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Executive summary

Libraries sit at the heart of our communities. Whether they are public libraries, such as
Manchester Central Library, research libraries like university libraries or the British
Library, NHS libraries such as the Richmond Library at Northampton General Hospital,
or private libraries like the Gladstone Library, they all share the latest trustworthy

knowledge and information and preserve it between generations.

Public libraries often have the most visible role. They educate the public, provide
warmth and safety, signpost services offered by others, and deliver critical support,

often to vulnerable community groups.

However, all types of libraries contribute far more than simply acting as a social glue for
our communities - they also have a significant economic footprint. Research libraries
are at the forefront of scientific advancement. NHS libraries play a vital role in
supporting the health of the nation. Private libraries often safeguard key aspects of

cultural heritage.

When the Conservative Government put the public libraries bill together in 1964, the

Conservative Parliamentary who oversaw the bill said:

“We [the Government] therefore see the public library as complementary to all

branches of the education service, as an indispensable aid to in any activities in
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the industrial, commercial, scientific, and technological life of the country and as

ml

an essential element in the cultural life of the community.
He could have just as easily removed the word public and been referring to all libraries.

In 1964, there was, however, no possibility of foreseeing the digital revolution, let alone
its impacts on libraries of all types. EBooks have fundamentally changed the way that
libraries work. Increasingly, their lending is online to individuals who don't even have to
enter the premises to access their knowledge. This has had positive impacts on the

spreading of knowledge more widely.

However, it has also changed the relationship libraries have with their own collections.
Fundamentally, libraries no longer own the books they lend. As a result, they cannot
give access to them in the ways that they have done historically. Also, despite huge
investment in building electronic collections, when the licence expires, the library is
usually left with nothing. Some eBooks may never enter into the public domain because
they are perpetually either in commerce or have disappeared when the publisher went

out of business.

The literature review below analyses the positive return on investment (ROI) both

economically and socially found by academic studies for all types of libraries.

It then looks to evidence how eBooks are changing the ownership models and cost
structure that our libraries face and considers how these impacts are affecting both the

economics of libraries and their capacity to achieve their economic, social, and

" ‘PUBLIC LIBRARIES AND MUSEUMS BILL (Hansard, 5 February 1964y

<https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1964/feb/05/public-libraries-and-museum
s-bill> [accessed 6 January 2025]


https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1964/feb/05/public-libraries-and-museums-bill
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1964/feb/05/public-libraries-and-museums-bill
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educational roles for scientific researchers, academics, medical clinicians and their

communities.
The literature review finds:

e All types of libraries, whether public, NHS, academic or private, provide a positive
return on investment in the economy.

e Once the social and economic value is accounted for, the returns of these
libraries are even greater.

e eBook platforms are increasing costs for libraries, licences are restricting access
and removing public interest rights that libraries have traditionally enjoyed.

e Potential competition law issues that stymie access to books.

The literature review recommends changing the structure of the eBook market through
Government interventions to strengthen the library within the marketplace, but also,
copyright reform to make eBook licensing more analogous to paper book purchasing in

order that libraries can fulfil their fundamental role.
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Introduction

Libraries are indispensable to the UK’s educational, scientific, social, and economic
infrastructure. Public, academic, NHS and research libraries provide critical access to
knowledge, fostering innovation, supporting lifelong learning, and bridging social

divides.

Over the past decade and a half, eBooks have become a core and important part of
library services, enabling libraries to meet the evolving needs of their communities in a

digital age.

The eBook revolution has brought about numerous transformative benefits. EBooks
provide remote access for students, doctors and researchers, and promote inclusivity
for visually impaired readers with adaptable formats. Additionally, eBooks offer
unparalleled convenience, allowing users to borrow materials anytime and anywhere,
while reducing library maintenance costs and, depending on the licence, enabling
simultaneous access to multiple copies of titles. E-lending also enhances education by
supporting remote and blended learning, improves resource discovery with integrated
search tools, preserves materials by eliminating physical wear and tear, and seamlessly

integrates with assistive technologies to further expand accessibility.

However, the potential of eBooks to support libraries’ missions is constrained by
restrictive licensing practices, high costs, and legal barriers. Libraries frequently pay
significantly more - up to 10 times the price - for eBook licences than consumers, often

for access that is limited by lending caps or expiration dates.
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Some publishers outright refuse to license eBooks to libraries. Many publishers further
restrict availability by refusing to license certain titles, only licensing titles as part of
subscription resources, or delaying access through embargoes. These challenges reduce
collection diversity, limit access for users. In research libraries, it reduces access to key
scientific papers, affecting innovation. In the NHS it could reduce knowledge of new
treatments. In public libraries, these changes disproportionately affect marginalised
communities who rely on libraries for digital resources. Additionally, licensing terms
undermine libraries’ ability to preserve materials and safeguard user rights, while data

collection by digital platforms raises serious privacy concerns.

Together, these barriers hinder libraries' ability to fulfil their mission as equitable

providers of knowledge and innovation.

This literature review investigates how sustainable and equitable eBook access can
enhance libraries’ economic, social, and cultural contributions. Drawing on evidence
from the UK and international case studies, it assesses the current landscape of eBook
provision and identifies the reforms needed to unlock libraries’ full potential as
economic actors in the UK economy, by supporting education, research, science and
health provision. By addressing these challenges, this review aims to support the case
for legislative changes that empower libraries to provide inclusive and impactful digital

services, ensuring they remain essential in driving innovation and growth across the UK.

This research forms part of ‘Unlocking eBooks for innovation and growth’, a Chartered
Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) led project funded by

Knowledge Rights 21 (KR21). This document was produced by Inflect Partners Ltd.
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This document is split into three core sections: the benefits of libraries, the eBook
landscape, and recommendations for reform. There is an additional Case for Support,
which distils the findings and recommendations into an accessible and compelling

document for Parliamentarians and stakeholders.



