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This paper follows up on an earlier one 
delivered at (LIDA) 2007 which outlined the 
introduction of e-book and e-audio collections 
to Libraries ACT, then the ACT Public Library, 
and reported on client reactions to the new 
service. With the e-book service now running 
for over five years, this paper will report on the 
development of the service, its uptake by the 
community and its future direction.  
Libraries ACT serves a population of over 
360,000 with a reported 1.9 million users of the 
library in 2011 borrowing 2.9 million items.  Of 
these borrowings, only a small percentage 
related to e-books or e-audio, downloadable to 
desktops or mobile devices.  The size of the 
available e-collection has increased since the 
introduction of the service from 2,453 titles 
available in 2006 to 5,587 titles available at the 
beginning of 2012.  This steady increase has 
not been without its challenges and these will 
be discussed in the context of the resources 
required to ensure an effective and efficient 
delivery and support system for an e-book and 
e-audio service. 
Circulation statistics will be analysed to identify 
the popularity of materials and anecdotal 
customer feedback will be assessed to gain an 
understanding of the level of acceptance with 
users and their view of the service.  This will 
be compared to results on similar services and 
their uptake.  Finally, the paper will consider 
future directions for the service and how it may 
evolve over the next few years. 

 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
It seems that, at least in the US and UK, e-books 
have begun to fulfil the early hype and promise to 
become a significant part of the publishing market.  
Trade figures from the Association of American 
Publishers showed growth in e-book sales from 
first quarter 2009 to the same period one year later 
of 135% (from $25m to $60m) (Davis, 2010); 
while the UK Publishers Association reported an 
even more substantial 318% increase in digital 
sales (all formats) for the same period (from £4m to 
£16m) (Publishers Association, 2011).  Confirming 
the trend, Amazon announced early in 2011 that 
their sales of e-books had surpassed sales of 
paperbacks for the first time, and that the latest 
Kindle was their best selling single product ever 
(Adams, 2011) and that in the UK sales of e-books 
in 2011 were up five-fold on the same period the 
previous year (Senior, 2012). Meanwhile, Barnes 
and Noble report their e-books outselling print 
formats by a factor of three to one (McMillan, 
2011). And in the post-Christmas 2011 sales spike, 
boosted it is surmised by e-readers becoming a 
popular gift item, for the first time ever, more than  
half (42) of the top 50 most popular book titles in 
the US were bought as e-books rather than physical 
items (Minzesheimer, 2012).  Finally, confirming 
this trend towards a consumer uptake of e-books, a 
recent comprehensive survey conducted in the US 
between November and December 2011 by the 
Pew Research Center‘s Internet and American Life 
Project,  reported that one in five American adults 
had read an e-book in the previous year (up by a 
factor of four over the previous two years).  
However, this compares to 72% who also reported 
reading a physical book in the previous year, with 
the author’s finding that readers of e-books were 
overwhelmingly likely to also be readers of 
traditional formats as well (Rainee et al., 2012).   



While these figures refer primarily to the US, 
similar trends are being noted elsewhere, 
particularly in English language countries where 
the supply of digital books is the largest.  Thus in 
January this year it was reported that 1.33 million 
e-readers were sold in the UK during December 
2011– presumably as gifts or self-gifted (Skinner, 
2012a).  Interestingly, three weeks later, the same 
writer reported that ‘Amazon Kindle tops list of 
unused Christmas gifts’ with a survey indicating 
that 22% of those receiving Kindles as gifts had not 
used them (Skinner, 2012b).  It may be that the 

short time frame (three weeks from Christmas) had 
some impact on these findings, although they still 
suggest a very large number of e-readers (the vast 
majority Kindles) were bought in December 2011 
resulting in the upsurge of e-book sales noted 
earlier.  Statistics such as these confirm that the 
uptake of e-books and associated digital products is 
now at a point where they are likely to continue to 
grow in favour with readers and become an even 
greater presence in the publishing market.  Which 
means that they are going to continue to become an 
increasingly important format for libraries.  

