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Abstract

This project explores the responses of the Dutch trade book market to the ever-
increasing influx of Anglophone publications. Based on in-depth interviews
(n=42) carried out between 2015 and 2017 with Dutch publishing professionals,
this research identifies the approaches and strategies they adopt to defend their
market from the competition of English-language editions. Findings show that the
main defence strategy used is to release translations simultaneously with English-
language originals, but that this creates significant pressures on both publishers and
translators. Concomitantly, there has been an increasing focus on Dutch originals
and non-Anglophone books. The strategies and approaches documented in this study
may be of interest for scholars and practitioners in relation to other book markets
and linguistic areas facing similar circumstances.
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Introduction

English language proficiency is growing globally with approximately 400 mil-
lion people worldwide now speaking English to some degree [14]. In Europe, the
most recent survey (Eurobarometer 386) showed that 38% of Europeans speak
English, with close to 90% of the populations of some countries doing so, includ-
ing the Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark [21]. Concomitantly, almost 100% of
European pupils now learn English at school [22]. Likewise, at a higher education
level, English Medium Instruction is growing rapidly in both Europe and the world
[18], particularly due to the need for Higher Education institutions to attract teach-
ers, researchers and students from anywhere in the world in order to increase their
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international outlook and competitiveness [30]. This increase looks set to continue
in Europe, despite the occurrence of political events such as Brexit. English is there-
fore deeply embedded within European societies in many domains, from business,
to education, science, technology, travel, traditional and new media, as well as enter-
tainment [51].

Implications for the Publishing Industry

The high level of English proficiency in Europe means that there are large numbers
of bilingual and biliterate consumers who are already able to access English-lan-
guage cultural products (TV series, films, magazines or books) without the need for
linguistic mediation [e.g. 2,9].

Whilst this trend represents huge opportunities for Anglophone publishers, at the
same time it has potentially serious adverse implications for publishers of works in
other languages. In addition, technological developments in publishing, such as digi-
tization and internet retailing, play a key role in developing a readership for English-
language books in Europe by making English-language products easily and cheaply
available to consumers [38, 43, 52, 53].

In the field of publishing studies, various scholarly and industry sources observe
a growing readership for English-language texts in non-Anglophone European coun-
tries [11, 12, 35, 36, 38-40, 43, 52]. Yet, to date, most studies have not addressed
this issue empirically, and there remains a paucity of detailed evidence to support
these claims. In addition, with the exception of Craighill’s analysis of the Swedish
book market [11, 12], no studies have addressed the impact of the increasing compe-
tition of English-language texts on the various local-language publishing markets in
continental Europe.

The research presented here aims to complement this existing literature by relat-
ing the perspectives of a number of publishing professionals working in the Dutch
book trade who were interviewed (n=42) in relation to their responses and adap-
tations to this changing landscape. The Netherlands represents an ideal location to
study this particular phenomenon given the high penetration of English in Dutch
society, demonstrated by the fact that surveys measuring English as L2 skills, such
as the EF English Proficiency Index, regularly rank the Netherlands as one of the
most proficient countries in the world [19]. English is widely employed in the
Netherlands for intranational functions, e.g. in advertising, media, entertainment,
business communication and, especially, higher education [1, 29]. Remarkably,
around 17 % of primary schools offer Dutch and English bilingual education [22].
At the higher education level, there are more than 1,000 English-taught university
programmes and 90 % of Dutch postgraduate degrees are offered in English [29,
57]. Indeed, the pervasiveness of English in the Netherlands is so deep as often
to be considered a virtual second language [20]. To further exacerbate the issue,
the book market in the Netherlands remains highly dependent on translations, with
most translations originating from Anglophone countries [32]. Given the predomi-
nance of English and the reliance on Anglophone translations, the competition from
English-language books can be expected to have severe repercussions in the Dutch
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market and is therefore an element that Dutch publishers need to take into account
and address in their publication strategies.

