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        Business Insights into the Library Market

The Charleston Company
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continued on page 26

fer’s Amadeus,  and Alex has  had leading parts 
in Hamlet, Look Back in Anger and others.  
Alex says right now that he would rather be 
an attorney, but I am looking forward to seeing 
him on Broadway or on the big screen!  Oh, 
and equally brilliant son Charlie (14) is on 
the business route, working in the Accounts 
department at Publishing Technology.
www.closeuptheatre.info/
www.publishingtechnology.com/

Well, speaking of films and the theater, I 
was interested to see arrive on our approval 
plan, the book, Tarnished Heroes, Charm-
ing Villains, and Modern Monsters: Science 
Fiction in Shades of Gray on 21st Century 
Television.  The book is by Lynnette Porter 
(McFarland 2010) who teaches in the Humani-
ties and Social Science Department of Embry-
Riddle Aeronautical university in Daytona 
Beach, Florida.  She has written several books 
about television and films.  Wonder if our 
regular columnist, Mary Tinker Massey (see 
this issue, p.63) knows her?

Speaking of the alert Tinker, I had to go oops! 
and ouch! reading her column in this issue — En-
counter with a Kik Step.  Well, in our library, the 
compact shelving got the better of a kik step!

Rumors
from page 6
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Column Editor:  Scott A. Smith  (International Sales, Alibris;  Phone: 503-568-9226)  <scott.alan.smith@comcast.net>

Anyone who’s been around libraries or in 
the book trade over the past three decades 
will have heard the many predictions of 

the death of the book ad nauseum.  I’ve never 
believed a word of it, and I still don’t.  Books 
offer a tactile satisfaction not readily replaced by 
much of anything, including eBooks — regard-
less of whether we’re talking about Web access 
or the current generation of reader devices.

The book arts are also alive and well.  The 
Oberlin College Libraries are in the process of 
creating a letterpress studio, and for their 2011 
Winter Term, students will produce a book using 
period equipment.  Ed Vermue, Head of Special 
Collections at Oberlin, reports strong interest 
in the program.  Today’s students are digital 
natives, to be sure, but their enthusiasm for the 
world of print would seem to bespeak more than 
mere curiosity.

For the moment, then, I think it’s safe to say 
the future of the book looks reasonably secure.  
What’s less certain is how libraries in general, 
and academic libraries in particular, will con-
tinue to develop collections that include print 
as well as an ever-expanding range of digital 
products.  What’s pretty clear is that print book 
sales are in decline in academic libraries, and 
this trend is only likely to continue for the fore-
seeable future.

One consequence of this trend has already 
manifested itself in the ongoing decline of 
publishers’ print runs, especially academic 
publishers.  Fewer print copies will mean those 
libraries pursuing a “just in time” approach to 
collection development will find this strategy 

less and less successful.  Used book sales will be 
affected, as fewer used books come back onto the 
market.  Moving forward this will translate into 
ever-growing demand for print on demand.  And 
this, of course, can lead to a discussion of eBooks 
— but we’ll come back to that shortly.

For the moment, though, I want to stay with 
print, and to consider new books.  Specifically, 
I want to talk about approval plans.

Although their use has ebbed and flowed 
a bit over the years, generally reflecting 
funding levels, approval plans have 
been used as a primary means of 
acquiring current-imprint, Eng-
lish language titles by academic 
libraries in North America, Aus-
tralia, and Hong Kong.  (I’m not 
going to discuss foreign-language 
plans in this article — they serve 
a very important but somewhat 
different role.  Also, I’m not in-
cluding notification programs in this definition 
of approval plans — i.e., slips plans or forms 
plans.  For this discussion, an approval plan is 
an arrangement wherein newly-published books 
are sent automatically to participating libraries, 
based on a profile of interests maintained by 
the vendor.  Books judged unsuitable for the 
collection may be returned without prior autho-
rization.)  There are a few mainstream approval 
plans elsewhere in the world — I set one up a 
few years ago for the British Library to deliver 
U.S. and Canadian titles not supplied on deposit 
— but generally speaking they’re not widely 
used outside the aforementioned markets.

