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“~Studies in Book Culture

Modelling Subscription-Based
Streaming Services for Books

Karl BERGLUND and Sara TANDERUP LINKIS
Uppsala University & Lund University

By departing from the Nordic countries, the purpose is to explain and
conceptualize how subscription-based streaming services for books operate in the
contemporary book trade, and furthermore to discuss what effects these new
business models are causing regarding the production, distribution, and
consumption of books. A model is proposed that outlines the aspects of streaming
services and the relationships to other actors involved. The model illustrates how
streaming services affect the entire chain of publishing, and influence the
constitution of books in contemporary digital culture. Since audiobooks are by far
most popular, the production get altered to suit this format. Streaming services
themselves also act as publishers, which makes them powerful. Distributional
aspects are both more complex and more important in streaming services than in
traditional book retailing. When consumption is transferred to digital platforms,
the distributional frame and the final product converge, and consumer data
becomes a key source of information.
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A partir du cas des pays nordiques, l’article cherche a décrire et a conceptualiser le
fonctionnement des plateformes de diffusion en continu de livres au sein du
marché du livre. Il s’intéresse également a I'incidence de ces nouveaux modcles
d’affaires sur la production, la distribution et la consommation de livres. Les
différents aspects des plateformes de diffusion en continu y sont modélisés, dont
les liens entretenus avec divers autres acteurs du livre. L.e modéle met en évidence
la maniere dont ces plateformes affectent toute la chaine de ’édition et influencent
la constitution des livres au sein de la culture numérique actuelle. La popularité des
livres audios est telle que la production du livre doit se plier aux exigences de ce
format. Les plateformes de diffusion en continu elles-mémes font office d’éditeurs,
ce qui leur confére du pouvoir. La distribution est a la fois plus complexe et plus
sensible dans ces plateformes que dans le commerce du livre traditionnel. En effet,
lorsque la consommation du livre passe par des plateformes numériques, la
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structure de la distribution et le produit final convergent, et les données clients
deviennent une source d’information inestimable.

Keywords
Streaming, audiobooks, Ebooks, digital book distribution, Subscription-based
book sales

Mots-clés
Diffusion en continu, livres audios, livres électroniques, distribution numérique de
livres, vente de livres par abonnement

In 2020, a threshold was crossed in the Swedish book trade. The official
book statistics reported that more than half of the volumes sold (57 percent)
emanated from digital streaming services. Although the corresponding
market share in terms of revenue was substantially lower (24%), and
although there are some uncertainties regarding what is considered to be a
“volume sold” in subscription-based streaming services—which do not sell
individual volumes but rather access to a wide range of digital titles,
provided to customers who pay a monthly fee—the shift in majority from
print to digital signals a breaking point in the digitalization of the book trade
that has been ongoing for a couple of decades.! Importantly, this
development is driven by audiobooks in Sweden; it is audiobooks and not
ebooks that constitute the overwhelming majority of material consumed
through streaming services.?

Recent years have seen a rapid increase in the production and consumption
of audiobooks.? This is true throughout the world,* but the tendency is
particularly prominent in the Nordic countries, especially in Sweden. Even
more striking is the strong position of subscription-based streaming services
for books in the Nordic region (and again, especially in Sweden), when
compared to other markets. In Book Wars: The Digital Revolution in Publishing
(2021), John B. Thompson studies the US and the UK book trade, and his
conclusion on the potential for subscription models is quite reserved:

[I]t seems likely that subscription will continue to play a

relatively minor role in the evolution of the ecosystem of

books in the Anglo-American world. Despite the many

announcements of the arrival of the Netflix for books,

subscription services in the book industry have not
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acquired anything like the significance they have in music,

film and television industries.>

Here, Thompson leaves open the possibility that this will change in the
future. However, his observations do not apply to the current state of book
affairs in the Nordic countries.

The popularity of streamed audiobooks is part of a bigger and ongoing shift
in the way we consume media, especially music and video content. But it
also reflects previous technological shifts in the book trade, and can be
analyzed within a publishing and book historical framework. The streamed
audiobook boom can be understood as a change that affected book
distribution, production, and consumption simultaneously, causing effects
and disturbances on all ends, among writers, publishers, readers, libraries,
and beyond. An investigation of the audiobook boom and its impact on
Nordic literary culture and the Nordic book trade will thus have important
implications for the field of book history quite broadly.

