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The Journey Beyond Print:
Perspectives of a
Commercial Publisher in
the Academic Market
Rhonda Herman

AbstrAct
Since 1979, commercial publisher McFarland has offered scholarly books to
academic libraries. This paper covers early experimentation with e-books
and more mature collaborations, as well as experiences with new acquisition models and a publisher perspective on patron-driven acquisitions. It
explains the publisher perspective on the economics of publishing e-books,
pricing considerations, and production. A discussion of e-book trends
includes quotes from publishing industry publications.
EArly E-book History
McFarland first experimented with e-books about 1998. The investment
group Willis Stein & Partners owned Baker & Taylor at that time, and their
management intended to increase the value of their holding by leveraging
a dominant market position in innovative ways. They invited McFarland to
participate in a pilot e-book program for libraries. McFarland’s toe-in-thewater commitment was roughly 125 titles that were two or more years old.
That project did not work out in the way that Baker & Taylor anticipated.
After about two years with no sales or apparent advertising activity, Baker
& Taylor reached an agreement with NetLibrary for the latter to absorb
their program. Founded in 1998, NetLibrary made a large splash when it
entered the picture (Quint, 2000). NetLibrary sponsored lavish parties and
a commanding booth presence at the American Library Association conferences, raising awareness about the potential of e-books and sparking the
35
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increasingly urgent dialogue that librarians, vendors, and publishers have
been having ever since. The rising importance of library consortia grew
NetLibrary’s business; it became possible to negotiate larger contracts with
a single organization representing many libraries.
McFarland’s early involvement with NetLibrary was conservative, but
this new relationship propelled needed adjustments, such as changing the
publishing contracts offered to book authors to accommodate e-books. Permissions issues were one of the reasons the first experiments were small; it
is a large time commitment to go through the file for a published book and
read each permission document to determine the intent and legal implication. This labor could not be farmed out or delegated to a junior staff
member without extensive training. The expected revenue was modest; in
addition, the regular publishing program had to march on.
Publishers had many concerns about e-books. There was still a lot of
fear in the industry about “cannibalization” of print, but it was apparent
that there were many cases in which libraries, also in a period of experimentation, had budgeted funds to spend on e-books only. Publishers needed to
confront their fears.
When e-books initially emerged, the first scenario in publishers’ imaginations-run-wild was that existing consortia would grow larger and larger in
scope until a few consortia would purchase access to one copy per state or one
copy per sector (public, academic, etc.). There was even talk about how much
it would cost for an umbrella entity to purchase permanent access rights for
a single title for all public reading consumption. Then there was a fear that a
work could never be protected from online theft or that a publisher could not
reassure authors that the risk was worth taking. This fear was followed by the
“cannibalization of print” fear. There might have been a brief period of hope
when publishers thought they could maintain a healthy level of print sales
while enjoying some e-book sales and increasing revenue overall.
It might be useful to note that consolidation began with the comparatively young companies that aggregate e-books; this consolidation continues
today. OCLC bought NetLibrary soon after that company filed for Chapter
11 bankruptcy in 2001 (Jackson, 2004). In 2010, EBSCO purchased NetLibrary assets (EBSCO Publishing to acquire NetLibrary Division from OCLC,
2010). Also in 2011, ProQuest acquired ebrary and then added Australia’s
EBL in 2013 (Enis, 2014).
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From the publisher perspective, e-book sales activity became less
attractive during this period; McFarland turned down most of the deals that
were offered. The comfort level of publishers like McFarland eventually
improved when vendors began taking a more balanced approach. Ebrary
set an early example of striking a balance between representing the interests of the publisher while reassuring librarians as well.
This is the history through a publisher’s eyes related to the other
players in the triumvirate of getting content to library users—acquisitions
librarians—who made important changes to the way they acquired books
from the 1990s onward. In addition to the consortial strategy to stretch
budget dollars, the work of acquiring print books began to be privatized
or outsourced to vendors. This change caused shifts in the library profession related to cataloging and other long-held traditions. As time went on,
vendors used computers more and more to select books based on criteria
obtained by library client interviews, surveys, and profiles. Early e-book
acquisition activity seemed less uniform in process, presumably because
the money came down through different budget areas in different libraries and because the individual consortial purchasing agreements dictated
purchasing protocols.
As the e-book market began to grow, McFarland struggled to keep pace
while dealing with multiple issues related to producing e-books. The laborintensive process of clearing permissions and preparing files to the specs
of an e-book vendor was a new activity that did not fit under anyone’s job
description. The amount of money received from the quarterly checks was
not enough to spark interest. At first, McFarland limited its risk by contributing older books to vendor projects—for example, a directory with no
illustrations. The company also restricted titles from becoming e-books if an
illustration had to be blocked, partly because vendors seemed so reluctant
and partly because the user experience would clearly be undermined in these
cases. One of the things that slowed early participation was helping authors
to understand what an e-book was and why they should obtain permissions
in the manuscript stage that included electronic rights. Rights granters could
be problematic; for example, getting the rights for an image from an historical society might raise concerns that the image would be downloaded. Later,
when Kindle burst onto the scene, author relations improved dramatically
because they now understood the concept and value of e-books.
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By the 2010 Charleston Conference, it was clear that librarians were
very interested in e-books and prepared to devote more of their budgets
to acquiring them. It was time for McFarland to get serious. Staff held editorial meetings to discuss the goal of obtaining all permissions clearances
for as many upcoming book projects as possible. Further, the company
launched a massive project to obtain clearances on the backlist. McFarland
built in-house expertise to conduct contract negotiations with a parade of
new e-book vendors and developed processes for preparing and transmitting e-book files. In an effort to document these actions, McFarland developed a customized database just for e-books that integrated with data on
print books; an exponentially more complex version of this database is still
