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About the report

Again this year, WAN-IFRA's World Printers Forum conducted a survey among its
members about their plans for the near future. Last year dealt a heavy blow to the
printing community as the pandemic took hold so we wanted to gauge how printers and
publishers have fared in 2020, and more importantly, how they think their business will
develop this year and beyond
Print advertising (down 19.5 percent in 2020 YoY according to World Press Trends) and
print sales (down 13 percent YoY) bore the brunt of the pandemic for newspapers last
year. Despite that and the fact that the crisis has accelerated publishers’ digital
transformation plans, it turns out that many newspaper publishers still want to
invest in their printing plants in the future, according to the survey
That actually shouldn’t be so surprising considering the fact that print activities still
provides publishers with the vast majority of their revenue. For example, Mather
Economics in the US just published a benchmarking study of some 400 newspapers in
the country and found that online-only subscriptions make up just 19.5 percent of the
subscriber base, compared to 80.5 percent for print only.
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That said, the survey reveals a very challenging time for printers and publishers in the
near future and beyond.

Respondents included printers of all sizes (see chart below). 90 percent of the printers with more than
500,000 circulation were from India. 53 percent of the printers with less than 100,000 circulation were from
Europe, only 5 percent from India. This illustrates varied circulation levels globally as circulation gures are
often higher in Asia. On the other hand, page count tends to be higher in Europe and Northern America,
although the drop in print advertising has lowered the page count of Western newspapers in recent years
considerably.

Circulation of respondent companies
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About the report

Nearly 50 print executives from 20 countries responded to the global survey, powered by industry data
market research specialist Syno International, came from: Austria, France, Namibia, Spain, Brazil,
Germany, Netherlands, Sri Lanka, Canada, India, Nigeria, Sweden, Croatia, Indonesia, Romania,
Switzerland, Finland, Italy, Singapore, and The United States of America

Key takeaways

More than 70 percent newspapers are planning
investments despite the difficult situation
Cost-cutting still important, but fewer layoffs and
closures in future
Working from home sustainably reduces need for
rented office space
Main problems are declining ad business, smaller print
circulations, rising newsprint costs
The persistence of the pandemic is a major concern

Investments better than expected
One-third of the respondents said that they would be
retro tting existing machines and technical equipment as
well as software systems instead of going for new
investments or doing neither. And about 20 percent of
printers said they would invest newly. The same number
said they would invest in both, retro ts and new systems.

Will you be investing in new equipment / software or
retro tting your old equipment?
34

32.6
28.3

25.5

17

19.6

This means that more than two-thirds of all
respondents are planning to invest, which seems to be a
quite good number given the dif cult economic situation of
the global newspaper printing industry

19.6

8.5

Those who are planning new investments seem to be
thinking about channelling funds towards prepress
equipment and software mostly. On the other hand,
those who planned to retro t old equipment seemed keener
to spend on press, postpress and mailroom equipment.
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Values in percentages*

New investment
Retro tting new equipment
Both
Neither

New investments probably make the most sense in the
prepress area because the depreciation periods there are much
shorter than for presses and mailroom equipment. In addition, a
new CTP system, for example, can usually improve throughput,
ef ciency and possibly also plate quality. In addition, the
operating effort is usually much lower than before. In plain
language this means that a new CTP system contributes directly
to the pro tability of the overall production and can even be used
to eliminate work steps, dissolve the former plate production
department, and integrate its tasks into the printing department.
A CTP retro t would not offer all this

What new investments will look lik
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52.5
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17.5
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Values in percentages*

Prepress equipment/software
Press equipment/software
Postpress equipment/software

The situation is quite different in the press and mailroom
departments. Here the economic lifetime of the hardwareintensive presses is between 30 and 40 years. And an increase
in press speed through new investment is usually even not
desirable in view of shorter print runs. This is why
maintenance investment (retro tting) dominates here. While the
hardware of a printing or mailroom system has the longest
service life, the renewal of control hardware and software is due
at much shorter intervals. And this is where retro tting comes in.
It is about maintaining the performance of the press.
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But renewed and possibly even additional control systems
can also expand the functional scope of a machine or
system. One example is the retro tting of an in-press colour
control system that leads to better colour register and improved
colour consistency.

