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THE BOOK: Between Ink and Hyperlink 

Trends in the international publishing industry  
 

A video clip from a Norwegian comedy programme on YouTube shows two monks discussing a 

new invention.1 It can store information, and one can follow text from one page to the next – 

back and forth! What is more, the information does not disappear! This new invention is the 

book, which turns out to be far easier to handle than a scroll. However, it is far more complicated 

as well: if you fail to place it correctly in front of you or fail to open it the right way, the text may 

appear upside-down, or you may simply find yourself unable to open it. The two monks talk 

about the book just as we talk about digital reading devices and computer software, reminding us 

that we first need to become familiar with and adapt to all new media technology.  

 

The present report addresses economic and market-related trends currently emerging in the 

international publishing industry. It investigates the changes taking place in the production and 

distribution of textbooks and non-fiction literature, especially in science, technology and 

medicine (STM). The report also touches on digital book publishing and distribution, including 

the Google Agreement and the evolution of e-books. 

 

Our presentation is based on analyses of financial data about the industry and the key players on 

the international arena, as gathered from trade journals, newspapers and international technical 

publications.2 In addition, we have consulted the financial and strategic documents of publishing 

companies, as well as independent financial analyses and reports from recent years. Our most 

                                                
 
1 “Medieval Monastery Book Helpdesk” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-zQgEqDdvuo&feature=related (last 
visited 4 February 2010). The video was produced by Øystein Bache and Rune Gokstad for the Norwegian 
Broadcasting Corporation (NRK), and was most recently aired in February 2010. 
2 Work on the report began in spring 2009. We received a great deal of help from Kjell Olav Hovden in connection 
with gathering documentation and updating tables and other data.  
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important source of information, however, has been a series of interviews we conducted with 

leaders of international publishing houses in New York in September 2009.3 

 

1. The three main functions of a publisher 

Historically speaking, publishers emerged as industrial and economic players in the interface 

between a growing, more literate readership and an increasingly professional field of authors. 

Publishers are positioned at the intersection between what may be called cultural production on 

the one hand, and the marketplace, or commerce, on the other. From there, they deal with the 

various aspects or tasks associated with the field of literature and its economy of symbolic 

commodities. Different languages variously refer to publishing houses as “publishers”, “Verlag” 

or “editeurs”. We will begin by taking a closer look at each of these three terms in order to shed 

light on the different roles of the publishing business. 

 

Germanic languages use the term Verlag (German), forlag (Norwegian, Danish) or förlag 

(Swedish). Originally, a Verlag had the function of organising the production and marketing of 

handicrafts, especially in connection with the manufacture of textiles. The Verlag sub-contracted 

individual craftsmen who sat at home and made their products, which then were brought to 

market. The term Verlag derives from the verb verlegen (Norwegian: forlegge), literally “to 

bring from one place to another,” because they either paid manufacturers an advance, or supplied 

them with raw materials for production. Eventually, when the term became associated with book 

publishing, the Verlag was the player that brought the books to market and negotiated contracts 

with authors. Thus, the Germanic term emphasises the publisher’s financial role as a link 

between a private economy (the author’s) and a collective economy (a market). 

 

English uses the term “publisher”, i.e. an institution that makes certain content available to the 

public. The emergence of a bourgeois public sphere, as described by Jürgen Habermas, provides 

                                                
 
3 Many of the report’s findings and arguments are based on interviews with key players in the US and international 
publishing industries made in connection with a research trip to New York in August/September 2009. With the 
invaluable help of Tina Jordan of the Association of American Publishers, we were able to conduct a large number 
of interviews during our stay. We are deeply indebted to her. 
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a backdrop for understanding this aspect of the publisher’s role. Indeed, Habermas points out that 

parallel to the development of a reading public in Europe at the beginning of the 18th century, 

publishers began to take on the role of both client/employer, as well as the agent responsible for 

bringing the author’s works to the literary market and to culture in the public sphere. Whatever 

an author writes assumes significance as a statement in a larger public context. A “publisher” 

therefore fulfils an important legal and political function by making the author’s works publicly 

available. Norwegian uses the word utgiver (literally: issuer) to capture some of the same 

meaning implied by the word publisher in an Anglo-American context. Dutch and German use 

the terms uitgever and Herausgeber to describe enterprises in the publishing industry. One could 

say that the notion of a publisher or utgiver highlights the normative and legal role of the 

publishing business when it transforms an otherwise private statement (the author’s) into a public 

one (the publisher’s). 

 

Romance languages refer to the publisher as an editeur (French) or editore (Italian), i.e. someone 

who edits, a term we will use to remind us of the third aspect of the publisher’s role in the 

literary arena. It refers to the processing of textual material supplied by the author. In the role of 

editor, a publishing company gets directly involved in the author’s production process for the 

purpose of influencing and refining the written text. This implies a cultural function, the practice 

of which ensures that concepts and notions of quality and good literary craftsmanship are 

safeguarded, applied and challenged in the meeting between author and publisher. The table 

below illustrates the various functions of a publisher. 

 
Figure 1. Aspects of author/publisher relations 

Publisher relations Term Arena 

Economic  Verlag/forlegger (“supplier”) Market 

Normative/legal Herausgeber/publisher Public 

Cultural Editeur/editor Culture/ 
  the field of literature 
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These three functions are affected in a number of ways by ongoing changes in the international 

publishing and media industries. In the next part of this report, our focus will be on the economic 

and commercial trends that we believe to be particularly prevalent in the international publishing 

industry. In part three, we examine various domestic and regional book markets and their 

distinguishing features. In a separate section, we will look at the Nordic book market. We further 

comment on how the Google Settlement Agreement has affected cultural policy in the EU and 

European countries. Part four deals specifically with the field of STM. In part five, we explore 

the production and distribution of digital books in particular, and the development of digital 

reading devices. The final section of the report presents a number of conclusions that point back 

to the publishing industry’s three main functions, as outlined above. Among other things, we 

consider some of the possible consequences, especially as they affect the role of editorial 

departments and publishers as cultural agents. 
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2. Publishing houses in the international media economy 

Many of those who kept an eye on developments in the publishing industry 10 years ago, 

anticipated the emergence of an integrated media industry within a few years, dominated by 

major international conglomerates. A handful of companies would meet the demand of all the 

different media and distribution channels. One expected the establishment of an utterly 

oligopolistic system based on mergers and acquisitions across established media boundaries. 

Converging media technologies revealed the contours of new business models, in which 

company size and media mix would be critical. From the publisher’s point of view, the situation 

appeared ominous: in an integrated media industry, the book would be just one of many 

distribution platforms for digital content. Traditional publishing would survive merely as a sub-

set of converging multinational media groups. Rather than maintaining its role as an independent 

industry, international publishing would turn into the sub-branch of an integrated media industry 

that delivered content via a number of different platforms.  

 

The 1980s brought drastic changes to the economic models and ownership structures of the 

media and culture industry. A wave of acquisitions swept through the US and Europe alike, and 

companies without any prior experience in publishing or general media gained a foothold.4 In the 

US, Gulf & Western turned into Paramount, in France, the national electric utility company 

Compagnie Gènèrale d'Électricité acquired a stake in Havas and Groupe de la Cité and emerged 

as Vivendi, and in Italy, Berlusconi was able to establish a solid position in the Italian media 

industry thanks to his acquisitions through investment giant Fininvest. This marked the advent of 

a new media and culture industry, in which financial groups controlled ownership and managed 

widely different companies under the pretence of some crafty commercial link.5 Vivendi, for 

example, was known to handle anything that flowed – never mind whether it was water or 

                                                
 
4 An overview of mergers and acquisitions in the US book and media industries shows a dramatic rise, particularly 
during the 1990s. Altogether, 573 mergers and acquisitions were reported in the 30-year period from 1960–1989. 
300 mergers were reported in the five-year period beginning in 1990, and from 1996–2001, the figure rose to 380. 
See Albert Greco (2005) The Book Publishing Industry (second edition). London (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 
Publishers), p. 51. 
5 Mollier, Jean-Yves (2009) “Les Stratégies des groupes de communication à l'orée du XXIe siècle” in Sapiro, 
Gisèle (2009) Les contradiction de la globalisation éditoriale. Paris (Nouveau Monde èditions). 
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information. With few exceptions, traditional media groups in the Nordic countries, such as the 

Bonnier Group, Schibsted, Egmont and Sanoma, were experiencing growth, but only within the 

media sector. Takeovers of ordinary media or publishing companies by other corporations were 

rare. Two exceptions were the Swedish Kinnevik Group and Orkla in Norway, both of which had 

their origins in traditional industrial areas.  

 

One of the more outspoken critics of the international development of converging media 

conglomerates was American publisher André Schiffrin. In 2001, Schiffrin described how book 

publishers were on the brink of adopting the same commercial logic that previously had spread 

throughout other types of media .6 Books were now expected to comply with the same 

performance indicators as magazines, newspapers and television channels. According to 

Schiffrin, traditional publishers of quality material had so far managed well with a profit margin 

of three to four per cent a year. Suddenly, everything was weighed on a financial scale, and 

Schiffrin identified a number of potentially negative consequences. Publishers would have to 

abandon their cultural and literary value systems. Outright commercial titles and projects suitable 

for combination with other media platforms would be preferred. From an organisational point of 

view, the various publishing departments would be linked to and integrated with the 

corporation’s general policy of profitability. Further integration could lead to a demand for profit 

margins in the neighbourhood of 25 per cent annually, according to Schiffrin. As a consequence, 

Schiffrin’s worst fears would have come true: a decline in the role of the editor and outsourcing 

of the publisher’s spiritual centre – the editorial desk. 

