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Cambridge: a very brief introduction
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We have been here before …

NAG, November 2019: 

Is it for teaching, for 

research, or both?: 

collaboration on ebooks 

in Cambridge



What we didn’t mention last time
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How ebook provision in Cambridge has 

changed

• Huge rise in ebook spending, 

including signing up for big 

packages

• Bigger ebooks@cambridge 

team, and establishment of 

Libraries Accessibility Service in 

autumn 2020

• Increasing availability of 

publisher-direct DRM-free 

content (chiefly via GOBI and 

Oasis)
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Policy on the purchase of accessible ebooks 

(March 2020)
• [T]he aim of this policy is to ensure that as many ebooks as possible are available to 

students in an accessible, DRM-free format. DRM (Digital Rights Management) is 
technology employed by publishers to control the usage of electronic material after 
purchase […] and often reduces the accessibility of materials for readers, especially 
those with a disability. 

• The focus of the policy is on titles on reading lists for taught undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses, whether purchased by ebooks@cambridge or by individual 
faculty and departmental libraries.

• Books purchased for research purposes not in the scope of the policy.

• DRM-free licences should be selected whenever they are available and their cost is 
not prohibitively high. It is acknowledged that there are cases where DRM-free ebook 
licences do not exist or purchases cannot be justified in terms of potential use; 
librarians should always make purchasing decisions on a case-by-case basis.



Barriers to buying DRM-free

• No DRM-free availability

• DRM-free is available, but only if you come up with a minimum order 

(number of titles or spend)

• DRM-free is prohibitively expensive (we’ll come back to this)

• Even if something is on a reading list, it may be for a tiny cohort

• Cambridge: ebooks ordering being done in faculty/departmental 

libraries

• Attachments to particular suppliers/platforms (and, occasionally, 

licences)

• Not always aware of the ability to buy DRM-free
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It really isn’t cheap …

Teaching
Actual spend on 49 titles £5,132
DRM-free spend on those same 49 would have cost £10,753
Difference = £5,621 (109%)

Research
Actual spend on 93 titles £6,598
DRM-free spend on those same 93 would have cost £15,120
Difference = £8,522 (129%)

Combined
Actual spend on 142 titles £11,730
DRM-free spend on those same 142 would have cost £25,873
Difference = £14,143 (120%)
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But despite this, we’re not doing too badly

Only includes title-by-title purchases (DDA/EBA purchases and publisher 

collections not included) 



Buying a DRM-protected ebook: things to 

consider

• EPUBs vs PDFs

• Copy/download limits

• Difficulty of accessing and 

comparing this information 

across suppliers

• Communicating with 

subject librarians
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EPUBs vs PDFs

• Browns can sometimes offer two different ebooks for the same title: 

one EPUB, one PDF (otherwise identical)

• One aggregator might offer an EPUB but no PDF, while another will 

offer the opposite

• Which is preferable?

• EPUB theoretically better from accessibility perspective, but 

anecdotally, users prefer PDFs

• Subject librarians who are ordering their own ebooks don’t always 

understand/know about the difference 
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Copy/download limits

• These can vary wildly 

between aggregators, 

depending on the 

publisher

• We are increasingly aware 

of this, and so are readers
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Comparing limits across vendors



Doing the maths

Publisher A: 638-page book
• Supplier 1: print/save 15 pages; copy/paste restricted

• Supplier 2: print 40% (255 pages)/copy 20% (127 pages)

Publisher B: 162-page book
• Supplier 1: print/save 30 pages; copy/paste restricted

• Supplier 2: print 40% (65 pages)/copy 20% (32 pages)

Publisher C: 337-page book
• Supplier 1: print/save 50 pages; copy/paste restricted

• Supplier 2: print 40% (135 pages)/copy 20% (67 pages)
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Gaaaah
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Revising the policy

“Sometimes a supplier does not provide both EPUB and PDF formats in 

the one purchasable product. Having both formats is preferable for 

accessibility reasons, so if another platform offers both file formats and 

the price is not excessive go with that option. Where an ebook is only 

available in one or other format from all suppliers, go for the best price. 

Publisher’s downloading, printing and copy/paste allowances often 

needs considering as part of the decision, and ebooks@cambridge staff 

are happy to advise on the most permissive DRM-protected models.”



What happens next …?

• We sent this proposal to NAG before the ProQuest/Clarivate 

announcement

• Loss of Ebook Central as an option for DRM-protected titles

• DRM-free availability is increasing, but we can’t take full advantage of 

that expansion in accessibility because of budgetary constraints: 

buying DRM-free means buying less

• DRM-free first only applies to teaching, but could eventually be 

applied to research too

• We need to keep getting the message out to ordering librarians

Photo by Alex Rodríguez Santibáñez on Unsplash



Photo by David Bruyndonckx on Unsplash

Questions or comments welcome!
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