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“Libraries are looking for efficient, largely automated selection and procurement workflows 
for ebooks,” begins the section of the Requirements of the UK Higher Education (HE) Sector 
for the Supply of Ebooks strategy document that elucidates librarians’ expectations for 
content providers in the evolving market. 

Developed by the Regional Purchasing Consortia for England and Wales, Jisc Collections and 
SCONUL in late 2016, this document highlights the need for librarians, content aggregators 
and other key stakeholders to work together to address the complexities introduced with the 
rising popularity of digital books. What’s communicated between the lines is the fact that 
yes, innovative strategies are needed to manage this ‘new’ digital format, but the intricacies 
of managing print remain relevant and must continue to have a prominent place in overall 
collection management processes. 

This paper will delve into the complexities of managing a collection of books in multiple 
formats, focusing on:

• Similarities between managing print and digital books.
• Collection management obstacles — and opportunities — introduced by ebooks. 
• How librarians can work with content aggregators like ProQuest to simplify the 

management of collections comprised of content in multiple formats.

Book Management Similarities: Some of These Things Are 
Quite Like the Other  

Despite their differing formats, there are indeed some aspects in which books are all the 
same, whether in print or digital format. Specifically, librarians expect and require the 
following from providers of both print and digital resources:

• Availability of quality content to facilitate building a collection with wide breadth            
and depth.

• Emphasis on affordability to make it financially possible to build a valuable collection.
• Streamlined workflows for discovery and acquisition to save time while developing 

collections with as close to guaranteed usage as possible. 

A Need for Broad Coverage 

Because librarians’ goals for their collections vary, acquisition strategies — and specific 
approaches to balancing print and ebooks — vary as well. For instance, some institutions 
choose to reclaim physical space by weeding their current print titles, offering high-usage 
content in ebook format in place of print mostly to avoid infrastructure costs uniquely 
associated with housing physical resources.  

Other libraries are applying a general ebook preference when making purchasing decisions 
moving forward rather than revisiting old acquisition decisions. A recent survey of over 
460 librarians from HE institutions across the globe reports that 39 percent of libraries are 
‘e-preferred,’ meaning that they lean towards purchasing ebooks over print when available.1 
Nicholas Lewis, Library Director at the University of East Anglia, describes why his library 
is taking such an approach: “Our overall aim for the collection is to retain and develop 
collections relevant to a research-led learning institution within the space constraints of 

1 ProQuest (2016). Academic library book purchasing trends. Retrieved from http://go.proquest.com/acquisition-whitepaper

http://go.proquest.com/acquisition-whitepaper
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our library building. Inevitably that means moving more towards ‘just in time’ provision of 
materials (digital and print) rather than purchasing ‘just in case’ as we have done in the past. 
Last year we moved to a ‘digital first’ strategy where we will always look to purchase a digital 
copy of a book (an ebook) before considering print copies.”

Libraries are also focusing more on increasing availability of high-usage titles by offering both 
print and ebook versions simultaneously, leveraging the unique benefits of each to improve 
overall user experience. 

The need to combine multiple formats, to get creative to meet diverse needs on a budget 
with limited finances and physical space, is no new phenomenon. In fact, The British Library 
reported in its 2009/10 annual report that HE libraries were exploring the shelf space and 
cost savings possibilities of offering both print and digital format for users through the UK 
Research Reserve.2 As librarians move more towards recognizing the value of different 
formats, content aggregators have a responsibility to ensure that both print and digital 
formats are available and preferably, through a single, streamlined ordering system. 

“Content is most valuable when we remove silos. Librarians waste valuable time 
manoeuvering acquisitions workflows that differ from vendor to vendor, in particular from 
ebook vendor to print vendor,” shared Lesley Thomas, ProQuest’s UK Director of Operations. 
“At ProQuest, we’re focused on curating, simplifying and connecting — curating the largest 
pool of digital and print titles from high-quality publishers; simplifying user experience 
and acquisition/administration through our innovative, user-focused ebook platform; and 
connecting users with an open information environment that offers seamless research and 
learning experiences.”

Specifically, ProQuest offers more than 850,000 ebooks from authoritative publishers and 
25 million print titles through OASIS, a free web-based Online Acquisitions and Selection 
Information System that allows libraries to search, select and order print and ebooks.

“For UK-based libraries, we offer the added value of a UK-based distribution centre and 
named customer support staff. That means access to the widest variety of content on 
the market and also fast delivery turnaround and in-time customer support for users and 
librarians alike,” added Thomas. 