 

At the beginning of the new millennium, there were strong indications that Schiffrin’s fears were 

justified, also in Norway.7 A clear tendency towards vertical as well as horizontal integration was 

taking place in the multinational media industry, driven by the desire of major companies to 

profit from the integration of content, platforms and distribution channels. The success of the 

                                                
 
6 Schiffrin, André (2001) The Business of Books. How International Conglomerates Took Over Publishing and 
Changed the Way We Read. London (Verso). 
7 Rønning, Helge (2002) “Norske kulturforlag og internasjonale mediekonserner”. Postscript to Schiffrin, André 
(2002) Bøker og business. Oslo (Aschehoug). 
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strategy within the framework of a large corporation hinged on the fact that technological 

convergence led to cost advantages in the production and distribution of digital content, thanks to 

economies of scale. In January 2000, this line of thought manifested itself in what then became 

known as “the deal of the decade”. It was announced that AOL (America Online), the world’s 

largest and most renowned provider of Internet services, had acquired and merged with Time 

Warner, thereby creating what was considered to be the world’s first fully integrated media 

conglomerate. The expression “content is king” had apparently become obsolete, since AOL as 

an Internet provider rather than as a producer of content, was regarded to be the most important 

factor in the pricing of shares by far. AOL was responsible for distribution and a steady supply of 

customers, while Time Warner “only” contributed content: printed media (magazines, 

periodicals and books), music, films and television channels. The distributor emerged as the 

latest key player in a new, integrated media industry. In the wake of the AOL/Time Warner 

fusion, Comcast, a relatively unknown cable company at the time, attempted to acquire the 

whole of Disney. But there were also some critical voices: while the practical aspects of the 

merger still were being chiselled out, The Economist prophetically announced that “combining 

media folk is like herding cats,” uncertain whether AOL/Time Warner’s expectations of 

synergetic convergence would gel.8 

 

2.1 From consolidation to specialisation 

Ten years later, it became evident that the merger had failed to benefit the companies: in 

December 2009, Time Warner and AOL parted ways, as AOL had begun to fall behind in the 

world of digital media. Now Google, rather than AOL, was positioned at the cutting edge of 

media development, and both parties felt it was best to face the new challenges to the media 

industry on their own. Time Warner had managed relatively well under the merger. It had 

maintained its position as the largest international media company by far, and the gap to other 

international mega multinationals was, if anything, widening. But the merger no longer held the 

promise of new economies of scale, and other media groups were struggling as well: between 

                                                
 
8 “One house, many windows”. The Economist, 17 August 2000. 
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2002 and 2007, partly European-owned Viacom and Vivendi/Universal dropped on the list of 

most profitable enterprises in the global cultural market (see Table 1).9 

 

Table 1 The top ten media companies in the world, 2002 and 200710 
  
 2002 2007 

 
Company 
 

Revenue (MUSD)11 Company 
 

Revenue (MUSD) 

1 AOL/Time Warner 25 538 Time Warner 46 482 

2 Viacom Inc. 24 606 News Corporation 28 655 

3 Vivendi Universal 18 428 Bertelsmann AG 25 659 

4 News Corp 17 093 Walt Disney Company 22 537 

5 Walt Disney Company 16 824 Comcast  20 586 

6 Bertelsmann AG 13 767 The DirecTV Group 17 246 

7 Sony Corporation  9 203 NBC Universal 15 416 

8 Reed Elsevier  7 521 Viacom Inc. 13 423 

9 NBC  7 149 Vivendi 12 630 

10 Pearson  6 477 CBS Corporation 11 886 

 
 
 
Following the failed merger of AOL/Time Warner, the media industry’s business models went 

back to the drawing board.12 A new situation had arisen, leading to a different view of the media 

industry’s future than that which prevailed at the time of the AOL/Time Warner merger. 

Expectations of the importance of synergy have in many cases shown themselves to be 

exaggerated, and the major all-embracing multinationals have failed to spawn new ideas and 

                                                
 
9 The most recent year with available data (2008) shows that the largest conglomerate with interests in media was 
General Electric, but the major part of their interests lie outside the media business. The remaining five were: Walt 
Disney, News Corp, Time Warner (the largest company exclusively involved in media), Viacom and CBS. 
http://www.freepress.net/ownership/chart/main (last visited 6 March 2010). For a list of the largest US media 
companies, see http://www.mediaowners.com/index.html (last visited 6 March 2010). 
10 Sources: Harrie, Eva (ed.) (2003) Excerpt from the chart: “The top 25 media companies in the world by revenue 
2007 and their main media activities”. In The Nordic Media Market 2003. Nordicom 2003, pp. 122, 146.  
11 Figures refer to media products. Revenues from distribution, retail and theme parks are not included. 
12 According to NORDICOM’s chart for 2008 (currently only available online), few changes have taken place since 
2008. Lagardère, No. 11 in 2007, advances to 10th place, switching places with CBS (down to No. 11). Source: 
http://www.nordicom.gu.se/common/stat_xls/1390_11120_topworldcompanies_2008.xls 
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products when competing with smaller independent producers. Unrealistic expectations of future 

earnings led instead to overpricing and runaway costs, before any profits whatsoever had been 

made. The media industry was drawn into the more speculative branches of the financial sector. 

The wave of acquisitions left the impression that companies must either grow or disappear, and 

future earnings were projected based on insufficient financial data.13 These flighty visions of 

convergent multimedia conglomerates are now largely outdated. 

 

Seen from the perspective of pure profitability, the highest earnings have been generated by the 

audiovisual market and net-based companies such as Google, as well as that branch of the 

industry closest to them, i.e. telecommunications. By way of comparison, all businesses 

exclusively involved in publishing (Reed Elsevier, Pearson, Wolter Kluwer and Holtzbrinck) 

dropped down on the list between 2002 and 2007, while multi-product companies (Time Warner, 

Bertelsmann, Lagardère and Walt Disney) moved up.  

 

The publishing industry, however, no longer bases its business models on the idea of integration 

and synergy. A good example of alternative strategies is French publishing giant Hachette. The 

company is owned by the multinational Lagardère Group, which, among others, took over the 

Time Warner Book Group in connection with the AOL merger. Through a series of local 

acquisitions, Hachette has in recent years established substantial publishing groups in France, 

Great Britain, the US, Italy, Spain, Poland, Australia and Canada, among other countries. These 

acquisitions and mergers focus exclusively on printed media and editorial competence, and 

although they undoubtedly are commercial enterprises, the book acts as the central medium. 

Looking at the profit trends of individual international publishers, it appears that a combination 

of specialised publishing as part of a larger alliance provides the best rate of return.  

 

Within the framework of corporations, publishers function more like independent publishing 

units, and expectations of convergence and synergy are far less widespread today than they were 

just 10 years ago. Instead of a continuing trend towards media convergence, we are therefore 
                                                
 
13 See http://www.newsweek.com/id/195961 (last visited 1 April 2010). 
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currently experiencing a situation in which convergence and divergence coexist. Parts of the 

industry have once again begun to cultivate the book as a medium in its own right. Although 

consolidation does take place in the publishing world, it does not centre on multimedia. It takes 

place in the realm of the book itself, as a battle between analogue and digital, offline and online. 

Publishers of educational materials, non-fiction and STM are especially eager to cultivate their 

particular specialities, thereby boosting their own importance within the industry. These 

segments of the publishing business are prime movers in the area of digital media. However, 

there is also a general trend towards niches and specialisation, both inside and outside the major 

publishing groups. This translates into more competition between individual publishers within a 

single group, while large publishing mutinationals diversify across national frontiers by turning 

transnational. In spite of increasing globalisation, linguistic as well as national and regional 

characteristics impact the various book markets and the position of publishers. This is shown in 

the following list detailing trends and developments among the largest publishers in the world. 

 
Table 2 Global ranking of the largest publishing houses in 2007, 2008 and 200914 
 
2008 2007 2006 Company Registered Controlling 

company 
Registered Revenue 

(MEUR) 
1 2 2 Pearson UK Pearson (corp) UK 5 044 
2 4 1 Reed Elsevier UK 

The Netherlands 
USA 

Reed Elsevier UK 
The Netherlands 
USA 

4 586 

3 1 3 Thomson- 
Reuters 

USA The Woodbridge 
Company Ltd 

Canada 3 484.7 

4 5 5 Wolters Kluwer The Netherlands Wolters Kluwer The Netherlands 3 374 
5 3 4 Bertelsmann Germany Bertelsmann AG Germany 2 980 
6 6 6 Lagardère 

Publishing/ 
Hachette Livre 

France Lagardère France 2 159 

7 7 7 McGraw-Hill 
Education 

USA The McGraw-Hill 
Companies 

USA 1 794 

8 13 12 Grupo Planeta Spain Grupo Planeta  Spain 1 760 
9 10 10 De Agostini 

Editore 
Italy De Agostini Editore Italy 1 616 

10 11 9 Scholastic 
(corp) 

USA Scholastic USA 1 499.4 

        

                                                
 
14 Rüdiger Wischenbart (2010) “The Global Ranking of the Publishing Industry 2009” Publishing Research 
Quarterly. Published online 17 February 2010. 
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2008 2007 2006 Company Registered Controlling 
company 

Registered Revenue 
(MEUR) 

23 51 45 Egmont Group Denmark/ 
Norway 

Egmont 
International 
Holding A/S 

Denmark/ 
Norway 

644 

25 24 26 Bonnier Sweden The Bonnier Group Sweden 616.4 
 

It is interesting to observe that approximately half the publishers on the list, all of them 

European, operate within the general book market. This shows the importance of the publishing 

sector in the cultural industry of Europe.15 At the same time, it is important to bear in mind that 

the industry’s most profitable segment is made up of companies specialising in educational, 

scientific and professional/trade publications. This means that European publishers are currently 

facing a particular challenge in these areas, and Anglo-American dominance in academia and the 

sciences may ultimately play an important role in other parts of the publishing business as well. 

Furthermore, it means that the publishing industries in smaller countries in particular will have to 

confront the question of how educational books and academic publications will be published in 

the future – in their native language and by domestic publishers, or through international 

publishing enterprises? Economies of scale depend above all on the prevalence of a given 

language and its position in the global hierarchy of languages. 

 

2.2 Organisational vs. technological convergence 

Our interviews with prominent leaders in the international publishing industry in September 

2009 gave us insight into the various effects of convergence that were attempted within the 

individual publishing company itself, rather than the publishing group as a whole. One of the few 

publishers still controlled by an American-based media conglomerate (CBS/Viacom) is Simon & 

Schuster. In September 2009, the company’s CEO, Carolyn Reidy, declared that the alleged 

synergy between books and other types of media was “a myth”. Certainly it was possible to 

promote books with the help of other media within the same company and without making the 

                                                
 
15 The European dominance in the publishing industry was one of the reasons why a consortium of European 
publishers’ and authors’ associations entered into an agreement in 2004 to study the European book market in order 
to arrive at mutual solutions, judicial frameworks and network alternatives that would further strengthen their 
position. See www.booksineurope.org for cooperation agreements and the final report. 
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content itself available via other media platforms. But Simon & Schuster exploited its connection 

with the parent company mainly to produce videos in conjunction with the publication of books. 

Vooks (video + books) were an attempt to bring authors into contact with a new readership. 

Videos with interviews and background material by and about the authors were presented on the 

publisher’s home page. The book, although still central, had increasingly turned into a 

“community project”. Special attention was given to promotional strategies targeting forums and 

networks dominated by women, where authors were promoted as brand names. This type of 

“community thinking” meant that authors had to be encouraged to enter into a direct dialogue 

with their readers, both face to face and via the Internet. The videos themselves were 

straightforward in-house productions, and authors were able to add texts or exchange blog 

comments directly with readers. Particularly in the area of general fiction, the ability to 

personally communicate with readers has become an important sales factor that can compensate 

for the more traditional brand impact enjoyed by only a few authors. 

 

Another issue publishers continued to address was the implementation of organisational 

expertise across editorial departments. Carolyn Reidy considered it essential that imprints, the 

various trade names under which books are published, maintain their integrity under the umbrella 

of Simon & Schuster. Convergent services increasingly took on the role of maintenance and 

support in connection with logistics, legal issues, marketing and ICT. In other words, we are 

talking about organisational convergence, characterised by greater efficiency, optimisation and 

cost control within the publishing unit, rather than technological convergence based on recycling, 

reuse and economies of scale within the entire group. 