in use today with many more features and capabilities.
Today 98% of McFarland’s titles are simultaneously published in electronic and print versions. There are still several issues that can prevent an
e-book edition, the most common one being important photos or other elements for which releases related to electronic rights cannot be obtained.
Then there is the issue of too many images. For example, a recent title had
many, many gorgeous high-resolution color photos. The file size was huge.
Even after making image resolution reductions, file handling was a problem; staff ultimately decided that the print format was simply more suitable and that the electronic format was not practical for this particular title.
Simultaneous publishing does not literally mean on the precise same day.
As soon as the master page layout file for the print book has been completely evaluated and final corrections executed and checked, staff export
a PDF for web-ready preparation. This process could conceivably be completed before printing the physical book. As soon as the web-ready file is
complete and checked, it is sent to four academic library vendors via FTP.
McFarland has occasionally been offered manuscripts that were worthy but were too large to be practical for print publication. The present
e-book production process is built around the content’s going through an
editorial process that is interwoven with the page design and layout production process. There is no easy way to provide that activity outside the print
production system. In the absence of a steady workflow of e-only content
that would be profitable, experiments are not justifiable. So it is unlikely
that McFarland will publish works in e-book but not print format in the
near future, unless some element of the environment changes.
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tHAr bE A NEw scAlAwAg! Arrr!
The Internet era has presented a new problem for publishers—piracy. In the
early Internet era, McFarland discovered one example of a television show
fan website whose administrator provided all the text of one of our reference books, adding a section of episode guides. The website administrator
posted a notice that she would add more material as she had time to enter
it. She did not understand the implications of copyright law and removed
the file immediately upon our notification of her illegal behavior. There was
another more recent incident in which a very large and newly published
McFarland reference work showed up on Scribd. It appears that someone
had obtained a copy of a PDF and posted it. Scribd removed it immediately
upon our request. The worst case of piracy involved McFarland’s Encyclopedia of Mind Enhancing Foods, Drugs and Nutritional Substances. In this
case, the physical book had been scanned and uploaded to a file sharing site.
Once this happens, there is no reasonable rescue because it is replicated on
thousands of sites. In 2011, a survey by Digital Entertainment revealed that
“36% of tablet owners admit to illegal ebook downloads” (Bacon, 2013).
About 2005, the representative of a major academic vendor pointed out
that the level and sophistication of various vendors was far from uniform.
With high-profile hacks being perpetrated against organizations with good
or excellent safeguarding resources, it is not difficult to imagine a scenario
in which a large number of publishers’ files could be illegally obtained and
instantly made available for free.
The cost of protecting digital content, dealing with cases of piracy,
communicating with offenders and authors, investing in services to monitor for cases of piracy—these are real costs that did not exist when publishers were dealing only with print. The Hack Education website offers an
element called Library Pirate that promotes civil disobedience to protest
the costs of an education that should, they believe, be freely available; the
site offers illegal downloads of academic textbooks (Watters, 2011). One
hesitates to offer any mention of such sites in any public consumption
venue for fear that any publicity whatsoever might tempt people to try
them. So this information comes with this caveat: the research for this
chapter did not include a visit to any of the sites mentioned because, in
McFarland’s experience, these websites are magnets for other kinds of
nefarious virtual threats. One can expect exposure to viruses and other
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unpleasant outcomes. When McFarland investigates a possible incident
of piracy, staff follow strict protocols to protect the company’s network.
It would seem to be the virtual counterpart of walking around a very bad
neighborhood.
tHE busiNEss of E-books
With print books, McFarland had a good communication system with vendors for orders on new books. In fact, these orders drive McFarland’s production processes. That is, if there are a dozen projects ready to move into
production, advance orders will drive the sequence in which the projects
move. A book with a lot of orders will be expedited at every stage of production because these numbers are available to every decision maker in the
production stream. This communication channel does not exist for e-books.
A few years ago, there was talk of setting up a process for vendors to communicate with publishers about advance academic orders for e-books. If
those data had become available, they would have been aggregated with the
print advance orders and would have made an impact on the production
process. Those e-book advance-order data never became a reality; perhaps
the e-book acquisitions process is too abbreviated to bother alerting the
publisher of advance orders.
income from retail Market vs. Academic Market
The McFarland income from e-books on the retail market trended faster
as well as higher and is a more significant contributor to sales than
income from the library market. Amazon has a 65% market share of total
e-book sales in the United States (Bercovici, 2014). At McFarland, 59%
percent of all e-book revenue came from Amazon in 2013. Library e-book
vendors have so many complicated service considerations like proxy
servers and library branding, and now the mind-boggling complexity
of demand-driven acquisitions (DDA). The capital investments must be
huge. While library vendors have been preoccupied with these matters,
Amazon has been extending its global reach; McFarland receives checks
from 10 various Amazon operations in countries around the world; the
latest addition is Denmark (country number 11). It also is notable that
in 2013, Amazon surpassed McFarland’s largest library vendor and
became the largest seller of our print books as well. This development
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is unsettling. Karen Christensen (2014) of Berkshire Publishing has
blogged extensively about her experiences with what she called Amazon
“bullying.” In contrast, academic library vendors more and more have
become true partners.
This chapter’s tables illustrate the point that e-book revenue has been
driven more by the retail than the library market. The e-book retail market requires a different type of file format called EPUB requiring a much
greater time investment to produce. McFarland has many fewer EPUBs to
offer vendors for this reason, although OverDrive, a leading public library
e-book vendor, is a notable exception because it requests that publishers
send both EPUB and PDF file formats. There are many more McFarland
titles for sale on academic library vendor sites compared to retail vendors
because of the format issue (see Figure 1).