The purpose of the article is to contextualize streamed audiobooks by
placing the ongoing structural changes and their effects within a book
historical framework. More concretely, we propose a model that describes
how subscription-based streaming services function, and how they affect the
production, distribution, and consumption of books. Notably, we do not
consider these processes as separate categories. Rather, and as the proposed
model will demonstrate, the production, distribution, and consumption of
books are becoming increasingly interrelated, and harder to distinguish from
each other. Thus, our study not only sheds light on subscription-based
streaming services as a specific tendency in the Nordic countries, but also
contributes to a broader discussion about the impact of new digital

distribution models on the global contemporary book market.
Previous Research

Although the large commercial impact of audiobooks is a novel
phenomenon, the format as such is not new. As Matthew Rubery shows in
The Untold History of the Talking Book (2016), the history of the audiobook
goes back to the invention of the phonograph.® The emergence of digital
streaming services for books, however, has paved the way for new modes of
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production, distribution, and consumption of audiobooks, and the increase
in accessibility and popularity of the format has also affected its function
and cultural status. The previous role of audiobooks as a mere support to
print books is currently being questioned, and audiobooks are increasingly
considered to be a medium worthy of recognition.

An eatly study in the Nordic context was Dizgital Audiobooks (2016) by Iben
Have and Birgitte Stougaard Pedersen, which examines how the digitization
of audiobooks leads to new users and new ways to experience literature.” In
the last few years, several studies considered streamed audiobooks in Nordic
countries from various angles: they have looked at production and
born-audio works;® textual patterns in streamed audiobooks;’ consumption
behaviour in streaming services;!” and distributional aspects of
subscription-based business models and platform design.!! Some
researchers have also proposed models over digital audiobooks and

streaming services.!?

Taken together, the research on streaming services and digital audiobooks in
the Nordic region is developing rapidly and emerging as a field of its own.
Nevertheless, there have still not been any previous studies documenting the
effects of subscription-based streaming services on the book trade more
broadly. This is our ambition.

Theoretical Background

In studying the impact of streaming services on contemporary book culture,
we draw on book historical perspectives that theorize how the medial and
material framing of literature affects how it is perceived. In The Textual
Condition (1991), Jerome McGann proposes that literary works consist of
linguistic codes (i.e., the text) as well as bibliographic codes (i.e., the material
framing of the text; the book), and that both of these things together
constitute the work.’> McGann’s terminology can be related to Gérard
Genette’s concept of paratext, which he defines as everything sanctioned by
the author and/or publisher that circulates around a literary text, embedding
it and helping the reader to interpret it.!* Moreover, McGann, and to some
extent also Genette, argues that publishers and authors in tandem affect the
work.!> When it comes to streaming services, however, the distributor plays
a crucial role in the framing of literary works. Thus, the line between
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production and distribution of books is blurred in the case of digital
streaming services. This calls for an updated understanding of how books as
material objects should be regarded in a digital streaming environment.

Numerous scholars have considered how digitalization affects the
publishing industry.!® More seldom, however, are such accounts focused
upon subscription-based business models. In this context, two perspectives
are key. First, subscription-based streaming services are based on digital
platforms, and it is essential to consider the structure of these platforms, the
algorithms at work behind their web interfaces, and how these things affect
book consumption. Personalized recommendation systems are turning the
art of selling books upside down. Everyone gets their own custom-made
book shop, based on what they already read, instead of being exposed to the
same titles as all other customers. As several scholars have pointed out, this
risks fostering consumption behaviour where you stick to what you already
know, and what complements your tastes, even though “everything” is
potentially available.!” Second, consumers primarily buy books in digital
formats when there is no intrinsic value in owning or keeping the book after
reading. The paradigmatic example of this trend is the subscription-based
model, where subscribers pay for temporary access to a whole catalogue of
books. Subscription-based access thus greatly facilitates the consumption of
literature, but has potentially negative effects on other significant parts of
bookish culture, such as books as signifiers of taste, books as gifts, or books
as furnishing in bookshelves.!8

Since it is primarily audiobooks that attract consumers to streaming services
in the Nordic region, it is important also to understand the medium of the
audiobook as audio. The differences between books-as-text and
books-as-audio are in many respects more fundamental than the differences
among other book formats, since it is not only a change of medium or of
material conditions, but also of the sense used when consuming the text.
While incunables, three-deckers, hardcovers, paperbacks, and digital
epub-files diverge in many ways, they are all read with your eyes.
Audiobooks, on the other hand, are consumed by listening with your ears.
To use Elisa Tattersall Wallin’s words, audiobooks are read by listening,

whereas most other book formats are read by seeing.!
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There is, of course, a long tradition of oral literature.? While oral
storytelling never went away, the recent boom in audiobook consumption
and especially the turn towards streaming services affects not only what kind
of literature is being consumed, but also the social contexts in which books
are consumed. Following this development, the success of streamed
audiobooks may be related to a broader turn towards aurality in
contemporary culture, as described, for example, by Llinares, Fox, and
Berry, and which is especially reflected in the so-called podcast revolution.?!
Listening to streamed audiobooks can furthermore be related to other forms
of mobile listening and consumption of streamed music and podcasts which
have been discussed within the field of sound studies by scholars such as
Michael Bull.?? Consuming streamed audiobooks is quite different from
consuming non-audiobooks, and thus, it is relevant to examine how the
stteamed audiobook format influences the material, medial, and social

conditions of book consumption.

