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El e-book científico-técnico en el mercado español 
a partir del análisis de las agencias de suscripciones

Por Irene-Sofía Romero-Otero, Elea Giménez-Toledo y Juan-Carlos Martín-González

Resumen: Se analizan la ges-
tión, las estrategias comercia-
les, el marketing y los usuarios 
del libro electrónico científico-
técnico en el mercado español 
desde el punto de vista de las 
principales agencias de sus-
cripciones. Los responsables de 
Ebsco y Swets en España fueron 
entrevistados con el fin de ob-
tener el panorama general pre-
sentado. La opinión más exten-
dida en el contexto académico 
-investigadores, bibliotecarios, 
editores y agencias de suscrip-
ciones- es que la aceptación del 
libro electrónico en el ámbito 
académico es mucho más lenta 
en comparación con las revistas 
electrónicas, pero cada vez es 
más importante.

Palabras clave: Libro electró-
nico, Agencias de suscripcio-
nes, Oferta de libros electróni-
cos, Mercado español.

Title: The scientific-technical e-book in the Spanish market: an overview from the subscription 
agent perspective

Abstract: Management, trade strategies, marketing and users of scientific-technical e-books in the Spanish market are 
analysed in this paper, from the point of view of the main subscription agents. Swets and Ebsco country managers in Spain 
were interviewed to obtain a general overview. The most widely held opinion in the scholarly context –researchers, librar-
ians, publishers and subscription agents- is that the scholarly e-book is being accepted much more slowly than e-journals 
but will become more and more important. 
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1. Introducción

Aunque el libro electrónico (en adelante e-book) 
lleva presente poco tiempo en el mercado español, hay 
que reconocer los esfuerzos que vienen realizando tan-
to las editoriales como las agencias de suscripciones 
para contribuir de alguna manera a su proceso de con-
solidación.

Resulta interesante el punto de vista de estas agen-
cias, gracias a la enorme experiencia acumulada con la 
gestión de las colecciones de revistas electrónicas y al 
profundo conocimiento que tienen de los demandantes 
de información científica. Tales agencias han conside-
rado que el siguiente paso lógico era hacer una apuesta 
fuerte por la comercialización del e-book en el merca-
do español. Por ello están desempeñando un papel cla-
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ve como intermediadoras en su adquisición, gestión y 
venta. Las tareas que ya asumían con las bibliotecas al 
gestionar las suscripciones de publicaciones periódicas 
-selección, negociación con editores, gestión de pagos, 
incidencias, suscripciones, asesoramiento, facturacio-
nes, renovaciones- son realizadas también con el e-book, 
aunque con las particularidades que éste presenta.

La mayoría de bibliotecas o instituciones interesa-
das en adquirir colecciones de e-books opta por realizar 
su compra a través de las agencias de suscripciones por 
las facilidades que brindan, desde el momento en que 
centralizan el acceso y muchos aspectos de la gestión 
por medio de un único punto de contacto (Collison, 
2006). El principal valor añadido que ofrecen las agen-
cias es la eficiente administración, porque ayudan a 
ambas partes (editor y cliente) a reducir costos y mejo-
rar los servicios, contribuyendo de esta manera a flexi-
bilizar los procesos de negociación (Harwood, 2003).

A pesar de lo mediático que ha sido el e-book a lo 
largo de 2009, la impresión más extendida en el entor-
no académico -investigadores, bibliotecarios, editores y 
las propias agencias de suscripción- es que el e-book de 
carácter científico está teniendo una aceptación mucho 
más lenta que su antecedente más inmediato, la revista 
electrónica.

En este sentido, este trabajo pretende profundizar 
en el proceso de expansión y aceptación del e-book en 
el entorno científico, eligiendo para ello la perspectiva 
de las agencias de suscripciones como uno de los acto-
res protagonistas de este escenario.

“Las agencias de suscripciones están 
desempeñando un papel destacado en la 
adquisición, gestión y venta de e-books”

2. Objetivos

Este artículo pretende analizar la gestión, oferta y 
estrategia comercial del e-book por parte de las princi-
pales agencias de suscripciones presentes en España, 
Ebsco y Swets, poniendo especial atención en el ámbito 
de las ciencias sociales y las humanidades, áreas en las 
que la monografía ha sido siempre protagonista.

Los tres aspectos esenciales que se abordarán son:

a) Estrategia comercial, con la intención de:

– conocer sus inicios y evolución en el mercado 
español desde la perspectiva de las agencias de suscrip-
ciones y la visión que tienen sobre el futuro del mis-
mo;

– describir los modelos de negocio predominantes 
para su comercialización; y

– explorar las colecciones de e-books en ciencias 
sociales y humanidades.

b) Usuarios o instituciones que más demandan co-
lecciones de e-books a estas agencias en España, así 
como las características de las licencias que plantean 
los editores.

c) Modelo de marketing para la venta de las co-
lecciones de e-books que emplean las agencias de sus-
cripciones.

3. Metodología

Este estudio se basa en sendas entrevistas estruc-
turadas realizadas a responsables en España de las dos 
agencias de suscripciones. La entrevista está organi-
zada en tres bloques, que se corresponden con áreas 
de interés señaladas en los objetivos. Las entrevistas 
tuvieron una duración de más de una hora y fueron rea-
lizadas a Juan-Carlos Martín-González, director de 
Swets en España (y coautor de este artículo) el 4 de 
marzo de 2009 y a Jesús Muñoz, director del Departa-
mento de Recursos Electrónicos de Ebsco en España el 
20 de enero de 2009.

Por otra parte, la revisión bibliográfica, así como 
la documentación proporcionada por las agencias de 
suscripciones y obtenida a partir de sus sitios web, han 
permitido completar y contextualizar el panorama del 
e-book en el mercado español.

“El e-book científico está teniendo una 
aceptación más lenta que su antecedente 

más inmediato, la revista electrónica”

4. Resultados

4.1. Estrategia comercial

Mercado del e-book en España

La comercialización de los e-books se inició en Es-
paña en 2005, según Juan-Carlos Martín-González: 
“fue en 2005 cuando se dieron las primeras iniciativas 
por parte del sector editorial”, y a su vez Jesús Muñoz 
añadió que “fue el momento en el que, de alguna ma-
nera, el mercado del e-book empezó a tomar forma y a 
tener una cierta demanda”.

La visión que tienen estas agencias sobre el papel 
que han desempeñado los editores frente a los e-books 
es positiva. Así lo deja ver el representante de Swets: 
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“los editores están apostando fuerte, porque ya han lle-
gado a una especie de techo en cuanto a la comerciali-
zación de revistas en formato digital y el paso lógico es 
ampliar ese modelo a monografías (…). Se está viendo 
que aparte del esfuerzo de infraestructuras y de proyec-
tos técnicos de desarrollo de las colecciones, también 
está habiendo un esfuerzo comercial importante”. 

A pesar de ello, el mercado del e-book en España 
durante estos cuatro años ha sido lento, no ha respondi-
do como se esperaba. Según el representante de Ebsco 
“se trata de un mercado muy reciente, aún no está ma-
duro y es todavía muy limitado. Si bien la transición 
de las revistas electrónicas se hizo en unos cinco o seis 
años, la del e-book está tardando un poco más”. Para 
dicha agencia es probable que su tardanza se deba a 
aspectos como el desconocimiento de las ventajas que 
ofrece este soporte, su limitación a un sector de la co-
munidad académica restringido, ya que la mayor parte 
del alumnado no lo emplea por desconocimiento del in-
glés -idioma en el que se publican la mayor parte de los 
contenidos científicos-, y porque el sistema académico 
español de momento sigue siendo muy tradicional y el 
uso que hace el estudiante en los primeros años de esos 
medios de información es muy limitado. 

Respecto al idioma como posible inconveniente, es 
importante señalar que el hecho de que la oferta del e-
book sea predominantemente en inglés no tendría por 
qué suponer un freno en su utilización, puesto que ocu-
rre lo mismo con las revistas electrónicas y, sin embar-
go, se han consolidado perfectamente.