figure 1. Summary of McFarland titles.

Tables 1 and 2 show year-over-year revenue. The numbers in Table
1 reflect all markets; Table 2 covers the academic market. In Table 2, the
aggregated sales numbers for academic vendors (three vendors that merged
during these periods) tell a different story. Note that 2014 saw a steep drop
in e-book unit sales from library vendors. The reason for 2012’s growth is
because prior years’ sales were modest. It is also notable that each year had
at least 400 more titles for sale than the previous one.
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table 1. McFarland total e-book revenue, year over year.
Year

Percentage change over previous year

2012

Up 92%

2013

Up 21%

2014

Up 13% (estimated)

table 2. McFarland academic e-book revenue, year over year.
Year

Percentage change over previous year

2012

Up 224%

2013

Up 11%

2014

Down 19%

comparison of E-books with Print books
Considering a business analysis of e-books sales is not possible without also
considering the matter of print sales. For print books, advance orders from
academic libraries fell roughly 50% since 2010, presumably because budgets
were tight and funds for print books were diverted to e-books. As a result, the
economic proposition of printing a new book is now quite different. Cash flow
is affected because transactions for print sales (and retail e-book sales) occur
monthly with normal payment terms. E-book vendors in the academic market
gather transactions for an entire quarter and pay after the quarter has ended.
So the cash transfer to the publisher can be heavily delayed by as many as four
or five months depending on the timing of the transaction within a quarter.
Figure 2 illustrates the split between print and electronic sales for one
moderately successful title. The impact of the print sales is clear. Academic
library sales probably will decline over time.
Pricing E-books
Pricing models for academic e-books vary from publisher to publisher.
McFarland’s list prices are the same for print and electronic editions. For
an e-book transaction, the publisher has no costs for order administration, production cost, and inventory. However, the wholesale discount to
the vendor is much deeper for the e-book. Preparing a web-ready PDF file
to go to an e-book vendor requires the same actions as producing a print
book: acquisitions activity, peer review, editing, cover design, page layout,
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figure 2. Sales split
for one moderately
successful McFarland
academic title, lifetime
sales, sold in two
years.