So, because smart investments in production
help to increase the degree of automation
and reduce costs, the majority of newspaper
printers plan new and retro t investments
even in these economically dif cult times.
Which equipment will be retro tted?
80

71.4
60

57.1
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Prepress equipment
Press equipment
Postpress equipment

Values in percentages*
More information on the importance and the process of
maintenance investments can be found in the WANIFRA Report »Extend the Life of Your Press – Condition
monitoring of printing presses«, Frankfurt/Main 2019.

Artificial intelligence in production?
Do you see AI as a possible application in your
production activities in the future?
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Newspaper printers’ shopping lists even include
state-of-the-art self-learning technologies that
promise to automate and automatically control
production. More than half the respondents
are considering Arti cial Intelligence (AI) as
a possible application in their production
activities in the near future
It may be surprising to learn that seemingly oldfashioned printers want to acquire state-of-theart control technology. And what can AI
technology do for newspaper production
anyway?

AI in practice in production
Newspaper printers are interested in evaluating AI technology from
production automation but only a few of our respondents have concrete
plans. We have seen solutions in preventive maintenance with sensor
technologies that are built on AI. Arti cial Intelligence can also play an
important role in other parts of the newspaper production chain
Automatic image and ad processing and optimisatio
Automatic page planning and pagination
Automatic work ow optimisatio
Prepress or in-press closed-loop systems for the automatic control of
page positioning, colour register and colour print qualit
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Optimisation of newspaper distribution processes and routes

Automated page layout in Norway
Peter Coleman published an article on GXpress on 2
December 2020, which detailed the use of AI by several
newspapers. One among them was Norwegian regional
paper Agderposten which started using a Smart Layout
product for a few pages in June. “By last month it was
laying out half of the daily paper’s pages using the
technology, 70 percent on a good day,” writes Coleman
citing Agderposten technology director Bjorn Robert
Knudsen
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.


“At Agderposten, stories have been produced and
assembled for digital using a tool called Digital Writer with
photos and other components. For print, there may be
editorial changes to headlines, the number of photos and
text elements, and each story or ‘story candidate’ is given
a category and priority. ‘Then, we push the print button. It
all goes on behind the scenes and in ve to ten minutes,
the pages are ready,’” Knudsen told Coleman.

Cost reduction – workforce reduction
Has your company reduced workforce since the start
of the pandemic
80

71.7

As a result of the pandemic, many newspaper
companies around the world had to lay off employees
last year. According to the survey, 71.7 percent
percent of respondents reduced their workforce
since the start of the pandemic. A large portion of the
job cuts stemmed from printing plants being closed or
printing work being outsourced
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40

28.3
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An article in Newslaundry of 5 December 2020
illustrates an example from the Indian newspaper
printing market. It spoke about the Times Group’s
decision to cease the publication of Pune Mirror and to
relaunch Mumbai Mirror as a weekly owing to the
pandemic-induced economic crisis. Quoting a
statement by the company, the article read
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“Not only has the newspaper industry been among the
hardest hit in terms of revenues, it has been weighed
down by an import duty that has added to newsprint
costs.”

1,500
ff

That is the number of jobs lost to printing plant shutdowns in 2020 in the USA alone, including at Gannett’s Palm
Springs Desert Sun, Tribune’s Hartford Courant and the Tampa Bay Times. A list of U.S. newspaper publishers
a ected by the pandemic includes 13 plant closures so far.

Cost-cutting – office space
While the non-press staff could work out of their
homes, the printing presses had to be up and
running during the pandemic. However, daily
commuting was dif cult in a number of countries
with lockdowns. Many organisations, therefore,
arranged accommodation facilities for their staff.
Around 37 percent of the survey respondents
changed housing facility arrangements in 2020.
Around 41 percent said that the pandemic
made them rethink their housing arrangements
Some publishers simply had to cut down the use of
rented space due to the economic situation. There
were also respondents who relocated, went for
low-cost housing or renegotiated the rental price of
their housing facilities.
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Some companies enabled work-from-home options
for prepress employees, like planning, text and
image processing, and this could be long term.

37%
41%
59%

63%

Yes

No

Has the pandemic
made you rethink
your housing
arrangements?

