Wisconsin Public Library Consortium

Statewide Digital Media Funding Pool -- Vendor Selection Committee

Report to WPLC Board – November 2011
Background
The charge of the committee is as follows:  1) survey the marketplace for the distribution of digital media materials through public libraries; 2) describe criteria for selection of vendors to be supported by the planned WPLC 2012 statewide funding pool; and 3) recommend a 2012 digital media purchasing strategy to the WPLC Board by October 31, 2011.
Members of the committee
Evan Bend, Outagamie-Waupaca Library System; Dale Cropper, Brown County Library;  John Debacher, Division for Libraries, Technology and Community Learning, DPI; Noreen Fish, La Crosse Public Library; Jeff Gilderson-Duwe, Winnefox Library System/Oshkosh Public Library; Sara Gold, Wisconsin Interlibrary Services (WiLS); Melanie Mercier, Waukesha County Federated Library System; Gerard Saylor, L.D. Fargo Public Library, Lake Mills; Molly Warren, Madison Public Library; David Weinhold, Eastern Shores Library System.
Marketplace Survey – Summer & Fall 2011
Attached to this report is a table prepared by Sara Gold, of WiLS, presenting the most current information that she and other committee members have been able to gather from vendor representatives, promotional literature and other sources.  This is a fluid marketplace, with many promises being made, vendor platforms in transition, and future developments being predicted.  Underlying all is the continuing struggle to get publishers, agents and authors to understand the importance of distributing their work in digital formats through libraries.  For example, publishers Macmillan and Simon & Schuster do not allow their E-Books to be distributed through libraries.  And HarperCollins continues to maintain its “work in progress” policy of limiting library-distributed E-Books to 26 “check-outs” before a new “copy” must be purchased.
E-Books

As one of the committee members put it, E-Books are the “elephant in the room.”  All reported publishing data and an abundance of anecdotal evidence confirm that 2010 and 2011 have been breakthrough years for the public’s embrace of E-Reader devices and E-Books.  An awareness of the inadequacy of the WPLC E-Book collection to cope with current demand is shared by the members of this committee.  Although there is an interest among the committee members and the libraries they represent to explore increasing WPLC support for other digital content (for example, audiobooks  and magazines), the overriding concern of the committee members is to offer a rich collection of E-Books to public library patrons.
With that concern in mind, discussion must begin with OverDrive.  WPLC has recently signed a two-year agreement with OverDrive at an annual consortial fee of $18,000 plus content purchase costs.  WiLS estimates that WPLC has spent $550,000 on OverDrive content since 2005.  $192,000 is budgeted for content purchases in 2011.  The selection committee has pursued a primary goal in recent months of reducing wait times on holds lists by adding additional copies of popular titles.  
OverDrive made news earlier this year when its partnership with Amazon to allow library borrowing of Kindle editions was announced.  With the debut of Kindle editions on WPLC’s Digital Download Center on September 22, 2011, the visibility of and demand for library-distributed E-Books in Wisconsin predictably exploded.  The “currently available E-books” list on the Digital Download Center contained about 2,200 titles on September 21 and was down to about 1,500 when last checked on October 7.  And, dialog on the WPLC discussion list has pointed out that some of the titles in that list are not exactly the high-demand titles or authors that library users may be looking for (i.e., “Cat Behavior Answer Book” or “Canine Cuisine”).  No other E-Book vendor has yet announced a partnership with Amazon.  
At OverDrive’s Digipalooza 2011 conference in late July, the company promised improvements to the user experience: adding open .epub and .pdf titles that do not require the use of Adobe Digital Editions software, a makeover of the Digital Media Console, the opportunity for patrons to suggest titles for acquisition, and the addition of book excerpts for users to sample.  These improvements are planned to be introduced as they are ready rather than launched as a “new and improved” package all at once.  While one committee member contrasted OverDrive with 3M (a company that “understands libraries”), company leadership at the Digipalooza 2011 conference exhibited a strong commitment to making libraries the “go to” place for people to explore E-Books. 

Other vendors are coming forward with plans to offer E-Books through libraries, though none yet offer significant competition to OverDrive:  
The prospects of the “3M Cloud” product seem promising, insofar as the product is said to be designed to work with libraries’ automation systems.  However, 3M’s product currently offers E-Book content from only four publishers and is very expensive ($25,000 annual consortium fee plus a $5,000 setup fee per ILS before any content is acquired).   
ebrary from Proquest offers a collection of 22,000 mostly non-fiction titles with multiple simultaneous user access at a contract cost of five cents per person in the state population ($287,797) plus a five percent annual maintenance fee.  E-reader downloads are promised in late 2011.  One committee member who had seen the product characterized the titles as somewhat outdated.   
Axis360 from Baker & Taylor is an immature product to be launched this fall with a collection of 64,000 titles; the company is still in negotiations with several major publishers (HarperCollins and Random House, among others).  However, most relevant to our purposes, Baker & Taylor has no immediate plans to offer this service to consortia, deciding instead to market it to individual libraries.  Library Ideas LLC, the company behind the Freegal music downloading service, announced its 
Freading E-Book distribution product was announced at ALA earlier this summer from Library Ideas LLC, the company behind the Freegal music downloading service.  Freading offers 20,000 titles from 16 publishers, with unlimited simultaneous users.  Freading promises libraries a low $150 setup fee with fees paid on a title each time it is loaned.  Loans of recently published titles will cost more than older backlist titles.  Freading will use the Adobe Editions software for digital rights management and promises to be usable on all E-Reader devices except Kindle.
One-Click Digital E-Book offerings are promised to be forthcoming from Recorded Books on its own software platform, but this platform has been in development for most of 2011 (more on this below in the Audiobooks section).

