
Absorbed in Goodreads. A Computational Approach

for the Study of Online Social Reading

Simone Rebora∗1,2, Piroska Lendvai1, and Moniek Kuijpers1

1University of Basel – Switzerland
2University of Verona – Italy

Abstract

Our project proposes an expansion of empirical methods in reader experience research
(Peer et al., 2012), by focusing on the growing phenomenon of ”online social reading” (Cor-
don Garcia et al., 2013). Using software from the field of natural language processing, we will
match the 18 statements from the Story World Absorption Scale (SWAS, cf. Kuijpers et al.,
2014) – a questionnaire used to identify absorbing experiences such as narrative transporta-
tion – to reader reviews posted on the online platform Goodreads. The aims of this project
are twofold: 1) validating the SWAS, and 2) enabling comparative analyses of absorption
across different books, genres, and readers’ groups.
We performed a manual analysis on 180 Goodreads reviews of three contemporary block-
buster novels, confirming that, in many cases, SWAS statements and particular sentences in
Goodreads reviews overlap substantially. A reviewer writes: ”I’m so absorbed in the world
Martin produced out of his wits” (a sentence that matches with SWAS statement A3: ”I felt
absorbed in the story”); another reviewer expresses her identification with the main charac-
ter: ”I went through all the emotional ups and downs right along with her” (matching with
EE4: ”I felt how the main character was feeling”). A total of 132 matching sentences were
identified.

In order to extend the analysis to the entire Goodreads corpus, which collects about 80
million book reviews, we tested two technologies: textual entailment detection software, i.e.,
EOP (Magnini et al., 2014) and text reuse detection software, i.e., TRACER (Büchler et al.,
2017). However, preliminary experiments (Rebora et al., 2018) show that both tools need
adaptation and training for this specific task (best ”out of the box” recall score: 0.28).

The Mining Goodreads project (funded by SNSF and running until August 2020) was con-
ceived for this specific goal. With five annotators working in parallel on the brat platform,
we plan to produce a ground truth corpus to be used as training data for machine learning
algorithms. At the DARIAH-DESIR Workshop, we will present the first results of the an-
notation process, the conceptual framework and annotation guidelines that we developed to
optimize the workflow, together with the future steps and possible extensions of the project.
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