Wisconsin Public Library Consortium

Statewide Digital Media Funding Pool -- Vendor Selection Committee

Report #2 to WPLC Board – July 11 2012
Background
The charge of the committee is as follows:  1) survey the marketplace for the distribution of digital media materials through public libraries; 2) describe criteria for selection of vendors to be supported by the portion of the WPLC 2012 statewide funding pool that remains uncommitted ($300,000); and 3) recommend a strategy for use of the uncommitted funds to the WPLC Board in time for consideration at its July 24, 2012 meeting. 
Members of the committee
Evan Bend, Outagamie-Waupaca Library System; Dale Cropper, Brown County Library;  John Debacher, Division for Libraries, Technology and Community Learning, DPI; Noreen Fish, La Crosse Public Library; Jeff Gilderson-Duwe, Winnefox Library System/Oshkosh Public Library; Sara Gold, Wisconsin Library Services (WiLS); Melanie Mercier, Waukesha County Federated Library System; Gerard Saylor, L.D. Fargo Public Library, Lake Mills; Molly Warren, Madison Public Library.
Marketplace Survey – Spring 2012
Last year, the WPLC Board approved the committee’s recommendation to set aside a portion of the shared buying pool funds to allow an opportunity to diversify the digital media collections in 2012.  In mid- to late-2011, several companies had announced or were improving products that might prove to be valuable complements to the materials WPLC was offering through its partnership with OverDrive.

The committee has monitored product development in library digital media since last fall.  Online announcements, vendor representative contacts, product demonstrations, and first-hand product experience have helped form our views.  
A number of criteria have emerged in committee discussions that will influence its recommendations:
1. Ease of use – We are extremely hesitant to recommend adoption of any new product or platform that is not fully developed or that subjects Wisconsin libraries and their users to steep learning curves for success.  

2. The “Kindle” Factor – The success of the Kindle line of E-Book reading devices from Amazon cannot be ignored.  A large proportion of the downloads from the OverDrive E-Book collection are Kindle editions.  In order for the committee to recommend purchase of an alternative E-Book lending platform to the WPLC Board, it would either have to offer Kindle compatibility or some extraordinarily valuable feature that compensates for lack of Kindle compatibility.  Examples of such features might include titles not available through OverDrive or titles that may be used simultaneously by multiple persons.
3. Use Statistics – In order to be recommended for purchase by this committee, a digital media vendor MUST – at a minimum – be able to provide product use statistics at the level of the individual library.  Several Wisconsin library systems are pressing for more specificity in use statistics.  Vendors with a demonstrated ability to generate detailed use statistics and a willingness to find solutions that work for Wisconsin will be preferred.
4. User Authentication – To receive the support of this committee, a digital media product MUST be able to authenticate users in real time from their library card ID numbers.
5. Collection Development – The committee will consider whether the content being offered makes sense from a collection development standpoint.  As much as possible, new products or platforms should supplement the content available through OverDrive.  Products that provide exclusive access (especially if it is multi-user access) to certain publishers, authors or titles are likely to receive positive consideration from this committee.

6. Cost – The committee will weigh the cost and perceived value to libraries and digital media users in making its recommendations to the WPLC Board, always aware of the need to be good stewards of the public funds that have been contributed to the shared buying pool.

E-Books

Freading
With the goal of diversifying the selection of E-Books available to Wisconsin residents, the committee monitored several emerging digital media platforms.  Attention focused most specifically on Freading from Library Ideas LLC.  This service offers 20,000 titles from 16 publishers, with unlimited simultaneous users.  Library Ideas provided the committee with trial accounts in advance of a May 14, 2012 online demonstration.  

Freading’s pricing model requires  a $150 setup fee with fees paid on a title each time it is loaned.  Loans of recently published titles will cost more than older backlist titles.  Freading will use the Adobe Editions software for digital rights management and promises to be usable on all E-Reader devices except Kindle.

