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This year, one of the questions I am most often asked by indie authors is how to get the book 
into libraries. These are men and women who truly care about libraries and are more than 
happy to donate their book(s) but have often been spurned by collection managers.  
 
I remember being surprised by this when I went to my own public library in 2014, in a city of 
approximately 100,000 people. I had previously donated by nonfiction books to various 
university libraries where I’d been a student. They were all very happy to receive them. I 
assumed that going to my local library to donate my fiction books would go equally well. Not at 
all! 
 
I talked to the desk first, bringing my batch of nine print books. They said: “We are happy to 
take these but our policy is not to put them in the collection. They’ll be put in our annual library 
sale bins.” I thought perhaps I hadn’t made myself clear. I again said I wasn’t interested in 
donating them to be sold along with all the books the library no longer wanted. My hope was to 
make them available to patrons who are interested in reading them or can’t afford to purchase 
them. I thought by donating, I would save the library some money. Again, she repeated the 
same line about putting it in the sale bins. Of course, I thought she simply must not know the 
real rules. I made an appointment to see the Director of the Library. 
 
When I met with the library director, she reiterated the same policy. She said it was no 
reflection on my books, but that their policy was to purchase books for the collection. They 
simply didn’t have the time to read books, identify if they were right for their patrons or their 
mission, and then catalog them and include them. They have an entire complex set of rules for 
deciding what to purchase. Her advice to me was to provide a one-page sheet for each book 
that described all the information they needed (title, description, ISBNs, formats, BISAC genres, 
about the author, reviews, and a picture of the book). If I wanted, I could also provide an 
author-sheet which expanded on my bio and provided critical reviews from major journals or 
newspapers. They would then include that information in their pile of books to consider the 
next time they met, which was twice per year.  
 
The library director also shared that the best way to get my books in the library were to have 
patrons request them. It needed to be more than one person of course, but patron requests 
were weighed very heavily and the more requests the more likely it would be purchased.  
 
As I did more research, I learned this was indeed the way the vast majority of libraries dealt 
with author donated books. A few very small, community libraries were happy to get donations 
because they had little to no budget for acquisitions and usually had one paid staff member and 
a bunch of volunteers. Everyone else had this set of rules.  
 



This article is focused on public libraries in the U.S. It does not talk about academic libraries like 
those associated with universities, colleges, or K-12 schools. All of those libraries work very 
differently because they serve a very specific population of students and educators.  
 
Outside of the U.S,. libraries may function similarly in their decision process but often function 
differently in their purchasing and budgeting process. For example, in the UK, libraries are 
funded by the federal government and by county government. Often the bulk of purchasing is 
done at the county level for all the libraries within a county. Though local libraries do still have 
some say depending on the rules and mission at the local level, as well as library member 
requests. The good news for authors is there are several places that distribute not only in the 
U.S. but also in other library systems around the world.  Ingram, Baker & Taylor, Overdrive, 
Hoopla, & Bibliotheca are all working in the UK, Australia, and several nations in Europe.  
 
The key is to make sure your book is with all those distributors so that you get the widest 
distribution possible. Second, is to determine which library systems or specific libraries you 
want to contact to make sure they know about your book and how it would fit in their 
collection and be requested by their members. Start with a few and build as they began to 
purchase. Stay in contact with specific librarians and make sure you are helping them at least as 
much as they are helping you. 
 

How Libraries Decide Which Books to Have in Their Collection 
 
Acquisition decisions are typically made by professional librarians on staff who use selection 
guidelines established by a library board or other oversight authority. The guidelines usually 
state that acquisition decisions should be based on things like relevance to community needs, 
suitability of format or physical form for library use, relation to the existing collection, patron 
requests, and cost.  
 
The collection development policy is first and foremost designed to support the Library’s 
Mission statement. That is why no two libraries are alike. A public library in a large city like New 
York is going to differ very much from a library in a town of 50,000 people. New York may be 
interested in multi-language books. They may have bent more toward literary novels than 
smaller libraries. They may also have a larger nonfiction collection. 
 
I live in a town of about 50,000 people (20,000 when the college isn’t in session) in an Oregon 
college town. Though the University has a large library and anyone can get a card to use it, it is 
driven primarily by nonfiction and research. The few fiction books in the collection tend to be 
classics or directly related to a curriculum requirement. 
 
