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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
New research, conducted by NAPCO Research and commissioned by the Specialty Graphic 
Imaging Association (SGIA), evaluates the value and transformational influence of digital 
printing (i.e., inkjet and toner-based electrophotography) on book publishers, including the 
ways they are using digital printing, challenges faced in adoption, future interest, and level of 
understanding of digital printing capabilities.

Eighty-six percent of book publishers currently use digital printing to produce some or all of 
their books, with 26% printing digital only and 60% using a combination of digital and offset. 
Publishers are using digital printing to solve key challenges including reducing lifecycle costs of 
warehousing and returns, and printing short run titles that offset couldn’t print economically.

Top cost reduction benefits publishers are seeing from printing digitally include saving on 
warehousing costs and up-front inventory costs, with some interviewees reporting substantial 
cost savings by transitioning to digital printing. 

Book publishers are mostly satisfied with digital printing quality, with the highest level of 
satisfaction reported for monochrome titles and the least with four-color trade books. 
Publishers see the biggest sales opportunities enabled by digital printing technology to be the 
ability to respond to spikes in demand with print-on-demand (POD) and the ability to print and 
sell backlist titles.

Going forward, when evaluating digital printing production book publishers must consider 
the potential impact on the entire supply chain rather than focusing only on the lowest cost 
per unit.  In addition, publishers should seek education about digital printing capabilities 
through industry events, by talking with peers, and discussing solutions with current and 
potential suppliers. Those that want to innovate their production strategies by expanding 
digital printing adoption should seek to tie their experiments to new revenue, such as through 
POD and auto-replenishment.

How Book Publishers Use Digital 
Printing to Sell Books More Profitably
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TECHNOLOGY 
ENHANCING THE  
VALUE OF PRINT 
Digital printing continues to transform book 
manufacturing and deliver on its promise 
to enhance book publishers’ operational 
efficiency, reduce costs, and minimize 
business risk. New research from NAPCO 
Research, commissioned by the Specialty 
Graphic Imaging Association (SGIA), 
examines the digital printing landscape in 
the book publisher industry. One hundred 
seventy four book publishers completed an 
online survey in Q2 2018 and four in-depth 
phone interviews were conducted.

The survey revealed that most book 
publishers are realizing important benefits 
from digital printing, including reducing 
lifecycle costs, saving on warehousing and 
returns, and affordably printing short-run 
titles.

According to the survey, book publishers 
are broadly adopting digital printing as 
86% of respondents reported producing 
books on digital devices (Figure 1) and 
68% of respondents expect the volume of 
books produced digitally to grow. While 
most respondents reported their books 
were printed on a combination of offset 
and digital presses, 26% of book publishers 
reported their books were produced only 
on digital printing devices. While digital 
printing has been available to publishers 
for some time, its use continues to grow 
as technology innovations are enabling 
more benefits. Of the publishers using 
digital printing, 40% reported doing so for 
six or more years and almost half (48%) 
have been doing so for two to five years. 
Moving forward, over two-thirds (68%) of 
respondents expect the volume of books 
printed on digital devices to increase in the 
next three years.

Figure 1
Q:  How are you currently printing books? 

(n=174 Book Publishers)

Book Printing Methods

5%

n  Digital & Offset

n  Digital Only

n  Offset Only

n  Don’t Know

60%26%

7%
7%
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SOLVING BOOK PUBLISHER’S KEY CHALLENGES
Digital printing solves many of book publishers’ operational challenges. According to survey 
respondents, digital printing is especially attractive because it addresses two of book publishers 
longstanding challenges: reducing book returns and enabling short run production of titles. 
The data bears this out: the top reasons respondents are using digital printing (Figure 2) are 
reducing lifecycle costs of warehousing and returns (77%) and printing short-run titles that 
offset couldn’t print economically (74%). 

Key Benefits of Digital Book Printing

Figure 2
Q:  What are the primary drivers for why you use digital printing?  

( n=150 Book Publishers that Print Digital)

Reduce Lifecycle Costs of 
Warehousing & Returns

Print Short-Run Titles Offset  
Couldn’t Print Economically

Use Both Print-on-Demand & 
Digital for Faster Fulfillment

Print Low Volume Backlist Titles 
Offset Couldn’t Print Economically

Use Dispersed Fulfillment to Lower 
Shipping Costs & Delivery Times

Personalize or Customize  
Book Components

Test New Authors & Topics  
Before Large Print Runs

77%

74%

55%

47%

32%

21%

20%

MEETING DEMAND MORE EFFECTIVELY
As every publisher knows, forecasting demand for titles is risky business. A mistake in the 
predicted success of a book could be costly for publishers as book sellers return unsold books. 
Digital printing can mitigate the risk by enabling publishers to affordably produce shorter runs, 
print books as needed, and give them the flexibility to quickly respond to market demand. 

