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FOREWORD:
THE BOOK. AN ETERNAL 
AND POWERFUL FIGURE
Diego López Garrido
Executive Deputy Chairperson of Fundación Alternativas

I am writing this foreword to Fundación  
Alternativas’ Report on Culture on the eve of 
the opening of the 80th Madrid Book Fair. 
Then, in November, there is the Frankfurt 
Fair, with Spain as guest country. This will be 
followed by the great Guadalajara Fair. Events 
with a major social and economic impact.

There is nothing comparable, in my opin-
ion, in the vast field of culture to the sover-
eignty of the book in the arts and letters and 
as such to the importance of the publishing 
industry. It has historically been at the van-
guard of cultural changes and their impact on 
and expansion in consumption or, perhaps 
better put, in the enjoyment of the creative 
capacity of human beings.

The book, since the transition from oral 
to written literature, has been an end in itself 
and not a mere means of entertainment.

Since the invention of the printing press, 
the book has been the communication chan-
nel par excellence for feelings, knowledge, 
and to explain the meaning of human behav-
ior, of civilizations, and even of religions.

The great monotheistic religions, Chris-
tianity, Islam, and Judaism, have been built 
on what has come to be called "The Cultures 
of the Book," the title of a beautiful work 
by the master García-Pelayo. The Bible, the 
Koran, and the Torah have been and are in 
history three astounding sources of social 
cohesion and transmission of thought. Cul-

tures of the "Book" that became cultures 
of "books" preferably in the European and 
American geographic area.

The physical, formal book is different 
from the "material" book, with a content suf-
ficiently dense and dynamic to deserve that 
name. Can the current technological trans-
formation and momentum affect the content 
conceived by those who make up stories and 
their dissemination to others? That is the 
essential question today. This is the one the 
creators and the book industry itself have to 
answer. The impact on the value chain is un-
deniable, from start to finish.

The digital revolution comes with an 
enormous variety of techniques to bring the 
book to the reader. I do not believe that this 
destroys the conventional book or the classic 
bookstore, but it does establish new ways to 
connect literary creation with the receiver of 
the message.

This is the case of the new media and 
communication platforms and frenetic so-
cial networks. Do we need to push for a new 
model in the publishing industry?

This is one of the main goals of this re-
port, which, in combination with a necessary 
view of the various areas of the cultural in-
dustries, focuses on the publishing sector.

And it does so with the disruptive circum-
stance of the COVID-19 virus-caused pan-
demic, which has so strongly affected, and 
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at the same time made the world of culture, 
and within it, literature, grow and evolve, very 
much in mind. It has also raised new legal is-
sues, such as intellectual property in the digi-
tal age. Spain is faced with the opportunity to 
take a major leap in the development and sus-
tainability of the publishing industry, which 
has so such a prominent place in the econo-
my and, of course, in the cultural ecosystem 
of the world with which our country is essen-
tially related: Europe and Latin America. To 
do so, it must be cognizant of the technologi-
cal, socioeconomic, and political changes that 
the 21st century has brought us. Not always 
for the better. The book has been, and will 
continue to be, the intellectual heart of our 
society. A silent engine of the plural "logos" 
that envelops us. Our political leaders must 
become aware of the transformative and vi-
tal power of books and, consequently, of the 
business and commercial structures that link 
literary creation to the societal dimension. 

The recently deceased Enrique 
Bustamante, to whom this report –which he 
inspired and led– owes much, put us on the 
track of something as eternal as what we call 
cultural communication, when it enriches 
and nourishes human development. That 
truth has had a decisive core architect in the 
book and its fascinating influence.
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INTRODUCTION
Inma Ballesteros

This edition of the Report on the State of 
Culture in Spain 2021 (RCS2021) is the 
eighth in its series. On this occasion, we have 
dedicated the central theme of its content to 
the publishing industry because we believe 
that in addition to clearly contributing to the 
creation of our cultural heritage, it is one of 
the great bulwarks of the Spanish economy. 
The presence of Spain as a guest country of 
honor at the Frankfurt Fair in 2022 is also an 
opportunity to show the strength and possi-
bilities of growth the book sector has. This 
is in addition to the implementation of the 
Recovery, Transformation, and Resilience 
Plan presented by the Spanish government 
in Brussels, which includes cultural policy as 
one of the country's levers of growth. These 
are reasons enough to explore the present 
and future of one of our longest-established 
industries. However, the effects of the pan-
demic have also been felt at some points 
along the book value chain. The consequenc-
es have been addressed by the authors of this 
report, elucidating the key issues to take into 
account to recover activity under the frame-
work of the long-awaited return to normalcy.

When we started this report, we did so 
with our usual team, coordinated by Enrique 
Bustamante. His death in June of this year pre-
vented us from completing this edition with 
him. However, the trajectory marked since 
the origins of the RCS in 2011 has served as 
a guide for the successful completion of the 
Vproject this year and to develop the outline 
for what will be the next issue in the series.

RCS21 has been elaborated, like its prede-
cessor, against the backdrop of the pandemic. 

As we know, cultural activity was one of the 
most affected by lockdown, although some 
sectors have seen their activity increase due 
to changes in habits. Statistics from the last 
few months are starting to shed light on the 
damage sustained. In the case of employ-
ment, the LFS data for the first three months 
of 2021 indicate a total of 675.6 thousand 
jobs in the culture sector, a year-on-year de-
crease of 4.7% compared to the same period 
in the previous year. In addition, this data 
reflects the 1.2% drop in the weight of the 
cultural sector in total employment in Spain 
and the break in the growth trend that began 
in 2013–2019. If we look closer, we see that 
salaried employment fell the most, by 7.2%, 
while non-salaried employment increased by 
1.7% with respect to the previous year. Per-
manent contracts in the cultural sector also 
fell by 4.5%, putting an end to the upward 
trend during the last quarter of 2019. In addi-
tion, temporary contracts fell by 17.2% com-
pared to the first quarter of 2020, which is a 
clear reflection of the slowdown in activity in 
the sector. The fact that workers affected by 
Temporary Labor Force Adjustment Plans are 
considered to be employed should be added 
to these figures.

It should be recalled that one of the char-
acteristics of employment in the cultural sec-
tor is that 73% of its workers have received 
higher education in comparison to an aver-
age of 46% in the rest of the sectors. This is a 
fact that remains constant and its importance 
must be highlighted.
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Working conditions of cultural workers

In relation to the above, another important 
issue we have addressed in previous edi-
tions of this report is the employment con-
ditions of cultural workers. We continue to 
insist on the urgent need to develop ade-
quate protection measures for people work-
ing in the cultural industry. It is important 
to give continuity to the work done in the 
Congressional Committee on Culture and 
to continue to carry out reforms that will 
make it possible to put working conditions 
in the cultural sector on the same level as 
the rest of the productive areas. We reiterate 
the importance of fiscally recognizing the 
intermittent nature of cultural work and de-
veloping mobile measures that allow for the 
fair taxation of irregular income as well as 
recognizing the specific needs of creators to 
guarantee social coverage appropriate to their 
situation. Fundación Alternativas submitted 
a document with recommendations to the 
Subcommittee on the Artist's Statute whose 
goal is to reform Article 10.2 of Royal Decree 
1435/1385 to bring the compensation for 
terminating a temporary contract received by 
cultural workers, seven days per year worked, 
into line with the general regime, 12 days per 
year. We hope that the reforms announced 
in the Recovery, Transformation, and Resil-
ience Plan will address these issues to consol-
idate the growth of the cultural and creative 
industries and provide workers in the sector 
with legal certainty. The recognition of the 
value that culture contributes to society goes 
hand-in-hand with the decision-making in 
this regard. Not only, however, to ensure the 
sustainable growth of cultural industries but 
also to consolidate our identity as a country 
and strengthen social cohesion under the 
framework of cultural diversity.
 

Recovery Plan opportunities

As we have already mentioned, the Recovery, 
Transformation, and Resilience Plan is an op-
portunity for the cultural sector. The docu-
ment presented in Brussels, which has been 
approved by the European Commission and 
Ecofin, will bring an injection of investment 
aimed at transforming the economy and 
will directly affect the cultural and creative 
industries. The new growth framework must 
be sustainable and digital and ensure gender 
equality in all areas of society.

The Spanish plan recognizes the cultural 
sector as one of the catalysts for the transfor-
mation of our society. To this end, two of the 
components into which its execution is divid-
ed, the 24th and 25th, will focus, respective-
ly, on the revaluation of the cultural industry 
and the positioning of Spain as the Audio-
visual Hub of Europe. In addition to these 
specific sectoral issues, there are cross-cutting 
opportunities that the cultural sector can 
leverage on. However, the main challenge 
is undoubtedly to provide professionals in 
the cultural sector with the tools necessary 
to do their work in the digital environment. 
Understanding the transformations that are 
taking place with the digitalization of the 
economy, having the knowledge necessary to 
face this transformation, and being able to 
design business models adapted to the new 
situation are some of the keys to strengthen-
ing our cultural and creative industries. We 
are at a key juncture to meet this challenge 
by digitizing the management processes of 
public and private cultural organizations and 
adapting SMEs and micro-SMEs to the new 
ecosystem. This depends on having an inter-
nationally competitive sector that is capable 
of taking advantage of the potential of the in-
ternet presence of Spanish-language cultural 
content. If this has been one of our warhors-
es, we have the opportunity to consolidate 
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the presence of our creators in international 
circuits, redefining strategies that use the in-
formation provided by data and the develop-
ment of artificial intelligence.

With regard to component 25, Spain as 
the Audiovisual Hub of Europe, we see here 
a clear opportunity for the creative recovery 
of our economy and to strengthen our cultur-
al diversity. However, important issues must 
be taken into consideration for this project 
to consolidate over time and to allow for the 
creation of quality jobs and buttressing the 
growth of the entire value chain of the audio-
visual sector in our country. All these issues 
are developed in depth in the document “El 
sector audiovisual en España. La recuper-
ación creativa de nuestra economía” (“The 
Audiovisual Sector in Spain. The Creative 
Recovery of Our Economy”), which is avail-
able on the Fundación Alternativas’ website.1

 

The presence of women in culture

The gender focus is one of the main concepts 
woven through the Recovery Plan and is also 
a constant in this report. The presence of 
women in culture continues to be deficient 
in many respects. In terms of employment, 
female cultural workers account for 41.1% of 
the sector, which is lower than the overall av-
erage of 45.7%. However, in the publishing 
sector, female employment is around 49%,2 
with profiles that respond to higher academic 
training and ages over 45. More women are 
also involved in writing, journalism, and lin-
guistics, 55.4% with respect to men. Similarly, 
more women than men work in the museums, 
archives, and other cultural institutions sec-
tor, 55.4%. On the other hand, these percent-
ages begin to fall in the audiovisual, design, 
and artistic creation sectors and dive to 29% 
in recording, editing, and music playback.

The scarce presence of women as mem-
bers of intellectual property copyright col-

lectives is also striking. Of the 96% of those 
registered as individuals in these types of as-
sociations, only 24% are women.3

In terms of cultural consumption, the 
figures show more women participate in cul-
tural activities such as attending museums, 
performing arts shows, and concerts. As some 
of the authors of this report state in their 
chapters, women read more for non-profes-
sional reasons and also read more on digital 
media. In general, the data on participation 
in cultural life is interrelated, so we deduce 
that women are more committed to the con-
sumption of culture, but they are less present 
as producers or creators than men. 

Consequently, proactive steps must con-
tinue to be taken towards gender equality so 
that the presence of women reaches the bal-
ance figures necessary to achieve an egalitari-
an society. Progress must also continue to be 
made to break the glass ceiling and achieve a 
greater presence of women in decision-mak-
ing positions in  major cultural institutions 
and the Academy's benchmark areas. Accord-
ing to a report by the Observatory for Gender 
Equality in the Field of Culture,4 only 22% 
of the management positions in cultural in-
stitutions and 25% of the seats on boards of 
trustees are held by women. This is undoubt-
edly one of the issues that must be urgently 
addressed to provide models and guarantees 
to coming generations.

The immediate future

The havoc being wreaked by the global pan-
demic offers us the opportunity to redefine 

1. fundacionalternativas.org
2. Cultural statistical indicators related to books and 
breakdown by gender (culturaydeporte.gob.es)
3. Source: Cultura de Base (Grassroots Culture), latest 
published data with 2019 figures.
4. CAP_00_INTERIORES_Informe Igualdad MCD_NIPO 
PAPEL.indd (culturaydeporte.gob.es)
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many of the approaches we have taken for 
granted. We have had time to look at weak-
nesses and opportunities. The characteristics 
of cultural employment have become more 
evident and we have detected opportunities 
to connect with other sectors, both on the 
social (education, health, etc.) and economic 
sides. In this sense, one of the fundamental 
challenges is digitalization. Until now, we 
have generally used digital tools as a means 
for creation and dissemination and social me-
dia to contact audiences and users of cultur-
al goods and services. But now we are faced 
with the challenge of developing new busi-
ness models so the cultural sector can adapt 
to the digital economy. A data-driven econo-
my that will help consolidate the position of 
cultural companies and organizations.

In addition to digitalization, we face the 
challenge of sustainability in all its facets. 
Although the 2030 Agenda does not have 
a specific SDG for culture, we are demon-
strating that it is present in each of the 17 
SDGs. However, as a sector, we must defend 
our contribution to sustainable development 
by demanding a sectoral presence that lends 
legitimacy to the actions carried out in this 
area. Our objective should be that after 2030, 
when the new development agenda is negoti-
ated, it be impossible for culture to be left out. 
We have to demonstrate the cultural sector's 
commitment to the SDGs as well as culture's 
contribution to social cohesion and econom-
ic growth. In this sense, the Ibero-American 
Cultural Space is a place of convergence 
where culture's contribution to development 
has been evidenced quite clearly. Here our 
day-to-day role is also important. We should 
make efforts to incorporate the goals of the 
2030 Agenda into our work. In addition to 
environmental issues related to reducing the 
environmental impact of our activities, our 
actions to improve working conditions, gen-
der equality, a culture of peace, a responsible 

use of resources, and relations with educa-
tion and health are also decisive.

Teams should have staff specialized in sus-
tainability or we should develop those skills 
in-house. This is especially important when 
we work on issues related to tourism, cities, 
or mobility (tours, festivals, etc.). Above all, 
we need to measure with key performance 
indicators to be able to measure our impact 
in the achievement of SDGs. Not only do 
cultural centers and facilities need to adapt to 
the use of renewable energies and the circular 
economy, our individual activities also need 
to be adapted to this new approach.

We are also faced with the great challenge 
of cross-sector pollination. The new devel-
opment ecosystem that will be created after 
the pandemic will tend to mix all disciplines. 
It will be trying because we have been edu-
cated in a Cartesian system in which we have 
approached reality from the perspective of 
watertight compartments. Now we have to 
open up our focus and mix with other disci-
plines to amplify our experience as cultural 
professionals and also our users’ experience. 
It is necessary to interact with technology. 
The presence of cultural content in the digital 
space is so important that we cannot remain 
oblivious to its development. We also have 
to generate alliances with science, because we 
are one and the same thing.

On the social side, for culture to be val-
ued, it needs to be on the educational cur-
riculum. This is a battle we have to wage 
relentlessly. We must take advantage of any 
and all opportunities for negotiation so that 
people understand that culture is essential in 
people's development and can help them un-
derstand other disciplines. We have also seen 
during the pandemic how culture has helped 
the health system boost morale and in the 
recovery of the sick and of society in general. 
We have to take advantage of this opportu-
nity and continue to collaborate. In the case 
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of architecture, the cross-sector approach is 
based on the new Bauhaus, which in the EU 
will be the standard for generating new spac-
es of hybridization between artistic and tech-
nological disciplines. Architecture, in the city 
and the country, is facing one of its most ex-
citing historical moments. The development 
of new materials, the use of renewable ener-
gies, the incorporation of AI, machine learn-
ing, and the Internet of Things is a chance to 
create more sustainable projects.

These are just some of the challenges we 
must face in the immediate future. But what 
must always be kept in mind is that innova-
tion must be at the core of our process, that 
digitalization cannot mean the end of the di-
versity of cultural content, and that culture 
is a key element for transformation. For this 
reason, we must be able to think long term, 
outwards, and take an unbiased approach to 
building bridges and collaboration networks. 
Opening the focus to innovate but without 
forgetting to build solid foundations that al-
low us to grow sustainably.





PART ONE: 
THE PUBLISHING 

INDUSTRY, PRESENT AND 
FUTURE OF BOOKS
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THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY  
DURING THE PANDEMIC

At the end of 2019 Mariana Bueno, a Bra-
zilian economist and analyst, published an 
interesting document entitled “¿Cómo se 
comportó el mercado editorial en la última 
década?” ("How Did the Publishing Market 
Behave in the Last Decade?")2 The study 
analyzed eight markets (Germany, Brazil, 
Colombia, Spain, the United States, France, 
Mexico, and the United Kingdom) and 
reached two conclusions, among others, that 
are important today. On the one hand, all 
markets have contracted in the last decade. 
On the other hand, there was a close rela-
tionship between the GDP and book indica-
tors, so that our sector experienced a certain 
stability in times of economic growth while 

there were signs of more pronounced down-
turn than the whole of economic activity’s 
during periods of contraction.

During the 2008–2013 crisis, the book 
sector in Spain fell by 35%, or 1 billion eu-
ros in domestic trade turnover per year. But 
between 2014 and 2019, influenced by the 
enactment of the LOMCE (Organic Law 
for the Improvement of Educational Quali-
ty) and the sale of textbooks, a slow process 
of recovery began with annual increases of 
2%on average. However, at the end of 2019, 
the sector was still 20% below the figures of 
that crisis.

THE FLAGSHIP 
OF SPANISH CULTURE
Manuel Gil y Manuel Ortuño

A first glance at the short term would seem to reveal that the publishing industry has managed to 
overcome the first shock of the 2020 crisis, on the heels of the previous one in 2008. It's no surpri-
se either: renowned international experts such as Michael Bhaskar, Porter Anderson, and Edward 
Nawotka1 had been predicting since last fall that the publishing market had already gone through "the 
worst of the pandemic" and that the fastest recovery model, the U.S.'s, might paint an encouraging 
picture. Months later what we are seeing is that the market dips in many countries are only slight and 
that some of these markets have even grown. However, we should begin to gauge the medium- and 
long-term consequences of the health and social crisis. Some will be positive, but others will be very 
negative, because several actors in the book value chain have been debilitated and the publishing 
industry has accelerated its concentration in just a few business groups. And although new emerging 
business models have been consolidated, it is also true that, in turn, old sectoral discussions have 
been put back on the table. Finally, with all this, publishers are realizing the urgency with which they 
need to diversify their revenues and their markets. 

Keywords: Publishing industry, COVID-19, book sector, eco-publishing, bookstores, reading habits. 

1. Rivera, M. (2020). El mundo del libro después de la 
pandemia.(The Book World after the Pandemic.) https://
www.tramaeditorial.es/libro/texturas-43/
2. Cerlalc.org/author/mariana-bueno/
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In the early months of 2020, it was clear 
that none of the markets and industries would 
escape the impact of the pandemic crisis un-
scathed. Unequally, but all would be affected. 
We saw the 2008 crisis coming; the current 
pandemic took us by surprise: "The inevita-
ble does not happen, because the unpredict-
able prevails" (Keynes). At the beginning of 
last year, the book sector estimated that the 
incidence of the pandemic in Spain could re-
sult in losses of between €800 and 1.2 billion, 
which could mean a return to figures similar 
to those in the late 1990s. Fortunately, this 
was not the case: once the bookstores began 
to reopen in May and June, sales started to 
recover and, within a few months, even ex-
ceeded the sales figures for the 2019 financial 
year. At the end of 2020, different measure-
ment panels and consulting firms estimated 
that the book sector would end up with in-
creases of 0.8% in domestic trade figures.

We might contend that in the case of 
Spain the book has behaved countercyclical-
ly in recent months. While it is true that in 
2020 GDP fell by 11%, it is no less true that 
the book sector has found itself in two im-
portant situations that have helped it in this 
transition. On the one hand, public aid in 
the form of soft loans and subsidies to initial-
ly support current book assets and massive 
purchases for libraries, managed through the 
bookstore channel, which have been carried 
out by all branches of the public administra-
tion: city councils, municipalities, and the 
central government. On the other hand, civil 
society has shown its commitment by shop-
ping locally and using e-commerce, all assur-
edly forced by the lack of mobility and the 
concentration of leisure activities.

In 2020, copious amounts of books were 
purchased. When the data on domestic trade 
in Spain and sales by channels are available, 
we will have more information to form an 
opinion. Although it is also true that at the 

time of writing, Cegal (the Confederation of 
Guilds and Associations of Bookstores) indi-
cated that, after analyzing 800 points of sale 
of books, bookstores closed the first quarter 
of 2021 with revenues of over €87 million, up 
from 2020 (78 million) and 2019 (85 million).

We can highlight the present capillarity 
of purchases, which not all of the sector has 
benefited from. It should be kept in mind 
that bookstore chains, with proven and ef-
ficient e-commerce systems, have benefited 
much more than independent bookstores. 
Not to mention that a platform like Amazon 
must have had spectacular growth in sales in 
our sector.

Reading during the pandemic

The publication of the main results of the 
report “Hábitos de Lectura y Compra de 
Li- bros en España” (“Reading Habits and 
Book Purchases in Spain”) (www.federacion-
editores.org/ documentos.php) released in 
February 2021 confirms that leisure time 
throughout 2020 was basically focused on 
reading and watching TV series, for the obvi-
ous reasons of the circumstances of mobility 
and public health. "Frequent reading" (week-
ly) has increased by seven points (from 50 to 
57%), especially in the case of women, which 
went from 56 to 66%. In contrast, 36% of the 
population "never, or almost never" reads. 
There are two indicators that can incite a cer-
tain degree of optimism. On the one hand, 
the greatest increase in readership occurred 
among the under-34 age group. On the oth-
er hand, it should be noted that the increase 
in reading time has occurred almost entirely 
in the group of frequent readers, those who 
read "every day or almost every day."

With respect to reading on digital media, 
the inch upwards is continuing over time 
(from 29.1% to 30.3% with at least a quar-
terly frequency between 2019 and 2020), 
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Figure 1: Domestic trade turnover figures for the last decade, 2009–2019 (million €)
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DOMESTIC BOOK TRADE IN SPAIN 2019

The upward trend in the sector's overall turnover continues. In 2019, 
turnover was €2,420.64 million, +2.4% than the previous year.

+2,4%
Valuation of 2019 

versus 2018

Source: 2019 Domestic Trade Report. FGEE (Spanish Publishers Profession Federation)

Source: Informe Hábitos de Lectura y Compra de Libros en España 2020 
(Report on Reading Habits and Book Purchases in Spain, 2020)

Figure 2: Frequency of book reading in leisure time
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During 2020 the number of frequent readers (daily and weekly) of books in free time grew 
markedly. At present, 52.7% of the Spanish population over 14 reads books on a weekly basis. 

Although decreasing, 36% of the population still does not read books.
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Figure 3: Book readers during lockdown

Source: Informe Hábitos de Lectura y Compra de Libros en España 2020
(Report on Reading Habits and Book Purchases in Spain, 2020)
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The lockdown's effect on reading was mainly felt among those under 35
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A total of 30.3% of the population 14 and over already read books in digital format at least once a quarter.
E-readers and computers are the most widely used devices, although 6.2% read books on their cellphones.
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with e-readers and computers being the most 
widely used devices, although cellphone use 
is increasing significantly.

The pandemic has had a direct impact on 
the social habits of buying and consuming 
books and different content. Some of the 
profound changes that have taken place will 
experience a sort of bounce-back, i.e., a re-
turn to pre-pandemic patterns of behavior, 
while others of these changes will also be-
come established in the public imagination.

If we consider that book purchases  
online were already at a high level, the  
lockdown has caused an extension and adop-
tion of commerce and consumption models  
that is having a major effect on other  
commercialization channels.

The rapid adoption of these new habits 
is leading to a shift to channels hitherto less 
traveled by broad swathes of readers and 
book buyers.

What is certain is that other very difficult 
and complex moments will come, and the 
whole ecosystem of the book should be better 
prepared to face them. We must understand 
that the book world has evolved in the last 
decade from an economy of supply to one 
of demand and that a larger supply of titles 
does not necessarily imply an increase in de-
mand. A demand-driven publishing business 

model requires production and distribution 
structures to be flexible, fast, and efficient. 
It must also be a model focused on the end 
customer, the reader, who should be offered 
quality products and a service tailored to his 
or her needs and expectations. An economy 
of attention in access to books and a "long 
tail" model for marketing are two vectors that 
should be explored further.

It is interesting in this framework of anal-
ysis to take note of what publishing behav-
ior has been in terms of publication of titles 
following the analysis of the Spanish ISBN 
Agency (agenciaisbn.es/web/index.php).

Although between March and July 2020, 
weeks of total lockdown and looming short-
term uncertainties, there was the number of 
registrations plunged, the close of the 2020 
financial year shows an enthusiastic recovery 
that only reflects about a 10% decrease over 
2019 (-16% in paper print titles, but +10%  
in electronic).

There was also an increase of almost 15% 
in the acquisition of ISBNs purchased at the 
end of 2020, which, although most were ac-
quired by large groups and publishing hous-
es, points to a certain positive feeling in the 
short and medium term.

Total ISBN purchased

New publishers

Total registered ISBN

Electronic

Paper

82.28290.86981.79092.65486.462 -9,4%

57.19168.17562.68865.31063.387 -16,1%

25.091

352

115.815

22.694

355

101.173

19.102

391

105.404

27.344

400

89.429

27.075

446

116.869

10,6%

-0,8%

14,5%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2019-2020
Variation

Table 1: Reading books in digital format

Source: Informe Hábitos de Lectura y Compra de Libros en España 2020
(Report on Reading Habits and Book Purchases in Spain, 2020)



22

MANUEL GIL Y MANUEL ORTUÑO

What’s happening in Europe 

In the Europe closest to us, the latest reports 
from the Federation of European Publishers 
(FEP) (fep-fee.eu/One-Year-After-FEP), dat-
ed March 2021, show that the impact of the 
pandemic on the book sector in 2020 was 
much less than expected in the first half of 
last year. Figures received from FEP member 
countries indicate that there has been great-
er resilience than expected and even greater 
than some had hoped.

This is the case, for example, in the Nor-
dic countries with growth of 10% (Norway), 
8.7% (Sweden), and 12% (Finland). In all 
of them, the increase in sales of digital edi-
tions is noteworthy. Also in the Netherlands 
(6%) and the United Kingdom (5.5%). In 
other countries, although falling short of 
this exceptional outcome, the book sector 
still achieved remarkable results given the 
circumstances: Italy (2.4%), France (-2.7%), 
Germany (-2.3%) and Spain (-1 and -4%, if 
we include textbooks). The cases of Greece 
(-9.4%) and Portugal (-17%) stand out at the 
lower end.

The spike in internet sales that have to 
a large extent compensated for the fall off 
in physical sales in bookstores has been 
common to all European countries. Like-
wise, sales of digital books and audiobooks 
showed a very significant increase in Euro-
pean countries (according to FEP data), al-
though some of them started out with very 
low figures: Sweden (12.1%), Italy (37%), 
Germany (5.9%), and Spain (6%).

Although the impact of this crisis was un-
equal according to the areas and channels of 
book marketing, the situation has been and 
continues to be much more difficult for small 
publishers than for large publishing groups. 
In addition to the problems common to all 
businesses (liquidity, financing, maintaining 
employment, etc.), small publishers are al-

most totally dependent on bookstores, fairs, 
and public events all of which have been 
closed or whose activities have been suspend-
ed for most of the year. It is also important to 
note that small and medium-sized publish-
ers tend to have more specialized catalogs as 
opposed to the larger catalogs of the groups, 
which, in turn, have a more diversified port-
folio of publications and more best sellers.

European public authorities should pay 
attention to those in the book chain who 
have borne the brunt of the crisis and ensure 
that they can continue to contribute to the 
cultural diversity we all value.

The foreign book market
 
The hope with which the domestic book 
market closed in Spain is not matched by the 
data on Spanish book exports and the for-
eign market, highly conditioned by the dete-
rioration of the Latin American markets.

During the 2008 crisis, America was the 
lifeline for a broad spectrum of publishers, 
mainly small and medium-sized. However, 
this will not be the case this time: the fall 
in Latin American markets, with drop-offs of 
20 to 40%, confirms a very difficult outlook 
for exports. The fall of between 50 and 70% 
of foreign trade in books, excluding graphic 
products and textbooks, seems to have been 
corroborated in 2020, although confirmed 
data is still pending.

The outbreak of the pandemic, with the 
ensuing drama for American countries as 
well, brought with it considerable uncer-
tainty for many publishers. It should also be 
borne in mind that for the vast majority of 
small and medium-sized publishers, exports 
are not mainly firm sales: books are sent to 
those countries on consignment and they are 
paid for what is actually sold. These payments 
throughout the 2020 fiscal year, limited in 
number, have been for meager amounts.
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Figure 5: Latin America market projections, 2019–2020

Source: Prepared by the authors 
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It is clear that, in American countries, 
the pandemic crisis will mean an increase in 
inequality, a reduction in incomes, higher 
unemployment, etc. All this on a continent 
with low reading rates, weak book ecosys-
tems, low development of e-commerce, and a 
weak network of bookstores. Hence the need 
to support the recovery of the book econo-
my in these countries. Perhaps this is a good 
time to promote and strengthen horizontal 
cooperation among publishers, encouraging 
co-publishing agreements between our coun-
tries, sharing risks and expectations, explor-
ing the possibilities of on-demand publishing 
platforms and digital books. We believe that 
options such as these could facilitate wider 
distribution, which allow for a wider circu-
lation of the book at more reasonable costs 
than sending a few hundred copies at a cost 
that is unaffordable for the vast majority.

The book and sustainable development

There is no future without sustainable devel-
opment. The pandemic crisis has reaffirmed 
the idea that an environmentally friendly 
economy is not only necessary but also eco-
nomically and socially profitable.3 The book 
sector urgently needs to consider the idea of a 
"green way out” to bring our industries closer 
to the new concerns of the reading public in 
terms of climate change and respect for the 
environment. The book industry pollutes, but 
its impact could be significantly reduced in 
relation to its annual production of around 
300 million copies, with its high consumption 
of raw materials and copies that go back and 
forth between warehouses and points of sale.

The publishing industry has not been ac-
tive in defining standards and protocols for 
the entire value chain. It is true that there 
are exemplary cases of publishers who have 
adopted practices and deployed production 
requirements in sustainability plans, but that 

is not enough: we must try to advance in 
well-articulated global solutions. Perhaps the 
moment has arrived to implement a global 
architecture of the sector in this area, a strat-
egy of environmental standards and certifi-
cations of eco-publishing and sustainability 
that covers the workshops and printing press-
es all the way to the positioning of copies 
in bookstores and the handling of books re-
turned and stored again.

The book industries are called upon to 
publicize and compensate for what is being 
polluted and to define mitigation plans and 
initiatives. A global response would make 
them present themselves to civil society, ech-
oing values that are very important today to 
readers and book buyers and also to the public 
authorities, who must be asked to incorporate 
sustainability into public tenders and bids.4

Book fairs

Over the last decade, the book fairs focused 
on the general public have been growing 
steadily. The internet's contribution to their 
traditional model was working well in terms 
of improving visitor experience. They inte-
grated the internet to support a mainly an-
alogical and in-person model and became 
"intelligent" fairs, considering the generation 
of emotions together with the promotion 
and sale of products.

In March 2020, the pandemic put book 
fairs, irrespective of their  size, throughout 
Spain but also all over the world, in a very 
tight spot that directly affected book in-
dustries. At this time it seems unlikely that 
they can be held as they have been tradi-

3. Rivera, M. (2020). El mundo del libro después de la 
pandemia.(The Book World after the Pandemic.) https://
www.tramaeditorial.es/libro/texturas-43/
4. Crespo de Nogueira and Greer, E. (2020). Ecoedición. 
Ideas y herramientas. (Ecoedition. Ideas and tools.) 
https://www.tramaeditorial.es/libro/texturas-43/
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Table 3: Imports for small and medium-sized publishers

Source: Eurostat and Comtrade (data en dollars)

tionally until at least 2022. We must think 
and assume hybrid fair models, with major 
restrictions and very sophisticated online de-
velopments. In the short and medium term, 
holding in-person fairs that have capacity 
limits, require mask use, and encourage so-
cial distancing may become possible, fairs 
that, as progress is made and certain levels 
of immunity are reached, may once again re-
semble what we have known in the past.

However, it is very likely that book fairs 
will once again be attended by large crowds. 
But the lesson of the last few months is the ab-
solute necessity of integrating the concept of 
"safe in-person fair" with that of "virtual fair."

Having this virtual dimension to fairs can 
be an opportunity to open up new markets 
and interact with readers beyond their geo-
graphical limits.

The digital transformation 

In a decade characterized by the massive 
emergence of technology, robotization, arti-
ficial intelligence, big data, and algorithms, 
the pandemic introduced a factor that was no 
longer part of our imagination: unpredicta-
bility. Paradoxically, we find that the era of 
technical predictability is characterized by an 
epidemic of uncertainty. When technological 
changes accelerate so fast, the feeling of ver-
tigo is also racketed up. And if no industry 
was prepared for a crisis like this, the book in-
dustry even less so. The sector was transfixed 
by its structural and cyclical predictability, so 
the pandemic has exacerbated many of the 
inefficiencies that have been sprouting up for 
a while now.

The experience of this past year 2020 has 
confirmed some of the foreshadowing of a 
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situation which had not yet been fully ab-
sorbed into the book industry's ways of in-
teracting. In addition to the brief review of 
some of the conditioning factors and chal-
lenges that the publishing sector must face, 
we should also consider the opportunity this 
crisis offers to carry out in-depth diagnoses 
of a sector in transformation. A sector that, 
aided by public policies, initiates a process of 
redesigning its industries, especially in those 
areas that are already clearly inefficient, and 
that has been postponed for a long time.

PROPOSALS FOR PUBLIC  
AND PRIVATE STRATEGIES

• Public authorities and administrations at 
all levels have the obligation to pay at-
tention and support the entire book and 
reading ecosystem, guaranteeing cultur-
al and intellectual plurality and diversity, 
from writer to reader.

• Policies must be standardized at the Eu-
ropean level to coordinate and organize 
national decisions. It is hard to explain 
why, for example, in times of lockdowns 
and closures, bookstores were considered 
essential spaces in some countries and not 
in others.

• There are significant structural inequal-
ities in reading and access to books in 
Spain by region, age, and educational 
level as shown by the "Hábitos de Lec-
tura 2020” (Reading Habits 2020) report, 
which calls for decisive action by the state 
and public administrations. "Reading is a 
practice whose exercise depends on con-
ditions of possibility very unequally dis-
tributed in each society." (Roger Chartier)

• It is in the school environment where 
learning takes place where any reading 
promotion strategy should be initiated 
by supporting teachers, with specialized 
personnel, and, why not, school libraries 
open to their surrounding community.

• The protection of copyright and royal-
ties, including the speedy transposition 
of Community legislation, the defense of 
authors and creators, and the fight against 
publishing piracy are essential to strength-
en the sector’s balance sheet.

• It is time to decisively address, both with 
public policies and from the private sec-
tor, sustainability and eco-publishing to 
reduce its carbon footprint, as well as to 
reduce the use of transportation and the 
destruction of copies, designing a strategic 
plan for the public and private sectors.

• The public decision to invest in public 
library collections through institutional 
purchases from local bookstores is one 
of the best strategies to support and revi-
talize the book sector. However, this is a 
good initiative that could easily be weak-
ened if the presence in public libraries of 
the editorial collections and catalogs of 
small publishers and cultural magazines, 
who make an unquestionably valuable 
contribution to our common cultural her-
itage, is not guaranteed.

 
• The private publishing sector, especial-

ly small and medium-sized publishers, 
should promote and encourage horizon-
tal cooperation with co-publications 
with publishers in other countries, es-
pecially in the so-called Ibero-American 
book space. Likewise, Spain, as a publish-
ing power, should strongly support the 
recovery of the book industry in Latin 
American economies.
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INTRODUCTION

The Spanish publishing industry is one of 
the most powerful in Europe and one of 
those with the greatest international impact.1 
Within the book industry, publishers establi-
sh relationships with a wide range of com-
panies, agents, and subjects that highlight 
not only the complexities and peculiarities 
associated with the publishing process –in a 
broad sense– but also its dependencies.2 It is 
in this context that the Spanish publishing 
industry is experiencing the effects of the 
shifting settings (technologies), scripts (pro-
cesses), and characters (agents) brought about 
by the digital transformation.

The digital transformation is radically 
transforming the book industry, impacting 
each and every link in its value chain –pro-
ducts, processes, and distribution– as well 

as in its business model.3 A transformation 
that has been driven recently by a pandemic 
accelerator that has implemented new social 
behavior and consumption patterns to which 
the book industry has to adapt.

