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INTRODUTION

Whether a book becomes aesthetically successful is influenced among other factors
by the creativity of the work. But to actually determine the exact contribution of a product’s
creativity, one needs also to measure the outcome variable aesthetic success.

Generalizing considerations from the domain of music (Simonton, 1998), two kinds
of criteria can be distinguished for the aesthetic success of creative products: subjective
and objective ratings. Subjective ratings reflect judgments by some individuals
or even a single individual in a laboratory setting. Objective ratings measure the frequen-
cy with which the creative product is heard, watched, staged, - or in the present domain
of interest - read in the real world. Simonton (1998) considered this objective rating

to reflect popularity.
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However, when researchers try to determine which properties of a literary work influ-
ence how a book is judged and ultimately becomes aesthetically successful, the resulting
dependent variable is not easy to measure outside the laboratory. Using economic data
as an indicator for the recognition of a book is not as straightforward as it seems. The ac-
tual number of copies sold is rarely known, as publishing houses shy away from making
their numbers official. Accordingly, it is not surprising that there are only a handful of stud-
ies, which have been based on the number of sold copies (Beck, 2006; Clerides, 2002;
Form, 2017; Schmidt-Stélting, Blomeke, & Clement, 2011; Sorensen, 2007).

Using published bestseller lists, as an alternative indicator, has the disadvantage that
they offer only relative rankings. This does not reflect the substantial disparity in the suc-
cess of books, that is, success of books is right-skewed (Schmidt-Stélting et al., 2011),
like the fame of poets (Martindale, 1995). Furthermore, the criteria for inclusion on such
lists are sometimes surprisingly arbitrary, leading, for example, to the exclusion of the
Harry Potter series from the Publishers Weekly list. A final argument against using best-
seller lists is they consider only a certain period of time, making it difficult to compare
books published over a long time range.

With internet platforms like Goodreads, a researcher may ask whether the freely
available information on such user-driven databases can serve as an indicator of books’
success in the absence of other “hard figures”. Similarly to IMDB for movies, users can
search a database of books on Goodreads (website at http://www.goodreads.com/).
They can also give ratings for any book that is registered in the database which listed
395 million in 2012 (Fidelman, 2012). Using the data from Goodreads could be especially
promising, as Goodreads had 20 million registered members in 2013 (Chandler, 2013),
suggesting a large number of laypersons’ judgments lying unused under the surface
of the platform.

However, one could argue that a layperson’s judgment is not necessary, because
the judgment made by experts (measured outside the laboratory, for example, by prizes
awarded [Kaufman, Baer, Cole, & Sexton, 2008]) should be sufficient to evaluate creativi-
ty. In fact, the judgment by experts, called the Consensual Assessment Technique
(Amabile, 1982), is considered the gold standard (Kaufman, Plucker, & Baer, 2008)
and strongly recommended (Kaufman & Baer, 2012) for assessing creativity.

The distinction between nonexpert and expert judgment seems to be especially rele-
vant to the domain of writing, where critics regularly shake their heads when they see
which books make it onto the bestseller lists. Indeed, empirical results from laboratory

studies in the domain of writing have indicated, that the level of expertise influences



324 Creativity. Theories — Research — Applications 4(2) 2017

the degree of agreement between judges. Published poets agreed more in their judgment
than college students when judging poems (Kaufman, Baer, et al., 2008), as in the case
of writers compared to students judging short stories (Kaufman, Baer, & Cole, 2009).
However, writers as experts did not agree more than “quasi-experts”, namely research
students of creativity, teaching students, and English teachers when judging those short
stories (Kaufman, Baer, Cropley, Reiter-Palmon, & Sinnett, 2013). Similarly, librarians,
who can also be considered as quasi-experts, had a level of agreement comparable to
English lecturers when judging book excerpts (Nell, 1988b). Experts, or at least quasi-
experts, seem to be a good choice for judging creative products in the domain of writing
(Kaufman & Baer, 2012).