Knowledge The library
I nflect Rights CI LI p and information
21 association

Methodology

This literature review employed two main methods in order to reach its conclusions:

1.

Desk Research: The author collated numerous studies, both empirical and
qualitative, about the economic and social contributions of libraries to the public
realm. Particular focus was given to the relationship between libraries and eBook
lending, including the challenges posed by current licensing models and their
broader implications.

Consultation with the Advisory Committee: Meetings were held with a project
Advisory Committee representing organisations from across the library and
information sectors, including public, academic, health, and research libraries;
national and international library networks; copyright and licensing specialists;
and organisations focused on digital content acquisition and management.
These discussions provided valuable insights into the challenges of acquiring and
lending eBooks, the advantages and disadvantages of current licensing practices,

and potential remedies to enable more equitable and sustainable access.

These methods offered a clear understanding of the barriers that eBook lending

presents to libraries, as well as the legal and economic frameworks underpinning the

relationship between libraries, licensing bodies, and publishers. They also highlighted

how the imbalances within this ecosystem increase costs for libraries, potentially

undermining their capacity to deliver their full economic and social benefits.

Many thanks are given to CILIP for facilitating access to research materials that were not

publicly available.
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The benefits of libraries

Libraries serve as vital public infrastructure, delivering access to knowledge, fostering
economic development, and promoting social and cultural enrichment. Across public,
academic, health, and research sectors, they offer diverse services tailored to the needs
of multiple communities, including supporting students, enabling professional growth,
and bridging societal divides. These functions highlight the essential role libraries play in
empowering individuals and communities, particularly in an increasingly digital society
characterised by research-intensive industries. Understanding their broad economic,
social, and educational contributions is crucial for appreciating the potential of

equitable eBook access to extend and enhance these benefits.

Measuring libraries’ impact

Extensive research has examined the economic, social, and cultural impacts of public
and anchor research libraries with studies ranging from evaluations of single
institutions, such as the British Library, to nationwide assessments by organisations like

Arts Council England.?

% See for example in ‘British Library Annual Report and Accounts 2023-2024'
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-t
0-2024> [accessed 28 October 2024]; Evidence Review of the Economic Contribution of Libraries
(Arts Council England, 2014)
<https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_con
tribution_libraries_2014.pdf> [accessed 25 October 2024].

10


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-to-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-to-2024
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These studies generally approach the measurement of libraries’ impact through three

main lenses:

e As economic actors in their own right, generating direct and measurable
contributions to the economy.

e As facilitators of place-based economic development, driving value creation
within adjacent areas and local communities.

e Asservice providers, delivering a broad range of activities valued by both users

and non-users relative to their cost.

Among these, benefit-cost studies are the most prevalent and these consistently report

positive returns for investment in public libraries, demonstrating their value as essential

public services. However, many of these analyses lack granularity regarding the specific

activities driving value. Libraries provide a diverse array of services that are

economically generative, yet studies often group book lending, eBook access, and other

offerings under a single umbrella without differentiation.

For example, the Libraries Collected programme identifies 11 different sources of

economic benefits derived from public libraries:?

e Book and other media borrowing
e Browsing and information
e Digital services

e In-library events

*>'New Research Reveals England's Public Libraries Generate Value of £3.4 Billion a Year |
Libraries Connected’

<https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-ge

nerate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year> [accessed 25 October 2024]

n


https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
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e Community hubs

e Health benefits (physical and mental health)
e Loneliness

e Computing and digital literacy

e Community support and enablement

e Sanctuary and shelter

e Specialised assistance and advice

This body of literature focussing on public libraries underscores that activities like book
and media lending and literacy work are among the highest-value outputs libraries
provide. Yet, the role of eBooks within this broader context remains underexplored,
highlighting the need to examine how digital access can further amplify these

contributions.

The economic value of the library

Evaluating the full economic impact of libraries is a complex challenge. Much of their
contribution lies in fostering human and social capital development—processes that are
multifaceted and unfold over the long term. The Arts Council has likened efforts to
calculate a comprehensive monetary valuation of libraries to “the search for the holy
grail,” reflecting the difficulty of capturing the breadth of their value within traditional

economic frameworks."

* Evidence Review of the Economic Contribution of Libraries (Arts Council England, 2014)

<https://wwwe.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence review economic con
tribution libraries 2014.pdf> [accessed 25 October 2024]

12


https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
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Despite these challenges, research consistently demonstrates that libraries deliver
significant economic benefits. Public libraries are the best studied here with estimates

of return on investment ranging from roughly 2.5:1 to 4:1.°

Research Libraries also seem to provide an excellent return on investment. In general,
research libraries are attached to universities, so it is hard to disentangle their benefit
distinct from their university itself. The inverse is also, to an extent, true. Libraries are
essential to the learning and research functions of universities. The prevailing studies
are resultantly from the British Library. The British Library, one of the UK's most iconic
institutions, is currently estimated to return £6.63 for every £1 invested.® Such findings

underscore the substantial return on investment libraries provided to public funding.

These contributions extend beyond traditional lending services. Libraries serve as
dynamic economic actors, supporting entrepreneurship and workforce development.
Since 2016, the British Library’s network of 14 Business & IP Centres (BIPCs) across the
UK has exemplified this role. These centres have helped create 12,288 businesses and
7,843 jobs, generating a gross value added of £78 million and achieving a
return-on-investment ratio of 4:1. As hubs of innovation and opportunity, libraries not
only bolster local economies but also empower individuals to succeed in a

knowledge-driven economy.’

> Evidence Review of the Economic Contribution of Libraries (Arts Council England, 2014)
<https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence review economic con
tribution libraries 2014.pdf> [accessed 25 October 2024]

® See for example in ‘British Library Annual Report and Accounts 2023-2024'
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-t
0-2024> [accessed 28 October 2024].