Although this project relates the experience of the Dutch book trade in particular,
and is thus limited to presenting the results from one country and one specific sub-
field of its publishing market (trade), the growth of English-language proficiency is
a widespread phenomenon; thus the findings can be of relevance elsewhere [cf. 24].
In other words, it is anticipated that practitioners facing similar situations elsewhere
in the world can compare their own experiences with those of the Dutch book trade,
and draw on them to inform how they approach the increase in Anglophone products
entering their markets.

Publishing and Power Dynamics

Undoubtedly, power and hierarchies play a key role in the publishing industry and
this is found in abundant evidence in the voices of Dutch interviewees. Drawing on
Bourdieu’s field theory in relation to cultural production and the protocols for how
agents interact with each other [5, 6], Thompson [54, 55] has illustrated the impor-
tance of power and relationships in publishing. In each sub-field of publishing (e.g.
trade publishing, scholarly publishing) there are many actors, dynamics, and percep-
tions of value in relation to the different forms of capital at play. Agents operating in
the field of publishing are greatly influenced by the capital and resources they have
at their disposal [6]. This is especially important when comparing the acts and deci-
sions of those operating in a small field with relatively little capital and resources,
such as the Dutch trade market, to those of organizations with vast resources operat-
ing on a global scale, such as American and British companies.

As noted by Riviere, “depending on the language in which they are written
books are not exchanged and distributed evenly across the globe” [45]. The cross-
national circulation of books—either by way of translations or in the original lan-
guage—is linked to the power relations between languages [32]. The rise of English
as the chief language of globalization has determined the progressive domination
of Anglophone publishing firms in the global marketplace [48-50]. The sociologi-
cal approach to the study of translations showed that translation flows are highly
unequal exchanges that favour dominant languages and determine a widespread lack
of literary diversity in the international publishing field [31-33, 49, 50]. Given its
‘hypercentral’ position in the ‘world system of languages’ [16], English is today the
most translated language across the world, accounting for more than half of literary
translations worldwide [32].

The domination of English in the publishing field is not limited only to transla-
tions, given that a large number of second-language speakers of English worldwide
are sufficiently fluent to access Anglophone texts without the need for translations.
Thus, English-language publishers find themselves in an extremely favourable posi-
tion, as they can rely on a huge extended linguistic area where English is spoken
as a second language [23, 54]. This has allowed Anglo-American publishers to
branch out their activities and export their products globally. Conversely, nations
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whose languages are not as widely spoken find themselves operating in much more
restricted linguistic fields and are forced to concentrate their operations within their
domestic borders.

The UK and US are the largest producers of books on the world, and, taken
together, they produced in excess of 510,000 new titles in 2015 [34]. A key problem
for Dutch publishers in this context is how to compete with such large Anglo-Amer-
ican companies with their base of 23 million Dutch speakers (including speakers in
the Flanders and the Dutch Caribbean).

This problem is particularly acute given the fact that translations, and in par-
ticular translations from English, account for a large share of book production in
the Netherlands. As estimated by Heilbron, translations accounted for 30% of the
national book production in 2000, with the share of translations in the prose cat-
egory amounting to 70% [32]. In a small market such as the Dutch one, the issue
of competition from English-language editions becomes particularly pressing, given
that Dutch publishers rely heavily on the profits from English translations. Never-
theless, this is by no means a new phenomenon, as Dutch publishers have a long
history of competing with imported Anglophone editions. As noted by van der Weel
[56], English-language books were already popular in the Netherlands starting from
the nineteenth century—so much so that the Dutch book market represented the
most profitable export destination for British publishers at that time. This has argu-
ably been a factor standing Dutch publishers in good stead to deal with the current
situation.

