
C & R L  N e w s  ■  M a y  2 0 0 0  /  3 9 1

D i g i t a l  b o o k s

THE WAY I SEE IT

M a k i n g  t h e m  w o r k  f o r  p u b l i s h e r s  a n d  l i b r a r i e s

b y  D e n n is  D i l l o n

N e w  t h i n g s  a r e  m a d e  f a m i l i a r ,  a n d  f a m i l ­

i a r  t h i n g s  a r e  m a d e  n e w . — S a m u e l  

J o h n s o n 1

T h e  s p e e d  w i t h  w h i c h  l i b r a r i e s  a r e  s i g n ­

i n g  u p  w i t h  t h e  I n t e r n e t  s t a r t - u p  c o m ­

p a n y  n e t L i b r a r y  s p e a k s  t o  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

v a l u e  l i b r a r i e s  s e e  i n  W e b - b a s e d  e - b o o k s .

W h e n  e l e c t r o n i c  f o r m a t s  f i r s t  m a d e  t h e i r  

w a y  i n t o  l i b r a r i e s ,  l i b r a r i a n s  w e r e  i n i t i a l l y  

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  e l e c t r o n i c  v e r s i o n s  o f  r e f e r ­

e n c e  i n d e x e s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  g r e a t e r  e a s e  

o f  u s e  a n d  a d d e d  f u n c t i o n a l i t y .  T h e n  c a m e  

e - j o u r n a l s  w h i c h  m a d e  s e r i o u s  r e s e a r c h  

m o r e  c o n v e n i e n t  f o r  t h e  l i b r a r y  u s e r  a n d  

f r e e d  t h e  l i b r a r y  f r o m  h a v i n g  t o  w o r r y  

a b o u t  m i s s i n g  a n d  d a m a g e d  i s s u e s ,  a s  w e l l  

p r o v i d i n g  r e l i e f  f r o m  s h r i n k i n g  b i n d i n g  

b u d g e t s .

B u t  t h e r e  w a s  o n e  m e m b e r  m i s s i n g  f r o m  

t h e  l i b r a r i a n ’ s  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r i n t  t r i u m v i r a t e  

o f  i n d e x e s ,  j o u r n a l s ,  a n d  b o o k s — a n d  t h a t  

w a s  a n  e l e c t r o n i c  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  v e n e r a b l e  

m o n o g r a p h .  Y o u  c a n n o t  c r e a t e  a  d i g i t a l  

l i b r a r y  i f  y o u  d o n ’ t  h a v e  d i g i t a l  v e r s i o n s  

o f  t h e  v e r y  f o r m a t  t h a t  c o n s u m e s  m o s t  o f  

t h e  s p a c e  i n  a  p h y s i c a l  l i b r a r y ,  a n d  t h e  

v e r y  f o r m a t  t h a t  i s  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  e v e r y o n e ’ s 

i d e a  o f  w h a t  a  l i b r a r y  s h o u l d  c o n t a i n —  

b o o k s .  A  d i g i t a l  l i b r a r y  n e e d s  d i g i t a l  b o o k s .

W h i l e  l i b r a r i a n s  i n h e r e n t l y  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  v a l u e  o f  e - b o o k s ,  t h i s  d o e s n ’ t  

m e a n  t h a t  w e  a l l  a g r e e  o n  t h e i r  p r o p e r  r o l e .  

I t  i s  n o t  c l e a r  h o w  l i b r a r y  u s e r s  w i l l  r e ­

s p o n d  t o  e - b o o k s  a n d  w h e t h e r  e - b o o k s  a r e  

e q u a l l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  a l l  f i e l d s  a n d  f o r  

a l l  t y p e s  o f  l i b r a r i e s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a l l  o f  

u s  i n  t h e  p u b l i s h e r / l i b r a r y  i n f o r m a t i o n  

c h a i n  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  t h e  W e b  h a s  c h a n g e d  

p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  h o w  i n f o r m a t i o n  m a y  b e  

s h a r e d  a n d  u s e d .  T h e  W e b  h a s  f o r c e d  u s  

t o  r e t h i n k  o u r  c h e r i s h e d  c e r t a i n t i e s  a n d  t o  

s t r u g g l e  w i t h  h o w  w e  c a n  t r a n s l a t e  o u r  t r a ­

d i t i o n a l  r o l e s  i n t o  t h i s  n e w  e n v i r o n m e n t .

