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Dealing with eBook metadata 

Editeur 31st International Supply Chain Seminar, Frankfurt, 13th October 2009. 

Mark Majurey, Digital Development Director, Taylor & Francis Group, and Gregor Wolf, Chief 

Technology Officer, Klopotek AG. 

Mark: LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΥ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

nothing revolutionary about ebooks. Indeed, 

there is very little that is new about ebooks 

compared to print. The authoring process 

remains the same; the layout on the page for the 

most popular format is simply a facsimile of print; 

the pricing is tied to print in the vast majority of 

models. So there is an argument to say that 

eBooks are simply another binding, to sit 

alongside hardbacks and paperbacks. 

What has been revolutionary to the world of 

book publishing, however, is the electronic 

transmission of books. Distribution can be near 

instantaneous; it has transformed stock and 

inventory management; it has enabled new business models, new marketing techniques to reach 

customers, and has allowed publishers to serve up ever smaller chunks of content. But underpinning 

the success of this is a fundamental requirement of accurate and complete metadata records for 

every product. Without this metadata, customers cannot know what is available, in which format, 

from which channel, at what price, and under which terms. Moreover, publishers would not be able 

to manage their assets appropriately, or receive back the most basic sales reporting, without 

granular metadata. Libraries cannot make available a full index of their collections to their members, 

and resellers cannot represent your product properly on their site. 

Metadata is therefore key to your success as a publisher, but 

particularly as an ebook publisher. There is an oft-quoted 

ǊŜƳŀǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƛƳ hΩwŜƛƭƭȅΩǎ ōƭƻƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

problem of incomplete ebook metadata: Obscurity is a far 

greater threat to authors than piracy. Without full and 

complete metadata, and without the capability to output and 

feed that metadata to the digital supply chain, our titles are 

destined to be lost in the noise of the market. 

Metadata used to be fairly simple in terms of information. 

Usage statistics, for example, could be gleaned from such a 

record. But in the world of ebooks, there are ever more 

complex stats such as COUNTER reports which can give 
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librarians and publishers a much better picture of which titles are being used and therefore value for 

money. 

The world in which we now sell is far broader and 

more complex. This is a much-simplified picture of 

what information publishers might hold, an 

example of some standards which need to be 

applied at a title level, and some methods of 

communicating this information to the wider 

world. As we go further down the path of 

chunking up our content and allowing the re-

assembling of these chunks into new products, 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǇƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōΦ 

Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎΣ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ 

pose three categories of challenges, after each 

which my friend and colleague Gregor will pose 

some possible solutions. 

The first is to do with the basic ability to manage 

your assets, understand what you have, and to 

which channels your products have been fed. It is 

a fundamental and vital requirement for any 

business. Ebooks have led to the proliferation of 

formats, many tied to DRM. In the physical world, 

the supply chain requires that every separately 

tradeable product requires a unique identifier. In 

the publishing industry we already have the ISBN 

system which is well established, as well as a more 

recent electronic identifier, the DOI. But assigning 

a unique ISBN to each ebook format, all of which 

are linked to a master record, poses some 

difficulties to most product databases which, up to now, have been designed on the old and simple 

structure of hardback/paperback. Can your database handle the proliferation of records this 

requires? Will the extra volume lead to hardware performance issues? Do we simply need to buy 

more and more powerful systems to put through the workload? And what about the effect of 

increasing record creation and maintenance on staff resources? 

Gregor: The reality is even more complex. In addition to the structural proliferation of product 

records, digitisation encourages a proliferation of business models and related functionality of 

ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ ! ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ŀ ǿƻǊƪΣ Χ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

which publisher you ask. Let us take a rough look at only three publishers who use Klopotek 

software today: 
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Noordhoff Uitgevers is the largest educational 

publisher in the Netherlands. Ask them for the 

challenges of product development; they will 

rather answer with electronic learning materials 

than with eBooks.  

Let us look at Elsevier. They will not mention 

electronic learning platforms (well, Reed may do), 

but as an academic publisher, an efficient 

management of new editions is mission critical for 

them. 

/ƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ IŀǊǇŜǊ/ƻƭƭƛƴǎΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ ! ǘǊŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 

management of new editions the highest priority, but may ask how a title management and product 

marketing software can support web widgets for their books. 

Very different priorities and business models, but 

a common structural problem in the product 

database: When we look at the process from idea 

to sales, we have to admit that we traditionally 

think backwards from a product in a specific form, 

and that this drives the development process. This 

has not changed with eBooks, but it is 

questionable. 

This process is one-dimensional and linear, 

although it worked well for books in the past. 

Traditional product and production databases are centred on this linear and one-dimensional view, 

but already the hardcover/softcover production raised the issue that most metadata attributes and 

processing steps are alike in the two products, although in a book-centred software, the common 

attributes appeared in two product records. 

Thus, many academic publishers hardcoded the hard/softcover duplicity in their software, but hard 

coding product structures is always a dead end street if product structures change. 

We went another way: The software used by 

Taylor & Francis allows parallel products and 

parallel production, [ANIMATE] and it 

synchronises common attributes, like the title, 

and it leaves product specific attributes like the 

formats unsynchronized. This is a by far better 

preparation for a world of multiple and digital 

products than a book or hard/software centric 

software.  

But with an increased proliferation of product 

forms the entire paradigm of output oriented 
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planning and production processes becomes unsuitable. The number of product forms increase with 

high speed. Are EPub format, and Kindle format, and PDF format three EBooks and do they lead to 

three more of these development streams? 

