisition and dissemination of traditional disciplinary knowledge, along
with evolving behavior and learning norms in online spaces.