W h a t  l i b r a r i a n s  w a n t  f r o m  

v e n d o r s

W h a t  d o  l i b r a r i e s  w a n t  f r o m  v e n d o r s  i n  t h i s  

n e w  e n v i r o n m e n t ?  L i b r a r i e s  w a n t  e v e r y ­

t h i n g ,  a n d  t h e y  w a n t  i t  a s  c h e a p l y  a s  t h e y  

c a n  g e t  i t .  T h i s  is  t o  b e  e x p e c t e d .  W e  w o u l d  

a l s o  l i k e  v e n d o r s  t o  t h r o w - i n  a  n e w  c a r  

a n d  a  H a w a i i a n  v a c a t i o n  w i t h  e v e r y  p u r ­

c h a s e ,  b u t  t h i s  d o e s n ’ t  m e a n  t h a t  w e  e x ­

p e c t  t h i s  w i s h  t o  b e  f u l f i l l e d .  T h e  m u c h  

p u b l i c i z e d  b a t t l e s  b e t w e e n  l i b r a r i a n s  a n d  

p u b l i s h e r s  o v e r  t h e  p r i c e  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  

j o u r n a l s ,  h a v e  m a d e  l i b r a r i a n s  a  t a d  s u s p i ­

c i o u s  a n d  e v e n  b i t  c r a n k y  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  

t o  d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  p u b l i s h e r s .
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…  librarians would much rather 

deal w ith reliable professionals 

when it comes to purchasing e- 

books…

B y and large, librarians h a ve  a d o p te d  a 
hard line becau se o f  the p h en om en a l p rice  
increases o f  the com m erc ia l jou rnal p u b ­
lishers, and, to a lesser d e g re e , b ecau se  
o f  the su dden  op p o rtu n it ie s  fo r  ro le  re ­
d e fin it ion  p resen ted  b y  the In ternet, and 
in the recesses  o f  ou r c o l le c t iv e  m inds b e ­
cause librarians are v e ry  aw a re  o f  the p o ­
tential red e fin it io n  o f  the nature and use 
o f  in fo rm ation  in a n e tw o rk e d  age.

T h e  g ro w th  o f  con sortia  and the so lid  
p h ilo sop h ica l fron t w ith  w h ich  librarians 
have m et the In ternet a ge  h ave  a lso b een  
m ajor factors in o p e n in g  w h at has b een  
on the w h o le ,  a n e w ly  p ro d u c tiv e , b a l­
anced, and rea son a b le  d ia lo g u e  w ith  li­
brary ven d ors .

W ill e -b ook s  alter the nature o f  this d ia ­
logue? In the w o r ld  o f  the p rin ted  b o o k  
there has a lw ays  b een  se lf-p u b lish ed  au­
thors and va n ity  p resses. As trad ition a l 
publishers are all to o  k e en ly  aw are , the 
opportu n ities  fo r  the se lf-p u b lish in g  o f  e- 
books  on  the W eb  are e v e n  g rea ter  than 
in the print w o r ld . Th e  bottom  line, h o w ­
ever, is that librarians w ou ld  much rather deal 
with reliable professionals w h en  it com es to 
purchasing e-books than purchase the same 
titles directly from  authors, author’s coop era ­
tives, or any o f  their n ew ly  em erg ing  surro­
gates, like fatbrain.com. In other w ords, pub­
lishers can expect librarians to be librarians, 
and for librarians to try to get the best deal 
they can on  beha lf o f  their customers, but 
they can also expect that librarians w ill be 
both practical and realistic.

