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“If  not, what should the e-Be?



Books are not going away –

- Ever more authors & publications

While at the same time, fewer total readers of  popular 

books, but serious readers love print.

College students, the current gen that grew up with College students, the current gen that grew up with 

Google at hand …

Prefer print textbooks. Even at full cost.

Why is this?



Let’s count the ways users say …

Portability 

Accessibility

Usability

Easy to browse & scan

High quality artwork

Can bookmark, return

PersonalizablePersonalizable

Mark-upable, Inscribable

Durable & persistent

Can be loaned & returned

Meaningful identity on shelf

Social identity marker

Beauty of  the package & cover

Feel of  the book & paper

Sensual attributes – smell & feel



Students & grad students, 

everyone

Uses Google or search, for 

everything that’s findable.

In our study, students used 

Google to locate UT Library!Google to locate UT Library!

Is this the end of  reading?

Atlantic article:   “(UCL) found that people using the sites exhibited “a 

form of skimming activity,” hopping from one source to another and rarely 

returning to any source they’d already visited. They typically read no 

more than one or two pages of an article or book before they would 

“bounce” out to another site. Sometimes they’d save a long article, but 

there’s no evidence that they ever went back and actually read it.”



Probably not.

Our time for reading is limited.

We can pre-qualify any title now.

Students overwhelmedStudents overwhelmed

Users info overloaded

Web overload

While it looks like MORE 

OVERLOAD, all this Googling

is a natural selection.

We are Foraging & Hunting



Evaluate uses & user understanding of  

eBooks, understand contexts of  use for 

students, faculty, identify trends & 

opportunities for significant adoption.

User, not market research

University of Toronto Libraries 

eBooks User Experience Study

User, not market research

Understanding, not decision making

Survey + Contextual UX research

Current use of  eBooks & expected trends:

– University users (Who)

– Content (What, How)

– Contexts (Where, When, Why)



301 Participants:

238 Students

44   Faculty

eResources Survey 

� 47% have used UTL eBooks: 
Online texts (MyiLibrary, Books 24x7, Knovel)

� 40% have used public Web PDF books  (e.g., archive.org)

First Year 1 %

Second Year 10 %

Third Year 10 %

Fourth Year 43 % 

Master‘s 36 %

Doctoral 9 %

� 40% have used public Web PDF books  (e.g., archive.org)

� Almost as many (37%) used “PDF books” from UTL

BUT as many respondents:

� 45% Have never seen UTL eBooks

� 33% Have used PDF books (downloadable)

� 52% Scanned books (archive.org)



eBooks show lower usability than …
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What’s used in research 

Resource

Usually start 

research 

with

Often use to 

start

Often use 

throughout 

research

Use as 

supplemental

Rarely or 

never use

Web search 

engines 32.4% 29.7% 17.8%
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Wikipedia 14.0% 23.3% 15.8% 

Google Scholar
11.5% 16.6% 17.5%

eBooks (Web) 6.0% 15.3% 31.0% 25.0% 22.7%

eBooks (UTL)
6.5% 9.8% 28.4% 30.7% 24.7%



Students have many other options for locating resources 

for a question.

Undergrads have more need for books, but have a harder 

time navigating in services.

Grad students have greater need for journals, & are not 

using books as much.



Convergence Model

• User awareness limited by 

what’s Findable

• Findable limited by the 

Collection

• Which is limited by • Which is limited by 

metadata about eBooks

• Which limits awareness

• Which returns users to 

Google.

• (Which searches full text)



“I cannot find download or print 

here. If I really needed it, would 

copy and paste the section. 

Normally prefer the print version.”



“I’m finding the UI very inconvenient. 

Some services will scan each page as a 

separate PDF file.”

“This is aesthetically bad, have to 

scroll in single page PDF.  Page does 

not fill the screen.”





Contextual Research

Informed us that:
Relevant eBooks are still difficult to find

Scattered among multiple providers & interfaces

Access is only as good as the library interfaces

The current online services are not optimalThe current online services are not optimal

eBooks formats are hard to navigate

Unsatisfying compared to books

Convenience & cost savings are a huge drawing factor

But must be right content,  & available when needed

Students will bypass services, restrictions if access is poor
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“What should the e-Be?”
Users are showing us their alternatives, now.  And Why.

Start & find via Google.

Must beat the Wikipedia 

baseline.

Must search full text & 

preview the content.



“What should the e-Be?”

Scholars have need to skim 

& scan large volumes of  info.

Copy, save for later. 

And then read some.

Students are not using 

handhelds or Kindle. (Yet)



Design questions

– Can we create better eBooks ecology by designing it?

– Can we organize content around student use patterns?

– How should “we” present & organize eBooks?

– What are salient needs for metadata for discovery? – What are salient needs for metadata for discovery? 

– What are better approaches to content format?

– What alternative models should publishers consider?

– What are the trends if we do nothing at all?
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Perspectives

• No, Google is Not Dumbing Us Down

• We can envision a renewal of the print Book.

• eBooks are becoming “something else”

• eBooks = ‘info only,” Books = understanding

Questions

• What SHOULD the book become?

• Will books become a designed artifact?

• What are eBooks becoming for you?

• What next wave of media will eBooks merge into?


