
Competition and Choice 
in the Publishing Industry

WALTER ALLAN
Publishing Director, 

Institute of Economic Affairs

and

PETER CURWEN
Principal Lecturer, 

Sheffield Business School, 
and Shoemaker Scholar, 

Penn State University

Published by

Institute of Economic Affairs 
1991



CONTENTS
page

foreword Geoffrey E. Wood 5

THE AUTHORS 7

Introduction 9

I. An Overview of the Net Book Agreement 12
Historical Retrospect 12

‘Books are Different’ 13
The Agreement and the Industry 14
The Judgement 15

Summary 15

II. Analysis of the Judgement 17
Detailed Provisions 17

The Registrar’s Arguments and
the Court’s Rejection of Them 18

Commentary and Critique 19
‘Sale or Return’... 21

III. The Net Book Agreement and Resale Price Maintenance 22
Introduction to Resale Price Maintenance 22

Non-Price Competition 23
Are Price Wars Detrimental to Consumers? 23

Is the NBA a Price-Fixing Agreement? 24
Contestability 26
The NBA and Cultural Diversity 27

IV. A Review of the UK Publishing Industry 30
The Economics of Publishing 30

(i) Academic Publishing 31
The First-Time Author 31
The Mature Academic 33
The Textbook 35

(ii) Trade Publishing 37
Production Cycle 38
Backlist and Front List Publishing 39

V. Economic Issues 43
Elasticity 43
The Netting of Books 44
Title Output 45

‘A Substantial Detriment’? 49

VI. Retailing Issues 51
Shopping Around 51

[3]



Implicit Discounting—Book Clubs and Own Brands 52
Economic Effects of Book Clubs 53
‘Own-Brand’ Books 53

Modem Bookselling in Practice 54
Consequences for Bookselling 57

VII. Book Prices 59
Overview 59
The Publishers’ Association’s

Statistics Collection Scheme (PASCS) 60
The Bookseller Index 61
The Book Prices Index 61
Conclusions 61

VIII. TheBookTradeOverseas 63
The US Experience 63

Movement Away from Central City Shopping 63
Best-Selling Titles 64
Rochester, NY: Case Study of the Trend 66

Experience in France 66
IX. Conclusion 69

Summary 71

Appendix: The Net Book Agreement 1957 73
SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY 76
LIST OF TABLES

1. Book Price Inflation Compared With Index
of Retail Prices, 1981-88 11

2. Income/Expenditure Account: First-time Author 32
3. Life-cycle Sales Pattern: First-time Author 33
4. Income/Expenditure Account: Book by Established Author 34
5. Sales Pattern of a Popular Textbook 35
6. Textbook Income/Expenditure Account: First Edition 36-37
7. Income/Expenditure Account of a ‘Best Seller’ 38
8. Typical Production Schedule 39
9. Pricing of Academic Books 40

10. Pricing of Hardback Fiction 41
11. New Titles Published in UK: Comparison of Totals,

Classified by Subject, January to December,
1988 and 1989 46

12. Total Book Output by Class: Numbers of Titles, 1989 47-48
13. New Tides (Including New Editions) Published in the UK

and USA, 1960-90 49
14. Bookshop Multiples: Number of Branches, 1984-89 56
15. Book Turnover of Multiples, 1983/84, 1987/88 and 1988/89 56

[4]