What’s ebbed far more than flowed, though, 
in recent years is the number of approval ven-
dors.  There aren’t many left, and they serve, 
inevitably, a declining market.  Increasingly 
libraries have fine-tuned their profiles to receive 
fewer books, or have gone “virtual” — that is, 
they ask their vendors to identify what titles 
would have been supplied as approval books 

or slips in the past, but make more 
title-by-title decisions about what 
actually to have sent.  This sus-
tains the discovery value of 
the profiling mechanism, but 
dilutes the workflow efficien-
cies traditional approval plans 
have offered.

Back in the 1970s and 1980s, 
when there were more domestic 
vendors period, and more offering 
approval plans, vendors sought 

to differentiate themselves from 
one another in a couple of major ways.  Some 
endeavored to present themselves as specialists, 
either by subject or type of publisher — so we 
had sci-tech vendors, or bookdealers identifying 
themselves as university press agents.  This made 
sense to vendors in the post-Richard Abel era, 
when the “not all the eggs in one basket” mantra 
was invoked by libraries.  If you were reasonably 
sure you couldn’t get all of a library’s business 
anyway, then why not try to get the most profit-
able (sci-tech) or readily defined (university 
press) slice of the pie?

Other vendors aimed to provide as com-
continued on page 12



12 Against the Grain / November 2010 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>

Bet You Missed It
Press Clippings — In the news — Carefully Selected by Your Crack Staff of news Sleuths

Column Editor:  Bruce Strauch  (The Citadel)

Editor’s Note:  Hey, are y’all reading this?  If you know of an article that should be called to Against the Grain’s attention ... send an 
email to <kstrauch@comcast.net>.  We’re listening! — KS

WRITING FOR PLEASURE ALONE 
by Bruce Strauch  (The Citadel)

Literary agents and authors are reeling from the dinky advances for new 
fiction.  Lower eBook revenues mean fewer book deals and less money for 
the aspiring author.  eBook income for the author is half that of a hardback, 
and advances for the tyros run in the $1,000-$5,000 range.  And the agent gets 
the 15% cut out of that.

Publishers are not going to wait through two or three piddling books hoping 
for the writer’s evolution into the big break-out.  This means that writers like 
Anne Tyler and Elmore Leonard would not get published.  nan Talese  of the 
Talese/Doubleday imprint warns the aspiring author to keep that day job.

The monster best-sellers have been driving the industry for a long time.  And 
these are the books most read as eBooks.  So what will become of those authors?

See — Jeffrey Trachtenberg, “Authors Feel Pinch In Age of E-Books,” 
The Wall Street Journal, Sept. 28, 2010, p.A1.

prehensive a level of approval coverage as 
possible.  So, in addition to the sci-tech houses 
and university presses, vendors included trade 
publishers, museums, small presses, societies 
and associations, importers and distributors, and 
other publishing bodies.  Usually exempted were 
mass market publishers, children’s books (out-
side of awards plans), and books from publishers 
who would only sell direct.

This effort to be comprehensive had to satisfy 
some commercial and business realities, though.  
In order to justify the cost of providing approval 
coverage, vendors generally needed at least some 
discount, some degree of return privilege, and 
a sufficient customer base to warrant keeping a 
publisher on the “core list.”  One rule of thumb 
was this: you needed at least five “hits” against 
customer profiles to cover the costs of having ap-
proval editors assign the subject and non-subject 
parameters used in the profiling process.

Back in those pre-Web days vendors issued 
publisher lists to show prospective customers 
which presses were included on their approval 
plan (and there were also lists of publishers not 
covered).  I put out those lists for a major ap-
proval vendor in the 1980s, and I began to notice 
one of our largest competitors always seemed to 
match our coverage.  So, just for the fun of it, I 
started adding a fake press to my list each year.  
Without fail the competitor included them the 
following year.  This was highly gratifying, al-
though I wonder how many acquisitions modules 
ended up populated with fake publisher names.

