The literary vlogger and diminishing community practices.

Abstract:
This paper considers how belonging in the BookTubers community can be viewed as
a way for humanity to maintain connections through shared interests. It is argued that
the culture within this discourse has negative impacts on community as a whole as
barriers and opportunities for exclusion are created for its members. Reflection of the
personal conduct of members is considered in line with other technological platforms
that influence behaviour. This topic will be explored through participatory pressures
and mediated practices, platform affordances and the attention economy in this essay.

Keywords: BookTube, YouTube, Belonging, Attention economy, Content creators

Technological advancement has allowed individuals to connect in ways that, once,
could never have been imagined. Social media has further pushed those limits to give
individuals ways to communicate and interact with the online world and provide them
with a sense of community, as they are able to search and connect with people to
discuss similar interests via these platforms. Community is an abstract idea that gives
people opportunities to connect through deep-held beliefs and to create bonds without
ever having met in the real world, giving members a sense of belonging to something
that is greater than themselves (Delanty, 2018). The social reading community has
been developed by literary vlioggers, or more colloquially known as “BookTubers” (an
acronym of book + YouTubers), who have gained notoriety in promoting reading
(Tomasena, 2019). BookTubers post videos discussing and reviewing books of many
genres (which could be considered sub-communities), and interact and collaborate
with others. BookTubers within this context differ from traditional reviewers and results
in the emotional experience with reading books being diminished as they promote
content sharing, subscriptions, likes and commenting, and user-created tags
(Tomasena, 2019) in order to gain popularity. Technology has aided in access to these
online communities, however, not all online communities’ relationships are considered
equal (Hampton & Wellman, 2018). This is evident for the social reading community,
where the audience shapes the community expectations/rules, not the content
creators. In this paper, | will argue that the community essence is diminished due to



the rise of negative BookTube culture through participatory pressures and mediated
practices, platform affordances and the attention economy.

Participatory pressures and mediated practices in the BookTube community has
placed a high value on aesthetics and popularised trends via tags (hashtags and video
titte tags), which has shaped what is valued most and considered a successful
channel. These expectations are harmful to the individual BookTuber and to the online
community. Hampton and Wellman (2018) state that the people in a community shape
the expectations of said community (p. 646). These “networked affordances” are seen
in the BookTube community as they shape what success looks like. These
participatory pressures take form in the consensus of successful aesthetics of a
BookTuber (Ehret et al. 2018; Tomasena, 2019). Ehret at al. (2018) found that despite
a “sense of BookTube’s collaborative and inclusive culture” these expectations are
embedded in the “cultural expectation” of the community to produce aesthetically
pleasing content even at the cost of individual values (p. 155). The large book
collection organised by size and colour, and the bookshelf decorated with book
fandom items has become the benchmark in this community (Ehret et al. 2018;
Tomasena, 2019). This only leaves community members feeling intimidated and can
cause barriers for entry into the community if one simply cannot afford or one does not
value these aesthetics (Ehret et al. 2018). Van Nuenen’s (2016) notion of presenting
a romanticised lifestyle and version of oneself can be compared to this expectation in
the vlogger thus BookTube community. These mediated practices have pressured
many BookTubers to buy books they may not need or afford, upholding consumerist
and affluent values as they aspire to be what is pictured as a true/typical BookTuber
(Ehret et al. 2018). Albrecht (2017, as cited in Tomasena, 2019) also supports this
idea that it is not just about reading collaboratively, but buying collaboratively; forcing
the pleasurable activity of reading into becoming a commodity (p. 33).

The mediated practices have carried these values and expectations to BookTuber-
specific trends. The BookTube community has grown with the platform and is now
about more than just discussion; they were using tags (or hashtags) before YouTube
afforded them so, from this, trends and mediated content followed (Teixeira & Costa,
2016). Anderson’s (2020) research found that specific terminology is used within
BookTube - like “tag” and “challenge” (p. 49). However, Anderson’s research does not



go in depth about the implications surrounding the specific tags and challenges. While
most of these trends (book review, (TBR) to be read, monthly wrap-up,
discussion/response, and collaboration) for video content in this community are the
accepted product of BookTube, the problem lies with the popular tag Book Haul /
Bookshelf tour. Even the concept of going through a ‘monthly wrap up’ (what they read
in a month) is problematic as it sets a ‘pace’ at which successful booktubers read at
and can create feelings of incompetence and exclusion for those who cannot keep up
(Ehret et al., 2018). Another example is the book haul tag that encourages many to
purchase X amount of books to then reveal them in a video. This reflects the
community's notion of what a successful BookTuber should be doing and spending
their money on (Ehret et al., 2018). This unhealthy view of labelling and expectations
is a reflection of what they consider as “the passionate common readers” (Scolari et
al., 2021, as cited in Tomasena, 2019, para. 2). This de-values others in the
community who do not have the means to follow certain trends, such as book hauls,
and it pressures many to follow or be forgotten (Tomasena, 2019). Here success is
placed on the amount of books in one’s collection. This can be viewed as evaluating
a channel's success through a superficial lens. In contrast, some BookTubers are
considered successful in reaching numerous followers such as @readwithcindy who
owns four physical books and had actively opened a dialogue with her audience using
the tag “#Booktubeissues” (withcindy, 2020). Ehret et al. (2018) study found that
despite community awareness surrounding problematic tags and challenges (via
discussing #Booktubissues #aesthetic #consumer), the majority of BookTubers still
feel the pressure to participate in what they criticise about the community (p. 155).
Though many are now breaking from this picture, there is still that pressure of wanting
to feel a sense of belonging and therefore, community members will prioritise following