The committee found the collection of materials available on Freading to be disappointing.  It contained a combination of fiction works by relatively little-known authors, small press non-fiction titles whose currency cannot be easily determined, and public domain titles that are widely available on the Internet.  The committee found that a number of the more popular titles on Freading were not only available through OverDrive but that WPLC had already invested in significant numbers of copies of those titles (for example, the Freading “Featured Book” Water for Elephants, by Sara Gruen).  It was troublesome that publication dates for titles in the areas of health or travel could not be determined by browsing but only by checking the item out first.  Several additional points not in favor of WPLC purchase of Freading are the lack of Kindle compatibility and the need for users to create yet another separate account rather than to authenticate on their library card ID numbers.   Whether statistics would be able to be provided on (at least) the library level is unknown.
Freading would have a low up-front financial cost and the consortium would pay only for actual use.  However, the more significant cost of entry is the investment in time and energy that Wisconsin public libraries would have to expend to educate patrons in the use of ANY new E-Book platform or product. 
At this time, the committee does not recommend using funds from WPLC’s shared digital media funding pool to purchase Freading for statewide access.
Audiobooks

Another opportunity for diversifying the digital media available to Wisconsin residents is by format.  The committee chose to focus on expanded access to downloadable audiobooks as the most promising opportunity to enhance WPLC’s offerings. 

Recorded Books OneClick Digital
In this area, the committee saw the OneClick digital product from Recorded Books as holding out the greatest promise.  Recorded Books is a recognized and respected brand in the library marketplace.  OneClick digital offers audiobook content which is not available from OverDrive or other digital media platforms.  Recorded Books offers core collections of adult, juvenile and young adult titles (approximately 3,500 titles) that may be accessed by an unlimited number of simultaneous users.  It is also possible to purchase from a collection of over 10,000 single use titles, which tend to be more current and/or more popular than those in the multi-user collections.
Three members of the committee work for organizations that are currently subscribing to the Recorded Books OneClick product.  Two of the organizations have been using the product for at least one year and have ridden through significant problems with software reliability and user experience.   Committee members report that the most recent version of the Media Manager download module for OneClick digital works better than previous versions.  However, neither library-level statistical reporting nor patron authentication on library ID numbers are currently available for this product.  

Recorded Books has quoted WPLC a price of $240,000 for access to the core adult, juvenile and young adult collections.  This seems rather high to the committee, considering that the titles in the core collections – albeit exclusive to Recorded Books – are older and not the current, popular bestsellers that Wisconsin public library patrons will be looking for most eagerly.  
The committee does not recommend that WPLC purchase the OneClick digital product in 2012.  However, the committee does see this product as yet holding out promise for the future.  The committee recommends that WiLS communicate to Recorded Books the areas in which we feel the product can be improved to make it more suitable for a statewide adoption by Wisconsin public libraries.  In addition, those organizations that are already using OneClick will continue to monitor its performance and the responsiveness of the company to concerns.

2012 WPLC Purchase Recommendations
The committee recommends to the WPLC Board that the uncommitted $300,000 share of the $1,000,000 shared digital media funding pool be committed to purchasing additional content to be added to the OverDrive shared collections.  The committee has not found another digital media product in the marketplace that fulfills enough of its selection criteria to justify purchase.  The committee is especially mindful of the time and effort our state’s public libraries would have to invest in publicizing, teaching and supporting a new product in order for it to be a successful complement to the shared OverDrive collection. 
Additionally, the committee believes that OverDrive is an engaged and conscientious partner with WPLC.  Constructive dialogues are underway with OverDrive and with a number of publishers toward streamlining the process of acquiring new material for the collections and also toward helping library patrons more quickly have access to the titles they want to read.  
Additional Considerations

The committee urges the WPLC Board to support WiLS in its ongoing efforts to dialogue with OverDrive and with publishers toward the goal of securing greater access to high quality digital publications.  We strongly believe that Wisconsin E-Book readers and digital audiobook listeners ought to have access through their public libraries to the full range of published material available in the commercial marketplace.

