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“Will E-Books Succeed in the Commercial Market? 

What Effect Will They Have on E-Commerce?”
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Brief History of Text

Printing was revolutionized with Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of a movable type hand printing press in 1450 allowing rapid production of newspapers and mass production of books.1 Over the next several centuries, further improvements were made to increase the quality and speed of printing materials. Mass production of paperback books occurred in 1936 when Penguin Press made books cheap enough for everyone. Books were no longer an exclusive or rare product. Audio books were first introduce in the 1950’s, but did not become popular until the 1990’s when the cost of technology made it convenient.
 

Electronic books may again revolutionize the production of books. The first widely available form of an electronic book was the Random House Electronic Thesaurus introduced in 1981.1 Franklin Electronic Publishers introduced a handheld electronic dictionary in 1986. Sony introduced a Data Discman into the Japan market. It uses a mobile 3.5-inch display and can read books/texts from a CD-ROM.1 Electronic dictionary and thesaurus are now widely used, but simply incorporated into text writing software packets such as Microsoft Word. Books on CD-ROMs, though available, are not widely utilized by the public. In 1990, Microsoft introduced its ClearType™ technology in its Reader software and is incorporated with its latest Window’s software.1 This ClearType™ technology allows for better text reading and, according to Microsoft, will enable display manufacturers to develop displays with equivalent quality to printed text.
 Some have argued that this may be the final barrier for the broad acceptance of eBooks in the consumer market.

What are Ebooks?

Technically, eBooks are a specific file format much like “.pdf” or “.doc.” However, if we consider the early stage in development of this medium for information delivery, we should consider the name “eBook” a generic digital book that may evolve over time. Thus, this name could be used to refer to any electronic book format that evolves from the current eBook format. Furthermore, in order to read eBooks software has been developed by several vendors. Finally, software has been designed and distributed by Ebookedit.com to create eBooks.
 In future it is not clear if single software packets will have the ability to read and modify and create eBooks. Perhaps it is reasonable to group all of these technologies under the eBook industry when considering the value of eBooks.

The Future of eBooks is not Clear

Industry experts and futurists have different views as to whether eBooks will replace printed books. Some are very optimistic, “The World Wide Web was the first wave of the revolution in digital text-based communication; electronic books are the second.  Eventually, internet-enabled advanced display devices will allow society to move decisively beyond the archaic, environmentally unsustainable method of ink-on-paper printing, giving wing to any kind of written information that calls for freshness, interactivity, portability, or wide and inexpensive distribution.”3  Most believe both printed books and eBooks will coexist with each other just as audio books have coexisted with printed books. M. J. Rose, an author of a weekly column on ePublishing for Wired.com wrote “A book that we have held in our hands becomes a valued possession because it has changed our perceptions, altered our realities, amused, educated, or entertained us. We want to own all of that. And I don't think we will ever be able to own eBooks the way we own print books. As workable as electronic files are - we don't cozy up to our software.”3 Forrester argues that eBooks will fail but digital text will thrive.
  They suggest that over the next five years that eBooks and their devices will only generate $250 million in revenues in a $17 billion industry comprised of digitally delivered custom-printed books, textbooks, and eBooks. We suggest that our broader definition of eBooks (above) incorporates this entire industry! Forrester supports the position that if a digitally delivered book is turned to print then it is not an eBook. We suggest that if eBooks become popular on handheld devices their use will necessarily drive the price of paper books higher. We argue that costs of paper books are currently low because of mass manufacturing techniques. If true, this would suggest that paper books could become more expensive and likely more exclusive.

Public and Private Sector Stakeholders

With new display technology and a younger generation that has grown up with electronic devices the limiting factor is the lack of a standard, open-source product delivery system for eBooks and standard hardware devices.  Without such standards consumer confusion may limit growth.


Certainly, considerable efforts are being undertaken to clarify eBook formats, medium, and security. Several national organizations are participating in an effort to advance a useful eBook standard that can be accepted throughout industry. These include The National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)
, The National Information of Standards Organization (NISO)
, and the American Council of Learned Society (ACLS)
. Together these organizations are meeting with industry leaders through another organization the Open E-Book Forum (OeBF)
, which was designed with the purpose of establishing communications toward standardizing e-Books. Likely, many software applications will allow variation from this standard. These government agencies and public forums have impacted acceptable standards that legitimate eBook files will follow.


A great number of private sector stakeholders are trying to attain first to market positions in eBook software technology. The most widely known software products, in our opinion, include Microsoft Reader, Adobe Acrobat eBook Reader, and Palm Doc. Other less well-known vendors include Hiebook, Rocket eBook and Franklin eBookMan. Most of these companies provide this software only to read and modify (i.e. highlight, change font, stylize) eBooks on desktop PCs, laptop PCs, and PDAs. 

