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What Publishers Can Learn 
From Other Media Business Models

Lagniappe*

R o b e r t  Wo l f

I was sitting on my couch watch-
ing a streaming movie from my 
Netflix account when it occurred 

to me that I haven’t bought a physical 
copy of a movie in almost five years. 
At one time I had been collecting a 
selection of movies that I enjoyed on 
the off chance I might want to watch 
them again someday. But then a few 
years ago I signed up for Netflix and 
my movie habits have not been the 
same since. 

For those of you not familiar with 
the Netflix model, the following is a 
simplified explanation. You choose a 
plan based on the number of movies 
you would like available at any one 
time, usually 1-3. Then you make a 
list of titles you’re interested in; as 
those titles come available they will 
send them to your house in order of 
availability.  It’s not a perfect model. 
If I add a new release to my list I have 
no guarantee I will have it sent to me; 
more likely they will send one of the 
more available, less popular movies 
on my list, but eventually I will get 
that new release, albeit it may not be 
new by the time I get it. Netflix also 
offers a streaming video plan where 
you pay a small monthly fee to have 
access to thousands of streaming vid-
eos for older content.  

In recent years I have dropped 
the DVD delivery part of my 
Netflix subscription and have cho-
sen to use services such as Redbox 

or Blockbuster Express for new 
releases. These are kiosks located in 
high traffic areas where you can rent 
new releases for $1.00 for a 24-hour 
period, or only a quarter of the price 
of a traditional movie rental.  Again, 
there is no guarantee you will get 
the newest release but it’s much less 
hit-or-miss than Netflix was.  Also, 
unlike with my Netflix account there 
is no monthly fee. So if I didn’t feel 
like watching any movies this month 
I was stuck paying a fee for a service 
I didn’t use. I still subscribe to the 
Netflix streaming video plan, which 
allows me to access a huge catalog of 
older movies and television shows on 
demand. 

Between these two services I pay 
about $10.00 a month for all my 
entertainment needs, whereas in the 
past when I was buying movies I 
would pay on average $15.00 a movie. 
So in the end I have access to a col-
lection that is an order of magnitude 

larger than my personal library ever 
was or ever could be, and it costs me 
less, not to mention I don’t have to 
find space for all my movies. 

So what does this 
have to do with libraries? 
Traditionally, libraries have been con-
cerned with two broad functions. 
First, they acquire resources and 
secondly, they make these resources 
accessible to their patrons. Now obvi-
ously this is an oversimplification 
of the role of a library but it is still 
accurate. The problem is the number 
of resources available has grown at a 
rate that is impossible for libraries to 
keep up with.  According to Bowker, 
there were over three million new 
book titles published in 2010, which 
is as many or more than most ACRL 
collections.1 By 2009, there were over 
50 million journal articles published 
since 1665, when the first journals 
were published, and growing over 1.5 
million articles per year which give us 
just about 53 million articles by the 
end of 2011.2 With ever decreasing 
or only marginally increasing library 
budgets there is no way a library 
can keep pace with the rate of pub-
lication. Obviously, even before the 
digital age, libraries couldn’t purchase 
every book or journal published, but 
that was something our patrons were 
more willing to accept. Today patrons 
are less forgiving of the holes in our 
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collections. There is an expectation 
that everything is digital, cheap, 
and easily accessible, and why not? 
They can get apps for their devices 
for $0.99 and access information 
24/7 from almost any location. Why 
shouldn’t they be able to access any 
article, ebook, video, etc., at anytime 
from anywhere?  

According to IDC, a market 
intelligence and advisory service, 
information storage costs 17% of 
what it did in 2005.3  Hardware con-
tinues to improve even as prices drop, 
yet libraries have not seen significant 
savings in our digital subscriptions. 
We continue to pay legacy pricing for 
journals and ebooks as if we’re still 
getting physical copies and paying 
for the overhead associated with the 
printing process. Also, most publish-
ers offer what I call the all-or-nothing 
model of access. Either you buy own-
ership to their entire collection at a 
discounted rate, of which on average 
80% of the titles you don’t want or 
need but it’s still cheaper than buy-
ing titles individually, or you don’t 
subscribe at all? Granted we are sav-
ing hundreds of thousands of dollars 
through our big deal packages, but do 
we really need all those titles? We are 
being forced to choose between own-
ership and inflated temporary access, 

neither of which we can continue 
to afford. If budget cuts force me to 
drop a big deal package then neither 
of us wins. Which brings me back to 
Netflix and Redbox: why can’t pub-
lishers offer us an access-only model 
that is both economical to us and 
profitable to them? Isn’t it better to 
have some business with a library 
even if on a small scale than none 
at all?  If a publisher package costs 
$20,000 a year for ownership and 
I don’t have the funds to purchase 
the package, wouldn’t it make good 
business sense to offer an access-only 
package at a drastically reduced rate? 
This way we both win. I can satisfy 
my user’s information needs and the 
publisher gets money from me that 
they would not otherwise see. Why 
does it have to be all or nothing? 

Why aren’t there many access-
only subscriptions available outside 
of aggregator databases? Publishers 
need to find better ways of provid-
ing content at cheaper rates for those 
of us who only want access: $20-
$50 for 24-hour access to a journal 
article is absurd. I don’t care how 
prestigious the journal is, it’s too 
much. Publishers could benefit from 
a Netflix or Redbox model, allowing 
libraries to subscribe to their con-
tent at a low rate for access to older 

content and to paying as needed for 
more recent content. Profits they lose 
by lowering the price could be made 
up by a higher volume of smaller 
transactions. Some publishers have 
begun to move away from this model 
but most have not. They need to look 
at models like Netflix and Redbox 
which provide cheap access to infor-
mation and are still highly profitable.  
This would allow libraries to focus on 
their core collections while still offer-
ing access to a larger pool of resources. 
It is a potential win-win situation for 
libraries and publishers alike.
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Looking for help with collection development?
If you want to expand your library’s collection of novels set in North Carolina, you should visit the Read North Carolina 
Novels blog hosted by the North Carolina Collection at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (http://www.lib.
unc.edu/blogs/ncnovels/).

If your interest in North Caroliniana is more general, both the North Carolina Collection at East Carolina University and 
the North Carolina Collection at UNC-Chapel Hill regularly post lists of new additions to their collections.  

The addresses for those sites are:
http://www.ecu.edu/cs-lib/ncc/profs.cfm
http://www.lib.unc.edu/blogs/ncm/index.php/whats-new-in-the-north-carolina-collection/
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