An Emphasis on Affordability

While HE libraries may not have faced as bleak a year as public libraries did in 2016 — the 
sector took a £25m hit to its budgets3 — most HE libraries have consistently been faced with 
the need to stretch limited budgets to meet the resource needs of their schools. In fact, Paul 
Banks, Head of Library Services at City Law School, London, deems allocating a university 
library’s budget for collections across multiple disciplines, departments and schools as a 
serious challenge readily recognized by most library managers, especially as universities 
cut back on their operating costs, resource costs increase and proofing for inflation           
remains impossible.4 

Over the last few years, nearly half of overall library budgets have remained flat while nearly 
30 percent decreased. One way that libraries are dealing with flat or decreasing budgets and 
simultaneously increasing content prices — the call to do more, but with the same budget — 
is by leveraging multiple acquisition models to meet their unique goals. In fact, 70 percent of 
libraries rely on multiple acquisition models, with 15 percent of those relying on four or more 

2 The British Library. (2010). The value of knowledge. 
Retrieved from http://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2010/july/the-value-of-knowledge# 
3 Kean, D. (2016). UK library budgets fall by £25m in a year. The Guardian. 
Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/dec/08/uk-library-budgets-fall-by-25m-in-a-year 
4 Banks, P. (2014). Resource allocation for libraries in higher education. 
Retrieved from http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sites/default/files/documents/8_14.pdf

http://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2010/july/the-value-of-knowledge#
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/dec/08/uk-library-budgets-fall-by-25m-in-a-year
http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sites/default/files/documents/8_14.pdf
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models. Purchasing print titles is still a viable option, but in today’s economic environment, it 
rarely, if ever, stands alone.5  

In general, librarians need affordable pricing on all resources, be they print or ebooks. Not 
only do they need a range of pricing options, but they also need content aggregator partners 
dedicated to offering opportunities to make strategic acquisition decisions.
 

Streamlined Acquisition and Discovery Workflows  

“You can have access to the broadest title database and the most flexible acquisition models 
in the industry, but without powerful search tools that help locate titles quickly and efficiently, 
much of that value is unrecognizable,” said Aine Rice, Sales Director for Books at ProQuest. 
“Searching, selecting and ordering both print and digital books needs to be seamless.” 

Administrative workflows need to complement one another to facilitate acquisition and drive 
discovery of resources. ProQuest addresses this need through LibCentral and OASIS. 

Available in Ebook Central, ProQuest LibCentral is based on EBL’s popular LibCentral 
administrative module. It supports discovery, selection, acquisition, customizable 
management and analytics of ebooks. The librarian portal offers a powerful set of tools to 
simplify the workflow surrounding ebooks; from streamlined acquisition to customizable 
administrative tools, support for all access models, real-time usage and expenditure analytics 
as well as built-in interoperability with key vendors.

OASIS provides access to numerous ebook platforms including Ebook Central, EBL, ebrary, 
MyiLibrary, EBSCO and publishers’ own platforms as well as to print book distribution centres 
in the UK and US. It helps librarians simplify collection development and meet their content 
and budget needs in multiple ways, including through demand-driven (DDA) purchasing and 
through the creation of profiles that automate purchasing. 

“The level of sophistication available within OASIS approvals profiles can help librarians meet 
strategic collection development needs, whether the focus is on areas of existing collection 
strengths, existing collection weaknesses or current research hotspots,” shared Desmond 
Coyle, Content Purchasing Manager at the University of Manchester Library.

OASIS integrates ProQuest content and holdings automatically to ensure timely discovery 
and access. Working with key integrated library systems (ILS), including Ex Libris (Alma, 
ALEPH Voyager), Innovative (Millennium, Sierra, Polaris, Virtua), SirsiDynix (Symphony, 
Horizon) and others, book ordering is streamlined through supporting direct OASIS ordering 
or Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) ordering. Invoicing is customized to suit individual needs 
as well and can be completed through EDI invoicing, PDF invoices delivered via email and 
printed invoices delivered via mail. 

Once titles have been purchased through OASIS or other platforms, users need to have 
an easy way to locate and access them. Quality metadata and MARC records are key to 
discovery, which is why ProQuest offers various levels of cataloguing support for purchased, 
subscribed and DDA holdings — but the library can’t stop there. 