On the other hand, our small, community library, is very patron driven. They evaluate what’s 
been checked out by patrons, by genre, and look to buy more things in that genre that are 
similar. They have a much larger fiction selection and, outside of the usual reference texts, the 
nonfiction tends toward memoirs, self-help, spiritual texts (narrative nonfiction) rather than 



research-based or textbook nonfiction. During COVID the small community library re-arranged 
their budget to buy fewer print books and instead invest in ebooks—choosing to double their 
ebook budget for this year. 
 

How Libraries Purchase Print Books 
 
In the U.S., libraries usually purchase their print books through such distributors as Baker & 
Taylor, Ingram Book Services, Emery-Pratt Company, and other small book suppliers (e.g., 
university presses) and wholesalers.  
 
A number of authors have asked if libraries ever purchase from Amazon. As with everything 
else, the answer varies. In general, libraries are unlikely to purchase from Amazon unless it is a 
highly requested book by patrons and there is no other way to get it. Some libraries board or 
oversight authority to not allow them to do so for philosophical or political reasons. However, 
the primary reason libraries don’t purchase direct from Amazon is that it is outside of their 
normal ordering processes.  
 

Library Ebook Purchasing Models 
 
Library ebooks are purchased through a variety of sources of which Overdrive (which includes 
Libby, a kind of Overdrive-lite) is probably the largest, followed by Baker & Taylor’s and 
Ingram’s ebook divisions. Because the licensing and contracting for ebook lending is so 
complex, every library chooses one or more systems to supply those ebooks. They are not able 
to accept ebooks directly from publishers or authors because it must fit in their tracking and 
payment system of borrows. 
 
In addition to the big three ebook providers, two subscription-based lending systems have 
grown significantly in the past two years—particularly gaining power in small to medium 
libraries. They are Hoopla and Bibliotecha (based on the original 3M CloudLibrary app).  
 
Hoopla serves more than 2,000 library partners in the U.S., Canada, and Australia. In 2020 they 
have plans for moving into Europe.  
 
Bibliotheca provides content for more than 30,000 libraries across 70 countries. 
 
I’ve found that my ebook sales are much more than print books in libraries. I suspect that is 
because I write primarily genre fiction and most public libraries don’t buy a lot of print book 
genre fiction unless they are bestsellers or national award winners.  
 
Update: During the 2020 pandemic, my ebook sales to libraries have tripled primarily because 
of Hoopla and Bibliotheca. My Overdrive sales have remained the same without much 
movement in either direction.  



There are three primary models for making ebooks available to libraries.  

Concrete Model. The library buys e-books for lending forever. This is similar to how they buy a 
print book. They go direct to the publisher or a distributor like Ingram and Baker & Taylor and 
purchase it. The problem with this model is that, in terms of traditional publishers, these are so 
expensive it doesn’t make sense to buy an ebook when it is up to ten times or more than the 
cost of a print book. Publishers tend to price on a guestimate of how many times that ebook 
would be borrowed and try to make up for that revenue. I book that will retail for $17.99 in 
paperback or $25.00 in hardback will be over $200 as an ebook and often more. Consequently, 
very few libraries buy ebooks under this model. Also, over the last five years, library systems 
have chosen to use third-party systems with multiple options and a lot of publisher choices as a 
better way to serve ebooks to their members most efficiently and be able to keep budgets in 
check. 

Perpetual Access Model aka one-person-one-use (OPOU). The library purchases a collection of 
e-books to be lent for a chosen period of time. This is a modification of the concrete model in 
that libraries determine the group of books and the number of simultaneous users they are 
willing to pay for the lending. Most often it is only one user at a time. Large libraries may allow 
up to five for a national bestseller (e.g., book released by a celebrity or favorite politician). This 
is still an expensive model because the pricing under this model is at least three to five times 
more than print books from traditional publishers. In addition, traditional publishers very much 
limit the number of loans before the library must purchase it again. Another downside of this 
model is that there is no inter-library loans allowed which means the library is taking on the 
onus for making sure enough patrons will want the book to make the purchase worthwhile.  

