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TO: RAILS Board of Directors 

FROM: Deirdre Brennan 

SUBJECT: Access to e-books 

In your packet, are a number of reports on the problems that libraries face purchasing and 
loaning e-books.  This memo provides some history and my thoughts on why we are in this 
situation. 

Libraries began having difficulties purchasing and providing access to e-resources many years 
ago.  In my career, I remember when CD ROMs of reference resources became available in the 
1980s.  It quickly became evident that publishers didn’t know how to price this new format.  It 
seems that publishers have never really been able to accurately set prices for non-physical 
items.  New products are often wildly overpriced upon initial offering and then when no 
libraries purchase them pricing decreases deeply until some equilibrium between seller and 
buyer is found – at least temporarily. 

To this day, it appears to me that publishers have not been able to develop a realistic model for 
pricing electronic/digital resources.  They cling to the one-book one-use model.  I am an 
advocate for pricing by use, but this is not commonly used in the US for popular materials. It is 
seen more in academic libraries with database pricing and licensing models. 

It became even more difficult when electronic resources became available remotely.  As long as 
the resources were only available at a library building, publishers felt they had more control 
over access.  With remote access, they began to fear and believe that libraries were loaning or 
providing free and open access to users around the world, with no thought or care given to 
whether users were really “paying” (taxed, enrolled) patrons of a library. 

This lack of publishers understanding of how libraries actually work has become more obvious 
over the past few years.  Given how long libraries and publishers have been doing business 
together (certainly more than a century), it’s actually shocking that they don’t understand and 
haven’t made an effort to understand the policies that libraries have in place to restrict access 
to eligible borrowers.  They also don’t seem to understand very much about the limitations of 
library budgets. 
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Elsevier was the first publisher “villain” to appear in the academic library world.  Their pricing 
practices have long been under fire and academic libraries have actually refused to buy from 
them, even though their products are often highly desirable and demanded by faculty members 
and students. 
 
Amazon has become a villain in the popular materials, public library world.  They will not sell e-
books to libraries.  Their deep discounts infuriate authors and publishers.  They dominate the 
publishing world.  Most recently, the very popular author Dean Koontz left his long-time 
publisher Penguin Random House to move to Amazon for a five-book deal because he will make 
higher royalties with Amazon.   
 
It seems clear from the Authors Guild article that they don’t understand libraries either.   
 
Libraries are actually victims not villains in this situation.  And when libraries are victims, so are 
their users. 
 
ALA has made several attempts to find solutions to these problems. A summit was held at the 
annual conference in June, 2018. At this point, ALA and one of its divisions ASGCLA (Association 
for Specialized, Government and Cooperative Library Agencies) are putting together a working 
group to meet with publishers and try to come to some better understanding. 
 
I hope you will find the articles useful and interesting.  I have highlighted some passages.  I look 
forward to our discussion at the board meeting. 
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