Finally, we should mention the EBSCOhost E-Book  platform (formerly netLibrary).  Sara Gold reported that WPLC’s collection – mostly older non-fiction titles in the .pdf file format – has not added titles in almost two years.   One committee member mentioned a report that EBSCO may add fiction titles to its offerings in the future.
Some committee members expressed concerns over offering Wisconsin library users a proliferation of E-Book platforms, each of which will work somewhat differently.  Others encouraged the committee to keep an open mind, especially if a platform promises to very much easier to use than OverDrive.  Finally, news that Amazon is itself contemplating a service offering heavy readers access to many e-Books on a subscription basis is a development worth monitoring.
Audiobooks

Sara Gold relayed information from Digipalooza 2011 that, although E-Book use is exploding, downloadable audio is still growing at a very healthy pace.  Just as with E-Books, WPLC faces a choice of expanding its OverDrive audiobook collection versus diversifying to other vendor platforms.  A possible competitor in the audiobook marketplace is Recorded Books and its One Click Digital (formerly One Click Audio) product.  Despite an emphasis on backlist titles, Recorded Books offers libraries a recognized catalog of high quality productions with excellent narrators.  Unfortunately, Recorded Books seems to be paralyzed by a software module migration / re-design process to the point that its product is practically unusable at this time.  These issues have severely impacted product usability for most of 2011, making it difficult to assess its future viability at this time.  An estimated price for WPLC to offer a collection of 2,600 adult and 900 children’s and YA audiobooks is $200,000.

Magazines

Members of the committee were interested in the potential popularity of the Zinio service, that would allow patrons to stream content from 4,500 magazines to a PC or Macintosh.  Zinio is offered in partnership with Recorded Books and is reported to be “buggy.”  No quote has been sought for this product, as only time will tell if it will emerge as a viable product for public libraries.

Selection Criteria

One of the charges of this committee is to describe selection criteria for digital media products and vendors.  A number of criteria emerged from the discussion of the digital media marketplace.  The criteria are evident above in the evaluations of the various products on the market for libraries today.

Those criteria that especially stood out in the committee’s discussions are as follows:

· Collection Aspects – Size, Quality, Popularity, Currency;
· Price / Value

· Terms of User Access – One-copy-one-user versus multiple simultaneous users;
· Ease of use – User Interface; Authentication ease and method; Interoperability with library ILS; Availability of mobile device apps;
· Content Pricing Model – Up-front payment versus Pay-per-loan
· Past WPLC Investment 
2012 WPLC Purchase Recommendations
1. “Give ‘em What They Want!”
This committee urges the WPLC Board and the librarians charged with developing this shared collection to remember that it is meant to serve public library users and that it must offer the popular titles that people want.  This means an emphasis on popular fiction, supplemented by genre, series, and backlist fiction as well as popular non-fiction titles.  The committee emphasizes that WPLC ought not to be overly fastidious about developing an ideal balanced and diverse collection.  The goal of this enterprise is to extend the library brand of “books” to include “e-Books;” to maintain the affiliation of readers with their public libraries even as they move to embrace new reading technologies.  For this to work, readers must be able to easily find and borrow the e-Books they want to read.
2. Make a major commitment to building the OverDrive E-Book collection – 70%
A major proportion of the 2012 shared funding pool ought to go towards developing the OverDrive E-Book  and audiobook collections,  building upon past investments in those resources.  OverDrive is clearly ahead of all other announced entrants to the library E-Book marketplace.  The committee recommends committing 70% of the 2012 shared funding pool toward enhancing WPLC’s OverDrive collections.  While the committee recognizes that the exploding demand for e-Books will require a major commitment to that format in 2012, it also wishes to see continuing development of the audiobook collection.  This committee trusts the judgment of the WPLC Selection Committee to allocate OverDrive expenditures appropriately among available formats.

3. Reserve 30% of the shared funding pool for other products for possible purchase later in 2012
The committee did not find any vendors or products in the library digital media marketplace that are quite ready to compete with OverDrive.  Some show promise; others as yet offer little more than promises.  We recommend that WPLC give these companies a few more months to develop their products.  We recommend the committee convene again in February 2012 and report by April 2012.  The committee will re-evaluate the marketplace for digital media distributed through libraries and submit recommendations for using the remaining 30% of the 2012 shared funding pool.
Additional Considerations

We wish to place on the agenda for future consideration a couple of issues that have arisen in the committee’s discussions but that are not strictly covered by the committee’s charge.

These issues arise out of the conviction that the size of the WPLC shared funding pool should give the consortium’s representatives leverage to negotiate favorable terms on price and features in the products we are purchasing.  We recommend that the WPLC Board encourage WiLS – as project manager – to negotiate aggressively for advantageous pricing on the e-Media it selects for the WPLC collections.

The view has been expressed to the committee that the shared funding pool ought to also provide leverage for significant improvements to user experience.  A library director not on the committee would like to see WPLC sponsor discussion of major improvements for library E-Book users and to press for these changes.  She is particularly an advocate of pressing for multiple simultaneous user access as opposed to one-copy-one user access that relies on digital rights management software (DRM).  We are aware that WiLS is working with OverDrive on a “wish list” of desirable enhancements, focused on improving user experience and library use data.