It appears that, to date, only Hiebook produces a handheld device specifically designed to read eBooks (Exhibit 1) as its primary function (it has several other PDA functions). This compact design, capable of opening into opposing pages, was made available only weeks ago
. Though tablet PC’s will be available to the public shortly, Microsoft has released a version to specific employees.

The Future of eBooks

If consumers widely accept eBooks on handheld devices in the years to come, other companies will likely follow both the open page and tablet formats instead of the typical small screen handheld device. We suggest this because, for large documents, a small screen actually reduces reading speeds and therefore interferes with the users experience and the products time saving convenience. It seems likely that screen size will be the next critical barrier to eBook acceptance. It also appears obvious that eBook utility will not be able to generate sufficient sales of handheld devices by themselves. So, devices will likely need other PDA-like capacities. Unfortunately, we have not been able to find market research supporting or disproving this position. Perhaps this is so obvious that no one has bothered to say it. It is clear that the current software is useful to would be authors on desktop and lap top devices.,
 
It seems likely that eBooks will be used on larger devices until handheld devices generate satisfactory reading and writing environments. 

The consensus of our studies indicates that most believe eBooks will coexist with paper books for some time. Our opinion is that eBooks will be particularly popular in replacing magazines, newspapers, school textbooks, academic journals and perhaps paperback books. Newspapers and magazines are often read on the run and will be useful in a mobile device. Also, these readings are often discarded and have little personal value. Textbooks and Journal articles are impersonal and focused study tools that can benefit from the electronic formats available in eBooks. Having access to a personal library of texts and articles that will allow highlighting, word searches, cross-referencing, hypertext, indexing, easy mobility and transferability will be a blessing for students and researchers alike. It is also likely that many business workers will find these tools useful.

New capabilities added to the eBook formats and mobile devices could add market-driving conveniences. Wireless access to libraries and bookstores for immediate downloads of eBooks will be useful to travelers as well as studious workers. Hyperlink technology is a new technology that could be used to enhance the reader experience with eBooks. The text could be hyperlinked to offer additional information on file or on the wireless network (i.e. computer graphics, animation, music, and special effects). In fact, all references could be hyperlinked to allow immediate access to vital proofs, additional concepts, or enjoyably similar readings. No doubt, this innovation will be difficult for some to accept, but I suspect the academic community will thrive on it.

The consumer may resist eBooks on several fronts. On screen text is still not equivalent to printed matter. On screen text is still costly to print. The price of mobile devices will need to come down (although this price should reflect a wide variety of utilities). Security software will have to protect vendors and consumers from unscrupulous hackers such as those organized by Defcon.
 Such software will also need to protect authors from the consumer’s urge to transfer text. Finally, consumers will have to be convinced that owning or having access to eBooks is necessary to compete. It may be that merely offering convenience is inadequate to drive the broader consumer market to purchase eBooks. 

The Supply Chain May Change

Steve Riggio, CEO of Barnes & Noble, declared at a November, 2000 ePublishing exposition that "I think in general, publishers are resistant to change and resistant to innovation. It's the new independent publishers who are going to exploit this opportunity." An example of one of these new publishers is ipublish.com a Time Warner company.
 This new opportunity can be exploited without the need for excessive amounts of money as ePublishing carries low overhead. Though just about anybody can publish from home, popularity of an eBook may still be controlled by the efforts of publishers who’s brand name will vouch for the quality of the publication. Authors will likely still depend on finding a channel to sell their book and publishers can be expected to hold on to these channels tenaciously. 

Bookstores have undergone a revolution in recent years. Mom and Pop type shops were all but replaced by large chain stores. Then the internet allowed Amazon to create sufficiently fierce competition to cause the more innovative large chain stores to become “bricks and clicks.” This new epoch of e-literature may tilt the balance once again in Amazon’s favor.

Exhibit 1:  Hiebook Design “What will it Look Like?"
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Exhibit 1 Hiebooks Design:

Allows readers to view single or double pages, modify the font size for readability, and search, print, and mark up documents. www.ebookad.com

We suspect that designing this device to look like a sleek textbook is a smart move. By allowing a recognizable design Hiebook can ease consumer perceptions about the difficulty of using the device. However, as lap top PCs get smaller they may replace this design because there is no keyboard. Alternatively, the consumer may choose to have a mobile design for reading and touch pad performance and a detachable keyboard (and mouse) that can allow more effective user interface when the user is stationary.
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