An adaptation, that of publishing busines-
ses, which has led them to reflect on them-
selves (their business models) and on their 
target markets. It is true that neither the raw 
material (content) nor the core function of 
the publishing houses has changed, with the 
exception of,as mentioned, the settings, the 
scripts, and the characters. The plot, howe-
ver, is essentially the same.

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION AND 
CHALLENGES OF SPANISH PUBLISHING. 
BUSINESS MODELS, DIGITAL EVOLUTION. 
FUTURE CHALLENGES
Marta Magadán-Díaz y Jesús I. Rivas-García

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the challenges facing book publishing in Spain 
as a result of technical change. First, the historical evolution of the publishing sector is analyzed, se-
cond, its digital transformation, and third, the different business models that are currently being tested 
in the market and which publishers can take advantage of by expanding their product and services 
portfolio are proposed. Finally, possible future scenarios are sketched out and proposals are formu-
lated for Spanish publishing organizations to deepen their cultural and business function as well as 
assuming a proactive position in terms of innovation.

Keywords: Publishing industry, digital transformation, desktop publishing, audiobook, distribution. 

1. Magadán and Rivas, 2019a.
2. Magadán, 2017.
3. Magadán and Rivas, 2020a.
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The Spanish publishing industry has tra-
ditionally been averse to innovative risk and, 
although the new business models were alre-
ady there, waiting to fit onto the book univer-
se, it lost sight not only of the changes in the 
environment but also of the need to adapt to 
them, maintaining, come what may, a model 
in progressive decline. This aversion to inno-
vative risk was so evident that the e-book was 
adopted by preparing a holder analogous to 
the paper book's, replicating its value chain. 
This situation finally contributed to the late 
emergence of change in the publishing busi-
nesses4 and to an almost unconditional sub-
mission to the technology sector.

If in the past the key competitive advan-
tage of a publishing house was a powerful 
physical distribution, i.e., that its titles were 
available in the largest number of points of 
sale (bookstores), today the critical compe-
titive advantage lies in two dimensions alre-
ady mentioned above: business model and 
knowledge of target readership.

Gradually, a part of the book industry has 
become aware of the paradigm shift and is 
picking up speed in the process of change, 
leveraging on the momentum of an unex-
pected lockdown that made reading and 
books a refuge when society once again en-
countered the therapeutic value of words. A 
window was opened to the transformative 
possibilities of technology in the old hearts 
of publishing businesses that are beginning 
to consider the possibility of redefining their 
ways of making and marketing the culture 
of words with diverse approaches like desk-
top publishing, direct sales, crowdfunding, 
membership, subscription, pay-as-you-go, 
serial content, and audiobooks, just some  
of the new formulas being tested by Spanish 
publishers today.

This paradigm shift and the possibilities 
of new ways of doing business in the publi-
shing industry are the raison d'être of this 
study, which is structured as follows: section 
two gives a brief overview of the historical 
evolution; section three provides a vision of 
the digital transformation; section four pre-
sents the analysis of business models; section 
five refers to future scenarios; and finally, the 
last section summarizes the study's conclu-
sions and proposals.

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION

The academic literature sets the first golden 
age of Spanish publishing between 1900 
and 1936. However, with the Spanish Civil 
War, publishing activities were almost com-
pletely stopped, to the point of leaving 80% 
of the Latin American book market with  
no supply.

After the post-war period, in the 1950s, 
the Franco regime, anxious to promote a 
transatlantic sense of hispanicity, subsidi-
zed the publishing industry and developed 
a legislative framework to promote produc-
tion and exports, to the point that works 
censored in Spain could be published and 
distributed abroad.

We can locate another moment of trans-
formation and change in the sector between 
the 1960s and the first half of the 1970s 
characterized by: a) the emergence of new 
publishing houses; b) the acquisition of 
an industry conscience for the defense of 
its strategic interests; c) the recovery of the 
productive capacity of the companies in the 
sector; d) its recognition as a preferential 
industry by the State-Law of December 2, 
1963, which made it possible to articulate a 
strategy for the renewal of the industry by 
means of credit facilities for the renewal of 
the editorial fabric or tax breaks for export 
activity, which boosted the sector’s interna-4. Benghozi and Salvador, 2016.
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tionalization, and e) an increase in national 
demand derived from the country's eco-
nomic improvement and the population’s 
growing literacy.

With the arrival of democracy in 1978 
and until 2008, the Spanish editorial fabric 
was in adjustment. Both the Mexican debt 
crisis of 1982 and the Argentinean crisis of 
2001 hit the internationalized Spanish pu-
blishing houses, with a large part of their 
business in Latin America, hard, resulting in 
closures of publishing houses or takeovers 
by other publishing groups. In addition to 
the concentration process, there was growing 
competition with the entry of international 
publishing groups into the domestic market. 
From a business perspective, this period saw 
the consolidation of polarization within the 
Spanish publishing sector between the large 
business groups that controlled a large part 
of the market and the small and medium-si-
zed publishing houses.

At the beginning of the new century, the 
major publishing groups continue to take 
up strategic positions through acquisitions 
and mergers (horizontal integration). At the 
same time, myriad new small publishing 
initiatives are appearing on the scene. As a 
result, a twofold process is taking place in 
the sector: a) concentration of a large part of 
the market power in a few publishing groups 
and b) atomization, with a growing number 
of small publishers that have positions in 
the market space not occupied by the large 
groups. Concentration and atomization are 
thus shaping the market structure that had 
already been noted in the last decade of the 
last century.

The increase in the number of small pu-
blishers has to do with one or more of the 
following aspects: a) their thematic specia-
lization; b) their occupying niches ignored 
by the large publishers; c) the publication of 
unknown or new authors; and d) their com-

mitment to careful editions, where the con-
tainer seeks to match the content in terms 
of quality of material and design. However, 
despite their small size, taken as a whole, 
small publishing houses have contributed 
to enriching and energizing the Spanish }
cultural space.

It is in this new century that the Spanish 
publishing sector must face the new tech-
nological challenges and the fall in demand 
as it has to compete for leisure time with 
an array of other options. All the pheno-
mena linked to technological change have 
facilitated the entry of new players, many 
of them from outside the publishing world 
and mainly from the technology sector, 
leading to the reconfiguration of the value 
chain and generating the development of 
new business models.

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

The book industry is undergoing a profound 
transformation as a result of the transition to 
the digital world, both in terms of the pro-
ducts it offers and in the processes of pro-
duction, promotion, and distribution to the 
market, affecting all parts of the value chain 
of the publishing business.5 

The traditional value chain in the publi-
shing sector is made up of authors, literary 
agents, publishers, distributors, booksellers, 
and readers (see Figure 1). The author writes 
an original which he or she sends –direct-
ly or through the agent– to the publisher. 
Subsequently, the publisher transforms the 
manuscript received into a paper book –pro-
duced at a printing plant– and delivers it to 
the distributor, who promotes it and places 
it in bookstores. Finally, booksellers display, 

5. Kübler, Seifert and Kandziora, 2020.
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recommend, and sell the published product 
to the reader.6

With the advent of the internet, publi-
shers have the possibility of distributing 
books directly from their own webpages or 
social media.7 The direct sale of books to the 
reader by the publisher allows the latter to 
obtain a larger margin per copy sold, as the 
figure of the distributor and the bookstore 
disappears from the marketing equation, en-
riching the value chain with this process of 
disintermediation as shown in Figure 2.

The disruptive advent of the e-book has 
changed the traditional distribution channel, 
which has a direct impact on distributors and 
bookstores that will not be able to compete 
with the new operators who, far from limiting 
themselves to traditional publishing, offer a 
new intermediation, altering the existing dis-
tribution patterns8 as shown in Figure 3.

In terms of primary activities, the arrival 
of e-books has had a greater impact on the 
output of publishing companies than on 
their input. Outputs take two forms: prin-
ted books and electronic books, while inputs 

have remained the same (original texts with 
market potential).

E-books have driven a new market, so  
the publishing value chain has had to adapt 
to meet the demand for both paper and 
e-book formats.

Physical production and distribution disa-
ppears from the group of operations associa-
ted with the e-book to move to technological 
platforms for commercialization and digital 
marketing associated with publishing pro-
motion, questioning it critically: the e-book 
seems to render the idea of book presentations 
and signings to which the sector was accusto-
med with the paper format meaningless.9

Today, thanks to technology and the pos-
sibility of outsourcing services and industrial 
processes, both the option of editing and of 
publishing a book is becoming increasin-
gly feasible. Interpreted in economic terms, 

Author

Agent

Publisher Distributor Bookstore Reader

Printer

Production process Distribution process

Figure 1: The traditional value chain in the publishing industry

Source: Magadán (2017, pp. 172).

6. Magadán and Rivas, 2020a.
7. Magadán, 2017.
8. Magadán and Rivas, 2020a.
9. Magadán and Rivas, 2020a.
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Figure 2: The traditional value chain with the emergence of internet

Figure 3: Extended value chain of the publishing industry

Source: Magadán and Rivas (2019b, pp. 9).

Source: Magadán and Rivas (2020a, pp. 9).
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the barriers to entry to the sector are lower, 
which encourages greater diversification  
of supply with the establishment of new  
publishing companies.

In conclusion, the transition from analog 
to digital signals potentially critical challenges 
and changes for the publishing industry. On 
the one hand, the internet makes it easier for 
any web user to generate content,  favoring 
distribution. On the other hand, with the de-
velopment of new technologies, authors and 
readers can contact each other directly wi-
thout the need for the intermediation of the 
publishing company. This new context means 
that publishers have to rethink their business 
models and their value propositions for their 
customers in the face of the loss of control 
due to the aforementioned elimination of ba-
rriers to access to the publishing market.

 

BUSINESS MODELS

The new digital context opens the door to 
the development of different business mo-
dels that publishing companies can take ad-
vantage of by expanding their portfolios of 
products and services.10 In this regard, des-
ktop publishing, direct sales, crowdfunding, 
membership, subscription, pay-as-you-go, 
serial content, and audiobooks are some of 
the different business models that Spanish 
publishers are currently trying out.

1. Production 

Print-on-demand (POD) has become a new 
production process that has led a large part 
of the publishing sector, especially small and 
medium-sized companies, to modify their 
business model to not only reduce total 
production costs associated with minimum 

print runs but also to limit storage costs and 
control the problems associated with reverse 
logistics (returns).

One of the consequences of this business 
model built on printing on demand is that 
it combines well with other models related 
to direct sales. A commitment to this mode 

Figure 4: Publishing business models

Source: Prepared by the authors 

1. Production
Printing on demand
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Paper
Audiobook
E-book
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Crowdfunding
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Direct sales through a 
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10. Magadán and Rivas, 2019c.
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2. Format

Today, publishing business models have incor-
porated the e-book, replicating in most cases 
the paper book's value chain. Both products, 
the paper book and the e-book, are evolving 
in parallel in publishing houses that have mo-
dified their traditional business model to em-
brace the latter and access a new market, since 
the e-book is not seen as cannibalizing the pa-
per book but as a different beast entirely that 
complements paper and makes it possible to 
broaden offerings in terms of the reader's pre-
ferred mode of content consumption.

With the emergence of the e-book, al-
though printing and physical distribution 
are eliminated, other operations or processes 
typical of the new technologies associated 
with the e-book are added, such as the crea-
tion of xml files or the structuring of formats 
integrating metadata.

The development and implementation 
of information technologies by publishing 
companies modifies the book value chain. 
The creation of virtual stores on the publi-
shers' own websites or on their social media 
(like Facebook and Instagram) eliminates, 
in the case of paper books, the distributor 
and the bookseller and, in the case of digital 
books, the digital distributor and the digital 
bookseller or platform.

The audiobook as a format implies a more 
profound change in the business model, sin-
ce it requires new production elements that, 
unlike the e-book, have hardly any overlap 
with those related to the traditional paper 
book model: with the audiobook, these ope-
rational processes in publishing organiza-
tions need to be redefined to integrate the 
new business model. It is precisely this pecu-
liarity that may lead the audiobook format to 

11. Magadán, 2017.

of production to a certain extent significant-
ly limits the traditional distribution processes 
where the aim was to reach the largest number 
of points of sale (bookstores) with the distri-
butors best positioned in the market. It must 
be borne in mind that this production mo-
del, while reducing overall costs, raises unit 
costs, so that publishers that adopt it must 
reduce their unit margins, which discourages 
the use of channels with intermediaries, pro-
moting, as mentioned above, direct sales.

Some of the advantages of printing on de-
mand are that: a) it lowers the initial invest-
ment in printing costs; b) it makes it easier 
to publish texts and satisfy highly specialized 
market niches or in minority languages that 
would not be profitable if they were pro-
duced in offset, which makes it possible to 
increase the offering with more titles; c) the 
low risk assumed with on-demand printing 
makes it possible to effectively support new 
writers; d) the smaller print runs with on-de-
mand printing consume less paper and ink, 
reducing the impact on the environment; 
e) technological advances in digital printing 
make it possible to achieve the same printing 
quality as with offset technology; f) produc-
tion and delivery times are shorter than those 
with traditional offset printing, which means 
that it is possible to publish a title on a cu-
rrent, novel, or original topic in a very short 
time, without it losing validity or interest on 
the part of the publisher and to quickly satis-
fy the customer; g) storage costs are reduced 
by matching production with demand; and 
h) permanent marketing of works can be gua-
ranteed, so they are not discontinued.11

In Spain, two technology-based com-
panies currently stand out, Podiprint and 
Quares, which develop global solutions to 
manage on-demand paper book production, 
connecting publishers with local and interna-
tional bookstores.
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go from from a business model to industry 
model given that other business organiza-
tions, not necessarily related to the world of 
books, can adopt it.

The explanations for the lack of consolida-
tion of the audio-publishing market in Spain 
can be found on both the supply and the de-
mand sides. From the supply side, one might 
argue: a) less control in the preproduction and 
production process, which would be totally 
outsourced, in addition to distribution, than 
with the paper format, where preproduction 
is normally done in-house and the publisher 
can decide whether it wants to have total or 
partial control of physical distribution; or 

compared to the electronic format, where 
preproduction and production are comple-
tely in-house and only distribution requires 
the support of technological platforms, and 
b) the regulatory gap regarding sound rights 
not usually included in standard publishing 
contracts. On the demand side, it might be 
argued that there isn't a market segment subs-
tantial enough that can justify investment in 
audio-editorial projects.

The set of key steps that make up the pu-
blishing value chain for each of the possible 
formats –paper, electronic, and audio– cons-
titute a general book production and distri-
bution circuit as shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5: General book production and distribution circuit by format

Source: Magadán and Rivas (2020a, pp. 9).
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Unlike the paper book and the e-book, 
the audiobook requires auditory not visual 
attention, which is an additional option in 
the content consumption modes, especially 
in terms of when consumption takes place: 
when traveling, when doing sports, or when 
getting over an illness, among others, expan-
ding its original segment of blind consumers.

3. Financing

Access to financing for publishing invest-
ment projects beyond the use of equity and 
traditional means of indebtedness has led to 
strategies for raising funds without increasing 
the risk associated with growing liabilities and 
without having to discard a publishing project 
due to lack of financing.12 These strategies have 
been building publishing business models ca-
pable of dealing with the publishing of wor-
ks without affecting the financial stability of 
the organization itself. Some of these models 
include crowdfunding, desktop publishing, 
embedded advertising, and the freemium 
model. Although the idea of crowdfunding 
to pursue a common goal is not new, the use 
of the internet for it is as it provides a quick 
and decentralized way to connect people and 
organizations seeking funding for their value 
propositions with those willing to offer it. 
Through crowdfunding, a person or company 
seeks to obtain the funds necessary to under-
take a certain publishing project using the in-
ternet and the available social media.

Crowdfunding is nothing more than rai-
sing money collectively, with large amounts 
of people, which makes it possible to take 
on projects without resorting to traditional 
sources of financing. In exchange for this mi-
ni-sponsorship, one can obtain a share in the 
profits generated by the project or free or che-
aper access to the product or service generated 
by it. Crowdfunding campaigns in the publi-
shing industry open their business models to 

customers, co-creating a value proposition 
with them.13

Co-creation means a collaborative action 
between customer and organization to gene-
rate value, creating new products or impro-
ving existing ones, and its advantages include:  
a) ongoing feedback from customers; b) a 
more objective evaluation of quality; c) im-
proved customer satisfaction; and d) increa-
sed customer loyalty.

This openness is not only aimed at obtai-
ning funds for those publishing projects that 
carry a high financial risk or that simply do 
not require the support of traditional finan-
cing channels but also allows both publishers 
and writers to validate those publishing pro-
jects and interact with the communities of 
readers. In Spain, the Libros.com platform 
has based its business on crowdfunding; it is 
a publishing house that ensures quality publi-
shing, design, and distribution at no cost to 
the author. 

As a result of all of this, the opening of 
business models in publishing companies is 
usually accompanied by changes in the pu-
blishing industry's value chain, as shown in 
Figure 6. The phenomenon of paper book 
desktop publication was statistically insignifi-
cant, given the high costs that an individual 
–in this case, a potential author– would have 
to assume –production, storage, and distribu-
tion (both direct and reverse logistics)–, which 
made this option unaffordable, concentrating 
the decision-making power over what was or 
was not published in the publishing sector.14 
However, with the emergence of the e-book, 
this decision-making power has shifted and 
access to the status of author is facilitated 
through desktop publishing. In short, the 

12. Magadán and Rivas, 2019b.
13. Magadán and Rivas, 2020c.
14. Magadán, 2017
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Author Publisher Reader

Production process Distribution process

Figure 6: Traditional paper book value chain with crowdfunding

Source: Magadán and Rivas (2019b, pp. 18).
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e-book is changing what it is to be an author, 
as well as stimulating desktop publishing.

The internet has turned into a space whe-
re desktop publishing is becoming a reality 
through specialized platforms that free the 
author from the traditional publishing com-
pany (see Figure 7).

Both models (traditional and desktop pu-
blishing), far from being seen as antagonistic, 
lead traditional publishers to integrate the 
desktop publishing phenomenon with the de-
velopment of their own platforms, facilitating 
the necessary tools for the author who opts 
for DTP and enabling publishers to remain at 
the center of the book value chain.

In recent years, publishers and freelance 
publishing houses have made a firm commit-
ment to gaining a foothold in the world of 
desktop publishing as another line of busi-
ness. In Spain, Bubok is a pioneering online 
desktop publishing platform that allows you 
to edit, publish, and sell books on demand, 
both paper and digital. Penguin Random 
House created Me gusta escribir (I like to write), 
a social network for writers in Spain where, 
in addition to including resources for writers, 
tips, and news, they offer desktop publishing 
services ranging from design and proofrea-
ding to promotion and marketing. In March 
2017, Grupo Planeta launched Universo de Le-
tras (Universe of Letters), a new professional 
desktop publishing platform created to ser-
ve those who wish to fulfill their dream of 
seeing their book published. In addition, it 
functions as a platform for observation that 
helps discover new authors, so that those 
works that stand out due to their distribution 
will be evaluated for possible publication un-
der the Grupo Planeta imprint that best suits 
the characteristics of the title.

The inserted advertising model is com-
monly used by publishers linked to the press 
or other periodicals. However, it could be de-
veloped in the book world in publishing pro-

jects such as travel guides or technical books 
where suppliers associated with that particular 
technical sector can be promoted. The 24sym-
bols platform offers a multi-publisher catalog 
free of charge but with inserted advertising 
and certain limitations.

The freemium model establishes two pos-
sible levels of editorial services: "free" access 
to certain content and the "premium" option 
where, for a fee, that access or other features 
of the editorial services are extended in their 
entirety. The implementation of this model 
makes it possible to finance the "free" services 
with the income derived from the "premium" 
option and can be strategically combined with 
the open access model. Nubico or 24symbols 
fit into this model.

Faced with the advantage of financing free 
access through the paid (premium) option, 
two possible problems arise that should be 
carefully assessed by publishers who deci-
de to implement the model: a) that the free 
customer fails to take into account the added 
value of the paid option because the free op-
tion is enough for him or her; or b) that the 
free option is so limited and provides hardly 
any value so it ends up discouraging the free 
customer from using it and, therefore, from 
considering the paid option.

4. Distribution

The growing importance of distribution as-
sociated with globalization and the new di-
gital context has driven the development of 
various business models such as direct sales 
over websites or social media or both, sales 
through digital distributors, sales through di-
gital platforms, and sales through licensing 
to libraries or dropshipping, among others.

Direct sales over websites mean pur-
chases are made without any type of inter-
mediary or distributor (B2C model). This 
model continues to grow as another possible  
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revenue channel to complement the traditio-
nal model of sales through indirect channels 
(short, long, or double) that integrate various 
brokers, such as distributors or bookstores, 
and which has been boosted by information 
and communication technologies, the use of 
the publishers' own websites and social media 
as spaces to interact with potential customers, 
which end up becoming useful virtual mar-
kets not only to market paper books but also 
–depending on the publishers’ technological 
capacity– e-books. The strength of direct sales 
lies not only in the direct contact with the 
customer but also in the acquisition of direct 
knowledge of his or her behavior throughout 
the purchasing process, which allows us to 
analyze his or her consumption patterns to 
adapt commercial strategies accordingly.

Digital distributors replicate the paper 
book's value chain, with the publisher pro-
viding the content to the distributor, who, 
in turn, distributes it to partner bookstores.15 
Digital distributors offer an active marketing 
strategy through their networks of specia-
lized digital bookstores. A wide network of 
digital bookstores –analogous to paper distri-
bution– provides the publisher with greater 
dissemination of its digital publishing collec-
tion, in addition to which, thanks to each di-
gital bookstore's commercial strategy, it has 
better access to the segment of potential cus-
tomers of the e-books marketed.

There are also digital platforms where the 
publisher uploads the files where, as soon as 
it is confirmed by the platform that the file 
has been uploaded correctly, it is offered for 
sale directly to the reader (short channel).

Compared to digital distribution, the digi-
tal platform is a less active type of marketing, 
given the large volume of digital files stored 
on it. However, the digital platform usually 

offers the publisher –for additional payment– 
segmented marketing based on knowledge of 
the user profile moving through its virtual 
space so that its digital collection is not dilu-
ted in a sea of alternative content. In short, 
simply hosting the e-book on the platform, 
without contracting additional marketing 
options, would leave the entire commercial 
effort in the hands of the publisher.

The sale of licenses to libraries can be seen 
as a new business model or an extension of 
the commercialization model through digital 
distributors, since the latter are the ones who 
bid for public tenders to provide them with 
their publications.

The ways and means of consolidating this 
link between publishers and libraries are va-
ried, and some of the most common models 
are: a) the traditional licensing model, in 
which the library usually pays a subscription 
to access the catalog and adds a payment for 
individual loans to this subscription; b) the 
annual license per title, with unlimited access 
to a title for a set time; c) payment for con-
sumption of specific content (pay-as-you-go); 
d) co-payment, where part of the price is paid 
by the library user; and e) permanent acqui-
sition of titles. It is important to note that 
subscription options may be qualified by the 
concurrent or individual use of digital con-
tent, i.e., whether or not the title can be ac-
cessed simultaneously by several library users.

The various ways in which libraries can 
arrange access to publishers' digital collec-
tions and offer them to their users can re-
position libraries to propel them into the 
new digital context, occupying a key space 
in the dissemination of digital culture, which  
seemed to have declined with the wane in  
paper publishing.  

Dropshipping in the publishing sector ba-
sically consists of selling titles without having 
them and transferring the purchase order to 
the publisher or, as the case would be, digital 15. Magadán, 2017.
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Figure 8: Website direct sales value chain

Source: Prepared by the authors based on Magadán and Rivas (2019b, pp. 9).
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printer. Dropshipping is a model designed for 
the retail company that deals directly with the 
customer, so that bookstores can benefit from 
this marketing without a prior investment. 
However, publishers who have outsourced 
production and do not have their own com-
mercial or logistics network can also adopt 
this model: when an order is placed they 
transfer the information to the collaborating 
digital printing company, which produces the 
copy and then also ships it directly to the cus-
tomer. The success of this model among pu-
blishers will depend, according to transaction 
cost theory, on the costs of compliance with 
the agreement reached with collaborating di-
gital printers, who might tend to breach it by 
independently selling the titles they produce.

5. Consumption

The publishing business models developed 
on the basis of a new approach to the mode 
of consumption are those that to date offer 
the greatest number of possibilities. Subs-
cription, membership, pay-as-you-go, serial 
consumption, open access, and bundles are 
some of the alternatives that Spanish publi-

shers can use to redefine their models. The 
subscription model matches supply to de-
mand and facilitates adequate business plan-
ning. Subscription as a model comes to the 
publishing sector by way of technical works 
and legal compendiums for professional prac-
tice. Today, in Spain, there are noteworthy 
generalist-based platforms that market these 
services, such as 24symbols (a pioneer in ro-
lling out this business model in Spain) and 
Nubico. There is also a subscription model 
within the children's digital reading environ-
ment: Metaforic. This is a subscription-based 
reading service for readers 6 to 18 out of the 
Leer-e publishing house.

The membership model transforms the cus-
tomer into a member (or partner) of a group 
(or service) with access to services and content 
offered by a company. In the Spanish publi-
shing sector, the most paradigmatic example 
of this model was Círculo de Lectores.

The pay-as-you-go model allows the  
customer to pay for what is actually consu-
med, be it part or all of the content. Grupo 
Planeta has also included this model with 
Planetahipermedia.com, dedicated to busi-
ness educational content.

Figure 10: Value chain with digital platform

Source: Prepared by the authors based on Magadán and Rivas (2019b, pp. 9).
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The marketing of serial content over the 
internet is taking shape in the Spanish publi-
shing sector with the Gestión 2000 imprint 
(Grupo Planeta), a pioneer in marketing indi-
vidual book chapters.

Open access is a method widely used by 
publishers focused on the academic periodi-
cals segment. This is due to the need to dis-
seminate and divulge scientific knowledge. 
Both the authors and the publication accrue 
prestige through their impact, i.e., through 
the number of citations and references to the 
published work. Open access is an excellent 
strategy to attract other researchers both in 
their search for papers to analyze the state of 
the art of a subject and to assess the publica-
tion of their own work. 

The problem with this business model 
lies in the fact that the reader does not pay 
anything to access the content of the journal, 
which makes its commercial roll-out difficult. 
In fact, many of the open access journals de-
pend on public academic institutions and 
are financed through their public budgets as 
part of their social objectives of generating 
knowledge and sharing it. However, in the 
private context, the open access model has 
been adjusted to make it commercially viable: 
a) transferring the cost of reviewing, editing, 
and disseminating either to the author or to 
the institution to which he or she belongs; b) 
developing mixed journals in which the au-
thor can decide to have his or her work publi-
shed in open access for a fee or a donation of 
a certain amount of money; or c) maintaining 
a mixed format in which publications only 
become open access after a certain period of 
time during which they can be accessed for a 
fee to obtain the necessary profitability from 
them before releasing them. In Spain, scien-
tific publications and repositories such as the 
CSIC's are based on open access.

Bundling is a business model that propo-
ses packages of products or services that may 

be of the same or different nature. The ad-
vantage of bundled sale and consumption is 
that the price of the package is significantly 
lower than of buying each of the products or 
services it contains separately, similar to what 
would occur in a vacation package. In Spain, 
the Lektu platform adopts the bundled mo-
del and commercial strategy of Humble 
Dumble, with an extensive list of indepen-
dent publishers and author-publishers in its 
business portfolio.

6. Price

Pricing is the most relevant variable in a mar-
keting-mix strategy, since it is the only one 
that brings in revenue, as opposed to the 
other variables (product, promotion, and dis-
tribution), which represent costs.

Since a good or bad pricing policy can 
make or break a business, changing prices is 
a significant risk for any business, including 
publishing. This is why co-creation of price 
through the pay-what-you-want model has 
been used as a commercial strategy to attract 
readers rather than as a sustainable model.

In Spain, the Lektu platform makes use of 
this approach but starting with a minimum 
price suggested by the publishers and, ba-
sed on that price, the reader can decide how 
much to pay for the content.

7. Promotion

Social payment and gamification are two of 
the publishing business models that redefine 
promotional strategy.

In exchange for partial or total access to 
a work’s content, social payment consists of 
the reader promoting it over his or her social  
media, converting that promotion into a form 
of payment. Again, the Lektu platform makes 
use of this promotional strategy which both 
authors and publishers can benefit from.
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Gamification introduces the dynamics of 
games as tools to promote authors and works 
and increase the traffic of users to the publi-
shing house or bookstore's website or digital 
platform and their engagement and loyalty.

The emergence on the scene of all these 
business models signifies a vantage point 
from which to take a long look at the future 
scenarios that the Spanish publishing sector 
will face.

FUTURE SCENARIOS

The digital evolution is not alien to Spani-
sh publishing houses. Although they have 
approached the new technological proposals 
with interest, they have made little progress 
designing innovative strategies capable of pro-
moting new digital tools and infrastructures 
to leverage on all the potential implicit in in-
formation and communication technologies 
and, at the same time, make them less depen-
dent on sectors outside the world of books.

The Spanish publishing sector has had to 
do a relatively abrupt about-face in its com-
petitive environment, going from calm wa-
ters to high seas brought by the winds of the 
influence and cross-cutting impact of sectors 
linked to information and communication 
technologies. This has disrupted the relative 
stability of the traditional publishing mar-
kets, adding a high level of uncertainty and 
risk to its investments.

The future scenarios attempt to show the 
road map of the Spanish publishing sector 
and are the result of the logical evolution of 
certain situations outlined above in the des-
cription of the publishing business models.

First of all, we should consider the busi-
ness potential of the audiobook. This line of 
future development could be so relevant that 
it could lead to the creation of an entire in-
dustry around the format, similar to what has 
happened in the United States.

Secondly, omni-channels will become in-
creasingly present and necessary in publishing 
organizations, opening up new market access 
routes and new content consumption formats.

Thirdly, publishing companies will need 
to implement new coordination models that 
encourage correct management of business 
processes, increasing efficiency, especially 
in those publishers that develop content in 
paper and digital formats, thus enhancing 
complementarities and avoiding duplication. 
The cost savings derived from the new coor-
dination mechanisms will make it possible, 
for example, to redirect those resources to 
innovative future publishing projects.

Fourthly, the survival of the paper book 
will inevitably depend on the introduction of 
on-demand printing, which is more efficient 
and environmentally sustainable, relegating 
the traditional large print runs to reduce 
average costs to the annals of publishing his-
tory. With on-demand printing, the need for 
storage and the costs associated with reverse 
logistics will be critically reduced, and those 
works in the editorial collection whose de-
mand would not justify reprints can be main-
tained with minimum print runs similar to 
their first runs.

Fifthly, expressions such as business 
analytics, business intelligence, and big data 
will be increasingly present in the publishing 
business to provide answers to many of the 
questions that today can only be answered 
by the publisher's intuition rather than the 
logic and evidence of the data. Questions like 
what the readers’ preferences are, what their 
reactions to new products are, which works 
to publish, when they should be published 
and in what format are some of the many for 
which the tools and instruments of business 
analytics and intelligence applied to large da-
tabases can facilitate giving more scientific 
than fantastical answers to key questions for 
the survival of publishing organizations.
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Finally, as the sixth point, the need for 
book resilience will drive its evolution towards 
hybrid formulas that combine sensory and in-
tellectual experiences that go beyond reading 
itself: image and sound, together with other 
formulas associated with gamification, will be 
combined, altering the DNA of what is cu-
rrently understood as a book.

CONCLUSIONS AND PROPOSALS

A series of conclusions and proposals can be 
drawn from all the analysis carried out on the 
evolution of the publishing sector, which are 
set out below.

Conclusions

Firstly, the Spanish publishing sector has two 
lines of business that coexist complementing 
not substituting each other: on the one hand, 
the paper book and, on the other, the e-book. 
However, despite the existence of publishing 
houses exclusively focused on the production 
of e-books, part of the Spanish publishing 
sector is either not adapting to the technical 
change or is doing so at a slower pace than 
would be desirable, which means that the 
e-book is not becoming a more commercia-
lly profitable alternative to the paper book. 
In addition to this caution on the part of the 
publishing industry, there is also an interest 
on the part of authors to continue to see their 
work published on paper and a clear attitude 
on the part of readers to continue to opt for 
paper books rather than buying an e-book rea-
ding device. As a result, old business models 
will eventually coexist with the new. While, 
in the last five years, the companies in the 
Spanish publishing sector have been acqui-
ring digital knowledge to position themselves 
and respond to market transformations, digi-
tal products are still considered secondary to 
paper books. In fact, the distribution systems 

developed for e-books, such as the Libranda 
platform, replicate the traditional chain.

Secondly, the caution exercised by Spanish 
publishers in terms of innovation is slowing 
down the development of the e-book market 
on the supply side, given the small amount 
of digitally published works when compared 
to those published on paper. By putting the 
spotlight on editorial caution, problems such 
as the lack of economic resources, the lack 
of specialized personnel, the fears associated 
with digital piracy, and the absence of ins-
titutional support that translates into public 
policies facilitating the digital transforma-
tion come to light. In this context, Spanish 
publishers are reluctant to invest in R&D&I  
and prefer to adopt already proven innova-
tive proposals rather than take the initiative, 
given that assuming aesthetic and commer-
cial risks on their part has pushed them to 
the limits of their financial possibilities, lea-
ding the Spanish publishing sector to a de-
pendence –more accepted than desired– on 
external innovations.

Thirdly, the lack of joint digital initiatives, 
i.e., among the various players in the book 
value chain, has led to the entry of hardwa-
re manufacturers and internet service provi-
ders into the book industry, in many cases 
surpassing the traditional industry players  
in the creation of new business models for 
digital content.

From the above, it might be said that the 
Spanish publishing sector has only partially 
integrated the innovations derived from the 
technological changes associated with digita-
lization and that the position adopted by the 
publishing sector in the face of technologi-
cal innovation is reactive and not proactive, 
i.e., the aim is not to lead change but simply 
to adopt it. But this situation could chan-
ge thanks to the recovery plan for Europe 
known as Next Generation EU (NGEU). 
With the vision of a more digital, green, and 
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resilient Europe, the NGEU was introduced 
as an instrument aimed at enabling a transfor-
mation of the European economy capable of 
driving new opportunities to create jobs and 
generate wealth. It has a budget of 750 billion 
euros, 20% of which are earmarked for digital 
transformation and which Spain could access 
to promote sectoral leadership in publishing 
innovation in the broadest sense of the term.

Finally, the current pandemic situation 
has been a turning point in the attitude of 
part of the Spanish publishing sector, which 
has been forced to focus on the need for an 
accelerated digital transformation to keep its 
business afloat, so that COVID-19 has indi-
rectly catalyzed, as a side effect, the urgency 
of organizational change.

Proposals

After the foregoing reflection and analysis, 
some proposals might be outlined that provi-
de a reason for Spanish publishing organiza-
tions to continue to strengthen their cultural 
and business role and perhaps to take on an 
increasingly active one in terms of innovation.

• For those organizations with financial 
capacity, carrying out an evaluation of 
audiobook investment projects would 
be quite interesting. In business ter-
ms, publishers moving into this space  
will find themselves in the open sea, 
i.e., an unsaturated and barely touched  
business space.

• Agreements and alliances with other or-
ganizations might not only facilitate the 
leap to the new possibilities currently ope-
ned up by audiobooks but could even di-
rect the publishing strategy towards more 
innovative environments such as transme-
dia works, incorporating specific partners 
through innovation joint ventures.

• Publishing organizations who adopt 
e-books but do not abandon the paper 
format should not only embrace digital 
printing on demand but also rethink their 
business model to improve the integration 
of both formats. They should not stop the-
re, however, and should explore the pos-
sibility of better aligning their model with 
the demands of the digital economy and 
markets, promoting not only economic 
sustainability with a long-term vision but 
also environmental sustainability, prioriti-
zing printing with recycled or FSC paper, 
i.e., from sources that follow a sustainable 
environmental management model. And 
they shouldn't stop there. They should 
move towards packaging that is as sus-
tainable as the content it protects as well 
as the possibility of strategically selecting 
those distribution channels –especially in 
the case of e-commerce– that analogically 
apply truly sustainable last-mile logistics.

