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Going E-Book: A Roundtable

ON FEBRUARY 28, 2002, JACLYN EASTON spoke with Julie Blackwell, Lead Marketing Manager, Microsoft Corporation; Christopher North, Vice President and General Manager, Electronic Publishing, HarperCollins; and Sean Abbott, Editorial Director, HarperCollins e-books.

Jaclyn Easton: What I’d like to do is establish where we are right now in the history of e-books, by asking the three of you to share some statistics or observations. I’d like you to describe to me who, as of spring 2002, is today’s e-book reader? Let’s start with Microsoft, with Julie.

Julie Blackwell: Sure. It really is the technical enthusiast right now who is reading e-books. These are people who go through two to three to four machines a year.

Jaclyn Easton: Male, female, age? 

Julie Blackwell: We’re not quite that granular, but we know where we’re seeing the most sales: a lot of science fiction, some self-help, a lot of business. So we’re assuming professionals, people who are interested in technology. We really look at who’s buying the Pocket PC right now. And that tends to be the knowledge worker, the professional, and the technical enthusiast. We’re also finding that computer-savvy teens and college students are buying lots of educational and science fiction books. These represent the big groups, but there are also pockets of interest in other genres, like romance.

Jaclyn Easton: Gentlemen, your thoughts?

Christopher North: We haven’t done anything like strict marketing studies. But we do have a very strong sense of who the e-book reader is. And the interesting thing is that there isn’t just one e-book reader. It’s an incredibly heterogeneous group. Which is exciting for us. You can, however, identify a couple of core groups of e-book readers. There is one group, I think, who meet the average person’s stereotype, as Julie was starting to describe: The technophile, knowledge worker, older teenager. Somebody very comfortable with technology, even interested in technology for its own sake. The kind of person who you might imagine — again, indulging in stereotypes — enjoys science fiction and fantasy, books on technology. 

As you get to readers who are a little bit older, you get to businessmen who travel a lot and would be interested in highly portable business books like Going Wireless, but who also read the latest thriller from a bestselling author. I can think of at least several other distinct groups that we’ve identified as being e-book readers. One in particular that stands out and is very surprising: in some e-book formats, the e-book reader is overwhelmingly female, and she is significantly older — I’m just guessing based on reading taste — than the stereotype might have it. She might be more thirties, forties, fifties — rather than teens and twenties. 

Jaclyn Easton: What do you think is introducing this woman to e-books? 

Christopher North: Well, in particular, I’m thinking about the Gemstar dedicated e-book devices — the REB 1100 and the REB 1200, which are about the size of an actual book. There are two different stories I’ve heard about why 70% of Gemstar’s sales are to women. One story has to do with a technical feature: When Gemstar does studies, they find out that the number one feature that people like about e-books, besides the fact that they’re portable, is the back-lighting. And so there’s a story that says: there are a lot of married women out there who like to read at night, in bed, without disturbing their spouse. 

Jaclyn Easton: By the way, you’ve seen their marketing — it’s a picture of a woman in bed at night, reading her e-book. 

Christopher North: I think they’ve figured out who their audience is. There’s another fact which is, I’m sure, very relevant. In 2000, Oprah heavily featured the Gemstar e-book on one of her Christmas shows, where she shows off the latest great gifts.

Jaclyn Easton: She gave one to everyone in her audience, as I recall. 

Christopher North: That’s right. Gemstar’s installed base is still pretty small. So, I mean, let’s say for the sake of argument if they sold 30,000 or 40,000 as a result of Oprah, that would be a significant portion of their audience.

Sean Abbott: And that would account in part for why the HarperCollins e-books why ourHarperCollin’s romance program is doing so well.

Christopher North: We also see some things that we just never would have guessed. One of the genres that does best in e-books is classic literary fiction. It’s almost counterintuitive. You would think that this would be the kind of book you would really want to have on your shelf in a beautiful hardcover edition. I can speak to this as a heavy e-book user myself, and a fairly recent convert to them, as well. I often have great literature that I’ve always wanted to read on my Pocket PC. And the reason is: I know I’m going to have it anywhere I go. You never know when you’re going to be in the right mood to tackle War and Peace. But when you are, you’ve got it with you. It sounds funny, but I always have a balance of books, ranging from distraction reading — a thriller or a mystery or science fiction — to something very serious. 

Jaclyn Easton: My next question has to do with pricing, Chris. Could you give me an example of how you price the e-book edition of a print book?

Christopher North: Let’s use Going Wireless as the example — which is how much in hardcover?