The Perpetual Access model is the one that Overdrive and Baker & Taylor have used in working 
with library ebook collections and budgeting. According to 2017 statistics, Overdrive was used 
by 92% of American libraries for ebook lending. I’m certain this percentage has changed since 
then, but I couldn’t find more recent statistics. For libraries wanting to work with big publishers, 
and get ebooks of national popularity or importance, this is the only option for them in ebook 
lending.  

Subcription Model aka cost-per-checkout (CPC). This is the most permissive model and is 
sometimes called Patron-Driven Acquisition (PDA). It means that users can decide which e-
books will be bought. Distributors allow the library to display an entire catalogue of e-book 
titles as “available” in the library’s collection and, if a pre-determined number of patrons 
request a certain e-book title, the library can configure the distributor’s platform to 
automatically acquisition one or more copies.  

This CPC model is what Hoopla and Bibliotheca offer and is most open to indie authors for 
discovery and a chance to get their books into library patrons devices. Hoopla is only CPC . 
Update: In 2020 Hoopla added the Perpetual Access Model as an option in order to entice 
major publishers like Penguin Random House to offer their catalogs as well.  



Bibliotheca offers both the perpetual access and CPC models. Thousands of libraries that 
previously used only Overdrive to deliver ebook lending, have now added Hoopla and/or 
Bibliotheca to the options as well.  

Worldwide, many public library systems do not use Overdrive at all. The downside of the CPC 
model for authors and indie publishers is the borrow payment rate is between 7 and 10% of the 
library price of the book. That means when a person checks out your book priced at $5.00 for 
the library, you only get 50 cents in royalties. It takes 10 checkouts to make the full price and 
thus the full royalties you would get if that book sold directly. On the other hand, if you get 11 
checkouts you are making more than you would to sell it directly. I always fall on the side of 
more exposure brings more royalties in the end. 

Update: In late 2019, Overdrive also implemented a CPC system as an alternative to their 
perpetual use model in order to better compete with Hoopla. Libraries may choose one or the 
other or some combination of the two in their Overdrive contract arrangements. 
 

Do Reviews Really Make a Difference? 
 
Authors often ask about reviews and if it’s worth it to pay for them in major magazines. In the 
absence of clear patron preferences or significant data about what patrons are reading 
regularly, Librarians do rely on reviews from Booklist, Publisher's Weekly, Kirkus, and Library 
Journal. Those reviews are then matched to their knowledge of their community and what they 
are likely to want to check out. Librarians also rely on those reviews for new books that may be 
topical or “important” to fill a part of their collection that is still looking for more diversity of 
thought. 
 
Below is an excerpt from a public comment a library director shared on Library Thing about 
their acquisition process. I chose this one because it seemed to capture the consensus of what 
several librarians said about their process for looking at reviews, along with other means for 
determining what is available to purchase that may fit their library mission and patron needs. 

 
“I'm the director of a medium-sized Midwestern library and I do some of the non-fiction 
purchasing. 
 
If you had asked me even three years ago, I would have said that we don't purchase self-
published non-fiction unless it was written by a local author. My attitude has changed a lot 
recently, as the quality of self-published titles has improved, and also as established 
authors have begun to leave traditional publishing behind. 
 
That being said, your book would still have to have some sort of appeal to my patrons, or 
fill a gap in my collection for me to consider it. We buy the majority of our materials 
through Baker & Taylor, but will purchase from Amazon if needed, or directly from the 
author as long as they are willing to send me an invoice and wait for a check. We don't do 
credit card purchases. Like others, we rely on reviews from Booklist, Publisher's Weekly, 



Kirkus and Library Journal to make purchasing decisions. Books published by University 
Presses are also considered favorably. As far as format goes, I'm not too picky and will 
take what I can get. If your book is of a limited run, and a hardback edition is very 
expensive, I probably won't buy it unless I think it will have mass appeal. 
 
Sending me an e-mail with a synopsis of your book, why you think my patrons will like it, 
blurbs from reviewers and a cover image will usually get me to at least take a look at your 
book. Nothing pisses me off more than authors who try to trick me into buying a book by 
posing as a patron, and believe me, I get a couple of those e-mails every month. It goes 
something like "Dear Librarian, I just heard about the most wonderful book, "Flatulence 
and Disassociation in the 21st Century" by Harold J. Beans and I was hoping you would buy 
it for our library system...."  -- Krista Ledbetter (Indiana) 
 

 
After reading the above comments, some might consider paying the hundreds of dollars 
required to get reviews and/or advertising in those journals. Personally, I haven’t done so. I 
don’t like the entire pay-to-play scenario especially when it comes to libraries. But if you are 
independently wealthy or see it as a part of doing business, and have the ability to pay, here are 
the details and rates. 
 
