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An Industry Perspective:
Publishing in the Digital Age
Nadine Vassallo

AbstrAct
The author reviews the state of book publishing in the United States and
examines the impact of e-books on the market. Drawing on sources including BookStats from the Book Industry Study Group and the Association of
American Publishers, she describes the size and shape of the industry overall as well as various segments (trade, education, scholarly publishing) and
considers why some of these segments have been quicker to go digital. She
examines the impact of e-books on pricing, marketing, and discoverability, and considers new opportunities and business models including e-book
subscriptions and patron-driven acquisitions.
U.s. book PUblishing todAy
When asked to provide the industry perspective on the state of book publishing today, the first thing that comes to mind is just how difficult it has
become to define the publishing industry because there are so many different publishing sectors.
Consumer publishing produces what are most traditionally thought of
as books: fiction and nonfiction content packaged in various discrete forms—
be they hardcover, softcover, e-books, or audiobooks—and sold to readers
at specific prices via the book trade. Educational publishing blends the creation and distribution of educational content with tools to help students
learn and instructors teach. Today, educational publishers employ a variety of business models and think of themselves as software manufacturers
19
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nearly as much as book publishers. Scholarly publishers face an entirely different set of circumstances and challenges, many of which will be discussed
in other chapters in this book.
When viewed in isolation, each of these facets of publishing can be
almost unrecognizable from the others. Yet when viewed from afar, they
are all publishing (L. Vlahos, personal communication, October 3, 2014).
What unites them is the shared goal of delivering information, knowledge,
and stories to their customers, and they face many of the same challenges in
attempting to do so within today’s complex media landscape.
This chapter presents a basic overview of the size and shape of book
publishing in the United States, with a focus on digital books. It presents a
context for understanding the publishing business overall, including many
of its inherent contradictions and complications.
U.s. PUblisher sAles in review
Given the diversity of businesses that make up the publishing industry,
determining its exact size has always presented a challenge. From 2010
to 2014, the Association of American Publishers (AAP) and Book Industry
Study Group (BISG) faced that challenge in a landmark joint study, BookStats (AAP/BISG, 2014). BookStats extrapolated the full size and scope of
U.S. book publishing on an annual basis, providing a single baseline from
which to consider industry trends, including the growth of the e-book.
Over each of its annual volumes, BookStats, revealed a generally stable
industry that managed to navigate the transition to digital media while
avoiding some of the losses experienced by other traditionally print-based
content industries (AAP/BISG, 2014). As shown in Figure 1, for each year
that BookStats tracked, total net revenue for U.S. book publishers hovered
around the $27.0 and $28.0 billion mark, reaching a peak of $27.9 billion
in 2010 before dropping back to $27.0 billion in 2013. Nevertheless, this
represented only a minor decline (0.4%) compared to the $27.1 billion in
total sales reported in calendar year 2012.
Even the small drop in revenue from 2012 to 2013 is, in a way, good
news for publishers. It suggests that, even in a year without a single runaway success story (like 2012’s Fifty Shades of Grey, whose contribution
of over $800 million in new romance sales, much of it from e-books, drove
adult fiction revenue to historic heights), other titles can keep the industry
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figure 1. U.S. publisher revenue and units sold (in billions).

afloat. The results of book publishing as a whole rely on the entire long tail:
a combination of blockbuster successes and backlist titles alike.
shifting sales ratios
Between 2010 and 2013, digital formats (including e-books as well as apps
sold by publishers, digital learning materials, and audiobook downloads)
went from representing 14.8% of all U.S. publisher revenues to 20.5%. As of
2013, digital formats accounted for $5.4 billion in total sales, up from $5.1
billion in 2012. But the gains seen in 2013 came entirely from increases in
revenue from digital course materials, downloadable audiobooks, and apps.
What we think of as e-books showed virtually no growth at all between 2012
and 2013 (AAP/BISG, 2014). Of course, one could not expect the meteoric
rise of the e-book to continue forever. However, compared with just a few
years ago when the e-book growth rate was a startling 355%, the fact that it
reached an apparent plateau and then stalled entirely cannot be ignored.