Online providers like Amazon have changed how users expect all their information to be 
delivered and the way in which their resource options are presented.6 ProQuest’s answer: 
Syndetics Unbound, a best-of-breed online catalogue enrichment service that adds additional 
value to libraries’ existing catalogues while offering guided discovery that helps users move 

5 ProQuest (2016). Academic library book purchasing trends. Retrieved from http://go.proquest.com/acquisition-whitepaper 
6 Aitken, R. (2016). Will amazon’s internet of things device ‘dash’ uk supermarket fortunes? Forbes. 
Retrieved from  http://www.forbes.com/sites/rogeraitken/2016/09/01/will-amazons-internet-of-things-device-dash-uk-supermar-
ket-fortunes/#1101b9bc6be1 

http://go.proquest.com/acquisition-whitepaper
http://www.forbes.com/sites/rogeraitken/2016/09/01/will-amazons-internet-of-things-device-dash-uk-supermarket-fortunes/#1101b9bc6be1
http://www.forbes.com/sites/rogeraitken/2016/09/01/will-amazons-internet-of-things-device-dash-uk-supermarket-fortunes/#1101b9bc6be1
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beyond known item search, enabling the library to maximize the value of their collection. 
Users expect book summaries, full-colour cover images, excerpts, reviews and other 
components to help them ensure that the resource is the best fit for their needs. Enrichment 
tools like Syndetics Unbound help libraries respond quickly and with minimum investment to 
the call for a modern and more engaging user experience.
 

New Obstacles — and Opportunities — Introduced 
by Ebooks
Librarians have put decades — or even centuries — of time and effort into developing 
the processes associated with managing print, making these a strong foundation for 
administration processes that apply across formats. As a recent addition to a structure 
developed specifically for print, ebooks require some work to fit, especially since:

• The flexibility inherent in the digital format presents the obstacle of navigating 
restrictions associated with individual models, but it also introduces opportunities to 
drive affordability and guarantee access. 

• New technology presents usability challenges and opportunities, and it also presents an 
opportunity to offer more efficient discovery and a tailored user experience. 

• An increase in control over access poses the threat of rigid digital rights management 
(DRM), licensing and privacy concerns, but it also offers an opportunity for more insight 
into use and engagement with content.  

The Obstacle: Restrictive Models; The Opportunity: Greater Flexibility for 
Driving Affordability and Guaranteeing Access

Ebooks by their very nature allow for more flexibility than print titles. They offer more 
potential for innovative access models, making it possible to offer libraries not just perpetual 
purchase options, but also subscription, DDA and evidence-based purchasing routes. With 
ebooks, it’s possible for a library to expose users to a broad universe of relevant content while 
paying for only what their users need. 

Publisher embargoes like those noted by Graham Stone, formerly Information Resources 
Manager at University of Huddersfield, and Briony Heyhoe-Pullar, Director at All My Systems 
Ltd, during a 2015 small-scale PDA study are one potential threat that can detract from 
the promise of the digital format. The pilot emphasized both the opportunity presented by 
ebooks — flexible models that help to combat the perception that ‘there are not enough 
books in the library’ — as well as a unique obstacle introduced by the new flexibility: 

“In recent months, many publishers have announced that Short-term Loan (STL) 
charges are due to rise and this will undoubtedly affect future PDA purchases. 
The Huddersfield pilot settled on two STLs before a purchase cost, which was 
approximately 120-150 percent of the ebook price, and it was thought that this 
provided value for money. However, if this rises to 180-200 percent of an e-book 
purchase, the model will have to be changed, for example to one STL, to reduce 
costs, as the budget is finite. Ultimately, if publishers insist on increasing these costs, 
future profiling will have to exclude certain publishers completely. It should be noted 
that purchases via PDA actually mean extra revenue for publishers; these titles were 
almost certainly not going to be purchased in the ‘pre-selected’ model.” 
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Stone and Heyhoe-Pullar go on to state that an increase in costs may lead to loss of revenue 
for the publisher since their library has no plans to buy outright in the near future, but what’s 
not stated is of equal importance: restrictions like title embargoes also result in a loss of 
access for users.7

Recognizing the importance of the minimal and clearly communicated restrictions is 
something that ProQuest emphasizes in all of its agreements with publishers and customers. 
“We continue to optimize our platform, workflow and user experience so that, where 
publishers do impose licensing and DRM limits, we are able to minimize the experience of 
any restrictions for users.” said Kari Paulson, Vice President of Market Development for the 
books division at ProQuest. “Librarians can also set customised settings on the platform to 
enable extended access rules so that an access model upgrade, additional purchase or loan 
is automatically launched for a title in high demand, rather than turn users away from a title.”
 