Nonetheless, creativity researchers do not always exclude the nonexpert perspective
when assessing creativity outside the laboratory. In fact, being recognized not only by
some specialized experts, but by the public (e.g. in nationwide publications) is considered
a higher contribution to a field in the stepwise-ranked items of the Creative Achievement
Questionnaire, which is a widely used measure for an individual's creativity (Carson, Pe-
terson, & Higgins, 2005; Form, Schlichting, & Kaernbach, 2017).

But rather than considering one kind of recognition as a higher achievement than an-
other, it is probably more fruitful to understand the recognition of books by taking a look at
the domain of cinematic creativity. Here, creative products are often used to entertain and
to make profits, similarly to the domain of writing. Recognition in this domain has been
loosely divided into two aspects (Simonton, 2005, 2009b): popularity, measured in terms
of economic success, and experts' praise, e.g. assessed by critical acclaim. For example,
Simonton (2007) used both critical acclaim and economic success as dependent varia-
bles to measure the recognition of cinematic creativity. This approach was justified, as
this differentiation made it possible to determine that different factors lead to either popu-
larity or critical acclaim (Simonton, 2005). Although critical acclaim had a positive effect
on the economic success of movies (Plucker, Holden, & Neustadter, 2008; Simonton,
2009a) [which is another parallel to the domain of books (Clement, Proppe, & Sambeth,
2006; Keuschnigg, 2012; Schmidt-Stélting et al., 2011)], success was even negatively
correlated with critical acclaim (Simonton, 2005).

The fact that public perception must be taken into account, at least in some domains,
can be deduced from the very core of how creativity is defined. It rests on the two pillars
of originality (or novelty) and effectiveness (or usefulness) (Runco & Jaeger, 2012). Of-
ten, creativity researchers implicitly focus their interest on the aspect of originality (Gilson

& Madjar, 2011), probably because it is a first-order criterion of creativity (Diedrich, Bene-
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dek, Jauk, & Neubauer, 2015). But what about cases in which the effectiveness of the
creative product merely lies in entertaining a lot of people or providing a nice read before
falling asleep?

As Kaufman et al. (2012) pointed out, it is important to consider for whom a creative
product is new and useful. In the real world, effectiveness and usefulness are usually pre-
ferred over originality (Cropley & Cropley, 2008). For laypersons, high originality is gener-
ally not only of lesser relevance, they even prefer less original products (Blair & Mumford,
2007; Rietzschel, Nijstad, & Stroebe, 2010; Staw, 1995). This is probably the reason why,
even those genre novels, which can be categorized as replications (Sternberg, Kaufman,
& Pretz, 2001) and thus lack high levels of originality, can be very successful. Obviously,
they are sufficiently “effective” in their purpose. If a researcher wants to investigate works
of such functional creativity (Cropley & Cropley, 2005), they will need indicators of popu-
larity. With respect to the domain of cinematic creativity, it is however known, that expert
judgments poorly represent popularity (Simonton, 2005).

As popularity is the target variable, the present study investigated, first, whether expert
judgments (as measured in literary prizes awarded) are a valid indicator of popularity (as
measured in terms of economic success). Second, it was determined whether ratings, and
the number of ratings from the internet-based platform Goodreads, are associated closely
enough with economic success to serve as an alternative measure of popularity, in other
samples of books for which economic data are not available. From the evaluation of user-
rating data in the field of cinematic creativity, it is however known, that the number of re-
views serves as a slightly better predictor of economic success than the reviews them-
selves (Plucker et al., 2008). Thus, it was also determined whether ratings themselves, and
the number of ratings accrued, differ in their association to economic success.

