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HOW TO RATE A BOOK: 
GOODREADS, TASTE, AND 

READING IN THE 21ST CENTURY
Dylan Burns

Digital Scholarship Librarian
Utah State University 

@ForgetTheMaine



What is Goodreads?              ? 

§ Goodreads is a social media platform for books 
launched in January 2007 by Otis Chandler. 

§ It allows the open reviewing of books with star-
ratings (1-5) as well as advanced written reviews and 
community features

§ All reviews weigh the same; no ”expert reviewers”
§ In 2013, it was purchased by Amazon.



Who uses                                   ?

Source: Quantcast, https://www.quantcast.com/goodreads.com#/demographicsCard



Taste and Deliberation

Antoine Hennion writes:
■ “Taste is not an attribute, it is not a property (of a thing or of a 

person), it is an activity”
■ And that Taste is a deliberation, that “in spite of a conception 

which has become hegemonic, is not a gratuitous social game, 
overdetermined and ignorant of its own existence”

■ Instead “taste is a pragmatic activity involving amateurs turned 
towards their object in a perplexed mode”

1Hennion, Antoine. 2007. “Those Things That Hold Us Together: Taste and Sociology.” Cultural Sociology 1 (1): 97–114, 98 



Presentation of the S(h)elf

■ Users build bookshelves that show what they’ve read and 
what they intend to read. 

■ According to Lisa Nakamura, this act is both “bibliocentric” 
and “egocentric” where the "reading self" serves as a self-
curated digital image. 

■ This is an image that is presented to the public as a stylized, 
well-read, and very anti-critic.

Nakamura, Lisa. 2013. “‘Words with Friends’: Socially Networked Reading on Goodreads.” PMLA 128 (1): 238–43., 240



Under Whose Authority?

■ Nowhere is this more 
present than in the 
Goodreads’ 2016 best 
fiction book. 

■ What did the New York 
Times say…



Pressure to Enjoy?



Goodreads, Taste, and Reading

■What impact does “taste” or “good taste” play 
in how Goodreads users choose books?
■ Are users influenced by “best of” lists and 

highly rated works? 
■ Do they feel social pressure to read and rate 

great works?



DATA AND METHODS
How to Rate a Book: Goodreads, Taste, and Reading in the 21st Century



Data and Methods

■ 4 best of 2016 lists from the Washington Post, New York Times, 
and Los Angeles Times, and Harper’s Bazaar.

■ 2 end of the century lists Paste Magazine’s “Best of the 2000s” 
and New York Times Best of 1985-2010.

■ 2 lists of user-generated “best books” lists from Goodreads, one 
of All-Time and One of 2016.

■ Harold Bloom’s 20th Century Canon from The Western Canon 
(1994) and Pulitzer Prize for Fiction list. 

■ Total of 382 Books from 1874-2016.



Data and Methods

■ Number of Ratings = Number of reads
■ Average Rating = 1-5 average of the star rating
■ Number of Reviews = Number of written reviews
■ Reviews per Rate = Engagement with materials



Data and Methods
List Average 

Rating
Number of 
Ratings

Number of 
Reviews

Ratings Vs 
Reviews

Bloom’s “20th

Century 
Chaotic 
Canon” 

3.79 72,922.5 2,190 17.405

Goodreads top 
50

4.59 225,635 8,308 28.62

New York 
Times Best of 
2016

4.033 19,114 2,653 6.676

Washington 
Post Best of 
2016

4.133 27,140 3,498 7.083

Harper’s 
Bazaar Best of 
2016

3.85 38,354 4,603 7.077

Los Angeles 
Times Best of 
2016

4.1 21,989 3,213 6.226

Goodreads 
Best Fiction 
2016

3.731 65,376 8,093 7.47

Paste Best 
Books of the 
2000s

3.979 329,932 14,266 21.25

New York 
Times Best of 
the Last 25 
Years

3.907 50,459 3,197 15.09

Pulitzer Prize 
for Fiction 

3.903 140,693 6,829 20.1442

■ Average rating across the 
site is 3.86.1

■ There is a strong 
correlation between the 
newness of the book and 
debates over their rating.