Kirkus – This is a pay to play environment. For traditionally published authors, big publishers 
pay Kirkus an amount every year and that allows them to send as many books as they want. For 
indie publishers the cost is $425 for a 240 word review or $575 for 500 words. Either one takes 
7-9 weeks. 

Publisher’s Weekly – Consideration for a review in Publisher’s Weekly (PW) review is FREE to 
everyone. However, they choose less than 1% to do that way. With more than 100K requests 
for reviews they make quick decisions. Traditional publishers submit PDF files via Galley 
Tracker. If you have an imprint that carries books by at least five different authors, then you can 
sign up as a publisher and use Galley Tracker for your pre-publication books and compete with 
all the other traditional publishers. These are for books not yet published. They request books 
to be submitted a minimum of three months (preferably six months) before release. 

Indie authors, and those who have an imprint that is only your books, must use BookLife. This is 
a companion site to Publisher’s Weekly that uses PW reviewers to write reviews for pay. It was 
specifically designed to handle the more than 20,000 requests they get for self-published book 
reviews each year. This site does allow for either a galley or a currently published book to be 
reviewed. The cost is $399 for a complete review written by an expert Publishers 
Weekly reviewer, with a six-week turnaround time. Expedited cost to receive a review in four 
weeks instead of six is an additional $100. You are given the option to make the review public 
or not. If it is made public, it is then published in a special section of PW called BookLife 
reviews.  

https://www.kirkusreviews.com/indie-reviews/
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/submissionguidelines.html
https://booklife.com/about-us/how-to-submit-your-book-to-booklife-reviews-and-publishers-weekly.html


Booklist – Booklist is a pre-publication journal and only considers books submitted 15 weeks in 
advance of the on-sale date. If you have your book ready that far in advance you can submit it 
them. Follow the guidelines carefully. This is a free service run by the American Library 
Association. Providing a one-sheet with your request is very helpful. The reviewers get more 
than 60,000 requests a year. They only review 10% of those. That means they are making quick 
decisions about what to review. If they do not choose to review your book, they do not send 
you an email. If they do review it, they will send you a tear sheet for your records. 
 
Similar to PW, they have a partner company established to serve self-published authors seeking 
access to Booklist pages. It is called Blue Ink Review. It is a fee-based review service devoted 
exclusively to self-published books. Every month, BlueInk compiles a list of their favorites 
for Booklist, as a service to librarians hoping to incorporate self-published work into their 
collections.  $395 for standard review (7-9 week turnaround), $495 for expedited review (4-6 
weeks). There is no guarantee your book or review will be included in Booklist. 

 

Marketing to Libraries 
 
Ebook and audiobooks are the easiest way for small presses and indie authors to get books into 
the hands of avid readers.  Libraries used to spend over 25% of their budgets on ebooks and 
audiobooks. Since the pandemic that has surged to 50% and more. Once patrons get used to 
this type of lending, they may not go back to only wanting print books. Also, libraries can carry a 
much larger collection in ebooks because the pricing is lower when you are a paying per borrow 
instead of for the entire book. For those that get a lot of borrows they would then have good 
justification for purchasing the book in print or a number of ebooks at full price. 
 
According to the American Library Association (ALA) these are the things to do to get your book 
in front of libraries: 

• Seek to have your publication reviewed (see review list above) 
• Consider working with a distributor (Baker & Taylor and Ingram are the largest in the 

U.S.). In the UK it is Gardners (reached through Ingram for U.S. customers)  
• Exhibit at library conferences where librarians can review your publication. The January 

2021 event is virtual and exhibitor prices range from $300 to $5,000. 
• Advertise in library publications. Check each of the above review links for advertising 

costs (tends to be in the hundreds of dollars). 
• Do your own direct mail. You can purchase library email lists ranging from $300 to 

$1,500 depending on what exactly you want to get. Or you can do it for free by getting 
the ALA state lists and going to each one to find who the Head Librarian or Acquisition 
Librarians are on each site. 