Jaclyn Easton: $26.95.

Christopher North: So your book will be $19.95 as an e-book. All e-books that we publish at the same time as a hardcover are set at a standard price of $19.95. When your book becomes a trade paperback a year from now — I’m assuming Going Wireless will have a price of around $14, $15, $16 as a trade paperback. At that point — trade paper pub — we’ll drop the e-book’s price to 20% below the trade paperback price. So it’ll be around $12. We’re talking about list prices here, of course. Retailers are free to charge anything they want. 

Jaclyn Easton: Right, which is actually my follow-up question. So the Going Wireless list price is $26.95; its e-book price is $19.95; but anybody can go on Amazon and buy the actual physical book for $18.86. What’s the incentive? 

Christopher North: $18.86? Wow. That’s pretty good. That’s a big discount. 

Jaclyn Easton: Well, it’s 30%, and that’s average for most of Amazon’s books.

Christopher North: Right. Although it does of course fluctuate. And the e-book is also usually discounted. Every retailer has different discounting policies. I’m generalizing here across a whole bunch of different retailers, and it’s true that retailers discount e-books less than hardcover books, but they do still discount them, typically. We know that the consumer expects the e-book to be net-net lower than the print book. Or certainly not more expensive. We never want to be in a situation where, because of different discount policies, the e-book is significantly more than the hardcover. That’s very counterintuitive. 

Jaclyn Easton: This is what I would argue, as a consumer: I don’t understand why e-book publishers aren’t severely discounting the e-book. You don’t have the production cost, and you don’t have the distribution cost. 

Christopher North: That’s definitely the prevalent consumer position: You didn’t print the book, you didn’t ship the book. Where are the costs? There actually are some really significant costs that go into publishing an e-book, and that don’t go into publishing a print book. Companies like Microsoft get paid on the sale of every book. The companies who provide the hosting and fulfillment services, the servers where the books live, the secure download capabilities, and the customer service, all need to get paid. Back up to what we do in-house — all these things cost money: production, the editorial director sitting across from me, our marketing, etc., etc. 

Sean Abbott: Cover rights; rights to interior images: the guy who did the line drawings has to be paid again.

Christopher North: There’s a whole list of things. But I certainly won’t argue that those things add up to the same as the printing of a book and shipping and returns. Although, Jaclyn, as you probably know, the cost to actually print a hardcover is less than 10% of the cover price of the book. 

Jaclyn Easton: Right. Don’t remind me. 

Christopher North: Okay, sorry. [Laughs.] But we haven’t talked about the most important cost issue, which is that when you publish a hardcover book, you’re hoping to amortize the costs of the author’s advance, the marketing expenditure, the print run, etc., over, well, 20-, 30-, 40,000 copies of the book — hundreds of thousands in the case of a bestseller. Today, a bestselling e-book from a trade publisher might do in the range of 1,000, 1,500 units, maybe. Maybe there are a few books getting up into the 2,000 range. I’m leaving out of that e-books that are priced at one or two dollars. 

Bottom line: our costs get amortized over a much, much smaller amount of sales. As this market grows I think there’s going to be more and more room for aggressive discounting, if that’s what the market demands. On the other hand, we’re really hoping that, over time, the e-book will become more and more valuable, and the consumer’s perception of the value will be higher.

Julie Blackwell: Some people are coming around to the view that an e-book is actually a value-add against the print book — because of certain features like the dictionary look-up, and annotations and other technical features.

Sean Abbott: Not to mention editorial features that the publisher and the author may add — features that aren’t in the print edition. This roundtable, for example.

Julie Blackwell: That’s right. And also e-books will become more interactive and offer you more information by externally linking to a web site. If you’re reading a book on the Beatles you can link to a song lyric database, for example.

Christopher North: That’s a really important point, and it relates to the philosophy of the HarperCollins e-books publishing program, which is to publish quality over quantity. We publish fewer than 10% of HarperCollins’s print books as e-books. And that means not only that we pick the books that we think are going to work as e-books — we also, on virtually every frontlist title we publish, try to figure out how we can make the e-book even better than the printed book. To give the consumer something more than a digital replica of the book — in the same way that a DVD might have special features. 

Julie Blackwell: Microsoft’s take on all of this is the same. We really want to change the value equation. This isn’t just a print book on screen, but more. So a huge priority is offering differentiating features that give consumers a reason to buy and experience e-reading. 

Jaclyn Easton: Sure, but it seems to me that we’re not there yet. When will we be at the point where you have as much extra value in an e-book as you do on a DVD?