7 Cited in Christie, Niall, ‘Why Britain’s Economy Can't Afford to Lose the Public Library’, Big Issue,

2021 <https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/economy-cant-afford-loss-of-public-library/> [accessed
24 October 2024]

13


https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/economy-cant-afford-loss-of-public-library/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-to-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-library-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-to-2024
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
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The limited studies specifically focused on academic libraries also suggest a positive
economic return. Evidence from Canada and the USA suggests ROIs of around
3.5-4.5:1.% Special libraries return the lowest average economic value, however this
appears to be because they are located within a wider institution and thus disentangling
their standalone value is challenging. Nevertheless, the relationship is still positive, and
many of these libraries are not on the public purse and so provide little fiscal cost for

any Government.’

The social value of the library

Libraries deliver not only direct economic benefits but also substantial social returns on
investment (SROI). Their role as inclusive community hubs extends far beyond
traditional services, providing vital support to individuals and communities. Most of the
research undertaken has focused on the role of public libraries. A study by Suffolk
Libraries Service (2019-2021) demonstrated an SROI of £8.04 for every £1 of local

taxpayer investment, highlighting the broader societal value libraries generate.™

Libraries Connected further estimates that library services in England contribute at least

£3.4 billion annually in social benefits. Their modelling indicates a return on investment

® International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, ‘Library Return on Investment:
Reviewing the Evidence from the Last 10 Years’
<https://www.ifla.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/assets/hg/library_roi.pdf> [accessed 18
November 2024]

? International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, ‘Library Return on Investment:
Reviewing the Evidence from the Last 10 Years’
<https://www.ifla.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/assets/hg/library roi.pdf> [accessed 18
November 2024]

'% Cited in Christie, Niall, ‘Why Britain’s Economy Can't Afford to Lose the Public Library’, Big Issue,

2021 <https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/economy-cant-afford-loss-of-public-library/> [accessed
24 October 2024]

14


https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/economy-cant-afford-loss-of-public-library/
https://www.ifla.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/assets/hq/library_roi.pdf
https://www.ifla.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/assets/hq/library_roi.pdf
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six times greater than the annual cost of running library services, with the typical branch

library delivering £1 million in community value each year."

This social value cannot be put into a single bucket and is not limited just to the books
that libraries produce, but to the events that they put on and the role that they hold
within communities. For example, libraries offer individuals and communities many
forms of help and support for communication (e.g. email, social media), printing (e.g.
CVs, returns labels, tickets) and engaging with government services (e.g. bus passes,
blue badges, passports, housing, schools). For many people, the help available through
digital services and resources also addresses wider health and wellbeing issues they

may experience, particularly isolation, and enables them to participate in society.'

Existing research provides compelling evidence that library usage is linked to reading
levels among children and young people, and that library usage and reading, in turn, are
important factors in literacy skill levels™ and general educational attainment.' Some
research also suggests that the quality of public libraries’ space supports educational

attainment.

"' '"New Research Reveals England’s Public Libraries Generate Value of £3.4 Billion a Year |
Libraries Connected’
<https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-ge

nerate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year> [accessed 25 October 2024]

'>‘New Research Reveals England's Public Libraries Generate Value of £3.4 Billion a Year |
Libraries Connected’
<https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-ge
nerate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year> [accessed 25 October 2024]

3 “E-Books and early literacy skills in nyoung children.

ch|Idren [accessed 25 October 2024]
' The Effects of Increased Access to Books on Student Reading Using the Public Library -
ProQuest’

<https://www.proquest.com/openview/91663951ad882cd411687931442dbb83/1?pg-origsite=gsc
holar&cb|=2030479> [accessed 24 October 2024]

15


https://www.proquest.com/openview/91663951ad882cd411687931442dbb83/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2030479
https://www.proquest.com/openview/91663951ad882cd411687931442dbb83/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2030479
https://www.nature.com/research-intelligence/e-books-and-early-literacy-development-in-young-children
https://www.nature.com/research-intelligence/e-books-and-early-literacy-development-in-young-children
https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
https://www.librariesconnected.org.uk/news/new-research-reveals-englands-public-libraries-generate-value-%C2%A334-billion-year
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Research by Arts Council England identified three key areas of social value that libraries

provide beyond their core lending services:"

1. Current research demonstrates that a majority of library users and non-users
consider libraries as important for their community, and it suggests that libraries
may play an important role in contributing to the social capital of communities.
Evidence exists in particular for libraries’ contribution to facilitating social contact
and mixing within local communities, as well as through increasing levels of trust
among people. Existing research also demonstrates that people place a high
trust in libraries themselves as institutions.

2. Studies demonstrate a high level of available ICT provision across the public
library networks, as well as the high usage of this provision by library users and
the role libraries thus play in increasing digital inclusion.'®

3. Libraries contribute to long term processes of human capital formation, the
maintenance of mental and physical wellbeing, social inclusivity and the cohesion

of communities.

Through these contributions, libraries act as foundational pillars of social infrastructure,
empowering individuals and fostering inclusive communities. Their ability to provide
diverse, accessible services underscores their critical role in addressing societal

challenges and enhancing quality of life.

"> Evidence Review of the Economic Contribution of Libraries (Arts Council England, 2014)
<https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence review economic con
tribution libraries 2014.pdf> [accessed 25 October 2024]

'® Allmann, Kira, and Grant Blank, ‘Rethinking Digital Skills in the Era of Compulsory Computing:
Methods, Measurement, Policy and Theory', Information, Communication & Society, 24.5 (2021),
pp. 633-48, doi:10.1080/1369118X.2021.1874475

16


https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1874475
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Evidence_review_economic_contribution_libraries_2014.pdf
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As one recent study put it, there is a clear relationship between the sharing of

information and the library has had a critical role in this:

“Much of the remarkable growth of scientific understanding in recent centuries is
due to open practices; open communication and deliberation sit at the heart of

scientific practice”."”