Online Retailers, Digitization and Retail Price Maintenance

As noted above, the huge recent increase in online retailers and digitization have
been additional challenges the Dutch book trade has had to face. Such developments
have made English-language contents more visible, and more easily and cheaply
accessible [45]. Whereas, in the past, customers who wanted to buy English-lan-
guage editions had to rely on the commonly limited English-language sections in
physical bookstores, today Amazon and other online retailers offer a huge selection
of titles and have a virtually unlimited shelf space. As a result, English-language
titles are easily located through the internet and quickly delivered to home addresses
[38, 53]. Digitization has also allowed for the expansion of English-language read-
ing in non-Anglophone markets, with e-books affording publishers the opportu-
nity to reduce the costs and obstacles associated with physical distribution [52].
Although precise data on the growth of e-book exports are hard to come by, anecdo-
tally the evidence points to significant increases [37].

In addition to online retailing and digitization, Retail Price Maintenance (RPM)
systems play a key role in the dynamics of book export markets. RPM systems
are widely employed across Europe, and the large majority of European countries
(including the Netherlands) apply different variations of this model. Under an RPM
system, it is the publisher’s responsibility to set the retail price for consumers, and
retailers are not allowed to sell books at a discounted price. However, RPM cannot
be applied in the face of European competition legislation, meaning that imported
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editions of UK and US titles can be discounted without limits in European countries,
whereas local-language editions are subject to RPM regulations [42]. Indeed, and as
shown below, the exemption of foreign-language titles from RPM regimes can result
in price discrepancies between local titles and imported ones which gives a competi-
tive advantage to English-language editions vis-a-vis Dutch-language ones.

Before the voices of key individuals in the Dutch book trade are presented, this
article first details how these voices were gathered and how the data were collected
and analysed.

Methodology

The Netherlands was chosen as an ideal location in which to investigate how non-
Anglophone trade book publishers were dealing with the influx of Anglophone pub-
lications due both to its high average level of English proficiency [19] and to the fact
that English-language books are popular amongst Dutch readers [41]. According to
the Dutch publishing association (KVB) foreign-language books accounted for as
much as 15% of the total Dutch trade turnover in 2018 [41].

In terms of questions asked to the participants interviewed, these focused on areas
such as the role and extent of Anglophone publications in the Netherlands and what
possible strategies were being adopted to protect Dutch language publishing for the
future. The approach to the data collection was a qualitative one, as the goal was
to explore approaches and delve deeper into the interpretations [17] of the agents
interviewed [13]. In-depth interviews were chosen because they allow for the fur-
ther exploration of views when questions arise. Expert interviewees [24] were the
specific target of the initial sampling. This initial sampling was purposive [15] and
was used to first identify experts, who were then asked to suggest others they knew,
in a snowball-type sampling approach within their specific professional network [cf.
55]. Interviewees consisted of acquisition editors at Dutch publishing houses with
a significant number of translations to English in their lists; literary agents selling
English-language rights to Dutch publishing companies; booksellers (in particular
buyers for English language books); and English to Dutch translators. In total, 42
interviews were conducted over a period from September 2015 to April 2017. Inter-
views were conducted ideally face to face (n=25) but also via Skype (n="7), phone
(n=35) and email (n=>5) where this was more suitable for the interviewees. On aver-
age interviews lasted 33 min. All interviews were conducted with informed consent,
anonymously, and transcripts were sent back to interviewees for verification before
any data were used [cf. 44]. Interviews were conducted in English, which was a sec-
ond language to both interviewer and interviewee, but the proficiency levels of both
were sufficient to ensure that the language of the interview did not constitute a bar-
rier [10]. The interviews were transcribed by one of the researchers alone [5; 46].
These transcripts were then analysed using an approach similar to that of a thematic
analysis [7] whereby themes were already predetermined and top down, but at the
same time space was made for themes to emerge from the bottom up. The results of
this analysis are now presented and discussed below.
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Findings

The next section presents, analyses and discusses the findings from the interviews in
three broad sections. The first considers the perceptions of those in the Dutch book
trade regarding the extent of the influx of Anglophone editions and how this com-
petition influences the rights acquisition practices of Dutch publishers. The second
section relates interviewees’ perspectives on simultaneous publication, which was
found to be the key defence mechanism adopted by Dutch publishers against the
competition deluge from Anglophone editions. Thirdly, there is a section that out-
lines Dutch publishers’ increased focus on local and non-Anglophone authors.

