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Abstract

Due to the rapid development of information technology and Internet, online
book reviews have become an alternative information source for book selection.
Reviews of books of scientific popularization genre are especially important
because they serve as a portal for scientific communication. This study inves-
tigated the structure and format of online book reviews, as well as the content
and characteristics of those review entries. Data collection was conducted on
aNobii, an online book club. This study aims to provide libraries, publishers,
book promoters, and other organizations knowledge of online book reviews,
and also to expand their scope of applications for libraries, publishers, and
reading outreach activities.

Keywords: Readers’ review; Online book reviews; Scientific popularization;
Content analysis; Genre analysis

SUMMARY

Due to the rapid development of information technology and the Internet,
online book reviews have become an alternative information source for book se-
lection. Book reviews in the scientific popularization genre are especially impor-
tant because they serve as a portal for scientific communication.

The objective of this study was to investigate the structure and format of
online book reviews of popular scientific texts, as well as the content and charac-
teristics of those review entries. Based on the framework constructed by Pollach’
s study on product reviews on consumer opinion web sites, three research ques-
tions were proposed in order to achieve the above mentioned objective: (RQ1)
What are the characteristics of the structure and format of online book reviews;

* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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(RQ2) What are the characteristics of digital genre of online book reviews? and
(RQ3) What are the characteristics of the content of online book review. In RQ1,
the structure and format of online book reviews referred to the number of book
reviews per book, the characteristics of online book review titles, and the charac-
teristics of reviewers’ public signatures. In RQ2, the digital genre of online book
reviews was analyzed in terms of observing the length of words and sentences in
each review, the usage of personal pronouns, formality of writing, and cases of
paralinguistic features. RQ3 focused on the contents of online book reviews. Six
characteristics of online book reviews as coding schemes were pre-identified,
which were analytical, synthetic, reflective, comparative and contrasting, intro-
ductory, functional.

Data collection was conducted at aNobii.com, a popular online book club
based in Hong Kong. The website was established in 2007. As the club member
and social recognition grew, aNobii.com offered a multilanguage interface for
users around the world. At the time of data collection, seventeen languages
were available on this website; however, online book reviews in Traditional
Chinese were the only ones that this study was concerned with. The sampling
strategy was three-tiered. First, the researchers identified the publishers of
popular scientific books and publications. In this step, seven Taiwan-based
publishers were identified. Second, using the list of seven publishers of
popular scientific books and publications, the researchers were able to identified
282 popular scientific books under review at aNobii.com. In the third step, the
reviews of 282 books were retrieved, which resulted in 897 review entries
in total. All 897 review entries were downloaded directly from the website to
a spreadsheet for content analysis. Data analysis was performed based on the
three research questions and the coding schemes laid out for this study. Even
though reviews were downloaded and used as data sources for this study without
having reviewers’ consents, it still complied with The Copyright Law of Republic of
China within the scope of fair use guidelines.

The research findings and further discussion are summarized in the follow-
ing four parts:

Structure and format: On average, each popular scientific book received 3.2
online book review entries. Regarding the literary subgenre of popular scientific
books, the fictional, informative, or technical popular scientific texts tended to
receive much more attention in reviews than biography and memoirs. More than
83% of the reviews didn’t have a subject; more than 7% reviews used all or parts
of book titles as subjects; while less than 1 % of subjects were the reviews. The
results also showed that more than 78% of the reviewers only produced one
review, which indicated the diversified nature of online book reviews.
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Characteristics of digital genre: Findings suggested that, averagely, an on-
line book review had 238 words, which is shorter in length than the traditional
reviews. More than half of the online reviews (51.06%) used first person in
expressing views or opinions, while a relatively high percentage of the reviews
(45.26%) omitted to use any type of personal pronouns. The majority of the on-
line reviews fell into the categories of regular paragraphing (57.86%) and using
single-sentence paragraphs (37.90%). Concerning the writing formality and para-
linguistic features, the online reviews tended to use more informal and colloquial
languages, which in many cases, are emoticons, smileys, and cues.

Content of book reviews: The majority of the online reviews (79.15%) dem-
onstrated single characteristic, and about 19.73% reviews showed two character-
istics. When considering the types of characteristics, the researchers found that
“reflective (65.08%) ” and “introductory (19.74%) > were the two most commonly
identified characteristics in online book reviews. Similar to previous studies on
traditional book reviews, characteristics of “comparative and functional” were
less common.

Related findings: There were also some additional interesting findings worth
mentioning. This study revealed that the language use pattern was complex and
dynamic. Some online reviews used more than one language, and occasionally
paralinguistic cues were adopted. In addition, the depth of the online reviews
varied across genres. External URLSs to additional information, such as reviewers’
personal blogs and news, were often incorporated in the reviews. Under such
circumstances, the recentness of the provided information became extremely
critical in evaluating the information quality.

This study indicated five key implications and each of them had its own
priority. For the service providers of online book reviews, the characteristics of
online book reviews, such as language, depth, and subgenres of popular scientific
texts, may be included in their website design. For libraries and librarians, online
book reviews may serve as a reference for cataloging and classification of books.
In addition, the online book review concept may be incorporated into the existing
library OPACs as book selection reference for users. For publishers, online book
reviews may serve as a communication channel with greater audience, to under-
stand their feedback on titles, reading trend, and preference. For the organizers of
reading clubs and library outreach programs, online book reviews may be used as
a starting point to identify popular reading interests. For book review communi-
ties, to encourage the general public to write online book reviews may help pro-
mote reading and literacy activities.

Future research directions can be outlined as follows: (1) to use content anal-
ysis on other online book review sites and platforms and to investigate the simi-
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larity and difference across those sites and platforms; (2) to explore reviewers’
intention to write reviews, and their behavioral patterns in evaluating the quality
of and commenting on reviews; (3) to conduct user studies to understand the ef-
fect of digital genres on reading behavior, the selection and use of online book
reviews, and how online book review communities influence reading and literacy
activities.
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