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Figure 3: This QR code 

leads to a TikTok by creator 

@caitsbooks. 

What Is BookTok and Why Should You Care? 

Maybe you've heard of BookTok from the tables they 

have at Barnes & Noble, or from one of those videos that 

show up on your "for you page" (FYP) and you think 

they are telling you this crazy story about their life, but 

it turns out to be the plot of a book. But in case you 

haven't heard of it, BookTok is the section of TikTok 

that posts-you guessed it-about books. BookTok was 

first started by the creator @caitsbooks at the start of the 

pandemic and quickly grew into a bookselling machine 

(Figure 3). 

You may be thinking, "Why should I care about BookTok?" Or, "How 

is this even related to the Grassroots Writing Research JournaR" Well, I'll tell you. 

BookTok is a textbook example of the complicated evolution of a literate 

activity. 

What first started as 

• "Here is this book I loved, you should read it."

Then evolved into 

• "Here is this book I wrote, you should buy it and read it."

Which then evolved into 

• "Here is this book we are publishing, you should buy it."

And I think that's a really interesting evolution. Over the two years 

during which BookTok has become a thing, the way that people are using 

the platform has drastically changed. These changes are a great example of 

what happens when people and genres and new technologies and spaces get 

mixed up together in new ways. 

When it was first created, there was no desire to make money by posting 

silly little videos. But when authors and publishers joined the platform, we 

entered the era of the commodification of BookTok, which the original 

creators didn't want or expect. Commodification is the transformation of 

a "thing" into a commodity, which essentially means that people can now 

make a profit off of it ("Commodification"). Because the original BookTok 

creators didn't start posting with the intention of generating a profit, they 

obviously had a reaction to the commodification of the platform. Some have 

embraced it, and these folks have sponsorships with publishers and work 

alongside authors. Some actively work against commodification by never 







new goal for creators evolved: to get more people to view 

and use the videos they made. And to do this, creators 

had to make choices in how they composed the videos 

that would, hopefully, lead to more viewing and more 

specific kinds of viewing. 

In terms of my own content, my form of the 

BookTok review is a lot different from other creators. I 

find that the videos where I actually physically hold up 

a book and talk about it eloquently don't do as well as 

when I let my personality shine and just make a joke 

about a quote or an aspect of a book that I like. Due 
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Figure 4: This QR code 

leads to a TikTok post by 
@BookaPlenty. 

to the nature of the platform and how the algorithm works (for me at least), 

the shorter the video and the more text I use, the better it does (Figure 4). 

This is because people often have to watch the video multiple times to read 

all the text, therefore making my post have a longer view time, which puts 

my video on more FYPs. Sometimes, a video does even better if I don't 

mention the specific book at all, just a quote. This is because people become 

interested and comment asking for the title, which increases engagement, 

and once again makes the algorithm push my content more. That is what a 

lot of creators do, especially if they promote mainly romance novels. A lot of 

their promotion is just posting a really good quote to get people interested, 

and then not mentioning the book, so they get more engagement. I feel like 

that is taking advantage of your audience a bit, so if I don't mention the 

title explicitly, I mention it in the caption, usually through the hashtags, so 

if people care that much, they can see it there. Due to the content I post, 

usually I just talk about something I liked in the book, not citing anything 

really of substance except for the tropes and a quote that I really like. That 

is enough to get people excited to read the book. So, as it evolved, BookTok 

not only became a place where people shared information about books; it 

also became a place where creators made changes to the genre, such as how 

we talk about books, what we quote, and how we try to get viewers and keep 

them engaged. 

How Authors Change Reader Spaces 

As BookTok grew in both size and popularity, it became more appealing 

to both authors and publishers. Here was a new social media platform to 

promote their books, and since it was still fairly new, there wasn't much 

competition. In the first few months of BookTok (March to May 2020), posts 

were made almost exclusively by readers, but then authors started to join the 
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excited because they had previously convinced themselves that people 

stopped reading with the invention of cell phones. 