Los obstáculos que señala el representante de Ebs-
co, de una manera u otra concuerdan con la reflexión 
que ha hecho Cuesta (2005) sobre las razones que han 
limitado el éxito de los e-books en el mercado español: 
su alto precio, la escasa oferta de catálogos, el predo-
minio del inglés y las excesivas medidas de protección 
establecidas por la industria para luchar contra la pi-
ratería han hecho de los e-books soportes demasiado 
personales, es decir, no pueden ser prestables a otras 
personas, por tener muchas medidas de seguridad. 

En lo que concierne al precio habría que destacar 
que, a día de hoy, el representante de Swets conside-
ra que “un e-book puede ser incluso más barato que 
su equivalente impreso. Solamente las grandes colec-
ciones pueden ser consideradas ‘caras’ por la falta de 
relevancia de muchos de sus contenidos, la selección 
individual de títulos puede suponer un ahorro impor-
tante en el presupuesto de monografías”.

Pese a las anteriores limitaciones, las agencias de 
suscripciones son optimistas sobre el futuro del e-book 
en el contexto español, porque creen que este formato 
se consolidará, pero que irá a su propio ritmo, y así lo 
señala el representante de Ebsco: “se consolidará como 

la revista electrónica, pero el salto en el entorno aca-
démico en relación con el e-book dentro del aula, más 
bien va a depender de los cambios que tenga el sistema 
educativo que del propio producto”. Es probable que 
la progresiva adaptación al proceso de Bolonia, uno de 
cuyos pilares es la autonomía en el aprendizaje y en 
la investigación por parte del alumno, potencie un ma-
yor y más variado uso de las fuentes de información, 
lo que vendría a reforzar el rol del e-book. Por su par-
te, el representante de Swets opina que “es un formato 
que crecerá y que formará parte de la vida académica 
y científica en un período breve de tiempo; probable-
mente en unos tres o cinco años ya tenga una presencia 
bastante importante”.

“Las agencias creen que este formato 
crecerá y formará parte de la vida 

académica y científica en un período 
corto”

En este punto vale la pena mencionar que la estra-
tegia que vienen empleando tanto los editores como las 
agencias de suscripciones es una apuesta por la inte-
gración. Esto supone ubicar los e-books en las platafor-
mas que ya están destinadas para otro tipo de productos 
digitales en las bibliotecas; en pocas palabras, se trata 
“de la capacidad de tener en un click una multitud de 
materiales que anteriormente estaban diseminados” 
(Ebsco).

El volumen de la edición de e-books puede medirse 
a través de las cifras sobre su comercialización en el 
mercado español (sólo corresponden al mercado inter-
no):

– En 2005 “la facturación de los e-books fue muy 
reducida: 27,3 millones de euros, lo que representa el 
9,5% de la facturación total de la edición en otros so-
portes diferentes del papel. El peso de la facturación de 
los e-books ocupa el cuarto lugar en el total de la factu-
ración de otros soportes” (Larrañaga-Rubio, 2008).

– En 2006 la facturación fue de 31,73 millones de 
euros, lo que representa el 9,5% de la facturación total 
de la edición en otros soportes diferentes del papel (Fe-
deración de Gremios de Editores de España, 2006).

– Según datos de la FGEE, en 2007 el 10,5% de 
la facturación editorial anual responde a la edición di-
gital (Federación de Gremios de Editores de España, 
2007)1.

Ante este panorama queda claro que la presen-
cia de los e-books en el mercado español es escasa, 
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tal como escribe Larrañaga: “Los e-books tienen un 
peso muy pequeño en la panorámica del mundo de la 
edición en España… la producción de e-books es muy 
reducida en nuestro mercado editorial” (Larrañaga-
Rubio, 2008).

crecimiento en el mercado del libro digital y que el 
formato se está convirtiendo en una parte cada vez 
más importante de su negocio” (Teicher, 2008). Es-
tas visiones reflejan la actitud optimista que hay en el 
sector editorial a escala mundial con respecto al futu-
ro del libro electrónico.

Modelos de negocio 

Las agencias de suscripciones respetan los modelos 
de negocio u opciones de compra que plantea cada edi-
tor y los emplean en sus negociaciones con las bibliote-
cas. No obstante, dentro de sus funciones está también 
ayudar a flexibilizar la postura de los distintos actores, 
para poder llegar a acuerdos con ambas partes (clien-
te y editorial). Es por esto que según el representante 
de Swets “las editoriales plantean un modelo, pero la 
personalización es necesaria, por ello nosotros también 
jugamos ahí un papel importante”.

“Los cuatro años de trayectoria del e-
book en España no han sido suficientes 

para lograr su consolidación”

Las opciones de compra se refieren por una parte al 
modo de adquisición y de pago de e-books y por otra a 
la estructura de los contenidos. Las opciones más co-
munes de adquisición y pago entre los editores y, por 
tanto, las que ofrecen las agencias de suscripciones son: 
la compra única, mediante la cual se garantizan unos 
derechos de archivo que en principio tienden a ser per-
petuos, es decir, “la institución adquiere en propiedad 
el contenido seleccionado, manteniendo los derechos 
de acceso sobre el mismo de forma indefinida”; y la 
suscripción, “por la que la institución obtiene derechos 
sobre el material contratado y sus actualizaciones, o in-
cluso en algunos casos sobre nuevas ediciones y nuevas 
obras añadidas a colecciones, durante un período con-
creto de tiempo y contra el pago de una cuota anual” 
(Martín-González; Pivetta, 2008). 

En cuanto al contenido lo más habitual es que se 
ofrezcan colecciones completas del catálogo o una co-
lección temática. La selección individualizada de títu-
los sólo se da en algunos casos cuando las editoriales 
lo permiten, por lo que no es una fórmula habitual de 
compra. 

Sin embargo es interesante la observación del re-
presentante de Swets sobre estas opciones de compra: 
“una de las tendencias que se ha visto durante estos 
cuatro años es que se intenta extrapolar el modelo de 
comercialización de las revistas electrónicas al e-book; 

“Los clientes que más demandan e-
books en España son las instituciones 

académicas, bibliotecas universitarias y 
centros de investigación de titularidad 

estatal”

La opinión que tiene el sector editorial se refleja en 
el estudio “Digitalización del libro en España” (Edicio-
na; Dosdoce.com, 2008), donde se dice que el 57% de 
los profesionales del sector cree que ambos soportes 
(papel y electrónico) convivirán. Sólo un 15% opinó 
que los e-books llegarán a imponerse sobre los libros 
impresos.

Sin embargo parece que será cuestión de tiempo 
que logre posicionarse mejor y así lo dejan ver las con-
clusiones a las que llegaron varios expertos y profesio-
nales del sector editorial reunidos en el foro de Publi-
disa 2009: es posible que en 2010 el e-book (entendi-
do en sentido estricto, no referido a cualquier formato 
digital) suponga un 5% del total del negocio editorial, 
un porcentaje que se duplicará para 2013, hasta lograr 
en 2015 el 50% del negocio editorial (eForo Publidisa, 
2009)2. 

En cuanto al e-book en el ámbito académico se pue-
de apreciar que “el aumento de las monografías elec-
trónicas entre los miembros de Rebiun ha experimenta-
do un crecimiento del 37% entre 2005 y 2007, pasando 
de 2.700.000 a 3.695.000 e-libros accesibles por pago” 
(Martín-González; Pivetta, 2008). Esto refleja que el 
e-book va teniendo aceptación por parte de investiga-
dores, profesores y estudiantes.