The eBook landscape

The digital revolution has transformed how information is accessed and consumed, with
eBooks becoming a central component of library services. However, the transition to
digital formats has introduced significant challenges, particularly for public, academic,
health, and research libraries striving to provide equitable access. Unlike physical books,
eBooks operate within a licensing framework that fundamentally alters the relationship

between libraries, publishers, and patrons.

The current status quo is not working for libraries. Many library sector professionals
and their representative organisations widely perceive that dominant rights holders and
eLending platforms hold disproportionate influence in eLending markets. As a
forthcoming study by academics at the University of Glasgow puts it the eBook market
is “characterised by a palpable and widespread dissatisfaction of participants in the

library sector”.'

" Revez, Jorge, ‘Opening the Heart of Science: A Review of the Changing Roles of Research
Libraries', Publications, 6.1 (2018), p. 9, doi:10.3390/publications6010009

'® Kenny Barr et al., “eBooks: Evidence and analysis of eLending Markets in Europe from
competition law and copyright law perspectives”, CREATe: University of Glasgow.
https://www.knowledgerights21.org/reports/

17
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Platforms drive up costs

E-lending creates a fundamentally different relationship between libraries and
publishers compared to print books. When libraries purchase physical books, they
acquire “first-sale rights,” and other rights in copyright law allowing them to lend
(including to other libraries), excerpt from, and utilise those books without additional
restrictions. By contrast, eBooks are almost never sold outright to libraries. Instead,
libraries are required to license eBooks, often through platforms that act as
intermediaries between publishers and libraries. Over many years, this can involve
licensing the same title repeatedly until the university decides not to for reasons of cost
or intermittent demand, meaning that despite repeated purchases the title is never part

of the library's collection.

While it certainly is not the only reason that prices in the eBook market have increased,
there is significant evidence that eBooks licensed through these platforms are more
expensive than their paper equivalents." These platforms significantly increase costs by
taking up to 50% of the revenue from eBook licensing deals.” Libraries frequently pay
from double up to five times the retail cost of a book, with some licences costing 10

times more.”'

'? Joelle Thomas and Galadriel Chilton, ‘Library eBook Platforms Are Broken: Let's Fix Them’ in
Ward, Suzanne M, ‘Academic eBooks: Publishers, Librarians, and Users’, Purdue University Press,
2016.

% See for eg. Hendley-Boys, Angela, ‘Untapped Potential: Results from the Australian Literary
Heritage Project’, Melbourne Law School, 2024
<https://law.unimelb.edu.au/news/ipria/untapped-potential-results-from-the-australian-literary-
heritage-project> [accessed 25 October 2024]

" '*Open letter to the Chair of the UK parliamentary Education Select Committee’, Campaign to
Investigate the Library Ebook Market, 2022

<https://academiceBookinvestigation.org/original-open-letter/> [accessed 14 January 2025]

18


https://academicebookinvestigation.org/original-open-letter/
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This arrangement leaves libraries, already operating on tight budgets, paying inflated
prices. Libraries must often decide between reducing collection diversity or limiting the

number of copies available for popular and important titles.

Case study: The University of Hull?

The University of Hull Library provides a stark illustration of the challenges academic
libraries face in navigating eBook licensing. In a detailed account, the library shared
how inflated costs and restrictive terms frequently hinder their ability to meet student

and academic needs, often making it impossible to acquire essential resources.

For example, the library reported cases where a Kindle book priced at £40 for
individual purchase was only available to the library as an eBook for £1,018.50, with a
restriction allowing a maximum of three simultaneous users. In another instance, a
title costing £32.52 on Kindle was priced at £500 for single-user access, the price having
risen from £167 after the publisher recognised its popularity. Temporary licensing
models exacerbate these challenges, such as an eBook priced at £40 for consumers
but costing the library £1,344 annually, with access ceasing unless renewed at an
equivalent or higher cost. In extreme cases, publishers withdraw titles entirely, leaving

libraries unable to renew licences for heavily used materials.

“ Fallin, Lee, The Cost of an eBook, University of Hull Library Blog, 14 September 2021

https://libraryblog.wordpress.hull.ac.uk/2021/09/14/the-cost-of-an-eBook/ [accessed 17
November 2024].

19
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These unsustainable practices directly impact students and academics. Libraries
unable to justify exorbitant eBook costs must either forego the purchase or resort to
less accessible physical copies. This limits convenient access to key learning materials,
especially for part-time and distance learners who rely on digital resources. In some
cases, the unaffordability of desired materials forces academics and libraries to alter
course content, substituting preferred key texts with less suitable alternatives.
Consequently, students are disadvantaged, studying from materials chosen out of
necessity rather than academic merit. For many, eBooks are not a luxury, but a critical

resource for achieving educational success.

The Hull experience is not unique, but representative of a widespread issue. Libraries
across the sector are tirelessly advocating for reform to ensure that students and
academics can access the resources they need. Campaigns like #ebookSOS highlight
these challenges, calling for equitable and sustainable eBook pricing and licensing

practices.

Market impact

A key area of debate is the relationship between eBook lending and book sales. While
direct sales of eBooks have been shown to impact the print book market, there is no
evidence that library lending has the same effect. On the contrary, a study from

Australia of trade books lent through public libraries found that library eBook lending
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positively influenced sales for specific authors.”® These findings suggest that libraries act

as promoters of books rather than competitors in the market.