Meanwhile, physical books (hardcover, softcover, print textbooks,
and mass market paperbacks, as well as physical audiobooks) continue to
account for the vast majority of publisher revenues, representing 69.5% of
all net earnings in 2013. The only print format to experience a major hit since
the rise of digital reading was the mass market paperback. These low-cost,
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somewhat expendable books (the small-size paperbacks commonly seen on
grocery and drug store shelves) were easily replaced with e-books, resulting
in a 50% loss in revenue from their sales between 2010 and 2013. Meanwhile, hardcover and softcover books gave up less of their shares of the market, losing 6.9% and 12.5%, respectively, over the same time period (AAP/
BISG, 2014). Hardcover and softcover formats continue to account for a
large percentage of publisher sales; there is little reason to anticipate that a
larger drop is coming for either of the formats in the near future.
What may be most surprising about the results of the BookStats project is just how predictable they became. Comparing 2012 and 2013 (see
Figure 2), one is struck by how little the industry as a whole changed year
over year, even in the midst of the so-called digital revolution. For a business whose tumult has been made much of in both the trade and general
press, book publishing in general has not found its earnings particularly
tumultuous, and the digital transformation has, for many industry sectors,
not revealed itself in the end to be all that transformative.
Publishers’ relationships with sales channels have changed dramatically over the past several years.1 Since 2010, publisher earnings from online
retailers (these include e-books sold online as well as print sales through
the web components of brick-and-mortar retailers such as Barnes & Noble)

figure 2. U.S. publisher revenue by format (in billions).
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exploded. The online channel grew from $3.7 to $7.5 billion in four years, an
increase of 102.7%. However, compared with 2012, when publishers earned
$7.2 billion from online sales, the 2013 total represented a small growth
rate of 4.2%, and e-book sales made online remained completely flat at $3.1
billion each year (AAP/BISG, 2014). As explained above, the online channel
includes not just digital, but also physical sales made online. In 2013, physical books sold through online retailers still accounted for a sizeable portion
(41.6%) of online revenue. The vast majority of these sales come from hardcover and softcover formats, while mass market paperbacks and physical
audiobooks have virtually no presence online. The move to online retail has
been particularly striking for the consumer publishing market, particularly
adult fiction. Publishers now derive 47.4% of their fiction revenue from
sales made online. Brick-and-mortar stores, on the other hand, account for
only 16.4% of revenue from fiction titles, down from 29% in 2010.
This dwindling percentage is not meant to discount the value of physical
bookstores. These retail outlets remain a vital part of the publishing landscape, and continue to occupy a unique position when it comes to keeping
books relevant in our culture. Even as more consumers gravitate to online
retail channels, they report bookstore staff as an important source of book
recommendations (Zickuhr, Rainie, Purcell, Madden, & Brenner, 2012).
This form of comparison shopping—when readers use physical stores as a
key site for book discovery, then turn around and make the actual purchase
online—creates a dilemma for bookstores and the publishers who traditionally rely on them (Norris, 2014, p. 16).
Pricing issues
The general trend downward in publisher net revenues, accompanied with
unit sales that have typically been flat, or up, year over year, suggests that
readership is on the rise even as average book prices trend down. This is
both good and bad news for publishers; while it may be encouraging to see
books remain a vital part of the cultural conversation and to watch various
blockbuster titles take off, it is unsettling to note that these factors do not
necessarily lead to increased revenue for publishers. While publishers’ best
customers seem to be reading as much as they did before the move to digital
began, they are reading in formats and shopping through channels where
they have come to expect lower price points.
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Publishers did receive some good news in terms of average net unit
prices (ANUP) last year.2 After falling from $11.42 to $10.35 between 2011
and 2012, ANUP rose slightly in 2013, coming in at $10.42, 0.7% above its
2012 value. Still, this figure represents a decrease of 8.6% compared with
the higher mark in 2011. These shifts allowed unit sales to increase, as they
did in 2012, or stay flat, as they did in 2013, even as publisher revenues fell
(AAP/BISG, 2014).
Shifts in average net unit price are more dramatic still when considered in terms of individual formats. Since the dawn of the e-book, publishers watched the amount they could hope to earn from sales in that format
drop dramatically. Between 2010 and 2013, ANUP for a single e-book fell
from $8.26 to $6.52, a loss of over 20%. During that same time period,
marked decreases in the amount readers said they were willing to spend on
an e-book were also observed. About 2010, the “sweet spot” for an e-book
price was within the $12 to $18 range (between what customers considered
a good value and what they considered unreasonably high, or within the
realm of what they were willing to spend), but by August 2013, it had fallen
to a range of about $6 to $13. In fact, between 2010 and 2013, the price that
e-book buyers had once considered “so inexpensive [they] would doubt its
quality” became what they thought of as “a good value” (BISG, 2013).