If you want to market direct to libraries you need to start small and then build it. The first thing 
to do is to identify a specific number of libraries that are large enough and diverse enough that 
they may be interested in your book. I would suggest starting with maybe 50-100. In other 

https://www.booklistonline.com/get-reviewed?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1
http://www.blueinkreview.com/
http://exhibitors.ala.org/


words, don’t try to do the entire 22,000 public libraries that Ingram distributes to in the U.S. 
(note: those who are writing books for children, might be interested in public school libraries in 
addition to the general public libraries).   
 
Prepare what you are going to send by email to each of the librarians on that list. 
 

• One-sheet. This is a single page sheet with your book details, brief description, and 
about you the author. The idea is to try to get all the important things a librarian needs 
to know to determine if the book is at all of interest. This needs to be quality 
information. Here is one I did for Fabienne Marsh with her new book release, Juliette, 
Rising.  
 

• A marketing plan outline. This is to show all the ways you are going to promote the 
book. (e.g., social media, advertising, outreach via email list). This is really important for 
new books that haven’t gained a following yet. IF it is for a backlist book, you want to 
talk about all the reviews and what you are doing to draw attention to it again. 
 

• A list of libraries who already have it available in their catalog. You can get this from 
WorldCat if it is a book that’s been around for at least six months. WorldCat is updated 
by member libraries.  
 

• A list of things you can do for the library to help promote the book. This means in-
person or virtual events. You need to make it clear you are willing to do a lot of the work 
here. If you it is a nonfiction book and you have a lot of expertise, you want to do a 
lecture or discussion with readers. If it is a fiction book, then you need to dig deep into 
what you can talk about that is unique. Every author talks about their writing process or 
what inspired them. You need to find a unique angle that will keep people engaged for 
at least 40 minutes. 
 

• Focus on the library’s goals in your cover letter email. Every library has a mission and 
your book and/or event needs to fit in with that mission. In other words, an email that is 
the same to every head librarian won’t cut it. Don’t make claims about it being a 
bestseller unless it’s made a major list (USA Today, NYT). Don’t make claims about 
awards unless they are nationally recognized awards. Libraries do buy niche books if it 
fits their community. Libraries do want to feature books by local authors, so play that up 
if it is appropriate. Libraries do want to feature books that are different from everything 
else they have if it fits their community. 

 
Getting into libraries is possible, but it’s not an overnight situation. It builds slowly (similar to 
your fan email list). You want to keep track of which libraries have purchased a book so that 
you have a “reference” list to send along with any email you send to a librarian.  
 
Whenever, possible you want to build a relationship with the librarians in charge of 
acquisitions. In small to medium libraries this is the Head Librarian, often called the Director. 

https://windtreepress.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/one-sheet-flyer-juliette-rising.pdf
https://windtreepress.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/one-sheet-flyer-juliette-rising.pdf


Larger libraries will have several Acquisition Librarians in charge of different parts of the library 
(e.g, nonfiction, adult trade, and children’s books). Or they may be a Director of Collection 
Development. It is helpful to have two or three names of people in a library when sending out 
your email. But ALWAYS be sure to include the head librarian in the email so she isn’t taken by 
surprise.  
  
I’ve found that once a library purchases one book, and it is checked out frequently, they are 
more open to purchasing the next one you write. This means you want to have a good way of 
tracking which books have been purchased by which library and who you have a relationship 
with at that library. 
 
Each author needs to decide which of all these possibilities they want to focus on. For myself, 
I’m not paying for reviews. I just don’t think the ROI is worth it in time or mental energy, 
waiting for the if-they-will-review-me response and months of not knowing how it will turn out. 
That means I need to do all the other things even more. I am building my network with 
librarians. I do regularly remind my fans to request my books be carried in their library in either 
ebook or print. I always make offers for events—particularly virtual events during COVID—and I 
follow through so they know I can be counted on. I track which libraries are carrying which 
books so that I can follow up with those contacts when I have a new book available in that 
series or that genre. 
 
Your best chance is to start with your local libraries. Your town, your county, your state. Then 
branch out from there. If they like you and your books, they will tell other librarians about you 
too. Remember, it is an incremental build in the same way building your email list of readers 
happens over time. With persistence, your contact database will grow from hundreds of library 
purchases to thousands. Stick with it, and it can pay off handsomely.  
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