The Extent of the Influx and Influence on Rights Acquisition Decisions

When asked about the role of English-language editions in the Netherlands, inter-
viewees were quite varied in their views with regard to whether—and up to what
point—English-language editions represented a source of concern to them. Some
interviewees considered there was little threat at all, given that few readers con-
sumed English-language editions, one acquisition editor noting that ‘I think there
will always be a group of people reading in English, but it’s such a small group’.
For this editor it was better to focus on the Dutch reading market rather than ‘wor-
rying about what happens if they read in English: I don’t worry too much about it.’
For editors sharing these views Anglophone editions were similarly not considered
a significant threat, except perhaps, as one of them said, for ‘certain books that peo-
ple prefer to read in English.’

Yet, not all editors were of the same opinion, and some felt Anglophone editions
constituted a considerable threat, particularly for specific types of books and with
certain specific sectors and (sub)genres. Interviews showed that editors routinely
assessed (on a title-by-title basis) the level of risk posed by English-language origi-
nals when considering Anglophone manuscripts for acquisition. In cases where the
risk was regarded as too high (i.e. if the competition could impinge on the commer-
cial viability of the publication), editors could decide to reject manuscripts. Thus,
the fear of competition from English-language editions was found to be an additional
element that Dutch publishers factored in when evaluating the commercial viabil-
ity of a manuscript. One editor related how there were some books they just did
not translate as they felt the competition would be too great, saying ‘For instance, a
book about pop-music... you know that people that enjoy American music will be
able to read the book in English and will buy the English edition.’

The factors that interviewees relied on to determine whether a title would be at
risk of suffering from the competition of English-language originals included: the
age of the target group, the level of anticipation for the release and the level of popu-
larity of an author, the book’s genre or sub-genre, the subject matter, the style of the
writing, and whether a title belonged to the up-market or commercial spectrum. The
following categories of books were regarded as most at risk:

e Books aimed at a young target audience (e.g. YA literature);
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e Books belonging to the up-market spectrum, with a highly educated target audi-
ence;

e Niche sub-genres such as fantasy, sci-fi, and business books;

e ‘Big books’ around which there is ‘buzz’ [cf. 55], or anticipated books by estab-
lished authors;

e Books with specific stylistic features (e.g. the unique voice of the author) for
which the mediation of a translator could be perceived by readers as diminishing
the authenticity of the reading experience (e.g. books by comedians, autobiogra-
phies, etc.).

As one Young Adult (YA) literature editor noted, the competition in this sector is
much greater, ‘because younger generations are more used to encompassing English
in their Dutch lives.” This editor felt readers would be much more likely to pick up a
YA book ‘in English, because it’s cheaper, or available quicker, but also because it’s
considered higher status if you read in English.” Here clearly, the value of reading in
English came to the fore, along with the issue of the lower price point of English-
language editions.

Another theme that emerged was that interviewees, perhaps in line with the divi-
sion of perspectives above on the scale of the threat from Anglophone editions, was
that rarely were data consulted about how many English language editions were
sold. In the words of one editor, ‘Usually it is more of a gut feeling, things you
notice when you walk in a bookshop and you see a big stack of the imported edition
of a book you also published and you think that this is not good news for your edi-
tion.” Others felt that the published data were incomplete, saying for example that
‘Because we don’t know... how truthful it is, I prefer not to look at it. Since a lot of
sales are made through Amazon you just don’t know.’

Indeed, where statistics to consult were commented on, it was often to observe
how there was a dearth of them, or to say how they were unreliable, and that instead
it was gut feeling that was the preferred decider. Notably, and understandably, the
importance of having experience and know-how was emphasized here, as one edi-
tor observed, ‘Things are generally learned “the hard way”, through experience and
through trial-and-error.” Often, as described above, this could be through either an
assessment of the young age of the target audience or a judgement ‘on how “big”
the author is or—in the case of a debut—how big we think they will become.” For
example as one editor commented, “When the new Harry Potter came out in Eng-
lish, everyone flocked to the stores.’

