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Why d1g1taI
reading is
here to stay

% earreader, youmight be reading this on your phone. And
that’snotall. At some point today you will also most likely

. beshopping, gossiping, checking on the nanny, playing your
music, finding your way in a new city, ranting about politics,
et sending pics of your dinner to your mom, watching cricket -
allon your phone. Study after study shows, India’s use of data,
smartphones and internet is growing at a pace second only to
China.

Afew years ago, I said to myself, if people are going tolive on the

phone and read on the phone (news, Facebook tirades, WhatsApp
forwards, magazine articles), then they will sooner or later move
toreading books on the phone. That’s when we started our pub-
lishing company Juggernaut Books —a company that produces
books as you know, and also has its own app where it creates sto-
ries of varyinglengths atlow pnces and also allows amateur
authorstouploadtheu ownwovk 3,010 gy s gabi odt 39y Dr

enex fewyears Infact youcouldarguethe '

oppoalte :

Noway arepeople going to read abook on the phone because 1. A
book is too long 2. No one will do serious readingon
the phone 3. People love the smell of paper and i
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are romantic about the book 4. International
data on ebooks shows that sales have pla- &
teaued or are fallingin the West (Westin 4
this case is shorthand for English- ‘
speaking countries in Europe and /
North America).

InIndiaebook sales haven’t
grown much atalland we usean (
anecdotal figure for Amazon ebook \
sales in the country-about two per \
cent of physical sales. Amazon \
doesn’trelease its numbers so this is i
anunverified number butitshould
give youasense ofhow smallthemarket
iscurrently.

So why are we so bullish about phone ¢
reading? :

The first is our original premise. We don’t
believe books will be the only exception to the way the world is
moving, especially with a generation of young people who have
grown up on the phone. But that’s just our gut. We can also easily
out-argue points 1-3. So can most of you.

Solet’s get tonumber 4. Last year Quartz published a fascinat-
ingarticle on how online self-published writers were making more
income than they ever had done before.The article showed
through areport released by the site Author Earnings thateven as
publishers in the USA reported that their ebook sales had pla-
teaued or slightly fallen, ebook sales of self-published writersin
Americahadrisen.

The problem that faces publishersis that the price of the ebook
challenges their current business model. This battle for the price
of abook is the heart of the tensions between publishers and Ama-
zon. Amazon is arguably the world’s most customer-centred com-
pany driven to give people products easily, quickly and at the least
cost possible.

This often pits them against producers of the goods who havea .
different view about the value of what they are producing. In the
case of the ebook market, which it almost singlehandedly created,
Amazon initially sold its ebooks at a lower price than what they
paid the publisher so they could help create anew market.

Now in their current ment with publishers, Amazon can
no longer control the ngon ebooks. And what the article sug-
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Publisher, Juggernaut Books ,ake that jump even larger. And we’ve seen this growth

gests is that the online reader, has, asaresult, simply moved from
traditional publishers to self-published ones.

‘Tocreate anew market, you usually have to create a new pric-
~ ing. The digital content consumer is also used to lower or no prices
—afact thatall online content companies are struggling with. In
India for example, a popular music app like Wynk, Hotstar the
country’s top OTT app (which has a freemium model), and almost
every major newspaper serves their material for free.

Self-published writers are usually flexible about pricing, giving
large chunks for free to hook a reader, often even offeringa preq- -
uel or appendix material gratis. It's no bad thing that publishers
have stood firm on pricing. But it’s also meant that they’ve created
awall around themselves.

Todevelop a new habit, you also have to experiment with the
form - which you can best do by owning your platform and talking
and selling directly to your readers. Look at Netflix, or Amazon -
and you see how the world of content and distribution are merg-
ing.

There are now a few extraordinary successful online reading
platforms which are creating stories in acompletely new way and
which have massive readerships, proving that a digital reader for
fiction exists.

Wattpad - a space for amateur writers to upload their writing
and get comments - has over 60 million users each month accord-
ing toits website. Then there’s our hero, China Publishing, owned
by Tencent, which has over 170 million active readers whoread
long, serialised books over many chapters which they pay forin
small amounts.

tnone of the blgﬁvepubhshmm; '! it
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ago, she madea calltothe China omoeofabigpub-
lisher and found them completely indifferent to the China Publish-
ing phenomenon espite their staggering numbers.

Our own view is that as long as publishers feel Amazon defines
the e-reading space, the major publishers won’t really, truly
experiment with it. Owninga platform would also mean
- publishing exclusive content on it, which leads to
potential conflict with retailers, of which Amazon is
the mostimportant one.
Thus almost every digital experiment we see
among most publishersis a half-hearted one. To
summarise - publishers have ceded digital read-
ingto ‘non traditional’ players because of their
-complex relationship with Amazon.
This may go into explaining why ebook num-
bers have fallen for publishersin the West. But
that stilldoesn’t wholly explain our optimism. Jug-
gernaut made far more revenue onits physical list
thanits digital list. So why are we still in the game?
Oneis growth. This year our monthly active base
has grown a 100 per cent—we launched in April 2016, and
we’'re not taking our first six month ﬁgures which would

and our numbers on a minuscule marketing budget.

The second is India’s limited retail. Our digital marketing
agency identified that we have a sizable number of readersin the
north-east—an English-speaking audience thatisn’t served by
bookshops. It proved one of our hypotheses before we launched -
that there is a young audience who would be open to snacky, low-
er-priced stories on their phone in a country where book retail is
broken. A consumer survey that we commissioned has also said
that the younger reader who moves to digital neverreturns to
physical.

But most importantly it’s because of the possibilities of how we

: can reach out to our readers and the ways in which we cansella

story to them and talk to them. We know for example that Jugger-
naut readersread fairly late into the night leading us tocreate a
special insomnia carousel on our home page.

We can publish a small biography of Yogi Adityanath twodays
after he became chief minister. And we now have a growing base of
registered users which will touch halfa million by the next six
months.

Ina country where no onereads book reviews, where books are
barely discussed on TV or radio, where there isn’t a single genu-
inely impactful book prize, this can give us enormous power.

We’ve become better publishers because we’ve gone digital. We
hope others will join us.

.