 

E-books and public libraries

Public libraries have been experimenting with e-
book services since the late 1990s but with limited 
success in the early years.  Thus an Australian 
study from 2002 reported “total frustration” with 
the experiment, although noting that it had been a 
useful marketing and public relations exercise for 
the library service (Hutley, Joseph and Saunders, 
2002). In the UK, McKnight and Dearnley (2003) 
reported for the public library they evaluated, “it is 
evident that the implementation of e-book 
collections offers a mixture of costs and 
questionable benefits at present” (p. 242).  
However, a few years later, a survey conducted of 
Essex County Library (UK) users reported mixed 
responses with the authors concluding that “it is 
perhaps tempting to view the e-book sector as one 
which will somehow overcome these obstacles and 
after a slow start reach the heights predicted…”  
(McKnight, Dearnley and Morris, 2008, p.37).  At 
the same time, Pymm (2008) reported on their use 
and take-up in an Australian public library network, 
concluding that adoption of e-audio had been 
welcomed but the usual concerns with e-books (eye 
strain, limited range of titles available and 
problems with equipment compatibility) made 
users far more ambivalent about their future and 
whether the library should commit increased 
funding to the program.  However, attitudes are 
changing – fast – and an April 2010 survey of 

another Australian public library network found 
that while usage was still low, there was a high 
level of interest shown amongst patrons in e-books 
and e-audio with the author concluding that the 
time was now ripe for public libraries to embrace e-
book and e-audio formats tailored to their local 
communities (Duncan, 2010). 
The ensuing two years have seen public libraries 
reporting a similar growth in demand and uptake of 
e-books as has occurred in the commercial market.  
Thus Evansville Vanderburgh Public Library in the 
US reported that in the first four years of providing 
e-books and e-audio to their clients (up to 2010), 
user demand focused on e-audio.  However the 
period 2010 to 2011 saw an increase of over 500% 
in e-book downloads leading to staff now offering 
download workshops for customers (and staff) 
which have been well attended (Pharo and Au, 
2011).  The second annual survey of e-book usage 
in the US conducted by Library Journal confirms 
this trend nationwide, reporting that 82% of public 
libraries now offer them; that collections had 
grown 185% over the previous year and that 
circulation had doubled (Miller, 2011).  The report 
also noted that 76% of those surveyed felt that the 
availability of e-books had brought new users into 
the library and 95% of respondents with e-book 
collections felt that circulation would increase 
further in the coming year.

 

Background to the study

In 2008, Pymm reported on the introduction of e-
book and e-audio collections to the public library 
service of the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) in 
the previous year.  Following a survey of users, he 
concluded that this new service had a tentative 
level of acceptance amongst library clients, with e-
audio being more popular than e-books, but that it 
had not been widely adopted by library customers 
and that further time, and greater publicity was 

necessary to raise the profile, and thus the adoption, 
of the service.  This paper will review what has 
happened over the ensuing four years to assess how 
the e-book and e-audio service has evolved and the 
level of support it has attracted within the 
community. 
The ACT is situated in the south east of the 
Australian continent about 300 km south of 



Sydney, and is home to the federal capital of 
Australia, Canberra.  It comprises a relatively small 
area, highly urbanized.  The population is around 
360,000 with one of the lowest median ages in 
Australia (34.7 years) (ABS 2011a).  Income and 
education levels are amongst the highest in 
Australia with internet penetration in the Territory 
reported as the highest at 82% (over 90% of which 
is broadband) in 2008-9 (ABS 2011b).  Around 
200,000 people are registered as members of 
Libraries ACT with 2.9 million physical 
borrowings in 2011 (Libraries ACT 2012a). 

Following a considerable period of evaluation, 
followed by technical issues related to the 
installation of the Overdrive software, a trial period 
commenced in 2006 with around 1,750 titles 
available for loan, 800 of which were e-audio, the 
rest being e-books.  About 1,000 titles were fiction.  
The total number of items available was actually 
more – over 2,400 – due to duplication caused by 
acquiring titles in different formats.  At that time, 
Mobipocket seemed likely to be a key player in the 
field for mobile devices and thus both PDF and 
Mobipocket versions of some titles were acquired.  
Also at that time, e-audio titles were not available 
for ipods, seen as a significant disadvantage by the 
user survey conducted at that time (Pymm, 2008).  
In planning for the service, Libraries ACT decided 
early on that they would not be in the business of 
loaning out devices.  Concerns over the cost of 
acquisition, the challenge of managing such 
devices, the need to ensure devices were loaded 
with the appropriate titles and had fully charged 
batteries when made available all pointed to this 
being a costly and labour intensive process that 
initially anyway, would not be viable.  Given the 
high mean income level of the customer base and 
the relatively high penetration of internet access 
(even in 2006), it was felt that many library 
customers who would wish to access the e-
collections would have the appropriate hardware 
and online connectivity to be able to download and 
read or listen to the e-materials to which the library 
was providing access.  As this was seen as a trial 
period, it was decided to launch the service with a 
minimum of fanfare although staff were 
encouraged to approach clients they felt would 
have an interest in the service to encourage them to 
try it out.  The result was that for the period 
September to December 2006, 2,449 items were 
checked out by 810 individual library members, 
with e-audio dominating the borrowings by close to 
two to one.  This relatively modest start was 
expected as the period was always seen as a trial, 
being primarily a learning experience for both staff 
and customers.  As part of evaluating the service, a 
questionnaire was developed and posted to the 
Libraries ACT website aimed at gaining feedback 
from e-book and e-audio users.  The outcomes 