The way interviewees described their assessments and their decision-making pro-
cess supports Bourdieu’s notion of ‘feel for game’—i.e. an internalized knowledge
of the logics of the field that social actors develop by participation in the field [cf.
6,55].

Simultaneous Publication

In terms of the strategies for dealing with the competition from Anglophone edi-
tions, interviewees commented on both a number of approaches they adopted, and
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on the issues involved with them. The main approach to counter the competition
from Anglophone publications was to publish before the English edition or simul-
taneously in the Dutch language. As one marketing specialist noted, ‘they [Dutch
publishers] always want to publish at the same time as the English edition which
makes it hard since they have to translate quite quickly.” Many acquisition editors
commented similarly that publication in Dutch would be aspired to as soon as pos-
sible, the reason, as one editor explained, being as follows: ‘that you don’t want to
have the time gap in which people have heard of the book, want to read it, and then
go for the American or British edition.” Notably, simultaneous publication was per-
ceived to be more common in the Dutch market than in other European markets as
the level of English proficiency here was so high. One literary agent that sold rights
into various European markets defined this practice as a ‘very significant feature of
offering rights to Dutch publishers’. Dutch publishers stated that they strove to pub-
lish translations on the same day as—or as close as possible to—the release of the
English language original whenever they thought that a book was likely to be read in
English. Simultaneous publication was said to be common mostly with well-estab-
lished best-selling authors, and with much anticipated books—i.e. the same catego-
ries mentioned above as being at risk of competition.

Also, in order to publish earlier than the original edition, occasionally Dutch pub-
lishers arranged special deals with authors that allowed them to release the Dutch
translation ahead of the original work, ‘for instance, the new Donna Tartt was
published in Dutch before the English edition.” Although such practice is not the
norm and happens relatively rarely, it is a key approach illustrating Dutch publish-
ers’ efforts to compete with English original publications. Nevertheless, there were
also potential pitfalls with early translation; for example, the English version may
have different covers, or internal artwork, or, as one editor noted, ‘sometimes they
[the original Anglophone publishers] have wonderful marketing ideas’ and ‘if you're
very early [with your translation] you miss a little bit of information.’

Dutch companies were particularly keen on synchronizing the release if they
expected a substantial amount of publicity for the title coming from the Anglo-
phone media. This is because this meant that the Dutch edition could benefit from
the attention generated by the original edition, as one editor noted metaphorically:
‘If something is in the New York Times, it’s more likely to get picked up by Dutch
newspapers... it’s very handy to move on the same train.’

Concerning publicity and PR, various interviewees expressed concern about the
fact that the Dutch press occasionally reviewed original-language editions before
Dutch translations were released. In addition, when the English language edition
of the book was reviewed, even if a Dutch version was due to be released soon or
was already published, the reviewers sometimes failed to mention this. As one editor
noted, ‘they review a book and they avoid to mention that there is also a Dutch edi-
tion available, which is quite annoying.” Some interviewees showed a more relaxed
attitude towards this problem, noting that, since the importance of book reviews in
newspapers had declined, the timing of reviews was not necessarily a problem. In
fact, they explained that it could sometimes even be advantageous to have Dutch
reviews ahead of the release of the translation, as they could be used to promote the
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book, as one editor explained: ‘I used to think that was very annoying, but now I
think it gives you a good quotation before your edition is published’.

Nevertheless, while releasing translations simultaneously to originals was con-
sidered key for anticipated titles by well-known authors, the exact opposite was
generally true for works that were not expected to become immediate best-sellers,
such as titles by debut authors who did not have an established readership. Many
interviewees indicated that in these cases the general practice was that of sched-
uling the release of the Dutch edition after the original one, in the hope that the
book would gather international media attention, as noted by one editor: ‘you usu-
ally want to publish a debut after the original because you want the press coverage.’
Another interviewee echoed: ‘when you know a book is going to sell you want to
be right on time, but if you don’t know because it’s a debut, sometimes the English
edition can have a very positive effect on the sales of your own edition.” Thus, the
presence of English editions was not always perceived as a purely disruptive factor
for Dutch publishers. On the contrary, the success of the English edition could well
be a beneficial phenomenon that the Dutch language edition is able to harness and
‘piggy-back’ onto to become more successful itself. This clearly highlights the high
level of complexity of the phenomenon under investigation. The transnational and
globalized nature of book circulation can represent both a threat to local publishers
(due to the competition of English-language editions in their domestic market) but
also an opportunity (thanks to the international hype from the original territories
that assists the promotion of translated editions).

