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College stores can emerge as the new go-to players in the digital course materials world.
A few years ago, the pending digital delivery revolution threatened to pull the mascot-imprinted rug right out from under college bookstores. 

College stores have been granted some time to establish their footing, however. With faculty members and students slowly migrating—not rushing—toward digital content sources, college bookstores have the ability come up with strategies that will enable them to take on a central role in digital content delivery on their campuses. 

"We are not doing a huge amount of digital delivery yet, but we expect to do much more in the future. Our campus is very wired—and faculty and students will be expecting more digital resources in the months and years to come," says Ed Chase, textbook manager at the B&N Boston University Bookstore Mall, Boston, MA. "If we maintain our presence and meet the needs of students and faculty, we have the potential to be the first choice for digital content, though." 

Certainly with the move toward digital content proceeding at more of a tortoise's than a hare's pace, college bookstores hopefully now have sufficient time to develop the business strategies that could help them be a part of their campus' digital delivery loop. 

"College bookstores can carve out an important place in digital delivery," says Harold Ball, CSP, a Duluth, GA-based consultant and author who frequently addresses college bookstore management topics. "My concern is that depending on how technology advances, the stores may be cut out entirely by the publishers, who might go directly to the students and faculty," he says. 

The key, however, is for college store managers to take a proactive role in digital delivery, making sure that their stores remain the hub of both traditional and digital textbook merchandising on campus. To do so, stores can: 

*
Offer their already-established sales channels, which reach students, staff, and faculty to digital delivery partners.

*
Tout the store's well-developed ability to collect revenue from students, a group that uses unique payment vehicles.

*
Promote the store as a course content provider and aggregator, regardless of delivery format.

*
Become proactively involved in campus-wide and departmental digital delivery efforts.

*
Market product and service offerings that complement digital content.

PLAYING THE TRUMP CARD
When wading into wild world digital delivery, college store managers should consider the strengths that they have developed over the years—the very things that distinguish college stores from other traditional retailers will give them a leg up.
The ability to sell directly to students and faculty has been tried by a number of digital content and technology providers; however many are only now realizing that college stores really can offer something special to digital delivery efforts. 

For instance, college stores already have formed close ties with various constituents on campus, and navigated the stormy payment transaction waters associated with serving a collegiate market. And some stores' ability to collect money via financial aid vouchers, university debit cards, and parents' checks are other attributes that other digital delivery players are likely to covet. 

"While a number of years ago, there was a lot of discussion about disintermediation of the bookstore. We are now finding that the bookstore will be a critical part of our growth," says Tyler Steben, vice president of strategic sales at XanEdu, a digital delivery technology provider based in Ann Arbor, MI. "We don't have the ability to accept a student aid voucher or a university debit card or a parent check. Plus, faculty and students are accustomed to going to the bookstore. As a result, we have made a concerted effort to reach out to the college bookstores and incorporate them into our marketing plans." 

As the idea of cutting college stores out of the digital delivery paradigm fades, store managers can begin to carve out roles for their stores by emphasizing the unique value that they can bring into business relationships with digital content and digital technology partners. 

"College stores have a large opportunity in digital delivery due to their transaction expertise, which has been developed over time to serve the college market," says John Turk, bookstore director at UCSD Bookstore, University of California-San Diego, La Jolla. 

In addition to transaction expertise, college stores can also offer their years of experience as content providers and content aggregators, says Karen Cormier, manager, book division, UCSD Bookstore. 

Isabella Hinds, senior director of content alliances at WebCT, a digital delivery technology platform provider in Lindfield, MA, says that her company also is reaching out to college bookstores because it needs to tap into this already established knowledge base. Even though WebCT typically sells its technology to information technology departments, academic departments or professors, the company is realizing that bookstores have much to offer as well. 

"The bookstore is a well-established partner that reaches our end-users," she says. "Plus, the bookstore can add value because bookstore managers know about the nuances of the campuses they serve. They are the content experts. And, they know about the different patterns of enrollment, the different departments, and the levels of needed faculty support." 

TAKING THE BULL BY THE HORNS
In addition to offering their expertise to digital delivery vendors, college stores also need to take an active role in digital delivery activities on their own campuses, says Bill McKenna, CSP, intellectual property manager for the MIT OpenCourseWare project at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and an independent consultant with about 25 years of college bookstore and publishing experience. 