METHOD

The numbers for copies sold was taken from a freely available online article on the web-
site of The Guardian (“The top 100 bestselling books of all time,” 2012). The original list
covered 100 books, which sold the most copies in the UK from 1998 to 2012
(M = 1,519,496 copies; Mdn = 1,111,939 copies) (see Table 1), thus representing what
Simonton (2014) called a significant sample. This list also includes ten books, which were
first published in the UK before 1998. Overall, the year of their first publication in the UK
ranged from 1955-2012 (M = 2002.6, Mdn = 2004). The survey covered about 6,500 re-
tailers and over 90% of all retail book purchases in the UK (“Top-selling 100 books of all
time,” 2011).

The present sample included 98 instead of 100, because one book represented the

“children's edition" of another book on the list, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince.
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The two versions of the books differed only in their cover. Accordingly, sales of both edi-
tions were added together. The other case removed from the list was The Annual Beano,
as it represents not one book, but the summed up sales of a series of books which have
been published every year. The sample of 98 books was written by 66 authors, 51.5% of
British, 30.3% of US-American, 4.6% of Irish and 13.6% of other origin. Forty-four percent
of the authors were females.

Ratings and number of ratings were taken from the web page of the respective book
on Goodreads on the 23™ and 24™ May, 2017. Ratings on Goodreads can theoretically
range from 1 to 5. As the sales numbers and the number of ratings showed right-
skewness, both were log-transformed.

To have a gauge for expert ratings, several book awards were used to sum up an ex-
pert score. For each source the following scheme was used: 1 = recipient, 0 = no award.
The expert score included from the British Book Awards the categories: Children’s Book
of the Year, Biography of the Year, Popular Fiction Book of the Year, Popular Non-Fiction
Book of the Year, Thriller & Crime Novel of the Year, and Food & Drink Book of the Year.
From the additional category Book of the year, it included only laureates up to 2009, as
the public has been choosing the laureate since 2010, which does not reflect expert rat-
ings. Furthermore, the expert score included the Man Booker Prize, the Costa Book
Award, the Baillie Gifford Prize, the Guardian First Book Award, the James Tait Black
Prize and the Betty Trask Award.

All analyses were performed with SPSS Statistics 20.0 software.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics of Untransformed Variables and Correlations

Between Transformed Variables

Min Max M (SD) Mdn 1 2 3 4
Sold copies’ (1) 791,095 5,094,805 1,519,496 (939,543) 1,111,939
Rating (2) 3.30  4.61 3.94 (.31) 3.93 28**

Number of ratings' (3) 333 4,636,854 598,798 (860,050) 207,222  .58** .30**
Year of 1% publishing (4) 1955 2012 2002.6 (8.4) 2004 10 -.22* -.11

Number of awards’ (5) 0 3 .3 (.54) 0 16 -11 .10 .10

Note: N = 98. 1 variable was log-transformed for correlation analysis. *p < .05, **p < .005
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RESULTS

To test which of the alternative measures for popularity was most similar to economic
success, correlational analyses were performed (see Table 2). The number of literary
awards a book won was not associated with its economic success. Ratings (r = .28,
p =.005) and number of ratings (r = .58, p < .001) were both significantly correlated with
the number of sold copies (Table 2). A principal component analysis on the three varia-
bles with oblique rotation indicated one single factor with an eigenvalue above 1, explain-
ing 59.8% of variance, suggesting popularity as an underlying latent variable.

The number of ratings and ratings themselves correlated with the number of copies
sold in different magnitudes (r = .58 vs. r = .28). To test whether this difference was sig-
nificant, a comparison of correlations was performed using Hittner et al.’s (2003) evalua-
tion method as implemented in the web interface by Diedenhofen and Musch (2015).
The comparison of correlations indicated that the number of ratings was significantly bet-
ter associated with economic success than the ratings themselves (z = -2.89, p = 0.002).

One could argue that the association between the number of ratings and the number
of copies sold is merely attributable to confounding variables like a preference for authors
of a certain origin or the year of first publication. For example, both ratings given and copies
sold accumulate over time which could lead to a spurious association between them.
Thus, a regression analysis was performed using number of copies sold as independent
variable and year of first publication and origin of author as control variables (dummy-coded
with US-American origin as reference) (Table 3). Only the British origin of an author had
an effect on the number of ratings as the dependent variable, namely a negative one.