Simultaneous publication involves a series of practical challenges. Firstly, in
order to synchronize the publication date with the original, Dutch publishers have
to acquire translation rights early on so that they can ensure sufficient time to have
the book translated. As one publisher commented, ‘when you look at catalogues of
foreign publishers, Dutch publishers are most of the times among the first ones to
buy the foreign rights.” Many Dutch acquisition editors felt that, if the rights to an
Anglophone title were offered to them late—which meant that simultaneous publi-
cation was not achievable—this would influence their decision regarding whether
to buy or not the rights. As one editor explained: ‘I am really hesitant to buy any-
thing that is already in the market, or which I know I cannot publish simultaneously,
because I know that I am already behind’.

Another complication was that Anglo-American publishers only shared manu-
scripts quite late, ‘only about a month or two before the publishing date’ and
this meant that ‘we still need to translate it and edit it, which will take us at least
3—4 months, so we are always late unless we get the manuscript earlier on in the
process.” Receiving manuscripts early on was considered essential in order to organ-
ize simultaneous releases. Various interviewees stated that, as soon as they acquired
the foreign rights to a book, they asked the original publisher (or rights holder) to
share the manuscript so that they could start the translation; even, notably, when
the manuscript was not final. Therefore, Dutch translations were often based on
non-final manuscripts, which in turn was said to complicate the translation process,
since translators had to implement changes as soon as new versions of the manu-
script were received. As one editor noted, ‘this means more work and also means an
increased risk that some errors [...] and small discrepancies might occur between
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your translation and the original final proofs. However, that is usually at the level of
words, not at the level of the plot line, so it’s usually not a big problem.’

Lastly, the need to publish simultaneously meant that occasionally more than
one translator was employed to translate the same book if time was extremely short:
‘Sometimes we get books in too late and it has to be translated in a month and you
can’t have one person translate 100,000 words. So then you get 4 people translating
that.” On the one hand, by using multiple translators, the duration of the translation
process could be reduced significantly; on the other hand, more editorial supervision
was necessary to avoid stylistic inconsistencies. For this reason, various interview-
ees stated that they usually employed external proof-readers to check that the style
of the translation was consistent throughout the book. Thus, interviews revealed that
the practice of translating from non-final manuscripts and that of group translations
not only had an impact on the publication strategies of Dutch publishers, but also on
translators.

Increased Focus on Domestic and Non-Anglophone Literature

A number of interviewees highlighted the emergence of a new trend whereby Dutch
publishers were publishing fewer translations from English and concentrating more
on Dutch authors and authors in other languages. In the words of one editor: “We are
now looking into different markets. I am trying to find books from Italy and Spain,
because nobody can read those languages’.