Christopher North: The answer is: when, when you can afford to do it. The movie industry made more money in DVDs last year than VHS. It’s the most successful new consumer electronic product introduction ever. When we do things like this interview right now, or other value-add features for an e-book, we actually know that, in general, it doesn’t pay for itself. People don’t buy enough copies because of it to pay for even the small incremental cost for doing this.

Jaclyn Easton: Another aspect of this is, as an author, I was anticipating this e-book. So as I was compiling the material, I obtained forty-six extra photographs that I wanted to put in my e-book. I had audio files that were very applicable, that were demonstrations of something called voice commerce. So it was very applicable to the material. I was all ready to put these in my e-book, and Sean can testify to my disappointment when I was told that including these materials in the e-book wasn’t an option.

Sean Abbott: True. Part of my job in speaking with authors and agents and other publishing people is to provide a reality check in terms of what an e-book can contain. It’s not a CD-ROM. It only exists in the ether; there’s no physical component. Many people are buying e-books over a 56K modem — I’m one of them — and you want to keep the download times as brief as possible. So the bandwidth isn’t there yet to accommodate some of the things we’d like to do. That said, we are indeed finding interesting things to include. For example, HarperCollins e-books and Harper just published Chuck Logan’s new thriller, Absolute Zero, which combines a wilderness survival story with a murder mystery. In the e-book, and only in the e-book, we adapted and included as an appendix the U.S. Army’s official guide to surviving in extreme temperatures in remote places — so it might be a good thing to have Absolute Zero on your Pocket PC during your next heli-skiing vacation. By the way,
Jaclyn, we can today accommodate a certain number of photos, in certain formats, as we’ve done with your e-book — though not forty-six, alas. But I’m just as eager as anyone to see obvious features like audio become standard in e-books — to be employed when the rights are there, of course.

Christopher North: So, Microsoft, when can we put audio clips in Microsoft Reader?

Julie Blackwell: [Laughs.] As soon as we possibly can. Audio is at the top of our list. But I think it’s important to remember that when VHS and Beta came out however many years ago, it was just strictly a replication of the movie itself. And it took some time to add more value, as we’ve seen with DVD. Now, in terms of e-books, we’re already at the DVD stage because we’re actively thinking about maximizing the technology and creating special features. It’s important to remember that this is a nascent industry, but it’s going to move more quickly than the evolution of VHS to DVD just by virtue of the fast pace of technology these days. Still, it’s going to take some time before we’re able to put all the bells and whistles in there. We understand that that is what needs to happen, and we’re committed to making that happen.

Jaclyn Easton: Let’s look to the next generation — what are Generation Y doing?

Julie Blackwell: I think we’re going to see the demographic change. Microsoft and others are doing studies with students — college students in particular — just getting some information from them on how they feel about the idea of electronic reading. And there is a study that I just read yesterday in which 73% of the focus group of college students would be interested in putting down their textbooks and getting all of their text material in e-book format. So we’re going to see it seep over into the college market, but younger kids will be there, too. 

We did an interesting promotion with Scholastic last fall — where teens could download a chapter each month of a K.A. Applegate’s Remnants title, leading up to the print release of the book. The response we got was huge. Huge, huge! These are kids who don’t have a Pocket PC device, who probably have their mom’s or dad’s old computer at home. But they were downloading the chapters like crazy. These are kids who have grown up in front of the computer, who have no special connection to paper. They do their homework on the computer, they communicate on the computer. So I think as this generation continues to grow, and they continue to get disposable income, and they’re able to buy devices, they’ll be buying e-books, too.

Jaclyn Easton: You can only imagine the jealousy when I watch my nine-year-old nephew fax his math homework to his friend [laughter]. Where was this technology when I was in school? From what you’re saying, Julie, it seems to me that e-books will explode in the student market. Publishers will love that. Because they always run into the problem of returns from the bookseller. And when they’re resold as used, nobody at the publishing house gets any revenue on that. Authors don’t get royalties. As for school systems — e-textbooks need never become outmoded; they could be updated immediately. This could save the school system unbelievable amounts of money. If they went with a dedicated device for each student, that could be rather inexpensive. There’s no reason why it can’t just cost a hundred dollars per child.