Over the years, numerous models and schemas to describe the chain of
book production and distribution have been published. The most well
known is doubtless Robert Darnton’s “communications circuit” (1982), but
others of note are Lars Furuland’s “literary process” (1970), Hans Hertel’s
“media elevator” (1996), Johan Svedjedal’s “professional function in the
book trade” (2000), and Claire Squires and Padmini Ray Murray’s “digital
publishing communications circuit” (2013),> as well as more recent models
for audiobooks specifically.?* The ones thematically closest to our model,
and which we will go through in some detail below, are Iben Have and
Birgitte Stougaard Pedersen’s (2019) audiobook-focused reworking of
Squires and Ray Murray, and Colbjornsen’s (2020) generic model of media
streaming services.?

In “The Streaming Network,” Terje Colbjornsen presents a model of media
streaming services that maps out the power relations involved. Basically, a
streaming service controls a database with content that can be accessed by
users through a device and/or interface, and by paying a fee. It is not
primarily the streaming service itself that produces the content, however,
but content publishers, who enable access to their work in the streaming
service database in return for payment.?® An important part of the model is
that it highlights both flows of payments (from users to streaming service,
and from streaming service to content publisher) and parallel flows of data.
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User consumption data is an increasingly important asset in the digital
economy, and this data can be used not only to improve the platform, but
also to generate money by selling information to interested parties. While
Colbjornsen’s model is accurate and flexible, it is still too generic to be of
real value for analyses of the book trade.

Similarly, Have and Stougaard Pedersen present a “digital audiobook
circuit,” a reworking of Squires and Ray Murray’s “digital publishing
communication circuit,” which in turn is based on Darnton’s model from
198227 It moves similarly from author to publisher, distributor, retailer,
device, reader, and then back again to author. Have and Stougaard Pedersen
have modified the scheme by inserting audiobook publishers (between
publishers and distributors), as well as increasing the emphasis on the
significance of social media platforms in the feedback loop from readers
back to authors.?® They make a point of the model being media sensitive,
L.e., working only for audiobooks. However, all steps in their model apart
from the “audiobook publishers” would also apply to ebooks, and the
media-specific aspects of the audiobook, such as the performing narrator,
are not visible in the model. Furthermore, the model puts very little
emphasis on the power of the streaming services platforms, and the
subscription-based model of selling (audio)books.

Although one could argue against the need for yet another model, we
believe the impact of subscription-based streaming services on the book
trade to be so substantial that a new model is justified, especially since
several key concepts are not covered elsewhere. Thus, our model builds on
previous ones (just as they build on each other) in order to enhance our
understanding of the production, distribution, and consumption of
audiobooks in subscription-based streaming services.

Modelling Subscription-based Streaming Services for Books

We propose a conceptual circuit where the streaming service company is
placed in the centre. Obviously, this model does not cover the entire book
trade. The production, distribution, and consumption of print books fall
outside of its scope, as do audiobooks and ebooks sold as entities, as well as
libraries, literary agents, and other important actors in the trade. Rather, by
placing the streaming service in the middle, we intend to highlight how this
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specific part of the book trade operates, and how it can be understood
within a publishing and book historical framework.

Intermediate
distributor
Streaming service Streaming service !-"rndu:t
(audiobooks and

database H

consumption Sh'ear.ning
service
company

publisher

Figure 1: Model of subscription-based streaming services for books. Boxes represent key
actors and entities, and arrows represent flows of data and/or communication. Grey
arrows represent flows of data and/or communication that ate uncommon.

Figure 1 shows the model, with boxes representing key actors and entities,
and arrows representing flows of data and/or communication. (Grey atrows
represent flows of data and/or communication that are uncommon.) Like
all models, it is a simplification of reality, but it nevertheless captures some
complex concepts. Below, we will explain in detail how the model works,
focusing on three aspects that are of special interest: 1) the consumer data
feedback loop; 2) the self-sufficient system for streaming services; and 3) the
materiality of books in streaming services.