indicated tentative support for the service. One of 
the recommendations arising from the survey was 
to formally launch the service and build a 
momentum to its promotion. 

Five years later, with the growing sophistication of 
the e-book market and the popular profile that e-
readers have enjoyed in recent times, it seemed 
timely to revisit the ACT service to assess how it 
has performed over that time and whether it too has 
experienced a rapid surge in interest and uptake 
during the last year or so. 

 

The situation in 2012 

Libraries ACT have continued to develop and 
expand the e-collections, although no formal 
launch or targeted promotional exercise has ever 
been undertaken.  Their experience mirrors that of 
the wider e-book world with a preponderance of 
interest in the e-audio collection for the first years, 
changing in 2011 to a greater interest in e-book 
formats.  The arrival of the ipad seems to have had 
a significant impact on the level of interest shown 
by library members in e-books with a noticeable 
spike in demand following the launch of the ipad in 
Australia.  Thus checkouts of e-books have doubled 
in the eight month period between July 2011 and 
February 2012, from around 1,000 to 2,000 loans 
per month.  See Table 1 showing gross circulation 
figures since the service began: 

Table 1. E-collections - circulation statistics 

Financial 
Year 

E-books  
(all formats) 

E-audio  
(all formats) 

2006/7 2,589 3,575 

2007/8 5,230 5,937 

2008/9 6,429 7,627 

2009/10 5,813 10,741 

2010/11 8,500 11,849 

2011/12  
(six months) 

7,993 6,040 

	  

As the table indicates, growth has been slow and 
steady, particularly in the e-book formats, until the 
last year when borrowing has taken off.  The big 
increase in e-audio borrowing in 2008/9 and the 
following year coincided with the availability of 
ipod compatible audio books, a format not 
available in earlier years.  Both WMA and mp3 



formats are offered as audio formats and both 
continue in popularity, see Table 2.  

Table 2. E-audio – circulation statistics by format 

Financial 
Year 

WMA 
format 

Mp3 format 

2006/7 3,575 n/a 

2007/8 5,937 n/a 

2008/9 6,043 1,584 

2009/10 9,208 1,533 

2010/11 8,619 3,230 

2011/12  
(six months) 

3,579 2,461 

	  

 
Building the collection has continued at a fairly 
slow but steady rate, primarily due to financial 
considerations, but also to the availability of 
relevant material.  One of the issues raised in the 
2007 survey was a concern over the lack of 
Australian titles available.  It seems that Australian 
publishers have been slower to embrace e-books or 
e-audio and it has been a gradual process to entice 
them to participate in the library market.  This has 
not always been successful, with a number of major 
players such as Penguin and Macmillan pulling out 
of the library market (not just in Australia but 
world-wide) and others, such as Harper Collins, 
restricting the number of checkouts for purchased 
titles.  Libraries have always been a place for 
publishers to develop their market for print books, 
and although this should be the same for e-books, it 
doesn’t appear to be the approach being taken by 
all.  This is a topic of hot debate within the 
publishing and library fields with a vigorous 
campaign being mounted to persuade publishers to 
return fully to the library market (Jackson, 2011).  
The result of such difficulties, and constrained 
budgets, has meant that the number of individual 
titles added to the collections each year has been 
modest compared to the acquisition of physical 
titles.  Items added to the collection (not always 
individual titles) are noted below in Table 3. 
 
 
 

 

 

Table 3. E-collection growth – items added after 
initial set up  

Financial 
Year 

e-audio e-book Total 
acquired 

2006/7 553 443 996 

2007/8 413 303 716 

2008/9 188 19 207 

2009/10 52 82 134 

2010/11 55 137 192 

2011/12  
(six months) 

381 340 721 

	  

As at the time of writing the collection comprises 
over 5,500 items or around 4,500 titles, with an 
approximately 50/50 split between e-books and e-
audio. However it is anticipated that with increased 
demand and hopefully, availability, e-books will 
grow as a percentage of the available collection. 