a trend, whilst ignoring their issues, in order to be viewed as a successful BookTuber.

YouTube has played a major role in BookTube’s culture of success and what it looks
like. The features YouTube offers affords its content creators the ability to monetise
their videos as this actively serves “YouTube’s business interests” (Postigo, 2016, p.
332). The most predominant way for YouTubers to commodify their content is through
the “YouTube’s partnership program” which places advertisement videos at the start
of a video (Anderson, 2020, p. 122). This has developed a high importance on views,

as these views create revenue for YouTube and in turn a margin for the content creator



(Anderson, 2020, p.123). This inevitably became part of the fabric that is YouTube
culture, thus BookTube, which has translated into an unhealthy fixation on the
numbers amongst the BookTube community (Tomasena, 2019). Gaining a “following”
has become less about interacting with the community, and more about focusing on
the amount of followers and the quantity of video views. Furthermore, YouTube's
constraints on the type of content that can be monetised has caused more issues in
the YouTube community and subcommunities like BookTube (Postigo, 2016).
Numbers are not YouTubers’ only goals or concerns; following the rules and guidelines
in order to monetise videos and content, is also important and allows the content
creators to ensure their content is ‘safe’ and fits within those guidelines or content that
is considered popular despite their personal tastes (Ehret et al., 2018). BookTubers
follow trends to stay relevant in the community and will even adapt what they normally
read (Anderson, 2020; Ehret et al., 2018). Additionally, YouTube encourages content
creators to keep aiming for a larger following by offering them rewards, such as a
physical plaque (Play Button) rewarded at number milestones; gaining 100k followers,
for example, would earn a silver Play Button (Postigo, 2016). There is a direct
correlation between having a high following and the level of success celebrated
amongst BookTubers. This is not only valued by content creators, but also by the
audience as they consider their perspectives of what success looks like and allows

this to directly influence their online conduct and assess who is worthy of their views.

It is through the structure of the attention economy that causes many YouTubers to
compete for views which correlates to their earnings. Information is what consumes
our attention, therefore it is a valuable resource (Ciampaglia et al., 2015). To compete
in the attention economy, as BookTubers consider views/following to be currency, it is
vital to create content that is “share-able” (Schreiber, 2017, p. 46). The type of content
BookTubers choose to create is shaped by what is share-able, it is the reason why
many choose to follow trends to ensure they stay relevant (Anderson, 2020, p. 123).
The particularly popular trends are tags #CommuniTEA and #Booktubeissues, where
many create content on these topics in a malicious way (calling out other creators)
instead of the reason they were originally created; to promote healthy discourse
surrounding community issues (Anderson, 2020). This notion highlights the
importance placed on channel branding. BookTubers find more “success” when they
curate their content to fit a mould and to appeal to an imagined audience (Anderson,



2020; Goffman, 1959). Furthermore, content creators carefully curate their identity to
“establish clear authority and balance authenticity” to create engagement by appealing
to an imagined audience (Fischer 2018, p. 60). Whereas Viviene (2016) stresses that
curating oneself in a genuine perspective can actually have the opposite effect (p.177).
This focus on branding has encouraged BookTube culture to value the popular trends
and tags, such as book hauls and reading particular books. Attention economy holds

a large influence over the type of content BookTubers create in the community.

The BookTube community has grown and with the complexities of growth, on social
media platforms, comes a complex set of cultural practices diminishing the
community’s essence. Participatory pressures and mediated practices negatively
affect the community by creating barriers for entry into the community and creating
feelings of incompetence and exclusion, members will prioritise following trends over
following their values, upholding consumerist and affluent values, and turning reading
into a commodity for popularity. YouTube also shapes the communities perception on
self-commodisation as it affords them with the Youtube's partnership program. This
fixation on what is considered a successful channel does not line up with the individual
values many hold. In turn, BookTubers have greatly considered the attention economy
when creating content, to align their brand to the BookTube standard. A more
constructive dialogue is needed for the BookTube community to be more welcoming
and inclusive; they need to re-evaluate what success looks like and question the
BookTube cultural norms.
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