The model takes into account both the general and specific aspects of
subscription-based streaming services and contemporary publishing more
broadly. It draws on earlier communication circuits as well as Colbjornsen’s
model of the streaming network, but it also highlights other elements that
we understand to be central. The first is the “product,” that is, the digital
audiobooks and ebooks produced by publishers or similar actors. The
product itself is only implicitly present in earlier communication circuit
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models, and it is only made visible as part of the flow between actors in
Colbjornsen’s actor-based network model.?? By contrast, we emphasize the
product as a separate part of the model, which enables more in-depth
material analyses of literary works (and their linguistic and bibliographic
codes) in streaming services.’® Second, we have included the “streaming
service platform” as a separate part, situated in between the product
database and the hardware device used for consumption. This highlights the
importance of interfaces, underlying algorithms, and recommendation
systems for book consumption. Third, our model also calls attention to the
“performing narrator,” as this is a significant part of audiobooks. The model
is not media specific, as it works for both audiobooks and ebooks, but rather
business model specific; that said, it is audiobooks that are primarily
consumed through streaming services.

In general, the subscription-based business model for streamed books
works as follows. A streaming service company provides a database of digital
products (1.e., audiobooks and ebooks). The database consists of titles from
publishers, aundiobook  publishers! the streaming service themselves, and
possibly also from self-publishing awthors (the arrows concerning
self-publishing are grey in the model as this is yet not common in streaming
services in Nordic countries).3? When audiobooks are produced, a performing
narrator (most often an actor) is hired for the recording. A publisher or
self-publisher that wants to make its titles available in the streaming service
can either negotiate directly with the streaming service company (mainly an
option for larger actors) or go through an intermediate distributor (e.g.,
Bokinfo, Bookwire, Publit, Publizon).?3

The database is accessed through a platform, where consumers use their
smartphone (or tablet, laptop, or another device) to seek, browse, choose, and
finally consume titles—either as streamed sound files (audiobooks) or text
files (ebooks). The platform also provides the option to switch between
these formats as you go along. To gain access to the platform, which allows
you to consume as many books as you like from the entire database of titles
available, you pay a monthly fee to the streaming service company. This is
the subscription part of the business model; instead of choosing and paying
for specific titles, you subscribe to the entire catalogue. This cost is not
permanently fixed, but in May 2021 the price for a standard subscription to
Storytel in Sweden was 169 SEK (about 20 USD) a month, and for a
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premium account (without limitations on listening time) at BookBeat it was
199 SEK (about 24 USD) a month.>* The pricing levels are low, roughly
comparable to buying one hardcover title a month.3>

Apart from the price, the attractiveness of the subscription model for
consumers is related to the number of titles in the database. The larger the
better, and the theoretical ideal is to hold “all books,” or at least all popular
and recently published books. In Sweden, the streaming services have
succeeded quite well in this respect. While “all titles” are certainly not
available,3¢ all major publishers collaborate with these services, and most
new releases that are also produced as audiobooks are included, as well as
many titles as ebooks only. Storytel claims that they provide access to
500,000 titles worldwide, while BookBeat offers access to 200,000 titles in

Sweden.3”

These streaming services can sustain large numbers of available titles paired
with low prices for two main reasons. First, the percentage of the revenue
that goes back to publishers and authors is lower than for books sold as
individual items. This is clearly visible from the fact that subscription-based
streaming services in Sweden in 2020 accounted for 57 percent of the
“volumes” sold, but only 24 percent of the revenue for publishers.’®
Publishers agree to lower rates because subscription-services seem to boost
book consumption in general by expanding the total market,? and because
visibility on the lists of subscription services is becoming increasingly
important. People now expect new titles to be available on these platforms,
which means that not having your titles included on these platforms is a
problem, at least for large and mid-sized publishers.*

The second reason that streaming service companies can sustain such low
rates with such a high volume of titles is that they are frequently supported
by venture capital, with the explicit aim of growing as large as possible as
fast as possible. Thus, it is not really a problem if they do not generate profit
immediately, since their investors believe that they will be very profitable in
the future, when they will control large shares of the market and have access

to giant customer databases (e.g., Amazon, Google, etc.).*!
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Consumption and the Consumption Data Feedback Loop

The latter point connects to an important aspect of streaming services,
namely the consumption data created by consumer interaction with these
platforms and aggregated by the streaming service company. Datafication is
of course a major trend in digital culture and the phenomenon of “tracked
reading” can also be observed more broadly, for instance in relation to
Amazon’s Kindle.#? However, we argue that subscription-based streaming
services rely to a larger extent than other book distributors on consumption
data, in ways that influence the whole chain of book production, as
explained further below.

In our model, the consumption data feedback loop is illustrated by the
arrow from the consumer back to the streaming service company. This
arrow should thus be read as representing not only a flow of money, but
also a flow of data. This data is used by the streaming service company to
refine its platform by producing increasingly accurate recommendation
algorithms and in other ways customizing the platform design for each
individual user. Since the streaming service company owns this data, it can
also serve other purposes. It can be used to adjust textual content according
to user demand (as discussed further below), and it can be provided to
publishers as a part of the payment for making their titles available on the
platform. It can also be sold to third parties who seek to reach specific
customer segments through advertising. Companies are not yet selling data
in this way, but it represents a possible way of generating more profit.