Christopher North: HarperCollins doesn’t publish textbooks. But I do know textbook publishers who are very excited about this. However, I have heard that there have been more problems in the textbook market than people had anticipated. And I think there are two kinds of challenges that maybe wouldn’t be obvious to an outsider. One is technical: textbooks are really, really complicated to display. When you’ve got a novel, it’s basically just text with paragraph breaks and chapter heads. There are no fancy page layouts. Textbooks regularly have charts and graphs and callouts in the margin, and getting an e-book reader that can do a good job of displaying those on a portable device is a real technical challenge. Microsoft Reader incorporates some great page-formatting features; but even Microsoft can’t handle — yet — some of the things you might want to do in a textbook.

The other challenge, I think, is that textbooks can hit some pretty high rights hurdles. Because textbooks often do not have a single author. There may be a lot of incorporated material, what we call permissions material, where you’ve paid a fee for the right to incorporate it. Almost always when you do that, it’s explicitly for a given format. So you may have paid for the right to publish an item in your hardcover textbook, but you’ve got to go back and clear all those rights again for the electronic edition. It’s expensive, and it’s time-consuming. And sometimes the people who own the rights are nervous about electronic formats and want nothing to do with an e-book. 

Jaclyn Easton: Let me take what people are learning from the textbook arena and make it applicable to corporate America. Will there be a day where a corporation can site-license a book?

Christopher North: That day is here. There are two really interesting markets we haven’t mentioned that are very important. One is libraries, and the other is corporations — and, in particular, IT departments within corporations. One company we know of aspires to offer, instead of site licenses, a seat license model — the same way that a lot of software is sold. They have a library of, say, 500 of the most important technical computer reference books that an IT department might want. And they provide unlimited access to that library on a subscription basis, on a seat license model. I don’t know what the price is. Maybe it’s $300 per person per year. So that everybody in the IT department has access to a whole library of reference books. That’s a really exciting model. One can also imagine a business books library for middle managers, for human resources departments — to offer books that will be of interest not just to the IT department but to the whole corporation. 

Jaclyn Easton: What has to happen next for e-books to reach critical mass? 

Julie Blackwell: There are all sorts of things, not just technology improvements. There has to be more e-book content to choose from — Chris and Sean are working on that part. But one technology thing we haven’t talked about yet is better screens that cost less for the devices themselves. Right now, the Pocket PC, or the Tablet PC that’s coming out, are at a higher price point because the screens that display the technology are top of the line. So in order for this to spread further into the mainstream, we’re going to have to see some of those types of prices go down. 

Christopher North: I agree with Julie — the number one thing that has to happen is that e-book reading hardware prices need to come down. As for screens, the new Pocket PC 2002 has the first screen that is totally compelling for reading. You can forget you’re reading off a screen. I’ve never seen a device like that before. I love it. I’ve read fifteen books on my Pocket PC in the last couple of months. There’s no other device I could say that about. But I get the device through my company. I couldn’t afford it as a consumer. 

There are some very exciting technologies in the pipeline. They may still be three, four, five years away from being in a consumer device. Two competing consortia, E Ink and Gyricon, are working on technology — they’ve already demonstrated it — that will have a display technology that looks just like a sheet of paper. It’s going to be easier to read than a newspaper. And that, in my mind, is the kind of thing that can take you from being a niche industry, a special interest industry, to a mass market industry. 

The third thing, and I want to make it clear I’m not picking on Microsoft here in particular, is that there’s a format problem. We have four major incompatible formats in e-books today: Palm, Gemstar, Adobe, and Microsoft. All four of them are great. The problem is, though, if you buy your content for one, it doesn’t work on the other. We’re at a Betamax/VHS crossroads right now. The early adopter can deal with that, but the mainstream consumer can’t. History shows that when you have format wars, consumers wait it out. We’re all working behind the scenes to try to get the kind of interoperability so that you don’t have to worry about whether you bought the equivalent of a CD or a DAT or a cassette or an LP. You can put it in your e-book reader, and it reads.

Jaclyn Easton: I think Pocket PCs are a terrific way to read, but I’m personally very pro a Gemstar-type format. I want a dedicated e-reader e-book. For the same reason that I don’t have an MP3 component in the slot of my handheld. I don’t want all those things together. I like having dedicated devices. But I’m very curious what you guys are learning about that: if people prefer the all-in-one or if they prefer the dedicated device. And where you think it’s going to head. And, having said that, I do want to add a footnote to this question, which is that I really think that the Tablet PC is going to be a turning point both for e-books and for mobile applications in general.