There are legal distinctions between physical and digital lending. For physical books,
principles such as the “exhaustion doctrine” in UK and EU law or the “first-sale doctrine”
in the United States mean that, after the first lawful sale of a copy, the copyright
holder’s distribution rights are “exhausted.” This allows the buyer to resell or transfer
the physical copy. However, the act of lending by libraries in Europe is not automatically
allowed through these principles alone. Instead, European law decided to add 'lending'
to the list of exclusive rights of authors (going beyond international law), and then

created an exception to this for libraries.

In contrast, lending eBooks is governed not by copyright law but by licensing
agreements. Libraries often do not own digital copies outright but acquire limited
access through restrictive licences. These agreements can impose conditions on
lending, such as limiting the number of loans, preventing preservation and inter-library
loan or charging much higher fees because the licensee is a library. This shift from
ownership (as with physical books) to conditional access (as with eBooks) has profound
implications for libraries, affecting their ability to lend, archive, and share information
freely. Publishers also may refuse to license a library at all, or do so, but then remove

titles in packages with no or little warning, as is common practice.

This can lead to unfair licensing models:

» Hendley-Boys, Angela, ‘Untapped Potential: Results from the Australian Literary Heritage
Project, Melbourne Law School, 2024
<https://law.unimelb.edu.au/news/ipria/unta

heritage-project> [accessed 25 October 2024]

ed-potential-results-from-the-australian-literary-
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e 'Windowing' strategies delay the availability of certain titles for eLending upon
initial publication.

e Licenses are often offered on a 'take-it-or-leave-it' basis, leaving little room for
negotiation.

e Content bundling, particularly in academic libraries, requires libraries to
purchase large bundles to access key titles that are not available individually.

e Libraries face risks of service disruption if essential titles are later removed from
bundled packages.*

Licensing restricts access

EBook licensing imposes significant restrictions on how digital materials can be used,
limiting both libraries and individuals. Unlike physical books, which can be freely shared,
copied for educational purposes, or donated, eBooks are governed by strict licensing

agreements that curtail these freedoms. As New York University aptly notes:

“The minute you try to treat your eBook like a physical book - say by sharing it
with a friend, selling it to someone else, donating it to a school library, or
sometimes even reading it offline, reality sets in. You can't do any of those

things.”

** Kenny Barr et al., “eBooks: Evidence and analysis of eLending Markets in Europe from
competition law and copyright law perspectives”, CREATe: University of Glasgow.
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While the Hargreaves Review of Intellectual Property in 2014 clarified that copyright
exceptions, such as those for Research and Private Study, should not be overridden by
licensing agreements, practical challenges remain. Licensing terms often include
provisions that appear to supersede these exceptions, and technical protection
measures (TPMs), such as digital rights management (DRM), inhibit users from
exercising their legal rights. For instance, a licence may prohibit copying, inter-library
loan or printing excerpts, and TPMs can render these activities technically impossible,
even where they are explicitly allowed under copyright law.”® Moreover, as the UK has
not updated its laws on TPMs since leaving the EU, even the government cannot permit
their circumvention, leaving it entirely up to the publisher. As much of what we see
regarding eBooks, this fundamentally undermines the public interest, education and
access to research materials. The reliance on licensing over ownership means that
access to materials is often temporary, dependent on ongoing subscription fees or

publisher goodwill.

Libraries, students and researchers are particularly affected by these constraints. As can
be seen from the example below, even fundamental rights provided by copyright law to
students and researchers such as the right to make a fair dealing copy are removed by

licence and the application of technological protection measures.

* See the following 2024 reports from the University of Glasgow: Anthony D Rosborough,
"Technological Protection Measures and the Law - Impacts on Research, Education &
Preservation.” Kristofer Erickson and Victoria Stobo, “Survey on Technological Protection
Measures - Impacts for Researchers, Libraries & Archives”. Kristofer Erickson and Felix Rodriguez
Perez, “TechnologicalProtection Measures and Digital Preservation - Evidence from Video
Games.”

23



Knowledge The library
I nflect Rights CI LI p and information
21 association

Kluwer Law International Quintais, Jodo Pedro

PDF (2.74 Mb) @ Compatible only with Adobe Acrobat Reader (read more)
Quintais, Jodo Pedro EUR 1 39.00
Copyright in the Age of Online Access VAT Excluded

2017 - Kluwer Law International PURCHASE

506 p.

Special access authorizations may apply; please contact us for further information PDF E
E-BOOK
» INFORMATION
ID: 5393203 S
Permissions
Sample page B v/ Streaming only
X download
X Copy/paste
X Printing

From the library perspective, licensing agreements frequently forbid essential activities
such as preservation or libraries lending eBooks from one library to another, a
fundamental core requirement for libraries, as no library can acquire every book. This

undermines libraries’ ability to act as stewards of cultural and academic knowledge.

These restrictive practices not only create barriers to equitable access but also weaken
the balance between the rights of copyright holders and the public interest, a balance
that copyright exceptions are designed to maintain. Without reforms to address poorly
functioning markets because of controls on licensing and technical restrictions, libraries
and their users will continue to face significant limitations, hindering their ability to

share, preserve, and access knowledge effectively.

University Hospitals Sussex NHS Foundation Trust: eBook Barrier to medical

knowledge

At University Hospitals Sussex, a key medical reference book essential for clinical

decision-making was priced at £2,750 for a five-year eBook licence. This licence
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allowed access for a total of just 10 unique users over the entire five-year period, with
no renewals and a seven-day loan limit per user. In contrast, the print version cost

£429, and a Kindle edition was available for £445.96 for a single user.

Unable to justify the restrictive eBook licence, the library purchased the four-volume
print set, limiting access to a reference-only basis on-site. This restriction directly
impacts medical students’ and clinicians’ access to the latest essential medical
knowledge, affecting their ability to make informed clinical decisions and, ultimately,

compromising patient care.