What should be emphasized is that streaming service companies, through
this data, know much more about book consumers than publishers and
authors do, and more than the literary industry have ever known before. In
earlier book circuit models, the loop bites its own tail by connecting readers
back with authors (through various kinds of feedback, physical as well as
digital).#> While the connection between consumers and authors remains
important (and is also accounted for in our model), we argue that the
teedback loop from consumers back to the streaming services is decisive, and
something that is likely to have substantial effects on publishing in years to
come. As John B. Thompson notes, in the digital economy it is the
distributors that know book consumers the best, not the publishers or the
authors.** This discrepancy in terms of knowledge makes the distributor
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much more powerful, and puts the distributional aspects at the forefront of
contemporary publishing.

In the Storytel app, carefully curated selections of the consumption data are
also fed back and presented to the consumers themselves as “statistics.” For
instance, the app will tell you which hours of the day and which days of the
week you have used it, or which consumer tags have appeared most
frequently on the books you have finished on the platform. In this way,
Storytel allows the consumer to become aware of (parts of) the machine
learning “profile” made by the company of their consumption behaviour.
The idea is, arguably, to create an appealing atmosphere of participation as
well as self-recognition for the user, as these profiles are framed under
suggestive labels such as “#he everyday enjoyer” (“Vardagsnjutaren”) or “the day
dreamer” (“Dagdrommaren”). Showing consumption statistics in a harmless
way could also be a strategy by Storytel to forestall potential criticism of
their collection and use of the data. Another feature that works in a similar
way is the platform’s visualization of the number of other users who are
reading or listening to the same title as you are simultaneously. This appeals
to consumers who like to be part of a larger reading community. The
community aspect is further stressed by the fact that the app features
statistics on other users’ recommendations and ratings of the books. Thus,
users are encouraged to navigate the app by following the recommendations

of other readers and listeners.4>

The parts of our model that represent user interaction are key, in several
ways, to grasping how streaming services affect book consumption. The
platform design and its recommendation systems are one important aspect
here, as highlighted in previous studies.*® Another is the subscription model
itself. In the platform it is not only possible to browse books, as in a
traditional bookstore or through an internet retailer, but also to start reading
any book in order to try it out. This is something very different from
carefully choosing a specific title and paying for it. In subscription-based
streaming services, then, the bookshop and the private reading couch
converge for consumers, which will no doubt affect consumption

behaviout.

The third and final point relates to what John B. Thompson labels the
possession value of books. In streaming services, as in all digital formats, it is
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only the actual consumption of literature that matters: there is no real
show-off value or cultural prestige in streaming books, apart from what the
reading itself gives.#” At least not yet. A challenge for streaming services in
the future will be to try to boost digital substitutes for the cultural prestige
connected to book consumption. The visibility of the user’s own statistics is
one way of adding value that stays after book completion. Other approaches
might include book community-building, in relation to social media
obviously, but perhaps also in encouraging book community building
directly on the streaming platform.

Streaming Services and Content Production

Streaming services influence not only the relationship between consumers
and distributors, but also the actual content. One central aspect of the
subscription-based business model is that it allows the streaming service
company to bypass external publishers by producing their own content, for
their own platform. This option puts the streaming service in a strong
position, as it makes them independent of, and therefore less vulnerable to,
external actors: it allows each service to create a self-sufficient system for
the entire literary process, covering production, distribution, and
consumption—to control the entire supply chain through what economic

theorists call vertical integration.*8

The two largest streaming services in the Nordic region show that such
self-sufficient systems can be achieved in two ways. The largest actor,
Storytel, started out as a mere distributor of others’ products. When they
started to grow, however, they also started to acquire content producers, or
publishing houses. So far, Storytel has acquired Swedish Storyside (2013),
Norstedts (2016), Lind & Co (2021), Danish People’s Press (2017), and
Finnish Gummerus (2019). Another model of streaming service for books is
exemplified by BookBeat, the second-largest streaming service in the
Swedish book market. BookBeat is part of a large publishing company, the
Bonnier media conglomerate, and thereby has first-hand access to all titles
published by Bonnier publishers. While this model at first glance seems to
place the publisher, rather than the service, in control of the production and
circulation of books, Bookbeat also distributes books from other publishers
and thus holds a position as an independent actor on the market.
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Original productions by streaming services for books are often called
“born-audio” or “audio-first” content—that is, narratives adjusted
specifically for the audiobook format. This emerging category of texts
exemplifies how streaming service companies can influence the production
process as well the style, genre, and content of the texts produced.*” And, as
these companies become more dominant in the book market, more “born
audio” content is produced —as we are already seeing in the Nordic

counttries.