1 Dimitrov, Stefan, Faiyaz Zamal, Andrew Piper, and Derek Ruths. 2015. 
“Goodreads versus Amazon: The Effect of Decoupling Book Reviewing 
and Book Selling.” In Proceedings of the Ninth International AAAI 
Conference on Web and Social Media. Oxford, England, 604
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“Best of” and Readership

List Average 
Rating

Number of 
Ratings

Number of 
Reviews

Ratings Vs 
Reviews

New York 
Times Best of 
2016

4.033 19,114 2,653 6.676

Washington 
Post Best of 
2016

4.133 27,140 3,498 7.083

Harper’s 
Bazaar Best of 
2016

3.85 38,354 4,603 7.077

Los Angeles 
Times Best of 
2016

4.1 21,989 3,213 6.226

Goodreads 
Best Fiction 
2016

3.731 65,376 8,093 7.47

■ While there is consistency in 
the rating of books between 
critic and users, there isn’t 
consistency in terms of 
readership

■ Sorensen and Rasmussen 
(2004) found a 25% increase 
in readership for books simply 
reviewed (good or bad) in the 
New York Times. 

■ This doesn’t seem to hold true 
on Goodreads. 

Sorensen, Alan T., and Scott J. Rasmussen. "Is any publicity good 
publicity? A note on the impact of book reviews." NBER Working paper, 
Stanford University (2004).



Against the Canon 

■ Bloom’s works have lower 
average ratings but not, 
on average, lower 
numbers of rates.

■ Readers read these 
works and rate them 
lower than the newer 
ones.  

List Average 
Rating

Number of 
Ratings

Number of 
Reviews

Ratings Vs 
Reviews

Bloom’s “20th

Century 
Chaotic 
Canon” 

3.79 72,922.5 2,190 17.405

New York 
Times Best of 
2016

4.033 19,114 2,653 6.676

Washington 
Post Best of 
2016

4.133 27,140 3,498 7.083

Harper’s 
Bazaar Best of 
2016

3.85 38,354 4,603 7.077

Los Angeles 
Times Best of 
2016

4.1 21,989 3,213 6.226

New York 
Times Best of 
the Last 25 
Years

3.907 50,459 3,197 15.09



CONSIDER THE GREAT 
GATSBY 

How to Rate a Book: Goodreads, Taste, and Reading in the 21st Century



Consider The Great Gatsby
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? 
OR HOW WE “KILLED” 

LITERATURE
How to Rate a Book: Goodreads, Taste, and Reading in the 21st Century



The Noble Amateur and the Death of 
Literature. 
■ Andrew Keen opines about “the death of literature” growth of what he 

calls the “noble amateur” on the internet will usher in “a dictatorship 
of idiots” that replaces the “dictatorship of experts.”1

■ He continues that “Today’s editors, technicians, and cultural 
gatekeepers—the experts across an array of fields—are necessary to 
help us to sift through what’s important and what’s not.”1

■ Amongst these experts are the Scholar, the New York Times, and the 
Tower Records Employee…all ruthlessly snuffed out by the internet.  

Keen, Andrew. The Cult of the Amateur: How Blogs, MySpace, YouTube and the Rest of Today's 
User Generated Media are Killing Our Culture. Nicholas Brealey Publishing, 2011. 45



The Death of Literature and the love of 
Genre.  
■ We have seen a larger explosion in the popularity of reading in the past 20 years; 

ranging not just from Goodreads but things like Oprah’s Bookclub and the rapid 
growth of YA fiction.

■ Reading has grown to be an activity of ”reading just to read” according to Book 
History scholar Armando Pettrucci, especially in terms of genre.1

■ Genre readers in particular feel the "need to distinguish themselves as serious 
readers”2  which is evident on Goodreads. 

1 Petrucci, Armando. 1999. “Reading to Read:A Future for Reading.” In A History of Reading in 
the West. Studies in Print Culture and the History of the Book. Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 345

2 Fuller, Danielle, and DeNel Rehberg Sedo. 2013. Reading Beyond the Book: The Social 
Practices of Contemporary Literary Culture. Routledge Research in Cultural and Media Studies. 
New York: Routledge. 



21st Century Reading Convergence 
Culture 
■ Despite Goodreads central focus upon consumption and 

purchasing of books, it has fostered a transgressive reading 
culture against the power of canonization 

■ Reading culture is collective and literary opinion is 
democratized.  

■ Readers are encouraged to make their own taste, in a 
deliberate self-directed way.



Pressure to Enjoy?

■ Goodreads users feel pressure to justify their opinions, with 
explanatory reviews, which shows a consciousness of the 
hegemonic opinions about “great books.”

■ Yet, these readers curate self-images that thrive on 
opposition. 

■ In the end, reader feel pressure to read these books but not 
to enjoy them. 
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