Before I will introduce a new paradigm to address this, I would like to hand over to Mark again, who 

will go deeper into the requirements. 

Mark: Extending the principle of unique identifiers and taking it to its logical conclusion, will we 

need to start assigning ISBNs to every chapter we 

sell separately? Indeed, what about custom 

products which may be sold only once to an 

individual putting a bespoke collection together, 

but might be then promoted to other like-minded 

individuals? The combinations and permutations 

would be considerable. Just on the aspect of 

chapters, we can see how a title with only two 

print editions will require many more ISBNs. With 

custom publishing models, this is no longer about 

storage of records, but a full digital asset management service may be required. 

Gregor: We need to give up some certainty. In order to win more flexibility, we need to give up that 

to-be-sold-products are fully set up first, and that 

content is then developed and produced for the 

products. We need to give up that content 

development, production and the final product is 

a 1:1:1 relation. 

And we need a far more flexible content 

management solution than first generation digital 

asset management systems can offer. 

The first point leads me to the introduction of a 

new concept for product planning software 

systems: 

The Work Item ς This is the idea, used in planning 

and  communication processes (first calculations, approval, ...). In terms of records in a product 

planning software, it holds the attributes which are common to all forms of a product, like the title 

or the authors attributes. This is the view of an editor or a product manager.  

Then, we derive  various Sales Items from the Work Item ς this is the view of sales. In terms of 

database records, a Sales Item holds attributes which we need to promote the products, to list them 

in a catalog, and to sell them, like the price or the format. Coming back to ONIX 3.0, a Sales Item 

corresponds to an ONIX record, and it is the place where the ISBN sits. 

I my simple example, I would have only one Work Item, and I would derive three Sales Items, a book, 

a CDROM, an eBook. I would also be able to derive those sales items later in the process, and I would 

not need to deal with three products records right from the start.  
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I could calculate the profitability of such a family of planned Sales Items very early on the level of the 

Work Item. Giving up the dogma that everything must be set up right from the start, I could add or 

delete Sales Items during the lifecycle. 

I would be able to split a Work Item, once it is needed. In my example, I go with one common Work 

Item through planning, decision making and marketing, and I split the Work Item between print and 

digital, once it comes to production. For print, I would now instantiate the print-related Sales Item, 

and run the very detailed print production calculation for which I need format attributes in the 

software. Such a production calculation based on format attributes will not be appropriate for the 

two digital Sales Items and most of the processes for the two digital Sales Items are common, so I 

will continue with a common Work Item for the two digital products. 

Finally, I will generate the two Digital Sales Items. 

Mark explained that if Chapters, Articles, Database Search Results, and User Defined Content 

Collections become Sales Items, then this is no longer about storage of records, but a component 

content management system will be required. 

Custom products which may be sold only once 

putting a bespoke collection together, and the 

reuse of such a content-based product with a 

small modification for another bespoke product 

requires a different content management 

approach. First generation digital asset 

management systems hold digital files and allow 

finding, conversion and, hopefully, efficient output 

generation in different formats. 

But the file-based approach is limited if more than 

format-conversion of a file is needed. How to take 

a chapter out? Cut&Paste? How to combine this 

with a chapter from another file. 

2nd generation component content management 

offers a solution. Rather than managing files, such 

a CMS manages chunks and their relation to each 

other, preferably in native XML. Such a nested, 

and ordered sequence of content components can 

then be taken and rendered to output formats.  

Because the granular component structure 

remains in the content database, a component 

can be reused in another context, for example a 

chapter can be delivered. 

Or some components may be combined with 

other components for a new product. The more content we have, the more opportunities for new 

products we have as opposed to file oriented digital asset management. 
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Mark: Of course, metadata itself is useless without a method of feeding the information quickly and 

efficiently. As the volume and granularity of 

metadata increases, the requirement for feeding 

this information becomes more complex. 

ONIX is now accepted by many sellers as a method 

ǘƻ ƛƴƎŜǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ƳŜǘŀŘŀǘŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ 

of the new version was necessary partly to tackle 

the proliferation of metadata types. In terms of 

ebook sales, we find ourselves in a situation 

without such a standard which has been taken up. 

The EDItX standard does exist as a method of 

feeding structured sales data, but as publishers we 

still receive a multiplicity of report formats, from 

PDFs to Word files to spreadsheets. Similarly, 

libraries require MARC records, else your ebook 

title will be invisible to their members. Some resellers have bespoke XML DTDs for providing 

information. Increasingly ebook publishers need to be able to output a wide variety of feeds, often 

on the fly as they tie up new deals. 

Gregor: In the context  of digital products development, there is a fundamental need for at least two 

data streams: Electronic catalogue data must be 

generated from the product planning software, 

and sales and usage information must be imported 

from order-to-cash applications and must be linked 

to the products in the product planning software. 

For the first, ONIX is the established transfer 

format and I encourage to migrate to ONIX 3.0 for 

its enhancements, for its restructured and clean 

attribute sets and for its consequent and future-

proof concept of composite elements. With the 

proliferation of Sales Items it has now become 

essential that product database, ONIX export 

capability, and ONIX compliance with resellers are 

combined into one system. You cannot afford to 

run a product database, plus a production database plus an ONIX oriented catalogue database. 

Unfortunately, and due to the absence of established standards, I cannot give such straightforward 

recommendations for sales and usage data. Clearly, a product planning software must have the 

feature to import such statistical data and to link such data to the products, otherwise decision 

making for new products, derived products, or new editions is simply flying blind in the fog without 

instruments. 


