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Background: The Connecticut State Library’s Advisory Council for Library Planning 
and Development (ACLPD) created an ebook task force in August 2011. The group 
was charged with examining library practices and license agreements, exploring 
issues of ebook compliance with Connecticard regulations, investigating the 
possibility of a state-wide ebook cooperative, and generating some best practice 
recommendations for Connecticut libraries looking to purchase ebook content.  

The task force has met with a number of ebook vendors as well as libraries and 
other organizations seeking solutions to library ebook conundrums. The rapidly 
shifting marketplace makes it difficult to speak in absolutes, but this white paper 
will share the task force’s findings and recommendations so far.  

Connecticard: The task force was convened with C-card as a central concern. State-
wide reciprocity has long been an equalizing force in Connecticut, but ebook license 
agreements do not allow for non-residents to access a library’s ebook collection. 
Unlike subscription databases, physically visiting a library does not allow 
nonresidents access to an ebook collection. Current licensing models do not provide 
a C-card compatible solution for ebooks and libraries cannot be required to loan 
them to non-residents.  Ebook reading devices should be lent to non-residents as 
any other physical library material.  

Ebook Vendors: For public libraries, there are several major ebook vendors: 
Overdrive, 3M, Baker and Taylor’s Blio, Ingram, and Freading. The task force 
investigated each of these vendors as well as Library Renewal, Gluejar, and Douglas 
County Library in Colorado. Each vendor offers rapidly changing advantages and 
disadvantages to the library and its patrons. Rather than recommend a vendor, we 
suggest that libraries interested in purchasing ebooks or considering a change in 
vendor research a few key ideas when making a decision. 

Selection: Right now, the only two of the “big six” publishers selling ebooks to 
libraries are Random House and Harper Collins. Random House’s prices are 
significantly higher, but offer something resembling ownership. Harper Collins’s 
ebooks expire after twenty-six circulations and must be purchased again if a library 
wants to continue to offer access. Each vendor offers an array of smaller publishers, 
many of which may or may not appeal to a given community. Library staff should 
spend some time looking at the vendor’s publisher list (which is subject to change 
on a moment’s notice) to see if the titles offered are likely to appeal to their 
community.  

User interface: Will your users find this relatively easy to use? Bear in mind that 
while librarians lobby for easier interfaces, publishers have argued that library 
ebooks are too easy to use. Vendors may not be able to easily satisfy both parties.  
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Device compatibility: Nook and iPad compatibility (usually in the form of an iPad 
app) are more common, leaving Kindle as the question mark. While the Kindle is the 
most popular ereader on the market, publishers’ uneasy relationship with Amazon 
has had some fallout in the library world. Penguin pulled their new ebooks from 
Overdrive (the only ebook vendor compatible with all Kindles) and insisted that 
older titles only be transferable to Kindles via USB (rather than using the devices 
wireless capability). Other vendors have developed work-arounds for Kindle Fire 
compatibility, which have made fewer waves.  

Ease of use for staff: How hard will it be to buy ebooks? Will it require much more 
staff time? Is the purchasing interface easy to use? How robust is the search? Does 
the staff interface announce new titles? Can any staff member jump in and buy a few 
books to satisfy patron demand?  

Ownership: Much has been made of library ownership of ebooks. Licensing 
agreements trump copyright, and many of the benefits that libraries have enjoyed 
thanks to the right of First Sale don’t apply to ebooks. We can’t, for example, sell 
ebooks at our book sales. Although this isn’t an immediate issue, the current 
licensing environment restricts libraries and library Friends groups from reselling 
ebooks donated by individuals or by the libraries. Funds raised through these book 
sales are a major revenue stream for supporting many public libraries. While 
vendors may promise ownership, it is the publisher who grants it. Vendors can 
facilitate access to purchased ebooks by helping a library work with each publisher 
should the library choose to move to a new ebook vendor.  

For instance, HarperCollins has made access to their ebooks a potentially temporary 
bargain while Random House dramatically increased their prices in exchange for the 
promise of permanent access. If a library changes vendors, each publisher decides if 
the library can migrate its ebooks to another vendor. Random House has said that 
they will let a library moving from one vendor to another (for example from 
Overdrive to 3M) take their Random House titles with them.  

It’s important to note that ownership doesn’t mean that a vendor or publisher will 
give the library ebook files. That would be useless to the library since each vendor 
uses its own digital rights management and sometimes its own file formats. What 
happens in the example above is the new vendor simply loads the same Random 
House titles the library had purchased through the old vendor.  

While libraries have traditionally valued ownership of materials, when it comes to 
ebooks, a careful reading and thorough understanding of the licensing agreement 
with each vendor will hold the library in better stead than promises of electronic 
ownership.  
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Privacy: Librarians have long upheld patron privacy as a central tenant of the 
profession. Ebooks have raised privacy concerns, particularly when Overdrive 
started offering Kindle-compatible books. Amazon saves the notes and highlighting 
users make on library ebooks, with the promise that they will transfer those 
annotations should the user buy the ebook after it’s been returned. Amazon also 
sent renewal notices to users that prominently suggested purchasing the book. The 
first library users to take advantage of Kindle-compatibility already had an 
agreement with Amazon, but subsequent library users might be buying a device 
specifically to use with the library, and may be assuming that the library’s privacy 
policies will carry into the ereading world. Because library ebooks are mediated by 
third parties, librarians must make their users aware that the library’s stance on 
privacy may not be applied to the ereading experience.  