• The Spanish public administration can do 
a great deal to promote the digital immer-
sion of the publishing sector, supporting 
innovation in all its possible forms. A first 
support strategy would be found in the 
fiscal (tax) dimension of the new techno-
logy-based formats. It is true that the VAT 
for e-books has recently been improved, 
putting them on a par with paper books, 
but further must be done if digitalization 
is to be promoted, both on the supply 
side and on the demand side, by consi-
dering the possibility of applying a zero 
rate for e-books, creating corporate tax 
discounts or even reductions in the fee or 
in the base which fiscally incentivize the-
se types of innovative and modernizing 
moves in the publishing value chain. A 
second support strategy would be the way 
in which public aid for the sector is defi-
ned. It is crucial that this aid not be biased 
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in favor of the paper format. It should 
consider all formats and there should be 
a segmented vision of the agents involved 
in publishing production, defining public 
aid and investment in the sector in an in-
dividualized way: the needs of publishers 
are not the same as those of booksellers 
and distributors, etc. The ninth catalyst 
in the Spanish Government's Plan for 
Recovery, Transformation, and Resilience 
should be highlighted. It seeks to "boost 
the culture and sports industry" through 
a "revaluation of the cultural industry" 
(codified in the Plan as "component 24") 
and its recognition as a "sign of identity, 
mirror and source of learning and defense 
of the cultural sector" that must be pro-
tected, underlining Spain's cultural wealth 
and the important asset that the Spanish 
language is for future economic and social 
development. This is not only a recogni-
tion of the economic weight of culture in 
terms of jobs and wealth generation, but 
also of its strategic value in developing a 
free, cohesive, and open society. In addi-
tion, the Plan recognizes the major ne-
gative impact the pandemic has had on 
culture. On the basis of these previous 
considerations, the Plan makes an expli-
cit commitment to various forms aimed 
at strengthening the fabric of the publi-
shing sector, with objectives such as the 
establishment of the Book and Reading 
Board –the starting point for achieving 
the Pact for Books and Reading– which 
will address the following lines of work: 
a) the promotion of the digital transfor-
mation of the sector; b) the strengthening 
and improvement of its competitiveness; 
c) internationalization, with special focus 
on digital media (virtual international pre-
sence); d) the development of the value of 
literary creation and its authors, making 
them visible and promoting them at fairs 

for the sale and purchase of copyrights; 
and e) the promotion of reading. In addi-
tion to this list of objectives, the protec-
tion of the copyrights of literary creations 
is added as a boost to the cultural indus-
try. The total estimated investment for 
component 24, "revaluation of the cultu-
ral industry," is €325 million. 

• The network of public libraries can be 
strategically used by the administration as 
a powerful lever for digital social develo-
pment, renewing its literacy and dissemi-
nation function in the new technological 
ecosystem for society and sending a clear 
message to publishers that it is committed 
to new ways of offering content. A commit-
ment of this magnitude could contribute 
to a significant reduction in the inequality 
resulting from the digital divide in our so-
ciety and made obvious by the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the aforementioned ninth 
catalyst of the Spanish Government's Plan 
for Recovery, Transformation and Resi-
lience, component 24, "revaluation of the 
cultural industry," includes a reform plan 
to "strengthen the fabric of cultural and 
creative industries" whose objective is to 
"promote public collaboration and inno-
vation by recovering libraries as social and 
innovative spaces for creativity by holding 
public laboratories in various places at the 
same time and in coordination."

All these proposals highlight the possibilities 
of such a special sector within culture as pu-
blishing, as well as the need, now more than 
ever, for not only private but also public su-
pport for its development.  
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METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on data from 81 indepen-
dent publishers in Spain, collected through 
two types of non-probabilistic sampling, 
which we carried out between June 2019 and 
December 2020.2 It should be clarified that 
access to the universe of independent publi-
shers snowball sampling was carried out: each 
publisher surveyed was asked about its colla-
boration with other publishers, which we ad-
ded to the sample. Finally, 106 independent 
publishers in Spain were contacted, 76% of 
which decided to take part in this study. 
in Spain or in any other country is impos-
sible because the most alternative houses do 
not publish with ISBN or copyrights, which 
makes it difficult to delimit the total popu-

lation of publishers that do not belong to 
a large group. Therefore, at first, our study 
began with a discretionary sampling derived 
from our own knowledge of the Spanish pu-
blishing field. Afterwards, independent publi-
shers snowball sampling was carried out: each 
publisher surveyed was asked about its co-
llaboration with other publishers, which we  

1. By catalog we mean the product resulting from the com-
bination of public titles per year and the average print run.
2. This paper was initiated under the framework of the 
ECOEDIT R+D project (https://ecoedit.org/) and continued 
with the LETRAL R+D project (http://proyectoletral. ugr.
es/) of the University of Granada, of which I am Lead 
Researcher. In addition to Spain, we studied the Latin 
American publishing field as a whole, with a total sample 
of 349 independent houses. Tiffany Martínez, a member 
of the team, collaborated with me in collecting and 
processing the data.

POLICIES AND VALUES OF
INDEPENDENT PUBLISHING IN SPAIN
Ana Gallego Cuiñas

Independent publishing has become one of the most significant phenomena in the book sector in the 
21st century. Despite the controversial nature of its definition, the term independent has become esta-
blished as a business model and as a publishing policy, although to date there has been no in-depth 
analysis of the nature of one or the other. With this in mind, we present the first overall study of the 
different modes of production and distribution of Spanish houses dedicated to literature that do not 
belong to a large publishing group and that do not mainly or exclusively practice desktop publishing, 
by virtue of the size of their catalogs.1 The ultimate goal is to describe their material and aesthetic 
practices against the backdrop of four types of policies that balance, nurture, and expand our book 
ecosystem: bibliodiversity, equality, sustainability, and inclusion.

Keywords: Multidiversity, equality, sustainability, inclusion, independent publishing, bibliodiversity.
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added to the sample. Finally, 106 indepen-
dent publishers in Spain were contacted, 76% 
of which decided to take part in this study.

The information was collected, firstly, 
through a questionnaire sent to the publi-
shers, and secondly, through registration on 
the ECOEDIT platform web page, where 
the publishers themselves voluntarily register 
without having been contacted beforehand.3 
Once the data had been processed, we deci-
ded to separate two samples: one composed 
of the 64 publishers (sample II) that answered 
all the questions on the four policies studied 
(bibliodiversity, equality, inclusion, and sus-
tainability) and another (sample I) comprising 
all 81 publishers that only provided data on 
bibliodiversity policies. Finally, and perhaps 
the most valuable contribution of our analy-
sis, we distinguished between medium-sized 
independent publishers and small indepen-
dent publishers, taking into account the size 
of their catalogs, based on a differentiating 
cut-off: more than five titles published and 
an average print run of more than 500 copies. 
Undoubtedly, the material conditions of each 
house affect their editorial policies and this 
forces us to differentiate between two clear 
business or entrepreneurial models4 that must 
be contemplated and contrasted if we are to 
offer a representative cartography of the ex-
traordinary heterogeneity that characterizes 
independent publishing. By this we mean 
what is visible and what is invisible of this 
group, characterized by its continuous growth 
and its high degree of experimentation.

POLICIES, VALUES, AND AGENDA 2030

Culture, understood as an ecosystem whose 
roots extend far beyond the arts and literatu-
re to values such as development, identity, 
and ways of life, makes its appearance throu-
ghout the 2030 Agenda, explicitly in SDGs 
4, 8, 11, and 12 and tangentially in SDG 17. 
The objectives linked to the social, econo-
mic, and environmental dimensions are also 
evident in this agenda, where a publishing 
practice committed to our society and its fu-
ture should be projected.

The remarkable expansion of independent 
publishing in the 21st century has led to a 
new way of understanding all the aspects of 
the publishing system: ways of working, book 
production, care taken in terms of aesthetics 
and genres, printing, distribution, etc. These 
new forms of publishing promote the deve-
lopment of a bibliodiverse, egalitarian, inclu-
sive, and sustainable cultural space. For this 
reason, there is a need to highlight the poli-
cies of these houses related to the 2030 Agen-
da, both to show their strengths –supporting 
and exporting them– and their weaknesses, to 
promote public policies aimed at intensifying 
them and positioning Spain at the forefront 
of the publishing sector. Knowing and stren-
gthening this type of business is necessary to 
achieve "sustained, inclusive, and sustainable 
economic growth and decent jobs for all; a 
world where consumption and production 
patterns and the use of all natural resources 
are sustainable," as stated in the document 
“Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development.”

3. In this second case, we screened the publishers that 
match the characteristics of the sample, i.e., that are not 
engaged in the lucrative business of desktop publishing in a 
prevalent or exclusive manner.
4. The large conglomerates (which has been studied 
extensively) should be added to the publishing model of the 
medium and small imprints to provide an overall picture of 
the book industry.

40
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64

Medium-sized

Small

Total

49

32

81

Sample I Sample II
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The SDGs the policies and values respond 
to that we use to analyze Spanish indepen-
dent publishers are: SDG 5: "Achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls," 
which crystallizes equality and bibliodiversi-
ty policies, such as the presence of women in 
publishing catalogs. Beyond social and eco-
nomic issues, i.e., beyond ending discrimi-
nation against women and providing equal 
opportunities for women in leadership posi-
tions (such as on an editorial team) and in 
the access to professions normally occupied 
by men (such as writers), focus should be pla-
ced on the role of women in book culture. 

On the other hand, bibliodiversity policies 
(which also appeal to SDG 4 and 10) mean 
"cultural multiversity," as defined by Susan 
Hawthorne (2019), i.e., the diversity of lite-
rary genres (narrative, poetry, theater, essay), 
the presence of new and international au-
thors in catalogs, translations, co-publishing, 
associative and collaborative practices, etc.

Finally, we cannot forget that indepen-
dent publishers are –also– companies, so it 
is important to take into account SDG 8, 
which seeks to "Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work 

Table 1: Policies and values of independent publishing

Source: Prepared by the author

Policies and values

Bibliodiversity Policies Equality Policies

1. 
2.
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15. 

1. 
2.

3. 

1. 

2.
3. 

1. 
2.
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Literary genre policies
Origin of authors
Presence of new authors
Presence of women writers
Publication of translations
Mostly physical format
Publication in electronic format
Licenses (ISBN, copyright, copyleft)
Professions and associations
Co-publishing
Desktop publishing
Advertising in media
Social networks as a dissemination tool
Type of capital
Manners of distribution
Book fairs

Publications in adapted formats
Presence of authors with 
functional diversity
Groups at risk of exclusion 
on staff

Sales in small bookstores and 
traditional bookstores
Sustainable distribution
Use of recycled materials

Gender focus in the editorial line
Presence of women on the editorial team
Presence of women in publishing houses
Ways of working with feminist associations
Equal opportunity practices
Established anti-harassment policy

Inclusion Policies Sustainability Policies
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for all." In our case, this translates into the 
analysis of the hiring of people who are part 
of groups at risk of exclusion, the establish-
ment of anti-harassment policies, the use of 
sustainable distribution methods, the use of 
recycled materials, co-publishing, and pu-
blishing books in electronic format, among 
others. Therefore, the development of inclu-
sion policies (SDG 10) and sustainability po-
licies (SDG 11 and 15) will also be central to 
our study.

 

THE CONCEPT OF INDEPENDENT  
IN SPANISH PUBLISHING HOUSES

We pointed out at the beginning of this pa-
per the controversy raised by the category of 
“independent” in the book industry. For this 
reason, we thought it was essential to ask the 
sector's agents whether or not they conside-
red themselves to be independent and what 
idea they had of the concept. A total of 84% 
of medium-sized publishers and 86% of sma-
ll publishers self-identify as independent. All 
the medium-sized imprints in our sample in-
dicated that they could not be linked to any 
business group or large group (political or 
economic) and that the publications are not 
subject to commercial goals. One of the most 
repeated responses was the desire to make sure 
book selection was done carefully and to crea-
te a catalog with a clear editorial line, in many 
cases associated with social transformation 
and new ways of reading. At the small houses, 
the commitment to marginal literatures and 
authors was also noteworthy, as well as the 
freedom of not being conditioned by market 
trends. On several occasions, the concept of 
publisher is even linked to that of the artisan, 
with the idea that each book is unique, beyond 
the systematization imposed by certain aspects 
of publishing (printing, distribution, etc.).

Most publishers who do not consider 
themselves independent make clear the pro-

blems that accompany the use of the category 
by not clearly expressing who or what they 
are independent from. The other proposed 
categories are: alternative publishing house, 
micro-publishing house, self-managed im-
print (where the weight is shifted to the as-
sociative character and self-management with 
no mediation), or small publishing house, 
the last term being the second most promi-
nent in the forms.

 

BIBLIODIVERSITY POLICIES

The analysis of the data on the biodiversity 
policies developed by Spanish independent 
publishers has been approached from two 
perspectives: the first, based on unweighted 
values, considers that each of the publishers 
has the same weight within the sample. This 
one-to-one comparative study allows us to re-
veal and highlight the policies of the less visi-
ble imprints in the book market.5 The second 
perspective is based on weighting the data ac-
cording to the size of each of the publishers' 
catalogs, which shows that the larger catalogs 
have more weight in the market, i.e., they 
have greater visibility in what we could call 
the domestic independent bookstore. With 
this combined operation we can gauge to 
what extent the size of a house has on the im-
pact of certain policies or values that pluralize 
and protect the book ecosystem. Undoubted-
ly, the role of independent publishing houses 
is crucial to achieve effective bibliodiversity in 
the Spanish reading market, since they are the 
ones that are most committed to minor6 –less 
commercial– genres such as poetry or theater, 
to unknown writers, to alternative modes of 
production and distribution, etc.

5. This is the unique methodology used in the analysis of 
equality, sustainability, and inclusion policies.
6. We draw a parallel with Deleuze and Guattari's well-
known notion of “minor literature.”
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Literary genres

The analysis of the literary genres published 
by small and medium-sized independent pu-
blishers reveals that the field is extremely he-
terogeneous: the variability of the data makes 
it impossible to obtain an unweighted average 
that represents the samples as a whole. The 
weighted averages for each genre show that 
essay and narrative occupy a considerable 
amount of space in the catalogs. Ninety-four 
percent of medium-sized publishers publish 
narrative to a greater or lesser degree, a genre 
that occupies an average of 31% of their ca-
talogs. In turn, 75% of the small publishers 
have an average of 28% in their catalog. Al-
though more publishers are investing in na-
rrative, the most published genre is the essay: 
78% of medium-sized publishers and 53% of 
small publishers publish essays, which occupy 
32% and 29%, respectively, in their catalogs.

Poetry comes in third, present in 45% of 
the medium-sized catalogs and in 69% of the 
small ones, occupying 21% and 24% on ave-
rage. In last place we find theater, published 
by only 14% of medium-sized publishers and 
11% of small publishers, which represents 
only 1% of the total catalogs of the former and 

6% of those of the latter. As for the "Others” 
category, which includes all titles that do not 
fall into the genres studied (children's books, 
photography books, comics, illustrations, 
etc.), 65% of medium-sized publishers and 
50% of small publishers put out this type of 
book. This surprising fact was to crystallize 
the proliferation of trans-genre books –that 
do not conform to a single literary genre– and 
the rise of the children's genre. However, this 
category does not have much weight in the ca-
talogs, accounting for 15% on average in the 
medium-sized houses and 8% on average in 
the small ones.

Interesting conclusions about the preva-
lence of each literary genre in the catalogs 
can also be drawn from the unweighted data. 
Among the medium-sized publishers we 
found only four publishers that put out only 
narrative (Sajalín, Drácena, Amor de Madre, 
and Automática) and among the small publi-
shers two (Achab and El Antro), so we can 
infer that generic diversity is essential for 
independent publishing. However, both me-
dium-sized and small imprints have a high 
percentage of narrative: more than 30% of 
medium-sized publishers put out between 
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80 and 100% narrative, while more than half 
of the small publishers publish between 20 
and 40%. Small labels segment their catalogs 
much more to ensure their survival.

There is no medium or small publishing 
house that publishes only essay. Capitán 
Swing is the medium-sized company that pu-
blishes the most, at 95% of its publications, 
which is combined with the publication of 
5% narrative. Of the smaller ones, three pu-
blish 60% essays (Calumnia Editors, Kaótica 
Libros, and Ático de los Libros) and none 
publish more than 80%. As for the combina-
tion with other genres, narrative stands out 
in both samples.

There is no medium-sized imprint that pu-
blishes only poetry. La Bella Varsovia publi-
shes the most, 95%, with the remaining 5% 
falling under "Others." However, among the 
small publishers, there are two that are entire-
ly dedicated to the genre: Kriller71 and Arre-
bato Libros. It should be noted that in both 
small and medium-sized imprints, the majori-
ty of the of publishers (40% of medium-sized 
and 30% of small publishers) publish between 
1 and 20% poetry. While there are fewer me-
dium-sized publishers with a high percentage 
of poetry in the catalog, in the small ones the 
average is more stable, with 20% having be-
tween 80 and 100% poetry.

It is noteworthy that none of the me-
dium-sized publishing houses analyzed has 
more than 20% of theatrical works in their 
catalogs, the maximum being 14% for Libros 
del Innombrable and it is only 1% on ave-
rage. Among the small publishers, we found 
only two publishers that put out this genre: 
Ediciones Antígona with 70% and Lastura 
Ediciones with 5%. Although not many sma-
ll imprints publish plays, the average is con-
siderably higher than in the medium-sized 
ones: 13%. This underlines small imprints’ 
high degree of bibliodiversity and attention 
to less profitable genres.

Origin of authors

The weighting of the data provided by the 
medium-sized publishers shows that more 
titles by national authors are published than 
by international authors. However, in the 
unweighted values, the numbers are reversed, 
with 46% of national authors versus 54% of 
international authors. Although the data is 
very close and there is a tendency towards 
50%, the comparison of both values shows 
that Spanish publishers have explicit interna-
tionalization policies, while the weighted va-
lues reveal a greater commitment to national 
literature on the part of publishers with larger 
catalogs. On the other hand, small publishers 
tend to publish more international than na-
tional writers. However, the unweighted 
values (national: 61%/international: 39%) 
show that it is the publishers with bigger cata-
logs that proportionally publish more inter-
national writers. In the non-visible, therefore, 
Spanish independent publishers are generally 
committed to national literature.

It should be added that both the me-
dium-sized and small imprints that publi-
sh more national literature tend to include 
more narrative in their catalogs, while those 
that publish mostly literature by internatio-
nal authors are committed to both narrative 
and essays. This leads us to deduce that there 
is an inclination to introduce works of thou-
ght in other languages in our country.

Presence of women writers, 
newcomers, and translations

In medium-sized publishing houses, the pu-
blication of women writers is similar in weigh-
ted and unweighted values, although slightly 
lower in the latter, which denotes a tendency 
towards gender equity in authors published. 
In this area, imprints such as Liana, Ménades, 
Torremozas, and Amor de madre stand out, 
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with more than 80% of their catalogs featu-
ring women writers. All publish a majority 
of narrative except Torremozas whose catalog 
consists of 85% poetry.

In small publishers, the weighted values 
tell us that the average number of women in 
the total number of catalogs is 43%. Howe-
ver, in the unweighted values, this percentage 
rises 10 points, which means that publishers 
with a smaller catalog are committed to pu-
blishing works written by women. Most of 
them publish narrative or poetry, as there is 
a general tendency to publish more women 
writers in those publishing houses with more 
national authors.

In medium-sized labels, we found an ave-
rage, in weighted and unweighted values, of 
20% of new or unpublished writers in the 
catalogs. The publishing houses that publish 
the most new authors are largely dedicated to 
narrative, followed by essays and poetry. In 
contrast, for small publishers the difference 
between weighted and unweighted values is 
significant. If the weighted values show that 
the average presence of new writers in the 
catalogs is 24%, the unweighted values re-
veal that the average presence of new writers 

is close to 46%. This variation between the 
two figures is due to the fact that small publi-
shers with a larger catalog publish fewer new 
writers, which means that they have less of a 
presence in the market. The greatest concen-
tration of new writers is in publishing houses 
that mainly publish poetry, followed by tho-
se that publish narrative.

In the analysis of the publication of 
translations by medium-sized publishers, we 
see that the weighted values show a greater 
presence of titles in their original language, 
while the unweighted data reveal that on 
average 50% of the catalogs of the publishers 
studied are translations. This data shows that 
medium-sized publishers with larger catalogs 
invest more in works written in the origi-
nal language, increasing the weighted value. 
The imprints that publish more than 80% 
are the most representative of the Spanish 
independent scene: Gallo Nero (with 100% 
translated works), Editorial Barrett, Impedi-
menta, De Conatus, Cabaret Voltaire, Liana 
Editorial, Katakrak, Turner, Nórdica, Alpha 
Decay, Capitán Swing, and Automática. In 
conclusion, although several publishers with 
large catalogs publish a high percentage of 

0

10

20

30

40

50

National authors International authors

Figure 2: Origin of writers (%) (weighted values)

Medium-sized publishers Small publishers
Source: Prepared by the author



56

ANA GALLEGO CUIÑAS

translations, most small and medium-sized 
imprints publish between 20 and 40% trans-
lations, reducing the weighted (or visible) 
average. In small publishers, on the other 
hand, there is no variation between the wei-
ghted and unweighted values, which shows 
that the percentage of translations does not 
vary with the size of the catalog. The im-
prints that publish the most translations are 
Greylock, Ravenswood Books, and Ático de 
los libros, even though in none of them do 
they account for more than 75% of their to-
tal catalog. These publishers also stand out 
for having a large percentage of women wri-
ters in their catalogs.

Co-publishing and desktop publishing

The weighted and unweighted values for 
co-publications hardly vary between me-
dium-sized and small publishers. However, 
we did observe a difference between the two 
samples: while 60% of medium-sized com-
panies do co-publish, only 34% of small 

imprints do, which undoubtedly requires 
greater visibility and more networking power. 
On the other hand, the weighted and unwei-
ghted values for desktop publishing do vary 
for both medium-sized and small publishers: 
the weighted values indicate that 5% of me-
dium-sized publishers and 13% of small pu-
blishers practice desktop publishing, while in 
the unweighted values these percentages go 
from 5 to 10% and from 13 to 19%. This di-
fference shows that larger catalogs are less in-
clined to engage in desktop publishing than 
smaller ones.

Book formats 

In both medium and small publishers we 
find that the weighted percentage of publi-
shers putting out e-books is similar: around 
60%. Although the variation between weigh-
ted and unweighted data is small, it is revea-
ling, as it shows that the publishers with the 
largest catalog, the medium-sized ones, are 
the ones that publish the most in electronic 

Figure 3: Presence of women writers, newcomers, and translations (%) (weighted values)
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format. The most widely used physical for-
mat is the book, and the majority of publi-
shers that publish in cardboard format (the 
so-called “cartoneras”) are small.

ISBN and copyright 

Among medium-sized publishers, there is no 
difference between weighted and unweighted 
values for ISBN use: 99% of publishers use 
ISBNs and 1% do not. This 1% is a single 
publisher: Ediciones Perdidas. In the case of 
small publishers, weighted and unweighted 
values are differentiated. Visibly, 97% of pu-
blishers use ISBNs compared to 3% who do 
not. However, in unweighted values, i.e., in 
the policies implemented by publishers, the 
percentage of publishers using ISBNs drops 
to 85%. This shows that a representative  
percentage of small publishers, most of 
them cardboard publishers, do not publish  
with ISBN.

As with the ISBN, there are no differen-
ces between weighted and unweighted values 

in the use of copyright in the medium-sized 
imprints either. Seventy-four percent of pu-
blishers use copyright while 26% use creative 
commons, copyleft, or do not use any co-
pyright. In small publishers, however, the use 
of copyright increases in the weighted data, 
because publishers with smaller catalogs, in 
38% of the cases, use copyleft, creative com-
mons, or none at all.

Social networks and advertising

The use of social media is fundamental for 
both medium-sized and small publishers 
(99% of medium-sized publishers and 97% 
of small publishers, both in weighted and 
unweighted values) due to the visibility of 
these promotional media, which are also free. 
On the other hand, in paid advertising there 
is a distinction between weighted and unwei-
ghted values in both samples. The difference, 
of only a few points, in the medium-sized pu-
blishers tells us that publishers with a smaller 
catalog pay for more advertising than those 
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with a larger catalog. In the small ones, howe-
ver, there are more than thirty points differen-
ce between weighted and unweighted values, 
i.e., the small publishers that pay the most for 
advertising are those with the largest catalogs. 
 

Manners of distribution 

In medium-sized publishers, the weighted 
and unweighted values coincide with most-
ly contracting generic distributors. However, 
the comparison between both values indica-
te that publishers with larger catalogs tend to 
use more independent distributors, with an 
unweighted value of 33%, or not to use dis-
tributors at all, with an unweighted value of 
12%. Large publishers have a greater tendency 
to have their own distribution channels or to 
partner with other independent publishers to 
create their own distribution company.

In small publishers there is no difference 
between weighted and unweighted values, so 
distribution is divided as follows: 45% of sma-
ll publishers work with a generic distributor, 
35% with an independent distributor, and 
20% do not hire distribution services. 

Associations and book fairs

Sixty-five percent of the medium-sized publi-
shers studied belong to a generic association, 
28% to an independent association, and 7% 
are not members of any. The unweighted 
values increase the percentage of publishers 
members of generic associations and reduce 
those members of independent associations. 
This shows that the size of the catalogs is not 
a clear measure for the association chosen 
since publishers with a larger catalog reduce 
the weighted value. In small companies, on 
the other hand, the difference in the weigh-
ted and unweighted values of belonging to a 
generic association, an independent associa-
tion, or to none at all is very significant. If 
in the weighted values a division tending to 
proportionality is observed, in the unweigh-
ted values, publishers that do not belong to 
any association account for 82%, followed by 
publishers that are part of generic associations 
(12%), and, lastly, publishers that are part of 
independent associations (6%). From this va-
riation it can be seen that the majority of sma-
ll publishers opt not to join an association, 
since this entails an additional cost. However, 

Figure 5: Book formats (%) (weighted values)
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smaller publishers with larger catalogs change 
the perception of the data on membership.

The generic association most of the me-
dium and small publishers studied are mem-
bers of is the Asociación de Editores de 
Madrid (Madrid Publishers Association). The 
most notable independent association is Gru-
po Contexto (Context Group), followed by 
Club de Editores al Margen (Club of Publi-
shers on the Margins). It should be noted that 
the associations with which the publishers in 

the study work are essentially regional asso-
ciations, with the Asociación de Editores An-
daluces (Andalusian Publishers Association) 
in first place. The only independent associa-
tions reported are Editargi (the association of 
independent publishers of Navarre), named 
by the medium-sized publishers, and Multi-
national Cartonera (Cartonero Multinatio-
nal), named by the small publishers.

Eighty-eight percent of medium-sized 
publishers and 66% of small publishers  
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participate in book fairs. In both samples, the 
Madrid fair is the most attended. The second 
most visited by the medium-sized imprints is 
the Seville Fair, while for the small ones this 
position is occupied by Expoesía. As for the 
international fairs mentioned in the surveys, 
Guadalajara's International Book Fair stands 
out among both medium-sized and small 
fairs. It is remarkable, however, that atten-
dance at the Frankfurt Fair is only mentioned 
by small publishers.

 

Type of capital

According to the weighted values, 89% of the 
medium-sized publishers surveyed have pre-
dominantly private capital, while 11% have 
mixed capital. The values differ from the 
unweighted values: 96% have private capital 
compared to 4% of mixed capital. This shows 
that medium-sized publishers with larger ca-
talogs receive more subsidies than publishers 
with smaller catalogs. On the other hand, 
the weighted and unweighted percentages of 
small publishers coincide: 90% of the capital 
is private, 9% is public, and 1% is mixed.

EQUALITY POLICIES

There are four values that we have associated 
with equality policies in the field of indepen-
dent publishing and although none of the 
medium-sized imprints complies with all of 
them and only 14 % of the small ones do 
(Ediciones Antígona, Editorial Ultramarina, 
and Ediciones en el mar) it is very present 
in the material and symbolic practices of 
the sector. There is no doubt that one of the 
commitments of Spanish book culture in the 
21st century should be education in equa-
lity through reading and breaking the glass 
ceiling in this sector, where women have 
traditionally been excluded from positions  
of responsibility.7
 

Editorial line with a gender focus 

The number of editorial lines with a gen-
der focus is higher in small publishers than 
in medium-sized ones: 67% versus 48%. If 
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we compare that data with countries such 
as Argentina or Mexico,8 we might observe 
that the percentage of medium-sized im-
prints is lower than there: 77% of Argentine 
publishers and 71% of Mexican publishers 
have a gender focus in their editorial line. 
On the other hand, the percentage of sma-
ll publishers exceeds the percentages of  
these countries by a few points, which implies  
that Spanish micro-publishing is more  
gender-focused. 

Presence of women on the editorial team

In both medium-sized and small publishers, 
we observed that more than 75% of the sam-
ple has women on the editorial team, 56% 
in medium-sized publishers and 66% in 
small publishers, where there are also more 
women in leadership positions. That is: sma-
ll-scale female entrepreneurs. If we look at 
medium-sized publishers, which have 50% 
or more women on the editorial team, the 
percentage drops to 60%, while in small pu-
blishers it does not vary.

Women in the publishing house

Ninety-five percent of the medium-sized 
publishers studied have women in the total 
number of people who are part of the im-
print, compared to 83% at the small ones. In 
the former, women account for 54% of the 
total and in the latter 62. It should be noted 
that although the percentage of publishers 
with more women in their ranks is higher in 
medium-sized publishers than in small publi-
shers, the percentage of women at the publi-
sher is higher in small publishers. In contrast 
to what is observed in the values related to 
the make-up of the editorial team, in the to-
tal number of staff, the medium and small  
Spanish publishing houses are above those of 
Argentina and Mexico. 

Work with feminist associations

Thirty-five percent of the medium-sized 
publishers in our sample reported working 
with feminist associations, compared to 
63% of the small publishers. In both cases, 
the most frequently reported form of work 
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is collaboration (in 80% of the cases). In the 
medium-sized companies, 29% participated 
through donations, at promotional events, 
and through receiving advice from these as-
sociations. In the case of small publishers, 
47% reported having carried out promotio-
nal activities, 40% said they had made dona-
tions, and 27% said they had received advice 
from these groups.

Equal opportunity practices

Eighty-three percent of both medium and 
small samples promote equal opportunity 
practices within their publishing house. The 
most frequently reported activity is the pu-
blication of women writers (about 70% of 
publishers). Thirty percent of medium-sized 
companies report the use of inclusive langua-
ge in both their works and communications, 
compared to 50% of small companies. Thir-
teen percent of the medium-sized companies 
and almost 17% of the small ones promote 
equal opportunity hiring. In contrast, me-
dium-sized publishers favor more flexible 
schedules (they have more coverage and capi-
tal) to achieve a better work-life balance: 53% 
compared to 21% for small companies. Of 
note, 17% of small publishers provide ma-
ternity and paternity leave that are the same 
length, an initiative not reported by any of 
the medium-sized publishers.

Anti-harassment policy

Twenty percent of the medium-sized publi-
shers surveyed have an anti-harassment poli-
cy in place, a percentage that rises to 29% in 
small publishers. 

INCLUSION POLICIES

Inclusion policies in the world of books are 
essential to reduce inequality, adapt culture to 

diversity, and promote the integration of the 
most vulnerable groups into the creative in-
dustry. Our data warns that none of the sma-
ll publishers promote the three values that 
we consider essential to inclusive publishing 
policies. However, 12% of the medium-sized 
imprints do meet these three values: Dos Bi-
gotes, Demipage, Katakrak, La única puerta 
a la izquierda, Atrapasueños, and Capitán 
Swing. The most promoted practice is the hi-
ring of groups at risk of exclusion, followed 
by publication in adapted formats. This com-
bination is the most common in those pu-
blishers that comply with two of the values 
established for these policies.

Publications in adapted formats

The term “adapted formats” includes all works 
that are adapted to reach audiences that can-
not read for different reasons. We find reading 
and writing adaptations, such as easy read, 
which consists of summarizing and adapting 
texts to a simpler and clearer language that can 
be understood by people with cognitive or in-
tellectual disabilities, braille for people with 
reduced visibility, audiobooks also for people 
with reduced visibility and for those students 
who cannot read, and video books. Our sur-
vey data indicates that 35% of medium-sized 
publishers put out books in adapted formats, 
a percentage that drops to 13% for small pu-
blishers. The most popular adapted format is  
the audiobook: 100% of medium-sized publi-
shers and 66% of small publishers. The other 
most popular format is the easy read book: 
7% for medium-sized imprints and 33% for 
small ones. It should be emphasized at this 

9. The “young people” category was added to our ques-
tionnaire responses by several medium-sized publishers (as 
well as small publishers who introduced “LGTBIQ+” and 
“racialized people”) and refers to people 25–30 years old.



63

POLICIES AND VALUES OF INDEPENDENT PUBLISHING IN SPAIN

point that only medium-sized publishers pu-
blish video books or versions adapted for peo-
ple with functional diversity.  

Authors with functional diversity

By authors with functional diversity we mean 
those who face some type of difficulty that 
prevents them from carrying out their daily 
lives. Thirty percent of the medium-sized pu-
blishers analyzed publish books by authors 
with functional diversity, a percentage that 
drops to 21% in the case of small publishers. 
Both figures are above those of Argentinean 
publishers and below those of Mexico.  

Groups at risk of exclusion

Under the heading of groups at risk of ex-
clusion we include those groups of people 
who are segregated, discriminated against, or 
marginalized from the labor market, i.e., the 
different groups that have greater difficulties 
gaining employment, such as the long-term 
unemployed, or young, racialized, or LGT-
BIQ+ people. In our study we found that 48% 
of the sample of medium-sized publishing 
houses have staff part of groups at risk of ex-

clusion: 74% of these publishing houses have 
an average of 44% of their employees who are 
over 50; 21% have an average of 33% of long-
term unemployed; 11% employ an average of 
28% of people with functional diversity; and 
5% employ an average of 40% young people.9

On the other hand, 25% of small imprints 
employ members of groups at risk of exclu-
sion. Fifty percent have a staff where 75% 
are over 50 years of age, 17% have 30% im-
migrants on staff, 17% have 1% have people 
with functional diversity on staff, 17% report 
having members of the LGTBIQ+ communi-
ty on staff, and 17% report having racialized 
people on staff.

SUSTAINABILITY POLICIES

One of the great challenges facing the publi-
shing sector in the third decade of the 21st 
century is to ensure sustainable publishing. 
This means publishing with recycled mate-
rials to not give up the paper format (which 
coexists perfectly well with the digital) and 
seeking distribution –a business model– that 
is environmentally friendly and committed 
to green practices. However, our results tell 
us that of the medium-sized publishers, only 
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17% promote the four values we have set out 
in this policy. The percentage promoting all 
four values in small companies is slightly hi-
gher: 24%. The most recurrent sustainabili-
ty values are: the sale of books in small or 
traditional bookstores –protecting local bu-
siness– and holding book launches in these 
spaces. Likewise, 90% of the imprints that 
sell their books in these types of booksto-
res, also known as independent bookstores,  
hold some of their launches there. The va-
lue that is least developed, unfortunately, is  
sustainable distribution. 

Small and traditional bookstores

One hundred percent of medium-sized pu-
blishers sell their books in small bookstores 
or traditional bookstores, a percentage that 
drops a few points in the case of small im-
prints: 92. However, only 50% of medium-si-
zed companies use these venues for their 
book launches, compared to 88% of small 
ones. In addition, 10% of medium-sized 
companies hold their book launches in these 
types of bookstores, a percentage that differs 
greatly from the 67% of small ones. 

Sustainable distribution

We define sustainable distribution as practices 
that seek to reduce the environmental impact 
of shipping and transporting books whether 
to bookstores or to individual readers. We 
found that 28% of medium-sized publishers 
have sustainable distribution practices: 27% 
do not use plastics, 18% work with environ-
mentally friendly distributors, and 18% use 
courier companies with environmentally 
friendly practices. In the remaining 9% we 
find copies printed on demand, local distribu-
tion, promotion of working from home, and 
the use of the post.

Of the small publishers, 29% are engaged 
in sustainable distribution practices. For-
ty-three percent of these publishers do not use 
plastics, 29% use recycled materials for distri-
bution (bags, packaging, etc.), 14% distribute 
through green companies, and 14% also use 
the postal service to send their books.

  

Recycled materials

Fifty-eight percent of medium-sized publi-
shers use recycled materials in the produc-
tion of their books: 78% use responsibly 
produced paper (FSC, PEC, PEFC), 17% 
work with companies that use sustainable 
materials (bioinks, etc.), and 4% use recycled 
cardboard in the production of their books.
 

ASSESSMENT AND PROPOSALS 

At the beginning of this paper we started 
from the idea that independent publishing 
houses, as part of the Spanish productive fa-
bric, have widely varied publishing models 
and forms of organization, depending on 
their material conditions of production. This 
led us to distinguish in our study between 
medium-sized and small imprints to address 
both the visible and the invisible in this pu-
blishing sector, with an enormous avant-gar-
de and experimental potential. In doing so, 
we have identified the four most important 
policies –and values– to achieve a publishing 
praxis committed to social progress and the 
values of the 2030 Agenda: bibliodiversity, 
equality, inclusion, and sustainability.

In view of the data collected in the surveys 
conducted and the analysis presented above, 
we found, as expected, that small publishers 
are more bibliodiverse than medium-sized 
ones –more focused on a sure commercial 
model– and that the commitment to the pro-
motion of gender policies and the inclusion 
of women on editorial teams and when recrui-
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ting is increasing throughout Spanish inde-
pendent publishing. However, we did detect 
shortcomings in inclusion and sustainability 
policies. It is in these two dimensions where 
the government should focus on designing 
public policies that support the adaptation 
of literary texts to inclusive formats (ebooks, 
easy read, audiobooks, and Braille):

• We are thinking, for example, of the crea-
tion of funds that will enable independent 
publishers to acquire IT tools so they can 
keep up with the technological pace of the 
large groups and at the same time ensu-
re the inclusion of groups most excluded 
from book culture. The Prêt Numérique en 
Bibliothèque system by the French Minis-
try of Culture and Communication could 
be a model for this program, which not 
only reduces the environmental impact of 
the book industry but also has 960 inde-
pendent publishers among its partners.