When asked to comment on decision factors for choosing digital printing, one book publisher 
interviewed (that requested anonymity) said, “If we know the book will be in high demand, we use 
offset, otherwise we use digital. It’s about using the right technology in the right spot and based 
on price. We want to just print what we need initially and eliminate the overage and warehousing.”
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PRINTING TITLES ON DEMAND
In addition, digital printing offers book publishers the 
flexibility to print-on-demand (POD). Printing titles on 
demand provides several advantages. For example, more 
than half of publishers surveyed reported benefiting from 
POD by enabling faster fulfillment (55%). An academic 
publisher interviewed explained that digital printing often 
offers the same quality as offset printed books, noting that 
it makes sense “to print what you need and not worry about 
inventory, given print runs are declining.”

In addition, another book publisher interviewed summarized the 
value of digital printing as follows: “We want to just print what 
we need initially and eliminate the overage and warehousing.”

ENABLING SHORTER RUNS
Cost effectively printing shorter runs was also important to 
Abby Gross, an acquisitions editor for Oxford University Press. 
She said, “Keeping inventory costs low is a big thing. We 
went from printing for a year, to now printing lower quantities 
on the first run because we can print a few hundred copies 
and then reprint again in a few months.” POD also allows 
publishers to respond quickly to demand spikes, so they are 
never “out-of-stock.”

NO TITLE GOES OUT OF PRINT
Another important benefit of digital, cited by 47% of book 
publishers, is its ability to print low-volume backlist titles that 
offset cannot do economically. 

A key opportunity digital book printing provides is increased 
sales of backlist and out-of-print titles. Previously, customers 
looking to buy out-of-print titles had to track down used copies 
of books, purchasing them from users on eBay or locating the 
title at second-hand shops. None of this revenue made its way 
back to book publishers. Now publishers can easily bring a title 
out of print by printing it when the consumer purchases it.

This capability opens a new revenue stream for publishers by 
making more product available to consumers. Abby Gross, 
Oxford University Press, described the benefits of “print-on-
demand as quicker and more flexible, and backlists don’t go 
out of print anymore.”

“If we know the 
book will be in 
high demand, 
we use offset, 
otherwise we use 
digital.”
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REDUCING COSTS
Respondents reported that two of the primary cost-saving benefits digital printing offers 
(Figure 3) are reducing warehousing costs (68%) and up-front inventory costs (62%). Capital 
not locked up in up-front printing and warehousing should mean publishers can expend more 
resources for efforts that have a return on investment, such as new acquisitions or marketing.  

In addition to these savings, publishers are seeing savings in cost-per-unit/book printed (46%), 
shipping (33%), and returns (30%). A book publisher interviewed noted that this year the 
company moved “the majority of printing to digital and received a significant cost decrease by 
making the transition,” supporting the belief that digital printing can save publishers money. 

Reducing Costs with Digital Printing

Figure 3
Q:  What are the primary drivers for why you use digital printing? 

(n=150 Book Publishers that Print Digital)

Warehousing

Up-Front Inventory Printing Costs

Cost per Unit/Book Printed

Shipping

Returns

Not Had Any Savings

68%

62%

46%

33%

30%

7%
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PRODUCTION QUALITY MAKES THE GRADE
Respondents reported a high level of satisfaction with digital printing quality over a broad range 
of book types. The highest satisfaction was with monochrome adult fiction and non-fiction titles 
(Figure 4), where 90% were satisfied with print quality in some, most, or all cases. The lowest 
satisfaction was with four-color trade books on 60+ pound coated matte stock, but even with 
this application two-thirds (64%) of publishers were satisfied in some, most, or all cases. Also, 
the biggest quality critic of digital printing isn’t the readers, but the editors. Abby Gross of 
Oxford University Press emphasized this when she said: “complaints usually come from editorial 
and not as much from readers.”

The expected upcoming growth in the use of digital printing is due, in part, to the perception 
that the quality of digitally printed color books approaches that of other print methods. This 
perception is reflected in a comment from an academic publisher interviewed who said, 
“Traditional printers are looking at what they can do for our supply chain and want to be able 
to produce copies where we won’t be able to tell the difference in quality. Sometimes the 
challenges are based on the paper or ink used. However, it is continuously improving and expect 
it to continue to over time.” 

Digital Print Delivering Quality

Figure 4
Q:  Can digital printing produce satisfactory quality on these applications?  

(n=165 Book Publishers)

Mono Adult Fiction  

& Non-Fiction

College Textbook, 

Matte Coated Stock

K-12 Textbook, Matte 

Coated Stock

Four Color Juvenile <= 

80# Matted Coated Stock

Four Color Juvenile, 

Uncoated Stock

Cookbook Matte 

Coated Stock 

Four Color Trade, 60+# 

Coated Matte Stock

39%

24%

20%

19%

21%

12%

14%

36%

25%

25%

24%

23%

27%

27%

9%

16%

17%

18%

19%

24%

23%

15%

29%

33%

30%

28%

30%

25%

5%

4%

9%

8%

8%

10%

n  Satisfactory in ALL Cases

n  Satisfactory in MOST Cases

n  Satisfactory in SOME Cases

n  NOT Satisfactory

n  Don’t know
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NEW POTENTIAL REVENUE STREAM
A big sales opportunity enabled by digital book printing (Figure 5) is the ability to quickly 
respond to demand spikes, so publishers are never “out-of-stock” (71%). Book publishers 
understand the need to meet consumers’ expectations for fast delivery of printed books. This 
need for speed was emphasized by a book publisher who “wants to be able to get books in 
customers’ hands without waiting.”