Estos datos parecen lejos de las previsiones que 
el sector editorial a escala mundial hace sobre el peso 
del e-book en el mercado, pues en la Feria del libro de 
Frankfurt de 2007, el 44% de profesionales (1.324 de 
86 países) respondieron que el e-book será una parte 
del sector editorial que experimentará un crecimiento 
destacado (Rodríguez, 2007) y un año más tarde, en 
2008 en la misma feria, las predicciones apuntaban 
a que en 2018 el volumen de negocio del e-book su-
perará al del libro impreso (Díaz-Noci, 2009). A su 
vez, en la feria anual Digital Book 2008, patrocinada 
por International Digital Publishing Forum, los pre-
sentadores indicaban que “los editores ven un rápido 
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el concepto del big deal, tan de moda hace algunos 
años, se ha intentado aplicar también a los e-books y en 
muchos casos se ha visto que el interés por parte de la 
comunidad profesional no es el mismo. Este modelo no 
es aplicable a los e-books porque la manera de adqui-
rirlos, seleccionarlos y de desarrollar una colección es 
completamente diferente a los de las revistas electróni-
cas. En este sentido lo que busca Swets es flexibilizar 
los modelos para que la manera de adquirir el e-book 
se ajuste más a la realidad y a los procesos actuales de 
adquisición de monografías dentro de las bibliotecas 
científicas y universitarias principalmente”.

Siguiendo con el caso de Swets, su representante 
afirma que “la fórmula de venta predominante ha sido 
por colecciones temáticas, aunque en 2008 se incre-
mentó la de selección título a título”. Por su parte el 
representante de Ebsco indica: “sus editores están más 
interesados en la colección que en el libro individual, 
porque luego la gestión técnica que tienen que hacer 
ellos es mucho más flexible con una colección cerra-
da que con títulos individuales”. Sin embargo ambos 
representantes coinciden en que algunos editores han 
flexibilizado un poco dichos modelos.

Colecciones de e-books en ciencias sociales y huma-
nidades en ambas agencias de suscripciones

La presencia de títulos de e-books en ciencias so-
ciales y humanidades en las editoriales que tienen en 
común tanto Swets como Ebsco, es menor en compa-
ración con el número de títulos que hay de las ciencias 
exactas y naturales. Según sus representantes se debe 
a que:

– Las editoriales tienen una oferta mayor de e-bo-
oks para las disciplinas con más demanda.

– Los usuarios de humanidades y ciencias sociales 
son más conservadores, lo que ocasiona en ellos mayo-
res recelos en relación al e-book. Sin embargo, según 
el representante de Ebsco últimamente se percibe un 
mayor interés por tratar de incorporar este formato al 
entorno académico.

– Los investigadores de ciencias exactas han acep-
tado algo más rápido al e-book en comparación con hu-
manidades y ciencias sociales.

4.2. Usuarios

Según los representantes de estas agencias de sus-
cripciones, los clientes que más han demandando co-
lecciones de e-books en España son principalmente 
las instituciones académicas, bibliotecas universitarias 
y centros de investigación de titularidad estatal, como 
cabría esperar. No obstante, en la mayoría de ocasiones 
dichas bibliotecas destinan un porcentaje menor a los 
e-books dentro del presupuesto de monografías y esto 
puede deberse posiblemente a que el libro electrónico 

aún no se ha consolidado y empieza a ser aceptado len-
tamente entre los usuarios.

Las licencias establecen los términos en los que los 
lectores pueden consultar y descargar los e-books. Al-
gunas de las posibilidades que ofrecen son comunes a 
las revistas electrónicas:

– La licencia puede limitar el acceso a un número 
concreto de usuarios simultáneos.

– Posibilidad de descarga e impresión con algunas 
variantes: en algunos casos hay limitaciones de descar-
gas, en otros puede variar por número de páginas, por 
capítulos, por obra completa, etc.

– Se pueden establecer restricciones en cuanto a 
los derechos de acceso a lo largo del tiempo.

– Tiende a aplicarse la jurisdicción propia del pro-
ductor de la obra.

– Se aseguran que los e-books tengan un uso au-
torizado.

– La institución firmante de la licencia tiene que 
garantizar un uso apropiado de los e-books. 

4.3. Marketing

Las agencias realizan tareas de marketing, al igual 
que con el resto de productos de información que co-
mercializan. Para promocionar los e-books, por ejem-
plo, Ebsco diseña material propio en castellano, de for-
ma que llegue mejor a los clientes y que se conozca la 
oferta del editor más fácilmente. Swets busca facilitar 
la tarea del bibliotecario ofreciéndole trials para la va-
loración previa, aportando material de referencia, ma-
nuales de uso, etc.; de esta forma pueden comprobar la 
utilidad, el interés que puede tener para sus usuarios, la 
facilidad de uso, etc., y valorar si les interesa comprar o 
no el e-book o la colección.

“En el mercado editorial español hay una 
menor oferta de e-books 

en ciencias sociales y humanas”

Por otra parte las agencias ofrecen diferentes opcio-
nes de precios para las colecciones. Estas variaciones, 
que en ocasiones constituyen ofertas promocionales y 
con ellas se consigue atraer algo más al cliente, depen-
den del tamaño de la biblioteca que está interesada en 
gestionar la compra, los años de la edición que se de-
sea comprar, el tamaño de la colección temática y el 
prestigio y reconocimiento de la colección en el ámbito 
científico.
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5. Discusión y conclusiones

A raíz de los resultados obtenidos se llegó a las si-
guientes conclusiones: 

– Los cuatro años de trayectoria del e-book en Es-
paña no han sido suficientes para lograr su consolida-
ción. Según las agencias de suscripciones analizadas, 
hoy en día dicho mercado se encuentra limitado, pero 
va madurando paulatinamente.

– El proceso de transición del e-book en España 
está siendo algo lento en relación con el que vivieron 
en su momento las revistas electrónicas, aunque la 
comparación entre ambos no es del todo adecuada pues 
cada uno presenta particularidades destacadas. Si bien 
se ha aceptado el hecho de leer las veinte páginas de un 
artículo en pantalla o de imprimirlo porque tiene una 
extensión limitada, parece que existe un cierto recelo 
a abandonar el libro como objeto, que permite hacer 
anotaciones, ir de un lado a otro, subrayar, etc. Tras-
ladar el comportamiento y la admiración que se siente 
hacia el libro impreso al e-book supone un salto cul-
tural que implica necesariamente un tiempo mayor de 
adaptación.

– Las agencias de suscripciones analizadas son op-
timistas frente al futuro del e-book en el mercado espa-
ñol; consideran que finalmente logrará consolidarse y 
tendrá éxito especialmente en el entorno académico.

– Los editores también están haciendo una apuesta 
fuerte, lo que se refleja en una oferta amplia y varia-
da de diferentes colecciones temáticas de e-books. Los 
bibliotecarios por su parte deben compaginar en este 
momento la compra tradicional de monografías, que es 
lo que realmente están demandando sus usuarios, con 
las pruebas y pequeñas compras de e-books, que les 
permitirán irse adentrando en este campo, además de ir 
conociendo el modelo de negocio e ir familiarizando a 
sus usuarios con el nuevo soporte.

– En el mercado actual hay variados modelos de 
adquisición y condiciones de licencias diferentes pro-
puestas por varios editores, lo que genera confusión en 
las bibliotecas en el momento de gestionar su compra 
de e-books.

– En el mercado editorial español hay una menor 
oferta de e-books en ciencias sociales y humanas; son 
pocas las editoriales asociadas a agencias de suscrip-
ciones que ofrecen este tipo de colecciones, lo que por 
una parte llama la atención dado el protagonismo del 
libro en estas áreas, y por otra puede entenderse por el 
mayor apego al libro como objeto que tienen los huma-
nistas y científicos sociales.

– En cuanto a la disposición de los recursos en los 
sitios web de las bibliotecas, la estrategia que más fre-
cuentemente están implementando tanto editores como 

agencias de suscripciones, es la integración del e-book 
dentro de la plataforma en la que están incorporados los 
demás recursos electrónicos, con el fin de que el usua-
rio tenga a mano toda la información necesaria presen-
tada en diferentes formatos metabuscables entre sí. Sin 
embargo hay que considerar que aunque la estrategia es 
interesante, parece que en un primer momento la oferta 
de e-books en una biblioteca debería aparecer destaca-
da, independientemente de los otros recursos electróni-
cos, logrando de esta forma que el usuario y visitante 
de la web de la biblioteca identifique claramente la sec-
ción destinada para los e-books como algo novedoso 
para explorar. Esta opción no implica que internamente 
la identificación bibliográfica de los e-books y su aloja-
miento estén integradas con el resto de productos elec-
trónicos, sino más bien que el usuario sepa que hay un 
enlace dedicado exclusivamente a e-books.