The focus for the promotion of environ-
mental values in publishing should be on  
the use of recycled materials and sustaina-

ble printing as well as on environmentally 
friendly distribution.

• The solution could be found in Argen-
tina's 2001 book bill proposal 20.380, 
which encouraged book distribution 
with a reduced cost for postage –which 
would sidestep individual transport– 
both domestically (with agreements with 
postal companies) and internationally 
(customs reductions).

The most realistic possibilities for enhancing 
both policies in Spain are in line with ini-
tiatives developed in France and Argentina, 
two of the most bibliodiverse countries in 
the world:

• Earmark public money to promote these 
inclusive and sustainable practices.

• Create a certificate for environmentally 
friendly and inclusive publishing practi-
ces. At the international level, there is the 
EDGE (Economic Dividends for Gender 
Equality) certification, which helps to 
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create fairer and more equitable work en-
vironments, opting for the use of certifica-
tion as a tool to achieve business benefits. 
It is known worldwide, with 200 organi-
zations in more than 48 countries. Along 
these lines, one might think of a ECOE-
DIT certificate –or whatever name it mi-
ght be given– for environmentally friendly 
and inclusive publishing practices. The 
certificate, in the realm of the Quality Seal 
that already exists for bookstores in our 
country, could be articulated in two diffe-
rentiated blocks so that large publishing 
houses can also opt to sign on to some of 
its commitments. It would not only be be-
cause of the need to promote a material 
production that is respectful of diversity 
and the environment but also to guarantee 
a symbolic production that also nurtures 
and feeds the book ecosystem. Eco-publi-
shing –which by definition we consider 
bibliodiverse, egalitarian, sustainable, and 
inclusive– is the future goal of an engaged 
and avant-garde editorial practice.
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APPENDIX: PUBLISHERS PARTICIPATING IN THE STUDY

Publishing house Sample I Sample II

ACHAB

ALOHA

Alpha Decay

Amor de madre

ARREBATO LIBROS

Ático de los libros

Atrapasueños editorial

Automática

Barlin Libros

Belleza Infinita

Cabaret Voltaire

Calumnia Edicions

Capitán Swing

CARTONERA ISLAND

Chamán Ediciones

Círculo de Tiza

Con Pluma y Píxeel

Crononauta

Cuadernos del Vigía

De Conatus

DEMIPAGE

Ediciones Antígona

Ediciones del Viento

Ediciones Dorna

Ediciones El Antro

Ediciones en el mar

Ediciones Liliputienses

Ediciones Menguantes

Ediciones Perdidas
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Publishing house Sample I Sample II

Ediciones Tigres de Papel, S.L.

Ediciones Torremozas

Ediciones Trea S L

Editorial Alrevés SL

Editorial Barrett

Editorial Delirio

Editorial Dos Bigotes

Editorial Drácena

EDITORIAL LA HUERTA GRANDE

Editorial Ñ

Editorial Periférica

Editorial Pez de Plata

Editorial Sexto Piso

Editorial Ultramarina C&D

EL PASEO EDITORIAL

Errata Naturae

Esdrújula

Esto No Es Berlín 

Extravertida editorial

Gallo Nero

greylock

Hoja de Lata Editorial

IMPEDIMENTA

Índigo Editoras

Isla de Siltolá

Jekyll & Jill

Kaótica Libros

Katakrak

Kriller71
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Publishing house Sample I Sample II

La Bella Varsovia

La Navaja Suiza

La única puerta a la izquierda (LUPI)

Lastura ediciones

Lengua de Trapo

LES EDITORIAL

Liana editorial

Libros de arena

Libros del Asteroide

Libros del Innombrable

Ménades Editorial 

Nórdica Libros

papeles mínimos ediciones

Piedra Papel Libros

Piezas Azules Editorial

Ravenswood Books editorial

redfundamentos SL

Sajalín editores

Turner

Txalaparta

Vaso Roto

Verónica Cartonera

Wunderkammer
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INTRODUCTION

To speak of innovation today is to enter dan-
gerous terrain where marketing, technology, 
oratory, and rhetoric are easily confused with 
one another. Innovation is everything, if we 
pay attention to the headlines of the techno-
logy and science sections of major newspa-
pers, often expressly confused with branded 
sections, i.e. sponsored by financial or tele-
communications companies –which is odd, 
is there any sector less innovative than either 
of these two?

The most important thing about innova-
tion is not the innovation itself, but rather the 
processes that allow us to come up with an in-

novative solution to a specific problem. And 
these processes have many variables, as many 
as people involved, and precisely for that rea-
son the composition of the teams involved in 
these processes is extremely important.

The result of these processes may be "so-
mething" innovative, be it a new process, a 
new product, a new service, or, the other way 
around, one less process, one less product, 
or one less service. In any case, innovation is 
the result of a long process that begins with 
defining specific objectives and assessment 
parameters. Without this first step, we can't 
speak of innovation, and this can help sepa-
rate it from rhetoric and marketing.

R&D&I AND CREATIVITY IN 
THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY
Jaume Balmes

Innovation must be linked to project development and research. Without it we remain stuck in the 
techno-utopian paradigm where everything is actually just public relations and marketing. Creativity is 
one of the important factors in any process aimed at an innovative result and depends on the human 
element. As human beings are influenced by those internal and external aspects that define them, 
diversity and inclusion are key, not only as a matter of social justice, which should be reason enough, 
but also to obtain higher quality results in all research, development, innovation, and work processes, 
and, with that, to obtain better financial outcomes.

Keywords: Research, innovation, diversity, inclusion, development. 
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We cannot, under any circumstances, se-
parate innovation from research and deve-
lopment, which are necessary processes to 
arrive at –if at all– an innovative result.

R&D

Under these acronyms, so often thrown 
about for more than seventy years, there 
are two inseparable processes. Research is 
the main driver of human evolution. From 
a scientific, social, academic, technologi-
cal, and even family point of view, research 
allows us to progress towards a better para-
digm. On the other side, we find faith, mar-
keting, superstition, and tradition, concepts 
that, when applied to the publishing sector, 
are almost synonymous.

Research

When we talk about research in the publishing 
sector, we can speak of two very different sys-
tems. On the one hand, we have academic 
research, which come out of research centers, 
usually linked to the humanities. On the other 
hand, we have professional research, main-
ly carried out privately at workplaces, or, in 
other countries, by sectoral associations –be 
they labor, sectorial, or professional– which 
usually have teams dedicated to developing 
projects to improve the sector.

In the Spanish case, academic research is 
the only one that is truly rigorously mana-
ged and that has public results. The studies 
carried out by research groups, as well as the 
numerous articles published by researchers 
linked to the CSIC and other prestigious 
academic organizations in our country are 
salient, rigorous, and widely disseminated 
through channels that are not only acade-
mic. But they have a fundamental problem: 
they only deal with academic publishing 
and when they try to go beyond that, being 

such different worlds, the results are often 
not very useful. On the one hand, the lack 
of knowledge of non-academic publishing, 
and, on the other hand, the opacity inherent 
to the Spanish commercial publishing sector 
make a rigorous approach to the study and 
research of its current situation and needs by 
the academic world very difficult.

Research conducted in the non-academic 
sector, however, has two aspects. There are 
projects carried out by a company's profes-
sionals to improve parts of their day-to-day 
work and there are studies carried out by pro-
fessional associations.

Those that, out of necessity, due to concern, 
or to market pressures, arise in a specific work 
team usually result in tangible, important, and 
immediate improvements, whether they are of 
great significance or of modest results.

But if in general as a country we hold 
open innovation up as a paradigm that its 
leaders long for, as a sector we suffer from 
the absolute opacity and distrust of it within 
our own ranks, which means those advances 
cannot be shared and cannot help to im-
prove. Some of these projects have an uni-
maginable impact at the outset –in my last 
15 years as a consultant on projects of this 
kind I have seen numbers that give you goo-
sebumps, from half a million euros annual 
impact, in addition to quality improvements, 
to tiny steps that improve process reliability, 
whose improvement –not very tangible– is in 
the physical and mental health of the work-
force involved, something that is always very 
necessary in this sector.

Then there are market studies, which are 
based on interpreting the data from the lar-
ge agencies, which are always estimates and 
whose rigor or manipulation of the results 
normally depends on the type of organiza-
tion that has carried them out, or from their 
own creation, whose rigor we can automati-
cally rule out and which serves only as adver-
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tising (which usually works due to the lack of 
rigorous studies by official or sectoral organi-
zations, with few exceptions).

We might find, for example, headline-gra-
bbing studies on the growth of e-book sales 
in Spain carried out by a company in charge 
of selling or distributing digital books –lately 
we have been seeing this especially with re-
gard to the misnamed "audiobooks"–. And 
we also have studies conducted for govern-
ment organizations by consulting firms who-
se members have a stake in the industry itself.

All this further clouds much-needed re-
search in the publishing sector and puts a stick 
in the wheels of the machinery. As a recent 
example, we can see these malfunctions in 
the uncritical adoption of the –I must insist– 
misnamed "audiobooks" and the enthusiastic 
welcome to the companies –and their adver-
tising budgets– distributing them when their 
viability has never been proven: it implies the 
adoption of functions outside of publishing, 
it has not been researched, and of course no 
projects have been developed to study it. The 
"audiobook," which is nothing more than a 
sound interpretation of the content of a book 
or part of it, has been considered a publishing 

product, despite the fact that none of the te-
chnical, professional, marketing, or even con-
cept characteristics have anything to do with 
publishing work. This is shocking when we 
see the attitude this same sector has towards 
other media where other interpretations of 
books are produced, like television and mo-
vies. No one would think of producing a se-
ries or film in a publishing house, but instead 
the platform paradigm demands that sound 
performances should be, instead of licensing 
or delegating that job to sound or radio pro-
duction and distribution companies. 

The result is an enormous amount of 
unprofitable investments that reduce the fi-
nancial capacity of a sector like publishing 
with very small margins.

Much more recent is the ephemeral bub-
ble of Non-Fungible Tokens. The NFTs are 
digital archives whose exclusivity is certified 
by blockchain technologies. Without addres-
sing the question of their real value, the bu-
bble has lasted exactly four months, as can 
be seen on specialized portals such as non-
fungible.com1 that monitor the evolution 
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Figure 1: U.S. dollar sales of NFT from April 26, 2021 to mid-July 2021

Source: nonfungible.com

1. https://www.nonfungible.com/ (accessed May 20, 2021).
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of the NFT market in real time. The media 
bubble around these tokens caused some  
publishers to start selling this type of ex-
clusive files when the market had already 
disappeared, due to the lack of rigorous re-
search. The exaggerated case of a bubble fed 
by uncritical press illustrates the paradigm of 
innovative madness with no real basis (you 
can also read about the environmental, so-
cial, and economic consequences of auctio-
ning and maintaining this certification chain, 
which is very important but beyond the sco-
pe of this article).2

In short, the lack of research makes 
innovation like fishing in the middle of the 
ocean with a rod, waiting for a fish to show up 
ready to be caught off the side of the boat, when 
the only thing that has ever been caught is river 
trout from the banks on a quiet mountain 
vacation. You won't catch the fish, and you 
may also end up without a boat and drown 
in the middle of nowhere.

Development

The second part of the marketing acronym 
"R&D" is development: the development of 
projects based on the research mentioned 
in the section above. In many cases develo-
pment, at some point, is happening at the 
same time as the research when the object of 
the research is not very specific. For example, 
we may be looking for different technologies 
to manage editorial projects, researching exis-
ting or potential options, while developing 
projects at the same time and finding candi-
dates to evaluate their suitability.

The most important aspect of project de-
velopment in the publishing industry –as in 

any other industry– is a balanced and realis-
tic combination of budget, team, and time 
assigned to the project.

So how can we design a good project in 
which we can obtain an innovative result in 
the publishing sector? 

There are bushels of theories and literatu-
re on project design, but if we look at what 
has actually worked in recent years, there are 
some key points to keep in mind in the three 
parts we find. 

• Budget: It has to contemplate the next 
two parts of project development and be 
balanced with the expected outcome of 
the project. It is usually one of the most 
difficult things to assess. The materials 
and technologies needed, as well as the 
cost of in-house and outsourced man 
hours, since someone will have to repla-
ce these people in their daily tasks, must 
all be taken into account.

• Team: A well designed team that will carry 
out the project is crucial. In the current 
business paradigm we are beginning to 
talk about Project Management Office or 
Project Department, whose job is to su-
pport all those projects that arise in the 
company, and that function is the key: 
the support for, not the guide or the exe-
cution of the project. The team needs a 
mix of profiles that do not depend on the 
size or importance of the project. There 
must be involvement, even if only partial, 
of a person who can make decisions quic-
kly at any stage of the project's develop-
ment, i.e. a person in charge, a manager or 
head of the area where the project is being 
developed. In turn, all stakeholders di-
rectly involved in the outcome of the pro-
ject must be represented by at least one 
person. A Project Management Office or 
people with similar functions and capabi-

2. There are articles in both technology and environmental 
policy journals: https://www.wired.com/story/nfts-hot-ef-
fect-earth-climate/ and https://earth.org/nfts-environmen-
tal-impact/
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lities in the company can greatly assist in 
the success of the projects, ensuring good 
design and execution from the outset.

• The time allocated to the project must be 
flexible, as this is one of the aspects that 
depends the most on outside factors. In 
this case, this statement makes budgeting 
more difficult, and we must therefore have 
the necessary flexibility to move the pro-
cess forward. Obviously, flexibility must 
have its limits and depend on certain con-
ditions and those conditions must be clear 
from the start.

None of this is new or innovative nor does it 
require the deployment of a large budget or 
rocket science skill sets. In fact, it has been 
iterated and perfected until relatively recently 
since the birth of research and development 
departments, the rise of which began with the 
Industrial Revolution, especially in Germany. 
In the last 50 years the limited contributions 
have included name changes and the occa-
sional new method that is tried out in sec-
tors and projects that are very different from 
those initially proposed –and that sometimes 
become a new religion–. New methods have 
even been invented to replace research and 
development with marketing and self-adverti-
sing, as a result of the rise of entrepreneurship 
as a man-as-island, which in turn is the result 
of a lack of desire to research and develop–to 
work, essentially– amongst certain profiles in 
the extractive classes in this country.

Innovation

Innovation, as a term, has had numerous 
uses, always linked to "the new." From before 
Aristotle, whose pejorative use of the word he 
shared with Plato, to the –already not very– 
liberals of the 19th century, who used "social 
innovation" as an insult to throw at any pro-

posal for social equality (even those conserva-
tive rights acquired in the struggles at the end 
of the Middle Ages, which were squandered 
in the "innovative" Industrial Revolution).

The use of the word "innovation" as so-
mething positive or desirable is relatively 
new and linked to the current paradigm of 
unlimited –and unsustainable– growth. Ca-
pitalism, in its current form, needs innova-
tion as a concept to justify its technological 
paradigm shifts, since need, demand, or re-
search are not sufficient arguments to flood 
the market with new products that make the 
previous year's products obsolete.

In the publishing industry, whose te-
chnological changes tend to occur in the 
physical production of the printed –and 
bound– book, attempts to push towards a 
model of constant technological paradigm 
shift have been a major failure. Although the 
publishing industry has been, since its begin-
nings with the Gutenberg press, a pioneer  
in major technological changes, its maturity 
is demonstrated in its resistance to external 
paradigm shifts.

If we listen, however, to volumes put out 
in the specialized press, the publishing sector 
has been immersed in a constant revolution 
since 2008, when the first major advances in 
the opening of the digital book market in 
Spain were announced. If we skim the head-
lines of these articles, we can see that the 
publishing sector is constantly, tirelessly, gai-
ning new readers, from the next generations, 
thanks to the digital book. Concepts as dis-
proved as "digital natives" (as a post-universi-
ty professor of students of this generation, I 
can assure you that they have less command 
of a computer than any average boomer or 
millennial, generation of which I am an al-
beit non-practicing member) are used as a 
container to launch all kinds of baseless ex-
periments with the expectation that they will 
be massively adopted.
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Anecdotally, I remember how a few years 
ago one of the peddlers of this mantra publi-
shed "the last book on paper," which was of 
course an illustrated album since it no longer 
made sense to produce printed textbooks.

For nearly 15 years now, the "imminent 
paradigm shift" has been taking place and we 
still can't see it there where the Californian 
ideology doomsayers are pointing.

The book and publishing sector, speaking 
specifically of general and non-academic pu-
blishers, remains stable –in Californian news-
peak that would be "stagnant"– with irrelevant 
growth or decline in market volume or linked 
to external economic factors, such as the cre-
dit crisis of 2008 or the current pandemic. The 
profile of readers has changed very little, as 
have the products presented to them. Althou-
gh the digital book has meant the adoption 
of a new sales channel, all rigorous studies 
indicate that it has not led to any change in 
readers' behavior in relation to publishing.

The "techno-utopia" has sold us that in-
novation is sold as an independent entity, 
when innovation is the result of a process: 
otherwise it's just marketing.

More quietly, far from the headlines of 
the general press, specialized magazines or 
books, and industry events, technical and te-
chnological evolution in the publishing sec-
tor, with constant development and a great 
deal of research, has made it possible to cut 
production costs back to a bare minimum. 
Today's production machines, i.e. printing 
and binding machines, are highly efficient 
and highly automated. Quality control is 
automated and standardized for large geogra-
phical areas, so that a publisher anywhere in 
Europe can print in any corner of the conti-
nent knowing what the result will be, based 
on ISO standards. Cameras and other types 
of sensors calculate in real time the color de-
viation of each page automatically, alerting 
and, if necessary, stopping if the deviation is 

greater than the customer or the applicable 
ISO standard allow. The publishing industry 
can thus be sure of the result by reducing pa-
per waste, proofing time, and the consequen-
ces of human verification of the quality of 
color presentation. In fact, the printed color 
proofs so widely used in the graphic arts sec-
tor are rendered obsolete if the entire chain 
(from the printer, the bulbs, and the monitor 
in the graphic designer's office to the manu-
facturer of the paper used in final produc-
tion) is correctly configured, standardized, 
and, if possible, certified.

We can talk about digital printing tech-
niques (which are just evolutions of the tra-
ditional laser printer) for short runs and the 
much talked about but little used "1-to-1" 
printing. But they’re insignificant, and the 
true innovation, the result of huge invest-
ments in research and development, is in off-
set presses. Although invisible, the enormous 
improvement in standardization, and there-
fore in the automation of production pro-
cesses, has enabled publishers to lower costs, 
reduce times, and by doing so increase their 
margins and the quality of the final product.

At Grupo Planeta, for example, five or six 
years ago, part of the publishing –the pro-
duction– side of its books began an in-depth 
process of standardization of editorial proces-
ses, looking into where those processes could 
be unified, with two goals: to save on costs 
and to improve on time. After analyzing the 
possibilities, designing a good project in seve-
ral phases, and carrying out all kinds of tests, 
over the years it was possible to adopt and 
adapt processes more typical of highly tech-
nical academic publishing to the publishing 
of general works, both fiction and non, con-
siderably reducing publishing costs, composi-
tion errors, and, at the same time, increasing 
quality and the adoption of editorial criteria. 
A several-year-long process, with a long de-
velopment and a concrete, tangible result. 
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Collaterally, it ended up standardizing and 
professionalizing part of the work in other 
areas related to production, such as editing, 
translation, proofreading, and production. All 
this by enhancing the work of its professionals, 
offering top-level training to collaborators to 
learn how to use their own tools properly and 
recovering a function of great importance to-
day but that was forgotten with the rise of text 
processors: marking up originals. 

There are successful projects, such as the 
one mentioned above, and others that are 
not. About six or eight years ago, there was a 
major controversy with the attempt, by what 
was then a large Barcelona communications 
group, with its own press, publishing house, 
etc., to apply the machine translation used in 
its bilingual press to its literary translation. A 
clear example that without a good research 
process, extensive development, and a well-de-
signed team, it is very difficult for projects to 
have positive results, although even with a we-
ll-designed research and development project 
and sufficient resources, success is not assured.

It is to be expected that in coming years 
projects of this type will emerge in large and 
medium-sized general publishers around the 
world, as academic publishers have already 
done. Today's massive adoption of text and 
image interpretation technologies together 
with computational linguistics, a field that 
has been developing since the first compu-
ting machines, offers up several scenarios. 
These technologies, along with computatio-
nal statistics and others with names just as 
unappealing, are what is encompassed by the 
most "Californian" and pompous name of 
"artificial intelligence."

CREATIVITY

As a non-practicing graphic artist –nowadays 
called a graphic designer–, I have been floo-
ded with "creativity" for most of my adult 

life. Creativity is the fuel these times run on. 
You have to be creative in everything, in the 
kitchen, in social relationships, in clothes, on 
your way to work, in your Instagram or Twit-
ter profile, in sex, in the WhatsApp group for 
families at school, everywhere. We live under 
constant creative pressure –some argue its 
repression–, there’s no success without crea-
tivity, according to LinkedIn's little gurus.6  
"Creativity" is a word that appears more of-
ten in "masculine" self-help books –what’s 
sold today as a "business book"– than in any 
rigorous manual for the graphic or fine arts 
that takes itself seriously. 

So what is creativity? We know that it is 
exclusive to the human species and to some 
higher primates,7 and, for the moment, com-
puters don't have it, however intelligent they 
may be. We can say that creativity is the ad-
vantage we as a species have over the machi-
nes we have created, for the time being.

Today we know that creativity is a process 
involving imagination, as the part creating the 
idea, originality, as the part that differentiates 
it, and constructive thinking, as the final part 
molding the idea into something possible. 
And that creativity is a necessity for certain                                                                       
people. What today we call "lateral thin-
king," i.e., the ability to see things from ano-
ther point of view and to step outside the 
everyday pattern to analyze and investigate 
processes, problems, products, services, etc., 
in a more abstract way, is still creativity.

6. Libre uso del término acuñado por Álvaro Sobrino, 
referente español de las artes gráficas y expresidente 
de ADG-FAD, para denominar aquellos profetas 
autoproclamados, sea de las artes gráficas, del sector 
editorial o de cualquier otro campo, con escasa trayectoria 
real, nulo trabajo de campo y mucha proyección a base de 
titulares sobre el futuro que nunca llega y que no aceptan 
disensión o argumentación alguna sobre sus postulados.
7. Los científicos advierten que al ser tan diferentes los 
cerebros en otras especies animales, puede que no 
seamos capaces de interpretar su posible creatividad.
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Creativity is also very personal. A person's 
experiences, beliefs, knowledge, learning, so-
cial environment, etc. influence his or her 
imagination, originality, and constructive 
thinking. In this way, people from the same 
social environment may have similar creative 
results. In fact, we might say that this is the 
basis of culture as a social concept, and for 
that reason we can speak of different cultu-
res, even if this separation is very generic and 
the borders very diffuse.

In the publishing sector, creativity is often 
associated with the writing process, which in 
the case of fiction is undeniable, and with co-
ver design –the design of a book's interior is 
currently completely ignored amongst all the 
graphic arts, with honorable exceptions such 
as the Barcelona designer Enric Jardí–, but 
creativity is present, and necessary, in a great 
number of other roles or professions, from the 
most obvious cases, such as translation, to text 
editing, proofreading, typesetting, editorial 
coordination, and even prepress. All of them 
need to solve problems, be they graphic, color, 
or text problems, quickly and almost always 
with ad hoc solutions that need to be ready 
on the spot. Experience and creativity are cru-
cial for the successful and rapid solution of 
these problems, a fact that is often forgotten 
within the sector itself, not unsurprisingly, are 
the worst considered –and paid– professions 
and processes in the publishing sector, once 
again refuting the Californian mantra of the 
value of creativity in today's society.

But as I pointed out before, creativity has 
a lot to do with the personal, and therefore 
with the social reality of the creative subject. 
And here we find the great limitation of crea-
tivity in the publishing sector, and one of its 
most important social and economic hob-
bles. The diversity of people working in the 
publishing industry is very limited, for many 
different reasons. The access of new people 
to the book professions is currently very di-

fficult for those from outside the dominant 
economic environment in the sector, which 
can be summarized as a majority of people 
with a college –increasingly post-graduate– 
degree coming from families without any 
problem accessing culture and art, who are 
white and, at the productive level, women, 
or, at the managerial level, men.

This leads to a cultural uniformity that also 
limits bibliodiversity and the market to which 
books are sold. Numerous studies and reports 
carried out over the last five or six years in 
different countries with greater sensitivity to 
diversity, such as the United States and the 
United Kingdom, show that the greater the 
social, racial, economic, and cultural diversi-
ty, the easier it is to reach new markets belon-
ging to this new cultural dimension, and the 
more one invests in it, the better the results.

This is very evident in the racial dimen-
sion, but diversity means assuming as equals 
people from any economic background, eth-
nic origin, with any functional diversity, whe-
ther physical or psychological, any gender, be 
it binary or not, assigned or felt, any sexual 
or affective orientation, etc.

Diversity and inclusion –D&I– is not an 
image policy, as many companies have used 
it as over the last 50 years, some may even 
dismiss the simple idea of social justice –a 
human value that, one hundred years later, 
is once again being publicly attacked by 
institutions and organizations of social sig-
nificance–, which should be reason enou-
gh. Diversity and inclusion allow for better 
economic results by broadening the market 
reached by the cultural industries in general 
and the book sector in particular, as well as 
improving the creative processes and, there-
fore, the quality of the final product, by en-
hancing its functions or professions in their 
particular creative need. Improving creativi-
ty by increasing diversity brings with it only 
benefits, and when we speak of creative in-
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dustries such as the book industry, this has 
repercussions for society as a whole.

Connecting with the beginning of this 
article, enhancing creativity is also an impor-
tant competitive advantage in the research 
process and when designing projects for de-
velopment, so that it constantly feeds back 
into the whole cultural process. Investing 
in D&I –Diversity and Inclusion– enhances 
R&D –Research and Development–, putting 
more possibilities on the table to obtain real 
"I" –innovative– results.

PROPOSALS AND ACTIONS

1. Creation of the Intersectoral Book Council

A solid research culture must be established 
in the sector. Although the associations in 
this country do not have the resources to ca-
rry out major projects, like they do in France, 
the United Kingdom, or Germany, the crea-

tion of one or more intersectoral councils, 
independent of the administration, cham-
bers, and professional associations, with su-
fficient economic resources and direct help 
from the public administrations, especially 
from business development agencies and re-
sources and labor organizations such as trade 
unions and professional associations, even 
if they are small in size. If they are profes-
sionalized and well managed, they can reap 
very positive results in a short time. In this 
case, the commitment to independence and 
long-term sustainability on the part of the ad-
ministrations and professional associations is 
crucial. The functions of a council like this 
must be long-term, avoiding the short-term 
outlook that corrodes cultural industries.

2. Cultural Industry D&I Observatory

As other countries already do, the reality 
of diversity and inclusion in the cultural  
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industries should be reflected on and upda-
ted annually, at least. Information is essen-
tial to develop policies to promote R&D and 
must be rigorous, exhaustive, and as comple-
te as possible, while ensuring anonymity and 
that the information cannot be traced.

3. Creation of official development  
    and research grants

The current subsidies are insufficient and, in 
the case of subsidized projects, there is a clear 
lack of resources to be able to evaluate their 
suitability. Long-term support is needed for 
R&D projects that last several years and who-
se objectives are of real interest for the sector's 
sustainability and growth. 

4. Creation of the Advanced School 
    of the Book

The quality of current training in the book 
publishing professions, with a few honorable 
exceptions, could be greatly improved. The 
Gremi de la Indústria i Comunicació Gràfica 
de Catalunya created a professional school 
in 1987 in response to calls from most of its 
members, which has ended up being recog-
nized throughout Europe, the Escola Antoni 
Algueró. The publishing industry needs an 
independent Advanced Book School, with 
special emphasis on vocational training and 
professional certification, and which lowers 
the barriers to entry into the industry, hel-
ping to increase diversity and inclusion 
there. Modest attempts have been made in 
a few vocational schools, but an ambitious, 
well-designed plan with long-term objecti-
ves, closely linked to the Intersectoral Book 
Council proposed above, is needed.
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INTRODUCTION

On January 15, 2003, an article signed by 
Henry Jenkins appeared in Technology Review 
which introduced a new concept: transmedia 
storytelling.1 Transmedia narrative is taken 
to be a story that spreads across many me-
dia and platforms with the complicity of its 
followers. Expansion can include both ad-
aptations (e.g. from a novel to a movie) and 
expansions per se (e.g. parallel stories, spin-
offs of certain characters, sequels, prequels, 
etc.). With respect to fan participation, it is 

no coincidence that transmedia narratives 
have emerged as a communication strategy 
and object of study in the midst of the explo-
sion of social media and new platforms: it is 
in these media spaces where user-generated 
content emerges full force. The combination 
of both dimensions has led to the develop-
ment of "transmedia narrative worlds" whose 
content is distributed across different media 
and platforms with the collaboration of their 
fans. These followers end up forming com-
munities that contribute to disseminating 
the narrative world (fans as evangelists) and 
present themselves as major consumers and 
textual producers (fans as prosumers).

THE TRANSMEDIA GALAXY
AND CULTURAL INDUSTRIES
José M. Tomasena y Carlos A. Scolari

With the modifications that digital media have brought to the media ecology, the emergence of trans-
media storytelling has accelerated: stories that are told in different media and formats, with the active 
participation of fans. This chapter explores some of the recent trends in Spain of transmedia produc-
tions between the publishing industry and four other industries: television, videogames, YouTube, 
and audio platforms (podcasts and audiobooks). What has been found is that the publishing industry 
continues to think in monomedia formats or, in the best of cases, is open to adaptations, but there is 
a field to be explored to develop true transmedia products. Considering the technological accelera-
tion left by COVID-19 lockdowns, this chapter presents diagnostic points and specific proposals for 
building synergies.

Keywords: Transmedia narratives, books, videogames, television, podcasts, audiobooks, Youtube. 

1. Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins, Ford and Green, 2013; Scolari, 
2009, 2013; Freeman and Gambaratto, 2019
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Research on transmedia narratives has 
been very intense in the last decade.2 In the 
specific case of Spain, research groups began 
to develop their first studies as early as 2010 
(Scolari et al, 2012). The concept of "trans-
media storytelling" quickly moved from the 
academic to the professional sphere, being 
picked up by small production companies 
and even large American corporations. In 
Spain, the concept took a little longer to gain 
a foothold (at the beginning it was used most 
in the advertising world) but in the course of 
a few years a local corpus of transmedia works 
and companies specialized in designing this 
type of media experiences3 began to con-
solidate. Adoption of the concept has been 
uneven: while in the United States it may 
be considered a relatively older concept at  
this point, in Italy it is undergoing a real 
boom. On the other hand, if in countries with 
more developed cultural industries it is usu-
ally assimilated to fiction, in Latin America 
transmedia narrative has found fertile ground 
for expansion in non-fiction, especially trans-
media documentaries.

If we had to choose a paradigmatic case 
of transmedia narrative produced in Spain, 
it would be El Ministerio del Tiempo (The Min-
istry of Time). What was born as a television 
series in 2015 became a narrative world with 
expansions in different media (books, com-
ics, board games, apps, etc.), relevant activity 
in social media,4 and a loyal following not 
only in Spain.5 Already in its second season, 
the figure of the "transmedia producer" was 
included, a professional in charge of design-
ing and managing the expansions of the tel-
evision story. In its own way, The Ministry is 
also an ideal product to analyze the tensions 
and conflicts generated by this type of expe-
rience, in which fan communities play a very 
important role.6 Regarding the relationship 
between publishing products and transmedia 
narratives, there are few examples in Spain of 

expansions of literary works. It is much more 
common to adapt books to movies (for ex-
ample La pell freda by A. Sánchez Piñol [Eng-
lish translation: Cold Skin, Grove Atlantic] 
or La voz dormida by D. Chacón [Eng.:  The 
Sleeping Voice, Harvill Secker]) or to television 
(Patria by F. Aramburu [Eng. Homeland, Vin-
tage], Fariña by I. Carretero [Eng.: Snow on 
the Atlantic, Zed], or Crematorio by R. Chirbes 
[Eng.: Cremation, New Direction]). In some 
cases, the editorial production appears as 
an expansion of a transmedia story born in  
the cinema or television, like the volume 
with the new missions of the protagonists of  
The Ministry.

The goal of this chapter is to map this 
frontier sector where the publishing world 
expands and is fed by content produced for 
other media and platforms. The chapter is 
organized as follows: the first section briefly 
presents the situation of the publishing sector 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The second section includes some crossovers 
between the publishing industry and other 
sectors of cultural creation (television, vid-
eo games, podcasts, YouTube, etc.). Finally, 
and although it is very difficult to predict 
the evolution of the media ecosystem in an 
environment marked by crisis and uncertain-
ty, the chapter closes with a series of threats  
and recommendations for both public and 
private actors.

 

2. Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins, Ford and Green, 2013; Scolari, 
2009, 2013; Freeman and Gambaratto, 2019
3. El cañonazo transmedia, Flúor Lifestyle, etc.
4. The Ministry was a trending topic every time it was 
broadcast on television.
5. Cascajosa Virino, 2015; Scolari and 
Establés Heras, 2017.
6. See the debates on the renewal of each season 
on RTVE.
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PUBLISHING MARKET AND PANDEMIC

The global pandemic has had a generalized 
impact on the book market. In the case of 
Spain, the drop in sales has been less than 
expected, "only" around 4%, according to 
data from several publishers collected by 
the newspaper El Mundo.7 This fall, however, 
hides a mixed picture that must be discerned, 
in view of certain situations that could be-
come permanent trends.8 

First, sales in bookstores have fallen 20% 
according to Ymelda Navajo, director of La 
Esfera de los Libros. Online sales, however, 
have skyrocketed, and Navajo estimates that 
Amazon's turnover already represents 30% 
of the market.

The support for initiatives such as todos-
tuslibros.com, the online platform promoted 
by independent bookstores grouped under 
Cegal, which generated €537,481 (27,543 
copies) during its first four months of life,9  

should be noted. Companies dedicated to 
monitoring the international publishing 
market have detected major differences be-
tween countries, depending on the condi-
tions of the book chain and the decisions 
of governments regarding lockdowns. Dur-
ing the various lockdowns, the volume of 
sales shifted from physical chains to online 
platforms, which has had a huge impact on 
the independent bookstore chain, which in 
Spain accounts for 50% of turnover. In con-
trast, in countries like India or South Africa, 
where even online sales with home delivery 
were banned, turnover fell to zero, while 
countries such as Australia and New Zealand, 
where there were no restrictions on the sale 

of books online, had more moderate declines 
and even significant recoveries, thanks to dis-
count strategies and new offer launches at 
the end of May. This situation has opened 
up opportunities on other fronts; ebooks 
and audiobooks were, in some cases, the 
only consumption option during the strictest 
quarantines, which means an area of explora-
tion for shifts in the forms of consumption 
and production.10 There has also been an in-
crease in demand for children's and young 
adult books, from YA fiction and education-
al books to craft and recreational books.

Having quickly mapped the situation  
of the publishing market during the  
COVID-19 pandemic, we can analyze it a lit-
tle more closely.

 

BEYOND THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY

This section will identify some crossovers 
between the publishing industry and other 
sectors of cultural creation. Although we can-
not consider these experiences "transmedia" 
because most of them are adaptations, they 
highlight the limitations of the creative in-
dustries in Spain, while at the same time they 
are paradigmatic cases that have sometimes 
achieved international recognition.

2.1 Publishing and TV

For several years now, the publishing indus-
try has been one of the great golden veins 
for streaming platforms to mine in their fight 
for audiences. Most of the series that have 
dominated the audiovisual offering in recent 
years come from books. The list is: Sherlock 
(2010–2017), Game of Thrones (2011–2017), 
The Handmaid's Tale (2017), Watchmen (2019), 
13 Reasons Why (2017–2020), Lupin (2021), 
My Brilliant Friend (2018), The Queen's Gambit 
(2020). For children's and young adult audi-
ences, the Netflix series Anne of Green Gables 

7. Llorente 2020
8. The authors would like to thank Nielsen 
BookScan for its willingness to share its vision of 
the evolution of the publishing market both in Spain 
and internationally.
9. ABC 2021
10. See section on audios
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(2017) has relaunched the book saga of the 
same name, written by Lucy Maud Mont-
gomery, considered a classic children's author.

Spain is no stranger to this trend. The case 
of Patria (2016) by Fernando Aramburu or 
Fariña (2015) by Nacho Carretero, surprise 
best-sellers even for the authors themselves, 
have also become television series for HBO 
and Atresmedia, respectively. As has been 
the case for years with film adaptations, these 
have a feedback effect: the product boosts 
book sales and book publishers often redesign 
their covers with the image of the series or 
film to take advantage of the attention gained.