Two acquisition editors and a literary agent found that the interest for indigenous
authors had increased compared to the past, whereas the interest for Anglo-Ameri-
can authors had declined. As one acquisition editor noted, ‘I think there is a trend
where you see that people are focusing on things closer to home than they used to
do. There was a trend towards internationalization in the 1970s—80s.... then there
was a lot of interest in international literature, more so than now. I think it’s not
the same as it was 30 years ago’. Similarly, another editor commented that, ‘if you
look at the bestsellers list now, as opposed to 10 years ago, you’ll notice that a lot
of the bestsellers now are Dutch, and a lot of them 10-15 years ago were the global
bestsellers, like big thrillers originally in English [...] the best sold thrillers now in
the Netherlands are those that take place here in Holland. Before it used to be New
York, Chicago, but that doesn’t happen anymore’. This was reflected in the words of
a literary agent, who commented that ‘I have been selling rights to the Netherlands
since about the year 2000 and I would say that over the last 16 years [...] publish-
ers are acquiring fewer English-language authors’ rights than they used to do. And
it’s also true to say that they’re publishing more Dutch authors than they used to’.
Notably, according to one interviewee these trends were part of an initiative to pro-
mote local authors: “We try to publish more homegrown talent.” Rather than being
seen as specific to the Dutch book trade, this trend was seen as a more widespread
phenomenon. According to one literary agent, the growing interest for local cultural
products not only affected the market for Anglo-American translations, but also
meant a widespread decline in translations from other languages. This interviewee
felt that, despite the occasional peak of popularity for books from certain languages
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(e.g. Scandinavian crime), on the whole European publishers’ lists were less diverse,
due to the fact that companies operated in increasingly challenging economic cir-
cumstances. One Dutch acquisition editor echoed this view by highlighting a spe-
cific link between the decline that affected the Dutch book market in the aftermath
of the 2008 economic crisis [26] and the decrease of translations in favour of Dutch
authors. Furthermore, various interviewees agreed that one of the main drivers
behind this shift towards Dutch authors was the fact that they were easier to market
since they spoke Dutch and were available to do promotional activities locally (e.g.
TV shows, blogging, etc.), as one editor pointed out: ‘It is simply easier to market
and sell books from Dutch authors, because they are available for interviews. Since
they are in the same cultural context, it’s easier to get their message across’.

In addition, many interviewees noted that another key driver behind this trend
was the fact that the publishing of Dutch-language books was much cheaper than
publishing translations: ‘Translation is expensive, you have to buy the rights, you
have to be prepared to pay the author an advance and then find a translator and pay
him or her. Before you even get a translated book out on sale, you’re in for probably
£10,000 of expenditure’. One interviewee added that cost considerations were par-
ticularly pertinent to translations from English, since there were usually no subsidies
in place to support translations from English, whereas other languages frequently
have translation subsidies that help foreign publishers cover the translation costs.

Overall, these data suggest that, although the competition of English-language
editions reduces publishers’ ability to profit from translations, this should not be
regarded as the only driver behind the growth of local-language content in the Neth-
erlands. In fact, the shift towards local content was mostly linked by interviewees to
the fact that Dutch authors were considered easier to market, and to the fact that the
publishing of Dutch originals was cheaper given no translation costs were involved.

Discussion and Conclusions

The huge global expansion in English speakers and language usage arguably poses a
number of challenges and potential threats to a country’s native language publishing
trades. However, very few studies to date have focused on this phenomenon. This
project conveyed voices from the Dutch book trade regarding how publishing com-
panies are dealing with the circulation of Anglophone editions.

Dutch editors showcased different perspectives on the role of English-language
editions in their market. While some were highly concerned by the competition of
English originals (e.g. YA publishers), others downplayed the phenomenon, stating
that the competition represented a problem only for ‘certain books’. Although acqui-
sition editors appeared confident about their ability to judge which manuscripts were
at risk of being predated by the English editions, they were elusive when it came to
specifying their evaluation criteria [cf. 30]. Notably, most interviewed acquisition
editors said they did not monitor sales of English-language editions systematically,
stating that their judgement on this issue was mostly based on intuition and ‘gut
feeling’. The way interviewees described their decision-making process resonates
strongly with Bourdieu’s notion of ‘feel for game’ [6, 55].
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There were a range of factors that interviewees took into account when evaluating
whether a title would be at risk of suffering from the competition of English-lan-
guage originals. These included factors such as the age of the target group, the popu-
larity of an author, the genre or subject of the book, and whether it belonged to the
up-market or commercial spectrum of the market. If the competition was considered
to impinge on the commercial viability of the publication, editors said they would
decide to reject manuscripts on this basis. Thus, one key defence mechanism against
the influx of English-language editions consisted of adapting rights acquisition prac-
tices by avoiding translations which were considered too risky. These data enhance
our understanding of the decision making process of Dutch acquisition editors, and
expands on and complements earlier studies on the subject which did not focus on
the role of the competition of English-language editions [cf. 27,28].