At the same time, the average amount publishers earn from the sale
of a print book has remained relatively stable. Average net unit prices for
both hardcover and softcover books actually rose in 2013—from $10.96
in 2012 to $11.36 for hardcovers, and $6.34 to $6.43 for softcovers (AAP/
BISG, 2014).3 Again, there is little reason to expect that print is going away
anytime soon; it continues to benefit publishers to distribute their titles in a
variety of format types, including e-books and digital audio as well as hardcover and softcover formats.
e-books and the immersive reading experience
Despite what might be said about publishing in general, it is clear that
major shifts have taken place within certain industry sectors, especially in
terms of their expansion into the digital marketplace. Perhaps most clear
among these is the split between “immersive” reading and “nonimmersive”
forms, such as educational, professional, and other types of nonfiction content. In general, people who read e-books tend to have diverse tastes. When
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asked which genres they like to read, they will cite everything from romance
and horror fiction to literary novels to cookbooks, biographies, and how-to
guides. Yet when they indicate which genres they prefer to read in which
formats, a very different picture appears (see Figure 3).
The divide seems to start at the split between immersive and nonimmersive reading experiences. As industry expert Mike Shatzkin (2012)
notes, the tendency of e-books to perform well in some genres and not well
in others is directly related to this split and to publishers’ ability to translate immersive reading experience seamlessly from page to screen. Mystery
fans, for example, entangled in a gripping detective story, may not notice
whether they turn the page of a physical book or flick a “page” on the screen
of their tablet. Immersed in the story, they can ignore the format to focus
instead on the pure quality of the content. In fact, these readers report that
enhancements such as embedded audio/video, images and tables, and
social media integration are of little value and, if anything, serve to detract
from the reading experience (BISG, 2013).
On the other hand, consider the case of cookbooks, which have seen
virtually no success in terms of e-book sales and yet remain, overall,
the second highest selling nonfiction category (trailing only biography/

figure 3. Preferred genres—e-books vs. print books.
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autobiography, notably a form of immersive nonfiction). Readers interested in cookbooks may enjoy looking at the beautiful, colorful photographs of food contained therein, and may select a large, high-quality,
hardcover cookbook for exactly that reason. They may also want to look up
a single recipe for immediate use, in which case a website or app may be a
far more logical digital alternative than that same cookbook converted into
a static PDF form. The same is true of travel guides, for example, which can
easily be replaced by some combination of note-taking and map software
available on every smartphone. Consider the way users interact with these
sorts of nonimmersive, nonfiction content, and it comes as little surprise
that their book counterparts do not translate seamlessly onto the screens
of e-reading devices. Instead, these categories are moving to the digital
realm in other ways.
If the trends observed over the past few years continue, the industry
may change to one in which some categories flourish in e-book format and
some remain popular in print alone. So far, this line seems to be drawn
between immersive and nonimmersive reading experiences.
digital course Materials in higher education
In contrast to other industry sectors, which have seen digital reading take
off primarily for immersive narrative forms, higher education publishing
sees its greatest opportunity in the increased interactivity facilitated by
digital formats. Long struggling against a vibrant, low-cost used textbook
market and faced with concerns about piracy, educational publishers, for
the most part, welcome this news. Nearly all major higher education publishers now offer some sort of integrated digital learning platform to their
customers; many have made these new systems the core focus of their business, replacing the traditional hardcover print text. Over the past few years,
students and faculty have indicated increased interest in, as well as comfort
and familiarity with, digital learning materials. As of October 2014, 69.5% of
students surveyed reported that they had used digital materials for a course
within the past two years (BISG, 2014). Traditionally, college students have
been somewhat conservative consumers, often resistant to changes to their
habits and buying patterns—and for good reason. Knowing the importance
of academic success on students’ futures, one can hardly be surprised that
they hesitate to try new materials which necessitate learning new behaviors
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and study habits to accompany them. But, as more students gain experience
with digital materials (and most report satisfaction with their results), it
seems this market is truly poised to hit a digital tipping point.