6. Notas
1. Los anteriores datos se refieren a porcentajes calculados sobre la factura-
ción de lo que Larrañaga-Rubio considera como e-books (online), dentro 
del porcentaje que suponen los libros que han sido editados en soportes 
diferentes al papel (cd, dvd, audiolibros, etc.). Igualmente, hay que mencio-
nar que en dicho trabajo los e-books no fueron diferenciados por materias 
(ficción, científicos, técnicos, etc.).

2. Las cifras correspondientes a los años 2010, 2013 y 2015, se refieren a 
porcentajes calculados sobre el total del negocio editorial del libro, el cual 
incluye tanto el papel como el resto de los soportes.
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The E-book and Spanish Scientific

Publishers in Social and Human

Sciences

irene-sofía romero-otero and

elea giménez-toledo

The purpose of this article is threefold: (1) To study the course of development,

approaches, and strategies of Spanish scientific publishers specializing in the

humanities and social sciences; (2) to establish a profile of publishers based on

their information and attitudes; and (3) to identify the opportunities and

challenges which exist for publishers. In-depth interviews were conducted with

twenty-eight relevant Spanish publishers; their attitudes were observed to be

generally cautious, expectant, and in favour of maintaining the status quo,

despite all being convinced that the e-book is an element transforming the

publishing sector and that, in the near future, both the printed and electronic

book will coexist. This study provides information direct from the publishers

themselves, offering theorists detailed and accurate insight into the publishing

sector and better opportunity to evaluate the impact of publisher attitudes on

other agents implicated in the development of the e-book. The study puts on

record the first stage of the irruption and consolidation of the e-book in the

Spanish academic sector. It also establishes comparisons with publishing sectors

of other countries.

Keywords: e-book, scientific publishers, humanities and social sciences, attitude

of publishers, publishing market, publishers’ perception of market, Spain

introduction

Since its arrival, the e-book has gradually become one of the most signif-

icant and transformative new developments in the publishing industry.

Nevertheless, despite the overall attractiveness and media success that

this electronic resource has achieved so far this century, its impact,

development, and acceptance has been greater in the entertainment

sector than in both the academic and scientific—at least up to the
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present. It is a reality that is observable in the market of the general

public, where this electronic resource is having real impact,1 and is

demonstrated also by existing data on the e-book market in the United

States (a country which sets the trend in this field):

Between January and August 2010 sales increased by 193% with respect

to the same period in the previous year. According to the Association

of American Publishers (AAP): ‘sales of books (excluding those which

are academic) for the period January–August 2010 reached 2.910

million dollars. Sales of e-books achieved 9.03% of the total, which

indicates a notable increase with respect to the 3.3% registered in

2009.’ Moreover the report reveals a parallel decline of sales of books

in paper format.2

That said, in relation to the scientific-technical e-book sector in that

country, contrary to what is occurring in Spain, the percentage of

e-book sales is greater than in other sectors, reaching 30 per cent, and

is increasing thanks to easy accessibility, search options, and storage

capacity.3

In Spain, the entry of the e-book has been more timid. However,

everything indicates that, as is happening in other countries, there is

nonetheless a general tendency toward the growth and consolidation of

this electronic resource. Even though the picture presented in various

countries is apparently homogenous, ‘the individual situation of each

country demonstrates a different rhythm and pace determined by its

publishing tradition, reading habits and the buying of books for personal

use, and the incidence of digital literacy, which can provide favourable

or unfavourable tendencies with respect to the new formats.’4

Giving consideration exclusively to the Spanish context, statistics

indicate that in 2010 there was a significant increase in the number of

e-books published, rising 45.60 per cent from the previous year.5 In rela-

tion to the scientific e-book, the impression most widely held among

researchers, librarians, publishers, and subscription agencies is that the

scientific-technical e-book is experiencing a more cautious development

and much slower rate of acceptance than electronic journals,6 the most

recent incident of another profound change in the publishing sector.

Nevertheless, everything indicates that e-books have begun down a

path which, little by little, has seen them increase in favour and use—to

a point where some authors are suggesting that this electronic resource
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constitutes a third wave in the development of electronic publishing,

after reference books and electronic journals.7

In recent years, various studies have demonstrated the importance of

e-books, an overall increase in their use, and the progressive penetration

of e-books into the academic and scientific sectors (universities and

research centres) due to those characteristics which make them an

attractive and quite useful tool, such as immediacy of consultation,

updateability, storage capacity, low cost, connectivity, space requirements,

portability, and the ability to use them anywhere. One example of such

studies is in the research carried out by the JISC National E-books Obser-

vatory Project, which points out that, among students and teachers,

around 65 per cent use e-books in the academic area.8 Similarly, works

from the Centre for Information Behaviour and the Evaluation of Re-

search,9 as well as the studies of Springer, have noted increases in the

use of e-books by the scientific and academic communities,10 proving

that they are among the most appropriate resources for research purposes,

where users need to locate information precisely and in a short space of

time.11 Similar approaches are also presented in the studies of Lam

et al.12 and Library Journal,13 which indicate that e-books are more

appropriate for browsing and carrying out searches, and that their use

is therefore favoured among students and researchers; that is, that

e-books stand out as a reference source because of their easy accessibility

and browsing capability.

It seems that the e-book is becoming popular among readers not for

the content contained in it but for the features and its low cost in com-

parison to the traditional book. Nevertheless, it is the content—the titles

which publishers select—that will garner the constant attention of users

and it will, therefore, be equally important to observe here the use and

application of electronic books and to analyse the reaction of the pub-

lishing sector as it deals with this new market. Although content could

be maintained in accordance with publishing policies, the fact is that

the e-book attracts a wider range of readers and therefore broadens the

range of possibilities for the dissemination of publication content. That

is why it is interesting to observe publishers specializing in scientific

books as they react to this new e-book scenario.

This study is part of a series of works aimed at analysing the e-book

from the perspective of each of the sectors involved (subscription

agencies, publishers, users, and libraries, among others).
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objectives

In general, this work attempts to describe the first stage in the publica-

tion and commercialization of the scientific-technical e-book within the

Spanish publishing sector. In the coming years the situation will change

a great deal, and what is occurring now is only at an early stage—by no

means consolidated—but this area nevertheless deserves to be studied

so that the industry as a whole can better understand its future develop-

ment. The analysis that is presented here focuses on scientific publishers

specializing in the Humanities and Social sciences—a field which proves

especially interesting because of the important role of the book in aca-

demic research.

More specifically, this article attempts to trace the course of e-book

development and describe the various approaches, strategies, and market

data of Spanish scientific publishers in the humanities and social sciences,

with respect to the e-book.

The specific objectives of this article are:

1. To determine the origins and development of the scientific-

technical e-book in the Spanish market.

2. To describe publisher strategies for the management, commercial-

ization, and marketing of e-books.

3. To identify the problems and challenges publishers face with the

incorporation of the e-book.

4. To explore trends and/or visions in the publishing sector relative

to the future of the e-book.

methodology

To carry out this study, twenty-eight in-depth interviews were held with

Spanish editors and other persons responsible for e-book collections.

The in-depth interview method was selected with the objective of under-

standing in detail the approaches, positions, and arguments of publishers

with regard to the irruption of the e-book in their catalogues. As a result,

the analysis that is here carried out is more of a qualitative rather than a

quantitative type.

Our initial objective was to interview the fifty Spanish scientific

publishers in the field of Humanities and Social sciences that were best

rated by the Spanish scientific community.32 Within this group of fifty

publishers, however, thirteen had not published e-books by the time
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the interviews were carried out and nine were, for various reasons, not

able to be interviewed.