Another way in which the fear of competition from English-language originals
influenced rights acquisition practices was by leading Dutch publishers to buy the
translation rights of Anglo-American books early on, so as to allow synchronized
publication with original English-language editions. In a previous study analyz-
ing the decision-making processes of Dutch acquisition editors, Franssen and Kui-
pers described Dutch editors as being in a constant ‘hurry’ when acquiring Anglo-
American translation rights (significantly more so than with manuscripts in other
languages), due to the size and the speed of the Anglo-American market [27]. When
buying English-language manuscripts, Dutch editors were found to rarely wait to
see how well a book sold in the original territory; instead, they often bought Anglo-
American translation rights early on (ibid). The data presented here confirm Frans-
sen and Kuiper’s conclusions and expand on them by showing that, not only was it
the case that Dutch editors bought English-language manuscripts faster due to the
speed and abundance of publications in the Anglophone market, but also because
they needed to publish Dutch translations simultaneously with original editions in
order to avoid losing readers to English-language editions.

The most tangible way in which the competition of English-language editions was
found to influence the publishing strategies of Dutch companies was by motivating
them to publish simultaneously or in advance of the original publication, especially
in cases of books considered at risk of being bought in English—although this was
less so for debut authors. Synchronized publication was also considered a neces-
sity for publicity and marketing reasons. According to the experts interviewed here,
given the transnational nature of publishing markets, the hype surrounding popular
titles in the Anglophone market reached Dutch consumers very quickly, and simulta-
neous publication allowed them to benefit from this phenomenon.

Publishing simultaneously was shown to have a significant impact on many
aspects of the publication process, from rights acquisitions (i.e. editors sometimes
declining manuscripts in case they could not publish simultaneously), to publishing
and translation practices. In order to release translations simultaneously, Dutch pub-
lishers not only have to be quick in acquiring translation rights, but they also have to
translate rapidly. To do so, they often demand translators to use partial or non-final
manuscripts as source texts, as well as employing teams of translators to accelerate
the process.
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Another key finding emerging from this study is that Dutch publishers are increas-
ingly publishing more Dutch-language and non-Anglophone authors than in the
past. The competition of English-language editions was mentioned as an additional
driver in this shift towards local-language and non-Anglophone contents—however,
this factor was not considered to be the decisive one. The trend was instead attrib-
uted to a variety of factors. Of these, one was the fact that Dutch-language and non-
Anglophone titles were cheaper to publish due to the absence of translation costs for
Dutch books and to the lower cost of non-Anglophone translation rights. Another
was the fact that Dutch authors were considered easier to market, given their avail-
ability to take part in local promotional activities. In addition, Dutch editors made
a connection between this trend and the 2008 economic crisis and its effects on the
Dutch publishing market, which forced many companies to cut budgets and reorgan-
ize their operations [26]. While previous studies showed that translations from Eng-
lish dominate the market in most European countries, the qualitative data presented
here suggests that Dutch publishers are instead consciously and deliberately translat-
ing less from English [cf. 32,33,47,49,50].

Ultimately, the data from this study shows that competition from Anglophone
editions is shaping and influencing the rights acquisition decisions and publication
practices of Dutch publishers profoundly, causing an acceleration of publication
rhythms which is felt to exert significant pressure on both publishers and translators.
Whilst the present article focuses on the Netherlands, it is hoped that the findings
and strategies conveyed above can be considered in relation to other book markets
and linguistic areas. It is also hoped that future avenues for study can be followed
elsewhere, for example in attempting to identify quantitative data about the impact
and nature of the trends described above. The issue of the impact of English Lan-
guage editions is not a Netherlands-bound—(or Swedish-bound [12])—issue alone;
rather, it is a global one, and more studies will help shed light upon how countries
and publishers are reacting to it.
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