Accessibility: Ebooks and ereaders should be a boon to those looking for accessible 
reading materials. However, that has not proved to be the case. The Braille Monitor 
published an article in January 2012 assessing the accessibility of several ebook 
readers and software packages.  As might be expected, vendors have since improved 
their accessibility. Ken Petri’s page on accessibility issues in ebooks offers guidelines 
to consider when assessing ebook software and hardware: 
http://wac.osu.edu/ebook-access-overview/ 

Watchwords: “Friction” and “discovery” both come up frequently when libraries 
and ebooks are mentioned. Publishers fear that library ebooks are too easy to 
download and will cannibalize sales. They want to see more friction in how library 
users access ebooks. While librarians tend to feel that the complicated sign-in and 
check-out process is friction enough, publishers want friction in the form of a 
physical trip to the library.  

Discovery is another big issue for publishers. With the closure of Borders, there are 
very few outlets for people to find books. The library is a major venue of book 
discovery, but no one is sure how discovery works in an ebook world. Publishers 
value the library’s role in discovery of physical books, but our role in ebook 
discovery (and, indeed, the mechanics of ebook discovery generally) remains 
unclear.  

Recommendations for libraries:  

Know thyself – What works in a neighboring community may not work for your 
library. Are you technologically ahead of your users or are they showing you the 
way? Are your most avid readers coming in to tell you about their new devices? 
Formal or informal community surveys may help guide your decisions. 
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Investigate collective purchasing – Consortia offer a cheaper way to access an 
already-established ebook collection, not only for members, but for non-member 
libraries as well.  

Read carefully – Make sure you read and understand the licensing agreements that 
come with the vendors you’re considering. Make sure your funding body 
understands them before you sign any contracts.  

Keep your contracts short – The rapidly changing marketplace means you may want 
to move to a new vendor or renegotiate your relationship with the vendor you pick 
today. Ask for a shorter-term contract to keep your options flexible.  

A statewide collection: Collective purchasing is one of the best ways to offer 
ebooks to library users. Demand for ebooks is enormous and can require a heavy 
investment with a single vendor, which is difficult and risky for many libraries. The 
state’s audiobook collection has been a boon to Connecticut library patrons, but the 
task force is wary of the state investing in a commercial platform for ebooks. 
Consortia (Library Connection and Bibliomation) already offer shared ebook 
purchasing to nonmembers and the task force is more interested in a vendor-
agnostic, library-driven solution at the state level.  

Ebooks present the state’s libraries and their users with an inequality of access. 
Many libraries cannot afford ebooks, and many readers can’t afford devices. 
Licensing agreements hinder the equalizing effects of reciprocal borrowing that 
Connecticut’s librarians and library users have come to expect. In a majority ebook 
environment, the digital divide will deepen and, if the current models hold, become 
more intractable. Connecticard and Connecticar and the ease of reciprocity they 
offer have set a standard in the state for residents’ access to information. Providing 
even a minimum level of equality of access to ebooks will be challenging without 
funding. At the very least, the task force recommends that the state library pursue 
funding to subsidize ebook collections throughout the state or to build a state-wide 
collection, preferably one that is developed and controlled by the state library.  

In Douglas County, Colorado, the library has partnered with the Colorado 
Independent Publishers Association to buy and loan ebooks without a third-party 
vendor.  The program has expanded to other independent publishers and the Califa 
consortium in California has adopted the same model. This ebook purchasing 
approach has potential at a state level, but requires funds and staffing that the state 
library does not have at this time. While the task force applauds Douglas County’s 
initiative and will continue watching it grow with great interest, the funding, and 
technical and legal staff (Douglas County has a staff member devoted to handling 
agreements with publishers) required to launch these programs are a challenge for 
Connecticut at this time. 
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The state library is already partnering with Library Renewal, a nonprofit 
organization seeking to create a new infrastructure for ebook purchasing and 
delivery for libraries. The task force wholeheartedly endorses this partnership and 
hopes Library Renewal can provide Connecticut with a path to ebook autonomy.  

Ebook usage has been expanding at an unprecedented rate, and the challenge to 
libraries to meet the demands of their users is matching the pace of ebook growth. It 
is clear that the publishing industry is in a state of uncertainty and flux, and seems 
to be unconcerned about the impact of its policies and market offerings on those 
who depend on the library for their access to content. It is the recommendation of 
the task force that its work be continued for at least a second year in order for 
ACLPD to monitor developments in the ebook arena, as well as allow the task force 
to suggest further ways in which Connecticut can react to the issues of statewide 
ebook access.  
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