 

There are also other reasons why these publishing units have not been sold off, but remain 

independent units within the major media companies. Firstly, they represent a certain symbolic 

capital and status for media companies involved in publishing. Books continue to have more 

prestige than television or film, we were told by several industry leaders, and publishers are 

allowed to operate with lower profit margins than elsewhere in the company. Another reason is 

that some publishing units simply are not that easy to dispose of: it is rumoured, for example, 
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that News Corporation has long wanted to rid itself of Harper Collins, if only they could find a 

buyer willing to pay an acceptable price. 

 

The development of publishing products is only marginally tied to the development of other 

media products within a conglomerate. The one major exception is the Disney Group, but then 

again, distribution and production across several different media have been part of the Group’s 

strategy almost from the outset. Interestingly, Jonathan Yaged of Disney Publishing Worldwide 

pointed out that DPW sold the film rights to their books outside of Disney Group as well. At the 

same time, many of the publisher’s products are based on content and characters from other parts 

of the Disney empire – synergy, in other words. DPW is one of the world’s largest publishers of 

children’s books, with branches in 75 countries. In fact, Disney is in competition with Scholastic 

for the top spot among publishers of children’s books, and Scholastic is tenth on the list of the 

largest publishing groups worldwide. Disney books are available in 85 languages, with a total 

circulation of 250 million books and 400 million magazines. In addition to different trade names 

such as Hyperion Books for Children, the company also publishes an assortment of magazines. 

The focus of its multimedia publications typically lies in the area of education, including 

products under the brand names Disney Magic English and Disney Digital Books.16  

  

Thus organisational convergence largely occurs within the publishing industry as a whole, rather 

than merely within the narrow field of the book itself. Publishing is no longer confined to books, 

but also includes magazines, newspapers, journals and educational materials in printed as well as 

in digital formats. One prime example of this is Time Warner, which controls over 150 different 

magazines and journals worldwide. Publishers buy up other publishers in order to position 

themselves in print media. In many ways, this type of horizontal integration goes back a long 

time, even long before the digital age, but technological advances in reading tablets and digital 

libraries have made the strategy more imperative and complex than before. The development of 

                                                
 
16 During our conversation, we were told of the development of a new area of commitment, so-called “graphic 
novels”, a combination of novels for teens and comic strips. The previous week, Disney had acquired comic book 
publisher Marvel (see http://www.newsarama.com/comics/090831-disney-acquire-marvel.html (last visited 11 
March 2010). 
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digital solutions and products is frequently centralised along with distribution and financial 

services, while the development of content and editorial products takes place within individual 

publishing houses and their various imprints. 

 

2.3 Imprints, long tails and backlists 

Rather than seeing the contours of a converging oligarchic publishing industry, we see those of 

strong, specialised publishing groups both inside and outside of major companies. Publishers that 

have been absorbed by one of the large multimedia groups do particularly well, although there 

are strong indications that they are allowed to operate at lower profit margins than other 

divisions within the company. Today’s technologies and production procedures also provide 

opportunities for new niche publishers to establish a position outside of areas dominated by the 

major corporations. There is a steady supply of small, expeditious market players, while larger 

publishing houses buy up new imprints and bolster their own. 

 

Imprints are established in one of three different ways in the publishing business. This occurs 

particularly when major publishing groups buy up smaller publishers and maintain their 

organisational integrity within the parent company. They become imprints when the parent 

company assumes responsibility for accounting, distribution and marketing, while an editorial 

staff manages brand names and positioning vis-à-vis authors and readers. Parent companies may 

also take an active part in establishing new niches and trade names in order to meet the 

competition from smaller niche market players. The large corporations have realised that 

innovation and development frequently are most effective at an arm’s length from the parent 

unit. In some cases one would hesitate to make any changes whatsoever after acquiring a 

publishing company, and choose instead to maintain it as an independent organisational unit 

under the corporate umbrella. 

  

One indication of a less oligopolistic trend in the book industry is the ability of niche and 

specialty publishers to establish and strengthen their market positions. In part, they have 

achieved this by creating their own distribution channels through specialty bookstores, and 
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distribution increasingly takes place via the Internet. Releases include everything from poetry to 

mysticism and technical literature. Even well-established niche publishers and small, specialised 

academic publishers who take advantage of their own backlists can to some degree maintain their 

position through digital distribution. New net-based distribution channels breathe life into old 

books and publishing alike. Small domestic niche markets now have the opportunity to think 

globally with respect to exile communities and scattered ethnic or religious groups. Books from 

Pakistan and Asia, for example, represent a growing market in Norway, and even the 

Norwegian-language book market can expand geographically via the Internet and reach all 

corners of the world. Perhaps an integrated, net-based Nordic book market will ultimately allow 

Norwegian books to reach a larger readership? 

 

This is a good illustration of the publishing industry’s new opportunities to exploit the “long 

tail”. On his blog in November 2005, the inventor of the term, Wired magazine’s Editor-in-chief 

Chris Anderson, commented on how the publishing industry and niche publishing fit into the 

book market as a whole.17 He estimates that the long tail is responsible for approximately fifteen 

to sixteen per cent of the total US book marked. Anderson and other commentators expect this 

particular long tail to grow through print-on-demand and other electronic distribution methods. 

As Richard Sarnoff of Bertelsmann US pointed out, the importance of backlists will increase, 

and publishers will have to find better ways to exploit them. He further emphasised that 

Bertelsmann’s various sub-publishers were competing against one another, not least in order to 

win over best-selling authors. This trend allows niche publishers to increase the possibility of 

finding their place in a book industry that is converging and diverging at the same time. The 

challenge for small and medium sized publishers, however, lies in finding the proper distribution 

channels.  

 

Now the long tail also includes used books, a problem for publishers who get nothing in return 

from these sales. In this context, a phenomenon in the US college book market is particularly 

worrisome to publishers, i.e. the increasing number of online companies that rent books to 
                                                
 
17 http://www.longtail.com/the_long_tail/2005/11/sizing_the_book.html (last visited 6 January 2010). 
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students and thereby contribute to the decline in the sale of new textbooks. The two most 

successful companies are BookRenter.com and Chegg (Chicken and Egg). In 2009, Chegg rented 

out more than two million books across 6 400 campuses in the United States.18 

 

2.4  Bookstores and other distribution outlets 

Despite the presence of many national characteristics and different international trend patterns, it 

seems that independent bookstores may be losing ground. Chains dominate the market, and even 

they are enduring hard times. The major US chain Borders is in considerable difficulties, and its 

British subsidiary was placed under administration in late November 2009. In Norway, we are 

familiar with publishers that have acquired and developed bookstore chains and thus established 

a market with pronounced vertical features. We see similar developments in other countries, such 

as Germany, but not in the United States. Leaders in the international publishing industry are 

very well aware of this. “Who wants to own them?”, exclaims Richard Sarnoff, co-chairman of 

Bertelsmann and president of Bertelsmann Digital Investments. On the other hand, Bertelsmann 

owns a stake in Amazon. Most of these leaders do not believe that bookstores will survive in the 

same form as before. Booksellers are facing problems throughout the US, and the sale of digital 

books is becoming increasingly important. Only booksellers located in large shopping malls, or 

in cities with a traditional book-reading public and large educational institutions, such as New 

York or Boston, will survive. As Paul Aiken of the Authors Guild says, “the American 

Booksellers Association is a shadow of itself.” 

 

But this is an American development, and we must remember that US booksellers traditionally 

have had a far less central position than in Europe. Europe is not experiencing the same type of 

development, partly due to business agreements between publishers and booksellers, e.g. those in 

Norway and Germany. Nor has the development of retail chains been quite as rapid in Europe as 

                                                
 
18 http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/05/business/05ping.html and 
http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/02/02/drosensweig-lands-at-textbook-renter-cheggcom/?emc=eta1 (last visited 
4 February 2010). 
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in the United States. With the exception of the situation in Great Britain, European bookstores – 

chains and individual booksellers alike – seem to be doing reasonably well. 

 

Nonetheless, booksellers are vulnerable. The industry is capital-intensive, with major expenses 

for storage and large numbers of books on the shelves, many of which remain there for a long 

time before they are sold. In recent years, numerous alternative distribution channels have been 

established. Kiosks came first, followed by book clubs. Online bookstores were next, and now 

the e-book revolution is right around the corner. Some of the larger quality bookstores are still 

doing well, but the question is whether they will be able to survive if the print-on-demand and e-

book markets experience substantial growth. Experiments with selling books in new ways are 

under way: Blackwell’s book shop in Charing Cross Road in London now has a machine called 

Espresso. In the course of five minutes it can print and bind a paperback edition of a book that 

exists in digital form.19 And Barnes & Noble, the world’s largest bookstore chain, has developed 

its own e-book reader, The Nook. Unlike Apple and Kindle, it uses an open format. It can display 

photos, and has one further advantage not found in other readers: You can lend books from your 

Nook to other Nooks, iPhones or BlackBerrys. The reaction from booksellers to the book 

market’s new challenges is not necessarily to give up. Some tendencies also indicate that 

specialty booksellers and stores offering customers more than just books, will manage 

reasonably well also in the future. 

 

There is some disagreement as to whether Amazon will emerge as the main digital outlet for all 

publishers. Many would feel threatened by such an outcome.20 Publishers are wary of Amazon. 

Admittedly, Bertelsmann, which also has a stake in Amazon, has fewer objections than any of 

the other publishers we interviewed. Just how the ongoing price war will eventually affect the 

                                                
 
19 For the development of print-on-demand, see “Just Press Print”. The Economist, 5 February 2010.  
20 There is much uncertainty around Amazon, says, Paul Aiken of The Authors Guild: “If Amazon wins the game 
they are playing … its a scary situation.” Our other conversations with international publishers evinced a variety of 
views about Amazon. Richard Sarnoff of Bertelsmann, for eksempel, believed that Amazon “was the future,” and 
that his own company could not possibly achieve better sales than through Amazon. David Young of Hachette 
expressed a more critical view: he experienced Amazon as extremely aggressive, forcing discounts from smaller 
publishers in a way that showed “where power is on its way.”  
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bottom line in e-book sales, is one of the most prominent questions.21 Amazon sells all its e-

books at USD 9.99, despite paying a higher price to publishers. The entire global e-book market 

would be affected if Amazon’s customers and those of other major players were to get used to 

these extremely low prices. At the end of January 2010, Macmillan confronted Amazon about 

the price of the e-books Amazon was selling in connection with its own Kindle device. 

Macmillan demanded that the price of new books should be higher than Amazon’s USD 9.99. 