Other recent adaptations in Spain include 
the series Valeria (2020), produced by Netf-
lix based on the saga of romantic novels by 
Elísabet Benavent, a company that has also 
purchased the rights to other novels by the 
same author, Canciones y recuerdos (Songs and 
Memories). El día de mañana (Tomorrow), by Ig-
nacio Martínez de Pisón, was also brought to 
the screen in 2018 in series format by Movis-
tar. And in 2021 the long-awaited Memorias 
de Idhún (The Idhún's Memories) series will be 
launched, based on Laura Gallego's fantasy 
saga, which has a legion of fans eager to ex-
plore the result.

But the relationship between the pub-
lishing industry and television goes beyond 
adaptation. The publishing offering in Spain 
and around the world has known how to de-
tect that the communities of fans are willing 
to buy books that expand the narrative uni-
verse of their favorite series and sagas: read-
ing guides, encyclopedias, making-of books, 
scripts, collector's editions, and spinoffs.
The books here are a transmedia expansion 
of franchises born in the audiovisual sector, 
such as The Official Guide to Pinky Blinders, 
numerous titles on Stranger Things, the alter-
native novel to Elite, or the series of essays 
published by the independent publisher Er-
rata Naturae on great American television 

series such as Twin Peaks, The Sopranos, The 
Wire, and Mad Men.

Publishing industry and video games

Video games are the top pick for leisure and 
culture in Spain, with an annual turnover of 
€1,479 million in 2019,11 more than twice as 
much as the film industry (€624.1 million) 
and five times more than the recorded music 
industry (€296.4 million).

Until 2019, before the pandemic, the vid-
eo game industry’s total turnover was split 
almost equally: €754 million in physical rev-
enue and €725 million in digital revenue. 
The sustained trend indicated a transition in 
platforms that the pandemic will surely end 
up consolidating as physical sales decreased 
11.2% over 2018 and digital sales increased 
6.6% over the same period. The same report 
estimated that in Spain there are approximate-
ly 15 million people who play video games, of 
which 58% are men (8.8 million) and 42% are 
women (6.3 million). The average time dedi-
cated to this activity is 6.7 hours per week.

Not surprisingly, in the same video game 
industry report, one of the guest writers was 
the video game sales manager for Warner Bros 
Entertainment, who elaborates on the impor-
tance of the video games for some of its most 
popular franchises, such as Mortal Combat, 
Fornite, Game of Thrones, and Lego Harry Potter.

Since the 1980s, there have been experi-
ences of adaptations, expansions and collabo-
rations between video games and books, such 
as La abadia del crimen (The Abbey of Crime), 
designed by Paco Menéndez and Juan Delcán 
as an adaptation of Umberto Eco's The Name 
of the Rose, which became a cult video game 
among the first creators and consumers of 
video games in Spain. Also worth mentioning 

11. AEVI 2020.
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is 80 Days, designed and distributed by the 
English company Inkle for Apple and OIS de-
vices, a conversational adventure game with 
steampunk aesthetics inspired by Jules Verne's 
Around the World in 80 Days.

The Spanish company Péndulo Studios has 
developed the video game Black Sad: Under 
the Skin (2019), based on the Black Sad comic 
book saga by Juanjo Guarnido and Juan Díaz 
Canales. The game, developed for all major 
platforms, recreates the plots and the classic 
aesthetics of detective series, this time with 
zoomorphic characters. Another interesting 
case is Gris (Grey) (2018), the award-winning 
video game developed by the Barcelona-based 
studio Nómada. It's no coincidence that its 
concept and artistic aesthetics have been ex-
panded into a book, which explores the very 
artistic process of creating this adventure.

Despite these efforts, and with the excep-
tion of the gamers' books successful on social 
media that we will discuss in the next section, 
the relationship between the publishing in-
dustry and video games is one of the areas in 
which there are the most possibilities for de-
velopment and collaboration. It is surprising 
that an industry that has known how to read 
and move with agility and build synergies 
with industries such as television or YouTube, 
has not yet achieved a more sustainable push. 
Undoubtedly, this is one of the major areas 
with room for improvement for the future.

 

Publishing Industry and YouTube

Although it was created just over a decade 
ago, YouTube has become the platform par 
excellence of social life and a privileged space 
for the emergence of participatory cultures in 
which the amateur and the professional, the 
industrial and the personal, mix.8 It is also 
one of the boiling points of an emerging pro-
to-cultural industry, in the wake of the film, 
technology, and advertising industries, which 

Craig and Cunningham have called "social 
media entertainment".12

These youtubers, instagramers, streamers, 
tiktokers –or, if you prefer, the generic "influ-
encers"– have become micro-celebrities; they 
occupy a place of enunciation in the media 
ecology that has certain particularities: a) 
they are "de-institutionalized" media subjects 
who represent themselves13 –unlike a TV star, 
who is the visible face of different institu-
tional agencies–, so they are always building 
a narrative about themselves,14 b) they accu-
mulate popularity, expressed in metrics dati-
fied by the platforms themselves (subscribers, 
views, comments, likes), which later becomes 
a commodity to be sold to third parties,15 c) 
they represent a form of neoliberal work, with 
an ethos of entrepreneurship, freedom, and 
"passionate" work, but which has also been 
much discussed by the political economy of 
communication due to its precariousness.16

What is the role of youtuber books in this 
panorama? From the point of view of story-
telling, these books are a transmedia expan-
sion of these "personal brands": influencer 
books are often about the adventures of an 
influencer, often with the same name, and 
appeal to the reader as a follower or fan of 
the character. From an economic point of 
view, publishing contracts are a way of trans-
ferring the social capital accumulated in the 
networks to another industry and converting 
it into money.

This is not a new phenomenon for the 
publishing industry. For many years now, pub-
lishers have found a very profitable market in 
publishing celebrity books: actors, athletes, 
TV presenters, chefs –often with ghostwriters– 

12. 2019.
13. Carlón 2013
14. Senf 2013; Marwick 2013; Ardèvol and Márquez 2018
15. Van Dijck 2013.
16. Duffy 2017; Zafra 2017.
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in which the commodity is the person, not 
the book. In the case of booktubers,17 the 
relationship with the publishing industry 
has been key since although they operate on 
a much smaller scale in terms of popularity 
than youtubers of other subjects, such as fash-
ion, video games, or technology, they have 
become key agents in making books more 
visible, especially among younger audiences. 
This trend is much more widespread, as can 
be seen from the fact that in some Spanish 
bookstores and supermarkets there is already 
a shelf with the category "youtubers."

The case that summarizes, for better or 
worse, the collaborative dynamics between 
these industries are the sagas of books written 
for children and YA audiences around gam-
ers. El Rubius, the character behind the most 
popular Spanish-language YouTube channel, 
stars in a series of illustrated novels called Es-
cuela de hackers (Hacker School). This story has 
already expanded to the anime series Virtual 
Heroe, produced by Movistar Plus, in which 
a gamer named Rubius is "trapped"  inside 
a video game and is forced to fight different 
enemies to win his freedom.

A similar case is that of Willyrex and Vege-
tta777, who appear associated with a series of 
Wigetta books, a successful franchise for chil-
dren aged 9 to 12, which has been joined by 
other youtubers who exploit their characters 

in children's book sagas, such as Las ratitas 
(Little Rats), Troletutos y Hardy (Troletutos and 
Hardy), Dani y Evan (Dani and Evan), Mikelt-
ube, and Mikecrack.

Publishing industry and podcasts

The consumption of social media content 
includes many different experiences, from 
traditional radio stations to downloading 
podcasts and audiobooks, listening to mu-
sic on-demand over platforms, and using 
smart speakers. In this section we will focus 
on podcasts, a format born at the beginning 
of the 21st century when RSS technology –
which allowed users to subscribe to digital 
content, choosing what and when to con-
sume it– crossed paths with the new port-
able music playback devices. The podcast 
was then considered a kind of radio in the 
on-demand consumption era, a complement 
in sound format of the blogs that were then 
going through their golden age. Shortly 
thereafter (2005) YouTube would apply this 
logic to audiovisual content. Although they 
have been with us for two decades, the audio 
content sector, not only podcasts, but also 
audiobooks, is going strong, an effervescence 
that lockdown has only encouraged.

According to IAB Spain's Annual Online 
Audio Study (2020),18 70% of Spanish inter-
net users consume audio online on a daily ba-
sis, while 55% of Spaniards say they listened 
to a podcast in the last month according to 
the Digital News Report Survey.19 A report 
carried out at the same time by the consult-
ing firm dentsu X indicated similar figures: a 
doubling of podcast consumption in Spain 
since 2016, up to 918,000 users in Septem-
ber 2020. People under 45 (70%) with more 
economic resources listen to them the most.20

Another report prepared by Spotify con-
firmed that in 2019, podcast listening hours 
on Spotify had grown by 200% over the pre-

17. Tomasena, 2019.
18. Study based on 1,043 completed interviews (February 
2020); sampling by shares of gender, age, and regions to 
ensure the representativeness of the internet user in Spain 
according to EGM Universe.
19. Reuters/Oxford University 2020. Study based on an 
online survey conducted by YouGov between late January 
and early February. In each country, samples were drawn 
from nationally representative percentages by age, gender, 
region, and education. The data were also weighted against 
targets based on industry-accepted or census information. 
In the case of Spain, an additional survey of 1,000 people 
was conducted.
20. dentsu 2020
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vious year.21 And in 2020 more than 21% of 
total monthly active users on Spotify reported 
listening to podcasts. The company expects 
non-music content to account for more than 
20% of listening. The same Spotify research 
found that 32% of Spaniards follow the rec-
ommendations of friends or relatives when 
choosing a podcast, while 34% are guided by 
social media, 19% find them in their apps, 
and 15% through a search engine. If young 
people tend to look for them on social me-
dia, adults rely more on recommendations. 
In this context, Spotify included new features 
in its interface, such as "Top Podcasts" and 
"Trending Podcasts" lists to make searching 
and interaction easy.

The user profile is very varied, ranging 
from listeners who prefer short episodes 
(69%) to those who enjoy longer programs of 
30 minutes or more. In terms of loyalty, 72% 
of respondents only listen to a single pod-
cast, while 22% prefer a more varied menu. 
While both women and men dedicate almost 
the same amount of hours up to the age of 
24, after 25, podcasts become more popu-
lar among men. Keeping informed and up-
to-date, relaxing, or learning new things are 
some of the reasons that lead audiences to 
listen to podcasts.

According to IAB Spain data, 26% of 
online audio users have a paid subscription, 
with Spotify (61%) being the most popular 
service, followed by Amazon Music (23%), 
Netflix (8.7%), YouTube (7.9%), and Apple 
Music (5.5%); the Digital News Report, on 
the other hand, places YouTube (55%) in 
first place, followed by Spotify (32%), iVoox 

(17%), Google Podcasts (17%), and the web-
sites and apps of Radio Nacional de España 
(Spanish National Radio) and rtve.es (14%). 
Beyond the differences, it is clear that large 
international corporations are the ones that 
dominate the Spanish market.

In terms of style, the world of podcasts in 
Spain is populated by a wide variety of ex-
periences, from more experimental produc-
tions such as the "sound essays" produced by 
Jorge Carrión in Solaris (Podium) to works 
that are not so far removed from the tradi-
tional radio. In some cases, the podcast is 
presented as a "souped up" radio, with high 
levels of pre-production and freed from the 
urgent broadcast clock. Among the most lis-
tened to podcasts in Spain there are episodes 
featuring television personalities, such as Na-
die sabe nada (Nobody Knows Anything) by A. 
Buenafuente and B. Romero produced by 
the SER network, educational productions 
such as Relatos en inglés (Stories in English) 
with Duolingo, psychology programs such 
as Entiende tu mente (Understand Your Mind) 
or sports programs such as El partidazo de la 
COPE (COPE's Big Game).

According to Spotify's study, one of the 
categories that has experienced the most 
growth is Health & Wellness (+3,000% since 
2018). Regarding the pandemic, during the 
first half of 2020 podcast listening was esti-
mated to have increased by 25%. The lock-
down caused 38% of Spaniards to take up 
listening to podcasts, a growth that places 
Spain only behind Italy in Europe.

Beyond this explosive growth, which the 
pandemic has only sped up, there is still a 
long way to go. The relationship of podcasts 
to the publishing world or other industry sec-
tors are sporadic and limited to book or video 
game reviews. In this sense, podcasts act as 
paratexts where productions are reviewed or 
new productions are presented.

21. Spotify 2020. Survey commissioned by Ipsos of 1,000 
people, with a nationally representative sample of the entire 
Spanish population, through Ipsos' online panel system 
using 10-minute questionnaires.
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CONCLUSIONS

As we have seen throughout this chapter, in 
Spain the development of true transmedia 
strategies has been severely limited from the 
perspective of the publishing sector. There 
continue to be more film and television ad-
aptations of literary works than true expan-
sions in media and platforms. This situation 
can be read in two ways: much remains to be 
done but, in the meantime, the space not oc-
cupied by local content is occupied by prod-
ucts from other creative industries. 

To conclude this brief report, we would 
like to summarize the situation as it stands 
in a series of points. As mentioned at the be-
ginning of this chapter, it is very difficult to 
think of scenarios and strategies at a time of 
such uncertainty, however, we will add five 
proposals to the diagnosis that are valid for 
both the public and the private sector.

Diagnosis

• The publishing industry has entered the 
transmedia game primarily as a producer 
of narratives that, if successful, expand to 
other media such as television. This mod-
el –classic and prior to the emergence of 
transmedia narratives in the 21st centu-
ry– is a sign of the industry's inability to 
consider transmedia strategies from the 
beginning of the production process. In 
other words, the creative industries –not 
only publishing– continue to operate in 
monomedia mode and, if the product 
“works,” then the transmedia expansion 
process is started.

• Despite being the cultural industry with the 
highest penetration among the young and 
the fact that mainstream franchises have 
been developing transmedia expansions 
for years, the world of video games is still 

a relatively unexplored terrain that offers 
huge possibilities for narrative expansion.

• An exception to this monomedia dynam-
ic seems to be the case of some youtubers, 
especially gamers or game commentators, 
who have disembarked in the publishing 
market with sagas aimed at children and 
YA audiences that expand their presence 
around a "personal brand." 

• However, the proliferation of "light" and 
quickly consumed titles about youtubers 
and new influencers may end up being 
merely a fad. The temptation is to jump 
start sales from clone products that re-
peat patterns and formulas until they are 
spent, promoting the consumption of al-
most ephemeral products with a limited 
artistic or cultural transcendence.  

• While local companies are positioning 
themselves in the production and dis-
tribution of podcasts, it is the large in-
ternational platforms (Spotify, Amazon, 
Apple, etc.) that are the main gateways to 
the content. By controlling distribution, 
the platforms monetize both content lis-
tening, through subscriptions or advertis-
ing, and consumption data, generating a 
varied business model that is already fully 
operational in audiovisual production. 
On the other hand, exchanges between 
the publishing industry and podcasts are 
still very incipient, since they are limited 
to producing reviews or adaptations.

Proposals

The following are some proposals to hasten 
the integration of the different creative in-
dustries and speed up a greater and better use 
of narrative resources.
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• The players in the creative industries 
should overcome once and for all the 
Manichean approaches ("this versus that"), 
"think more about transmedia," and not 
leave expansion or synergies with other 
media and platforms as a mere option. 
In other words, transmedia expansions 
should be approached from a "strategic" 
perspective and not simply from a "tacti-
cal" one,22 as a simple reaction of the situ-
ation to its audience's needs at the time.

• Unlike the audiovisual industry (movies 
and television), the relationship between 
the publishing industry and video games 
has not even consolidated a solid work 
of adaptations –let alone transmedia ap-
proaches–. This represents a huge oppor-
tunity to produce synergies, particularly 
aimed at children and young adults. 

• The lockdowns and restrictions on mobil-
ity caused by COVID-19 have forced the 
different traditional book agents to adapt 
to a scenario of "expanded social spaces" 
through online videos. We have seen how 
booksellers, publishers, literary festivals, 
culture centers, libraries, and other agents 
of book mediation have moved to You-
Tube, Instagram, Zoom, Meet, and other 
platforms to expand, complement, or re-
place physical contact. This trend consol-
idates the importance that new mediators 
of reading have had for years on social 
media, such as booktubers,23 and intro-
duces new scenarios for promotion and 
content creation.

• Given the high penetration of content 
generated by youtubers and streamers, 

which has already consolidated an impor-
tant route for the commercial publication 
of influencers' books, the publishing in-
dustry faces the challenge of diversifying 
and deepening its offering to go beyond 
standardized books that jack up sales but 
have no cultural relevance. 

• As the consumption of podcasts and oth-
er audio content proliferates, it is also nec-
essary to increase their production. This 
opens up a very rich space for experimen-
tation and creation of new informational, 
advertising, and educational content. As 
it is a relatively easy medium to produce, 
it is to be expected that new formats and 
even new creators will emerge who, based 
on sound content, will make the leap to 
other media and languages. In this con-
text, feedback from the publishing indus-
try can be established at various levels of 
collaboration that go beyond writing re-
views or adapting literary works or essays.

• During the lockdown caused by COV-
ID-19, cultural consumption moved back 
into homes and allowed audiovisual plat-
forms and video games to consolidate. 
Podcasts also increased their presence on 
the media menu, as did activity on social 
media. The publishing industry, as an in-
exhaustible source of narrative raw mate-
rial, should stimulate its integration with 
those media and platforms to strengthen 
its own position and not be left out of the 
profound transformations that the media 
ecosystem is undergoing.

22. Scolari 2013
23. Tomasena 2016; 2019
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GENDER INEQUALITY

Before discussing digital culture, women’s 
greater inclination for most cultural manifes-
tations should be borne in mind. According 
to the 2018–19 Spanish Survey of Cultural 
Habits and Practices (SCHP), women show 
greater interest than men in all cultural man-
ifestations, except for newspaper reading and 
bullfighting. Does this greater interest in dif-
ferent cultural products also apply to digital 
cultural consumption?

The availability and use of the set of 
equipment for digital cultural consumption 
tends to be higher among men, except in 
the case of digital readers. In general, there 

is greater cultural-digital heritage among men 
than among women, both in terms of equip-
ment and media. The differences in favor of 
men increase in video game consoles and 
game software (Table 1).

In contrast to what can be considered 
moderate inequality in terms of the availabil-
ity of devices for the consumption of digital 
cultural products, there is a large difference 
between the sexes in terms of the possession 
of digital cultural products or media (CDs, 
DVDs, and others), especially in digital 
audiovisual platforms. While the average of 
these platforms among men is up to 508.62 
for digital media (MP3 and other digital mu-
sic files), among women it is 290.24. As for 

INEQUALITIES IN THE CONSUMPTION
OF DIGITAL CULTURE: GENDER, INCOME, 
AND ORIGINS
Javier Callejo

This chapter addresses inequalities in digital culture consumption, especially in cultural consump-
tion through digital channels, although the greater access to cultural consumption in general, such  
as by purchasing tickets to concerts online, should not be completely forgotten. Digital permeates 
practically everything.

The main inequalities to be taken into account will be those of gender, income, and place of birth, 
where the division between nationals and foreigners is required. Other criteria, such as age or educa-
tion level, that have been palpably accentuating inequality in the use of information and communication 
technologies as well as in cultural consumption are not included. The determination of the latter two 
variables is well known, as highlighted in previous reports (Callejo, 2017). In some of the analyses 
performed, they will be controlled to ensure that they are not latently intervening in the entries ob-
served in the relationships between the variables under study.

Keywords: Social structure, strong digital cultural consumers, exclusion, digital cultural consumption 
scale, digital book consumption. 
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video media in digital format (MP4 and oth-
ers), the respective averages are 112.23 and 
73.17. The difference by gender in the figure 
that we can call strong digital audiovisual 
consumers should be noted. Symptomati-
cally, 4.8% of men report having more than 
1,000 music media/files and 0.7% more than 
1,000 video media/files, compared to 3.1% 
and 0.3%, respectively, of all women.

As for subscription to digital content 
platforms, in all of them it is higher among 
men than among women (SCHP), especial-
ly when it comes to subscription to digital 
video game platforms. What is hinted at 
with the possession of devices is confirmed 
with the subscription to digital platforms, 
although it is content women have shown 
greater interest in than men, and it is extreme 
when such platforms are video games. The 

latter is a highly masculinized area of digi-
tal culture, where the greater consumption 
of video games by young males and such 
strongly masculinized content1 seem to feed 
back on each other, practically expelling 
women from this cultural manifestation. In 
the consumption of video games, we have 
one of the most obvious examples of how 
the different distance from the digital condi-
tions cultural consumption, especially in its 
most innovative expressions, widening the 
distances between some social categories and 
others. While 21.4% of men use video games 
at least once a month, only 7% of women 
do so. This percentage rises to 61.7% among 
men aged 30 and under but is only 18.5% 
among women in the same age group.

Teams Sex

Man Woman

Has books in digital format 22,2%

18,8%

36,7%

36,6%

35,3%

26,2%

82,9%

68,4%

75,6%

63,6%

87,7%

38,5%

21,3%

9,1%

23,8%

20,8%

35,7%

33,5%

32,8%

24,3%

81,1%

65,8%

73,9%

60,9%

86,4%

32,3%

15,4%

7,1%

Has a digital book reader (e-reader)

Has other handheld devices with a digital book reader (smartphone, tablet)

Other devices (PC, tablet) with video player

Sound platforms in digital format (MP3 and other digital music files)

Cellphone with photo and video camera

Audio systems for listening to digital music files

Video game console

Audio systems with internet connection

Gaming software

Other devices (PC, tablet) with music player

Cellphone with music player

Educational software

Cellphone with video player

Table 1: Percentage of people with different equipment and devices, within each sex (% within each sex)

Source: Prepared by the author based on the Survey of Cultural Practices and Habits, 2018–2019

1. Vela 2018
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Regarding access to cultural events using 
the internet, 16.9% of women who attend-
ed a museum in the last year (SCHP) did so 
by purchasing a ticket online, compared to 
17.3% of men. This means barely 2.4% of all 
women. The percentage of men who say they 
have made virtual visits to different cultural 
manifestations available online during the 
last year is significantly higher than women.

Following cultural shows online, although 
a minority practice, displays women's greater 
interest in ballet. This is not the case for op-
era, zarzuela or light opera, or plays. In other 
words, with respect to these cultural manifes-
tations, there is no gender symmetry between 
the degree of interest shown and how they 
practice their consumption on the internet. 
The degree of interest shown in the cultural 
product is frustrated or insufficient when an 
attempt is made to materialize it in its digital 
consumption. An inversion that, except in 
the case of opera, does not occur with the pur-
chase of online tickets to attend those shows, 
since women purchased them in greater pro-
portion than men (Table 2). When it is not 
a question of digital consumption of cultural 
products but of digital access to non-digital 

cultural products, gender inequality becomes 
less pronounced. When it is only a matter of 
specifying interest by attending the shows 
that have been identified as interesting, the 
difference that appears in that interest takes 
the form of greater attendance by women.

However, taking into account those who 
attended some of these shows last year, a high-
er percentage of male opera fans purchased 
tickets online than female fans. The difference 
in terms of concert attendance on the internet 
is once again in favor of men. While 5.5% of 
the total number of men surveyed reported 
having watched a classical music concert on-
line and 15.3% a contemporary music show 
during the last year, the percentages for wom-
en were 4 and 11.1, respectively (Table 3). De-
spite women’s greater interest in live music, 
more men attend them –live and online–.

In the samples of interest in the SCHP, 
the general interest expressed in music was 
slightly higher among women, especially 
with regard to current music, as opposed to 
classical music, which garnered more interest 
from men. However, we find that the use of 
digital media to listen to music is more wide-
spread among men.

Shows Sex

Man Woman

Ballet or dance

Zarzuela or light opera

Theater

Circus

Opera

% on the 
internet

% on the 
internet

Degree of
interest
(0-10)

Degree of
interest
(0-10)

% attended 
last year

% attended 
last year

2,6

2,6

0,9

3,7

1,6

5,6

2,8

1,5

22,3

6,8

4,6

3,9

3,6

6,0

4,2

2,9

3,0

2,7

4,6

3,6

4,6

2,1

0,7

3,4

1,1

10,5

3,7

1,7

27,2

7,1

Source: Prepared by the author based on the Survey of Cultural Practices and Habits, 2018–2019

Table 2: Percentage of men and women who have followed shows online and in person (% within each sex 
and average degree of interest in the cultural product (0 to 10))
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Type of music of the concert Sex

Man Woman

Classical music

Contemporary music

% on the 
internet

% on the 
internet

Degree of
interest
(0-10)

Degree of
interest
(0-10)

% attended 
last year

% attended 
last year

5,5

15,3

9,3

31,6

5,2

6,7

4,7

6,4

4,0

11,1

9,5

28,7

Source: Prepared by the author based on the Survey of Cultural Practices and Habits, 2018–2019

Table 3: Percentage of men and women who followed concerts online
(% within each sex and average degree of interest in the cultural product (0 to 10))

Figure 1: Evolution of cultural consumption online by sex 
(% within each sex)
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The results of the latest SCHP (2018–19), 
interestingly, show a significant jump in the 
consumption of music online with respect 
to other audiovisual products. This phe-
nomenon, which manifests itself in a similar 
way among men and women, seems to carry 
along the initial digital difference (Figure 1).

One might speak of a parallel progression, 
on the part of both sexes, in the immersion 
in cultural consumption online, where the 
evolution is particularly intense in the case of 
listening to music on the internet and some-
what less in the case of watching videos di-
rectly online. In both types of practices, there 
is a very slight, almost negligible, decrease in 
gender inequalities.

Focusing on the direct cultural consump-
tion via internet of the different proposals 
included in the SCHP (reading professional 
books, reading books for other reasons, listen-
ing to music, watching videos, watching tele-
vision [last month] and listening to the radio 
[last month]), the first thing that stands out is 
that half of the Spanish population does not 
engage in any of these behaviors. Half of the 
Spanish population over 15 years old does 
not directly consume any cultural product 
online, including television. A total of 21.8% 
engage in one of these practices. A total of 
16.2%, two. Only a tiny 0.2% consume all of 
these cultural manifestations directly online. 
The difference between the sexes is small, but 
consumption is higher among men. Of these, 
13.3% engage in four or more such cultural 
consumption practices directly over the inter-
net, compared to 11.5% of women.

Free digital cultural consumption was 
analyzed taking into account the questions 
included in the SCHP 2018–19 on: free 
downloading of books, subscription to free 
book platforms, free downloading of mu-
sic tracks, subscription to free audiovisual 
content platforms, free downloading of vid-
eos, and free downloading of video games. 

However, 80% of those consulted deny hav-
ing had free access to any of these cultural 
consumptions. A total of 13.4% reported 
that they have done at least one. Only 6.4% 
reported that they have done two or more. 
Among men, the ratio for the last two activ-
ity groupings is 14.6% and 7%, respectively. 
Among women, 13.4% and 5.8%. Men tend 
to consume more free digital content. “Free,” 
of course, is a relative term, since it always 
entails some cost: acquisition of the receiv-
ing devices, internet connection, etc.

Income inequality

The distances in computer availability be-
tween households, taking into account their 
monthly income, have remained the same 
over the last three years. While from a gener-
al perspective that availability seems to have 
almost reached saturation –new equipment 
tends to replace old equipment, but it seems 
that the proportion of households that incor-
porate computers into their system of devic-
es and appliances is barely increasing–, this 
does not translate into an approximation in 
that availability between the different house-
hold categories, according to income.

 While almost all households with month-
ly incomes over €1,600 have a computer, this 
plunges to below 70% in households with 
incomes between €900 and €1,600, and to 
37% among those with incomes below that 
(Figure 2).

The €1,600 barrier in monthly household 
income reappears when analyzing the availa-
bility of in-home internet access. Currently, 
96.5% of households can access the internet 
(Survey on Equipment and Uses of Informa-
tion and Communication Technologies in
 Homes, or SEUICTH). It drops somewhat 
when the income range is between €900 
and €1,600. But, more importantly, it drops  
to 66.8% in the case of households with  
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monthly incomes below €900. There are, 
therefore, notable inequalities, depending 
on the monthly income of the household in 
what can be considered domestic infrastruc-
tural bases for the consumption of digital 
culture, which could include the availabili-
ty of adequate space for that consumption. 
Practically four out of ten households with 
monthly incomes below €900 do not have 
access to the internet, including the use of 
cellphones for that access. Eight out of ten 
do not have a tablet and six out of ten do not 
have a computer.

Moving from having the material capa-
bilities to be able to access digital cultural 
consumption to the basic experiences, 64% 

of households with incomes below €900 per 
month have never used the internet. This 
percentage drops to 42% of households earn-
ing between €900 and €1,600, 22% of house-
holds earning between €1,600 and €2,000, 
13% of households earning between €2,500 
and €3,000, and 6.5% of households earn-
ing more than €3,000. A household with the 
lowest income is ten times less likely to have 
used the internet at some time. Similarly, 
31.6% of those who responded to the Survey 
of ICT Use in Homes had accessed the inter-
net in the three months prior to responding 
to the questionnaire in households with in-
comes below €900 (it was 47.8% when house-
hold income is between €900 and €1,600). 

Source: Prepared by the author based on microdata from the Equipment and Uses of Information 
and Communication Technologies in Homes for 2017, 2019, and 2020.

Figure 2: Evolution (2017–2020) of computer availability at home, by income
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Those proportions were over 68% when the 
household income is above €2,500.

In practically all of the variables related 
to digital consumption that the SEUICTH 
covers, the relative lack of convergence is 
clear, except in the case of household access 
to the internet. Convergence in this aspect is 
largely due to the spread of mobile telepho-
ny, which provides broad access. Taking into 
account the household income ranges used 
in the SEUICTH, below €1,600 there is a 
very low level of household digitalization, 
which, of course, represents an added diffi-
culty in terms of digital cultural consump-
tion by large sectors of the population. An 
income threshold around 38% of Spanish 
households are under, projecting the results 
of the 2019 Household Budget Survey.

As can be seen (Table 4),  the differenc-
es between the category of households with 
the highest income (more than €3,000 per 
month) and households with the lowest in-
come (less than €900) are notable in terms 
of the internet services used related to cultur-
al consumption. While digital cultural con-
sumption is practically incorporated into the 
routines of households with incomes over 
€2,500, even over €1,600, such as searching 
for information on goods and services, read-
ing the news or watching videos on sharing 
sites (such as YouTube), only one third of 
those living in households with incomes of 
less than €900 do them.

In general, the probability of an individu-
al from a household with an income between 
€1,600 and €2,500 making cultural uses of 
the internet is double that of an individual 
whose household income is below €900. The 
probability is multiplied by a factor of 2.5 
when compared to a household with an in-
come over €3,000.

To observe inequalities in digital cultural 
consumption more clearly, it may be use-
ful to focus the analysis on a single type of 

consumption. Let us turn to a consumption 
that seems to have become more popular 
in recent years, like video on demand from 
sources like Netflix or HBO. In fact, series 
on these platforms have become benchmark 
products. By performing a multivariate logis-
tic regression which makes it possible to ap-
proximate the probabilities of causality of 
some variables and categories over others, 
neutralizing the effect of the variables includ-
ed in the model, we find that, after including 
the age, sex, and country of birth variables 
into the model, the probability of someone 
with higher education watching on-demand 
videos is five times higher than someone 
with basic or primary education. In turn, the 
probability of the same consumption among 
those living in households with incomes 
above €3,000 is 3.8 times higher than some-
one living in a household whose income is 
below €900 and double that of someone liv-
ing in a household with an income between 
€900 and €1,600. And this does not include 
the educational use of the internet, where in-
come inequalities skyrocket.

Inequalities are even more notable when 
it comes to the acquisition, through purchase 
or subscription, of certain digital cultural 
products. Probably due to their lesser exten-
sion in general, the least inequality is in the 
purchase of or subscription to online games. 
However, the probability that an individual 
residing in a household with income over 
€3,000 will purchase or subscribe to products 
such as music, movies, or series in streaming 
format or by download and purchase e-books 
and subscribe to magazines or newspapers is 
six to seven times higher than one residing in 
a household below €900. This probability is 
three times higher if the comparison is made 
with households with incomes between €900 
and €1,600.

Both due to the lack of availability of the 
material resources to access it (computer,  
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internet connection), as well as to the practi-
cal link with the internet, there is a significant 
proportion of the population, which exceeds 
58% of the total of those over 15, with limited 
possibilities of digital cultural consumption.

Based on the aggregation of a set of vari-
ables, a scale of digital cultural consumption 
has been elaborated so that its maximum val-
ue (10) means that a positive answer has been 
given to all the activities surveyed. The over-
all average of all respondents is 2.53. In other 
words, the Spanish population as a whole car-
ries out an average of two and a half of these 
digital cultural consumptions. But, more rel-
evantly, the difference in household income 

and its high (negative) correlation with age is 
evident, so that the younger the person is, the 
higher the score on this scale and, therefore, 
the more they do these activities. These activ-
ities refer to: reading news on the internet, lis-
tening to music on the internet, watching TV 
programs on the internet, watching videos on 
demand, playing or downloading games over 
the internet, purchasing tickets for cultural 
events (concerts, the movies), buying e-books 
or subscribing to magazines or newspapers, 
buying or subscribing to download/listen 
to music, to download/watch movies or TV 
shows, and, finally, to play online or down-
load games from the internet.

Source: Developed by the authors based on microdata from the Survey on Equipment and Uses of Information and Communication Technologies 
in Homes for 2017, 2019, and 2020.

Table 4: Percentage of individuals who make certain uses of the internet, by income level 
(% within income category)

Internet service used Net monthly household income

Less than 
900

From 1600
to 2500

From 900
to 1600

From 2500
to 3000

More than
3000

Search for information on goods and services 36,9

36,2

31,6

18,7

19,1

34,3

17,4

78,1

76,6

61,7

44,2

50,3

65,3

30,5

58,3

59,6

47,8

31,1

35,4

51,7

25,1

87,2

86,2

68,7

53,7

61,7

74,2

33,7

92,4

89,7

76,5

60,9

68,4

78,7

34,6

Read news, newspapers, magazines online

Listen to music (YouTube, Spotify, etc.)

Watch programs broadcast online 
by TV channels

Watch movies or videos on demand companies 
(Netflix, HBO, etc.)

Watch video content from sharing sites 
(YouTube, etc.)

Play or download games
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Among individuals from households with 
incomes over €3,000, the average score for 
digital cultural consumption is 4.15. In other 
words, they practice on average slightly more 
than four of the activities included as digital 
cultural consumption. This average drops to 
1.36 among those living in households below 
€900, 2.30 among those between €900 and 
€1,600, bringing the balance to an average of 
3.14 when the household income is between 
€1,600 and €2,500, or 3.71, when it is between 
€2,500 and €3,000. After this inequality by in-
come, it should be noted that 28.7% of those 
surveyed who represent the Spanish popula-
tion over 15 years old have a score of 0 on 
this scale. In other words, they do not engage 
in any type of digital cultural consumption. A 
total of 53.8% perform fewer than three of the 
activities observed. Only 11% reported hav-
ing carried out six or more of these activities. 
Among these activities, the most frequently 
performed is reading news from online news-
papers or magazines and listening to music on 
platforms such as YouTube or Spotify.

Inequalities by origin

We will now analyze inequalities according 
to nationality based on the results of the 
2020 SEUICTH. Starting from where we left 
off in the section on income inequalities, we 
observe that –initially– the inequality of dig-
ital cultural consumption is not high among 
the three established categories, and, in any 
case, the average is higher among respond-
ents who were born in a country outside the 
EU (Table 5).

This greater inclination to digital cultural 
consumption also rests on greater founda-
tions or bases for it, such as the availability 
of internet access, equipment for that access, 
as well as the greater frequency of daily inter-
net use. To interpret this result, at least two 
aspects should be taken into account. On the 

one hand, the younger age on average of those 
born in another country –49.4 years old in an-
other EU country, 44.9 in a non-EU country– 
compared to the average age of those born 
in Spain (56.2). If the age variable, then, is 
neutralized, it can be seen that the differenc-
es between the population born in Spain and 
the population born outside Spain are even 
smaller. On the other hand, it is important to 
take into consideration the fact that through 
the internet it is possible to maintain contin-
uous contact with relatives in their country of 
origin. In any case, there is a higher probabili-
ty of digital cultural consumption among the 
population born outside Spain.

Inequality changes slightly between those 
born in another EU country and those born 
outside the EU when it comes to paid digital 
cultural content. Those born in a country out-
side the EU tend to have lower proportions.

EXCLUSIONS FROM THE CONSUMPTION 
OF DIGITAL CULTURE

For the creation of what we have called the 
scale of digital cultural consumption, we have 
taken activities related to this consumption 
that can be considered basic. These are ac-
tivities related to reading information, news, 
books, magazines, or following audiovisual 
products with a broad general following 
(movies, series, etc.) or music. Cultural activ-
ities that could be classified as minority ones, 
such as visits to exhibitions, monuments, 
museums, or archives, are not included. So 
even taking only those mainstream digital 
cultural consumption activities, the picture 
of the general extent of that consumption in 
our country is not exactly bright.