focUs on: the siZe And shAPe of scholArly PUblishing
There is perhaps no better example of book publishing’s general stability
than the scholarly sector (see Figure 4). While a nearly 10% decline in sales
from 2012 to 2013 may sound like bad news for scholarly publishing, it is
not necessarily cause for alarm. The U.S. scholarly book market experienced a six-year high at $201.3 million in sales in 2012; its decline back to
$182.1 million in 2013 represents a return to a more normal, and indeed
extremely stable, level. This, the smallest sector in the publishing industry,
has seen its overall share (0.7%, in terms of publisher net revenues) remain
unchanged for several years in a row (AAP/BISG, 2014).
In terms of net unit sales, scholarly publishing represents only 0.2%
of the industry overall, pointing to relatively high average net unit prices
in this sector. In 2013, scholarly presses reported an average net unit price
of $29.19—more than two and a half times the average seen in the industry
overall (AAP/BISG, 2014).

figure 4. Scholarly books: revenue and units sold (in millions).
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Given the dominance of electronic over print journals since the early
2000s and given scholars’ increased willingness to rely on content in a variety of packages and forms, one might expect e-books to have caught on in this
sector. To date, however, this has not been the case. Scholarly publishers continue to report that the vast majority of their sales derive from print formats.
In 2013, e-books accounted for only 7.6% of scholarly publishing revenues, at
$14 million in total sales. Other digital formats, such as apps and downloaded
audiobooks, have no presence in this sector. Meanwhile, hardcover books, at
$93 million, make up 50.9% of revenue for scholarly presses, and softcover
books another 40.8% with $74 million in sales. Like higher education, scholarly publishing sees a relatively strong presence for bundled products, which
combine some aspect of both physical and digital; these account for about $1
billion in scholarly publisher revenue (AAP/BISG, 2014).
The major market for scholarly books is academic libraries; purchases
made directly by individual customers account for a smaller portion of revenue ($12 million in 2013, according to BookStats). Therefore, the relationship between scholarly publishers and libraries is a vital and defining
feature of this market, and it is critical that libraries be prepared to accept
e-books into their collections before publishers will begin to derive real
revenue from their sales (Hill & Lara, 2014). In recent years, many libraries have expanded their digital book collections. Spending on e-books as
a percentage of overall library book budgets increased from 6.6% in 2009
to 18.8% in 2013 (PCG, 2013). This increase suggests a potential for more
digital sales of scholarly books in the future.
Conversations with publishers speak to the importance of libraries to
this sector, but it remains difficult to account for the exact proportion of
scholarly publisher sales that derive from the library channel.4 As of 2013,
scholarly publishers reported that sales to jobber and wholesalers accounted
for 48.1% of their total revenues. Knowing that many libraries conduct business through wholesalers, one can assume that a large percentage of these
books probably end up on academic library shelves (AAP/BISG, 2014).
While this sector relies on online retail more than it did a few years
ago, that channel does not appear to be growing in any major way. Scholarly publisher revenue from online retail has been relatively stable, at $48
million in 2011, $56 million in 2012, and $52 million in 2013 (AAP/BISG,
2014). Still, for a sector of its small size, even these shifts can represent
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major percentage changes. Given what is known about digital books and
falling average net unit prices, it may not be surprising to note that, while
more scholarly publisher revenue continues to come from wholesalers,
more units are now sold through online retailers, and by a fairly large margin. In 2013, 2.5 million scholarly books were sold online compared with
1.8 million sold to jobbers and wholesalers. Due in part to the lower price
points at online retail, among other factors, these unit sales accounted for
less in overall revenue for publishers. This is an issue for scholarly publishers to watch, especially if their sales continue to gravitate further toward
digital channels and formats.
e-book oPPortUnities And chAllenges
While e-books can help to make reading more instant and accessible than
ever before, they also present new challenges to the book publishing industry
and to the reading public. The following sections discuss a few of these issues.
