
New Focus on Ebooks

 
Libraries deepen ebook engagement 

The proportion of U.S. libraries that made ebooks available almost doubled over the past five 
years, climbing from 38.3% in 2007 to 67.2% in 2011, according to the American Library 
Association's Public Library Funding and Technology Access Study. The increase paralleled 
skyrocketing sales of popular new reading devices and tablet computers. 

Not surprisingly, the twin surges provided additional impetus for a dialogue between the 
publishing and library communities concerning the availability and pricing of ebooks to libraries. 
ALA officials met with representatives of Penguin, Macmillan, Random House, Simon & 
Schuster, and Perseus in New York in January 2012. (Macmillan, Hachette Book Group, and 
Simon & Schuster have refused to sell ebooks to libraries, and Penguin had eliminated library 
access to its new ebook titles in November 2011.) 

“We explored possibilities for collaboration to conceptualize and develop business models and 
improve everyone’s understanding of how library ebook lending advances the marketability and 
availability of titles for all,” said ALA President Molly Raphael. “Indeed, some distributors have 
library ebook lending pilots planned in the near future toward that end. 

“Though ebook demand is growing rapidly, print books still comprise a significant portion of 
acquisitions in public libraries. Several of the distributors discussed how print books, ebooks 
with perpetual licenses, and ebooks with limited licenses each provide different functionality and 
should be viewed as a portfolio of varied resources, rather than mutually exclusive.” 

Libraries would see more setbacks in their ability to provide no-fee access to ebooks before 
improvements in the market, however. 

Publisher raises prices for ebooks to libraries  

After signaling in February that price adjustments were in the works, Random House increased 
its ebook prices by 100-200% in March 2012. 

Debra Oberhausen, manager of collection services at the Louisville (Ky.) Free Public Library, 
was among those who felt the sting. 

On Feb. 29, Oberhausen had bought Eisenhower in War and Peace, by Jean Edward Smith, for 
$40; on March 1, the price was $120. (The print version of the book, with the library’s discount, 
is a little over $20; it retails at $40). For Blessings, by Anna Quindlen, the ebook price went from 
$15 to $45. Random House increased prices to distributors, such as OverDrive, which in turn 
can add its own increase. OverDrive is by far the largest distributor of ebooks to public libraries. 



“We’re very concerned,” Oberhausen said. “We want to provide this service, but this kind of 
pricing is really going to take a huge chunk of our budget. . . . This price increase is really, really 
hard.” 

The ALA immediately called on Random House to reconsider its decision. 

“While I appreciate Random House’s engagement with libraries and its commitment to perpetual 
access,” Raphael said in a statement, “I am deeply disappointed in the severe escalation in 
ebook pricing. Calling on our history together and our hope to satisfy mutual goals moving 
forward, ALA strongly urges Random House to reconsider its decision. In a time of extreme 
financial constraint, a major price increase effectively curtails access for many libraries, and 
especially our communities that are hardest hit economically. 

Random House, which had first announced the price hike (without specifying the prices) on Feb. 
2, provided the following breakdown for what it is now charging library ebook distributors: 

 Titles available in print as new hard covers: $65–$85. 
 Titles available for several months, or generally timed to paperback release: $25–$50. 
 New children’s titles available in print as hardcovers: $35–$85. 
 Older children’s titles and children’s paperbacks: $25–$45. 

 “We believe our new library e-pricing reflects the high value placed on perpetuity of lending and 
simultaneity of availability for our titles,” said Stuart Applebaum, a Random House 
spokesperson. “Understandably, every library will have its own perspective on this topic, and we 
are prepared to listen, learn, and adapt as appropriate,” he said. 

Applebaum said Random House welcomed “continuing discussions on the value we place on 
the unrestricted perpetuity, as well as the simultaneous release of our titles to retail booksellers 
and public libraries, the key differentiating factors determining our new pricing to library 
wholesalers.” 

“We are requesting data that libraries can share about their patrons’ borrowing patterns that 
over time will better enable us to establish mutually workable pricing levels that will best serve 
the overall ebook ecosystem,” Applebaum said. He also noted that the new pricing does not 
affect Random House titles already in a library’s collection. 

 Other things you should know about ebooks and libraries: 

 Ebook sales are expected to generate $9.7 billion worldwide in 2016, according to 
one forecaster. 

 While library ebook circulation is still very low compared to print book collections, 
many libraries have experienced significant increases in ebook circulation. 

 Mobile devices, including ebook readers and netbooks, are available at 27.8% of 
libraries. 

 In many cases ebook circulation is hindered by e-reader compatibility issues and 
the complexity of ebook downloads, digital rights management issues, and 
availability of popular titles. 

http://www.ala.org/news/mediapresscenter/americaslibraries/soal2012/new‐focus‐on‐ebooks 