Julie Blackwell: First let me say that we did look into creating a dedicated e-book device; that was something that was on our radar screen. But as we moved forward, and did more focus groups, and kind of understood who this reader was going to be, our understanding and our learning showed that it was more about mobility and portability than it was about a dedicated device. People already have enough stuff to carry around. That’s why cell phones and PDAs are morphing together. People are tired of all of these different devices in their bag or in their briefcase, doing different things that really probably one device could handle. So we decided to stick with portability/mobility and multiple-use. One device needed to do all sorts of different things. And that’s where we decided to put our efforts. So that’s why we stayed with the laptops and the desktop, and the Pocket PC. To me, as someone who travels a lot, the portability of one device is so important. 

Jaclyn Easton: Well, I want to have a conversation with you in three years, Julie, because I’ll bet that the dedicated readers are going to be bigger than you thought. In a way, not unlike the family VCR. All mobile technology is very personal — people rarely share their cell phones or their Pocket PCs. But I think families are going to be downloading books for the family to read — books for the kids, but also the husband reading the novel his wife just finished and raved about. Nobody’s going to do that with their Palm.

Julie Blackwell: If we talk about e-books being more interactive, though, I think we’re looking at something like the Tablet PC making more sense. The Tablet PC is running XP Pro, it’s going to give you all the power of a regular PC, and you’re going to be able to do everything you want that you’d have on a dedicated device as well, and it’ll probably be the same weight. But with a Tablet PC, you’re going to have wireless connection. You’re going to be able to link to that Beatles website if you want to. So I think as e-books become more complex, it’s going to make more sense to have a device that has a little more power, and has wireless connectivity, and everything else that goes along with that. 

Jaclyn Easton: Sean, Chris — your thoughts on this debate?

Sean Abbott: I have too many gadgets as it is — and all the lucid instructions manuals that come with them. Julie, you make something that’s a video/still camera, e-book reader, DVD-player, GPS device, and that monitors my cholesterol level, and I’ll be the first in line to buy it — among general consumers. I am definitely not an early adopter.

Christopher North: I’m agnostic on the dedicated versus multipurpose device. Like Julie, what we’ve found, what all of our data shows, is that e-books are about portability. That’s the number one feature that people care about. They can carry around a whole bunch of books with them, and it’s always with them. What we’ve seen so far — and it’s really not been a fair test yet — is that actually the multipurpose device is leading the single-purpose device. And I think it has to do with where we are in the e-book market right now. I think that people buy their Palm 505, or their Compaq iPAQ, not because they can read e-books, but they buy it for their calendar, and their email, and so forth. Then they discover that they can also read e-books. 

The question for me, the thing that could make dedicated devices really pull ahead, is if there’s technology — be it form factor or screen technology or something else that we can’t even think of yet — that’s really particularly well-suited for reading, but not necessarily the best technology for other kinds of computing applications. So an obvious example of that might be if an E Ink or Gyricon screen becomes a commercial reality in a couple of years. Well, that’s going to start out as a black and white screen. It’s probably going to be running a slow processor. It’s going to be running off a very small, weak battery, because it doesn’t require a lot of battery power. So it’s going to be great for reading newspapers and for reading books. It’s not going to be great for running Windows XP. So I can see that being a scenario where the dedicated device win hands down. But current technology is about, “I also have my book with me.” That’s
something people really like.

Jaclyn Easton: Well, I want to go on record and say that I don’t think that dedicated e-book readers are ever going to surpass what we’ll call a smart device, for lack of a better description. But I do think it’s going to have a larger market share than most people anticipate.

Christopher North: You just made a very important point. And one thing we do see in the numbers supports that. Let’s say there are a quarter of a million people out there — and this is a rough guess — who are dedicated e-book readers, who buy e-book content on a regular basis. There are also a lot of people who read free content. Let’s say another quarter of a million. And that number’s growing exponentially. Although certainly less than 50% of them have dedicated devices, the people who have the dedicated devices buy a disproportionate share of the content. So I absolutely agree with what you just said. By the way, in terms of guessing what’s coming along, Sean has an interesting piece of Harper lore that he keeps on his bulletin board, about Mark Twain and e-books.

Sean Abbott: Oh, right. I’ll just get that. [Sean exits and returns.] Chris found this — a footnote in Jean Strouse’s biography of J.P. Morgan, which Harper published in paperback.

Christopher North: Harper was originally Harper Brothers, and then Harper & Row. Founded in 1817, I think. But by 1900, Harper’s — as it was known — was in a lot of financial trouble. They actually were effectively bankrupt. And Mark Twain at the time was their biggest author. Our biggest author, I should say. And there’s this very funny memo from the head of Harper’s, offering to Mark Twain, as an incentive to keep him in the house, the promise that they would publish his memoirs in the year 2000. They would guarantee the work would be published, not only as a print book, but — and I’m going to quote here — it would be issued “in whatever mode should then be prevalent. That is, by printing as at present, or by use of phonographic cylinders” — this is fifty years before the audio book. “Or by electrical methods, or by any other method which may then be in use.” [Laughter.]