Marketing, discoverability, and Metadata
Perhaps the area of greatest difficulty—and of greatest opportunity—for
today’s book publishers lies in metadata and discoverability. As sales move
further into online channels, it becomes increasingly critical to provide quality, well-formed, and complete metadata to facilitate readers’ discovery of
books. Publishers must ensure they are equipped to create and disseminate
this metadata, and they must be able to rely on their downstream partners,
including retailers, wholesalers, libraries, and data aggregators, to ensure it
is effectively ingested and displayed. The link between accurate, complete
metadata and book sales is well documented. A Nielsen Book study (Book
Industry Communication, 2009)5 concluded that titles meeting the BIC
Basic standard see average sales 98% higher than those that do not and that
the addition of a cover image to book metadata results in 268% higher sales
on average compared to titles without an image. Improved metadata has a
particularly strong effect on online sales, but it also can have a large impact
on the ability of a book to sell offline (Breedt & Walter, 2012). Yet difficulties consistently arise when it comes to the production and dissemination
of quality book metadata. This is an area where industry-wide collaboration
and discussion is necessary to ensure success for all players in the publishing supply chain.
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the walled garden effect
One of the major issues that concern e-book buyers—and a factor that may
prevent new readers from entering the e-book market—is the tendency of
reading systems and devices to create “walled gardens” of book content.
By its nature, ownership of an e-book must be different from ownership
of a print book. When purchasing an e-book, one purchases a license to
view a copy of that e-book file, often subject to rules and conditions set
down by the store or reading system where that e-book was acquired. For
example, a book purchased from Amazon’s Kindle store cannot easily be
opened on anything other than a Kindle application or device. There also
may be restrictions in place on the redistribution or resale of that book to
other readers (Vassallo & Maier, 2014, p. 28). E-book buyers report dissatisfaction with this state of affairs. Giving away, lending, and reselling books
after they are finished with them are all behaviors that they developed while
reading in print formats; they are not prepared to abandon these upon their
switch to digital reading. They also frequently report a desire for easier
management of their e-book library across or within their devices (BISG,
2013). While the ability to protect content and limit the used book market
appeals, for clear reasons, to publishers, they also should bear in mind the
affect these limitations may place on new customers’ decision to enter the
e-book market or how they might discourage current e-book buyers from
buying more e-books.
creating new e-book readers
Publishers may have succeeded in converting some of their most loyal print
customers into equally loyal e-book readers. Where they continue to lag is
in the conversion of nonreaders into e-book buyers. Even as more people
become equipped for e-reading through the acquisition of e-book-ready
devices such as smartphones and tablets, many of them fail to read as much
as a single e-book. In fact, the stagnation of e-book sales may be directly
linked with the influence of multifunction tablets like the iPad. When the first
iPad was released, industry belief held that the e-book tide would rise because
consumers had a new device with which to access e-books. However, as iPad
sales increased in the subsequent years, the proportion of iPad owners who
were also e-book users did not grow. By 2013, it was estimated that about half
of all iPad owners were not e-book readers at all (Norris, 2014, p. 15).
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The increased popularity of multifunction tablets at the expense of dedicated e-reading devices creates a new complication for publishers. They now
find themselves competing not just with television, film, music, and other traditional forms of leisure entertainment, but also with a host of new entrants in the
social media, gaming, and application space. As customers who had relied on
dedicated e-readers like Amazon’s basic Kindle abandon those devices in favor
of multifunction tablets, publishers must figure out how to ensure that they do
not lose them to new entertainment options (Vassallo & Maier, 2014, p. 26).
new business Models: getting e-books into Academic libraries
A hot topic in the publishing industry today is the rise of new distribution
models facilitated by the switch from print to e-books, especially the introduction of e-book subscription models, each vying to become the Netflix
or Spotify of e-books. This issue plays a special role in the future of scholarly publishing. Given the importance of the scholarly publisher-academic
library relationship, these new business models create additional opportunities to get digital scholarly materials onto library shelves, while also presenting their own set of new complications and challenges. A recent study
revealed that, even as the market begins to go digital, academic librarians
continue to prefer ownership of their content, ensuring it will be available for
long-term access and preserved to meet the needs of future scholars. Yet new
distribution models facilitated by the expansion of digital content—shortterm loans, e-book subscription, and patron-driven acquisitions, among others—offer potential solutions to library budget problems, often reliant upon
users being granted only access to (as opposed to ownership of) that content.