From this collection the circulation, as Table 1 
shows, has been increasing steadily, as too are the 
numbers of customers using the service.  Table 4 
below shows how this has grown over the period. 

 

Table 4. Library members checking out e-books 
and e-audio  

Financial 
Year 

Library members checking 
out titles 

2006/7 2,014 

2007/8 3,041 

2008/9 3,942 

2009/10 4,594 

2010/11 5,078 

2011/12  
(six months) 

3,579 

	  

 

 

 



Compared to the overall membership of Libraries 
ACT (around 200,000 registered borrowers) these 
numbers are very modest and tend to suggest that at 
the moment, despite the recent significant upsurge 
in interest, e-formats generally are still only of 
interest to a minority of library users.  However, it 
is important to consider that readers wishing to use 
an e-book service are faced with a myriad of 
decisions about devices – what do they want to use 
it for, do they want to borrow from the library and 
purchase from online sellers, what features they 
want, how to get help, and so on - and this can 
create indecision about whether to delve into e-
books or not.   It may also be that the restrictions 
imposed by publishers (eg. Kindle users in 
Australia cannot download titles from the 
collection) have created an artificial barrier for 
potential users, given the relative market 
domination and popularity of the Kindle in 
particular.  If this situation is resolved (as it has 
been in the US where Kindle and Overdrive have 
reached an  agreement that enables titles to be 
downloaded to the Kindle (Kelly et al., 2011)) then 
it seems likely that the owners of Kindles will 
engage more fully with the service with the 
potential to have a substantial impact on usage 
figures.  Or perhaps is it is as simple as many 
readers remaining wary of a still dynamic format, 
preferring to wait in the hope the market will settle 
more. 

The top titles for 2011 circulating in e-formats 
comprise titles that are also popular in physical 
formats.  For e-books, Bill Bryson's history of 
things in the everyday home (At Home) comes in at 
number one and is one of only two non-fiction 
titles in the top 50.  Of the remaining titles, a large 
preponderance are in the romance genre, peppered 
with the occasional classic (eg. The Hobbit).  
Australian titles also appear to be popular with 
readers.   Given the circulation model (once an item 
is downloaded it is not available for another 
borrower until the loan period has elapsed – it 
cannot be returned early) there are limitations on 
the amount any one item can circulate in a year 
with the result that there are a considerable number 
of holds placed for popular titles.  The figures for 
the first two months of 2012 regarding e-book 
downloads demonstrate a slight change though with 
a greater showing of literary fiction and 
crime/mystery novels amongst the romance. 

The most popular e-audio titles comprise a 
different mix.  Again, for 2011, the audio version 
of Bill Bryson's book At Home tops the list, but the 
remaining titles in the top 50 are a far more eclectic 
mix than those in the e-book list.  While there are 
romance titles, there are also far more 'classics', 
ranging from the modern (The Time Travelers' 
Wife) to the traditional – Tolkien's Lord of the 
Rings trilogy figures prominently for instance. 

Discussion 

For the reading public, it seems that there is no 
doubt that e-readers have reached a level of 
acceptance that did not exist just three years ago 
with an upsurge in the use of e-readers generally, 
led by Amazon's Kindle.  However, the growth in 
the Libraries ACT e-book and e-audio service has 
been more modest.  While it has grown and shown 
a recent spike in interest, overall it has been a 
steady progression rather than a quantum leap 
paralleling the sales of e-book readers.  Yet to 
expect a massive uptake of the service is probably 
unrealistic for a number of reasons.  Firstly, the 
growth in e-book readers has been led by Kindle 
which dominates the market.  The inability of 
Kindle owners to download from the library to their 
devices obviously impacts on the number of e-
books being circulated and the level of interest 
shown in the service.  Should this be resolved it is 
likely that demand would increase significantly.  
Secondly, the range of titles held in either formats 
is limited when compared to the material available 
say through Amazon and other commercial 
suppliers.  Library budgets are limited and with the 
current level of demand, balancing funding 
between traditional and e-formats is difficult.  
However, the high level of holds noted for many 
titles (there were 2,900 hold requests for the first 
three months of 2012 across both formats) suggests 
that there is demand which may justify increased e-
book purchases.  As more popular titles are made 
available, presumably circulation would increase.  
It does become something of a “chicken and the 
egg” situation with demand limited by the titles 
available while supply is limited by the perceived 
slow growth in demand.  In addition, the reluctance 
of some publishers to make titles available to 
libraries limits the range of possible acquisitions 
and does make any major expansion of holdings 
more difficult to achieve, regardless of purchasing 
decisions.   