The motives for beginning with this core group of selected publishers

are twofold: (1) their consolidation as references in the sector; and (2)

their publishing experience. Both of these characteristics suggest that

the attitudes and strategies they hold with regard to the e-book could

be indicative of what is currently occurring in the publishing sector,

and thus they are worthy of analysis. The following is a list of publishers

who participated in this study:

� Akal

� Alianza

� Antoni Bosch

� Ariel

� Biblioteca Nueva

� Bosch

� Cátedra

� Centro de Estudios Polı́ticos y Constitucionales

� Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas

� Crı́tica

� Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientı́ficas

� Dykinson

� Espasa

� Graó

� Gedisa

� Herder

� La Ley

� Marcial Pons

� Narcea Editions

� Octaedro

� Paidós

� Pearson Educación

� Pirámide

� Siglo XXI

� Tecnos

� Tirant lo Blanch

� Trotta

� Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca (EUSAL)
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In most cases (twenty-six), the interviews were conducted in person.

Only in two cases (Tirant lo Blanch and EUSAL) was the interview sent

out and returned completed by e-mail.

One key commonality between the selected publishers is the field in

which they publish: Humanities and Social sciences. Nevertheless, each

of them differs with regard to the specific disciplines they cover, their

size or the size of their catalogues, their degree of experience in the

publishing of e-books, and in terms of the type of ownership (i.e., public

or private).

Finally, in relation to the design of the in-depth interview (see appen-

dix), it should be noted that it was structured with a total of twenty-one

questions grouped around several thematic cores; namely, the beginnings

and development of the e-book in publishing houses, business models,

examination of e-book collections, challenges and problems, publishing

policy, tendencies and/or visions for the future, primary customers,

characteristics of licenses, and marketing models.

The interviews were conducted between 15 March and 2 May 2011

at the respective offices of the publishers. The interviews typically lasted

approximately one hour, and were recorded in order to enable the

necessary detailed analysis of the content after the fact.

The results of this study are shown, in the majority of cases, in an

aggregated form. The identification of data with individual publishers

has been avoided, as far as possible, to safeguard the information pro-

vided by them and prevent the potential disclosure of sensitive informa-

tion to other companies. It is necessary to indicate that the objective of

this research is to highlight the general attitudes and strategies of the

sector, not to describe the specific behaviour of each publishing house.

results

Beginnings, Development, and Concept of the E-book

Of the publishers interviewed, 32.14 per cent commenced incorporat-

ing the e-book in their catalogues and commercializing them in the year

2009. Between 2010 and the first four-month period of 2011, the remain-

ing publishers proceeded to join them (42.86 per cent), indicating that

acceptance of the e-book format by the market is developing gradually,

though at a steady pace.
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It is necessary to point out, nevertheless, that before 2009 there were

already some publishers with some experience in the publication of

e-books. For example, the publishing house of the University of Sala-

manca began its journey with e-books in 1991, and Dykinson, which in

2003 began publishing some books in electronic format that were also

published in print, has, since 2008, published in e-book format practi-

cally all of its printed material. Another case is the publisher Bosch S.

A., which, with a vast amount of experience in the handling of digital

products (e.g., audiobooks) dating back to 1996, started to work formally

with digital books in 2004. As for Antoni Bosch, it began in 2006, and

Octaedro, Biblioteca Nueva, and Pearson each did so in 2008.

Regarding the concept of the e-book, the scientific publishers concur

that the e-book is not a reading device, but is electronic content pre-

sented in various formats. For a great majority of the publishers (85.71

per cent), an e-book is a digital or electronic file, or work, which can be

visualized by means of any reading device (e-reader, PC, tablet, etc.) and

accessed through the Web or by downloading a file. Equally, the majority

of publishers share the view that the concept of the e-book implicitly

entails some features or uses distinct from the printed book, such as

the inclusion of links to related information, the incorporation of search

options, and the ability to browse between different parts of the docu-

ment or, for people with disabilities, to alter document legibility; in

other words, these are all ways of making the most of the advantages

that a digital product allows and represent a moving away from the

idea of the electronic book as an identical copy or digitization of the

book published in paper format.

Juan León, director of the publishing house Octaedro, summarizes

clearly some of the advantages inherent to e-books, noting in his survey

response ‘the immediacy, possibilities for modification and of being

permanently kept up to date and, above all, the link that there may be

between reader and author.’ He also adds: ‘for a sector like our own,

that is to say in the academic and scientific field, with permanent updat-

ing and modifications, I think that the e-book is much more interesting

than the book in paper format.’

Printed versus Electronic Collections

Regarding the differences extant between print and electronic books

published by the twenty-eight interviewees, 35.71 per cent indicate that
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their e-books are the same as those published on paper. Meanwhile,

32.14 per cent convey that although the content of their e-books is iden-

tical to that of their paper versions, the publishers incorporate some

small additional elements into the electronic format, such as hyperlinks

leading to the bibliography or parts of the index, options to navigate

within the book, a basic browsing menu, applications which permit link-

ing to dictionaries by the same publisher, and links to other Web resources

such as Wikipedia.

In addition, 7.14 per cent of publishers have within their catalogues

e-books of the two kinds mentioned (i.e., those with and those without

additional features), while another 7.14 per cent have only e-books that

have been enriched with additional features. Of the publishers consulted,

17.85 per cent did not provide any information in this respect.

Furthermore, it is important to point out that publishing policy is the

same unanimously for both printed and electronic books; that is, the

same disciplines are maintained and, in short, the e-books offered are

only a mirror of what is in the catalogue of printed books, there being

no specific publishing policy for e-books.

The majority of publishers currently believe that any book that they

decide to publish is capable of being published in the two formats. How-

ever, many publishers lack the prepress PDFs of books that were published

only a few years ago. Moreover, neither have they negotiated copyright

for the electronic publication of these books, as such considerations

were not accounted for in the contracts agreed upon with authors at

that time. These are some of the main difficulties in dealing with the

e-format catalogues of published books. With regard to titles published

more recently, the majority of publishers no longer have such problems,

as they have maintained copies of these books in PDF format and their

contracts with authors refer appropriately to copyright for both formats.

The opinions of Marı́a José Rodrı́guez Sánchez de León and Ángel

Redero, from the management of publisher EUSAL, summarize the

general view of publishers in relation to the criteria they have for decid-

ing which content to publish as an e-book: ‘the nature of the work,

return on sales, accessibility and maximum circulation are analysed.’

Finally, and in regard to the proportion that e-books represent in the

catalogue of each publisher, it can be confirmed that the figures are very

mixed. Not all publishers have updated information in this respect—

or are not in a position to provide such data—but of the twenty-four
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publishers that did so it can be indicated that the average number of

e-book titles included in their catalogues is 152. Nevertheless, this

statistic is not particularly representative, given that the data for each

publisher are very disparate. Grouping the publishers according to the

number of titles published is more useful (see Figure 1). The majority

of publishers (58.33 per cent) are in a range of less than 100 e-books,

while 29.17 per cent of publishers have at least 200 e-books in their

catalogues. The remainder (12.50 per cent) have between 100 and 200

titles. Undoubtedly, these data do not denote a common trend, but are

rather a clear reflection of the autonomy that publishers have over how

they publish their books.

Characteristics of Scientific-Technical E-books

Thirty-two per cent of publishing houses publish e-books in both

PDF and EPUB, while 28 per cent opt for PDF as the sole format and

figure 1. Average e-book representation in publishers’ catalogues in relation to

number of e-books published
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20 per cent for EPUB. The remaining 20 per cent of the publishers

make use of other electronic formats also currently on the market

(Mobipocket, FB2, LIT, etc.).

Another topic in the interviews that is very relevant to the e-book

market is the security measures established by publishers to guarantee

the protection of their e-books. Practically all publishers (twenty-six)

provided information on this topic. The majority have in common the

policy that all commercialized e-books incorporate Adobe’s Digital Rights

Management (DRM) software as a security and protection measure.

