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Where the New Textbook Dollar Goes*...

Textbook Wholesale Cost 
Publisher’s paper, printing, 
editorial, general and 
administrative costs; 
marketing costs and 
publisher’s income. 
Also includes author income.

College Store Income
*Note: The amount of federal, state and/or 
local tax, and therefore the amount and use
of any after-tax pro�t, is determined by the
store’s ownership, and usually depends on 
whether the college store is owned by an 
institution of higher education, a contract 
management company, a cooperative, a 
foundation, or by private individuals.

College Store Personnel
Store employee salaries and
bene�ts to handle ordering,
receiving, pricing, shelving, 
cashiers, customer service, 
refund desk, and sending extra 
textbooks back to the publisher.

Freight Expense
The cost of getting books 
from the publisher’s 
warehouse or bindery to 
the college store. 

College Store Operations
Insurance, utilities, building 
and equipment rent and 
maintenance, accounting 
and data processing charges 
and other overhead paid by 
college stores.
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*College store numbers are averages and re�ect
the most current data gathered by the National 
Association of College Stores. 
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Figure 4.2 �� A Comparison of Publisher and Bookseller Income and Costs From Student 
Course Material Expenditures

Source: National Association of College Stores, http://www.nacs.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=_Jz-tFOW7oM%3D. 

bookseller giant Barnes & Noble also has a separate division 
devoted to selling textbooks that did more than $1.7 billion 
in business in 2011 through its more than 630 campus book-
stores. Along with making money for the company itself, 
the stores also give the school they’re associated with a cut 
of the sales.43 John Frederick, provost of the University of 
Nevada at Reno, attributes some of the high costs to the 
bundling of CDs and Web site passwords with new text-
books. When students buy the books used, they often do 
not get access to the Web site or have the CDs. “The pub-
lishers engage in a lot of tactics to limit the used-book mar-
ket,” Frederick said. “It is a real problem, but until 
universities band together to create policies that would con-
trol the price of textbooks or exert some kind of market 
pressure to reduce the cost, there won’t be any easy solu-
tions.”44 To be fair to the publishers, they have high fixed 
costs compared to the booksellers, including development, 
permissions, royalties, marketing, design, typesetting, and 
printing, which they must incur to put out even one copy 
of a new or revised edition. Figure 4.2 compares the profits 
and costs of publishers and authors from new editions to 
the profits of booksellers from new and used editions.

Students have tried a variety of methods to control 
their books costs. Some simply download pirated scans of 

textbooks from peer-to-peer file sharing sites in much the 
same way as they download illegal copies of music, TV 
shows, or movies. Other students go online and buy less-
expensive black-and-white international editions. Still 
others go to social media sites to find out which professor 
uses the least expensive book. Perhaps the most pervasive 
change has been the growth of textbook rental plans. 
Under them, students pay a rental fee that is between two-
thirds and one-half the cost of either a new or used book, 
then they turn the book back in to the bookstore at the 
end of the semester. In essence, it’s a guaranteed buy-back 
plan.45

Other schools are trying out electronic textbooks, which 
are delivered using portable devices called e-book readers. 
But while students like e-textbooks in principle, when 
forced to choose between a printed book and an e-book, 
most choose a printed textbook.46

Apple got a lot of attention in January 2012 when it 
launched its iBooks 2 electronic textbook system, targeted 

e-book reader: A portable device for viewing, and sometimes selling, 
electronic books and other texts. Among the most popular are the Amazon 
Kindle and the Barnes & Noble Nook.


