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Recession Fuels Readers’
Escapist Urges

By Motoko Rich

In a recession, what people want is a happy ending.

At a time when booksellers are struggling to lure

readers, sales of romance novels are outstripping most

other categories of books and giving some buoyancy to an
otherwise sluggish market.

Harlequin Enterprises, the queen of the romance world,
reported that fourth-quarter earnings were up 32 percent
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over the same period a year earlier, and Donna Hayes,
Harlequin’s chief executive, said that sales in the first
quarter of this year remained very strong. While sales of
adult fiction overall were basically flat last year, according
to Nielsen Bookscan, which tracks about 70 percent of retail
sales, the romance category was up 7 percent after holding
fairly steady for the previous four years.

At Barnes & Noble, the country’s largest book chain,
where its chief financial officer, Joe Lombardi, recently
warned that overall 2009 sales were likely to fall between 4
percent and 6 percent, sales of romance novels are up. Like
the Depression-era readers who fueled blockbuster sales s;
of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind, today’s readers
are looking for an escape from the grim realities of layoffs,
foreclosures and shrinking 401 (k) balances.

“Given the general dismay and gloominess,” said
Jennifer Lampe, a lawyer in Des Moines and avid romance
reader who runs a book blog under the pseudonym Jane
Litte at dearauthor.com, “reading something like a romance
with a happy ending is really kind of a relief.”

Such escapist urges are also fueling sales of science
fiction and fantasy, said Bob Wietrak, a vice president for
merchandising at Barnes & Noble. Mr. Wietrak said sales of
novels with vampires, werewolves and other paranormal
creatures were “exploding”, whether they were found in the
romance, fantasy or young-adult aisles.

The romance genre may also be especially attractive
to consumers during difficult economic times because so
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many of the books are sold in the mass-market format,
smaller paperbacks often found on racks at the grocery
store or in airport bookshops. These books sell for $7.99 or
less, compared with $12 to $15 on larger trade paperbacks.
Romance novels also often appear in discount chains like
Wal-Mart or Kmart, where shoppers make impulse buys.

Romance novels have also captured a larger propor-
tion of the electronic book market than other categories.
Whereas most publishers say that about 1 percent of sales
come from e-books, Harlequin says that digital editions
make up about 3.4 percent of its sales. At Fictionwise, the
e-book seller recently acquired by Barnes & Noble, about
50 percent of sales are romance books, said Steve Pender-
grast, chief technology officer. “Romance readers tend to
be voracious readers,” Mr. Pendergrast said. “The ability
to instantly download and start reading is potentially more
important to that audience than any other audience.”

The recession has also meant more business for other
purveyors of romance books: public libraries. Robin Brad-
ford, the fiction buyer for the Indianapolis-Marion County
Public Library, said demand for many romance titles had
gone way up.

——From The New York Times, Apr. 7, 2009
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