According to its general digital cultural 
consumption, taking into account the activ-
ities that have helped to build the scale of 
digital cultural consumption, the Spanish 



106

JAVIER CALLEJO

population can be divided into four large 
groups of relatively similar sizes. A first 
group, just barely the largest with almost 
29% of the sample surveyed by SEUICTH, 
is totally excluded from digital cultural con-
sumption. They do not carry out any of the 
activities being surveyed. A second group, 
which accounts for 25% of the population, 
with what can be considered very low digital 
cultural consumption, taking into account 
the type of activities obtained, performs a 
maximum of two of these activities. They 
have been referred to as a group with low dig-
ital cultural consumption. The third group, 
similar in size to the second group, performs 
between three and four activities. Its name: 
basic digital cultural consumption. Finally, 
the population group that can be assumed 
to be digital cultural consumers since they 
perform five or more of the activities referred 
to. They make up just over one-fifth of the 
population: 21%.

Returning to the three criteria on which 
this chapter has focused the search for inequal-
ities with respect to digital cultural consump-
tion, we observe that the highest proportion 
of those excluded and with low digital cultur-
al consumption are women, born in Spain, 
and, especially, living in households with a 
net monthly income of less than €900. Dig-
ital cultural consumers are preferably men, 
born in another EU country, and, above all, 
living in households with an income between 
€2,500 and €3,000, accounting for a third of 
them, and those living in households with a 
net monthly income of more than €3,000, as 
42.4% of them are digital consumers.

It should be noted how, underlying this 
distribution of the population according to 
its digital cultural consumption, the different 
thresholds of this consumption can be iden-
tified. The first level is made up of simple ac-
cess to the internet and the digital. It is the 
bridge between the excluded and those with 

low digital cultural consumption. It mainly 
involves reading the news and, at most, lis-
tening to music using the internet. Its defin-
ing characteristic is free access to these digital 
cultural products. The second threshold, be-
tween low and basic digital consumption, is 
characterized by the consumption of series 
and movies, including over some paid plat-
forms, such as Spotify, HBO, or Netflix. The 
last and third level already integrates pur-
chase or subscription to platforms of differ-
ent cultural products, from books to music to 
games, including series, movies, and music.

From this perspective of thresholds, cer-
tain consumptions of digital cultural prod-
ucts can be seen to even form part of the 
activities of the group with very low digital 
cultural consumption. This is the case of 
reading the news, newspapers, etc., which is 
done by 75.6% of those in this consumption 
category; even the use of internet services to 
listen to music, such as YouTube or Spotify, 
are activities carried out by practically all of 
those who are part of the other two groups, 
low digital cultural consumption and digital 
consumption. The next level, where the group 
with very low digital cultural consumption 
barely reaches 14%, is formed by activities 
like watching movies or videos on demand 
and playing or downloading games over the 
internet. These activities are no longer fully 
extended among those with basic cultural 
consumption, although they may reach 65% 
of its members, such as watching movies or 
videos on demand. In this group, with more 
emphasis on the deepening of their use of 
digital than on access for a fee, viewing tel-
evision channel programs on the internet 
acquires special relevance. This seems to be 
a group that is fairly integrated into digitiza-
tion and that if it does not access other digi-
tal cultural consumption it is because access 
to it involves a payment or because of the 
group’s distance from culture in general.



107

INEQUALITIES IN THE CONSUMPTION OF DIGITAL CULTURE: GENDER, INCOME, AND ORIGINS

Country of birth of selected person Average Sample size

Spain

Another EU country

Country outside EU

2,4975 14399

2,9510 245

3,1602 699

Total 2,5350 15343

Source: Developed by the author based on microdata from the Survey on Equipment and Uses of Information and Communication Technologies 
in Homes for 2017, 2019, and 2020.

Table 5: Digital cultural consumption scale by country of birth (between 0 and 10)

Source: Developed by the authors based on microdata from the Survey on Equipment and Uses of Information and Communication Technologies 
in Homes for 2017, 2019, and 2020.

Table 6: Percentage of members, by country of birth, that use different internet services 
(% within each category of country of birth)

SpainInternet service used Another EU 
country

Country 
outside EU

Search for information on goods and services 62,1 74,3 73,7

61,7 69,8 73,0

49,9 64,9 73,1

34,9 36,7 42,9

39,6 46,9 50,1

53,5 65,7 74,0

26,0 30,6 32,5

Read news, newspapers, magazines online

Listen to music (YouTube, Spotify, etc.)

Watch programs broadcast online 
by TV channels

Watch movies or videos on demand companies 
(Netflix, HBO, etc.)

Watch video content from sharing sites 
(YouTube, etc.)

Play or download games
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Those considered and named digital con-
sumers reach very high percentages, almost 
universal, where the other groups stay  be-
hind. The exception, because it is mediated 
by age, is games on the internet. But where 
the other groups do not reach, digital con-
sumers show percentages above 26%, as is 
the case of purchase of or subscription to 
e-books, magazines, or online newspapers.

INEQUALITIES IN THE DIGITAL BOOK

Women's greater interest in reading (6.9, of 0 
to 10, compared to 6 for men) is not always 
reflected in the different indicators of digi-
tal cultural consumption. The acquisition 
of books in digital format is still quite low 
in the overall population over 15. Between 
1.2% (professional reasons) and 2.4% (other 
reasons) of all men bought a book in digi-
tal format during the last quarter (Table 8). 
Those percentages are 1% and 2.9% respec-
tively among all women. However, with re-

gard to the channel used, it should be noted 
that while 21.4% of men who obtained at 
least one book during the last quarter did so 
through an establishment (bookstore), this 
percentage was 26.8% among women. In this 
regard, it should be noted that while the rest 
of the non-digital channels show hardly any 
differences by gender, these differences start 
to favor men when it comes to the use of 
digital channels, whether acquired for a pay-
ment or for free. These differences seem to 
point again, now with respect to books, to 
less digital culture consumption by women. 
But, in this case and with respect to reading
 digital books for reasons other than work or 
school, the different behaviors should be ex-
plained. The nuances derive from women's 
greater interest in reading in general.

Within the low percentages of digitally 
mediated book consumption, taking into ac-
count the population as a whole, it should 
be noted that the number of women who 
downloaded books free of charge from the 

Source: Promusicae. Recorded music market 2020

Figure 3: Streaming breakdown in 2020

21%
Digital 

Consumption
28.7%

Excluded

25.1%
Low Consumption

25.2%
Basic digital cultural 

consumption
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internet was double that of men; a ratio that 
is reversed in the case of scientific-technical 
books. As for literary books, two out of every 
three books downloaded for free from the in-
ternet were by women.

As a rationalizing argument for free down-
loading, men prioritize convenience, imme-
diacy, and not finding it at brick and mortar 
establishments. Women to savings and the 
fact that they need only a part of it. These 
responses again point to the different degree 
of incorporation of digital uses.

Twenty-three percent of those over 15 say 
they have books in digital format. A total of 
23.8% of women say they have books in dig-
ital format, a slightly higher percentage than 
among men (22.2%). However, the average 
number of books in digital format reported 
by men is higher than reported by women: 
264.2 versus 233.16 books. Men have more 
books in this digital format, inverting their 
lower average number of paper books (127.91 
compared to 132.99 for women). Women 

seem, in principle, to accumulate slightly 
fewer digital reading materials when it comes 
to books. However, as the average age of the 
women interviewed is slightly older than the 
men, this variable should be controlled for. 
Closer to the actual digital consumption of 
books is the average number of digital books 
read. On average, a man reads a book in dig-
ital format for work or other reasons every 
nine to ten months. Among women, this av-
erage rises to fifteen months for work books, 
but drops to six months for books read for 
reasons other than work.

To control for the possible effect of age 
as well as other variables such as education 
or employment status, a multivariate statis-
tical analysis (logistic regression) was carried 
out in which the dependent variable was the 
availability of books in digital format. So, the 
possibility of having books in digital format
is slightly higher among women. In any case, 
and admitting that that greater probability 
is very low, it is clear, at least, that men,  

% of row Digital cultural consumption groups

BasicExcluded Digital
ConsumptionLow

Sex of the 
selected person

Country of birth of 
selected person

Man

Spain

Country outside UE

Woman

Another EU country

26,5%24,9%

24,1%31,9%

24,7%29,8%

28,2%17,1%

34,3%11,3%

15,5%

35,6%

53,8%

7,2%

23,8%

33,3%

31,1%

5,8%

30,5%15,0%

23,8%24,8%

18,7%25,4%

24,8%

25,3%29,4%

25,0%29,3%

8,5%

33,6%

22,3%

23,7%

17,5%

42,4%

27,6%

18,5%

27,6%26,9%
Net monthly 
household income

Less than 900

From 2500 to 3000

From 1600 to 2500

From 900 to 1600

More than 3000

20,7%

Fuente: Promusicae. Recorded music market, 2020

Table 7: Distribution of the groups of digital cultural consumption in the sex, place of birth, 
and monthly household income categories
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because they belong to this social category, 
do not have more books in this format. On 
the other hand, the model shows: less availa-
bility of books in digital format as age increas-
es; someone with a doctorate degree is more 
than forty times more likely to have a book 
in this format than a person with less than 
five years of schooling; and someone with a 
university degree is almost twice as likely to 
have books in this format as someone with 
a high school diploma. With respect to em-
ployment status, students and people with 
a job are the most likely to have a book in 
digital format.

There is a difference between the sexes in 
the digital consumption of books depending 
on whether they are read for work or other 

reasons. In the mediation of the media, it can 
be seen that the book reader (e-Reader) is the 
one in which this difference in favor of wom-
en in reading digital books for reasons other 
than work is most evident: 9.6% of all wom-
en (compared to 6.3% of men) and 14.7% of 
those who have read digital books in the last 
year (compared to 11.8% of men) have used 
an e-reader to read a book for reasons oth-
er than work. The percentage of reading on 
handheld devices and over platforms for rea-
sons other than work is higher among wom-
en (5.3% and 0.7%, respectively) than among 
men (4.9% and 0.6%).

Among the four digital cultural consump-
tion groups, differentiated using the results of 
the SEUICTH, it was already clear that the 

Formats and ways of acquiring books Sex

Man Woman

Purchase of books in digital format in the last year 
for work or school

Last quarter

Last quarter

Last year

Last year

Purchase of books in digital format in the last year 
for work or school

1,2

0,5

2,4

0,9

21,4

0,7

0,5

5,4

5,2

0,2

1,0

0,0

2,4

1,6

0,8

1,0

0,4

2,9

0,8

26,8

0,7

0,5

4,9

4,8

0,1

1,1

0,1

2,0

1,2

0,9

Bought branded books online

Bought unbranded books online

Downloaded books for a fee from the internet

Bought books in a store

Downloaded unbranded books for a fee from the internet

Purchased books by mail or telephone

Bought books at a press kiosk

Downloaded books for free from the internet

Downloaded branded books for free from the internet

Downloaded unbranded books for free from the internet

Bought books online

During the last quarter they obtained at least one book

Source: Promusicae. Recorded music market, 2020

Table 8: Different ways of acquiring books, by sex 
(% of each sex)
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highest percentage of digital book purchases 
was in those categorized as digital consump-
tion. It reaches 26.6% there, as the activity 
with the lowest proportion. Among those 
categorized as the basic digital cultural con-
sumption group, it is 6.3%, which is not the 
lowest. In other words, the acquisition of dig-
ital books is on the horizon of the practices of 
those who engage in minimal digital cultural 
consumption and fundamentally of products 
that are accessed for free. However, among 
those who are digital cultural consumers, 
reading digital books is constituting a kind 
of minority cultural consumption activity 
among the main digital cultural consumption 
activities, but to a lesser extent than subscrib-
ing to movie, series, or music platforms.

It should also be noted that these digital 
cultural consumers are also the ones who make 
the greatest proportion of purchases of physi-
cal books over the internet. A total of 25.4% 
had bought one book online in the three 
months prior to the survey. This percentage 
drops to 15.7% among those with basic digital 
cultural consumption and 9.3% among those 
with very low digital cultural consumption.

CONCLUSIONS

Digital channels have become a kind of door 
to almost everything. This also applies to cul-
tural consumption. Digital is not something 
that can be considered added or comple-
mentary, a kind of alternative entry. It is the 
door. So the digital culture of society is the 
essential framework for cultural activity in 
general and, in particular, for digital cultural 
consumption. Digital culture conditions dig-
ital consumption of culture. In this chapter, 
dedicated to the differences in digital culture 
consumption among different social catego-
ries and positions in the social structure, we 
began by noting the broad presence of indi-
cations that point to a relatively widespread 

digital culture in our country. In fact, internet 
access, especially since the push due to the 
use of cell phones, can be considered quite 
generalized, with only some age and income 
groups left out, concentrated in households 
with only elderly members and with incomes 
below €900. These are also the profiles where 
social distance and lack of internet experi-
ence are concentrated.

However, inequalities in the digital cul-
tural consumer come later. In addition to 
the basic digital inequality or inequality of 
access, which is embodied in the digital di-
vide, there is also cultural inequality. The so-
cial structure is in both. Concentrating both 
aspects, half of the Spanish population has 
little chance of consuming digital culture.

The degree of interest shown in the cul-
tural product is frustrated or insufficient 
when an attempt is made to materialize it in 
its digital consumption. The different social 
dispositions for ICTs hinder digital cultural 
awareness. A aptitude that starts with the 
availability of equipment for digital recep-
tion and reproduction. So what has been said 
for cell phones, as a means of accessing the 
internet, cannot be projected on computers 
or tablets, since the proportion of lower-in-
come households that have added this device 
has barely increased in recent years.

From this perspective, the level of house-
hold income once again emerges as a funda-
mental criteria to explain the deficit in digital 
cultural consumption. Age and education lev-
el aside, it can be considered the main source 
of inequality for cultural consumption. The 
digital cultural consumption of those residing 
in households with incomes over €3,000 per 
month is more than triple the digital cultural 
consumption of those residing in households 
with incomes below €900.

In terms of gender, women are initially 
more inclined to cultural manifestations. 
However, there is what can be considered a 
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basic inequality: the greater availability of 
equipment for digital cultural consumption 
by men. In other words, when interest in cul-
tural consumption passes through the sieve 
of technological-digital availability, the terms 
are reversed: men appear to have more op-
portunities to digitally realize their cultural 
tastes. This inequality increases in what can 
be considered digital native cultural prod-
ucts, such as video games, but it also exists 
with the so-called "virtual visits" to spaces 
such as museums, galleries, archives, exhibi-
tions, monuments, and archaeological sites, 
as well as with following shows on the inter-
net, except for ballet.

In short, inequalities in access to and use 
of digital consumption between men and 
women remain, despite women’s greater in-
clination to consume culture. There have 
been evolutions since the 2010 SCHP. There 
has been a significant increase in cultural 
consumption on the internet for both sexes, 
and there has even been a slight decrease in 
inequality. But very slight. Practically speak-
ing, the general lines of the actions that have 
been taken with respect to digital cultural 
consumption have their concrete and ex-
tended application with the digital book. The 
greater interest of certain social categories, 
such as women, in reading books in general, 
is far from being directly projected onto con-
sumption of digital books. This greater inter-
est in reading books on the part of women is 
reflected in the acquisition of paper books in 
bookstores, but the difference by gender de-
creases notably when it comes to reading dig-
ital books, and the difference is even reversed 
when it comes to acquiring digital books. So 
the average number of paper books owned is 
higher among women, while when it comes 
to digital books, it is higher among men.

A final reflection on the inequalities in 
digital cultural consumption is in order. Such 
inequalities are not just a matter of lifestyles, 

of variations in taste. To begin to think from 
such a perspective, there would have to be 
a universal possibility of access to this type 
of consumption. It is a question of position 
in the social structure and, given the size of 
some inequalities, of societal breakdown in 
terms of experiences of very different cultural 
and digital worlds. Being a relatively full con-
sumer of digital culture requires, in addition 
to having cultural interest, material resources 
such as income.

 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• If urgent action is not taken, the inequali-
ties with respect to access to digital culture 
tend not only to become entrenched, as 
shown by the evolution of these differenc-
es, but also to extend the effects of a kind 
of negative dynamic, as has been noted 
especially with respect to video games and 
gender inequalities. The products offered 
exclude from their design those sectors 
of society that are to a much lesser extent 
their consumers, thus widening exclusion.

 
• Public policies for the digitalization of 

society are essential, aimed at universal 
access to the internet and, especially af-
ter observing the still low proportion of 
low-income households that have a com-
puter or tablet, to promote the use of 
computers in the domestic sphere, the 
main space in which digital cultural con-
sumption takes place.

• Access to paid digital cultural products –
audiovisual platforms or otherwise– is one 
of the aspects where inequalities derived 
especially from the amount of monthly 
income are most evident. This may be 
leading to a strong segmentation of the 
consumption of media products, with a 
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direct impact on the social structure. In 
this way, products on payment platforms 
become a point of reference, accessed  
by only a part of society, while the lower- 
income parts of society are limited to  
very different products, thus generat-
ing very different symbolic universes. It 
is surely the main function of operators 
such as public television stations to pro-
duce and broadcast audiovisual products 
with similar quality to those offered by 
digital platforms but with universal ac-
cess to them, without paying. However, 
the internet is a window of opportunity 
to attract broad sectors of the population 
to culture in general and digital culture  
in particular.

• To the extent that women's lesser access 
to digital cultural consumption can be at-
tributed, at least in part, to what has been 
considered the deficit of the Spanish educa-
tional system in STEM (Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering, and Math Education), 
greater levels of equality here, as a chal-
lenge to our educational system, is essen-
tial. Of course, not only for digital cultural 
consumption, but for all orders and areas 
of life in a highly technologized society.

• A large part of digital cultural consump-
tion can be considered for a minority of 
the population, despite the possibilities 
of access that digitization and the "virtu-
alization of spaces" have created. For ex-
ample, activities such as virtual visits to 
museums, monuments, galleries, etc., are 
only engaged in by a minority of people. 
Considering that many of these cultural 
objects are of public heritage, the public 
promotion of these cultural consumption 
activities on the internet should be con-
sidered a motivational bridge to, in itself, 
generate a greater link with cultural con-

sumption in society but also a bridge to 
raise awareness and encourage physically 
visiting those cultural spaces.
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INTRODUCTION

The year 2020 has surpassed all expectations, 
has broken all the molds, at all levels and in 
all sectors. Any strategy, any plan that might 
have been made beforehand had to be ad-
justed in the face of the emergence of a cir-
cumstance as unexpected and unmanageable 
as the pandemic we are still dealing with, and 
which is relentlessly affecting the cultural sec-
tor in general and the visual arts in particular.

Culture in Spain has been considered 
during the worst moments of the pandem-

ic as a structural force that could help us 
to withstand this crisis, and it has proven 
to be up to what society has demanded of 
it, even surpassing in quality and quantity 
the usual demand.1 However, this consider-
ation of culture as a "basic necessity," that 
we have seen in neighboring countries such 
as France and Germany,2 is unlikely to coin-
cide with the recognition that in Spain and 

CHALLENGES TO ENSURE
THE FUTURE OF THE VISUAL 
AND FINE ARTS SECTOR
Marta Pérez Ibáñez

We need to consider culture in general, and the fine and visual arts in particular, as a key, structural, 
integrating, and driving element of the community recovery we will have to undergo after the pandemic 
crisis in which we are immersed. However, this need clashes head-on with the serious problems that 
the sector has been suffering for more than a decade. For that reason, in this chapter we discuss the 
particularities of artistic creation and its management in the Spain of today, an analysis that we believe 
to be essential. This will lead us not only to know in detail the reality of the complex art ecosystem but 
also to posit possible measures to alleviate the devastating effect that the superimposition of the latest 
crises is having on a sector characterized by combining the precariousness and structural weakness 
of artists and managers with an extraordinary creative wealth and enormous resilience in the face  
of adversity.

Keywords: Fine arts, visual arts, sustainability, resilience, creativity. 

1. Bruna, Massó and Neira 2020
2. El País 2020
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by the very sector itself is demanded of ad-
ministrations, public and private initiatives, 
users3 and consumers of culture, and society 
as a whole. The contribution of the visual 
arts to contemporary cultural heritage, to the 
cultural and creative industries, and to the 
economic, employment, and social activi-
ty of an entire sector involves a wide spec-
trum of professionals and the relationships 
generated between them, with artists as a 
fundamental and indispensable focal point. 
However, as we shall see, this contribution 
does not appear to be recognized at the same 
level as other cultural manifestations or to 
the extent that the sector itself demands, and 
this imbalance in recognition and support 
resources became all too evident in 2020. 
The Mesa Sectorial del Arte Contemporáneo 
(Contemporary Art Industry Council), an 
independent entity that brings together six 
associations and federations of professionals 
in the sector,4 has been very active the whole 
year in its demands to the public administra-
tions and to society.

During lockdown, the population en-
joyed the highest quality content that was 
offered generously, unselfishly, and for free 
so that the screen of our devices could be 
turned into a concert hall, a movie screen, 

in a theater, in an exhibition hall. Spanish 
culture and its agents and channels contin-
ued alive and well even when they could not 
count on their audiences in person and when 
their programmed, organized, developed, 
financed, or often self-financed activities 
were postponed with no rain date or can-
celed outright. The consumption of cultural 
and artistic content shot up, while galleries 
remained closed and unable to access their 
usual markets, while empty museums with 
their budgets often frozen in place struggled 
to survive, just as artists and other independ-
ent professionals struggled to stay afloat in 
times of uncertainty, canceled projects, and 
insecurity about the future. However, there 
was not an art gallery that did not open its 
networks to showcase its artists from the in-
timacy of their studios, there was not a mu-
seum that did not show its collections and 
activities live to virtual audiences around the 
world, there was not an artist who did not 
seek to make his or her way online and gain 
global renown, there was not a professional 
who did not lend him or herself to debate, to 
dialog, to sharing, to the search for common 
solutions. The visual arts were present every 
day and on every device, despite the fact that 
this multiform crisis, much more difficult to 
assimilate, manage, and understand than a 
purely financial one, prevented the develop-
ment of the connection that is most natural 
to it: presence, direct contact with the work 
of art, and, therefore, contact between the 
professionals who manage the arts, artists, 
gallery owners, curators, critics, collectors. 
Twenty-twenty has been not only a year of 
cuts to activities and revenues but a time of 
obligatory reflection on what models we are 
using and to what extent they are effective 
and sustainable, and how we can consider 
new models that enable us to be resilient in 
the face of such adverse, transformative, and, 
it would appear, long-lasting circumstances.

3. We are aware that language must be an inclusive, 
egalitarian, and non-sexist vehicle of expression, especially 
in the paper we now present.  Although whenever pos-
sible we have used generic terms, there are times when, 
for concision’s sake and to ensure a flowing narrative, we 
have resorted to the masculine form (in Spanish), without 
renouncing our respect for gender equality.
4. Instituto de Arte Contemporáneo (IAC) (Contemporary 
Art Institute), Consorcio de Galerías de Arte Contemporá-
neo (Contemporary Art Galleries Consortium), Unión_AC 
de artistas (Artists Unión_AC), Asociación de Directores 
de Centros de Arte Contemporáneo de España (ADACE) 
(Association of Directors of Contemporary Art Centers of 
Spain), Federación Estatal de Asociaciones de Gestores 
Culturales (FEAGC) (State-wide Federation of Cultural 
Managers Associations), and Mujeres en las Artes Visuales 
(MAV) (Women in Visual Arts).
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In addition, this difficult year has triggered 
numerous demands from all sectors of cul-
ture that, since the beginning of the pandem-
ic, have asked not only for fair recognition 
by society but also for the support of public 
administrations in terms of resources and 
promotion of their activity, a support with-
out which it could not continue. The visual 
arts in particular have often found it difficult 
to be seen and heard in a sector where other 
cultural expressions such as the movies, the 
performing arts, music, and publishing are 
much more visible. The imbalance between 
different disciplines in the allocation of aid 
and subsidies granted by the administrations 
is often so evident that associations, feder-
ations, and sectorial councils are continu-
ously fighting for the demands and needs 
of professionals, companies, and art centers 
to be recognized as is their due. Moreover, 
from the cultural sector itself, the term "art-
ist" sometimes failed to include plastic and 
visual artists, which forced this subsector to 
demand to be recognized at the same level 
by professionals from the rest of our culture’s 
disciplines: another assertion, this time inter-
nal, of the need to defend the value of to-
day's visual arts and of the professionals who 
manage them.

In this year, this precarious and weak 
sector, needing of support, this sector with 
its intermittent self-employed workers and 
micro-enterprises that tend to depend on 
subsidies and public aid, has felt abandoned 
by and detached from the public administra-
tions, has seen aid not offered or not reaching 
those who need it, or that is not distributed 
on time once granted. We have seen the head 
of the Ministry of Culture be replaced, José 
Guirao by José Manuel Rodríguez Uribes, we 
have seen the disappearance of the Deputy 
Director of the Promotion of Art, and fun-
damental problems such as the Artist Statute 
or the Patronage Law remain unresolved. It 

seems evident that the sector's skepticism is 
justified, while alternatives to this critical sit-
uation are being sought.

Twenty-twenty has been a difficult year in 
every way and has highlighted all the short-
comings, inequalities, imbalances, all the 
structural cracks there for decades and that 
have now made the precariousness in which 
a valuable, strong, and relevant sector of 
Spanish culture exists even more visible.

The art system, between expansion
and contraction

Before going into our analysis of the sector 
in the year under review, it is important to 
mention the lack of specific data in what is 
the main source of information on the situ-
ation of culture in our country, the Cultural 
Statistics Yearbook published each year by 
the Ministry of Culture and Sports: in the 
yearbook for 2020, chapter 5.B, Sectorial 
Magnitudes, includes all sectors of the cul-
tural sphere, including Bullfighting Affairs, 
but not artistic creation or its management, 
distribution, and marketing.5 There is a Mu-
seums and Museum Collections heading 
which states that, in 2018, Spain had 133 
museums of contemporary art, 9.1% of the 
total museums in our country. However, 
even though museums' holdings of contem-
porary art come either from the primary mar-
ket, directly from the artists through their 
galleries of choice, or the secondary market, 
dealers and auction houses, and that their 
exhibition, curatorial, teaching, and commu-
nicative activity involves other professionals 
like curators, critics, teachers, restorers, etc., 
the data offered by the Ministry's Yearbook  
refers exclusively to types of museums, 
personnel, visitors, and activities, without 

5. Ministry of Culture and Sports 2020, 261 et seq.
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looking closer at the sector's activities. The 
information provided by the Yearbook for 
the complex visual arts sector, then, is much 
more deficient than the information on the 
rest of the cultural sectors included in it.

It is very surprising to find that art gal-
leries do not appear among the cultural 
companies by their main economic activity 
in Chapter 2 of the Cultural Statistics Year-
book. The commercial activity of the galler-
ies, which not only provides jobs, exports, 
and imports of goods, the internationaliza-
tion of Spanish culture, but also fundamen-
tally helps an entire group of artists survive, 
is not taken into account in the Ministry of 
Culture’ main source of statistical informa-
tion. In fact, art galleries are mentioned only 
among the cultural habits of the Spanish 
public, where it is worth noting that visiting 
galleries (16% of the population go), is much 
higher than attending classical music con-
certs, opera, ballet, or going to the circus.6 

Artists and professionals in this sector also 
find it difficult to fit into the statistics col-
lected by the different administrations, given 
that the different existing registries (CNAE 
[National Classification of Economic Ac-
tivities], IAE [Tax on Economic Activities], 
SEPE [State Public Employment Service], 
etc.) do not in any way unify the criteria that 
categorizes cultural professionals. In tax or 
fiscal terms, the definition and the implica-
tions of this concept are complex, so one of 
the main demands of the Artist Statute is 
precisely to standardize the criteria for cate-
gorizing artists and professionals of the fine 
and visual arts in the administrative records 
in the context of the professionals working 

in culture.7 In the case, for example, of the 
Basque Cultural Observatory, the report on 
the impact of the pandemic8 includes the 
different cultural sectors with specific men-
tion made of the fine and visual arts.

In addition to the data provided by the 
Cultural Statistics Yearbook, the information 
we have used to prepare this study comes 
from the professionals themselves, from the 
different associations and federations that 
group them together, from those local ad-
ministrations that have collected data from 
the sector, and from the impact that the 
actions undertaken during 2020 have had 
in the media, which has allowed us to gain 
in-depth knowledge of a reality that is often 
overlooked or hidden.

Networking ecosystems

Artistic creation is the backbone of the com-
plex ecosystem to which it belongs and where 
it works in concert with all its parts. Based 
on Juan Antonio Ramírez’s definition of the 
art system, we can understand it as "an inter-
active system in which various agents work, 
from criticism to teaching, from museums to 
commerce, from global policies to individu-
al identities".9 We can also consider Fleck's 
definition,10 for whom this system is based 
on gears that articulate the conception of 
contemporary aesthetics with the global art 
market, between museums and institutions, 
curators, critics, artists, independent spaces, 
market agents, and public and private collec-
tors. Therefore, the conditions under which 
each of these sub-sectors carries out its activ-
ity will be decisive for the system as a whole 
and for the development of the relationships 
between them. We must not forget that all 
the changes we have referred to have been 
linked to a crisis this sector, like many oth-
ers, had not yet overcome: the crisis that the 
cultural and artistic system has been suffering 

6. Ministry of Culture and Sports 2020, 35 and 211
7. Ministry of Culture and Sports 2020, 27
8. Karraskan 2020
9. Ramírez 2010
10. 2014
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since 2008,11 since it significantly modified 
the economic situation and the very struc-
ture that sustains it. The impact is still evi-
dent on a social, economic, and employment 
level more than a decade later, and its reper-
cussions on the cultural industries resulted 
in the emergence of innovative management 
models whose goal was to monetize the work 
of managers and, above all, that of artists.12  
These new management models tended to 
generate new strategies that would make it 
possible to adapt frameworks applicable to 
the art sector at the business level, based 
on the characteristics of cultural organiza-
tions and artists, adapting to their demands, 
needs, and resources, and to their develop-
ment and sustainability objectives.13 Over 
the last decade we have seen the paradigm 
of artistic management evolve and adapt to 
a framework in which globalization, virtual-
ity, interconnection, and the need to grow 
have become common guidelines for action 
in both the public and the private sectors. 
In April 2020, what Jerry Saltz observed in 
April 2020 about the international art system 
could be applied just as well to our country:

Over the last decade or so, the art 
world in peril has seemed to lose the
ability to adapt. Or, rather, it now seems 
able to adapt only in one way, no matter 
the circumstances: by growing larger 
and busier. Expansion and more were 
the answers to everything. 

If, from the 2008 crisis until 2020, expansion 
proved in many cases to be the only viable 
form of development, 2020 forced us to re-
think the models created, adapting them to 
a situation that we know is changing and 
decisive, but whose scope and impact in the 
medium and long term is a great unknown. A 
scenario, therefore, that is highly uncertain.

Museums and art centers: 
water, water everywhere

Over the last decade, museums and art 
centers in Spain have suffered a progressive 
increase in precariousness that has man-
ifested itself both in budget cuts and out-
sourcing of services as well as in an alarming 
political interference in the management of 
boards and trustees that has often impeded 
them from doing their job correctly. This 
pandemic year has demonstrated the ca-
pacity of museums, even with few visitors, 
reduced activities, meager resources, and 
less and less support and protection from 
administrations, to do socially and cultural-
ly inclusive work, although their operating 
conditions have been truly extreme world-
wide.14 The art centers, more than two-thirds 
of which are publicly owned in Spain,15 not 
only generate cultural and artistic practices 
aimed at developing new discourses, imag-
inaries, thoughts, a critical and renewing 
perspective on contemporary art and cul-
ture, but also provide economic activity 
and jobs to a broad and complex sector of 
professionals and companies dependent on 
them. As Jerónimo Cabrera points out,16 the 
moral legitimacy of the museum conceived 
as the axis of the cultural institutionality of  
the 21st century is undermined when it is  

11. We agree with other sources in placing the cut-off point 
with respect to the beginning of the economic crisis at 
2008, when Lehman Brothers collapsed, although English 
language sources place its beginning in the previous year, 
2007. With regard to the situation in our country, and taking 
the art market as an example, Dr. Clare McAndrew, in her 
2012 study of the Spanish market (p. 11), refers to the 
"two years of market contraction, from 2007 to 2009," the 
period with the highest number of closed galleries in the 
entire decade, which corroborates our argument.
12. Schiuma and Lerro 2017; Taylor 2017
13. Miranda de Almeida and Tejerina 2020
14. ICOM 2020
15. Ministry of Culture and Sports 2020, 279
16.  2021
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sustained by practices that, although legal 
and often applauded and encouraged by 
public management, are clearly unfair and 
result in job precariousness, poor services, 
as well as interference from the administra-
tion ignoring the boards of trustees, the di-
rectors, and even the statutes of each center. 
This is the panorama in which museums and 
art centers have subsisted in recent years and 
on which the heartbreaking reality of 2020 
has imposed itself. Closure by lockdown 
for months at a time, the elimination of in-
come from box offices, activities, products 
and services, in addition to the cancellation 
of previously organized programming, has 
often been coupled with budget cuts or re-
ductions that have made it very difficult for 
many centers to survive. Nevertheless, the 
commitment to strengthening the social 
function of art centers remained and was 
active throughout the pandemic, focused 
on a profound digital transformation that, 
as we will see, was decisive during 2020  
and will mark a clear turning point in the 
near future.

There is an obvious need to continue to 
fight for compliance with and respect for 
the Code of Best Practices in Museums and 
Art Centers, a code which began to be de-
veloped in 2005 by several associations in 
the sector, many of which are now on the 
Contemporary Art Industry Council, which 
was ratified in 2007 by the then Minister of 
Culture, Carmen Calvo, and was updated 
and expanded in 2019. Despite the existence 
of the code and the continuous clamour for 
its compliance, political interference in mu-
seum management has been a constant over 
the year with numerous examples, from the 
modification of statutes without the consent 
of the centers' boards, the failure to publish 
job listings for management positions, the 
forced addition of exhibitions and activities 
not on the program, even to the reduction, 

postponement, or cancellation of payment 
of previously committed budgets. For this 
reason, the struggle for compliance with best 
practices in museums, which not only affect 
museums and the professionals who work 
there, but all those involved in the sector,  
is vital.

The survival of the art market

Going back to Jerry Saltz's comment, this 
last decade has shown how the evolution 
of many galleries’ business model has been 
towards a greater openness to the global 
market by participating in international fairs 
and not only in the big, prestigious fairs like 
ArtBasel, Frieze, FIAC but also in the many 
other satellite fairs that take place in those 
cities in their wake and that also provide the 
visibility and contact with new international 
markets that are sought by participating in 
them, such as Volta, Scope, NADA, Liste, 
etc. Likewise, there have been quite a few 
galleries that have opened new, larger, and 
more versatile spaces over the last decade, 
or spaces with an almost museum-like ap-
proach (Sabrina Amrani in Madrid, ADN 
in Barcelona). They have added new loca-
tions in other cities (Juan Silió in Santander 
and Madrid, Aural in Alicante and Madrid, 
Parra & Romero in Madrid and Ibiza, Xavi-
er Fiol in Palma de Mallorca and Madrid, 
Rafael Ortiz in Seville and Madrid, Cayón 
in Madrid and Mahón, NoguerasBlanchard 
in Barcelona and Madrid) and even in oth-
er countries (Travesía Cuatro in Madrid and 
Mexico City, Maisterrabalbuena in Madrid 
and Lisbon, We Collect in Madrid and Lon-
don). This expansion mode, which proved to 
be the right one when there was confidence 
in progressively emerging from the 2008 cri-
sis and which relied on having a global pres-
ence, has turned out to be a major handicap 
in 2020 for companies, professionals, and 
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artists all over the world, and especially in 
our country, as indicated in the reports put 
out during the pandemic.17

When the lockdown forced galleries to 
close and the art fairs, planned exhibitions, 
and commissions to be canceled, the situa-
tion of the galleries and the rest of the profes-
sionals linked to their activity became dire. 
The Contemporary Art Galleries Consor-
tium, an entity that groups together a total 
of 89 galleries from all over Spain and sits 
on the Contemporary Art Industry Council, 
asked the Ministries of Culture and Finance 
to exclude this sector from access to the spe-
cial measures to support business solvency in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, as set 
forth in Royal Decree-Law 5/2021, of March 
12, according to a press release on April 7, 
2021, prior to the opening of the Estampa 
fair. However, the grants for the "Promotion 
of Spanish Contemporary Art" and for the 
"Modernization and Digital Innovation of 
the Visual Arts Sector," for which there were 
149 and 154 applications, mostly art galleries 
requesting support for the whole 2020 exhi-
bition program and artists and other profes-
sionals for specific projects, were given to an 
average of 80% of the proposals submitted, 
as attested to by the lists issued by the minis-
try. The dependence on public aid, in the art 
gallery sector as well, has been fundamental 
to survive the year of the pandemic.

