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Amazon’s ‘long tail’  
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Because they are personalized, Amazon’s book recommendations 
are network-powered word of mouth—more effective than a highway 
billboard seen by everyone in town. And as long as your book keeps 
selling, Amazon continues recommending it month after month, year 
after year, to its likely audience. No longer are books sentenced to the 
bargain bin three months after publication. Online word of mouth can 
keep your book alive as long as it satisfies readers. 
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The wisdom of crowds 
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1 Bezos was speaking at a luncheon hosted by The Technology Alliance, a Seattle-
based trade group, on May 15, 2006. 
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Bubbling to the top 
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� Two book recommendation networks. The left shows how recommendations for 
a study guide were ineffective and ignored by consumers. On the right, 
recommendations for a graphic novel were effective, resulting in frequent purchases. 

 The book on the left is the study guide First Aid for the USMLE Step 1. The book 
on the right is Oh My Goddess!: Mara Strikes Back.  Recommendations for this 
graphic novel prompted bursts of connected sales represented visually by the linked 
patterns. The opportunities for networking are vast: Japanese comics have a wide 
following in the United States, are popular with children and adults, and are 
vigorously supported by online communities. By contrast, suggestions for study 
guides usually originate outside online communities, from an instructor or employer. 
Choice is restricted, online connections are sparse, and no word of mouth occurs. 
For a variety of reasons, readers are rarely passionate about textbooks. 
 Generally, though, fiction recommendations are least effective of any book 
category, resulting in purchases only 2 percent of the time, while recommendations 
for expensive medical books are most effective. 

Illustration from The Dynamics of Viral Marketing 
 by Leskovec, Adamic, Huberman. 
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Amazon Bestseller Campaigns 
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Finding more Amazon reviewers 
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More ways to get reviews  
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This how-to book, published in January 2006, had very strong sales and 
overwhelmingly positive customer reviews on Amazon for its first six months. Then, a 
harshly negative review appeared in June 2006 that seemed to effectively question 
the book’s value. Immediately, sales slumped, shown here by the rising line 
indicating a worsening Amazon Sales Rank. 
 Over the next several weeks, Amazon users who read the negative review 
consistently voted it “helpful,” causing it to rise to the top Spotlight Review position. 
This made the negative review much more visible to casual shoppers and bolstered 
its credibility. Sales weakened further. 
 Certainly, it’s not unusual for sales to taper off three to six months after a book’s 
publication. In this case, however, sales began deteriorating immediately after the 
negative review and worsened as the review gained visibility. 
 What’s the lesson for authors and publishers? Ask for reviews. The more often 
your book is reviewed, the less likely that a minority opinion can dominate. Numerous 
authentic reviews lessen the chance that a single review can overtake and 
monopolize the Spotlight position. 
 Niche nonfiction and instructional books seem particularly vulnerable to a single, 
devastating review. Other books are less review-driven, especially political and 
religious tomes. Conservative pundit Ann Coulter’s books are clobbered daily with 
nasty reviews but sell like hotcakes. Kevin Trudeau’s book Natural Cures has had 
monster sales on Amazon for nearly three years, even though many reviewers attack 
the author and argue that his book is merely an advertisement for his subscription 
Web site. 
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