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P rint never had a viable contender. From its invention
550 years ago, through a renaissance and a reforma-

tion, through the industrial and information ages, through
alternate delivery channels such as radio, cinema, televi-
sion, and even computer networks, paper-based communi-
cation has dominated our society and our culture. 

Until now. PrintÕs competitor began quietly as a
relationship  between the military and academia but soon
came to encompass more and more of society in its elec-
tronic tentacles. E-mail exploded in use and the text-
based nature of the Internet blossomed into color and
photos and graphics and moving imagery as the browser
entered the market in 1994. Virtually overnight millions
of people were online, communicating, working, buy-
ing, learning, and amusing themselves. Finally, print had
a worthy contender.

There is no doubt that the Internet has changed the
way we work and do business. It is the personification of
the digital age where e-books, e-paper, e-commerce, and
e-everything are forcing us to re-e-think how we will
e-function in a technological e-age. 

D ef in ing P r in t
To evaluate the ef fect of this new media on print,

The Electronic Document Systems Foundation (EDSF)
sponsored a significant research program Pr i n t i n g i n  the
A ge of th e Web &  Beyond to look over the horizon and

predict the role of print in the future. The first problem
was defining print. To many people,  print means some
specific product, like books or newspapers. The EDSF
study looks at about 100 types of printed product in 13
categories, from books to newspapers to journals to
transaction documents to wallpaperÑ everything that is
reproduced on paper substrates. By understanding each
of the components of print, especially since each one has
a dif ferent “future” and a dif ferent scenario, the total of
each of the components should provide a glimpse into
tomorrow.

For instance, newspapers are vulnerable to electronic
publishing and its immediacy, but packaging is not (you
cannot ship  corn flakes over the web). If you equate
books with print, as an example, and you view Stephen
KingÕs cyber publishing adventure as reducing the need
for printed books, then you might extrapolate that all of
print would be reduced. 

I mp ar t ing I n f o rmat io n
In trying to quantify the volume of information and

knowledge in print and electronic form, the study
sought some understanding of the inter-relationship
between the two. At the turn of the last century, our
education, information, entertainment, and businesses
were based on print. By 1995, our lives still revolved
around print, but television, telecommunications, and
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computers were usurping printÕs media monopoly of
information. By 2020, print will play a lesser role:

1995 2010 2020
Electronic 30% 52% 65%
Print 70% 48% 35%

But  print can growÑ at perhaps a slower rateÑ at the
same time that electronic competitors growÑ at a more
rapid rate. What really changes is printÕs market share. Print
grows, but its share of all the information disseminated
goes down. Both can grow simultaneously. There are
strong synergies between the Internet and paper, and
where the Internet may affect one print product negatively,
it may affect another positively. 

H o w Peo p le View Pr in t
Ask the printing industry and it will tell you print will

be around forever. Ask a high school geek and you get a
different opinion. Your view of the future is clouded by
your feelings about paper and technology today. When we
asked a large and diverse group of 2,232 people about their
opinions concerning the future of print, we asked them to
envision new generationsÑ rather than themselvesÑ in
the future:

Most people do not see major drops in print volume
until after the middle point of this century. However, based
on computer use, television, cell phones, and the Internet
as metaphors for new forms of communication, they see
future generations tending more toward the screen than
the page. Within three generations after the babyboomers,
the generation that invented the information age, kids will
routinely accept electronic substitutes for paper. They will
finally bring about the paperless officeÑ about 100 years
after it was first articulated.

H o w Pr in t  Will Ch ange
For the foreseeable future, there will be inflection

points that will change different categories of print differ-
ently. HereÕs how the major categories may change in vol-
ume and other characteristics over the next two decades:

PeriodicalsÑ 20 percent drop.  Magazines and journals will
see some advertising move away from print. Since the

number of periodical pages is driven by advertising, the loss
of one ad page equals the loss of an editorial page. As pro-
motion budgets are reallocated to accommodate the Inter-
net, periodicals will see a reduction in their page volume. 
NewspapersÑ 30 percent drop. Newspapers will experience
a significant drop. They are challenged by the Internet in
terms of immediacy and comprehensiveness (there is a lim-
ited amount of space in a printed paper), as well as advertis-
ing. The web is already a major channel for classified ads.

BooksÑ 18 percent drop. The major trend with books will
be on-demand printingÑ literally one at a time. E-books
will not pose a significant challenge until after 2020; more
people will create more books on the web.  They will be
printed out as needed, probably in bookstores.

CatalogsÑ 20 percent drop. The business and consumer
catalogs will see a drop  in page count but the number of
catalog titles will increase. Targeted mailings will be the
norm and the recip ient will be directed to the web
siteÑ push media will work with pull media.

Direct MailÑ 10 percent growth. Direct mail will grow. It
is a push promotion medium that can target audiences and
is independent of technology. 