The aforementioned report by the Gal-
leries Consortium also provides interesting 
data on how they have coped with this crisis. 
A total of 46.6% of galleries have had to re-
duce their staff by filing a temporary job ad-
justment, 69.7% have sought new strategies 
for marketing their artwork through digital 
channels, 46.5% have increased the use of 
technologies during the pandemic, with sales 

success or an increase in clients for 48.8% of 
them, and 67.4% have seen previously agreed 
to sales canceled, especially those made dur-
ing ARCO and other fairs, just before the be-
ginning of the state of emergency. The report 
also includes data on art fairs canceled in 
2020 and how that has affected them: 26.7% 
have had one fair canceled, 18% up to three, 
with an average loss of 7,611 in advanced 
expenses for 42% of galleries. This explains 
Spanish galleries’ skepticism about 2021 in 
terms of fairs. Finally, in general terms of 
economic deficit at the end of 2020, 80.2% 
of the Consortium's galleries declare to have 
recorded losses compared to 2019, 13.95% 
maintain a similar balance sheet, and only 
1.16% recorded gains.

The art market, the activity carried out by 
galleries and fairs, not only provides income 
for the professionals and the  companies in-
volved, and, most importantly, for the artists, 
source and driver of the entire sector, but it 
also provides a level of legitimization of the 
work of art necessary for the proper interac-
tion of the system's agents, from the institu-
tion to the private initiative, from the museum 
to the collector, and for this reason its work is 
essential for the sector. The demands and pro-
posals for measures offered by Spanish galler-
ies this year have been aimed at strengthening 
the aid from the administration, encouraging 
purchases for public collections, accelerating 
pending payments, postponing the payment 
of taxes and self-employed workers' contribu-
tions, and supporting participation in fairs as 
the relaxation of restrictions imposed by the 
pandemic make it possible.
 

Artists and resilience. 
The vital Artist's Statute

It was in 2018 when the draft Artist and 
Cultural Worker Statute that had been writ-
ten up by the corresponding subcommittee 

17. Consorcio de Galerías de Arte Contemporáneo 2021; 
IAC 2020
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in the Congress of Deputies was approved 
unanimously. Rarely does the Lower House 
experience such a striking and total agree-
ment as on this occasion, providing culture 
with a stable reference that would be consid-
ered, more like a legislative agenda than as 
a bill. The more than 60 measures proposed 
by the Statute aim to combat the precarious-
ness of cultural work and, fundamentally, of 
professional artistic creation, which makes 
up an unequal ecosystem composed mostly 
of the discontinuous self-employed, the false 
self-employed, and SMEs, with high levels of 
self-employment, low and late remuneration, 
inability and low rate of registration with So-
cial Security, and, therefore, little possibility 
of receiving unemployment, sick leave, or 
retirement benefits, performing their own 
professional management, communication, 
and promotion tasks at the same time as their 
artistic production. This situation is particu-
larly precarious for women in the sector, who 
must add gender inequality and the glass ceil-
ing to the difficulties inherent to it. Added to 
this, as already mentioned, is the erratic pro-
fessional consideration of artists and cultural 
professionals in the various administrative 
registries: cultural professions are not even 
recognized in the National Catalog of Pro-
fessional Qualifications (CNCP). The year 
2020 has been especially hard on creators in 
Spain, according to the report made public 
at the end of March 2020 by Unión_AC, the 
federation that brings together most of the 
existing artists' associations in Spain,18 with 
87.9% of artists declaring economic losses of 
more than 500 in the first month of the state 
of emergency, almost 60% who have had a 
public call for work, a subsidy, or a benefit 
canceled, 88.2% who foresee very serious 
consequences in the medium term, and just 
over 81.4% who have had or will have pro-
jects programmed for the following quarter 
of 2020 canceled. In these circumstances, it is 

essential to have the support of a Statute that 
regulates their activity and the corresponding 
recognition of these professional figures by 
the administration.

However, to date, very few measures have 
been adopted to modify the legislation as it 
stands. At the end of 2020 and the beginning 
of 2021, the Union_AC held two days of 
debate on the Fine and Visual Artist's Stat-
ute, bringing representatives from the vari-
ous ministries involved, Culture and Sports, 
Inclusion, Social Security, and Migration, 
among others, into dialog with the sector.19  
Beyond the interest in strengthening dialog 
between institutions and the sector, the com-
mitment to work together, and the promise 
to allocate a large part of European funds to 
reactivating visual arts creation, these confer-
ences have served to put on the table what 
remains to be achieved, the points approved 
so far and those that still need consensus and 
adaptation, but above all they have served to 
strengthen the necessary dialog between pro-
fessionals and the administration so that the 
Artist and Cultural Worker Statute continues 
to move forward on the planned agenda.

The challenge of digital transformation

The visual arts sector is also facing the rapid 
and profound changes that the digital revo-
lution is bringing about at the social, tech-
nological, economic, and cultural levels, 
which many consider to be a new industrial 
revolution. A field as subtle as contempo-
rary plastic arts faces the dichotomy of the 
necessary coexistence of physical space and 
cyberspace, of face-to-face interpersonal re-
lationships and virtuality, and also in the 
organizational metamorphosis that digi-
tization imposes, both in the SMEs that 

18. Unión_AC 2020
19. AVAM 2021
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crowd this sector and in the independent 
professionals themselves. This revolution, 
which is on the horizon of all future chang-
es proposed by administrations, which un-
doubtedly offers huge benefits and has been 
evidenced by a major shift in communica-
tion trends in recent years, nevertheless pos-
es certain dilemmas that force us to reflect 
on interpersonal relationships, relationships 
between subjects and organizations, and, ul-
timately, on how it is evolving our increas-
ingly digital reality and where we want to 
go in the future. The way in which digital 
transformation has impacted this sector, 
beyond focusing on attracting and retain-
ing audiences, expanding new markets, and 
developing marketing strategies, is aimed at 
strengthening the social function of cultur-
al and artistic facilities, of museums with 
respect to their audiences, of galleries and 
fairs, and of artists and professionals with 
respect to society, making artistic creation 
and the dissemination work inherent to the 
entire sector more accessible.

Since the impact of the 2008 crisis on 
the Spanish economy, and with special sig-
nificance during the pandemic, this sector 
has explored new forms of management that 
would allow the players in the art ecosystem 
to survive, seeing how new creative business 
models have emerged, almost always closely 
linked to the rapid and constant develop-
ment of digital communication, and which 
have sometimes based their management 
structure on digital activity. In the context 
of the art market, innovative and resilient 
business models have emerged among gal-
leries and artists that allow them to adapt 
to the current situation and make their ac-
tivity economically sustainable.20 In this 
way, adaptation to the sector's unstoppa-

ble digital transformation is also contribut-
ing to draw together more sustainable and 
profitable management modes, adding to 
technological development that dual social 
and cultural component, but also econom-
ic and job-related, that will be allies in this 
coherent transition process in which we are 
immersed. We know that culture will be one 
of the structural cornerstones that will allow 
us to rebuild on the damage happening now. 
We also know that the visual arts will serve 
as a vehicle for this transformation, and we 
are convinced that the digital era, particular-
ly now in times of pandemic, is contributing 
to society reconsidering traditional values 
and roles, challenging institutions and com-
panies in the cultural and artistic sector, as 
well as artists themselves, to reorient their 
strategies and content to connect with so-
ciety in a mainly digital ecosystem, enrich-
ing the social function inherent to museums 
and art centers and even independent and 
self-managed alternative spaces, and bring-
ing them closer to the community in a more 
ethical, plural, and inclusive way.

Art and its relevance in our society: 
the importance of arts education

Another challenge that our sector has 
dealt with this year, although it has been a 
long-standing demand, is the need to raise 
awareness of the importance of including the 
arts in the Spanish educational context and 
of raising awareness about the relevance of 
art and the figure of the artist in our society. 
The continuous legislative modifications to 
our educational system have not been able 
to make arts education more coherent in the 
system, and we arrived at 2020 with a new 
law that brought the entire sector out, mobi-
lized artists and teachers alike, saw the birth 
and growth of the slogan #EducacionNoSi-
nArtes (#EducationNotWithoutArts), and 20. Miranda de Almeida and Tejerina 2020



124

MARTA PÉREZ IBÁÑEZ

has provoked a necessary reflection on what 
we can do as participating professionals to 
raise awareness of this problem with the gov-
ernment and the public. The Education and 
Research Working Group at the IAC, coordi-
nated by José Ramón Alcalá, is working with 
other groups, associations, and professionals 
to prepare a document that emphasizes the 
importance of applying its specific research 
methodology in the context of the sciences 
and the different disciplines that make up the 
corpus of current knowledge, as well as the 
importance of the particular voice of art in 
the task of addressing the challenges facing so-
ciety to confront the problems that plague it.

Artistic education not only provides us 
with aesthetic sensitivity and cultural heritage, 
it is also and above all education in values, in 
principles. It helps us to build the foundation 
of our democratic and civic character, it sig-
nifies a person's comprehensive education. 
Coming generations cannot grow up uncon-
nected to the practice and history of the arts, 
they cannot lack an adequate, complete, and 
plural artistic education. That would be a 
mistake with far-reaching consequences that 
we hope and trust will be rectified. Therefore, 
it is essential for society to develop an aware-
ness of the value of culture in general and art 
in particular, and this can only be achieved 
by educating respect for our culture and our 
art during the entire educational stage, from 
elementary school to college, to promote a 
new social perception of the Spanish art of 
our times in future generations.

Challenges for the future and proposals 
for consolidation of the arts

In May 2021, the Spain 2050 plan was pre-
sented,21 prepared by a hundred researchers of 

recognized prestige in various academic dis-
ciplines, designed to offer a diagnosis of the 
challenges that Spain will face in the medium 
and long terms, the risks and opportunities 
that current and future trends may create, and 
our country's potential in the global context. 
In short, it is strategic forward-planning to im-
agine our country in 30 years' time, placing 
it among the most advanced countries in the 
European Union. Among the 50 objectives 
and nine challenges offered by the Spain 2050 
plan, designed for the cultural sector, there is 
no strategy that seeks to make it more sustain-
able, balanced, ethical, professional to help 
strengthen our complex and weak cultural 
fabric, to facilitate dialog between research in 
the arts and humanities and the array of eco-
nomic and social agents, to support the cultur-
al and creative industries as one of the main 
economic ecosystems of the European Union. 
Culture, digital transformation, and the eco-
nomic and social development of the cultural 
industries are mentioned among the so-called 
catalysts of structural reform proposed in the 
Recovery, Transformation, and Resilience Plan 
presented by the government in April 2021. 
However, to think of protecting heritage and 
encouraging private initiative without consoli-
dating the modification of the Patronage Law, 
to think of the vulnerability of creators with-
out completing the Artist's Statute, to think of 
strengthening the presence of the arts in soci-
ety without artistic education, to think of the 
visibility of our culture abroad without clear 
strategies and well-defined objectives, seem 
like dreams hard to make come true.

There is still much to be done, many tasks 
still pending, and a certain disheartening feel-
ing that the proposals, reflections, and plans 
that the visual arts sector has made public in 
recent decades have often fallen on deaf ears 
or are on the edge of a cliff, not only because 
of the economic crisis and the structural job 
instability of the sector, its vulnerability, and 

21. Oficina Nacional de Prospectiva y Estrategia [National 
Foresight and Strategy Office] 2021
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dependence, but also because of an ideologi-
cal and democratic values crisis that jeopard-
izes everything that has been achieved so far.

The contemporary artistic universe needs 
solid, well-structured planning, agreed upon 
in dialog between the organizations on the 
ground and the administrations, it needs a 
Strategic Plan for Culture and the Arts that 
anticipates how one of these central concepts 
is the promotion of contemporary art as a 
symptom that has its finger on the pulse of 
the country and the promotion of the art sys-
tem and cultural industries. This sector needs 
to be strengthened by best practices, trans-
parency, and fluid dialog between profes-
sional associations, by cultural policies that 
protect it from outside interference, it needs 
to iron out inequalities and imbalances, it 
needs creators to be protected and respected, 
artistic managers to be able to work in free-
dom and consistently, and administrations 
to protect the facilities and the professionals 
who manage them.

We need to consider art and culture and 
specifically contemporary visual creation as a 
basic good, key to the optimal development 
of our society. Culture makes it possible to 
change processes of social and individual be-
havior, which is essential at a critical juncture 
like today. Art transcends us, lasts, and helps 
us to convey the transformation of which we 
are part and parcel. Culture makes us stronger, 
more supportive and sustainable, both indi-
vidually and socially, and now more than ever 
it needs to be taken into account as a signifi-
cant material and as our fundamental heritage.
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THE PANDEMIC ACCELERATES THE
DIGITAL DOMINANCE IN MUSIC
Héctor Fouce y Elena Rosillo

The music industry has suffered greatly from the pandemic. The recovery of the crisis cycle was 
supposed to be accompanied by live performances, but restrictions have prevented concerts and 
festivals from being held. Digital initiatives are not taking off and are especially beneficial to well estab-
lished artists. At the same time, music listening is becoming more and more digital and remains in the 
hands of a few intermediaries and is guided by the logic of the algorithm, which once again benefits 
well established artists. This digital centrality means that the management of intellectual property 
rights is now the basis of the industry: the transposition of the European intellectual property directive 
into Spanish law and the emergence of new copyright management players will transform the sector 
in the coming years.

Keywords: Music industry, live music, royalties, Spotify, value gap

INTRODUCTION

The seclusion caused by the pandemic has 
sped up structural changes in the field of mu-
sic. With the elimination of the possibility of 
live performances, which were slated to be the 
main means of remuneration for musicians, 
and with sales of media that had already been 
contracting for years, the centrality of digital 
services, whose consumption has increased 
significantly in the pandemic, has meant that 
royalty management has definitively become 
the driving force behind the music business.

But the copyright management model is 
currently undergoing a change with an un-
certain future. The question must be asked 
of how the 2021 EU copyright directive will 
transform the market with the elimination of 
the safe harbor principle resulting from ar-
ticle 17. And we must analyze how the col-

lective management of rights will be trans-
formed by the emergence of independent 
management operators (IMO) and SEDA 
(Sociedad Española de Derechos de Autor 
[Spanish Royalties Society]), the newly born 
music copyright collectives.

INCREASE IN MUSIC CONSUMPTION

The prolonged lockdown between March 
and June, together with a general reduction 
in mobility throughout the year (due to the 
rise of working from home, closed regional 
borders, and selective lockdowns in the face 
of possible contagion) has marked a year 
whose trends are difficult to delineate. It is 
true that overall consumption of cultural 
products increased as the potential time for 
consumption increased, and that that can be 
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1. Promusicae 2020
2. Promusicae 2020
3. “Rethinking Streaming: UFi and Impala's 10-Point Plan” 
(https://ufimusica.com/repensar-el-streaming-el-plan-de-10-
puntos-de-ufi-e-impala/)

the basis for some matters which will mark 
the evolution of the world of music.

Let's have the good news first: despite 
the limitations, 2020 was a year of growth in 
recorded music consumption revenues, con-
firming the upward trend that began in 2007.1  
In line with this trend, revenues from digi-
tal consumption increased at the expense of 
media consumption, which now accounts for 
only a quarter of record company revenues.

A closer look at the structure of digital rev-
enues reveals some important changes: paid 
music downloads are decreasing, confirming 
that younger generations are not interested 
in possession but in on-demand listening. In 
contrast, subscriptions to streaming services 
are gradually increasing (up 23% this year) 
and almost four million people in Spain al-
ready have a premium subscription to a mu-
sic streaming service, with Spotify dominat-

ing the market. More striking, however, is the 
rise in ad-funded audio: in 2020 it increased 
by 81.5%, at the same time as the more mod-
est rise (16.5%) in ad-funded video.2  In other 
words, there is a notable increase in stream-
ing listening without a subscription, in line 
with data that assumes a growth in digital 
cultural consumption due to the difficulty of 
doing anything outside the home. And that 
the growth of listening to music mixed with 
images continues, which leads artists to give 
more and more prominence to video clips as 
a vehicle for the transmission of the song.

The consolidation of streaming as a busi-
ness model raises questions about the rules 
for sharing the revenues generated with this 
system. European independent record com-
panies, grouped together in IMPALA, have 
presented a 10-point plan3 to reform the 
revenue sharing system and make it more  

Source: Promusicae. Recorded music market, 2020

Figure 1: Evolution of the digital market (figures: retail price in millions of euros)
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equitable, while guaranteeing the diversity of 
content: strengthen the calculation of the re-
muneration-to-listening time ratio so as not to 
disadvantage longer pieces (jazz and classical 
music, for example); monitor the algorithms 
so that they take into account the diversity 
of styles and proposals; incentivize the value 
of the most active listeners; and avoid mak-
ing revenue conditional on more promotion 
or favorable use of the algorithm. Musicians 
have also demanded better revenue sharing 
from Spotify, with a global campaign coor-
dinated by the Union of Musicians in the 
United States and backed by the European 
Music Managers Alliance (EMMA) on behalf 
of European managers. 

Despite the growth in a terrible year for 
everyone, there are some worrying signs. 
The increase in leisure time grew, but music 
did not benefit to the same extent as other 
sectors. Music used to be the soundtrack for 
commuting to and from work, but now users 

are at home and have their consoles on hand, 
which has led to an increase in video game 
consumption. Music radio stations have seen 
a reduction in their audience and the peak 
hours of consumption (mornings and eve-
nings) have been balanced with other times 
as car trips have reduced. This shows that 
music listening is often more casual than in-
tentional and raises the question of whether 
the role of music as an agent for the creation 
of one's own identity and social relationships 
has been eroded to become a mere support 
for other cultural formats such as video, vid-
eo games, or creations in social media.

NEW PLAYERS IN INTELLECTUAL 
PROPERTY MANAGEMENT

As mentioned above, the steady reduction in 
media consumption leads to the centraliza-
tion of copyright management in the music 
business. And in this field, the structural 

Source: Promusicae. Recorded music market, 2020

Figure 2: Streaming breakdown in 2020

22.2%
Ad-supported ad

VALUE: 55.824

15%
Ad-supported video

VALUE: 37.571

62.8%
Audio subscriptions

VALUE: 157.407

3,7 Million
have premium 
subscriptions
(23% MORE THAN 
PREVIOUS YEAR)



130

HÉCTOR FOUCE Y ELENA ROSILLO

sands are shifting in a way that will radically 
alter the music industry.

In 2020, artists such as Bob Dylan, Neil 
Young, and Shakira announced the sale of 
all rights to their songs for millions of dol-
lars. In this way, artists give up a long-term 
source of income and control over the use of 
their songs. The consolidation of streaming 
is one of the factors explaining these moves: 
as is the case in Spain, the music industry's 
revenues are increasingly coming from digi-
tal consumption rather than from recorded 
music. The three major global record labels 
(Universal, Sony, and Warner), which con-
trol almost three-quarters of world sales, also 
control a good part of the publishing rights, 
but, in the face of this promising panorama, 
new companies have emerged, such as Hip-
gnosys Song Fund and Primary Wave, ded-
icated to accumulating immense catalogs. 
Although the amount that streamers such 
as Spotify pay for each song is small, the 
long tail effect makes large catalogs, capable 
of capitalizing on a few downloads of a lot  
of songs, emerge as the paradigm for the  
new business.4

For the time being, this model has not 
affected Spanish artists for several reasons: 
the national sector's lack of financial muscle 
compared to the U.S.’, the personal control 
over their catalog by some of the most suc-
cessful authors (Alejandro Sanz is the arche-
type) and the restrictions that copyright col-
lectives impose on publishers (who can only 
own half of the rights to a song, the other 
half being in the hands of the artist).

By July 2021, every European Union 
country should have transposed the 2019 
Copyright Directive into national law. The 
recent changes in the Ministry of Culture 

add uncertainty to the transposition process, 
which threatens to repeat the controversy 
that accompanied the appropriation of the 
Directive. The previous ministerial team had 
already prepared a draft of the regulation, but 
different groups have opposed the law being 
approved through a decree and are calling for 
a broad social debate.5

This Directive is set to radically change the 
balance of power between cultural industries 
and technology companies, eliminating the 
principle of safe harbor that allowed the con-
solidation of internet giants such as YouTube. 
The safe harbor principle was established by 
the 1998 U.S. Digital Millennium Copyright 
Act (DMCA), as a measure to encourage the 
traffic of cultural content online. Basically, 
it is a liability waiver for services that man-
age user-generated content: if a user uploads 
a video to YouTube without being the own-
er of its copyright, there is no a priori legal 
liability. If YouTube receives a notice from 
the legitimate owner of that content, it must 
take it down; if it fails to do so, it does face  
legal liability.

The safe harbor principle has allowed 
the consolidation of a cultural production 
model specific to the internet: user-generat-
ed content (UGC). But it has eroded one 
of the fundamental principles of copyright: 
the ability of creators to negotiate the terms 
of use of their works online. A record com-
pany can negotiate with a company like 
Spotify the terms of use of its tracks, but it 
cannot do so with YouTube. It can ask for 
its artists' videos to be taken down off the 
site, but that means giving up the advertis-
ing revenue that YouTube makes possible. 
YouTube's percentage and that of the record 
label or artist are stipulated in a general 
contract that is not subject to negotiation, 
and in which the record labels take a lower 
percentage despite being the owners of the 
content and responsible for managing their 

4. Barnés 2020
5. Gonzalo 2021
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rights. According to data cited by IMPALA,6 
YouTube generates more than 50% of music 
streams but contributes less than 7% of mu-
sic industry revenues.

This difference in revenue between cul-
tural industries and internet companies 
is known as the value gap: the safe harbor 
principle is at the root of the problem, since 
companies such as YouTube do not need 
prior permission from record labels for con-
tent to be hosted on their servers and circu-
lated. The value gap was one of the main 
arguments put forward for reforming Euro-
pean copyright legislation and eliminating 
the safe harbor principle for large network 
companies, embodied in the controversial 
Article 17 of the Directive. Under it, "online 
content-sharing service providers perform 
an act of communication to the public" and 
therefore "should obtain an authorization, 
including via a licensing agreement, from the 
relevant rightholders." At UFI (Independent 
Phonographic Union), which groups inde-
pendent record labels, Mark Kitcat consid-
ers that the new disposition "will enable an 
internet in which creators have incentives to 
create and share more fairly in the fruits of 
their labor."7

The still pending integration of the Di-
rective into Spanish law will be a further 
element of change in an environment that 
is already undergoing transformation due to 
previous amendments to European intellec-
tual property regulations. The 2014 Collec-
tive Management Directive established the 
possibility of creating Independent Manage-
ment Operators (IMOs), for-profit entities 
whose purpose is to manage copyright by 
mandate. There are already four IMOs who 
"have informed the Ministry of Culture of 
the start of their activities in Spain": Soun-

dreef, Unison, MPLC, and Jamendo. While 
some voices from the private sector consid-
er it a "wake-up call," since it opens up a 
growing sector to companies from the legal 
and consulting sectors, those in the field of 
culture warn that the end of collective man-
agement will benefit the most successful 
artists and weaken the management socie-
ties, which, deprived of their income, will 
not be able to adequately attend to the most 
precarious creators whose copyright man-
agement will not be of interest to for-profit 
companies. The collective management of 
music copyright has also been expanded, 
with SEDA receiving authorization from 
the Ministry of Culture to operate in 2020. 
This new entity was born after about two 
hundred musicians left SGAE (General Art-
ist and Publisher Company), musicians who 
had been critical of the entity since 2017, 
when Coalición Autoral (Artist Coalition) 
was created as a pressure group. This group 
even went so far as to form a candidacy 
for the suspended 2018 elections. The new 
entity was born marked by the hostility of 
SGAE (which filed an action for annulment 
of the authorization) and the distrust of the 
institutions: the media aired an internal re-
port of the Ministry's which questioned the 
viability plan. In addition, the suspension 
of administrative proceedings during the 
pandemic delayed authorization: many of 
the authors who had announced they were 
leaving SGAE decided not to, which must 
be communicated six months in advance, in 
view of the possibility of ending up in no 
man's land if the application was unsuccess-
ful. We will have to wait until 2022 to know 
the size of the catalog with which SEDA be-
gins its work.

In the midst of all these changes, SGAE 
has achieved a certain stability after succes-
sive changes in its Board of Directors. In 
March 2021, the cases against the former 

6. 2020, 2 
7. UFI 2019
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president of the entity, Teddy Bautista, were 
closed without a conviction and CISAC 
(International Confederation of Societies of 
Artists and Composers) readmitted SGAE af-
ter a two year long period on the bench. Dur-
ing this turbulent period, when the Ministry 
of Culture threatened to intervene in the en-
tity, its bylaws were reworked and elections 
were called in which all members voted for 
the first time.

MUSICAL TRENDS DURING LOCKDOWN

These structural and economic changes with-
in the music industry have occurred at the 
same time as others in the world of musical 
creation: the lockdown and lack of contact 
with the outside world, and the almost des-
perate need to use social media as a palliative 
to loneliness and as a way to maintain artists’ 
online presence, have given rise to specific 
styles of this strange time.

The media went into overdrive with the 
idea that during the worst months of the 
pandemic, artists were "giving away" (a verb 
repeated ad nauseam, as can be seen in the 
bibliography) their work as a form of solidari-
ty with the public, which increased consump-
tion of cultural products. It also gave shape 
to the idea that culture had "saved our lives" 
and similar narratives, promoted by main-
stream artists: 

Numerous singers and artists come together 
and stream concerts daily from their homes 
to prevent the population from leaving their 
houses and the coronavirus from continuing to 
spread out of control [...] Alejandro Sanz and 
Juanes are two of the well-known artists who 
have joined this initiative to make the lock-
down faced by the country due to COVID-19 
more bearable over the next few weeks.                                    
                       (Eva Recio. El Diario Vasco.       

                                 March 19, 2020.)

However, it was a narrative that once 
again brought the vision of the professional 
environment of established and emerging art-
ists face to face. While for the former "giving 
away" streaming performances was an act of 
solidarity (as well as promotion), for the lat-
ter it meant giving up, once again, a possible 
source of income that had begun to be estab-
lished shortly before, both in more expensive 
versions at the production level and the pos-
sible added value of small events at venues, 
as is the case in Madrid of the streaming of 
the Premios de la Música Independiente (In-
dependent Music Awards) held in the El Sol 
venue in 2019.

This trend also brought with it the need 
for artists to be constantly present on social 
media both to maintain their fan base and to 
keep up in a market with enormous supply, 
multiplied by the creation of online festivals 
during lockdown. In this way, social net-
works were fulfilling their mission of creating 
a need for use, re-gifting a service few had 
even gotten paid for yet.

The need for exposure on social media, 
the constant appeals to solidarity, and the 
idea that artists should give away their art as 
a way of expressing their empathy with the 
public, generated the breeding ground for 
the birth of new musical genres and aesthetic 
trends to attract the public's attention with 
and to differentiate themselves from the rest 
of musical offerings.

During the lockdown produced by the 
pandemic, the so-called "bedroom pop," 
"lockdown pop," and, as the most paradig-
matic example, the rise of live sessions as a 
perfect hybridization of live sound (so missed 
during the months without live concerts) and 
the centrality of the video clip as a vehicle to 
transmit the song.
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BEDROOM POP: THE SOUND 
OF LOCKDOWN

Neither the bedroom pop genre nor the live 
session format is an invention of the quar-
antine; they were modes of expression that 
had already emerged before 2020. However, 
they became popular during the year of the 
pandemic, drawing on existing resources to 
tap into a confined creativity.

The origin of bedroom pop can be traced 
back to the Bedroom Tapes that Brian Wilson, 
leader of the Beach Boys, recorded in 1967. 
This origin is reinforced when considering 
that Jakob Ogawa, one of the contemporary 
exponents of the genre, titled his 2017 album 
the same way, in direct reference to Wilson, 
creating that link to the term's origin.

Bedroom pop is characterized by an ap-
parently homemade intimate recording for-
mat, with none of the bells and whistles, a 
more relaxed style with a lyrical content 
made up of sad songs that delve into the 
artists' personal problems rather than into 
a social framework. Bedroom pop, in short, 
leaves out the rest of the universe to focus on 
the value of feeling at home. These factors 
underlie the success of the genre during pan-
demic-derived home lockdown.

Bedroom pop could be defined as a mix 
between a self-managed culture that allows 
the production of tracks to be decentralized –
many are mixed on the artist's own computer 
with tools that can be found for free online–, 
and the promotion of the lo-fi sound as a 
more personal attempt that adds the value 
of authenticity. As such, this genre is usually 
developed by solo artists. In short: an artist 
who, alone at home (or in his or her room) 
and with a simple and almost free produc-
tion, uploads their content thanks to stream-
ing content platforms, such as the highly 
popular Spotify. A platform that offers artists 
facilities to upload their songs thanks to ag-
gregators, which have become another link 

in the chain of intermediaries between the 
artist and his or her remuneration per listen.

In this sense, it is worth asking about 
the reasons that have made Spotify the pre-
ferred platform for this type of creators, to 
the detriment of others such as Bandcamp, 
where all of the profits go to the artist him 
or herself without the need for any inter-
mediaries. The reason for this is Spotify's 
powerful, more or less random promotion 
of unknown tracks through their inclusion 
in playlists with a high number of listens. 
While it is true that part of the activity of 
labels and record companies has focused 
on negotiating agreements for some of their 
songs to appear on the most popular lists, it 
is also true that the Swedish company has 
left room for songs by unknown artists to 
appear on those lists, allowing musicians 
to post their songs on the platform in the 
hope of "popping up" on a hit playlist. 
One of the most listened to and with the 
largest number of followers internationally 
is Bedroom Pop, with 803,285 followers at 
the time of writing this chapter, still far be-
hind Lo-fi Beats, with 4,060,994 followers, 
and in which we also find the fundamen-
tal representatives of the genre worldwide. 
It should be noted that the creators of this 
trend usually don't have the slightest inten-
tion of transferring their projects to a stage 
where they can meet their audience. In that 
sense, bedroom pop lacks the aspiration to 
present its recordings on a real stage where 
the public can listen to songs live that have 
been recorded in a studio.

Although this artistic choice might dis-
tance creators from the only economic re-
muneration that seems to have survived the 
industrial changes underway in the music 
business –live shows–, it is also true that it 
reduces costs, such as rehearsals (a practice 
space doesn't have to be paid for or rented), 
the manufacture of a physical format, which 
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currently has been relegated almost to a mer-
chandising-type accessory, or simply getting 
to a venue and renting it for the show.

It is, in short, music created by and for 
the internet, and with no desire to be trans-
ferred to a physical format or live sound so 
the seemingly low return that Spotify offers 
on plays is transformed into pure profit for 
the artists, who have not incurred any costs 
to produce their tracks.

LIVE SESSIONS: GIVING VISIBILITY 
TO SOUND

While with bedroom pop we find ourselves 
hoping to never leave lockdown, not even 
through the materialization of those crea-
tions off the internet (which could well be 
called "in the real world"), another trend dur-
ing the year of the pandemic was the crea-
tion, as a matter of fact, of an artistic vehicle 
with which to transfer that longed-for "direct 
(and real) sound" to the internet. The live ses-
sions use the essence of the video clip to take 
advantage of the added value of the sound 
you get at concerts, concerts that are still not 
regularly scheduled, not yet.

Although live sessions have been a fairly 
common format since their birth at MTV's 
Unplugged in the 90s, the live sessions we 
find today propose an aesthetic that has been 
designed right down to the very last detail 
and are gaining popularity through large 
YouTube channels like NPR Music (with 5.9 
million subscribers), Colors (5.6 million sub-
scribers), and KEXP (2.49 million followers), 
which base their project on the slogan "Live 
from home."

More than just a video clip, these are about 
using the image as a way to highlight the true 
protagonist of the content: sound. While a 
video clip seeks to create a visual narrative 
for a given theme, making its meaning more 
attractive and easier for the viewer to assimi-

late, the live session seeks to give visibility to 
the sound. Finally, channels such as Colors 
have also moved to Spotify, showcasing their 
live sound recordings there. These channels 
already appeal directly to global audiences, 
and their programming includes artists from 
very different genres and backgrounds: the 
most global Spanish artists have also been 
part of the programming on these channels. 
Nathy Peluso8 on Colors, Bomba Estéreo9  
on KEPX, and the much talked about Tiny 
Desk Home Concert10 in which C. Tangana 
was surrounded by musicians with flamenco 
leanings such as Antonio Carmona or Kiko 
Veneno are examples of this participation.

These examples show how streaming in 
association with social media has been shap-
ing a model that consolidates the role of plat-
forms that act as intermediaries between the 
artist's content and consumption, generating 
their own remuneration. In the case of Spo-
tify and YouTube, this is by giving an eco-
nomic value to each play but financing their 
activity through subscriptions or advertising 
revenues. They are also examples of how 
musicians are trying to enhance the value of 
their production to make sure music does 
not turn into a neutral accompaniment to a 
visit to the shopping mall or the soundtrack 
of commutes to work.

SPOTIFY'S ALGORITHM

Spotify has become a two-sided giant: artists 
want to be on the platform to take advantage 
of the visibility it provides but none see the 
platform as providing a viable economic out-
let. This is, once again, the trap of online visi-
bility: artists feel that they have to be present 
on the internet and on social media, knowing 

8. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1nWPz3fIk6c
9. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU50MDtbkEk
10. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SW6L_lTrIFg
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that it (maintaining their online presence) is 
an unpaid job. Again, there are economic and 
social constraints that make it difficult to stay 
in the music business.

Spotify's algorithm promotes some artists 
to the detriment of others, taking into ac-
count robotically plotted variables based on 
music style, genre, and age. Spotify has been 
tweaking its business model since it appeared 
in 2008 with the motto "Whatever you want, 
whenever you want it," i.e. with an on-de-
mand perspective. The fiasco of its partner-
ship with Facebook to involve users redirect-
ed its activity towards recommendations, first 
by buying Tunigo (specialized in managing 
human recommendations) and in 2014 with 
the acquisition of The Echo Nest, which in-
augurates the period of the "discover weekly" 
that leaves behind human recommendations 
to rely on an algorithm capable of predicting 
tastes. Spotify's slogan changed to "Music 
for every moment" and "Soundtrack of Your 
Life." Spotify's new orientation is now based 
on musical notions strictly speaking, such as 
genre, tempo, timbre of the singer's voice. 
"Every little event in the song, like a note in a 

guitar solo or the way two notes are connect-
ed. An average song has about two thousand 
of these 'events' for the system to analyze. It 
then makes connections between that song 
and another song with similar progressions 
or structures."11 These musical events are ar-
ticulated with social notions, extracted from 
the traces that the user has been leaving be-
hind them online: "phrases and keywords are 
compiled and then related to similar phrases 
and keywords from other songs and artists; its 
purpose is, on the one hand, to relate a song 
to a series of social meanings scattered on the 
internet related to that song, and at the same 
time, to associate that meaning to other songs 
identified as similar."12

This algorithmic management is shaping 
how musicians focus their creations: Spotify 
only counts a "listen" if the user spends more 
than 30 seconds on a song. So new pop music 
tries to give it its all in those first 30 seconds 
that make the difference between counting a 
play and not.

11. cit. in Brazzara 2019, 244
12. Bazzara 2019, 244

Source: Spotify

Tusa Karol G con Nicki Minaj

Se iluminaba Fred De Palma y Ana Mena

La Jeepeta - Remix Nio García, Anuel AA, Myke Towers, Brray y Juanka

Caramelo Ozuna

La curiosidad Jay Wheeler, Dj Nelson y Myke Towers

Mil Tequilas Cehma Rivas

Morado J Balvin

Relación Sech

Safaera Bad Bunny, Jowell & Randy y Ñengo Flow

Dance Monkey Tones and I

Song Artist

Table 1: Most played songs in Spain, 2020
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The more listens an artist has, the more 
popular he or she will be for Spotify and the 
more visibility he or she will gain on the plat-
form through recommendations and being 
put on playlists. This negatively affects long 
compositions, since for Spotify a ten-min-
ute-long song (progressive rock, hardcore, 
classical music, opera) counts the same as a 
three-minute-long one. So mainstream music 
prefers to release songs that are three minutes 
long (when the average before was four and a 
half minutes for mainstream songs), making 
five three minute songs count more for Spoti-
fy than one 15-minute progressive track.