Macmillan won the battle after one week during which Amazon had boycotted the publisher and 

its various imprints, among them Farrar, Straus & Giroux and St. Martin’s Press. When Amazon 

realised that it would have to face competition from other e-book distributors with reading tablets 

such as Sony, Google and Apple with its iPhone and especially the iPad, it became clear that 

publishers were able to play distributors out against one another. Apple suggested an agreement 

whereby the company would act as a kind of agent for the publisher in return for a 30 per cent 

distribution fee. The rest would go to the publishing company, which in turn had to negotiate 

with writers and their agents for their share of the proceeds.22 

 

Ultimately, this may mean that unregulated book markets will adopt a four-part distribution 

structure. In all likelihood, one or perhaps a few large chains will remain, with a smaller 

selection of books than before. Best-sellers will be sold at major discounts in supermarkets, and 

as of this writing, US giant Wal-Mart is moving into the book market. In addition, there will be a 

few specialty stores for niche books. That being said, the large long tail sales will take place over 

the Internet – via print-on-demand – in combination with the evolving e-book, and with Amazon 

and Google as the most likely dominant players in a global market. 

 

Here the experiences of Cambridge University Press (CUP) may serve to illustrate how today’s 

feeling of crisis also brings about innovation and a willingness to explore minor niches. Like 
                                                
 
21 See, for example: “Amazon keeps ebook rivals guessing on Kindle sales”. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2009/dec/23/amazon-kindle-ebook-sales-guessing (last visited 7 January 
2010) and “Amazon e-book sales overtake print for first time” 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2009/dec/28/amazon-ebook-kindle-sales-surge (last visited 7 January 2010). 
22 See “Publishers Win a Bout in E-Book Price Fight” New York Times, 9 February 2010. 
 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/09/books/09google.html?emc=eta1 (last visited 6 March 2010). 
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other industry players, CUP has felt the effects of digital technology and the financial crisis. 

Besides the traditional distribution of books through academic bookstores, CUP also collaborates 

with specialty online bookstores that sell directly to academic niche markets. A close link 

between those who write and those who read is not uncommon in the specialised academic book 

market. Beatrice Rehl, director of Academic Publishing for the publisher’s US division, 

emphasises the importance of academic conferences as sales channels. When a book is well 

targeted, even small professional communities can represent a sufficiently large market segment 

for certain types of publications. According to Rehl, the physical face-to-face meeting between 

buyers and sellers is still a valuable sales strategy. The possibilities inherent in print-on-demand 

provide flexibility in assessing the profitability of releases within narrow professional fields. 

Since profit margins are small, CUP now also retains the electronic rights to their books, instead 

of reselling them, as they did in the past. With its global network, CUP may be successful in 

developing specialised niches within the social sciences and humanities that are not of interest to 

larger, more commercial STM publishers. 

 

2.5 Cycles, genres and best-seller thinking 

As things stand at the moment, different types of publishing houses face different challenges. 

The general book market demands an ever greater number of best-sellers. Studies show that a 

global market has been established for a few international best-sellers that spread rapidly and 

simultaneously over large parts of the world. More than before, major publishers’ earnings are 

the result of such unique sales phenomena as the books by Dan Brown and Stephenie Meyer. At 

the same time, national best-sellers tend largely to be associated with specific genres.23 In the 12 

months between April 2008 and March 2009, seven of the 40 best-selling titles were identical in 

four or more Western European countries. Fourteen of these were originally written in English, 

indicating that global best-seller thinking currently favour English-language writers and 

                                                
 
23 See Kovac, Milha & Rüdiger Wischenbart (2009) Diversity Report 2009. Cultural Diversity in Translations of 
Books; Mapping Fiction Authors Across Europe. http://www.wischenbart.com/diversity/index.htm (last visited 7 
January 2009) and Kovac, Milha & Rüdiger Wischenbart “Bestselling Fiction in Europe 2008/2009: An 
Extraordinary Case of Diversity within Strict European Contours” http://www.wischenbart.com/publishing/ (last 
visited 7 January 2009). 
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publishers. At the same time, the English-language markets are also the most difficult to break 

into for writers with other native languages. Only a handful of authors writing in languages other 

than English make one or two best-seller lists outside of their own language area. There are a few 

exceptions, of course, such as the books by Stieg Larsson, but for the most part these are the 

exceptions that prove the rule. The study of translations between different language areas 

provides an interesting indication of the continuing and increasingly lopsided relationship 

between centre and periphery in international publishing.24 

  

In all other regards, the top titles on the various best-seller lists largely consist of books from 

their own respective language area, which, with the exception of a few blockbusters, find it 

difficult to attain major international success. One interesting aspect of the best-seller 

phenomenon is that those who buy and read best-sellers do not read much else. Someone who 

only reads one or two books a year will therefore most likely pick up the latest novel by Dan 

Brown, but not buy any other types of books.25 On the opposite end of the scale, one finds those 

who read typical “long tail books”. These are avid readers with a variety of tastes, who tend to 

expect a certain standard from the books they read. It is therefore important to distinguish 

between different literary cycles; in the best-seller market, for example, particular attention 

should be paid to what is often referred to as pulp fiction, popular literature, or the mass market. 

 

This market has its own unique distribution channels that target specific audiences, for example, 

romance novels catering especially to female audiences. The biggest player in this market is 

Harlequin Mills & Boon, owned by Canada’s largest newspaper chain, Torstar. In 2008, Torstar 

was 35th on the list of the world’s largest publishing companies. Harlequin specialises in genres 

such as romance, erotic literature, psychological thrillers and suspense novels, as well as popular 

novels about intimate relationships. Approximately 120 new titles are published each month in 

                                                
 
24 Johan Heilbron has developed unique research methods capable of mapping the degree to which the international 
sociology of translation continues to be hierarchically structured. See especially Heilbron, Johan (2009) “Towards a 
Sociology of Translation: Book Translations as a Cultural World System” in European Journal of Social Theory, 
vol.2, 1999, pp. 429–444. 
25 “A world of hits”, The Economist, 28 November 2009. op.cit. 
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29 different languages, covering 107 domestic markets on all continents.26 One of the markets in 

which the company is currently expanding is China, where books are published in Mandarin as 

well as in English. In connection with the company’s 60th anniversary in May 2009, sixteen of 

their books were offered free of charge on the Web as e-books.27 This is an early attempt by 

Harlequin to conquer the market for reading tablets in the largest, most rapidly expanding book 

market in the world: China. This also goes to show that the pulp fiction market in general may be 

about to open up for e-books. 

 

Norwegian best-seller lists follow the same pattern as in other European countries. Domestic 

authors continue to dominate the lists, but only a few of them reach beyond the borders of their 

own language, and they rarely achieve bestselling status in several markets. During the second 

week of 2009, right in the middle of Christmas sales, nine Norwegian books were listed among 

the 15 best-selling works of fiction.28 Accordingly, publishers stressed the importance of 

Norwegian best-sellers in their comments on the 2009 book year.  

 

European best-seller lists also illustrate an interesting trend in the area of translated literature. 

Many of the books that sell best in multiple markets are international releases that cross 

geographical and language boundaries. Yet it is also a fact that a given novel can do well in one 

or two countries, without seeing an international breakthrough. Apart from the obvious best-

sellers, there are strong indications that translated literature is generally in a more difficult 

position than before. This may be due to two main factors. Firstly, the battle for media attention 

has become fiercer, with particular focus on national authors and big international names in the 

individual book markets. This means that even exceptionally well-translated books do not 

receive the coverage they deserve. The second factor is related to pressure exerted in connection 

with the distribution stage, with bookstore chains devoting more attention to best-sellers and 

                                                
 
26 For a thorough study of Harlequin’s inner workings and international publishing strategies, see Hemmungs 
Wirtén, Eva (1998) Global Infatuation: Explorations in Transnational Publishing and Texts. Uppsala (Uppsala 
University Press). 
27 See http://www.tryharlequin.com/ (last visited 7 January 2009). 
28 http://www.bokogsamfunn.no/ingen-over-ingen-ved-siden/ (last visited 9 January 2010). 
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books that receive media coverage than to books expected to appeal to a limited readership. In 

this context, it is worthwhile to point out that although some titles may not perform well upon 

their release, they can be revived as paperbacks or e-books and become part of the long tail. 

Thus, translated literature may ultimately become an important part of publishers’ new backlist 

strategies. 
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3. National characteristics and transnational media trends 

As of this writing, the publishing industry continues to show many national and continental 

traits, despite increasing internationalisation. The “Americanisation” of the publishing world that 

many feared 10 years ago has not materialised. In fact, most major international publishing 

corporations tend to have their roots in Europe, rather than in the United States. Over the years, 

Europeans have bought into American publishers, and not vice versa. To be sure, many 

publishers have moved their international headquarters to New York, but the European 

dominance is striking. Although the British and American book industries are highly integrated 

and operate on both continents, domestic markets have maintained their autonomy. This 

European dominance is particularly evident in the market for general literature. The German 

Bertelsmann Group, which includes Random House, is the global market leader, fifth on the list 

of the world’s largest publishers, followed by French Hachette (which, as previously mentioned, 

acquired Time Warner Books in 2006).29 

 

Even though the publishing and media industries maintain an international focus, book markets 

and publishing companies in the various European countries show distinctly national 

characteristics. The extent to which these national characteristics are distinct from more general 

trends varies according to each country’s economy and cultural policy and traditions. These 

particular features may show up as structural differences in the relative strengths between 

publishers and their division of labour.30 In Germany, for example, large publishing groups like 

Bertelsmann and Holtzbrinck are a major force. Bertelsmann includes traditional German literary 

publishing houses like Luchterhand. Among other things, Holtzbrinck controls quality publishers 

such as S. Fischer and Kiepenheuer & Witsch. In France, Hachette dominates the market along 

with Editis. Yet, both countries have a large number of medium and small sized publishers that 

are leaders in the field of culture, such as Suhrkamp and Hanser in Germany, and Gallimard and 
                                                
 
29 Philip Jones (12 July 2009) “Pearson tops global ranking of book publishers” The Bookseller 
http://www.thebookseller.com/news/90996-pearson-tops-global-ranking-of-book-publishers.html (last visited 8 
January 2010). 
30 For a detailed and up-to-date account of variations among the international publishing industry’s various national 
and regional markets, see Sapiro, Gisèle (2009) (ed.) Les contradictions de la globalisation éditoriale. Paris 
(Nouveau Monde). 