Julie Blackwell: That’s amazing!

Jaclyn Easton: What a visionary. Did the deal go through?

Christopher North: It didn’t, but to imagine that, in 1900, they’d thought of audio books and e-books.

Jaclyn Easton: Well, now that “electrical” books are here, let’s get down to basics. Chris, Sean, what is your top-selling e-book? 

Christopher North: I think it might have just changed. The lead switches every month. And it’s surprising, because they’re all in different genres. Sean, do you think Clive Barker? 

Sean Abbott: Sounds right. Coldheart Canyon. And Elizabeth Lowell’s Moving Target is a player. It just keeps selling, especially in Gemstar.

Jaclyn Easton: Julie, what is the top-selling e-book in Microsoft Reader format? 

Julie Blackwell: As with HarperCillins e-books' list, the #1 e-book keeps changing, but among the top e-books at the moment are a Star Wars novel, the Bible, Rich Dad’s Guide to Investing, and Stephen King’s Riding the Bullet.

Jaclyn Easton: Okay, a more personal question: what e-books are you all reading right now?

Christopher North: I am right now reading — believe it or not — a thousand-page manuscript of the next three books by Neal Stephenson, author of one of my favorite books, Cryptonomicon. He’s just sent us the manuscript of his next three books. And I did not want to have a foot-high stack of 8 1/2 by 11 paper. So I got the electronic file from him, and it took me two minutes to make it into an e-book, and I’m reading it now. 

Julie Blackwell: Wow, that’s unbelievable. 

Jaclyn Easton: That’s a great story. You are like the e-book poster boy.

Christopher North: Sure, but, a year ago I was a year into this job, and I’d still only read a couple e-books. But now I’m a convert.

Sean Abbott: Actually, more than just a convert — Chris has become a full-fledged e-book evangelist.

Christopher North: Yeah, that’s how we sometimes refer to ourselves. [Laughter.]

Jaclyn Easton: Julie, what are you reading?

Julie Blackwell: Well, I’m actually kind of doing the same thing Chris is doing. I’m taking a lot of the documents that I have to read for work, and using our RMR tool, which takes a Word document and puts it into Reader format. I’ve been taking those and downloading those onto my Pocket PC, and reading those on planes, and doing things like that. 

Christopher North: Okay, but what about for pleasure, Julie? What are you reading for pleasure? 

Julie Blackwell: I don’t have time to read for pleasure anymore! 

Sean Abbott: Oh, come on!

Julie Blackwell: Okay, I have been reading on my Pocket PC the John Adams book from Simon & Schuster. 

Christopher North: Yeah. Great book. 

Julie Blackwell: It is a great book. And it’s funny, because I have the hardcover, and I’m reading the e-book.

Jaclyn Easton: Actually, Julie just brought up the germ of a question, which is: Chris, at what point will I be able to buy a hardcover and then, for a couple dollars extra, have the e-book as well? 

Christopher North: Or how about, even better yet — you order the hardcover from an online retailer, and you get the e-book for free right away to read while you’re waiting for the p-book to show up.

Jaclyn Easton: I love that. 

Christopher North: We want to do that right now. It’s something that obviously takes a lot of cooperation with the retailers. I know of one or two cases where people have tried it, but it took months to get set up. So I think the answer is that you’re going to start seeing that on a trial basis probably in the next six months to a year, with individual promotions. And if those prove successful, as we think they will, it could become a regular thing within a year or two. 

Julie Blackwell: I think that’s what a lot of people are looking at right now. Also, as e-books get into the mainstream, you can use them as a marketing tool. And that way, people get used to the format, get used to the download experience — they feel safer being able to download something for free. We just had a Pocket PC promotion when we launched 2.0 in the fall. HarperCollins e-books and some other e-publishers, gave us content — premium content — to offer to these new Pocket PC owners to download for free for a week’s time. And it just gave them the opportunity to try something out, get hooked on the format, without having to make a financial investment. We then link to retailers to purchase other titles from those authors for sale. And we saw some great results there. So, using the e-book to market titles is, I think, something we’re going to see a lot of over the next couple of years. 

Jaclyn Easton: That’s great. Sean, what are you reading for pleasure in e-book form?