Only two of the publishers do not apply DRM in their e-books, Marcial

Pons and the Centro de Estudios Polı́ticos y Constitucionales, because

they do not yet have the product on the market. The former will do

so and will work with the image format (Flash) to prevent copies from

being made, and the latter will apply DRM when it begins to bring

e-books to the market, though for the moment they only distribute

them free of charge.

In most cases, it is the digital distributors who apply Adobe’s DRM

to e-books, independent of the digital format they might take. It is the

publishers who select the configuration and features they wish to have

activated in their e-books, in accordance with their own requirements.

The publishers concur in pointing out that, much like the book in

paper format, all electronic works incorporate an initial paragraph remind-

ing readers of the legal terms affecting their use. On the other hand,

publishers depend on the proper and legal use of their products and

therefore require that all users—both currently existing and poten-

tial—will abide by the terms of use. They believe, moreover, that mak-

ing reference to the legal terms which protect the works and their au-

thors ‘ is about making people aware that this is a product, that it has a

great deal of work behind it and that there is a justification for it not to

be misused by the customer and user.’ This is how Nicole Etchevers of

digital promotion and projects from the publisher Herder sums it up.

Commercialization, Sales, and Investment

At present, there are two prevailing types of e-book commercializa-

tion taking place. The first is the sale of individual titles directed at the

individual customer. Of the publishers interviewed, 54.54 per cent offer

this option mainly through the company Publidisa (www.publidisa.com)

by means of its online platform, Todoebook (www.todoebook.com),
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which also provides access to the network of bookshops associated with

Publidisa, among which are found El Corte Inglés, La Casa del Libro,

and the bookshop Gandhi.

The second type is the sale of e-books to institutional customers, such

as university libraries and research centres. This type of commercializa-

tion is carried out through various digital distributors (Casalini, e-Libro,

Digitalia, etc.) which sell in both national and international markets.

Each one of them works in a different manner, having different business

models and various forms of license. All offer the sale of books in pack-

ages, subscriptions, short-term or long-term access, digital downloads,

and online consultations. The catalogues of these digital distributors

include all the books offered by those publishing houses which have

hired their services; they act, therefore, as the subscription agencies for

electronic journals. It is worth highlighting that only 28.57 per cent

of the publishers sell e-books (individually or in packages) directly to

customers; that is, the majority of them leave the commercialization of

e-books in the hands of intermediary companies. Among these publishers,

77.27 per cent of sales of e-books are to individual customers rather than

institutions. Meanwhile, the sale of e-book packages aimed at scientific

libraries, academies, and institutions represents only 9.09 per cent of

market. On the other hand, 9.09 per cent of publishers indicate that sales

in either of these categories do not dominate and that this comparison

should not be made on account of the very small percentage of overall

sales represented by the e-book. Finally, 4.54 per cent of these publishers

are of the opinion that both forms of commercialization are working

well.

In addition to types of sales, publishers were asked about the percent-

age of overall book sales represented by the e-book. Of the twenty-eight

publishers interviewed, four of them could not provide data because,

at the date this study was closed, they did not yet have e-books on the

market. Three more did not respond to the question and two other pub-

lishers could not determine the percentage exactly. Among the nineteen

responses obtained, 84.21 per cent indicated that sales of scientific-

technical e-books hardly reached 1 per cent in relation to total turnover.

Meanwhile, the remaining 15.78 per cent of publishers report sales above

this percentage: 5 per cent in the case of Dykinson; 2.5 per cent for

Tirant lo Blanch; and 15 per cent for EUSAL.
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Finally, some data relative to the investment made by publishers in

the development of the scientific-technical e-book can be noted. Only

eleven publishers provided some information on this topic. The average

value of investment in e-books among these respondents is 6.8 per cent

of their budgets. More commonly, this percentage amounts to 1 per cent,

but values ranged from 0 to 50 per cent. Albert Ferré, director of Bosch

S. A., refers to this data as follows: ‘These sales figures are derisory

because all publishers still live off the paper format.’ Antoni Garcı́a

Porta, commercial director of Graó, states that ‘the differences in sales

between the book in paper and the e-book are abysmal because the

market is not yet ready.’

None of the publishers had figures pertaining to the demand for

scientific-technical e-books in the Humanities and Social sciences. Never-

theless, Monica González Navarro, general director of Narcea Editions,

considers that ‘although demand is still incipient, for us it is good,

because it is something that obliges you to be there and adapt your

business model to this possibility of commercializing content.’

The marketing strategies employed for e-books are not substantially

different from those traditionally employed for print. The publishers

inform their customers about available e-books through their distribu-

tion lists, their Web sites, alert systems, publisher’s bulletins, social net-

works, leaflets, and all other channels typically used to stay in touch with

customers. It is worth mentioning that some publishers have, as an

initial strategy, opted to offer some scientific-technical e-books free of

charge so that customers and users can familiarize themselves with the

product and, at the same time, learn of the advantages that such elec-

tronic resources offer. Other publishers allow their customers to view

the first part of an e-book free of charge (generally the index and a

chapter). A common marketing strategy is the reduction of the price of

e-books from the price of printed books. The distribution of publishers

according to the level of price reduction they offer on e-books is shown

in Figure 2.

The E-book: Problems and Challenges in the Publishing Sector

All twenty-eight publishers were asked about the problems and chal-

lenges that the e-book represents for their companies. This was treated

as a variable multiple choice question. The main problems are listed and

explained below:
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a. Technological problems: Of publishers interviewed, 39.28 per cent

believe that selecting the type of electronic format to use is a

problem (EPUB, PDF, TXT, HTML, etc.) as they have to com-

mercialize the e-books in a manner that will be legible on any kind

of device and at any time. They want the formats and devices to be

enduring, a desire that at the moment generates insecurity. The

publishers hope that very soon one single format will become

universal so that they can confidently invest in converting books to

that format. Publishers are faced with a series of technological

problems because (1) they do not have the necessary infrastructure,

(2) their technical knowledge is limited, and (3) they have a shortage

of human resources to be able to take on the various technical

processes related to electronic publishing.

b. Obtaining digital copyright for works: A significant portion of

respondents (39.28 per cent) acknowledged having some problems

due to a lack of trust by authors regarding the use that might be

made of their works in an electronic version; they have reserva-

tions, above all, concerning the number of downloads that could

be produced from libraries’ and institutions’ copies. They also refer

figure 2. E-book price reductions (% of publishers)
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to the problem of previously published work, some quite old, for

which electronic copyright was never stipulated, as it was not

foreseen to be necessary. This requires publishers to seek out and

contact authors to try and secure copyright for these works, and

this procedure is an arduous task.

c. Lack of knowledge, doubts, and fears: Given that selling of e-books is

such a new and unfamiliar market, 39.28 per cent of the publishers

had various concerns, such as the kinds of economic dynamics that

will be produced by this emergent market, whether the problems

will resemble that of other digital products (such as music), what

kind of business models there will be, and if the value-added tax

(VAT) for e-books will be adjusted. A preoccupation of publishers

is their lack of knowledge and confusion regarding the different

business models offered by the various digital distributors in rela-

tion to the sale of e-books in packages to scientific and university

libraries.

d. Investment without immediate benefit: Some of the publishers (14.28

per cent) believe that making a large or small investment, both

economic and structural, poses a risk, given that the Spanish

scientific-technical e-book market is not generating at present the

anticipated economic benefits. Nevertheless, the publishers agree

that between 2010 and 2011 sales increased notably from previous

years’ sales.

e. Piracy: This is also a concern in the sector and 14.28 per cent of the

publishers indicated as such. However, they are aware that the

threat in their sector (academic and scientific) is not as pro-

nounced as in others, and there is greater confidence in the use

made by their customers and in users of the contents.