 
 

26 

Actes Sud in France.31 Although many well-known publishers belong to larger groups, they 

operate with considerable autonomy within the group. This applies to the publishing houses of 

the La Martininère Group (41), for example, including one of the most prestigious literary 

publishers in France, Le Seuil. Both countries have extensive book-selling systems, such as the 

retail chain FNAC in France, and book distributor Hugendubel in Germany, in addition to many 

independent retailers. Vertical integration – large corporations controlling all the different links 

from publisher to distribution centre to bookstore – is therefore not a uniquely Norwegian 

phenomenon. Internationally, as in Norway, this can create problems for smaller, independent 

publishers.32 

 

A particularly interesting development on the international scene is the situation in the Spanish-

speaking publishing world. The market for books in Spanish is the second largest in the world, 

and more books are translated into Spanish than into any other language. Publishers with roots in 

Latin America and Spain are highly integrated, and the Latin American book market continues to 

expand. It is therefore hardly surprising to find two Spanish publishing groups among the fifty 

largest in the world: Planeta (8) and Santilana (27).33 The same degree of integration is not found 

in the Portuguese-speaking world. Brazil has its own independent publishing industry, separate 

from that of Portugal. However, this may also have its advantages, as Gustavo Sorá has shown in 

his analysis of the Latin American market for textbooks: globalisation may actually weaken, 

rather than strengthen, local publishers’ market shares and profitability.34 

 

France is home to roughly 10 000 publishing houses, but roughly half of them have released no 

more than a scattering of titles. Still, publishing is a large industry in France, where 20 publishers 

have catalogues in excess of 5 000 titles. The French Publishers Association Syndicate National 

                                                
 
31 Gallimard is in itself a large publishing group with many different imprints. The Group is 43rd on the international 
ranking list. 
32 For a discussion of the situation for independent publishers in France, see Sophie Noël “La petite édition 
indépendante face à la globalisation du marché du livre: le cas des éditeurs d’essais ‘critiques’” in Sapiro, op. cit. 
33 “Lost in translation no more”, The Economist, 17 January 2008. 
34 Soro, Gustavo (2009) “Des éclats du siècle: unité et désintegration dans l’edition hispano-américaine en sciences 
sociales” in Sapiro, op. cit. 
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de l'Edition (SNE) has 400 members, the largest of which by far is Lagardère-owned Hachette 

Livre, with a turnover of EUR 2.13 billion in 2007. Number two on the list is Editis, owned by 

Grupo Planeta, with a turnover of MEUR 760, while France Loisirs follows in third place with 

MEUR 380. Mergers are on the increase, and 30 companies currently account for 90 per cent of 

all revenues.35 Although Hachette and other French publishers do well abroad, international 

ownership is increasing among French publishers, especially when it comes to niche publishing: 

Both Reed Elsevier and Wolters Kluwer have gained strong positions in the areas of legal 

literaure and STM, while Bertelsmann has bought into France Loisirs and Le Grand Livre du 

Mois, among others, and thus taken over the French book club market.36 A number of smaller 

publishers are doing well in the non-fiction market, especially Presse Universitaires de France, 

Belin, Minuit, Actes Sud, and Les Editions du Rocher. All of these, however, have a 

significantly lower turnover than the larger and more broadly profiled publishers, with Actes Sud 

down in 25th place among the largest publishers in France. After several years of decline, book 

sales increased by 1 per cent in 2008. The market segments with the greatest growth are comic 

books (3.5 per cent), teenage literature (3 per cent) and novels (2.5 per cent). 

Business/economics and the humanities were among the declining segments. A quarter of all 

book sales take place in bookstores, while supermarkets and multimedia outlets account for 42.5 

per cent of the turnover. The French book market is regulated and receives substantial 

government support. Books are subject to 5.5 per cent value added tax (VAT), a significant 

reduction compared with the standard VAT of 19.6 per cent.37 Book prices are fixed by law with 

a maximum possible discount of 5 per cent, and prices apply for two years. The fixed price 

system, legislated in 1981 and approved by the European Court of Law in 1985, appears to have 

been favourably received. The largest publishing groups have established their own distribution 

channels for e-books. Hachette Livre, owned by Lagardère, administers Numilog.com. 

Gallimard, La Martinière and Flammarion have joined forces around Eden Livres. Editis, 

number two on the list of the largest publishers, has teamed up with Média-Participations to 

                                                
 
35 http://www.lekti-ecriture.com/contrefeux/-Grands-groupes-d-edition-et-.html 
36 http://mediadix.u-paris10.fr/cours/Edition/204GroupesEdition.htm 
37 European Commision (2010) 
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/vat/how_vat_works/rates/vat_rates_en.pdf 
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establish an e-platform.38 But as elsewhere in Europe, the e-book market has yet to take off in 

France. 

 

A comparative assessment of the situation in the European book markets allows us to draw a 

number of interesting conclusions. One of these points to an ongoing debate in the Nordic 

countries on the issue of fixed versus free pricing for books. European countries with fixed price 

systems or viable trade agreements, such as Germany and France, have managed to maintain a 

strong and diversified book market. This also contributes to the development of national digital 

initiatives. In the UK, the Net Book Agreement was discontinued in 1997, initially leading to a 

deterioration of small and specialised bookstores, and a strengthening of chains. Now they, too, 

have been weakened by competition from online bookstores and the sale of best-sellers by large 

supermarket chains. One prime example of this is the current crisis in the British division of 

Borders.39 

 

3.1 The Nordic countries 

The Nordic publishing groups included in the list of the world’s largest in 2008 are Egmont 

(23),40 Bonnier (25) and Sanoma Oyj, formerly SanomaWSOY (31). Among these, Bonnier has 

the strongest interests in international publishing outside the Nordic market. Sanoma Oyj has 

shown more interest in European magazine publications, while Egmont primarily has a stake in 

audiovisual media, not least in Norway. The Bonnier Group has significant holdings, especially 

in the German publishing world, including Thienemann and Carlsen, major publishers of 

children’s books and teenage literature, in addition to prominent literary publisher Piper. Above 

all, however, all the Nordic publishing groups are national institutions, with occasional interests 
                                                
 
38 http://www.livreshebdo.fr/actualites/DetailsActuRub.aspx?id=3218 (last visited 28 March 2010) and 
http://www.livreshebdo.fr/actualites/DetailsActuRub.aspx?id=3563 (last visited 28 March 2010). 
39 In September 2009, SNE (Syndicate Nationale de L’Édition) initiated a major research project on the e-book 
market. Many predicted that the market would take off in 2012 at the earliest. See http://www.sne.fr for further 
information. 
40 In 2009, Egmont combined all of its publications for children and teens into a single division, Egmont Kids 
Media, registered on the list of new publishing companies during the first half of 2009. See Wischenbart, Rüdiger 
(2010) “The Global Ranking of the Publishing Industry 2009” Publishing Research Quarterly. 
http://www.springerlink.com/content/840756605153361n/?p=6c3eee7626ff479c89d6a847af370c02&pi=1 (last 
visited 10 March 2010). 
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in other Nordic countries. One or a few publishing groups tend to dominate in each country, 

frequently those with a long history as central cultural institutions.41 Thomas Carlyle's comment 

that a publisher is – or should be – a combination of stock exchange and cathedral is a perfectly 

fitting description of the big old Nordic publishing houses. They have been important 

contributors to the national development of a literary public and deeply rooted book culture in 

the Nordic countries. 

 

They have also played an important part in the cultural economic mix that is such a vital part of 

cultural policy in the Nordic countries. This is why there is a comprehensive system of public 

support for cultural initiatives and services in place, while private and commercial interests 

continue to function. A third aspect of this system is the role of cultural organisations and the 

way in which they negotiate collective agreements, although some problems remain in this area. 

The first Nordic country to abandon the system of regulated book prices was Sweden, which 

introduced free book pricing in 1970. Norway’s trade agreement was severely weakened in 2005, 

and book prices in Denmark will be entirely unregulated starting in 2011. 

 

The four large Nordic countries share a similar publishing pattern. Two or three major 

companies dominate the market, followed by several medium-sized publishers and a number of 

smaller ones. The large corporations typically own several trade names and subsidiaries, in 

addition to serving as distributors for book clubs and bookstores. A number of them are also 

involved in publishing as part of more extensive operations on a wide variety of media platforms. 

 

The three dominant Finnish publishers are Sanoma Oyj, Otava and Tammi. Sanoma Oyj is one 

of the largest Nordic media groups, with publishing activities particularly in the educational 

sector in several countries outside Finland. The second largest publishing house is Otava, which 

                                                
 
41 According to comparative studies of European media systems, the Northern European media industry continues to 
show influences of the dominant role of books and literature in the process of modernisation and shaping of national 
identity. See Hallin, Daniel and Mancini, Paolo (2006) Comparing Media Systems. Three Models of Media and 
Politics. New York (Cambridge University Press). 
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also owns the country’s most important book club. Tammi is Finland’s third-largest publishing 

group, owned by the Bonnier Group. 

 

A similar model exists in Sweden.42 The largest group is Bonnier, whose principal business 

actually lies outside the book market itself. A number of prominent Swedish publishers are 

gathered under the Bonnier umbrella, including Wahlström & Widstrand. The Group is heavily 

involved in the book club business and owns the online bookstore AdLibris. In February 2010, 

Bonnier Group’s AdLibris entered into an agreement with KF Media Group’s Bokus/Norstedts 

for the joint distribution of e-books. Bokus was the first to release its own electronic reading 

tablets Cybook Opus and Iriver Story. Shortly after, AdLibris launched its reading device, the 

Letto. These electronic devices differ in price and performance, and the situation in Sweden is a 

good illustration of the problems that can arise due to a lack of common standards for e-books. It 

also demonstrates the degree to which vertical integration is currently taking place in the 

Swedish book industry. 

 

Liber AB Group, the second largest publishing house in Sweden, has specialised in educational 

materials, and controls approximately 60 per cent of the Swedish market. Liber is part of the 

international Infinite Group which has operations in seven European countries. Until 2007, the 

company was responsible for Wolters Kluwer Education. 

 

Sweden’s third largest publishing group, KF Media, is owned by Kooperativa Förbundet (KF), 

the Swedish Cooperative Union. It controls the Swedish publishing group Norstedts, one of 

Sweden’s most prestigious literary publishing houses with several publishing subsidiaries and 

imprints. KF Media also owns the bookselling chain Akademibokhandeln, with nearly 60 retail 

outlets. What is more, the group has interests in a number of book clubs, in addition to 

distributing books through the online bookstore Bokus. In March 2010 it became clear, however, 

                                                
 
42 For the situation in the Swedish book market, see Danielsson, Åke and Lennartsson, Claes (2005) “Bokmarknaden 
i Sverige; Aktuella förhållanden innom det litterära systemet” (unpublished) and  
http://forlaggare.se/publikationer/rapporter/2008/bokmarknaden-2008 (last visited 10 March 2010). 
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that the Swedish book market was to experience even further vertical integration. KF reorganised 

its book business into a single company, consolidating Norstedts, Akademibokhandeln, the 

online bookstore Bokus and the grocery chain Coop into a single unit. 

 

Two major publishing groups, Gyldendal and Lindhardt & Ringhof, dominate the Danish 

publishing world. There are a number of medium-sized publishers, such as Borgen, People’s 

Press and Politikens Forlag, and numerous smaller ones. In this context it must be mentioned that 

Lindhardt & Ringhof is owned by Egmont, including publishing subsidiaries and imprints such 

as Carlsen, a publisher of children’s books. Furthermore, Egmont owns six book clubs, two of 

which are specifically aimed at children. The largest Danish publishing company by far is 

Gyldendal, with operations in three main areas: education, general literature and book clubs. 