Sean Abbott: Well, I’m a more recent convert than Chris, so the reading for pleasure part really only started recently, when Julie gave me a Pocket PC. Thanks, Julie!

Julie Blackwell: You bet.

Sean Abbott: I’m reading one of our e-books, actually. A book that I’ve read in manuscript, in hardcover, and that I spent weeks preparing for e-book publication, so you might think that I’d be sick of it. Yet it’s something that I return to with pleasure — it’s Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, subtitled Taking the Bible Seriously but Not Literally, by Marcus J. Borg, who’s a very important biblical scholar. I rarely travel great distances, so it’s not something where portability is a big issue. But I love the e-book because it allows me to click instantly from Borg’s endorsement of a particular biblical passage to that actual biblical passage. Something I can’t do in the print edition because Borg had no room to include the full passages or his p-book would be in multiple volumes. I have to get up from the print edition, go over to the Bible (which is where, in my house?), look up Luke 24:7 — and then I have to find my way back to Borg’s
book. This is just not going to happen. With the e-book, we have large sections of the NRSV Bible loaded on board Borg’s book. And it’s just a click of a hyperlink. I can’t tell you the extent to which this deepens the reading experience — right there on my little 3 x 2 1/4 inch iPAQ screen.

The other thing I wanted to mention when you guys were discussing kids reading e-books earlier — in terms of converting the next generation to e-books, something like Little House on the Prairie I would probably be disinclined to read to my almost five-year-old son as an e-book. It just doesn’t feel right content-wise. That said, I’m actively scheming up ways to e-publish the Little House books, so I guess it’s good that I’m confronting my own disinclination head-on. But I’m reading Alice in Wonderland to my son on a Gemstar device, and he loves it. (Note, Jaclyn, that I have a Pocket PC, but I’m reading to my kid on a dedicated device!) Alice in Wonderland seems appropriate as an e-book, because reading an e-book is such a down-the-rabbit-hole experience these days, though probably more so for a grownup than a kid. But of course we have to read the book in the pitch dark. His great pleasure is turning off all the lights in the room, and if it’s the middle of the
day we have to draw the curtains, and just read the e-book with the backlight. 

Jaclyn Easton: This is my last question, and I’m going to ask all three of you to answer it. This roundtable is being read exclusively on an e-book. What do you want to say to the person reading this right now? Chris?

Christopher North: Well, probably given a couple more days to think about this, I could come up with something more eloquent, but I think it’s just that you, the e-book reader, are in the vanguard of what really is a revolution. And I would encourage e-book readers to make their voices heard. Because we listen to them. People email us and say, “I wish you would publish X as an e-book.” And that tells us a lot; that’s incredibly important.

Jaclyn Easton: Where should people email you?

Christopher North: To harpercollinse-books@harpercollins.com. So we’re still learning what people want. And a lot of the time you’re sitting here as a publisher trying to guess what the market wants at this point. And when we get an enthusiastic response, or criticism, we listen to it. I can think of a couple big decisions we’ve made based on that kind of feedback. 

Jaclyn Easton: For example?

Christopher North: I’ll give you a really good example. We published a book called Thyroid Power, which is a book for people who have thyroid disorders. 

Sean Abbott: Which is just about everybody, as it turns out. According to the authors of this book.

Christopher North: Right. Of course, conveniently, that expands their market a little. [Laughter.] No, I’m kidding. I mean, it’s true. Everything in that book is true. The authors are medical people who’ve been studying this for years. It’s a real eye-opener. Everyone should read it. 

So we published Thyroid Power in the very, very early days of e-books — six months ago [laughter] — and we were being very conservative about what people could and couldn’t do with an e-book, like printing it out. And so we used digital rights management technology to be very restrictive about what people could do. About a week after Thyroid Power went on sale Sean got an email from somebody who had bought the e-book, and who had exactly the kind of thyroid disorders that were described in the book. She said, “Listen, guys, I’m reading this in the Adobe format. And I know that the Adobe format includes the capability of printing. And you’ve turned off printing on this e-book!” Now, this book has worksheets that you need to fill out and take to your doctor, so it was especially idiotic to disable printing, at least of the worksheets. It was a classic “Doh!” moment here at HarperCollins e-books.