Despite the difficulty of earning income 
from Spotify, some artists have managed 
to carve out a niche for themselves by de-
fying the logic that equates the number of 
plays to visibility. Canary Island artist Cruz 
Cafuné, co-writer with Don Patricio of the hit 
"Contando lunares" (the most played song of 
2019), has admitted that streaming generates 
enough income to sustain his music career: 
"It's possible, but you need to either have a 
strong catalog or very few songs with a lot of 
listens. I'm making a living from streaming." 
The business isn't limited to the platforms, 
and independent artists like him are today 
bona vide walking corporations. "It's like 
cheese," he explains. "Streaming is an impor-
tant chunk, but there's also the merchandis-
ing, concerts, going to events when you're 
already more famous.”13

These statements confirm the paradox in 
which musicians live: to make a living from 
streaming they have to not have to spend any 
money on the project (as we saw in the resid-
ual case of bedroom pop) or have to have an 
infrastructure that supports the marketing ca-
pable of causing millions of plays on Spotify. 
In no case does the miracle work by which a 

self-managed artistic project based on patterns 
of evolution considered normal in the indus-
try (rehearsals, live shows, etc.) then develops 
online, leaving the artist once again subject 
to the obligation to work for free, the need 
for exposure on social media, and the ever-de-
creasing collection and remuneration of live 
music. In the face of this online glass ceiling, 
the sale of copyright and publishing and pho-
nographic rights becomes a viable solution 
only in the medium term, since in the long 
term, the artistic project would have lost its 
exploitation rights to itself.

CONCLUSIONS

The consolidation of the digital business 
model has put an end to the idea that the in-
ternet would be an environment free of inter-
mediaries. Streaming heavily dominated by 
algorithmic recommendations and a system 
of payment through advertising based on 
the safe harbor model has been eroding the 
bargaining power of artists and record labels 
and has consolidated the dominance of dig-
ital platforms that the new European regula-
tion aims to limit. In the coming years, the 
trend seems to point to a conflict between 
the tendency of the internet to be dominat-
ed by a few corporations and the growing de-
mand for regulation from the cultural indus-
try and consumers. However, as evidenced 
by the approval of independent copyright 
managers, the protection of diversity does 
not always go hand in hand with the social 
interest: the market is liberalized in sectors 
where entities with a certain degree of public 
control (such as copyright collectives) have a 
strong presence, while at the same time there 
are fewer and fewer companies that concen-
trate control over consumption with techno-
logical capabilities that make it impossible 
for new players to enter the market and make 
competition impossible.13. Davila 2020
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RECOMMENDATIONS

As a result of the reflections in this docu-
ment, eight recommendations are offered 
that appeal to both public initiative and col-
laboration with the private sector to give a 
strong foundation to a fragile industry in a 
safe and professional manner.

• Kick off a discussion with the sector's stake-
holders in the process of transposing the 
European copyright directive to strengthen 
the role of small and medium-sized enter-
prises and to reinforce the social percep-
tion of the need for intellectual property 
to ensure the livelihoods of creators.

• Progress in the regulation of the mone-
tization of digital music providers' algo-
rithms to ensure access for all creators and 
remunerative justice.

• Implement transparency mechanisms in 
all digital processes to ensure that small 
businesses and artists receive fair remu-
neration in relation to the visibility of 
their music.

• Intensify the redistributive role of copy-
right collectives with the support of pub-
lic authorities to avoid the creation of pri-
vate copyright management oligopolies.

• Reuse public spaces, such as cultural 
centers, publicly owned concert halls, 
and college facilities as live music venues 
exclusively for young people. This would 
be a risk-free way to jumpstart playing live 
shows for amateur and novice bands that 
are just starting to make their way in the 
world of music, and this situation could be 
taken advantage of to offer specific training 
on the live music sector. This would direct-
ly affect the way in which concepts that 

are currently unclear to the general public, 
such as copyright and publishing and pho-
nographic rights, are approached and how 
their sale affects these emerging projects.

• Create a professional and permanent cir-
cuit of concert venues like the ones al-
ready existing on the performing arts cir-
cuit. In this way, a musical middle class 
could be created that would support the 
professionalization, as well as the private 
economy, of music workers.

•  In the Covid context, offer free antigen 
testing at the entrance to concert ven-
ues and face masks to be able to return 
this type of space to its full capacity in a 
safe and controlled manner. This would 
reactivate the venue circuit, which is the  
gateway to the professional circuit for 
emerging musicians.

• Involve universities in venue operation: 
part of the internships at business schools 
and for arts majors could be done partial-
ly at these types of spaces. Conduct work-
shops to explain how the music industry is 
managed from the bureaucracy and labor 
force point of view, from the ground up.
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THE STATE OF CULTURE IN SPAIN 
(2021 SURVEY): THE GOOD, THE BAD, 
AND THE COVID

Álvaro Fierro

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this document is to analyze 
the results of the eighth survey sent by the 
Fundación Alternativas on the Report on 
Culture in Spain in 2021 (RCS'21), as well as 
to discuss its most significant conclusions, so 
that these may serve to:

A.  Continue to enrich the historical 
     series obtained to date. 
B.  Provide a tool for political 
     decision-making.

METHODOLOGY

To undertake this study, two methods of anal-
ysis were used: qualitative and quantitative.

Qualitative: A questionnaire adapted  
from previous years' interviews was first de-
signed and then sent out, based on six sets  
of information:

i.   Creation
ii.   Production/Publishing
iii.  Distribution/Marketing
iv.  Use and Consumption of Culture
v.   Public Policies and Commercial  
     Strategies
vi.  External Impact and Cooperation

Each group will be expanded upon below.   

Quantitative: One type of estimate was made:

i. Descriptive statistical calculations.
   Specifically, frequencies, mean and 
   median for each of the 59 items, as 
   well as for each group mentioned above 

Then a series of conclusions and interpreta-
tions are presented.

Other considerations

The low volume of responses obtained 
should be noted, perhaps due to the time of 
year they were sent –between May 27 and July 
20 of this year– as well as to cultural agents' 
fatigue from responding to similar questions. 
At this point, it should be stressed that since 
the lockdown there have been an excessive 
number of online surveys on the cultural im-
pact of the health crisis and that has caused 
fatigue among a large part of the cultural and 
creative ecosystem in Spain. There were 54 
responses (one of the interviewees answered 
twice) after several rounds of reminders, indi-
cating that the analysis may have a significant 
bias at least in comparison to the number of 
responses from previous years.

(This chapter was prepared in collaboration with Patricia Corredor, 
author of the survey in previous editions of the RCS
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Evolution of average score. 
The State of Culture in Spain, 2011–2021

First, to obtain a moving picture of the State 
of Culture in Spain, the average score of the 
panel obtained from the 59 questions given 
is compared to the series accumulated to 
date. In 2021 this was 5.28, which represents 
a 3.5% increase compared to last year's score; 
moreover, it is the highest rating since this 
survey was originally launched. This score is 
on a scale of 1 to 10. A 1 is given when one 
does not agree at all with the statement made 
and a 10 when one totally agrees.

This increase, as mentioned above, is con-
ditioned by the limited number of respons-
es, but at the same time, it implies a greater 
impact on the hope of recovery of the sector 
once the hardest stage of the pandemic has 
been overcome.

The questionnaire consists of 59 questions 
as well as other items related to personal infor-
mation, such as full name, position, location, 
sector, and sex, coded on the basis of qualita-
tive variables. Twenty-seven women answered, 
50% of the total, with the professions shown 
in Table 1 being the most relevant.

  

OthersExecutive positions/
mgmt, chair...

Artist, Cultural mgmt, 
Curator

Professors/
lecturers

181418 5

Source: Prepared by the author

Table 1: Respondent background

Año

Source: Prepared by the author

Table 2: Evolution of the scoring of Culture in Spain 2021

Source: Prepared by the author

Figure 1: Scoring of the average of the State of Culture in Spain, 2011–2021

Year 20212020201920182017201520132011

5,25,154,74,44,64,55,1Grade

2011 2013 2015 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

4.5
4.4

4.6
4.7

5
5.1 5.1

5.28
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CONTEXT

With the collection of this information, the 
aim is to update the State of Culture in Spain 
in a year conditioned by the continuing in-
fluence of the COVID in the country but at 
the same time by the hope for recovery, in-
fluenced by the high vaccination rate among 
Spaniards throughout 2021. Although this 
data is certainly optimistic, materialized in 
the normalcy of economic and social activi-
ty in Spain, the speed with which the world 
of culture adapts to the situation is not the 
same as in other sectors. The subsector of 
Performing Arts is, for example, today ham-
pered by multiple restrictions that prevent 
it from increasing how fast it adapts to the 
new times. On the other hand, creative dis-
ciplines based on digitization and on econ-
omies of scale have the greatest economic 
impact, such as video games, audiovisuals, 
and digital content creation. 

Overview of results of the questionnaire. 
Descriptive statistics. 

As explained in the first section, the mean 
score of the compendium of the questions 
asked to the respondents was 5.28. The me-
dian is 5.30, which indicates that the mean 
is a robust variable, or at least that it is not 
very sensitive to outliers. This, in turn, is in-
terpreted as follows: there is an even distri-
bution between the highest and the lowest 
scores requested.

The question with the highest mean score, 
7.44, is: Are creators taking advantage of emerg-
ing social media to connect with their audiences? 
This can be interpreted in relation to the use 

of digitization by artists, which can be con-
firmed with the use of playing and streaming 
platforms, especially in music, heightened by 
the effect of the pandemic and lockdown.

On the other hand, the question that 
received the lowest mean score is: Is cultur-
al SMEs’ external impact sufficient? It scored 
3.51, which indicates the surveyed panel's 
perception of Spain's cultural brand and the 
internationalization of its companies is that 
it is poor.

If we extrapolate this calculation to the 
rest of the items, a similar behavior can be ob-
served, i.e., the mean is a variable that includes 
the general information requested. Even so, it 
is interesting to focus on those items with a 
greater distance between the mean and the 
median, which indicates that there is more 
margin in the the participants' criteria when 
scoring a question. The issues with the greatest 
differences were: Public policies support digi-
tal transformation, with a mean of 5.57 and a 
median of 5 and Creative diversity tends to 
improve in the medium term (five years) with 
a mean of 5.55 and a median of 5. On the oth-
er hand, the first question also deviates from 
a normal distribution, with a median greater 
than the mean: Innovative trends and styles 
can be expressed and find their audience. This 
may also be due to the design of the question 
itself and may not have been fully understood.
On the other hand, there is one element 
on which the perceptions of the panel  
interviewed coincide without any differences: 

Are creators taking advantage of emerging social 
media to connect with their audiences?

7.44

Is cultural SMEs’ external impact sufficient?

3.51

Public policies support digital transformation

Average

Median

5.57

5
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SMEs in publishing/production achieve a 
sufficient level of remuneration to be sus-
tainable, where the mean and median is the 
same: a 4.

Main strengths and weaknesses 
of culture in Spain 2021

The ten highest scores of the panel are placed 
together below, to group the strengths of the 
State of Culture in Spain independently 
from the six groups or families to which they 
belong. As shown in Figure 2, the items most 
highly valued by respondents have to do 
with the role of technology today and how it 
can help creators reach more audiences and 
in that line, innovation and the country's 
cultural richness and its potential. The image 
of the role of literary publishing in Spain is 
also highly valued.
 

Interpretation of the results. Main strengths 
of culture in Spain, 2021

Taking as a benchmark the results of the last 
edition regarding the main strengths of culture 
in Spain, the potential of digitization for cre-

ators is once again the most important point, 
materialized in the item Creators are taking ad-
vantage of emerging technologies to increase 
their creativity (7.44). Likewise, and in relation 
to the above, innovation, both in the search 
for audiences and as the leitmotiv for the de-
velopment of SMEs, continues to be the most 
highly valued milestone, specifically Inno-
vative trends and styles can be expressed and 
find their audience (7.13) and SMEs play an 
essential role as innovation incubators (7.11).
Slightly below the previous ones is anoth-
er milestone linked to technology and the 
search for audiences: Digital media enhance 
the capacity of user word-of-mouth and rec-
ommendation (6.98), an assessment that is on 
the same level as a more traditional field, –the 
book–, and its resistance to disappear in the 
technological era, namely, Reading plans are 
a key element to promote a reading habit in 
the public (6.98). The next best-scored point 
has to do with Spain's cultural diversity and 
its political background, understood as creative 
richness: Cultural creation expresses the range 
of ideological values present in Spanish society 
(6.76). Next, the digital plane and creation are 
stressed again, although this becomes paradox-
ical. The question Artists are benefiting from 
emerging technologies to increase their crea-
tivity (6.58) is 0.66 tenths less than question 
2, the one with the highest score, as they are 
semantically the same.

Further on, continuing on the technolog-
ical level, Users have a great deal of freedom 
of choice on the internet (6.37), which over-
laps with the general Users have a great deal 
of cultural freedom (6.28). Finally, the lowest 
score in this strengths section is The produc-
ers/publishers include a wide range of voices 
and interests (6.22) (see Figure 2).

Creative diversity tends to improve in the medium 
term (five years)

Average

Median

5.55

5

Innovative trends and styles can be expressed 
and find their audience

Average

Median

7.13

8

Publishing/production SMEs achieve sufficient 
remuneration to be sustainable

Average

Median

4

4



58. Reading plans are a key element to 
promote a reading habit in the public

33. Users have a great deal of freedom 
of choice on the internet

31. Digital media enhance the capacity of user word-
of-mouth (tagging and recommendation)

26. Users have a great deal of freedom
in their cultural choices

08. SMEs play an essential role as
innovation incubators

07. Producers-publishers include a wide range
of voices and interests

04. Creators are taking advantage of emerging social 
media to connect with their audiences

03. Artists are benefiting from emerging technologies 
to increase their creativity

02. Cultural creation expresses the range of ideological 
values present in Spanish society

01. Innovative trends and styles can be 
expressed and find their audience

55. Public policies for the publishing industry have a 
clear and consistent strategy 

52. Cooperation policies promote the presence of
Latin American culture in Spain

50. The public policies in foreign cooperation are
sufficient and effective

49. Cultural SMEs’ external 
impact is sufficient

47. Cultural exchanges with Latin America are sufficiently 
responsive to linguistic and cultural ties

46. Cultural exchanges with the EU are
sufficient and balanced

45. Trade abroad
 is equitable

43. Public policy advocates for 
fair artist remuneration

13. Publishing/production SMEs achieve sufficient 
remuneration to be sustainable

05. Creators earn a fair remuneration
for their work

Source: Prepared by the author

Source: Prepared by the author

Figure 2: Main strengths of the “State of Culture in Spain, 2021”

Figure 3: Main weaknesses of the “State of Culture in Spain, 2021”

6.98

6.37

6.98

6.28

7.11

4.13

4.17

3.68

3.51

4.13

7.13

6.76

6.58

7.44

6.22

4.06

4.04

4.21

4.00

3.71
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Interpretation of the results. 
Main weaknesses of culture in Spain, 2021

The cultural gaps in Spain in 2021 revolve 
around the successive scores. The worst as-
sessed component has to do with interna-
tional image, as will be explained below in 
the corresponding group. The poorest view 
under the framework of the State of Cul-
ture in Spain is Cultural SMEs’ external 
impact is sufficient (3.51), which is linked 
to the next lowest rated item: Public pol-
icies in foreign cooperation are sufficient 
and effective (3.68). It is plagued by some-
thing that is, unfortunately, very common 
to creation: precariousness: creators earn a 
fair remuneration for their work (3.71) and 
SMEs in publishing/production achieve  
sufficient remuneration to be sustainable 
(4.00). After this, we return to the field of 
impact abroad: Trade with other countries 
is equitable (4.04); Cultural exchanges with 
the EU are sufficient and balanced (4.06) 
and Cultural exchanges with Latin America 
are sufficiently responsive to linguistic and 
cultural ties (4.13). This point ties with the 
publishing field, specifically Public policies 
for the publishing industry have a clear and 
consistent strategy (4.13).

Later on, we return to foreign collabora-
tion: Cooperation policies promote the pres-
ence of Latin American culture in Spain (4.17) 
and once again we return to temporariness 
and public policy: public policy advocates for 
fair artist remuneration (4.21). This indicates 
that despite being the highest score in the sec-
tion on weaknesses of the cultural sector in 
Spain it continues to be an issue for public 
administrations to address (see Figure 3).

Analysis of results by groups

As explained above, this panel is designed 
on the basis of a series of questions that are 

grouped by families: creation; production/
publishing; distribution/ marketing; use and 
consumption of culture; public policies and 
commercial strategies; and external impact 
and cooperation.

The average score of the groups analyzed 
is 4.17, which implies a generalized failure of 
the families studied, conditioned by the poor 
scores for Public Policies and Commercial 
Strategies and External Impact and Coopera-
tion. The best assessment is in Creation and 
the capacity of agents to carry out cultural 
projects (see Figure 4 and Table 3).

Creation (mean score: 6.19)

As mentioned at the beginning of this report, 
the highest score is the one that affirms that 
the technology/audience binomial is the most 
efficient for a creator's career. This group, 
called Creation and comprising six questions, 
is the one with the highest score of all the 
groups, which can be seen by confirming that 
there is only one bar in the graph that fails and 
that has to do with job insecurity. Creators are 
taking advantage of emerging social media to 
connect with their audiences earned a 7.44. 
It is followed by Innovative trends and styles 
can be expressed and find their audience (7.13) 
and Cultural creation expresses the range of 
values present in Spanish society (6.76). It is 
followed by Artists are benefiting from emerg-
ing technologies to increase their creativity 
(6.58). Slightly above the average is the item 
Creative diversity tends to improve in the me-
dium term (5.55) and the relationship of the 
creative artist with job stability fails spectac-
ularly: Creators earn a fair remuneration for 
their work (3.71). In summary, the image of 
the Spanish cultural artist is very positive for 
the interviewees (see Figure 6).



Figure 4: Average score by groups of the State of Culture in Spain

Source: Prepared by the author
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Table 3: Scoring by groups of Culture in Spain, 2011–2021

Source: Prepared by the author

Figure 5: Average score by groups of the State of Culture in Spain, 2011–2021 
(comparison of scoring)
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Production/publishing (mean score: 5.52)

Within the Production/Publishing section, 
which consists of 10 questions, the item that 
obtained the highest score was SMEs play an 
essential role as innovation incubators (7.11). 
Above the mean, it is followed by The produc-
ers-publishers include a wide range of voices 
and interests (6.22) and within the concept of 
plurality, The cultural offering reflects the di-
versity of our cultural identity (6.16), which is 
closely related to The decentralization of cul-
tural production reflects the Spain of the Au-
tonomous Communities (6.04) and Cultural 
production will increase its diversity and prof-
itability in the medium term –5 years– (5.48). 
This is followed by the value of cultural varie-
ty in Spain linked at the economic and digital 
level, with The new media allow diversifying 
financial sources and increasing profitability 
(5.38) and with The languages recognized in 
the Spanish state find a balanced develop-
ment in the offering available (5.31). On the 
other hand, the items that fail the perception 
of the State of Culture in Spain, or at least 
are below average, reappear in connection 
with the monetary side: new media makes a 
sustainable economy for the future possible 
(4.82); the large cultural groups offer a wide 
range of products and services (4.73); and 
SMEs in publishing/production obtain suffi-
cient remuneration for their livelihood (4.00) 
(see Figure 7).

Distribution/marketing (mean score: 5.32)

In relation to the Distribution/Marketing 
family, which consists of nine items, and re-
ferring to the dynamics of the first graphs, 
the first thing to note are the above-average 
scores. First, Digital media guarantee the 
pluralism of creations and voices available 
to users (6.04); then another aspect related 
to access to culture, The commercialization 

of cultural products and services allows for 
broad user choice (5.82). This ties with Dis-
tribution through all channels will allow for 
greater diversity and profitability in the me-
dium term (five years). Returning to digital 
media as a key aspect of Spanish culture, we 
have: Digital media guarantee the right of 
general access to culture (5.55), Public media 
promote cultural diversity (5.27), and Analog 
distribution networks offer a sufficiently di-
verse range of services (5.09). There are only 
two items below five and very slightly be-
low average that put the onus on the role 
of the media and public intermediation: The 
media encourages the creation and promo-
tion of culture (4.95) and The public media 
encourages independent creation (4.93) (see 
Figure 8).

Use and consumption of culture 
(mean score: 5.88)

This family of 11 items has only one fail and, 
once again, it is related to the economic weight 
of the state's cultural creation: Users pay a fair 
price for cultural creation (4.80). Even so, the 
group The use and consumption of culture in 
Spain is IPIPwell valued thanks to a positive 
assessment of the potential and real synergies 
generated by consumers and cultural and cre-
ative agents in Spain. The highest score was 
earned by the item Digital media enhance 
the capacity of word-of-mouth (tagging and 
recommendation) (6.98). This is followed by 
Users have a great deal of freedom of choice 
on the internet (6.37), followed by Users have 
a great deal of cultural freedom (6.28), and Us-
ers have a great deal of diversity of offerings 
available (6.19). The public/consumers will 
increase the diversity of their choices in the 
medium term (five years) (5.91). The new me-
dia allow for increased participation of cultur-
al users in cultural creation (5.81) and, close 
behind, Digital media drastically reduce the 
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06. Creative diversity tends to improve 
in the medium term (five years)

16. Cultural production will increase its diversity and 
profitability in the medium term (five years)

05. Creators earn a fair remuneration
for their work

15. New media makes a sustainable
for the future possible

04. Creators are taking advantage of emerging social 
media to connect with their audiences

14. The new media allow diversifying financial
sources and increasing profitability

10. The decentralization of cultural production reflects 
the Spain of the Autonomous Communities

03. Artists are benefiting from emerging technologies 
to increase their creativity

13. Publishing/production SMEs achieve sufficient 
remuneration to be sustainable

09. The cultural offering reflects the diversity 
of our cultural identity

02. Cultural creation expresses the range of ideological 
values present in Spanish society

12. The languages recognized in the Spanish state find a 
balanced development in the offer available

08. SMEs play an essential role 
as innovation incubators 

01. Innovative trends and styles can be expressed 
and find their audience

11. The large cultural groups offer a wide range of 
products and services

07. The producers-publishers include a wide 
range of voices and interests

Figure 6: Average of the items of the Creation group

Figure 7: Average of the items of the Production/Distribution group
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5.38

6.04

6.58

4.00

6.16

6.76

5.31

7.11

7.13

4.73

6.22

Source: Prepared by the author
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costs of culture and make it more democratic 
(5.80). Next, the diversity, personal independ-
ence, and money component is introduced. 
Users can choose the culture appropriate to 
their cultural identities (national, regional, 
local) (5.63). Users know what they want to 
choose (5.57) and Users have affordable access 
to culture (5.33) (see Figure 9).

Public policies and commercial strategies 
(mean score: 4.95)
 
In relation to this group of seven items, un-
like the previous ones, there are hardly any 
passing scores. Only Public policies support 
digital transformation (5.57) and Cultural 
public policies stimulate creative innovation 
(5.28) and, right on the edge, Public policies 
strengthen the industrial fabric of publish-
ing/production (5.00) are wavering on the 
average, indicating a poor perception of the 
public realm in terms of culture. The rest of 
the elements were given failing scores. Public 
policies promote the economic sustainabili-
ty of culture and Public policies encourage 
diversity of supply and of user choice have 
the same score (4.94). Then, Public author-
ities respect the independence of culture 
(4.74) and Public policy advocates for fair 
artist remuneration (4.21) reveal the lack of 
economic support for culture in Spain by the 
public administration and, at the same time, 
the dependence of the sector on government 
management (see Figure 10).

External impact and cooperation 
(mean score: 4.43)

This group of eight items is, by far, the one 
with the worst score for each of the groups. In 
short, the image held of Spain's role abroad 
as an important cultural asset is not positive. 
Specifically, they barely give a passing score 
to three items and two are not related to the 

foreign aspect of Spanish culture: Reading 
plans are a key element to promote the pub-
lic's reading habits (6.98) and Cooperation 
and trade will increase diversity in the me-
dium term –five years– (5.09). Finally, The 
book industry is taking a forward-looking 
approach to the digital transformation (5.06).

They do not give a passing grade to fol-
lowing points, ranked in order of greater to 
lesser quantitative importance: Public poli-
cies in cooperation create new audiences for 
Spanish culture (4.43); Spanish culture oc-
cupies its rightful place in the world (4.32); 
Public policies in cooperation encourage 
exchange and intercultural diversity (5.30); 
How the Spanish publishing industry is seen 
abroad is representative of its weight in the 
national economy (4.29); Cooperation pol-
icies promote the presence of Latin Amer-
ican culture in Spain (4.17). Two unrelated 
items tie, Public policies for the publishing 
industry have a clear and consistent strategy 
and Cultural exchanges with Latin America 
are sufficiently responsive to linguistic ties 
(4.13), followed by Cultural exchanges with 
the EU are sufficient and balanced (4.06) 
and Trade with other countries is equitable 
(4.04). Falling below four are Public policies 
in foreign cooperation are sufficient and ef-
fective (3.68) and The external impact of cul-
tural SMEs is sufficient (3.51) (see Figure 11).

CONCLUSIONS. FROM DATA TO STORY

Focusing on the RCS '21 but analyzing in ret-
rospect the most significant data from other 
years, it may be concluded that the results on 
the State of Culture in Spain suffer from the 
same defects as those of previous reports: a 
weak international perspective, or, in other 
words, a poor meta-view: interviewed agents’ 
perception of the image of the country abroad 
is devalued. Cooperation, both at the level 
of the European Union and Latin America, 



25. Distribution through all channels will allow for greater diversity 
and profitability in the medium term (five years)

24. Digital media guarantee the right
of general access to culture

23. Digital media guarantee the pluralism of creations
and voices available to users

19. The media encourages the creation 
and promotion of culture

22. The commercialization of cultural products and services 
allows for broad user choice

18. Traditional media promote
 cultural diversity

21. The public media promote 
independent production

17. Analog distribution networks offer
a sufficiently diverse offering

20. Public media promote
cultural diversity

Figure 8: Average of the items of the Distribution/Marketing group
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6.04

4.95

5.82

4.44
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5.09

5.27

Source: Prepared by the author

36. The public/consumers will increase the diversity 
of their choices in the medium term

35. Users can choose the culture appropriate to their 
cultural identities (national, regional, local)

34. Users pay a fair price for 
cultural creation

30. The new media allow a great deal of user 
participation in the creation of culture

33. Users have a great deal of freedom 
of choice on the internet

29. Users have affordable access 
to culture

32. Digital networks drastically reduce the costs of culture 
and allow it to become more democratic

28. Users have a great deal of diversity
of offerings available

31. Digital media enhance the capacity of user word-of-
mouth (tagging and recommendation)

27. Users know what they 
want to choose

26. Users have a great deal 
of cultural freedom

Figure 9: Average of the items of the group Use and Consumption of Culture

5.91
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4.80

5.81

6.37

5.33

5.80

6.19

6.98

5.57

6.28

Source: Prepared by the author
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43. Public policy advocates for fair 
artist remuneration

42. Public policies support 
digital transformation

41. Public authorities respect the 
independence of culture

40. Public policies promote the economic 
sustainability of culture

39. Public policies promote diversity in the 
offering and user choice

38. Public policies strengthen the industrial 
fabric of publishing/production

37. Cultural public policies stimulate 
creative innovation

Figure 10: Average of the items of the Public Policy and Commercial Strategies group

4.21

4.74

4.94

5.00

5.28

5.57

Source: Prepared by the author

4.94

58. Reading plans are a key element to promote a 
reading habit in the public 

57. The book industry is taking a forward-looking 
approach to the digital transformation

56. How the Spanish publishing industry is seen abroad is 
representative of its weight in the national economy

55. Public policies for the publishing industry 
have a clear and consistent strategy

54. Cooperation and trade will increase 
diversity in the medium term

53. Public policies in cooperation create 
new audiences for Spanish culture

52. Cooperation policies promote the presence of
Latin American culture in Spain

51. Public policies in cooperation encourage 
exchange and intercultural diversity 

Figure 11: Average of the items of the External Impact and Cooperation group
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Source: Prepared by the author
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and international links never completely gel, 
or at least that is what the interviewees say. 
Practically all the items in group 6, called Ex-
ternal Impact and Cooperation, were scored 
below the mean and indicate a clear complex 
about the value of Spanish culture outside 
the country. This contradicts, however, with 
the positive view of the nation's artists and 
their capacity for innovation, who are rated 
highly, despite the limitations they face de-
veloping their careers, both domestically and 
abroad, as well as their capacity to produce, 
edit, distribute, and market their products or 
services or both.

This is linked to the other lowest scored 
family of elements, i.e., Public policies and 
commercial strategies, where the Adminis-
tration is accused of not helping those art-
ists enough as well as excessively controlling 
their work. Digitalization, accelerated by the 
effects of lockdown and the pandemic, is 
seen as an increasingly important asset with 
which to generate collaborative ties and reach 
audiences and users –the group Use and 
consumption of culture scores well– which 
means that the more traditional subsectors –
dance, theater, live music– are more affected 
than other disciplines –video-games, audio-
visuals, digital content–.

On the other hand, this panel gives the 
best average grade on the State of Culture in 
Spain since the study was started (almost a 
5.3), but, at the same time, it has the least re-
sponses. The bias is therefore high and these 
conclusions should be taken with a grain of 
salt. However, now that COVID's most un-
certain period has been overcome, the data 
can be interpreted as a source of optimism 
that gives us the strength to move towards a 
better future.
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APPENDIX I: OVERALL RESULTS

58. Reading plans are a key element to promote a 
reading habit in the public

57. The book industry is taking a forward-looking 
approach to the digital transformation

56. How the Spanish publishing industry is seen abroad 
is representative of its weight in the national economy

55. Public policies for the publishing industry have a 
clear and consistent strategy

54. Cooperation and trade will increase
diversity in the medium term

53. Public policies in cooperation create 
new audiences for Spanish culture

52. Cooperation policies promote the presence of
Latin American culture in Spain

6.98

4.29

4.13

4.43

4.17

5.06

5.09

51. Public policies in cooperation encourage 
exchange and intercultural diversity 

50. Public policies in foreign cooperation 
are sufficient and effective

49. Cultural SMEs’ external impact
is sufficient 

48. Large groups have the right commercial 
strategies for overseas expansion

47. Cultural exchanges with Latin America are sufficiently 
responsive to linguistic and cultural ties

46. Cultural exchanges with the EU 
are sufficient and balanced

3.68

3.51

4.13

4.06

4.30

4.26

45. Trade abroad 
is equitable

44. Spanish culture occupies its rightful 
place in the world

43. Public policy advocates for 
fair artist remuneration

42. Public policies support 
digital transformation

41. Public authorities respect the 
independence of culture

40. Public policies promote the economic
 sustainability of culture

4.32

4.21

4.74

4.94

4.04

5.57

39. Public policies promote diversity
 in the offering and user choice

4.94
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38. Public policies strengthen the industrial fabric 
of publishing/production

37. Cultural public policies stimulate 
creative innovation

36. The public/consumers will increase the diversity 
of their choices in the medium term

35. Users can choose the culture appropriate to their 
cultural identities (national, regional, local)

34. Users pay a fair price 
for cultural creation

33. Users have a great deal of freedom 
of choice on the internet

32. Digital media drastically 
reduce the costs

5.00

5.91

5.65

6.37

5.80

5.28

4.80

31. Digital media enhance the capacity of user word-of-
mouth (tagging and recommendation)

30. The new media allow a great deal of user 
participation in the creation of culture

29. Users have affordable 
access to culture

28. Users have a great deal of diversity 
of offerings available

27. Users know what they 
want to choose

26. Users have a great deal of freedom
in their cultural choices

5.81

5.33

5.57

6.28

6.98

6.19

25. Distribution through all channels will allow for greater diversity 
and profitability in the medium term (five years)

24. Digital media guarantee the right
of general access to culture

23. Digital media guarantee the pluralism of creations
and voices available to users

22. The commercialization of cultural products and services 
allows for broad user choice

21. The public media promote 
independent production

20. Public media promote
cultural diversity

19. The media encourages the creation 
and promotion of culture

5.55

6.04

4.93

4.95

5.82

5.82

5.27
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18. Traditional media promote 
cultural diversity

17. Analog distribution networks offer
a sufficiently diverse offering

16. Cultural production will increase its diversity and 
profitability in the medium term (five years)

15. New media makes a sustainable
for the future possible

14. The new media allow diversifying financial
sources and increasing profitability

13. Publishing/production SMEs achieve sufficient 
remuneration to be sustainable

12. The languages recognized in the Spanish state find a 
balanced development in the offer available

4.44

5.47

4.82

4.00

5.31

5.09

5.38

11. The large cultural groups offer a wide range
of products and services

10. The decentralization of cultural production reflects 
the Spain of the Autonomous Communities

09. The cultural offering reflects the diversity
of our cultural identity

08. SMEs play an essential role 
as innovation incubators

07. Producers-publishers include a wide range
of voices and interests

06. Creative diversity tends to improve in
the medium term (five years)

6.04

6.16

6.22

5.55

4.73

7.11

05. Creators earn a fair remuneration
for their work

04. Creators are taking advantage of emerging
media to connect with their audiences

03. Artists are benefiting from emerging technologies 
to increase their creativity

02. Cultural creation expresses the range of ideological 
values present in Spanish society

01. Innovative trends and styles can be expressed 
and find their audience

7.44

6.58

7.13

3.71

6.76
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APPENDIX II: BATTERY OF QUESTIONS ASKED

Creation

1. 
2.
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Innovative trends and styles can be expressed and find their audience
Cultural creation expresses the range of ideological values present in Spanish society
Artists are benefiting from emerging technologies to increase their creativity
Creators are taking advantage of emerging social media to connect with their audiences
Creators earn a fair remuneration for their work
Creative diversity tends to improve in the medium term (five years)

Producción/edición

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

The producers-publishers include a wide range of voices and interests
SMEs play an essential role as innovation incubators
The cultural offering reflects the diversity of our cultural identity
The decentralization of cultural production reflects the Spain of the Autonomous Communities
The large cultural groups offer a wide range of products and services
The languages recognized in the Spanish state find a balanced development 
in the offer available
Publishing/production SMEs achieve sufficient remuneration to be sustainable
The new media allow diversifying financial sources and increasing profitability
New media makes a sustainable economy for the future possible
Cultural production will increase its diversity and profitability in the medium term (five years)

Distribución/Comercialización

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

23.
24.
25.

Analog distribution networks offer a sufficiently diverse range of services
Traditional media promote cultural diversity
The media encourages the creation and promotion of culture
Traditional media promote cultural diversity
The public media promote independent production
The commercialization of cultural products and services allows for broad 
user choice
Digital media guarantee the pluralism of creations and voices available to users
Digital networks guarantee the right of general access to culture
Distribution through all channels will allow for greater diversity and profitability 
in the medium term (five years)

Table 4: Questions on the State of Culture in Spain, 2011–2021
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Use and Consumption of Culture

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

32.
33.
34.
35.

36.

Users have a great deal of cultural freedom
Users know what they want to choose
Users have a great deal of diversity of offerings available
Users have affordable access to culture
The new media allow a great deal of user participation in the creation of culture 
Digital media enhance the capacity of user word-of-mouth 
(tagging and recommendation)
Digital networks drastically reduce the costs of culture and allow it to become more democratic
Users have a great deal of freedom of choice on the internet
Users pay a fair price for cultural creation
Users can choose the culture appropriate to their cultural identities 
(national, regional, local)
The public/consumers will increase the diversity of their choices in the medium term

Public Policies and Commercial Strategies

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.

Cultural public policies stimulate creative innovation
Public policies strengthen the industrial fabric of publishing/production
Public policies promote diversity in the offering and user choice
Public policies promote the economic sustainability of culture
Public authorities respect the independence of culture
Public policies support digital transformation
Public policy advocates for fair artist remuneration

External Impact and Cooperation

44.
45.
46.
47.

48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

57.
58.

Spanish culture occupies its rightful place in the world
Trade with other countries is equitable
Cultural exchanges with the EU are sufficient and balanced
Cultural exchanges with Latin America are sufficiently responsive 
to linguistic and cultural ties
Large groups have the right commercial strategies for overseas expansion
The external impact of cultural SMEs is sufficient
Public policies in foreign cooperation are sufficient and effective
Public policies in cooperation encourage exchange and intercultural diversity
Cooperation policies promote the presence of Latin American culture in Spain
Public policies in cooperation create new audiences for Spanish culture
Cooperation and trade will increase diversity in the medium term
Public policies for the publishing industry have a clear and consistent strategy
How the Spanish publishing industry is seen abroad is representative 
of its weight in the national economy
The book industry is taking a forward-looking approach to the digital transformation
Reading plans are a key element to promote a reading habit in the public

Source: Prepared by the author
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APPENDIX III: PARTICIPATING PANEL
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The Report on the State of Culture in Spain is a publication of  
Fundación Alternativas’ Observatory of Culture and Communica-
tion, which systematically monitors culture in our country, focusing 
each edition on a sector or perspective that is especially relevant.

From 2011 to 2020, seven editions have been published, allowing 
for an in-depth study of different cultural aspects and issues, mak-
ing the RCS the annual culmination of its many activities. RCS 
2021 dedicates its central theme to the Spanish publishing indus-
try, with an analysis of its main parameters, lines of activity, and fu-
ture forecasts. The upcoming Frankfurt Book Fair in October 2021, 
the sector's largest internationally, is a special scene, one which is 
also indispensable, to relaunch our publishing industry after the 
financial crisis of 2008 and the health crisis of 2020, and as prepa-
ration for its leading role planned for 2022, which is a significant 
opportunity not only to boost its international impact but also to 
reflect on its future and the public policies needed to ensure it.