Gyldendal’s subsidiaries include some 10 book clubs, ranging from general literature to special 

interests, the online bookstore g.dk., as well as several publishing subsidiaries such as Rosinante, 

Academica and Systime. In January 2010, Gyldendal and Lindhardt & Ringhof jointly bought e-

book distributor Publizon with a view to dominating this segment of the Danish market. 

 

The three major Norwegian publishing groups each own their own chain of bookstores, a 

situation that distinguishes Norway from its Nordic neighbours. Publishers in other countries, 

such as in Sweden, own bookstores as well, but not as systematically as in Norway.43 Cappelen 

Damm owns the Tanum chain of bookstores, Gyldendal owns Ark, and Aschehoug has 

ownership of Norli. An important part of the business structure is the successful cooperation 

between Aschehoug and Gyldendal, which share common interests in a number of enterprises, 

particularly De norske bokklubbene (The Norwegian Book Clubs), representing nine different 

book clubs, and the distributing company Forlagssentralen. Most recently, Gyldendal and 

Aschehoug also acquired joint ownership of book publisher Aller. Cappelen Damm, in turn, has 

developed its own independent book club and distribution system. All three major publishers 

                                                
 
43 The most important overview of the Norwegian book market can be found in: Andreassen, Trond (2006) Bok-
Norge. Oslo (Universitetsforlaget). 
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own several publishing subsidiaries and imprints. While Aschehoug and Gyldendal are under 

Norwegian ownership, Bonnier and Egmont jointly own Cappelen Damm. 

 

Until the end of March 2010, Cappelen Damm dominated one area at the expense of the other 

two major Norwegian publishing houses, namely the mass market, a legacy of the Egmont 

Group. On March 25 it was announced that Gyldendal ASA and H. Aschehoug & Co AS had 

each acquired 50 per cent of the shares in Aller Forlag. Consequently, Aschehoug and Gyldendal 

gained a foothold in Bladcentralen, with access to thousands of supermarkets and grocery stores. 

Aller Forlag publishes original Norwegian and translated paperback series, in-house produced 

biographies and books about current interests, as well as children’s books in collaboration with 

NRK, the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation. This acquisition allows Aschehoug and 

Gyldendal to focus more on the development of book series for the mass market, in addition to 

offering current paperback best-sellers via their new distribution channel.44 Although the 

acquisition results in greater competition between the three major Norwegian publishers, it also 

widens the gap between them and medium-sized Norwegian publishers such as Det norske 

samlaget, Juritzen, Schibsted and Fagbokforlaget. 

 

Also when it comes to e-books, Norwegian publishers have found a basis for cooperation. Here, 

however, they are at odds with the State on the question of VAT on e-books. Because of this, 

they have stopped their foray into the e-book market for the time being (printed books are 

exempt from VAT in Norway). The question of a future VAT-exemption for Norwegian e-books 

is currently under review by the government. Although publishers are preparing for a boom in 

the e-book market, this method of distribution is so far not particularly widespread in the Nordic 

countries. An item posted on the Swedish blog Bokens framtid (the future of books) may serve to 

illustrate the point: 

 
How many e-books were sold in Sweden during the Christmas shopping season? (Keep in mind: Sweden is 

one of the world’s most advanced countries when it comes to access to, and use of, new technologies) ? How 

                                                
 
44 See “Kjøper seg inn i bladhyllen”, Dagens Næringsliv, 26 March 2010. 
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many e-books were sold? No figures exist, but let me guess that it was no more than 250, or just 0.1 per cent 

of all paper books. The total number of titles available on Amazon: 390 000. The total number of titles 

available on Swedish eLib: 2 016.45 

 

For the time being, Nordic publishers have been able to act as “gatekeepers” for their own 

domestic e-book markets, and have been able to maintain their stronghold with a view to printed 

books. With new reading devices and an expanding international e-book market, this has become 

an increasingly difficult strategy to pursue. 

 

3.2 New international markets 

The transnational situation, under which national characteristics are maintained, applies 

primarily to Western countries. Depending on the prevalence of a given European language in 

other countries, some transnational markets are locally dominated by publishers of former 

colonial powers. This is the situation in the Spanish, French and German-speaking parts of the 

world, allowing major Spanish, French and German publishers access to an extended “semi-

global” market. The successive historical dominance of European nation-states makes itself felt, 

and the list of the 50 largest publishing groups in the world includes seven Japanese 

organisations, but only one from China. Also in the field of publishing, China is perceived as one 

of the most promising future prospects, a market many of the large publishing multinationals are 

eager to enter, especially in the area of education. The Chinese book market is a paradox in many 

ways. Quantitatively, it is one of the world’s largest. More than 80 000 titles were published in 

2008, but 99.5 per cent of all titles sold fewer than 5 000 copies. This seems to indicate that the 

Chinese book market has yet to mature and gain structure. It is also one of the reasons why 

international publishing groups keep a particularly watchful eye on China. 

 

The Indian book market, too, shows strong signs of growth – five per cent annually.46 Besides 

the US and Great Britain, India is the largest publisher of books in English. At the same time, 

many books are published in various Indian languages. Large international publishing groups 
                                                
 
45 http://www.bokensframtid.se/2010/01/vad-hander-sverige/ (last visited 8 January 2010) 
46 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/books/25festival.html?emc=eta1 (last visited 4 February 2010). 



 
 

34 

like Penguin, Cambridge University Press and Harper Collins have subsidiaries in India, and a 

proactive publishing house such as Sage, with its focus on social sciences, enjoys a strong 

position in India. An increasing number of books from India are sold in Asia as well as in Africa, 

yet the Indian book industry is facing major problems. The technical quality of books is often so 

poor that books from India encounter difficulties in the educational market, even though they are 

cheap. Piracy is a major problem as well. 

 

One important trend in the Asian publishing world is the major expansion expected in the 

educational market. Previously, Asian publishers of educational materials mostly released 

English-language teaching packages under license, but they are now beginning to develop more 

differentiated local content, adapting the purchased background materials to better suit the needs 

of the Asian markets. Two of the foremost Asian educational publishers currently undergoing 

major expansion are the Korean Kyowon Group and the Chinese Higher Education Press.47 

 

International developments in the publishing world call for some reflection about language and 

cultural policy. Increasingly, English is becoming our lingua franca, even for books originally 

written in other languages. The growing market for digital publications will most likely reinforce 

this trend: when English-language editions of international best-sellers become available online, 

they will have a greater impact than printed versions in translation. With various types of reading 

tablets gaining momentum, the dominance of English in the book market will increase 

disproportionatey. A further factor is the lower price of original English-language electronic 

publications compared with translated versions in the various domestic markets. 

 

3.3 Language, literary heritage and European cultural policy 

International trends and the dominance of the English language may also rapidly affect libraries 

and the administration of our global literary heritage. The Google Agreement has certainly 

                                                
 
47 See Wischenbart, Rüdiger (2010) “The Global Ranking of the Publishing Industry 2009”, Publishing Research 
Quaterly. http://www.springerlink.com/content/840756605153361n/?p=6c3eee7626ff479c89d6a847af370c02&pi=1 
(last visited 10 March 2010). The overview in this article is limited to the first half of 2009.  



 
 

35 

alerted European cultural leaders, publishers and institutions to the importance of literature in 

European culture and identity. As of this writing, Google has completed scanning more than ten 

million books located in major US university libraries. The original intention was to make these 

available without signing agreements with rights holders. However, the Authors Guild and the 

Association of American Publishers (AAP) stopped the initiative by filing charges and forcing 

Google to the negotiating table. Through dialogue with Google, an agreement was reached 

whereby rights holders were to receive compensation. The Google Books Settlement Agreement 

was negotiated between representatives for US authors, publishers and Google, to be heard by 

the US District Court for the Southern District of New York in early September 2009.48 

Prominent members of the AAP had taken part in the negotiations with Google, including our 

interviewees Richard Sarnoff of Random House and John Sargent of MacMillan. The majority of 

those we spoke to in September 2009 felt for the most part positive about the agreement. 

Eventually, however, the agreement met with strong opposition in Europe, as it was found that as 

many as half of the scanned books originally were European publications. The German 

government lodged a complaint. European publishers threatened to withdraw their copyright 

concessions, and the European Union became involved. In due time, US Senate representatives 

rallied publicly against the legal and constitutional aspects of the agreement. The courts decided 

to postpone their decision in the matter,49 and instructed the parties involved to change their 

agreement. An amendment was added to the original contract, and on 19 November the courts 

decided that there was sufficient basis for a new hearing on 18 February 2010. The final ruling in 

the case is still pending. 

 

In the eyes of the Authors Guild and many American publishers, however, the Google 

Agreement is an important milestone, given the US framework with regard to the regulation of 

copyrights. US copyright law provides more latitude for “fair use” than European legislation. By 

digitising and offering digital content found in major university libraries, one could argue that 

                                                
 
48 For more details about the agreement, see http://books.google.com/googlebooks/agreement/#6 
49 See http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/09/24/google-books-settlement-delayed-indefinitely/?hp (last visited 11 
March 2010). For a legal analysis by the New York Law School, see 
http://thepublicindex.org/docs/commentary/objections-responses.pdf 
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Google has made this information available under the fair use doctrine. This would lead to an 

untenable situation for US and international rights holders. In 2009, Paul Aiken of the Authors 

Guild summed up the situation as follows: 

If we hadn't taken Google to court, we would have had nothing. Google had already copied these books, the 
libraries were getting the rights for using and sharing, and the copyrights for the digital archive were all 
owned by Google. We have found a pragmatic solution: We register copyright holders all over the world so 
they can claim at least some compensation from Google. We feel that the European reactions are emotional. 

We believe the reactions from Europe to be reasonable. The Google Agreement was entered into 

solely by private parties, a fact that may appear strange and foreign to Europeans. The role of the 

public sector with respect to culture and learning is more accepted in Europe, where libraries and 

governments are expected to work out solutions on behalf of the public. Therefore, Europeans 

find it hard to understand why Google acts as they do, since they are party to a case involving a 

public issue of cultural policy. Additionally, the Google Agreement violates established notions 

about copyright. Books of European origin in Google’s archive were purchased from European 

publishers and retailers, and are subject to continued protection under European copyright law. 

The fact that they are located in the United States does not give Google the right to use them at 

will. 