"Store managers have to be aware of what is happening on their campuses," McKenna says. "Sometimes store managers will get so busy dealing with day-to-day operations that they don't realize that a lot is happening." 

Bookstores keeping their noses constantly to the grindstone can have negative consequences, agrees Stephen Hochheiser, CSP, director of reseller management at Thomson Learning, Belmont, CA. 

Unfortunately often academic and administrative college departments are not likely to seek out store participation. "Store managers cannot expect other departments to come to them," Hochheiser says. "Instead, store managers have to be aggressive and inject themselves into the process." 

Identifying the current and potential digital delivery sources is a good first step for bookstore managers looking to find a place in the digital delivery world, says UCSD's Turk. 

Information technology departments, libraries, academic deans, administrative offices, and individual academic departments could all potentially be involved in digital delivery on many campuses. Once bookstores realize who the players are, they should then seek to form partnerships with these players. 

"We've found that the digital delivery decision makers at UCSD are in academic computing services, and the director of the instructional web development center. So, we've established new, positive working relationships with these people," says Turk. "Decisions are being made on a day-to-day basis for who is going to be involved in what aspect of digital delivery. If people in the college store can get involved, then they can participate in the process and carve out a role," he adds. 

For example, bookstores can tout their ability to provide the financial transaction functions when working with other sources of digital delivery on campus. College stores can also provide value to other campus entities that are involved in digital delivery by identifying and then filling in knowledge gaps, Turk says. "I've been participating in campus projects and bring some added value to the table by becoming an expert in software licensing, including handling the transactions in a way to establish both service and technical expertise," he says. 

In addition, stores can also stay in the thick of digital delivery by acting as an ombudsman between academic publishers and faculty members, consultant and author Ball says. Store managers' presence on campus makes it possible for them to stay in frequent contact with faculty members. "The bookstore managers should be very familiar with faculty and keep in touch to see who is working on manuscripts and what might be published. By doing so, they will be developing relationships and a reason to keep in touch with publishers," Ball says. 

In addition, providing publishers with potential authors of digital content could help to speed the adoption of digital content overall, says Sharon Fredi, director of digital products at Follett Higher Education Group, Oak Brook, IL. 

"The biggest challenge we have is that it is somewhat of a chicken and egg issue. Until I get the digital content, I won't get the digital business. But, at the same time, I won't get lots of digital content until I get the business," Fredi explains. 

SEIZING NEW OPPORTUNITIES
Stores should not wait for others to recognize how their expertise will transfer to the digital world, however, UCSD's Cormier says. Instead, they should actively work to promote their value. 

"A first step might be to rename the bookstore's textbook department to the course materials department to signal that the store provides course materials of all types," says Cormier. "Promoting the bookstore as course content providers and content aggregators, rather than retail booksellers, will begin to change the perception of what our business is," Cormier says. 

Digital delivery could also translate into additional revenue sources for stores. Of course, carrying the technical equipment required to read digital texts is one possible add-on sale. Offering technology such as digital readers and computer tablets provides stores with an additional line of revenue while establishing stores as one-stop sources for digital content needs. College stores can also add services that complement digital delivery. For example, printing digitized content might become a service that many faculty and students will need. 

"At present, there is still some reluctance to read things on screen," McKenna says. "Bookstores can help students by providing high quality prints of the digitized content. If you have a lot of content to print, it can get costly and inefficient for students to print it off of their own desktop inkjet printers, especially considering that ink cartridges cost about $50 each. Bookstores could present it as an extension of custom printing efforts." 

College Stores Bring a Bounty to the Digital Delivery Table
*
Experience and efficiency in aggregating course content.

*
Contacts and relationships with college faculty, staff, and students.

*
Long-standing business relationships with course content providers.

*
Experience supporting intellectual property rights.

*
Stability and a bricks-and-mortar location that can be accessed when face-to-face contact is required.

*
The ability to accept a variety of transactions and payment methods that are unique to the college campus community.

Provided by Karen Cormier, manager, book division, UCSD Bookstore, University of California-San Diego. 

John McCormack is a freelance writer based in Riverside, IL. 

© 2003 The College Store 