The Obstacle: Inherent Usability Issues; The Opportunity: Improved 
User Experience

The increasing availability of information in digital format gives users options when it comes 
to how they want to interact with information:  

“For deeper reading, print books continue to be preferred by many researchers as 
these can be easier to navigate,” shared Lewis. “Having said that, some of the full-
text searching and note-taking functionality in ebooks software can speed up the 
process of scanning a text for key points or for finding those ever-elusive references. 
Ebooks are perhaps most valuable for supporting distance learners or for 
professional studies students, such as those in health, social work or education, who 
may often be out on placements in the workplace. Ebooks with minimal restrictions 
in terms of simultaneous access and DRM can also be helpful in meeting the book 
needs of large cohorts of students, where it is simply not practical to provide a 
physical copy for every reader. Increasingly the ability to embed links to digitized 
readings or specific ebooks or e-chapters within online courses, through Virtual 
Learning Environments and Reading List software, is becoming increasingly useful 
in supporting pedagogy.”

What’s key is recognizing that ebooks may offer additional value that goes above and beyond 
that offered by print, but it is never acceptable to sacrifice user experience and accessibility 
because of this unique value. In fact, nearly a third of students surveyed by ProQuest in a 
global student survey reported feeling frustrated by restrictions unique to ebooks, including: 

• Restrictions on copying and pasting (30%)
• Inability to download an entire book (32%) 
• Restrictions on printing (51%)
• Ability to download individual chapters (54%)
• Limits on the duration of the checkout period (51%)8

7 Stone, G. and Heyhoe-Pullar, B. (2015). The customer is always right? Assessing the value of patron-driven acquisition at the 
University of Huddersfield, Insights, 28(1), 22-31; DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1629/uksg.173
8 Results from a 2016 ProQuest Global Student & Researcher Ebook Survey 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1629/uksg.173
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Ebooks need to not only address their format’s shortcomings when compared to print, 
but also add additional value, an understanding that led the development of ProQuest’s 
Ebook Central platform. For instance, the platform offers a next-generation experience for 
researchers and librarians by: 

ProQuest strives to minimize the experience of DRM-created frustrations by pushing for 
DRM-free agreements wherever possible. Our generous 20 percent and 40 percent default 
copy and print limits, respectively, speak to this push towards limiting restrictions and their 
associated frustrations. 

That said, some publishers do impose their own limits. In these cases, we clearly 
communicate these restrictions on each book’s details page to manage the user’s 
experience, including:

• The number of copies of the title held by the library.
• The number of pages that may be copied and that may be printed or downloaded, as 

well as the number of pages remaining for the specific user.
• If the full book may be downloaded and if so, the number of days it may be held.

The Obstacle: Rigid Licensing; The Opportunity: Deeper Insight into Usage

“Single-user licences are synonymous with user frustration as libraries have neither the 
analytics to predict how many copies are required nor the finances to satisfy this need when 
it’s clear,” shared Coyle. 

Beyond frustrating users, rigidly licensed ebooks also frustrate internal library stakeholders 
as they introduce unique threats to sustained access to information: “Finance directors need 
assurance that as we purchase more ebook content, we can demonstrate that ebooks are 
just as valuable long-term investments as print books have been,” shares Lewis, echoing 
another concern of many librarians as they attempt to navigate the complicated landscape 
that is digital resource licensing. This especially resonates with librarians who support large 
research institutions, as many still believe that preservation of knowledge for preservation’s 
sake is a key part of their mission.

Making the ebook experience comparable to 
that offered by print through... While offering additional value in the form of...

Reducing eye strain through offering users a 
wealth of flexible options for viewing content, 
including zoom in/out options and various 
layouts from fit to a page, fit to width to 
full screen. 

Offering enhanced search capabilities not 
possible with print such as keyword searching 
throughout a title. 

Offering flexible options for downloading content 
for offline reading, including chapter download or 
full titles download. 

Making content more conveniently accessible on 
laptops, smartphones and other mobile devices 
as well as more generally accessible for those 
who rely on text-to-speech readers and similar 
tools and apps.

Preserving and displaying all content, text or 
otherwise, as it appears in the print edition. 

Adding features to help support the research 
workflow, including a bookshelf that saves 
recently accessed titles, annotation tools to 
highlight or make notes directly in an ebook and 
automatic citation tools. 
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Ebooks offer an opportunity to almost guarantee usage, one that is not possible with print. 
They can offer unique, provable value as long as publishers and content aggregators do not 
complicate licensing. ProQuest recognizes this need and simplifies licensing by entering 
into direct agreements with each third-party supplier to ensure service levels apply across 
the board, no matter where, when or how a title is purchased. The rights that we secure with 
publishers with regard to perpetual access are mirrored in our customer agreements. We 
ensure long-term value of ebooks through clear communication around licensing and also  
offer usage statistics that help libraries see how their content is actually used, data that our 
usage-driven models leverages to help libraries build guaranteed-use collections. 