 

Slowly but surely, an increasing number of opposing voices can be heard in the US. Harvard 

University Library, among others, has withdrawn from the agreement, and a number of 

prominent writers have voided their transfer of rights to Google. The new amendment to the 

agreement omits the original international clause in order to prevent conflicts with European 

stakeholders, and a new set of rules restricting Google’s ability to profit from “orphan books”, 

i.e. books without rights holders, has been established. However, the agreement continues to 

meet with resistance, and book historian Robert Darnton has become a central and assertive 

voice in the debate.50 The greatest danger, according to Darnton, is that Google may develop a 

commercial monopoly on access to information that exists among the world’s books. The 

solution to this is to “convert Google’s digital database to a truly public library.” This would be a 

                                                
 
50 Robert Darnton (2009) “Google and the New Digital Future”, The New York Review of Books. Volume 56, 
Number 20, 17 December 2009. 
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typically “European solution”, and the EU as well as a number of European countries, among 

them France and Norway, are currently making an active effort to digitise the national and 

European literary heritage, independent of market-driven interests. The purpose is two-fold: to 

avoid the formation of private monopolies in the development of digital archives, and above all 

to prevent even further dominance of the English language. No matter what, commercial online 

distributors such as Google, Amazon, Apple and others will have a prominent position in the 

future development of digital media, including the activities of commercial publishing houses, as 

well as those under the auspices of the State. The discussion about Google’s scanning project in 

the US and Europe (Google Book Search) has shown that it will be necessary to find other ways 

of digitising the world’s books and our cultural heritage than those exclusively linked to 

commercial initiatives.51  

                                                
 
51 There is no room here for a more detailed description of the agreement, but the authors have, among other things, 
discussed the issue in NFF Bulletin 5, 2009. 
http://www.nffo.no/eway/default.aspx?pid=276&trg=MainPage_6115&MainPage_6115=6120:0:24,2231 
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4. Educational materials and STM 

The top four corporations on the list of the world’s largest publishers are major information 

providers whose publishing activities revolve around educational materials and informational 

products in the fields of science, technology and medicine (STM). Three of these, Reed Elsevier, 

Thomson Reuters and Wolters Kluwer, do not have a strong position in general publishing, while 

the fourth, Pearson, owns Penguin. The German branch of Springer Science and Business Media 

is Germany’s largest information provider, 20th on the global ranking list. From a commercial as 

well as an institutional point of view, scholarly publications and educational materials are 

therefore crucial to the international publishing industry, especially with a view to the industry’s 

central position in the knowledge economy. Digitisation has come furthest in this field, rather 

than in the area of fiction and general literature – so-called trade books – as many seem to 

believe. News media tend to inform us above all about e-book solutions and reading devices for 

the general market. The debate about developments in the publishing industry thus tends to focus 

on the industry’s most conspicuous aspects, rather than its commercially most significant ones. 

 

Digitisation of information has been an ongoing effort in the publishing industry, especially in 

the manufacture of teaching materials and scientific publications such as electronic journals. 

Today, all of the major corporations mentioned above produce and distribute via digital 

platforms, and as early as in 2008, Thomson claimed that over 80 per cent of revenues and 

profits were related to their digital products.52 

 

These integrated forms of digital publication are not of the type one can download to a reading 

tablet at the moment. The development of digital teaching materials is a costly and technically 

complex process, requiring long-term investments. This is also a relevant point in terms of the 

claim that it is far cheaper for publishers to publish digitally. Of course it is correct to say that 

purely digital publishing avoids the expense of printing and storage altogether. One aspect 

frequently ignored in this discussion, however, is the increased cost of editing digital 

                                                
 
52 See Wischenbart, Rüdiger “Die Vielfalt der Bücher” 
http://www.wischenbart.com/.../Die%20vielfalt%20der%20buecher_IFA_2009.pdf (last visited 6 January 2010). 
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publications, a point that was stressed by all of our contacts. This is not due to the editorial 

preparation of manuscripts alone, but also to the complex and costly design process for quality 

digital releases. Another major expense lies in the maintenance and development of digital 

publishing tools and platforms. 

 

A current development in scientific publishing is the availability of all the major journals in 

digital as well as in analogue form. The most prestigious among them, however, are 

exceptionally pricey, and represent an important source of income for many international 

publishing houses. For that reason, “open access” is not a viable strategy. The average annual 

subscription price for international journals in the field of chemistry, for example, is USD 3 

490.53 Scientific publishers sell their journals in packages. In 2007, Norwegian academic and 

research libraries spent MNOK 163 on journal subscriptions, of which MNOK 131 went to 

electronic journals. In 2008, the cost of one journal package from Science Direct,54 owned by 

Elsevier, was approximately MNOK 45.55 

 

This is part of the reason for the growing demand from research institutions and libraries that 

research findings be made available through various open access solutions.56 What originally 

was an argument aimed against the strong dominance of STM publishers, is now beginning to 

serve the interests of big business: a growing number of established scientific publishers are 

beginning to develop open access platforms. This is not to say that they are giving up their hold 

on the market, but above all that the cost of publication is being transferred from users and 

                                                
 
53 See Robert Darnton (2009), op.cit. 
54 As stated on the company’s home page: “Elsevier’s full-text platform, ScienceDirect, now offers over a quarter of 
the world’s STM (Science, Technical and Medical) articles integrated with a growing range of authoritative books, 
including reference works, handbooks and book series.” 
http://www.elsevier.com/wps/find/electronicproductdescription.cws_home/622109/description#description (last 
visited 9 January 2010). 
55 Abelsnes, Kristine (2008) Nasjonale lisenser. En utredning om nasjonale lisenser for informasjonsressurser 
(ABM-utvikling, The Norwegian Archive, Library and Museum Authority) p. 19.  
56 See, for example, Ellonen, Hanna-Kaisa “The effect of the Internet on the Magazine Publishing Industry”, paper, 
Lappeenranta University of Technology, as well as an early effort in the Nordic library sector, among others 
decribed by Hanne Marie Kværndrup in her article “A Nordic Co-Operative Solution for Scholary Publishing” 
(2003) in Journal of Scholarly Publishing. 
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subscribers – mainly libraries – to authors and their institutions. Ever more often, scientific 

authors must waive their fees and pay to be considered for publication. At the same time, peer 

reviews continue to be carried out free by other scholars, who thus perform an important task 

free of charge for the large publishing groups. The publication of a scientific article, properly 

edited, checked and reviewed, is by no means an inexpensive undertaking, once all the figures 

are added up. In addition, the editorial work required in connection with scientific articles is 

among the most specialised and costly tasks in the editorial process of a publishing company. 

One example: Karen Hunter, Senior Vice President of Global Academic & Customer Relations 

at Elsevier, New York, explains that the completion of an article for one of the most prestigious 

journals in the medical world, New England Journal of Medicine, costs USD 6 000–7 000. 

 

Much points to the fact that the current development from paper to online is happening rather 

quickly in scientific publishing. This is one of the reasons why major international STM 

publishers now are plunging head first into open access publishing. They also expect that this 

may allow for better use of their backlists via e-books and online publishing, as well as various 

print-on-demand solutions. This means that the long tail will assume a completely new meaning 

in the world of scientific publishing, although perhaps it will be more relevant to academic works 

than journals. However, universities competing with one another to publish their staff members’ 

articles in open archives may have to face resistance from publishers that now see new 

opportunities to exploit the rights they have acquired. 

 

As a result, this area of publishing is marked by major economic interests on part of the 

publishers on the one hand, and scientists who depend on them on the other. Here it must be 

mentioned that the conditions of contract in this area are extremely unfavourable to authors. 

Publishers frequently operate with blanket contracts that apply “throughout the known and 

unknown universe”, securing all rights for themselves. In many cases, researchers and their 

sponsors must provide funding for the publication of their studies. A clear sign of the times, not 

least in Norway, is the fact that publishers increasingly require direct publishing subsidies for the 
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publication of monographs. Such a development paves the road for discrimination and nepotism, 

and poses a threat to open research and its publication. 

 

A number of trends suggest that publishers are beginning to specialise, and that academic and 

STM publishers will represent a strong and specialised branch of the industry. Already today, 

STM publishers have their own trade organisation, the International Association of STM 

Publishers, which aims to develop independent distribution channels for its members’ 

multimedia products based on special agreements with educational institutions and library 

consortiums, etc. These publishers base their operations and areas of specialisation on a different 

kind of logic than that of traditional publishers. The Nordic publishing groups with their 

integrated mix of textbook departments, academic channels, children’s units, and fiction and 

non-fiction literature, may possibly not be the role model for transnational publishing in the 

future. 
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5. The digital revolution in the book business 

In one of his futuristic novels, The Sleeper Awakes (1910), H.G. Wells writes about a man who 

falls into a deep sleep in 1897. Upon waking up 203 years later, he observes that books are stored 

in something called “peculiar double cylinders”, not unlike a kind of screen. Part of the story is 

that Wells’ novel can now be downloaded as an e-book from Project Gutenberg.57 

 

This may serve as a reminder that the medium of the book has been a dominating technology for 

collecting and reading information for more than 500 years, and is still going strong despite the 

development of digital communications. It is obvious to many that the changes we are now 

experiencing in the area of the book are radical indeed, and pose a multitude of challenges to 

authors, publishers, booksellers and readers.58 Yet, more books are printed around the world 

today than ever before. And the book continues to be a great little “machine”, well suited to the 

storage and retrieval of information and entertainment. At the same time, the book is about to 

evolve into something created for and distributed via a variety of platforms: traditional printed 

books, print-on-demand, e-books for various kinds of electronic reading devices, personal 

computers, mobile phones, etc. Together with other changes in media and economy, these 

technological advances pose a major challenge to the book industry in general, and to publishers 

in particular. 

 

The question is really quite simple and difficult at the same time: What is a book? UNESCO’s 

definition reads: “A non-periodic printed publication of at least 49 pages exclusive of the cover 

pages, published in the country and made available to the public.” But this is no longer a valid 

definition. A book is no longer a physical object; it is not what it is, but how it works. A book is 

a reproduction of text and images that can work on different communication platforms. It is a 

way of communicating, i.e. an information-bearing structure connected to various distribution 

and storage systems that compel us to treat it as a book. It is registered under a unique ISBN 

                                                
 
57 http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/12163. See Martin, Tim (2010) “No Jacket Required”. Financial Times 27/29, 
February 2010.  
58 See, among others, McCrum, Robert “Reinventing the Wheel”, pt. 94. The Observer, 30 April 2006. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2006/apr/30/features.review (last visited 5 March 2010). 
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number (or DOI, Digital Object Identifier), even when published in digital format. Its 

architecture is such that we associate its characteristics with the book medium, whether it 

appears on screen or in print. Although books now exist on many platforms and will continue to 

do so in the future, this is not to say that printed paper books are going to disappear. They will 

continue alongside a number of other book formats in the form of digital text that can be read 

and delivered in different ways, e.g. via reading tablets, computers, print-on-demand, etc.59 

 

The most important question facing the publishing world in general involves the development of 

digital solutions. E-books and reading tablets, an area in which Amazon in particular has been 

successful with its Kindle device, all remain unsatisfactory in terms of technology and 

readability and have borne the brunt of much criticism.60 The problem with many reading 

devices is that they are tied to one specific format and protected against others. On 27 January 

2010, Apple launched its iPad, promptly dubbed “The Book of Jobs” by The Economist,61 based 

on technology that many believe will help improve the reading devices of other manufacturers. 