Pricing m odels
W hile  the trad itiona l m o n o g ra p h ic  p r ic in g  
m odel o f  o n e  p r ice  fo r  o n e  b o o k , p a id  in 
advance, and c o n v e y in g  p erm an en t rights 
o f  use to the purchaser, h ave  w o rk e d  w e l l  
for centuries— it is on ly  to be  e x p e c te d  that 
the W e b  w ith  its m uch  g rea te r  fu n c t io n a l­
ity w o u ld  raise qu estions  abou t a lterna tive  
pricing m ode ls .

Librarians can be exp ec ted  to ask about 
short- and long-term  leases, pay-per-v iew , 
rent-to-own, and about sharing access to a 
single e -b ook  am ong m any d ifferent librar­
ies. Librarians w ill be thinking about the many 
d ifferent uses an e -b ook  can be  put to, and 
inquiring about pricing scenarios that m eet 
this need.

In m any w ays  it is h e lp fu l to th ink o f  
an e -b o o k  on  the W eb  not as not a b o o k  
at all, but as a W eb  site. W h at is the p ro p e r  
p rice  fo r  access to an u n ch an g in g  W eb  site 
in p erpetu ity , o r  fo r  a day, o r  to b e  a c ­
cessed  by  o n e  read er  at a tim e, o r  b y  a 
thousand  readers  at a time? W h at i f  the e- 
b o o k / W e b  s ite  is u p d a ted  w ith  re la ted  
links, a rea d er  fo rum , ad d it ion a l au thor 
com m en ts  and research , etc.? H o w  shou ld  
the e -b o o k / W eb  site b e  p r ic ed  then? O r 
w h at if  the e -b o o k / W eb  site fo l lo w s  the 
IT K n o w le d g e  m o d e l,  w h e r e  the lib ra ry  
subscribes to an ev e r -ch a n g in g  g ro u p  o f  
titles in a particu lar f ie ld  o r  d isc ip lin e , in 
this case e -b o o k s  abou t in fo rm a tion  te ch ­
n o logy?

T h ese  are o b v io u s ly  a m o n g  the issues 
that w ill  b e  w o rk e d  out o v e r  the next fe w  
years, w e  lo o k  fo r  the m id d le  g rou n d  that 
m eets the needs o f  authors, publishers, d is­
tributors, libraries, and readers.

T h e  print p r ic in g  m od e l, w h ich  a llo w s  
libraries to ch oose  the b o o k  titles they w ant 
and purchase th ose  titles at a fair p rice , is 
a w o rk a b le  m o d e l that a llo w s  bo th  lib rar­
ies and pub lishers  to a d equ a te ly  p lan  their 
bu dgets  and c o v e r  their costs. It is to the 
ad van tage  o f  libraries to c o o p e ra te  w ith  
pub lishers  (w h o  a ren ’t a lw ays  w e ll  c a p i­
ta lized ), authors, and distributors to  e x p e r i­
m ent and find  sim ilar m ode ls  that w ill w o rk  
fo r  e v e r y o n e  in the W eb  en v iron m en t.

Those  o f  us w h o  occupy the existing links 
in the traditional chain o f  scholarly in form a­
tion need  to find w ays to transfer the inher­
ent strengths, as w e ll as the checks and bal­
ances o f  the traditional arrangem ent into the 
n ew  environm ent. U ltim ately it is to no o n e ’s 
advantage if the actions o f  libraries financially 
squeeze  authors, publishers, and distributors; 
and it is not to the advantage o f  authors, pub­
lishers, and distributors to fo rgo  the reliabil­
ity and predictability o f  the library market 
for the uncertainties o f  selling scholarly m a­
terials d irec tly  to  consum ers.
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It is w ith in the p ow er  o f  both publish­
ers and lib ra ries  to upset the current 
applecart as w e  m ove  from  a print-based 
m onograph ic  distribution paradigm  to a 
W eb-based m odel. But is this an applecart 
either party wants to turn over?