Sample Usage Data

Total Pages 
Read

Total Pages 
Printed

Total Pages 
Copied

Full Book 
Downloads

2014 1,892,941 294,150 11,280 9,603 

2015 2,765,431 780,847 20,140 21,862 

2016 2,767,444 929,113 24,437 22,597 

Data export from LibCentral - easily compare key usage data for selected timespans.

Screenshot from LibCentral showing an at-a-glance usage summary which is always up to date.

Screenshot from LibCentral - most used subject & title data at your fingertips.
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“The granularity of these patron analytics enables libraries to evaluate whether project goals 
have been met — e.g., did we reach the audience that we intended to reach? — and provides 
evidence as to how the next iteration of these business cases should be realigned,” shared 
Coyle. Coyle’s library at University of Manchester specifically appreciates the unique value 
offered by ProQuest’s Access-to-Own (ATO), a newly launched acquisition model that funnels 
loan funds towards title usage. “Most libraries are keen to secure content on a Short-term 
Loan (STL) and buy when usage predicts that purchase in perpetuity is appropriate. However, 
they are also keen that STLs should act as a meaningful contribution towards the cost of 
eventual ownership.” ATO serves as an example of ProQuest’s commitment to delivering 
models that ensure libraries and their users are getting the best value for their finite budgets. 

ProQuest’s new partnership with Western Sydney University to offer free eTextbooks to 
first-year students is an insightful example of the opportunities afforded by ebooks to 
learn more about student engagement with study materials and expand the impact of the 
library throughout the institution. Through this innovative program, the library makes etexts 
available to students through Ebook Central. The program has two important benefits for 
the institution: it reduces costs to students (giving the institution a competitive advantage in 
attracting students) and via COUNTER-compliant usage statistics, instructors can see the 
depth with which students actually engage with content. 

Book Collection Management: It’s Better When Librarians 
and Content Aggregators Work Together  
In summary, librarians and content aggregators, as well as other stakeholders, must 
work together to build a sustainable content landscape, one that is manageable even as 
technology innovates the formats and number of resources available. Management of 
diverse collections has inherent complexities, but they are possible to overcome if key 
stakeholders commit to working together to curate high-value content, simplify access and 
administrative workflows and connect users to diverse, accessible content. 

Curate

Researchers, students and faculty need to be able to explore topics from all angles without 
frustrating restrictions. To meet this need, librarians need tools that enable them to design 
digital and physical content environments that support the broader goals of their institutions, 
communities and organizations. They need a wide selection of titles from authoritative 
sources and meaningful acquisition model options that they can incorporate to reach their 
goals on their budgets. 

ProQuest has longstanding partnerships with industry-leading publishers that allow us to 
consistently deliver content that matters to research and learning — in fact, our catalogue is 
unmatched in its scope and diversity because of these deep relationships with publishers.  

Simplify

Researchers, students and faculty need tools that make their experiences productive, 
precise and focused on achieving their intended outcomes. At the same time, librarians 
need tools, workflows and business models that let them concentrate their efforts on 
increasing impact and developing new services rather than spending time figuring out how 
to navigate incompatible platforms for acquisition, management and discovery.
 
ProQuest helps librarians simplify across print and digital resources, adhering to industry 
standards and integrating with core discovery and library management systems.



Connect 

Researchers, students and faculty need access to information that’s open, useable and 
without silos. They need to be connected to the right resources to meet their research needs. 
Librarians need to be connected with data that demonstrates the return on their investments, 
so they can make the case for future purchases. 

ProQuest is committed to connecting with publishers and integrating with librarian workflows 
and core systems in order to facilitate the creation of an open information environment with 
seamless research and discovery experiences. 

Managing diverse book collections requires the work of many key stakeholders, something 
that librarians like Lewis recognize: “We have now started to push for the kinds of 
improvements outlined in strategy documents like the Requirements of UK Higher Education 
Sector for the Supply of Ebooks. Whilst this may include stopping purchasing from suppliers 
who don’t address these priorities, there are also actions that libraries need to take locally to 
improve overall user experience. After all, ebook provision is a partnership.” 

ProQuest, for one, is listening, learning and committed to fulfilling its side of the partnership.
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