NHS Knowledge and Library Services play a critical role in supporting clinical
decision-making by providing rapid access to high-quality evidence. An independent
economic evaluation showed that professionally staffed NHS knowledge services
deliver a cost-benefit ratio of 1:2.4, rising to 1:3.85 where staff provide evidence
searches and summaries — saving clinicians’ time and improving healthcare

outcomes.

For medical students and clinicians, eBooks are not a luxury — they are vital tools for

delivering safe and effective patient care.

E-licensing creates an uneven playing field

EBook licensing exacerbates the imbalance between publishers who have books for
"sale" and libraries who must buy access to them in order to function and perform tasks

assigned to them by statute. Whereas consumers are protected from contractual
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imbalances of power between them and powerful businesses, libraries, the NHS and
education establishments who face the same issues are not. Platforms and publishers
wield significant power in these transactions due to the monopoly provided by
copyright and the lack of counterbalancing provisions in law to help libraries, leading to
accusations of predatory practices. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, over
3,000 librarians signed an open letter calling for fairer eBook rights, citing instances of

price-gouging by platforms and publishers.

Another persistent issue is the practice of bundling, where popular or high-demand
titles are sold only as part of a package with less valuable or unwanted titles. This forces
libraries to pay for redundant content and undermines their ability to tailor collections
to community needs. The lack of flexibility in these arrangements exacerbates financial
pressures on libraries, which already operate under tight budget constraints and face
the threat of further funding cuts. As a result, collection diversity is at risk of declining
further, and equitable access to eBooks may become the preserve of well-funded
libraries, leaving smaller institutions and their communities underserved.”” This all

exacerbates what is known as the "monograph crisis" due in part to the skyrocketing

*® Fazackerley, Anna, “Price Gouging from Covid": Student eBooks Costing up to 500% More than
in Print’, The Guardian, 29 January 2021, section Education
<https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/jan/29/price-gouging-from-covid-student-eBook
s-costing-up-to-500-more-than-in-print> [accessed 25 October 2024]; ‘Campaign to Investigate
the Library Ebook Market’, Campaign to Investigate the Library eBook Market
<https://academiceBookinvestigation.org/> [accessed 25 October 2024]

%’ Fazackerley, Anna, “Price Gouging from Covid": Student Ebooks Costing up to 500% More than
in Print’, The Guardian, 29 January 2021, section Education

<https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/jan/29/price-gouging-from-covid-student-eBook
s-costing-up-to-500-more-than-in-print> [accessed 25 October 2024]
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costs of digital journal subscriptions which mean libraries have to look for savings

elsewhere in the budget.?®

E-licensing also encourages anti-competitive practices. If a library ends its contract with
a specific platform, it often loses access to the titles previously licensed through that
provider. This has a “lock-in effect”, discouraging libraries from switching vendors, even
if better options become available, as the cost of losing access to existing collections is
prohibitively high. These practices restrict competition, drive up costs, and hinder

libraries’ ability to serve their communities effectively.

Finally, these issues disproportionately affect smaller libraries, which often lack the
resources to negotiate better terms or absorb higher costs. The current eBook licensing
landscape exacerbates inequalities in access, undermining the principle of equitable
knowledge sharing and leaving some communities unable to benefit fully from digital

resources.

Case Study: Massachusetts considering law to generate greater eBook access

This case study comes from EverylLibrary

Libraries across the US and Europe face similar challenges around eBooks as libraries

in the UK. Libraries are forced to pay exorbitant fees and are often subjected to

8 Philip Shaw and Angus Phillips, and Maria Bajo Gutiérrez, The Death of the Monograph?,
Publishing Research Quarterly, 38.2 (2022), pp. 382-95, doi:10.1007/s12109-022-09885-2
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restrictive licensing terms that limit the number of times a book can be borrowed or

how many copies can be owned.

The state legislature is considering H.3239 (now H.4802), a new state eBook bill that
would allow libraries to purchase eBooks just like physical books. This legislation will
give libraries more control over their collections, extend their budgets, and better

meet the needs of their patrons.

The bill would require that electronic licences be offered at a price that isn't more
than what the public is being charged. It also creates a path for publishers to offer
“perpetual” licence agreements to libraries at a price considered “reasonable and

equitable”.

As David Leonard, President of the Boston Public Library, says, “State Representative
Ruth Balser introduced H.3239 after hearing from constituents about the challenges

faced by libraries in her community.”

About 30 lawmakers have signed onto the bill -- which applies to public libraries and

other settings, such as libraries in public schools.

E-licensing corrodes the capacity to preserve history

The licensing model for eBooks raises serious concerns about the permanence of library
collections and the long-term accessibility of cultural and academic resources. Unlike
physical books, which libraries can purchase, preserve, and share indefinitely—even

after going out of print—eBooks are governed by restrictive licences. When a publisher
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decides to withdraw an eBook from circulation, libraries lose access to that title, even if
they have already paid for the licence. This creates a significant gap in libraries’ ability to

preserve important but commercially unviable works.

EBook licences also undermine the principle of copyright expiration. Licensed eBooks
often undermine copyright by creating perpetual ownership by publishers. This creates
a situation where valuable intellectual, artistic, or social materials may be lost to the

public domain if the publisher decides that they no longer want to license their material.

The issue is particularly critical for academic and research libraries, which are mandated
to preserve scholarly and historical resources. Many works published in the 20th

century, for instance, remain in copyright but are unavailable digitally due to publishers’
decisions not to digitise or license them.? This gap threatens access to a vast portion of

human knowledge, particularly works that form the foundation of academic research.

The inability to archive licensed eBooks also undermines libraries’ role as stewards of
cultural heritage. Libraries historically serve as repositories for out-of-print, public
domain and low-demand works that still hold significant intellectual or cultural value.
Under current licensing models, however, these works risk being permanently lost. This
is a direct challenge to libraries’ mission to ensure equitable access to knowledge for

current and future generations.