In addition, the printing of backlist titles that otherwise wouldn’t be available is now possible 
(71%), which was mentioned by an academic publisher who said, digital printing “extends the life 
of a title. We don’t want inventory, and now we can POD it.”

Furthermore, 65% of publishers found digital printing supported short runs for special events 
and niche audiences. A couple of examples of short print runs were mentioned by an academic 
publisher who highlighted “the opportunity to combine two different books into one” and by 
a book publisher who was seeing “some printers mixing and matching articles from different 
journals to make their own book. Something we can’t offer today.”

The ability of digital printing to handle fluctuating demand, backlist titles and special event 
printing of customer titles was emphasized by an academic publisher who has “50,000 titles in 
the print-on-demand program.” The publisher will “review when a title comes up for printing and 
see if it makes sense to print and warehouse it or just do it all print-on-demand.”

Factors to Increase Book Sales

Figure 5
Q:  How do you anticipate digital printing can be used to generate book sales? 

(choose all that apply) (n=150 Book Publishers that Print Digital)

Quickly Respond to Demand 
Spikes/Never “Out of Stock”

Print Backlist Titles that 
 Wouldn’t be Available

Special Events/Niche 
Audience/Custom Print Runs

Print Personalized Books 
(i.e. names/photos in story)

Test New Authors & Topics 
Before Large Print Runs

Sell Repurposed Content, 
Excerpts, Articles, & Supplements

Charge More for Fast, 
Print-on-Demand Delivery

I Don’t Know

Don’t Think Digital Can 
Generate Book Sales

71%

71%

65%

47%

39%

31%

27%

3%

2%
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CONCLUSIONS
Digital printing continues to redefine the book supply chain by minimizing the inherent risks 
of mass production and offering advantages such as faster time-to-market, customization, 
reduced waste, and lower fixed costs. Significant technology advancements at all points in book 
manufacturing—from workflow to digital printing devices to finishing—are removing previous 
limitations on quality, speed, flexibility and affordability. Digital printing offers book publishers 
new and unique ways to engage with readers and drive profits and revenue streams.

RECOMMENDATIONS
•  Look beyond unit costs. The value of digital printing production is in their entire supply 

chain (including printing, distribution, warehousing, obsolescence and returns), rather than 
simply looking at how to achieve the lowest cost per book.

•  Tie revenue to experimentation. If your organization is resistant to testing the opportunities 
associated with digital printing, making out-of-print titles available for sale again could be a 
way to tie direct revenue to a digital printing program. 

•  Attend industry educational events
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APPENDIX: DEMOGRAPHICS

DIGITAL PRINTING ADOPTION
% or No Answer 14%

1-20% 16%
21-40% 15%
41-60% 10%
61-80% 11%
81-99% 13%
100% 20%

TIME PRINTING BOOKS  DIGITALLY
<= 1 Year                                            11%
2-5 Years                                            48%
6-10 Years                                          23%
10+ Years                                           17%

Q:  What percentage of your books are printed digitally? 

Q:  How long have you been printing books digitally?
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PRINTING United, a new event and joint venture co-owned by 

SGIA and NAPCO Media, will launch in Dallas, Texas, October 

23–25, 2019. Focusing on the opportunities presented by the 

convergence of printing technologies and markets, PRINTING 

United will cover print and finishing technologies in industry 

segments from garment to graphic, packaging to commercial, 

and industrial. Its objective is to convey all components of 

integrated solutions to satisfy virtually any client need.

WHO WE ARE
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Led by a former Forrester Research analyst, the NAPCO 

Research team crafts custom data-centric solutions that 

leverage our highly engaged audiences across the markets 

in which we operate, our industry subject matter experts and 

in-house research expertise. We partner with our clients to 

identify their unique business problem and create solutions 

that enable deeply informed decision making. 

NAPCO Research can help with:

• Business goal prioritization

• Opportunity discovery

• Market segmentation

• Landscape insight

• User needs and wants

• Product features and functionality

• Content marketing strategy

• Sales strategy and tactics

• Market conditions

• Benchmarking

• Industry trends

• Brand awareness

Contact research@napco.com for a research consultation.

WHO WE ARE
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SGIA — Supporting the Leaders of the Digital  

& Screen Printing Community

Specialty Graphic Imaging Association (SGIA) is the trade 

association of choice for professionals in the industrial, 

graphic, garment, textile, electronics, packaging and 

commercial printing communities looking to grow 

their business into new market segments through the 

incorporation of the latest printing technologies. SGIA 

membership comprises these diverse segments, all of which 

are moving rapidly towards digital adoption. As long-time 

champions of digital technologies and techniques, SGIA is 

the community of peers you are looking for to help navigate 

the challenges of this process. Additionally, the SGIA Expo is 

the largest trade show for print technology in North America. 

“Whatever the medium, whatever the message, print is 

indispensable. Join the community — SGIA.”

For more information on SGIA, visit SGIA.org

WHO WE ARE