Smaller and midsize academic libraries tend to look more favorably on these
new subscription options than do their large research university counterparts, whose access to large budgets allows them to consider more outright
purchases (Hill & Lara, 2014, p. 36). The study also found, however, that the
transition to digital books can create additional library budget issues:
In the past, most book acquisitions for a library meant a purchase of print books that would impact the library budget a
single time. However, with the advent of e-books and, in turn,
new acquisition models, libraries are required to adjust their
purchasing strategies and consider potential new subscription
lines in their annual budgets.
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Some look to this new trend hesitantly, fearing a return to the
“Big Deal” concept from the early rush to electronic journals.
The Big Deal meant that publishers offered large packages of
titles for a discounted price, often locking in libraries for a particular length of time to maintain the subscription. Over time,
some libraries found the majority of their annual budgets tied
up in these Big Deal packages, which limited their annual purchasing capability. Once burned, many librarians are taking a
cautious approach to the new business models offered around
digital book subscriptions. (Hill & Lara, 2014, p. 38)

Another option created by the digital transition is patron-driven acquisitions (PDA), a model that allows academic libraries to pay only for those
titles actually used by their patrons. PDA raises a few concerns, however, as
it cuts down on the librarian’s direct role in collection development and may
promote the purchase of works on popular subjects, leading to collections
with decreased emphasis on less popular or newer areas of scholarship (Hill
& Lara, 2014, p. 38). PDA still plays a minor role in most libraries, representing only 5% of the e-book budget of institutions surveyed (PCG, 2013).
working together to ProMote reAding And scholArshiP
Although there is a digital future for scholarly books, the industry is waiting
to see exactly how new business models will play out in this sector. Librarians also wait to see how digital reading changes users’ habits; when they
understand these changes, they will shift their approach to collection development and purchasing, in turn affecting publishers’ plans for publication
and distribution:
For librarians and administrators working to meet competing
demands with limited resources, digital platforms promise an
opportunity to view details about their patrons’ usage habits that
were simply not available in the print world. Armed with data
about which resources are used most heavily, librarians hope
they will be able to make better-informed, usage-based decisions
about which resources to maintain. The common approach to
collection development prior to the digital transition for journals
and books was a “just in case” mentality. Large, broad collections
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of resources were required to ensure that the library would be
able to respond to most inquiries and research needs. As more
data becomes available to help collections developers pin down
the needs of their users and identify the most cost-effective
resources, some are shifting toward a “just in time” view of the
supply of informational resources. (Hill & Lara, 2014, pp. 38–39)

Whatever becomes of the book publishing business, one thing that will
not change is the fundamental human desire to share stories, information,
and knowledge. Scholarly presses and academic libraries are uniquely positioned to help ensure that these assets remain available to the largest number of scholars in the most cost-effective, accessible, and beneficial manner.
They can only benefit from each other’s experience as they move, together,
into the digital future.
notes
1. It is important to note, when considering the various sales channels via BookStats
data, that BookStats is a publisher-side-only report. All values contained herein
reflect that, and sales channel information refers only to publishers’ relationships
with any given channel, and not to the overall health of those channels. All prices,
for example, reflect publisher average net unit prices—not prices paid by consumers
at retail.
2. Average net unit price (ANUP) is the amount a publisher earns, on average, from
the sale of a single book.
3. This also may be related to the genres of books that sold better in one year compared to the other. The romance and young adult genres, which traditionally have
seen lower price points, even in print, exploded in 2012 with Fifty Shades of Grey
and The Hunger Games, and could be expected to return to more normal levels the
following year. In 2013, genres such as literary fiction—which tends to be priced
higher in print formats—saw increased sales.
4. BookStats’ tracking of sales channels does not include a specific breakout for
libraries or for library-oriented wholesalers. What we are able to observe is dominance within this category for the single sales channel most likely to be associated
with the library market: sales through jobbers and wholesalers. Unfortunately, as a
publisher-side only report, BookStats does not track these sales further and cannot
report with any specificity on where they end up downstream.
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5. BIC Basic is a set of standards for bibliographic data provision developed and
promoted by Book Industry Communication for the United Kingdom book industry, with the objective of improving the accuracy and timeliness of product information available to the book trade. It includes a statement of the basic metadata
elements that publishers should be able to provide to retail booksellers and other
supply chain intermediaries.
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