In our model, an arrow leads directly from the author to the streaming
service, indicating that the streaming service as a content producer
collaborates directly with the author. This construction arguably influences
the relation between the actors in a rather significant way, and departs from
the logic of traditional publishing. Storytel’s born-audio narratives, Storytel
Originals, are produced through close collaboration between editors and
authors. In their presentation of the Originals brand, the company describes
how they use a “writer’s room” approach, stressing collaborative writing, a
concept associated with television production.”® Furthermore, Storytel,
rather than the author, holds the copyright for their original production.
The altered status of the author is also highlighted by the centrality of
another actor: the performing narrator. In our model, the performing
narrator is placed between the streaming service company and the content,
reflecting how the narrator works as a crucial mediator of content produced
by the streaming service. This, of course, is true of any audiobook
production, but the position of the narrator is particularly important in the
services’ original productions. On their webpage, directed at potential
authors, Storytel emphasizes how the production of the Originals stories
actively focuses on matching stories and narrators:

At Storytel, we know from experience that it’s key to

connect the right voice to the right story for the right

customer... We are experts at matching these three

together: we have a lot of data on popular narrators in

relation to different types of stories .... With our Storytel

Original publishing process, we [...] optimize stories for

narration from the ground up.>!

In order to “optimize” products for the audio format, the streaming service
makes use of data on audience behaviour. Storytel producer
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Anna Oqvist Ragnar emphasizes that they seek to produce original content
that is adjusted to what the listeners want. Data analysis is used to secure
this connection:

We haven’t made a lot of Originals that are supposed to

attract new customers at Storytel. Our data analysis has

rather involved saying, “Hm, what are they listening to?

Okay, then we will make something similar, only a little bit

different.””>?

Notably, adjusting products to what the listeners want means producing a
specific type of texts, targeted toward maintaining listenership on the
streaming platform. Ragnar notes that authors are instructed to write
according to specific guidelines: the Originals series is characterized by
straightforward, dialogue-driven, and plot-centred storytelling.> On
Storytel’s webpage, the brand is presented as stories written directly for
sound. The webpage further emphasizes that Originals stories should not
contain too many metaphors and unnecessary digressions.>* The style of the
born-audio series, accordingly, reflects how the streaming service and the
associated consumption patterns contribute to shaping the style and content

of literary texts.

The straightforward style of the Originals series is, however, not specific to
born-audio works, but reflects a broader relationship between the
audiobook format and popular genre fiction. Genre fiction, and especially
crime fiction, is extremely popular on these platforms.>> Moreover, moving
beyond the question of genre, a recent study has detected notable
differences in style between works that are bestsellers in print format and
the most popular audiobooks on Storytel. These results give us reason to
talk about specific audiobook stylistics, where books that are popular in
audiobook format on streaming service platforms are shorter, more
straightforwardly written, and appear to highlight plot and dialogue than
books that are popular in print format.’® Thus, the streaming audiobook
format arguably influences which styles and modes of storytelling become
popular.

Streaming services also focus on serialized content. As examined by Linkis
and Pennlert, the serial format is used strategically by subscription-based
streaming services to keep listeners on the platform. In a 2018 report from
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Storytel, the service’s analysts note that the serial format has proved efficient
in securing “consistent and recurrent” consumption in a modern
entertainment industry marked by fierce competition.>” Notably, Storytel is
competing not only with other distributors of books, but also with
distributors of other content, including other streaming services such as
Netflix, for television series and movies, or Spotify, for music and podcasts.
Their use of the serial format reflects how this orientation influences the
narrative content of the texts they produce, as they are imitating other serial
media, including television series and podcasts. The boundary between
podcasts and audiobooks is blurring, and the Storytel Originals format,
especially, may be seen as an attempt to attract a podcast audience, offering
stories that include sound effects and music to a larger extent than other
audiobooks.”® The presentation of the Originals stories in “episodes” and
“seasons” also reflects an orientation towards a television setries audience.
Anna Oqvist Ragnar acknowledged that Storytel is imitating the format of
the streamed television series, but she also noted that this strategy has its
limitations. When they launched the Originals brand in 2016, Storytel would
present an Originals season in ten separate episodes. By 2021, they had
shifted in most of their markets to publishing each season as one audio file
of 9-10 hours, thus returning to a traditional average audiobook length.
Ragnar comments on this decision:

The episodic format has proved harder to implement than

we thought it would be. My hypothesis from the beginning

was that the episodic format functions very well in

television series ... People are used to it. You don’t have

to promise to be listening for ten hours straight but can

just try for an hour. And it is very possible that people do

that, but the problem is that then, they jump off, they kind

of get nine chances to jump off the series. ... The

competition is too fierce for us to allow that anymore. So

now, we just want to get them going and not give them

any chances to jump off.»