BOTM saw this level of reach and ran with it, sponsoring a ton of 

different BookTokers to promote their box. BOTM is one of the most 

popular sponsored posts on BookTok (Figure 5). Creators that work with 

them have to post three videos each month and are brought on month by 

Figure 5: This QR code leads 

to a sponsored post for Book 

of The Month (BOTM). 

month. Some creators only work with BOTM for one 

month if their posts don't do well, and some work 

with them for months at a time. If you want to keep 

getting paid and receiving five free books each month, 

you have to have a consistent and growing reach with 

these videos. Having to post three videos every month 

for a subscription box that may not even have a book 

that interests you can get quite exhausting. Some of 

my friends on BookTok often talk about running out of 

ideas for original content to make and having to resort to 

creating very weird videos like seeing how high you can 

stack all your BOTM editions. 

Because of this particular commodification of BookTok content, there is 

definitely an oversaturation of BOTM content on BookTok. Everyone who 

is seeing these videos and would be interested in subscribing, already has. I 

can tell which day BOTM asks creators to post about the first book in that 

month's box because my following page will suddenly become a BOTM ad. 

Every creator on BookTok knows that these are sponsored posts and many of 

the creators don't even read the books they are promoting for the box. What 

once was a place where people could talk about and recommend books and 

services that they genuinely enjoyed and wanted more people to be aware of 

has now become infiltrated with sponsored content by people that don't even 

really enjoy the products or books that they are promoting. This ultimately 

means that BOTM is making BookTok less trustworthy because of these 

sponsorships. 

The Distrust of Sponsored Content 

To show an example of this, I'll talk about my recent posts about season 

two of Bridgerton. Netflix and Avon Books, the publishers of the Bridgerton 

books, sent me a massive package to promote the upcoming season. I didn't 

know that they were sending me this box, but I do love Bridgerton, so I was 

excited nonetheless. I posted a video in which I open the box and do a little 

bit about being all fancy watching the show. This post currently has 500 



views and only seventy-eight likes which is pretty low for 

me. T he day after season two of Bridgerton came out, I 

quickly made a video in my car as I waited to go into 

work about how I related to the characters of Kate and 

Anthony. T his video that was not sponsored and that 

was made in about five minutes currently has 64.3k 

views and 6.9k likes (Figure 6). If this doesn't show how 

viewers value personal opinions rather than sponsored 

ones, I don't know what will. T his is a clear example of 

the consumers themselves rejecting the commodification 

of BookTok. T hey see when someone is paid for a post 

or sent free stuff, and from that fact alone, they don't 
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Figure 6: This QR code leads 

to a TikTok about the Netflix 

series Bridgerton. 

trust the content that they are watching. BookTok and the genre of the book 

review has generally been something that could be trusted. But because of 

this commodification, the level of trust in BookTok creators decreases with 

every sponsored post they make. 

Final Thoughts 

BookTok, while not without its faults and failings, is a platform that is truly 

changing lives. Not only for the authors whose books go viral, but for the 

creators as well. BookTok is a space that emphasizes and supports diverse 

creators and content. There is a Muslim BookToker who posts mainly about 

smut in romance books. T here are many disabled BookTokers that I am 

friends with who share books with positive representations of people with 

physical, sensory, or mental disabilities. And there are so many queer creators 

that post about the lack of representation in books and share upcoming 

books with representation. At its heart, BookTok is a truly amazing place. But 

it's at its best and has the most success without the intervention of authors and 

publishers. Books don't go mega viral because they are already bought by a 

major publisher and have a big enough budget to pay people to post about 

it. Books go viral because they have everything set up against them, but then 

someone reads them, posts about them, and the fates of those books and 

their authors are changed forever. T he evolution of a genre doesn't have to 

be a bad thing. It can have its positives and negatives, and that's something 

that especially happens in the evolution of writing in online spaces. For 

example, we can focus on how the evolving commodification of BookTok 

is both a positive and a negative. It's amazing that book reviewers are being 

paid, something that is still fairly new in the publishing industry, but we also 

need to look at how this commodification interacts with the honesty of the 

book review that we have been able to trust for such a long time. While the 
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