marketing, sales, author relations, vendor relations, administrative activities like applying for CIP and copyright, royalty accounting, and payment.
There also are additional costs associated with preparing the file for the
e-book edition and distributing it to the various vendors. At McFarland,
this is all done in-house, but one can imagine that outsourcing all of the
activity associated with an e-book file, as often happens at smaller publishers and university presses, represents significant cash outlays.
Perhaps the question about why the e-book costs the same as the print
edition still lingers. A certain amount of revenue from any source has to flow
in or the project cannot break even. McFarland list prices are comparatively
low, partly because some of our academic titles have popular appeal, so if
the price is low enough to capture some sales contribution from the retail
sector, then the work continues to be viable. In sum, McFarland settles the
list price for each title that will yield a revenue mix from some combination
of academic libraries, maybe public libraries, maybe retail. It is not an exact
science or a mathematical exercise.
McFarland is comfortable with the idea that a portion of the revenue will come from e-books. However, there has been a drop in average
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per-title print sales from academic libraries, and the amount of revenue
from e-books is not enough to make up for the drop in print revenue. The
viability of a particular title then might depend on raising the list price to
academic libraries, but in a McFarland proposition, this decision might
mean that the contribution from the retail side will more or less disappear.
From a business point of view, McFarland wants to maintain the viability of
the unique kind of books for which the company is known. But the combination of DDA and the short-term loan (STL) has begun to undermine the
equilibrium in the revenue of some titles.
Demand-Driven Acquisitions and short-term loans
In Joseph Esposito’s (2014) balanced article, “Revisiting Demand-Driven
Acquisitions,” he accomplishes quite a feat—presenting the big picture,
the position of the academic library, and the perspective of the publisher
all at the same time. He makes the point that “libraries do not exist for
the benefit of publishers” and goes on to say that “DDA may be hurting publishers precisely because librarians are doing their job” of maximizing their budget resources and delivering content to their users at
the most effective attainable cost (para. 3). He contends that publishers
should and will raise prices. A more serious system problem, he points
out, is the sampling of 10% of a book before a transaction takes place—too
high and inappropriate for nonfiction. He proposes several models where
the library becomes a sales outlet, benefiting both library and publisher
(Esposito, 2014).
McFarland currently is revising DDA short-term loan rates. Many
other publishers are considering or have already taken such an action. One
vendor told us that some major publishers are electing to embargo frontlist
titles out of the DDA option for at least a year, and some are choosing embargoes for as many as five years. Revenue has fallen too quickly so inaction
is simply not an option. McFarland will make the necessary adjustments
to maintain that equilibrium on a per-title basis whether tinkering with
the list price, with the terms of the short-term e-book loan with vendors,
or with some combination of revenue and cost strategies. It goes without
saying that publishers have gone through the same changes as libraries in
trimming expenses, from the attrition of staff vacancies to reducing travel
budgets and constantly looking for new efficiencies.
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backlists and other Ventures
In 2014, as part of a strategy to maximize revenue opportunity, McFarland
pushed forward with a successful initiative to offer more backlist titles to
academic libraries in e-book format. As an experiment, the company also
reissued a modest number of books that had gone out of print. McFarland
has experimented with offering a chapter-length work as a short work in
the retail market. Such experimentation does not seem to make sense in
the academic setting under the DDA model. There are also new and existing vendors who offer interesting new ways to serve the academic textbook
market by providing parts of various titles in a student package. From the
McFarland perspective, this approach makes a lot more sense than the old
model of delivering a packet of photocopied pages from books.
Academic E-books and university Presses
Visitors to the McFarland booth at an academic conference often remark how
similar the titles appear to those of a university press. In an excellent article in
The Nation titled “University Presses under Fire: How the Internet and Slashed
Budgets Have Endangered One of Higher Education’s Most Important Institutions,” Scott Sherman (2014) gives an excellent short history, highlighting the
case history of the shocking closure of the University of Missouri Press.
The digital age complicates and threatens the mission of the
country’s approximately 100 university presses. Ellen Faran,
who has an MBA from Harvard and is the director of MIT
Press, recently told Harvard Magazine: “I like doing things
that are impossible, and there’s nothing more impossible than
university-press publishing.” (para. 5)