Rather than keeping listeners on the platform, then, Ragnar believes that the
ten-episode format involves a risk that people will abandon the series
between episodes. This is because audiobooks are consumed in different
ways and with different expectations than television series. While Storytel
and other streaming services may imitate trends in television production and
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other media industries they still have to adjust production for a reading
audience that is accustomed to long formats. Original productions might
challenge our understanding of the audiobook as a remediation of the
printed book. Yet streamed audiobooks are still primarily defined by and
closely connected to traditional book culture.

Bibliographic Codes in Streaming Services

A final aspect of our model is that it enables forward-looking analyses of the
bibliographic codes and material aspects of literary works by capturing the
intersections between “books” (as objects) and book distribution in
streaming services. The “product (audiobooks and ebooks)” box in the
model is an obvious starting point, and a crucial part of any book analysis,
but in line with McGann and others who emphasize the material aspects of
literary works,%! a complete analysis of “books” as material objects in
streaming services should also cover the streaming service platform and the
hardware device used for consumption.> The app design and its
functionality is arguably the more important of the two, but hardware
devices matter. Literary works look slightly different depending on whether
they are consumed on a smartphone, a tablet, or a laptop. Even more
significantly, audiobooks are consumed as sound through headphones or
speakers, via the mediation of a performing narrator, while the reader
interacts with ebooks through a touchscreen or a screen. These material
differences between books-as-audio and books-as-text are key to
understanding both the similarities and the differences between
consumption of audiobooks and ebooks through streaming services.

When books are distributed through streaming services, accordingly, the
book as it is produced by the publisher is not the same object as the one
that the end consumers receive on the streaming service platform. Rather,
its bibliographic codes are a mutual creation of the publishers and the

streaming service platform.

Indeed, both the streaming service platform and the hardware device are
part of the distribution of streamed books. The distribution of streamed
books covers all the steps from the publish-ready product to when the
(mediated) text reaches the consumers’ eyes and ears, that is: integration in
the streaming service database, potentially via an intermediate distributor,
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visibility on the (software) platform, and concrete access through a
(hardware) device. Our model makes it clear that it is hard to separate
material books as objects from their distribution, when it comes to
streaming services; books and book distribution have in some respects

converged into indistinct, overlapping categories.

When we are analyzing literary works in streaming services, McGann’s
“linguistic codes” are found in the “Product (audiobooks and ebooks)”
category, while the “bibliographic codes” are found in several places:
“performing narrator” (for audiobooks), “Product (audiobooks and
ebooks),” “Streaming service platform,” and “Device for consumption.”®3
McGann’s concept of bibliographic codes thus works quite well within our
model, then, as a tool for analyzing the materiality of texts distributed
through streaming services—though one could raise objections about
whether aspects such as app design and recommendation system output
should really be understood as parts of literary works per se. In any case,
what our model visualizes is a power shift surrounding the bibliographic
codes where streaming services are concerned. For print books, the
bibliographic code is determined entirely by the publisher. For digital books
sold as entities, it is determined mostly by the publisher, although the
software and hardware have the potential to make changes in some respects.
In streaming services, however, the material reading frame is arguably
decided more by the streaming service itself (i.e., the distributor) than by the
publisher. Additionally, the consumer is able to affect the bibliographic code
of a given text as they interact with it, for example by choosing to speed up
the pace of the narration.

Genette’s distinction between peritext and epitext is more difficult to apply
to streaming services.®* In one respect, all the information that is brought
along a digital work when it is published (ie., title, cover, author
presentation, book presentation, performed narration) could be considered
peritexts, but when this information is transferred into the streaming service
platform a lot of typically epitextual information gets blended with it and
presented in the “peritextual space” for each book. For instance, when you
click a title in the Storytel app to read more about it, you get all the
publishet’s peritexts above, but also things such as average ratings by
Storytel users, user reviews, users’ top tag categories, and recommendations
of similar titles based on machine learning algorithms based on
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consumption data: in other words, something that in accordance with

Genette’s terminology could be labelled “the distributor’s peritext.”03

Books sold through online retailing websites also appear at first alongside
ratings and tags and other similar features. The big difference with
streaming services is that the consumer only ever interacts with the literary
work through platform, which means that the books are never visible
without this added information (as print books and downloaded ebooks and
audiobooks are). If we want to talk about peritexts in streaming services, we
need to understand that this category is a compilation of information from
the publisher, the distributor, and other readers (with the reader data
provided indirectly, filtered through the streaming service algorithms),
which leads far away from Genette’s original understanding of the peritext.
If, like McGann, we believe that bibliographic codes should be seen as an
important part of the literary work, then we must also acknowledge that
platform design and other aspects of the distributional frame shape the
outcome of the literary work itself.