With the format issues of the past seeming to settle 
down into a small number of commonly accepted 
standards, the need to acquire multiple formats are 
of less concern with consequent benefits to the 
number of titles that can be acquired.  Budgetary 
benefits have also accrued from the initial decision 
by Libraries ACT not to acquire hardware but to 
only offer content.  With the high penetration of 
broadband internet in the ACT and the popular 
uptake of e-readers and e-audio players, most 
library members keen to engage with e-formats will 
own their own devices or have computer access 
that enables them to read or listen on their home 
PC.   By focusing on content and not hardware, 
resources (both financial and staff) have been 
devoted to building the best possible collection 
rather than spent managing content on an inevitably 



small number of devices.  For any library service, 
keeping up with the changing hardware would be a 
major challenge – and where does it stop – kindles, 
kobos, nook, mp3 players, iphones, ipads etc – the 
list can go on  as hardware devices come and go.  
For the library, the focus has to be on content. 

The range of content popular with ACT users 
shows a focus on fiction in the traditional genres 
which are also popular in physical formats, such as 
romance and crime.  However the popularity of 
some 'classic' titles as well, suggests that the appeal 
of e-formats is wide-ranging and that any 
acquisition policy needs to take into account this 
diversity of use.   

The growth in demand for e-books has not been at 
the expense of e-audio which continues to expand 
steadily.  While this growth may be overtaken in 
the near future by the demand for e-books, it is still 
a very important part of the e-collections and likely 
to remain that way.  Increasing numbers of titles 
are being published simultaneously in both text and 
audio versions (thus Bill Bryson's At Home figures 
as the number one title in both e-books and e-audio 
borrowings for 2011) making purchase of both 
formats highly desirable for popular titles – but 
again, placing strain on limited budgets. 

Given the modest growth of the collection, 
promotion by Libraries ACT has been limited.  
While there is a desire to increase demand for, and 
use of, the collections, there is also a concern for 
raising unrealistic expectations amongst users.  
With a relatively small number of titles available, 
many of which already have a significant 'holds 
list', increasing patronage to any large degree is 
problematic given the controlled 'circulation' 
approach most publishers require, which severely 
limits the availability of a title.  This is unlikely to 
change in the near future and thus a major publicity 
drive and promotional campaign could be counter-
productive.  The current approach of steady growth 
fuelled by word-of-mouth, information on the 
Libraries ACT website and occasional public 
reporting seems to be an appropriate strategy.   

However, an approach that could be considered is 
the potential to engage readers and writers more 
directly by inviting them to consider self-
publishing options and 'donating' their own writing 
to the collection.  This would tie in with public 
libraries' focus of supporting their local 
communities and collecting their stories only in this 
case, quite literally.  Such an approach would need 
some level of management and thus commitment of 
time and resources but at the same time, it is 
unlikely to be taken up by large numbers of the 
user population.  Amazon has already promoted 
such an approach in the commercial sphere (see 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/seller-account/mm-

product-
page.html?topic=200354160&ld=AZOnDemandM
akeM) and it may be that the public libraries could 
adopt a similar strategy to build local content and 
support local authors.  The publicity engendered by 
such a program may also be helpful in raising 
awareness of the library and its e-strategies. 

 

Conclusion 

Libraries ACT’s e-book and e-audio collections 
have been growing steadily for the last five years 
and now seem to be hitting a level of 'maturity'.  
Growth has been steady, if unspectacular, and 
while it is anticipated growth will accelerate over 
the coming years, particularly in the e-book format, 
it is unlikely to be anything other than a small 
percentage of circulation into the foreseeable 
future.  However its visibility as a collection is 
growing and public awareness, and support, is 
increasing as usage expands.  This growing 
awareness raises challenges – building the 
collection and negotiating with publishers to obtain 
access to catalogues – but it also raises 
opportunities to further embed the library as an 
important resource for the entire community.  
Embracing the e-publishing revolution through 
providing access to titles; encouraging the creation 
of material from local authors; the offering of help 
and training to get the most from e-devices and the 
development of innovative e-reading programs 
(online book clubs and the like) will all serve to 
ensure that the library surfs with the e-format wave 
rather than getting left in its wake.  
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