One of the principal challenges for publishers will be making a neces-

sary change in attitude or mentality with respect to the e-book; specifi-

cally they will need to learn to identify this new technology as a resource

and opportunity rather than a threat. The publishers are aware that they

have before them a large and interesting market, as affirmed by Miguel

Gallego, production director at Biblioteca Nueva: ‘It is about a revolu-

tion just as occurred with the printing press in its time; now the second

digital revolution of content is coming, with an infinite capacity to reach

the end customer in any corner of the world and this means great poten-

tial for sales and a much greater level of promotion.’
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Another important challenge will be for publishers to take on both

management and commercialization responsibilities for the sale of pack-

ages of scientific-technical e-books from their own Web pages and digi-

tal platforms because, as indicated by Margarita Sierra, technical advisor

from the Department of Publications and Promotion of Research of CIS,

‘It allows us to take in more from our sales and know our customers.’

The final challenge identified by the interviewees will be to find ways

to provide digital titles take advantage of all of the characteristics of the

electronic book; in other words, to publish authentic e-books as products

substantially distinct in form and utility from the traditional printed book.

Tendencies and Visions for the Future

All of the publishers concur that the scientific-technical e-book will

achieve the same level of acceptance that the paper-format book has

had, but that this will also occur gradually in the medium to long term,

while the market matures and users get to know much more about the

advantages offered by this resource. Nevertheless, it is important to

remark that all of the publishers affirmed that the printed and electronic

book will coexist, each medium having its own audience and specific

uses.

discussion and conclusions

The results of the interviews illustrate the timid but also definite accep-

tance of the e-book in the academic world. The precedent set by elec-

tronic journals, now well established, has helped the electronic book

achieve its current level of penetration within the scientific community,

although other factors have slowed down its adoption. The historical and

symbolic value of the book, its cultural weight as something inseparable

from the so-called man of letters and science, and a long-established

tradition of use are causing the acceptance of the e-book happen more

gradually. All of the publishers agree that a change in mentality will be

necessary if they are to accept such a technological change that will affect

the publishing industry so significantly. This change will have such a

large impact precisely because the printed book has remained practically

unchanged since its invention.

Nevertheless, as the publishers indicate, the e-book does not imply a

complete break with the printed book nor its disappearance, but rather

the beginning of a coexistence in which each one will likely play a dis-

tinct role. The facility for browsing between pages and the possibility of

The E-book and Spanish Scientific Publishers in Social and Human Sciences 409



conducting searches both within the text and beyond (i.e., to external

resources of interest) could transform a great number of research

monographs into books for consultation or reference, to give only one

example of the new uses the e-book might have in the academic world.

It can be established that 2009 was the year in which the electronic

book took off for Spanish publishers in the scientific sector, and this

date is consistent with the situation of the e-book in the other sectors

of Spanish publishing, since the figures for 2010 show a notable increase

in the publication of e-books in this country, increasing 45.60 per cent

from 2009, to a total of 18,221 titles.14 Within the broadest geographical

framework, all appraisals of the electronic book market concur in indi-

cating a constant increase in supply which, in the future, will surpass the

publication of printed material.15 Also, there are indications that the

degree of acceptance and penetration of the electronic book will not be

the same in all countries or regions. In a study carried out by the consul-

tant A. T. Kearney, it was suggested that in Italy, Spain, Greece, and the

countries of eastern Europe, the electronic book will have reached only

10 per cent penetration by 2020.16

The general attitude of scientific publishers facing this turning point—

the irruption of the e-book—is one of expectance, caution, and a desire

to maintain the status quo. They are expectant because they reside cur-

rently in a state of flux and must therefore closely monitor both market

dynamics and their competitors—how they are reacting and what risks

they are taking. This study has been carried out among companies in

competition with one another and which are in a time of change due to

the irruption of the e-book; consequently, the position of alertness and

vigilance which they maintain has been easily identified. In fact, during

the course of the interviews the publishers revealed great interest in the

results of the analysis, and they transmitted through their answers what

the interview represented for them, in the sense that the questions that

were formulated made them think about possibilities and scenarios

which they had not yet considered, On the other hand, they have

showed a logical and comprehensible reservation in revealing certain

types of critical information.

In addition, the strategy of publishers can be described as cautious

because they are not currently publishing many titles electronically (58

per cent of them have less than 100 e-books) and they are not investing

many resources in the development of e-books, which would result in all

their catalogues of printed books being available in e-book format. The
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dominance of paper over the electronic format will continue to remain

until the e-book becomes more profitable.17 This dominance of the

printed version concurs with the situation in Europe put forward in the

PricewaterhouseCoopers report, Turning the Page: The Future of eBooks,

which claims that digital publishing in Europe has taken a step back-

wards, given the large initial investment and scarce profitability obtained

in the short term and the importance of the printed book.18 Although

2010 saw an explosion in the supply of reading devices, the reality is

that ‘ it has not been accompanied by a supply of content sufficiently

capable of responding to the needs of the digital reader’;19 this is also

noted clearly in the scarce updating that exists in the supply of content

on the sales and distribution platforms of e-books in this country.20 For

the moment, both from the information offered by the publishers con-

sulted and the second of two surveys sponsored by the Federation of

Publishers’ Guilds of Spain on the digital book in Spain,21 it can be

deduced that in the medium term the supply of e-books will equal that

of printed books. In fact, the latter source predicts that the supply of

scientific-technical and university e-books will increase by 40 per cent

in 2012.

The figures for investment are still very low: around 2 per cent of

their operating budgets of the publishers consulted. Within this group,

Bosch S. A., La Ley, Dykinson, and EUSAL are, at the close of this study,

making the greatest investment of money and effort to bring the elec-

tronic book into the mainstream. As has been confirmed by some pub-

lishers, amortization is not very rapid and, therefore, greater investment

cannot be permitted. It is certain that publishers risk much regarding

this point. Nevertheless, perhaps greater investment at this moment

would mean an interesting strategic positioning in the market for those

unwilling to take the risk, especially given the multiplicative effect of

the distribution channel (the Web). Depending only on the Web as a

channel of distribution, through which readers from all over the world

can be reached could mean a major boost for publishing business.

In relation to investment are the sales which, among publishers of

scientific-technical content, do not account for even 1 per cent of total

turnover for the publishers consulted. Coupled with this is the estimate

that 3 per cent of turnover for the publishing sector in general comes

from digital resources and the ‘hope that [turnover] will double and

quadruple in the years 2011 and 2012 (they will reach 7% and 12%,

respectively).’22
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According to the most recently published data on the book trade in

Spain, turnover for the sale of books published in digital format in 2010

experienced an increase of 37.5 per cent from 2009. Within this volume

of turnover for 2010, scientific-technical and university books represented

7.5 per cent of the total, and in the case of books on the Humanities and

Social sciences, this percentage was 2.5 per cent.23

On the other hand, all publishers concur that there has been a high

number of visits to their Web sites and digital platforms by individuals

looking to find out what e-books are offered, though purchases continue

to be scarce. Among other reasons, publishers point out the widespread

assumption that digital media should be free. On this point it has to be

noted that in Spain the book sector, in contrast to other digital content

such as music, films, and video games, accounts for the least amount of

piracy: In the second half of 2010, a study conducted by IDC Research

Iberia found that the book market had a piracy rate of 43.5 per cent,

valued at 581.1 million Euros.24

Previously, publishers were described as being in favour of maintain-

ing the status quo. This is due to various reasons. For the moment,

publications with added value are not being produced and, therefore,

they are not making the most of the advantages offered by the digital

medium. All of the publishers acknowledge that this is a change they

will need to address and that it is inherent to the concept of the elec-

tronic book. According to the results of the second survey on the digital

book in Spain, carried out in 2010, the incorporation of other multi-

media resources into the digital book were expected to increase notably

during 2011.25

On the other hand, the irruption of the e-book has not changed aca-

demic publishing policy. That is to say, titles published as e-books are

ultimately the same as those published in printed form, and new subjects

or disciplines are not addressed, even if publishers can count on a much

more powerful channel of distribution that permits them to reach users

all over the world. Perhaps, as has also been suggested, the option of

distribution via the Web could become a more significant factor once

the sector is more established.