NetLibrary’s initial pricing m odel, which 
p rov ides access to one book  by one user 
at a time w ith pricing, based on the tradi­
tional list price, is an intriguing and useful 
p lace at w h ich  w e  can all beg in  our e x ­
periments and discussions. This is a m odel 
w e  can all understand. H ow ever, there is 
an infinite number o f  pricing variations that 
can occu py  a matrix stretched b e tw een  
one-tim e payments and on go in g  subscrip­
tions, or b e tw een  other paym ent matrices 

based on usage, audience size, or even  
intended purpose to w h ich  the books w ill 
be put.

Finding the middle ground
The key to m aking e-books w ork  for all o f  
us in the traditional publisher/library mar­
ket is to find the m iddle ground that meets 
all o f  our needs.

At first g lance both  the netLibrary and 
IT K n ow led ge  pricing m odels seem  to be 
ones that w ill a llow  all o f  us to m ove  fo r­
ward and gather initial in form ation about 
w h eth er  these p ric in g  ap p roach es  w ill 
w o rk  fo r  a ll c o n c e r n e d  p a r t ie s , and  
w hether they w ill m eet all o f  our situa­

tions and needs. I f  these initial m odels  
present significant prob lem s for one  o f  us 
in the in form ation chain, then the m odel 
can be m od ified .

Approval plan for e-books
At the University o f  Texas at Austin (U T A ) 
w e  d evo te  a great deal o f  time and energy  
to our print approval plans, and w e  have 
been  happy w ith the results, wh ich  p ro ­
v ide us with a predictable and reliable f low  
o f  core titles from  a variety o f  publishers 
in those fields in w h ich  w e  are interested. 
W e  are intrigued by the possibility o f  e x ­
tending the approva l plan m odel into the 
e -book  arena.

Librarian selectors in some o f  our subject 
fields have already said that they would like 
to receive only e-books and do not feel the 
need for any printed books, while librarian/ 
selectors in some o f  our other fields are tak-

Librarians can be expected to ask 

about short- and long-term leases, 
pay-per-view, rent-to-own, and 

about sharing access to a single e- 

book among many different 

libraries.

ing a wait-and-see approach to the question 
o f  whether e-books will have any role at all 
in their area.

An approval plan concept for e-books 
based  on the current netLibrary m od e l 
w ou ld  p rov id e  our library w ith  both the 
flex ib ility  and contro l to determ ine just 
w h ere  e -books p rov id e  our library w ith 
both the flex ib ility  and control to deter­
m ine just w here  e-books should fit into 
our future plans.

Since the University o f  Texas Board o f  
Regents have firm ly steered the university 
on the road toward distance education, the 
library is obv iou sly  aware o f  e -book  needs 
in certain fields. As our regular library us­
ers have d iscovered  e-books in our OPAC, 
they have also begun  to ask questions 
about w h en  w e  w ill have e lectron ic ve r­
sions o f  specific  titles that currently exist 
on ly  in print.

At UTA w e  are convinced  that e-books 
are just as much a part o f  our future as are 
e-journals, e lectron ic  indexes, and the e- 
linking o f  citations and w e  are very  much 
committed to w ork ing w ith publishers, dis­
tributors, approval plan vendors, and any 
other interested party to make e-books a 
part o f  the future.

“T ransport o f  the m ails , tran sport o f  the 
h u m a n  voice, tran sport o f  f l ic k e r in g  p i c ­
tures, in  this cen tu ry  as in  others o u r  h ig h ­
est a ccom p lish m en ts  s till have the s in g le  
a im  o f  b r in g in g  m en together. — Antoine 
de Saint-Exupery2

Notes
1. Samuel Johnson, “P o p e ,” in Lives o f  

the English Poets (O x ford : At the Clarendon 
Press, 1905): 233.

2. A n to in e  de Saint-Exupery, W ind, 
S a n d  a n d  Stars  (N e w  Y ork : R eyn a l & 
H itchcock, 1939): 69. ■
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