That email was the beginning of a kind of revelation, I guess you could say, when it comes to digital rights management and security. Which is: you want it to be something the consumer never notices. We do believe that you need some kind of security technology. But the best security technology is the one that the legitimate consumer doesn’t even know is there. And the book always lets them do what they want to do. If it’s printing a reasonable amount, or lending it to a friend, or reading it on three different devices and their computer — that’s what should be allowed to happen. We haven’t gotten as far as we’d like there, but we’ve made some big steps. That was the beginning of the, as it were, road to Damascus and we’ve since had some great conversations with companies like Microsoft.

Jaclyn Easton: Julie, what do you have to say? 

Julie Blackwell: Well, I don’t mean to just ditto Chris, but I would say that’s really the main point. This is all very new and we take feedback seriously. I mean, this is an evolution in reading. This is taking reading to an entirely different level. And it is asking people to change their habits, and that’s going to take some time, and it’s going to take some patience, and it’s going to take some trial and error. And so I think it’s important that readers of e-books get involved and understand that they in particular are part of this evolution — that they’re helping change the market as we know it today. So give us your feedback. . .

http://register.microsoft.com/contactus30/contactus.asp?domain=generic&lcid=1033]. 

. . . And I know people are going to think, with a company like Microsoft, “Oh sure. I’ll email them. Yeah. Like they’re going to read it and get back to me.” [Laughter.] My manager actually gets those emails and responds to them himself. Just yesterday I asked him what he was so busily typing and he said, “Well, I’ve got fifteen more of the customer feedback emails that I need to answer.”

Jaclyn Easton: What are some of the things people are emailing you about?

Julie Blackwell: Well, it’s everything from “Why do you hyphenate this word here?” — 

Christopher North: I sent that comment. 

Julie Blackwell: Actually, all our mail is from Chris North. [Laughter.] But, really, it’s early enough so that the readers and consumers of this new technology can make a difference. And it’s important that they know that we’re learning as we go along, and we want to make this the best reading experience ever. 

Jaclyn Easton: Sean? How about you — what do you have to say to your reader?

Sean Abbott: Don’t despair. There’s more content coming — stuff you’ll want to read. And it should get easier to find. It’s there now, actually, somewhere under those layers upon layers of Star Trek books. It’s true that e-books are not always easy to find when you go to a retailer’s website. And my own behavior is that I look very carefully at that front page, and I look to see what the bestsellers are. And I might go into a given genre and try to find something to read, but often I come away empty-handed — sometimes even when I know that the e-book I’m looking for is in there somewhere. But, truthfully, the retailers are aware of this problem and are working hard to fix it.

Now, it’s also true that something I really want to read just isn’t there yet, which is why it’s so important that we publishers publish to the market — to the entire reading market, not just to the Trekkies, bless ’em. I work for a publishing house that is 185 years old and that publishes books on every subject under the sun. And I look at the whole Harper list when I plan an e-book list. We try to publish from the rich diversity of this house, so that we’re not just publishing science fiction and romance — though I know what butters my bread. We have a very serious and substantial literary fiction list, for example: Nobel laureate Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain was HarperCollins ebooks' first e-book. Established talent like Joyce Carol Oates and Louise Erdrich are on our list, along with emerging talent like Alex Shakar. Microsoft was actually really helpful in promoting Alex’s first novel, The Savage Girl, as part of that promotion Julie just mentioned. So,
yes — don’t despair!

Jaclyn Easton: So I guess I’ll end this with my own message to the person who is reading this e-book. As the author, let me say: Thank you.


Introduction:
Your Wireless Future

[image: square]

Wireless is a huge whale floating just beneath the surface. 
All people are seeing is the tail fluke. But one day it’s going to breach,
and everyone is going to be surprised at the size of it.

—David Hughes, 1970s computer maven

THIS IS NOT a book about technology.

It’s a book about empowerment. It’s a book about liberation. It’s a book about the information revolution we were promised in 1994 when the Internet pledged access to data for all.

But what was positioned as a revolution felt more like servitude. In exchange for access to these silos of information was the need to be strapped to a computer and a wired phone line. Consequently, as we became more dependent on this seductive conduit of communication, we also became more bound to the technology providing it, thus tethering ourselves to monitors, keyboards, and dial tones.

Something was missing. Ah, right. Our independence.

At the risk of sounding like a Chinese proverb, a map does you no good if it sits on your desk while you are lost 10 miles away. That’s precisely the solution that mobile technology provides.

Wireless is salvation in two words. Anytime. Anywhere.

So if it sounds like hype, I understand. The speculation is sky-rise high, and as Fast Company senior editor George Anders once wrote, “Mention the words wireless Internet . . . and it’s as if you shouted, ‘Free beer’ at a fraternity party.”

The reality is that wireless is
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