It is thus possible to analyze the bibliographic codes and material aspects of
literary works in streaming services, as long as one is aware of the fact that
the streaming service company plays a pivotal role in determining how the
end user will interact with the book, and thus how its material dimensions

will contribute to its meaning.
Conclusions

Subscription-based streaming services, driven by the popularity of the
audiobook format, have had and will continue to have a marked impact on
book markets around the world. The influence of their rapid rise in the
Nordic countries, and Sweden in particular, has already been felt in that
region, which might be slightly ahead of the curve in the global trend toward
the digitization of the publishing industry. In this paper, we have analyzed
how such streaming services operate. By proposing a model to
conceptualize subscription-based streaming services for books, we account
for ongoing developments in the production, distribution, and consumption
of literature. These alterations are affecting contemporary book culture at its

core.
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While most previous scholarly models of the book trade are circuits,
focusing on the circulation of communication and content from one actor
to another, our model reflects a structure with a clear centre: the streaming
service company. Using this model as a tool accordingly makes it possible to
study how the increasing centrality of subscription-based streaming services
in the contemporary book market complicates and transforms established
concepts and power relations in publishing at all levels.

With regard to consumption, the model makes it possible to study the
feedback loops and new forms of interaction between distributor and
consumer (via the device). In the age of streaming, to read is also to be read,
and, as in many parts of our digital culture, data on book consumption

behaviour is collected and analyzed by the streaming service company.

With regard to production, the model visualizes how the relationships
between authors, publishers, and distributors are altered when streaming
services are involved, as the streaming service itself may act as producer of
original content as well as distributor. This transforms the conditions for
literary production, shifting the power concerning who produces, controls,
and owns the text. Shifting focus to the product itself, the boom in
stteamed audiobooks on the Nordic book market affects which kinds of
books get consumed and, arguably, which books get produced in the first
place.

Finally, with regard to distribution, the model highlights that distributional
aspects are both more complex and more important when it comes to
streaming services than they are in traditional book retailing. Where books
previously could be understood as finished products (print or digital) that
were distributed to an audience, streaming services not only distribute
books, but also shape their bibliographic codes as they do so. In a streaming
service, the distributional frame and the final product are the same thing;

book consumption in streaming services starts and ends on these platforms.

By capturing the intersections between the consumption and distribution of
books, the model furthermore makes it possible to study the bibliographic
codes and material aspects of literary works in streaming services. Thus, we
argue, it is possible to understand works of literature in digital streaming
services as ontologically unstable per se, since the distributional and
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consumptional aspects of books are increasingly converging on these
platforms. There is no longer any real material difference between seeing a
book, “buying” a book (or rather: choosing a book for consumption),
consuming a book, and switching the format of consumption. What
separates those activities is only a click or two within the same digital
platform. This aspect, especially, demonstrates the relevance of the model
for studies in book culture and materialist textual analysis. By creating a
model of the book circuit that applies McGann’s concept of bibliographic
codes to streaming services, it is possible to see how streaming services
influence not only modes of book consumption, production, and
distribution, but also the very constitution of books in our contemporary

digital culture.
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58 Notably, this merging of media boundaries is also reflected at the level of distribution,
as Storytel offers podcasts as well as audiobooks. Furthermore, major streaming services
for music and podcasts such as Spotify and Soundcloud are beginning to distribute
audiobooks, and in May 2021, Storytel entered a partnership with Spotify which would
make it possible for Storytel subscribers to listen to audiobooks via Spotify’s platform. On
streaming as a cross-industry tendency, see also Vilde Sundet and Terje Colbjornsen
“Streaming across industries: Streaming logics and streaming lore across the music, film,
television, and book industries.” MedieKultur: Jonrnal of Media and Communication Research 37,
no. 70 (2021): 12-31.

59 quist Ragnar, interview.

60 This conclusion support Sundet and Colbjornson’s observation that “while informants
across industries ... emphasize the need to learn from other industries, solutions to
challenges are typically sought within industry-specific frames” and that even if streaming
is a cross-industrial trend, strategies are based on industry-specific logics and notions.
Sundet and Colbjérnson. “Streaming across industries,” 12.

61 See McGann, The Textual Condition; see also Genette, Paratexts.

02 We here argue in line with, for example, Anna Gunder, Matthew Kirschenbaum, and N.
Katherine Hayles, who emphasize the materiality of electronic/digital texts, and,
accordingly, the relevance of a bibliographic approach to them. See Gunder,
“Hyperworks”: 81-118; Matthew Kirschenbaum, “Materiality and Matter and Stuff: What

26
Vol. 18,n° 1 | Spring 2022

“Book History in the Nordic Countries”


https://publishing.storytel.com/storytel-original/
https://mofibo.com/dk/da/

Electronic Texts are Made of,” Electronic Book Review (October 2001); N. Katherine Hayles,
Electronzc Literature: New Horizons for the Literary (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
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