Table 2

Regressions for Number of Ratings on Number of Copies Sold

log(Number of ratings)

Variable Model 1 Model 2
B SE B p B SE B p

Log(Number of copies sold) 2.8 .41 .58 <001 3.0 .37 .61 <.001
Covariates

Year 1* published -02 .01 -17 .02
British author -66 .17 -33 <.001
Other origin 25 24 09 .29
Adjusted R? .33 48

Note: N = 98. “Other origin” refers to authors of neither British, nor US-American authorship.
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DISCUSSION
The aim of the present study was to compare different measures of the success of books
using sales numbers as an alternative for measuring the popularity of books. Specifically,
data from the database Goodreads were considered.

As hypothesized, economic success is not well reflected by the number of awards
a book has won. Obviously, while literature awards have a beneficial effect at least on
sales of hard covers (Schmidt-Stélting et al., 2011), this relationship is not sufficiently
strong to reflect the taste of the general audience. These findings parallel those from cin-
ematic creativity (Plucker et al., 2008; Simonton, 2005, 2009a), but contrast with results
from highbrow art (Pénet & Lee, 2014).

The comparison of correlations indicated that the number of ratings on Goodreads
is a significantly better predictor of economic success than the ratings themselves. Alt-
hough being written by a British author had a negative effect on the number of ratings
compared to US-American authorship, the association between the number of ratings
and the number of copies sold remained. As British sales numbers were able to predict
the popularity among (probably) mostly US-American users, the association to sales
on the US book market should accordingly be even closer.

An aspect of the study should be considered that might be seen as limiting its scope
and conclusions. A challenge was that sales numbers in the present sample were from
the UK book market, while Goodreads seems to be rather oriented to US-American us-
ers. (The latter is suggested because books titles used in the database are the titles un-
der which books were published in the US, rather than the British titles. Notwithstanding
the fact that British users can also rate books on the website.) Thus, a question here was:
Can the economic success of books in the UK predict rating data on a US-American ori-
ented website? At first sight, it would appear that such a cross-national comparison might
hamper the meaningful use of data. Nevertheless, there are several reasons why this ap-
proach could work. First, as in the present sample, only top bestselling books were con-
sidered, and their availability should be comparable in both countries. Second, individuals
generally agree as regards the judgment of art and other stimuli across cultures (Berlyne,
1975, 1976; Child, 1981). Specifically for books, reading for pleasure is probably relative-
ly invariant across taste and even national cultures, as the “appetite for narrative” is uni-
versal (Nell, 1988a, 1988b). This view is supported by a preference for the same written
narrative even when the narrative’s origin is from a foreign culture (Morra & Lazzarini,
2002). Third, not only was the content of the books unchanged in the present sample, but

also the form, since they did not have to be translated. Fourth, despite all likely noise,
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there was a latent variable detectable affecting both data sets. This makes a comparison
feasible. Fifth, we could control for possibly confounding variables (like year of publica-
tion) or biasing variables (such as origin of author).

If one wants to measure the popularity of a book and compares the validity of the data
from Goodreads with the number of copies sold, one could even argue that the data from
Goodreads are in fact more valid: many copies are bought, but are merely given away
as presents without being read or end up unread on book shelves. Other copies will
be read by more than one person, if a book is lent to others. Both cases can be consid-
ered as measurement error when relying on the measure of number of copies sold.
For the data from Goodreads this kind of “noise” probably does not exist. To be rated,
a book has to be read.

In summary, when numbers about copies sold are not available, the use of literary
prizes awarded as an alternative indicator of popularity is discouraged, and to a lesser
extent, so is using ratings of books on Goodreads. However, the number of ratings ap-
pear to be a valid substitute for the measure of number of copies sold, especially when
the origin of the author is controlled for. Future studies can now use the data to determine
which properties of a book influence its success as a creative product.
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