Addressing this issue requires reforming eBook licensing practices to allow libraries to

preserve and archive digital materials for the long term.

*? Rosen, Rebecca J., 'Why Are So Few Books From the 20th Century Available as Ebooks?, The

Atlantic, 18 March 2014

<https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/03/why-are-so-few-books-from-the-20th-ce
-avai -35- > [accessed 17 November 2024]
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Restrictive licensing is harming interlibrary loans

No single library is able to collect and archive every book. This would not be possible,
nor would it be desirable. Because of this, we have laws and organisational practices

that allow users of one library to access books paid for by another.

However, many eBooks are not made available through interlibrary loan (ILL) due to
licensing restrictions, the use of technological protection measures by publishers and
the lack of systems to operationalise this process.*® Academic studies have revealed that
the majority of academic libraries did not have inter-library loan policies relating to
eBooks, and of those that did and posted them online, most did not allow eBooks to be
loaned via ILL. A majority of the respondents also indicated that they would not allow
for the ILL of whole eBooks. The top reasons for rejecting such requests were licensing
restrictions and technical obstacles. For example, publishers will often apply technical
protection measures onto their catalogue, which deters libraries from using Interlibrary

Loan.
This is an important issue for libraries, as one academic librarian put it:

“The licensing and interlibrary lending of whole eBooks is an essential next step

towards making eBooks more accessible, shareable, user-friendly, and truly

viable as alternatives to print.”*’

* yakovleva, Svetlana, ‘Literature Review on the Use of Licenses in Library Context, and the
Limitations This Creates to Access to Knowledge', SSRN Electronic Journal, 2017,
doi:10.2139/ssrn.3305972

*' Cited in Yakovleva, Svetlana, ‘Literature Review on the Use of Licenses in Library Context, and
the Limitations This Creates to Access to Knowledge’, SSRN Electronic Journal, 2017,

doi:10.2139/ssrn.3305972
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Competition concerns

Recent research highlights concerns regarding power imbalances and exploitative

practices in the provision of eBooks to academic and public libraries.

The market for academic core textbooks is of particular concern, as publishers may
exert significant market power, limiting universities' ability to provide essential
educational resources.*” There are evidenced claims by scholars and advocacy groups
that publishers and aggregators limit library access to eBooks, through onerous

conditions and pricing, and by altogether denying licences to libraries.*

There are further concerns about withdrawal. This is where publishers or aggregators
license the book in the first instance, but then later withdraw the title from the
collection to which the libraries have access.* This happened in the widely reported
‘Wiley Case’ where large swathes of content were suddenly removed from bundles

without consultation with libraries.*

Public libraries, as well as academic libraries, are also affected by “windowing practices”.

This is where eBook companies delay the availability of individual (usually the most

popular) titles in libraries. According to the Germany Library Association (dbv), this

* Kenny Barr et al., “eBooks: Evidence and analysis of eLending Markets in Europe from
competition law and copyright law perspectives”, CREATe: University of Glasgow.

* Weber, M., Giblin, R., Ding, Y., & Petitjean-Héche, F. (2021). Exploring the circulation of digital
audiobooks: Australian library lending 2006-2017. Information Research, 26(2).
https://informationr.net/ir/26-2/paper899.html.

* Kenny Barr et al., “eBooks: Evidence and analysis of eLending Markets in Europe from
competition law and copyright law perspectives”, CREATe: University of Glasgow.

* Cheung, Melanie, ‘RLUK Signs Statement on Wiley's Withdrawal of Access to Ebook Titles',
Research Libraries UK, 2022
<https://www.rluk.ac.uk/rluk-signs-statement-on-wileys-withdrawal-of-access-to-eBook-titles/>
[accessed 16 January 2025]
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practice is particularly felt in the supply of eBooks, which may be delayed for up to 12

months with some never being made available to libraries.*®

Some studies have suggested that Governments should clarify the extent to which
competition intervention can and should be considered where there may be a conflict

between commercial incentives and public service objectives.*’

Currently, the framework regulating eLending appears unbalanced in favour of
rightholders. As a study by the University of Glasgow puts it “Differences in the
regulatory framework between print and digital books should be properly justified by

functional differences in how these books are distributed and consumed.”®

From the perspective of competition law, the study finds a number of potential
concerns which should be reviewed by the UK competition authorities. These include
publisher collective dominance, imbalance in bargaining position, constructive refusal to

supply, tying, potential unfair trading practices, and excessive pricing.

Importantly, the study suggests that given the growing body of law concerning digital
platforms and entities which act as digital “gatekeepers”, consideration should be given
to expanding these regulatory developments to encompass the activities of powerful
intermediaries such as publishers and platforms whose market position in part stems

from the exclusive rights provided by copyright law.*

* Kenny Barr et al., “eBooks: Evidence and analysis of eLending Markets in Europe from
competition law and copyright law perspectives”, CREATe: University of Glasgow.

* |bid.

* |bid.

* |bid. See chapter on competition law.
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Recommendations for reform

Over the past decade and a half, the rise of digital books has revolutionised the
publishing industry. EBooks and audiobooks in consumer markets have high levels of
popularity across a wide range of genres and demographics, with major global players
such as Amazon, Apple, Overdrive (owned by private equity firm KKR), and Spotify
increasingly shaping consumer markets. In public libraries, major platform providers
include OverDrive, Libby and EbscoHost for research libraries. These developments
have brought accessibility and convenience for consumers, but they have also
entrenched systemic challenges, particularly for libraries. In universities, it is no

exaggeration to say that eBooks are as popular, if not more so, than paper books.

The current eBook licensing model disproportionately affects libraries, significantly
driving up costs and preventing many of the activities that libraries must undertake in
order to be a library. Libraries can no longer own the books they buy. They cannot

preserve them. They cannot lend those books to other libraries.