How McfArlAND is uNiquE
This chapter’s perspective might not be representative of any other commercial publisher. When the author negotiated with a vendor of publishing software, the vendor’s representative repeated the comment several times that
he had dealt with hundreds of publishers, and they were all quite different.
Here are some of the ways that McFarland may be different from other
publishers: McFarland is located in a beautiful, rural Appalachian community 3,200 feet above sea level. Photos of the buildings on McFarland’s
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Facebook page show atypical headquarters—the main building (originally a
house, but with several additions to create a unique commercial structure), a
converted residence, a converted commercial building, and the warehouse/
print shop built on four acres on a hillside. In fact, when a Baker & Taylor
executive visited, he was so taken with the community that he resolved to
sell Florida property and invest in vacation/retirement property in the area.
McFarland has 55 employees who are passionate about publishing, and it
is no exaggeration to say that the company is like a family. McFarland has
never laid anyone off. All employees have a window in their offices. McFarland always favors in-sourcing over out-sourcing. The company is closely
held1 so there is no university umbrella or head office to smooth out a rough
patch. We intend to be a viable company fifty years from now. We do not ever
intend to merge or take the company public, and no principals are planning
to cash out, now or later. McFarland believes that e-books are an important
part of the future, and we intend to stay “all in” in every reasonable way to
help figure it out with our library and vendor partners.
oNE ViEw of tHE tEA lEAVEs
A daunting thought for all the partners in the scholarship stream—publisher,
vendor, and library—is that the evolution of the e-book is just beginning.
The moment that one phase of this process feels wrapped up at McFarland,
there is a need to push forward on a new initiative because no matter what,
one feels behind—a new format on the horizon, a new feature to consider
for addition, a new vendor to add, a new wrinkle in the business model.
From the McFarland perspective of producing e-books for various
library market segments as well as for various retail market segments, innovation seems more difficult for e-books in academic libraries. The chosen
format for academic libraries is the PDF. Library vendors generally do not
accept the other widely used format for e-books, which is EPUB. EPUB is
the format that can flow text into a phone or iPad or onto a desktop, ignoring
the page in the print edition (which arguably does not serve the academic
audience). One might observe that the huge acquisition systems that librarians use are too large and complex by necessity to adapt quickly. When we
recently asked a major library vendor if they accepted EPUB files, they asked
which standard version we were using (which is EPUB2). They could not yet
accept EPUB3. Keeping up with constantly changing standards is a challenge.
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It is likely that upcoming innovations will happen on the device and
software side in the near term. OverDrive, serving the public library market, is testing features allowed by EPUB3 that would offer a narrated book,
using embedded and synced audio (Five digital publishing leaders weigh
in on industry’s future, 2014). Publishers and vendors of children’s books
have many incentives to explore such features. Google (not a library vendor,
but an example of a company that develops features that can be adapted by
academic vendors) has a new reading app offered through Google Play that
allows the user more control over the table of contents along with bookmarking to facilitate highly customized navigation that changes depending
how the user intends to use the book, even in a single session (Milliot, 2014).
These are just a few examples of the stream of announcements about vendors experimenting with how their offerings can stand out in their market.
McFarland’s offerings are primarily in the humanities, and one wonders whether the world looks quite different for publishers in the sciences,
for example. At least one science publisher, AAAS/Science, does not seem
to think so:
The reality of digital publishing is proving to be quite different
from the early promise. I say this as a member of the cohort
that embraced it headlong in the mid-1990s and onward. The
levels of complexity, the endless revision cycles, the uncertain
commercial environment, the bilateral purchaser-seller costs
which make transactions less frequent and more difficult, and
the lingering misperception that all this can be made cheaper,
faster, and easier with more technology—this is where we seem
to be.—Kent Anderson, Publisher at AAAS/Science (Anderson,
2014, para. 11)

Publishers will see if any of the new features and capabilities offered by
devices and vendors fit their publishing program. Publishing revenue will
have to support development; the present revenue environment does not,
without new waves of investment by university presses and independent
publishers. This will continue to be a challenge. It may be that the coming
evolution of information in the academic environment is not linear, but a
tree-like fractal, in which the products between publishers become less and
less similar, providing a rich environment of purchasing choices.
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There has been some hand-wringing in the knowledge industry about
e-books not fulfilling their promise. The premise that information seekers
always need augmentations of video/audio and discovery paths is worth considering, but also should be questioned based on the type of need and material. Alison Flood (2014), in an article in The Guardian, explains that research
in Europe is raising questions about whether users retain more or certain
kinds of information better when reading print rather than electronic text.
At Charleston Conference sessions in about 2005, academic librarians
told stories about students who stood in line to use library computers to access
full-text journal articles rather than walking a few steps into the stacks to pull
volumes off the shelf for immediate use. Statistics showed dismal out-of-thelibrary lending rates of print books with the presumption that the discovery
model for books at that time was inconvenient. One of the greatest innovation potentials of this era in academic information service is to pool all academic e-books into one database and then offer that database to information
seekers. Making this model economically sustainable for both the vendor and
the publisher is one of the perplexing challenges of the partnership between
academic libraries, their vendor partners, and their publisher partners.
NotE
1. A closely held company is one that has only a limited number of shareholders;
their corporation stock is publicly traded on occasion, but not on a regular basis.
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