Some vendors also sought to inflate their 
coverage numbers by augmenting the titles 
they actually processed with data obtained from 
third-party sources.  This seems pointless to us 
today — what library could afford to buy all 
those titles anyway, even if they were germane 

notes from Mosier
from page 10

and represented sound scholarship?  Nonethe-
less, there were libraries that used coverage 
as a criterion for vendor evaluation.  This fact 
influenced vendor behavior.

In fact, one vendor (now long gone, and for 
reasons at least in part about to become apparent) 
had a flagship customer who demanded cover-
age of a very extensive list of publishers.  The 
vendor complied and for years provided slips 
for thousands of books.  However, the library’s 
expenditures fell every year.  After several years 
the vendor appealed to the library, asking to 
suspend coverage of publishers the library was 
not buying (or at least buying from the vendor 
in question).  No one, it turned out, was buying 
these books from the vendor — they were simply 
incurring the cost of locating, acquiring, profil-
ing, and stocking books that didn’t sell.  The 
library threatened to drop the vendor if coverage 
wasn’t sustained.  The vendor gave in, for a time 
— but eventually went out of business.

Approval vendors also developed value-
added services which were initially targeted at 
their core audience, but which in time grew to 
become much more.  In the early 1980s Don 
Stave, the head of Blackwell North America’s 
approval program, sought to provide a tool to 
help customers answer some basic questions: 
has a given title been published?  If not, what’s 
the expected date of publication?  If so, what 
action, if any, has been taken on behalf of my 
library (approval book, notification form or slip, 
standing order)?

The original product, known as the New Book 
Status Report, was a monthly catalog distributed 
on microfiche.  For free.

NBSR became Blackwell’s New Titles 
Online, or NTO.  NTO was a telnet-accessed, 
character-based service that enabled libraries to 
see these same approval-related data, but also 
additional information — most notably, the Table 
of Contents.  Blackwell attempted to break with 
the established precedent of free access by charg-

ing a nominal annual subscription for the TOC 
features but met with limited success.

NTO eventually morphed into Blackwell’s 
Collection Manager, which was expanded to 
include several firm-order-only features as well 
as out-of-print (OP) and other records beyond 
the scope of the approval plan.  Yankee’s GOBI, 
Coutt’s OASIS, and similar vendor offering 
were brought to market to address the same 
library expectations and demands.  And almost 
always, for free.

So, fast-forward to 2010.  Fewer libraries get 
books on approval.  Fewer libraries get fewer 
books, period.  Do the remaining vendors still en-
deavor to facilitate some level of comprehensive 
coverage?  Some do, but have changed the game 
in that they no longer support across-the-board 
discounts, but instead provide some books at list 
price and others at list plus a handling charge.  
Some publishers have been dropped because of 
low activity.

How long will this gradual shifting of ven-
dor offerings go on?  What then is the future 
of the approval plan?  How reasonable is it to 
expect vendors to continue to invest in systems 
upgrades, new features, and ongoing support for 
a service that’s geared to a market segment in 
decline?  Can they sustain this model without 
substantially revising pricing policies?  Will the 
strategy pursued by some to attempt some deliv-
ery of eBooks alongside print prove successful?  
This presumes the profiling engines can work at 
least as effectively for e- as for print; probably 
a given — but put in question by the timing 
of availability of e- versus print.  If e-content 
continues to be embargoed, what does this mean 
for efforts at an eBook approval plan?  And can 
this be successful using the current generation 
of eBook readers or eBook providers, or is some 
other solution needed?

That’s probably enough for now — we’ll 
come back to this in my next column.  Stay 
tuned!  

AND YOU CAN BET THE FRENCH  
ARE UNHAPPY 

by Bruce Strauch  (The Citadel)
French law bars heavy discounting of books, keeping the small 

shops in business.  But eBooks are not covered by the law which 
refers to “printed volumes.”  So the French now have to figure out 
how to stop the juggernauts of Amazon and Apple.  Because, of 
course, the French regard a book as not so 
much business as a cultural identity.

But meanwhile, Hachette Livre has 
signed an eBook deal with Apple to sell 
8,000 French titles.

See — Max Colchester, “Dis-
counted E-Books Spark Outcry From French Shops,” The Wall 
Street Journal, Sept. 24, 2010, p.B1.
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