Libraries face a system in which they cannot own the digital resources they pay for, are
often locked into restrictive licensing agreements, and must contend with inflated
prices. Some publishers refuse to license outright. This gets in the way of libraries
performing their fundamental role as knowledge and learning institutions. These
challenges undermine libraries’ ability to serve their communities, ranging from
scientists, doctors, clinicians and researchers to vulnerable patrons who rely on libraries

for equitable access to knowledge.
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Libraries, however, are unique in their role as both cultural stewards, community
anchors, and drivers of science and research, driving access to information with

economic, technological and social impact. Public policy must strike a fair balance
between these needs while recognising the relatively small economic footprint of
libraries compared to the dominant publishers and platform companies acting as

gatekeepers that control much of the eBook market.

Libraries are essential to the UK's infrastructure, providing both measurable economic

returns and profound social value. Studies show that libraries deliver between four and

six times their investment in direct economic benefits, a figure that rises to as much as

eight times when their wider societal contributions are considered.* Reforming eBook

licensing is critical not only to sustaining libraries’ financial viability, but also to ensuring

that they can continue to deliver these far-reaching economic, scientific and social

benefits.

The following recommendations provide a roadmap for creating a fairer and more
sustainable eBook market that supports libraries, authors, and the communities they

serve.

“® Gordon, John, Anna Blackett, Richard Fordham, Maria Garraffa, Stephanie Howard Wilsher,
Eleanor Leist, and others, Libraries for Living, and for Living Better:The Value and Impact of Public
Libraries in the East of England, 2023 <https://ueaeprints.uea.ac.uk/id/eprint/92105/> [accessed
31 January 2025]
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Recommendation Explanation

Implement a clarified copyright
framework for e-lending

Libraries are constrained by a refusal to
license, or restrictive licences that
undermine their ability to lend eBooks.
Based on the CJEU ruling (Case C-174/15),
libraries should have the right to lend
digital copies of books on an
owned-to-loaned basis, provided they are
lawfully acquired. This framework should
also permit libraries to digitise physical
books in their collections for lending, with
Public Lending Rights (PLR) payments
ensuring fair compensation for authors
and rights holders. These reforms would
eliminate unnecessary restrictions, such
as technological protection measures
(TPMs), and ensure libraries can continue
their traditional lending role while
promoting equitable access to
knowledge.

Prevent the loss of licensed content and
protect the innovation and creativity that
comes from the public domain

Libraries risk losing access to licensed
materials when publishers withdraw
titles, go out of business or contracts end.
Guaranteeing perpetual access to
licensed works, by creating a right to
preserve regardless of territorial
restrictions, would preserve collections,
ensure resource continuity, and support
academic progress. Addressing this issue
is crucial to maintaining libraries’ role as
stewards of cultural and educational
resources. Additionally, reforms should
address the unique challenge of ensuring
licensed books contribute to the public
domain, preserving historical and cultural
knowledge for future generations.
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End restrictive bundling practices

Bundling forces libraries to purchase
unnecessary content, inflating costs and
reducing collection diversity. Requiring
publishers to offer single-title purchasing
as a standard practice the same or similar
to the cost of the paper books, where
available, would allow libraries to acquire
resources tailored to their needs, reduce
waste in public spending, and improve
access to diverse collections. This reform
would enhance library efficiency while
supporting equitable access.

Enforce transparency in eBook pricing

Libraries often pay 2-10 times more than
consumers for eBooks, with some titles
costing over £1,000 compared to £40 for
the public. Inflated prices and limited-use
licences strain budgets, limiting
collections and access. The Government
should prevent excessive pricing,
requiring that eBooks for libraries are
priced the same or similar to their paper
equivalents, where available. Fairer
pricing would help libraries expand
resources to meet community needs.

Protect libraries’ archiving role

Licensing models prevent libraries from
archiving digital materials, jeopardising
cultural preservation. While libraries
already have the right to make copies of
content in their collections for
preservation purposes, this right applies
to owned materials and does not extend
to eBooks, which are typically licensed
rather than owned. Reforms should
address this gap by granting libraries the
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right to archive eBooks, ensuring the
long-term availability of important works.

This is particularly critical for academic
libraries and national collections tasked
with preserving out-of-print or niche
works that hold cultural, scholarly, or
historical significance. Ensuring libraries
have the ability to preserve digital
materials would align with their
longstanding role as stewards of
knowledge, bridging the gap between
traditional copyright principles and the
realities of digital content.

Enable eBooks in Interlibrary Loan

Current eBook licensing terms often
prohibit interlibrary loans (ILL), limiting
libraries' ability to share digital resources
and creating significant barriers to
equitable access. Aligning eBook lending
rights with those of print materials would
allow libraries to continue their vital role
in resource sharing. Legislative reforms
should include provisions that explicitly
allow eBooks to be shared under ILL
systems, following principles such as "one
copy, one user." Such changes would
empower libraries to meet community
needs, enhance educational
opportunities, and ensure fair access to
information across institutions and
regions.

Protect libraries from unfair contracts

Whereas consumers are protected from
contractual imbalances of power
between them and powerful businesses,
libraries, the NHS and education
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establishments who face the same issues
are not. Libraries cannot function and
serve their users without books. The
government should recognise the
imbalance of power inherent in publisher
relations and the monopoly created by
copyright and legislate to protect public
interest institutions like libraries, schools
and universities from unfair contracts.

Explore competition law and digital
gatekeeper regulation

There are significant issues with eBook
markets which as the Competitions and
Markets Authority has already recognised
in discussions with the sector, raise
competition concerns. e.g. excessive
pricing, refusal to license, tying, bundling,
contractual secrecy etc. Where the largest
publishers and platforms act as
gatekeepers to eBooks, exploration of
new forms of gatekeeper regulation
should also be evaluated.
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