DirectoriesÑ 30 percent drop . Directories will see the
most severe drop  as their content moves to the web. Ref-
erence information is the most likely candidate for elec-
tronic applications because of search and retrieval. 

Financial and LegalÑ 30 percent drop. Much of the infor-
mation produced by public corporations must be in elec-
tronic form by law, but the promotional aspect of the
material will keep print viable.

PackagingÑ 75 percent growth. This is a major growth
area. Look for shorter runs of geographic and demographic
labels and packaging.

Tech DocÑ 26 percent drop. Most technical documenta-
tion will move to disk and web-based dissemination,
except for those instruction manuals that come with
everything from TV sets to washing machines.

AdvertisingÑ 91 percent growth. Advertising and promo-
tional materialsÑ brochures, flyers, etc.Ñ will see strong
growth. The bulk of print is driven by the desire to sell. 

StationeryÑ 66 percent drop. The handwritten note is los-
ing ground to the finger-written e-mail. E-beamed contact
data from PDA to PDA will grow. Eventually, digital pho-
tos, video, and audio will supplant the text-based message.

FormsÑ 75 percent drop. Paper forms drop severely as they
are replaced by electronic transactions. These will be
backed up with paper for a period of time;  eventually, the

Your generation 5.38% 0% 0%
(20-40 years)
Your kids’ generation 13.98% 9.45% 0%
(40-60 years)

Your grandkid’s generation 29.84% 18.28% 0.63%
(60-80 years)
Over 80 years 31.41% 26.93% 13.49%
Never 19.40% 45.34% 85.89%

100% 100%         100%

50% of print
disappears

75% of print
disappears

100% of print
disappears 
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confidence level will negate the need for the paper.
MiscellaneousÑ 11 percent growth. Greeting cards, wrap-
ping paper and wallpaper, are among the products. Entire
walls of e-paper could allow instantly changeable decor.

Cut Sheet and Blank PaperÑ 90 percent growth. Up
through 2020 much of print will be decentralized and
distributed to increasingly more powerful printers, pri-
marily in color. 

Thus, overall there will be a nominal increase of an average
of 1 to 2 percent per year in paper use over the next two
decades:

U .S. only 1998 2020
M illions of Tons of Paper

Periodicals 2.40 1.92
Newspapers 9.80 6.80
Books 1.70 1.40
Catalog 1.90 1.51
Direct Mail 2.20 2.40
Directories 1.30 0.90
Financial and Legal 2.90 2.10
Packaging 20.90 36.90
Tech Doc 2.60 1.40
Advertising 4.60 8.8
Stationery 1.90 1.25
Forms 3.45 0.88
M iscellaneous 2.20 2.44
Cut Sheet & Blank Paper 3.80 7.23

61.65 75.93

For each segment, we developed four different scenarios,
one of which was our best guess. Predictions were based
on each specific area and the effect of technology, demo-
graphics, societal, and cultural factors, and other vectors:

Overall Prediction 1998 2010 2020
M illions of Tons of Paper

Best case scenario 61.65 82.20 104.80
Average scenario 61.65 70.70 83.26
Worst case scenario 61.65 59.20 61.71
EDSF study scenario 61.65 70.00 75.93

Over this period, ink will yield volume to toner and
inkjet, as the printer takes volume away from the print-
ing press:

2000 2010 2020
Ink-based 74% 57% 40%
Toner-based 23% 35% 48%
Inkjet-based 2% 7% 10%
O ther 1% 1% 2%

The very nature of print changes in terms of where it
gets done, moving from copiers and presses to printers,
and from factories and centralized print centers to
homes and distributed centers:

Copier Printer Press
Factory 4.0% 6.0% 66.0%
Office (+Inplant) 6.0% 8.0% 5.0%
Home 0.5% 3.0% –
Other 0.5% 1.0% –

2000 11.0% 18.0% 71.0%
2010 2.0% 41.0% 57.0%
2020 – 48.0% 52.0%

Prin t  is an  Emo t io n al I ssu e
When the subject of the future of print arises, emo-

tions are stirred. We were told how much people loved
books and paper and we do, too. We have had 550 years to
get accustomed to the stuff. But if the Internet had been
invented first and Gutenberg invented printing today,
would we profess the same emotions about the electronic
world as we do about the paper world?

Time and technology change everything. For every
negative about a print competitor, we can project devel-
opments that will make it a positive. If screens are too big
and bulky and illegible today, we can project technologi-
cal improvements that will make them smaller, flatter,
more rugged, and virtually the equal of paper quality.
Computers, bandwidth, speech recognition, wirelessness,
and storage technology will converge and advance into
new tools that will build the future. Eventually, the com-
petitors of print will not be sold through specialized
channels; they will be mainstreamed and become a new
department at Wal-Mart.

Most of you reading this at the turn of the second
millennium will see minor changes in print in your life-
time. It will be generations yet to come who will create
a brave new world where paper and pixels co-exist in an
uneasy harmony.
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