The lack of innovation or change in the publishing sector is also

reflected in marketing strategies. In fact, only the reduction in price

stands out as a way of making the electronic product attractive when,

probably, publishers could better promote their e-books through lower-

ing the price of readers, creating collections, and so forth. According to
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those interviewed, the majority of publishers’ prices varied between 30

and 40 per cent below the prices of printed books, and this data coin-

cides with the practices of the publishing sector in general: For 2011 and

2012 ‘the trend is that the price of the digital work will be lower than the

printed version, at least 30% cheaper.’26 This price reduction should be

understood as a marketing strategy and not as a real reduction in the

cost of books. According to Alonso and Cordón, the publishers also

believe that ‘consumers have exaggerated the saving possibilities and

have developed unrealistic expectations regarding the consistent fall in

prices since the arrival of electronic books. Even though the cost of

printing, paper, storage and distribution could disappear, a number of

costs which are applied to all books, such as overhead costs, commer-

cialization, design and copyright of authors, continue to apply.’27 The

real cost of the book will depend on the type of publication produced

and whether the electronic product is an exact copy of the printed book

or if it is an electronic publication in the most professional sense of the

term (i.e., the publisher has fully taken advantage of the capabilities

of the e-book). It has to be mentioned here that the VAT applied to

e-books at present in Spain is 18 per cent (a VAT of 4 per cent is added

to printed books). Various agents in the publishing sector promoted an

event held on 28 April 2011 where they urged the Spanish government to

propose the application of zero VAT on printed and digital publications

throughout the whole of the European Union, arguing, among other

things, that the percentage was unfair and made the development of the

habit of reading more difficult.28

Publishing policy maintains the status quo regarding the subjects

covered in e-books and, for the present, this does not seem to be chang-

ing with the arrival of new electronic formats. It probably will in the

future, when the advantages of unlimited distribution are more fully

realized and the physical limits of print runs are overcome. The e-book

allows works to be disseminated more widely and in a different manner,

but for the moment it is not affecting the specialization of the publishers.

Two aspects that produce insecurity among publishers are the diversi-

fication of formats and the protection of works. In fact, survey respond-

ents indicated a greater preoccupation with the achievement of a legible

and stable format across all electronic reading devices—something which

rarely occurs in any technological environment—rather than the protec-

tion of works. This is likely influenced by the fact that ad hoc security
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measures already exist (DRM for example) and, moreover, that specialist

users, teachers, and researchers are believed to be accustomed to paying

for and appreciating scientific information relevant to their professional

activities.

The first survey sponsored by the Federation of Publishers’ Guilds of

Spain on the digital book in Spain, developed in 2009, indicated that one

in three of the publishers participating in that study were not clear on

which format would be most suitable for the commercialization of digital

works;29 nevertheless, the second survey, conducted in 2011, revealed that

this uncertainty had already begun receding.30 The interviews conducted

for this study have allowed us to identify, however, that this preoccupation

remains a concern among publishers.

Publishers face a campaign to raise awareness among their authors

and educate others to appreciate the advantages of the e-book and reduce

their misgivings over copyright.

From this study we can conclude that the predominant methods of

commercialization in these types of publishing houses are the sale of

e-books as single titles to individual customers and the sale of e-book

packages to libraries and institutions through various national and inter-

national digital distributors. These distributors take on the functions that

the subscription agencies have developed with electronic journals: They

act as intermediaries between publishers and institutional customers.

The majority of publishers interviewed deliver the book as prepress

PDFs to the digital distributors and they are responsible for converting

the work into PDF format or whatever other type of commercial format

the publisher wishes. It is usually these distributors who apply Adobe’s

DRM or other applications to the e-books as requested by the publisher.

This dependence on digital distributors means that the publishers lose

control of the management and commercialization of their electronic

content, which could result in, among other things, a distancing from

customers and the market, and mistrust that unauthorized uses of the

works could occur. Therefore, many of the publishers showed a desire

to assume, in the medium term, the management and commercializa-

tion of electronic resources as long as returns from the sale of e-books

increase so that they are able to make a safe investment.

At present, the sale of packages and the diversity of workflows exist-

ing among digital distributors combine to generate insecurity and confu-

sion among publishers. Moreover, the publishers have the feeling that
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selling methods may change a great deal; they look expectantly to the

changes that will occur in this market because current business models

for the selling of e-books are complex and varied.31

In general terms, risky and innovative initiatives were not detected

among the publishers interviewed; however, the sector is reacting to

signals emitted by the publishing environment. Publishers justify a

relative lack of innovation by pointing to the low volume in sales of

scientific-technical e-books. This is a trend that discourages and prevents

them from making a greater effort in this regard. Investment in the

e-book is currently limited, and it will only become more substantial

when benefits can be observed in the short term. This conservative

attitude is understandable if it is borne in mind that the launch of the

e-book has coincided with a profound economic crisis in the whole of

Europe and Spain in particular.

As a final thought, it is worth mentioning here the words of Monica

González Navarro, general director of the publisher Narcea Editions.

Referring to those key questions that face the publishing world following

the invention of the e-book, she states, ‘We will have to adapt to com-

mercializing the content in whatever format there is, but always most

important will be that there are readers who remain interested in our

content.’ In addition, dependence on the book and its strength in the

Humanities and Social sciences is such that growth in the consumption

of the electronic book will occur in a steady manner, even though the

process might be slower than hoped for. Very probably, the e-book and

printed book will ultimately coexist side by side as each is used for a

distinct purpose.
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Objective of the interview: To identify the management, title selection,

and commercial strategy for the electronic book (hereinafter e-book) of

the scientific-technical Spanish publishers in the area of Social sciences

and Humanities (SSH).

Block I: Commercial strategy

a) Beginnings and development

1. What is the publisher’s understanding of what an e-book is, and

what does it include under the category of ‘‘e-book’’?

2. What is the difference between the books that you publish in

e-book format and in paper format; that is, do e-books have any

kind of added value?

3. When did this publishing house first publish and/or commercialize

scientific-technical e-books?

4. To date, how many e-books this publishing house created? (Please

provide numbers for year and discipline.)

b) Business models

5. What are the buying options offered by this publisher to its cus-

tomers for the sale of scientific-technical e-books? That is, do you

use direct selling through your Web page or through digital dis-

tributors? (Please specify the distributors your publishing com-

pany works with in relation to e-books.)

6. Which form of e-book sales is more successful among your

customers, that is, are individual titles more popular than e-book

packages sold to university and scientific libraries?

7. Approximately what percentage of investment funds does this

publisher assign to the e-book within the whole volume of busi-

ness investments?

8. Approximately what percentage of turnover for the publisher do

e-book sales represent?

9. Do you keep statistics on the sale of e-books? If so, do these statis-

tics help you to make decisions on publishing policy?

c) Examination of the collections of e-books in SSH

10. Do you have quantitative data on the demand for e-books in

SSH?

11. Which disciplines in SSH are most in demand among the cus-

tomers of e-books?
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d) Challenges and problems

12. What are the main challenges and problems that the publisher

has faced when including e-books in its commercial offerings?

13. What security measures does this publisher establish to guarantee

the protection of the work, in terms of author copyright, access

rights, etc.?

e) Publishing policy

14. What criteria does this publisher follow to decide what content to

publish as an e-book?

15. Does the e-book influence your publishing policy?

f ) Tendencies and/or visions for the future

16. Do you consider that the scientific-technical e-book in SSH will

achieve the same acceptance as the book in paper format?

17. How do you think the e-book and its market will develop in the

next few years?

Block II: Customers

a) Principal customers

18. What kind of customers stand out among those demanding/

purchasing e-books in SSH?

19. Do customers allocate to e-books the same budget as they do for

other resources or content?

b) Characteristics of licences

20. What are the characteristics of the licences for the packages or

individual e-books in terms of contracts, periods of access, and

terms of use, among others?

Block III: Marketing

a) Marketing model

21. What is the marketing model for the sale of e-books (in relation

to price, promotion, distribution, and dissemination)?
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