The safest thing one can say about today’s plethora of digital reading platforms is that they will 

improve and develop though competing standards and different technological platforms, and in 

10 years’ time resemble something entirely different than they do today.62 

 

The market for digital content is no doubt expanding within the general market, though it is quite 

uncertain to what extent. Amazon claims that on 25 December 2009, e-book sales exceeded sales 

of printed books for the first time. This is difficult to verify, since Amazon keeps a tight lid on 

sales figures, and obviously has an interest in publicity around their e-book sales. Furthermore, 

Christmas Day is hardly a date particularly well-suited as a landmark event, leaving the distinct 

                                                
 
59 For a concise discussion of this topic, see Cope, Bill & Phillips, Angus (2006) “Introduction” and Cope, Bill & 
Kalantzis, Mary (2006) “New Text Technologies, Globalization and the Future of the Book” in Cope, Bill & 
Phillips, Angus (eds.) (2006) The Future of the Book in the Digital Age. Oxford (Chandos Publishing). 
60 “Read all about it” The Economist Technology Quarterly. 12 December 2009, and Nicholson Baker (2009) “A 
New Page. Can the Kindle really improve the book?” The New Yorker, 3 August 2009. 
61 The Economist, 30 January–5 February 2010. 
62 “A Deluge of Devices for Reading and Surfing” The New York Times, 9 January 2010. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/09/technology/personaltech/09reader.html?th&emc=th (last visited 9 January 
2010). 
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smell of media spin about the entire affair. The company responsible for registering sales figures 

for the US book industry, Nielsen BookScan, has no data available for e-book sales. This applies 

not only to sales via Kindle, but also to sales by Amazon and others via alternative reading 

platforms like Sony’s Reader, Barnes & Nobles’ Nook, iRex’ iLiad, and several others. The 

Association of American Publishers reported that 2008 sales of e-books amounted to MUSD 

113, compared with USD 24.3 billion for the American book market as a whole.63 US publishers 

have estimated that e-book sales for 2009 will amount to 10 per cent on an annual basis, perhaps 

a solid, but hardly a sensational figure. The Association of American Publishers, however, 

reported a total of MUSD 808.5 for book sales in November 2009, MUSD 18.3 of which came 

from sales of e-books. E-book sales are on the increase.64 The Economist estimates US e-book 

sales for 2009 at roughly total MUSD 340. Part of the question is the extent to which Amazon 

actually controls the American book market. In September 2009, Paul Aiken, executive director 

of the Authors Guild, the largest US writers association, estimated Amazon’s total market share 

at 15 per cent. 

 

The competition between Apple and Amazon, and soon probably Google, with its goal of 

breaking into the market in the course of 2010, will open up new opportunities for publishers. 

Apple will most likely adopt a different model than Amazon. They will let publishers decide the 

price of books, take a commission of 30 per cent, and let the publishing company keep the rest. 

From there on it is up to agents, authors and publishers to negotiate writers’ fees. Publishers will 

be able to play different e-book factions off against each other. They may let Apple sell more 

expensive versions of new and sought-after books, and postpone their launch on Kindle, not 

unlike the relationship between hardbacks and paperbacks. But Amazon will respond. There is 

speculation, for example, that the company may try to circumvent publishers altogether by 

signing e-book contracts directly with authors. Provided e-books are treated under separate 

                                                
 
63 http://www.publishers.org/main/IndustryStats/IndStats/2008/2008_Stats.htm (last visited 4 February 2010). 
64 http://www.publishers.org/main/PressCenter/Archicves/2010_January/November10StatsRelease.htm (last visited 
4 February 2010). 
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copyright, this may very well succeed, a game in which US literary agents will have an important 

part to play.65 

 

“There is More to Publishing Than Meets the Screen,” American publisher Jonathan Galassi 

wrote in January of this year.66 He reminded us that an e-book distributor is not a publisher, but 

the mediator of a work already created. In that regard, e-books are no different from other books. 

Just like printed books or audio books, e-books are the result of a long process from idea to 

finished book. The writing and editing itself is no less important in the digital age than it was in 

the analogue era. It is interesting to note that publishers’ releases are increasingly the result of 

editorial planning and initiative.67 Publishers no longer sit and wait for authors to submit their 

manuscripts. In future, publishers will concentrate more on discovering new releases and 

products, and negotiating contracts with writers and other content providers. The editorial 

process will be more and more based on some form of team effort. The importance of a 

publisher’s editorial responsibility and role in quality assurance will not diminish in a digital 

context. While writers will find it easier to publish and distribute their own books, this form of 

publishing will not be attended by the same degree of quality assurance as releases that have 

gone through a proper editorial process. There is also reason to point out that the new situation 

will entail the emergence of a number of “vanity publishers” who demand payment from authors 

for the publication of their books, without guaranteeing the editorial quality assurance offered by 

more reputable publishers. 

 

Commercial online distributors such as Google, Amazon, Apple and others will play an 

important part in the ongoing evolution of digital media, both in connection with the activities of 

commercial publishing houses and in relation to initiatives in the public sector. But the 

publishing world is rife with contradictions. While the industry must generate income, and thus 

                                                
 
65 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/21/technology/21reader.html?emc=eta1 (last visited 4 February 2010). 
66 Gallasi, Jonathan (2010) “There is More to Publishing Than Meets the Screen” The New York Times, 3 January 
2010. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/03/opinion/03galassi.html?scp=1&sq=Galassi&st=cse (last visited 9 
January 2010). 
67 This fact was repeatedly confirmed during our interviews with leaders of the industry. 
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qualifies as a commercial enterprise, this is not the entire picture. At the heart of the publishing 

business lies creativity, and the creation and communication of cultural values. 

 

Distributors’ business strategies are a challenge to the publishing world, and will entail major 

consequences for writers and publishers if they succeed. According to Stephen Smith, chief 

operating officer of academic and STM publisher Wiley, the company spent MUSD 100 to 

develop new publishing and distribution platforms. One of the reasons for spending so much was 

precisely to avoid depending on distributors like Amazon and Google to sell their electronic 

education materials. Galassi and others question how the effects of economic pressure exerted by 

distributors on content producers will pan out in the end. It may be worth noting that the 

distribution stage, which currently chiefly comprises companies such as Amazon, Google and 

most likely Apple as well, may in future also be affected by telecommunications companies and 

Internet providers. This is partly why the international publishing industry has begun to try to 

limit the amount of control in the hands of distributors. 

 

As we have seen, the relationship between publishers who create content on the one hand, and 

online distributors seeking to dominate the digital part of the industry and attempting to advance 

their business models on the other, is riddled with conflict. Google’s role serves as a particularly 

good illustration. The question is the extent to which creative and cultural values that are 

intrinsic to the publishing industry’s history will be able to maintain their place in the digital age. 

This is not a matter of determinism, but of cultural policy.  
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6. Concluding remarks 

The original multi-product “publishing institution” disappeared during the industrial age. The 

question is whether this otherwise antiquated form of manufacture will survive in the context of 

books, whether analogue or digital, on paper or in electronic format. It is the close connection 

between the three key participants writer/producer, editor/publisher and the public, that creates 

the conditions under which literature in all its guises will continue to rise above the level of 

converging interests and purely commercial media production. Herein lie the real opportunities 

and challenges publishers have to face. 

  

The public will probably fracture into an ever greater number of niches, each with its own 

audience, but also with some general form of public control. This will open up for a complex 

world of publishing consisting of large and converging business units, but also of medium sized 

and smaller publishers with specialty products targeting specific audience groups. Scientific and 

educational publications in particular will play a significant role in the digital arena. 

 

The new world of digital publishing will pose a considerable challenge to authors. In connection 

with the section on the publication of research, we pointed out that those who finance the 

research, and possibly the authors themselves, now frequently have to pay in order to ensure 

quality control and publication of their articles and books. This applies to analogue and digital 

releases alike. When it comes to publications in the general book market, we may see changes 

regarding authors’ contracts and copyrights. In the first place, it is the author who stands for the 

most important initial investment by preparing a manuscript and thus creating a basic product. 

This begs the question of how this product should be communicated, and by whom: by the 

author himself? By a publisher? By a digital distributor and print-on-demand service? And how 

much of the proceeds should the author receive? 

 

In the second place, books are frequently the result of initiatives and efforts launched by the 

editorial staff of a publishing company. Questions arise as to distribution, remuneration and 

intellectual property rights. Should the author continue to be regarded the sole originator? Or will 
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publishers in future be able to claim copyright privileges on the basis of having initiated a 

project? Should authors receive compensation in the form of a one-time fee, or by collecting 

royalties? 

 

This will affect the contracts between authors and publishers. Of importance in this context is, 

for example, the issue of when the rights to a book should be assigned back to an author because 

the book is no longer “in print”. In the digital world, in which analogue and digital distribution 

coexist (online, e-book, print-on-demand, etc.), a book is, in principle, never “out-of-print”. This 

may eventually lead to agreements between authors and publishers being designed in such a way 

that separate conditions of contract will be worked out for each form of release. 

 

Contrary to popular belief, and with a view to the advancement of different types of electronic 

and digital publishing, we expect the role of the editor to become more important. A “book” will 

increasingly be the result of collaboration between writer and editor. If this cooperation is to 

spawn quality products, pressure from the distribution stage must not become excessive. 

 

The increasing internationalisation and intersecting ownership relations across national borders 

and language boundaries also raise a number of cultural and political questions about the kind of 

audiences publishers are trying to reach and maintain in the future. And by means of what type 

of product? Not surprisingly, perhaps, we believe that the publishing products of the future will 

consist of traditional as well as of digital books. The printed book will not disappear, but coexist 

with electronic publications on different platforms and via different standards for a long time to 

come. 

 

Despite the major changes currently taking place in the international publishing world, we 

conclude that the three traditional functions of a publisher will remain central. The industry has 

to contend with two contradictory currents: convergence and divergence. Large, consolidated 

publishing groups and small niche publishers will exist side by side, while many medium-sized 

publishers will have to take a clearer stand on either catering more to the market, or venture to 
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stand or fall with a distinct cultural profile and commitment. While this development lends a 

stronger position to transnational companies, national interests will not disappear. It means that 

the book industry will continue to do business, and at the same time retain its important function 

as a promoter of cultural values and products. Regardless of whether publishers are consolidated 

into larger multinational business empires, they will have to stand out and operate as credible 

cultural institutions. Therefore, and despite growing tendencies to consolidate the industry 

nationally as well as internationally, we believe that there will be sufficient dynamic latitude. All 

over the world, independent publishing is on the rise. New niches and opportunities are 

constantly explored in the various book markets. Hopefully, they will exist in future as well, 

whether in digital or in analogue form. 
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