Yes

No

Has your company
changed your housing
arrangement this year?

Cost reduction – closing plants a possibility?
Do you have plans to close any printing plants?
80

73.9
60

In a newspaper printing company you always need to
operate machines such as presses and post-press
equipment. But with the work-from-home success and
the fact that some of ces could most likely be eliminated
to save valuable space and of ce rental costs could
come down, many publishers and printers will review
their facility management.

40

Yet a large majority of the respondents in the survey
said they have no plans to close their printing
facilities or subcontract their printing operations in
2021. But more than 20 percent are not sure yet if they
will possibly have to close printing plants.
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Two respondents said they will de nitely close print
plants. Both are from European medium-sized
newspaper companies and both are not planning to
subcontract their print operation. This means their current
newspaper printing capacity will be taken off the market.

Subcontracting print operations
Looking ahead to 2021, the vast majority of 74 percent of
respondents plan to keep their newspaper printing
departments in-house. But as many as 22 percent from all
regions and with very different circulation sizes are at least
considering the idea of subcontracting their print
operation. And 4 percent are determined not to print
themselves any more in future. These are two
newspapers, both from Europe and both with a circulation
below 100,000 copies.
Do you have plans to subcontract your print operation?
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Values in percentages*

No

We observe a long-term trend of separating the
publishing and the printing businesses. WAN-IFRA
published a rst report on the emerging mega trend
already in 2006 and followed up this development
over the years. For more information see WANIFRA Report »Changing Print«, Frankfurt/Main
2019, page 147 and following pages.

Here is an example of subcontracting print from the United States: The
Kansas City Star announced on 10 November 2020 that it will vacate
the production building and no longer use the presses. On 25
November 2020 Rick Edmonds reported on poynter.org
“By the end of next year [2021], staff […] will relocate to smaller
of ces. 68 full-time and 56 part-time pressroom jobs will be lost. […]
Part of the math is pretty simple. As construction of the production
plant was being started, according to a 2002 Editor & Publisher article,
the Star’s print circulation stood at 266,000 daily and 380,000 Sunday.
Now those gures have fallen to 46,000 daily and 66,000 Sunday (with
another 37,000 paid digital subscriptions). That’s more than an 80
percent decline.
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Nowadays publishing companies do not necessarily have to own a
printing plant and newspaper printers can print for more than one
publisher or customer. This trend developed in many countries over the
last decades, especially in North America, the Nordic European
countries, the United Kingdom, and Spain. A number of new business
models developed alongside this trend, like outsourcing print, owning
the plant but outsourcing the operation of the equipment, print plants
as separate pro t centres, and co-ownership of printing plants by
several publishers.

Big concern: Print advertising YoY declines
What are your biggest concerns in terms of impact on your
business in 2021? Decline in advertising / development?
80

71.7
60

And for a large majority (71.7 percent) of the
respondents, a possible further decline in print
advertising was, naturally, a major worry.
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Very concerned

The Corona pandemic has exacerbated the
already existing business problems of the
newspaper printing industry, particularly print
advertising which has seen YoY declines globally
for several years now. Last year, it declined
19.5 percent globally and several forecasts
have it falling in double digits again in 2021.

That combined with similar declines in
circulation, albeit at a lower rate (13 percent
globally in 2020), puts some newspaper printers
business at risk if the health crisis persists.

Declining print circulation
Printed newspaper circulation numbers saw a signi cant
fall in 2020. For instance, in the United Kingdom alone
the ABC gures in August showed that most regional
dailies lost 10-20 percent of their circulation during the
lockdown.
So, it is no surprise that close to 60 percent of
respondents were extremely worried and more than
90 percent of survey participants were concerned
about further declining print circulation numbers in
the future
Coming to 2021 and more concrete gures, according to
the WAN-IFRA survey, more than half the respondents
expect to see print circulation declining up to 10
percent. Less than 15 percent of respondents even
expect to see the decline going above 20 percent

fi

.


fi

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


.


fi

It is notable that none of the respondents expected to
see an increase in print circulation, although there was a
minority that expected to see no change.

7%

37%

56%

How concerned are
you about print
circulation and
the impact on your
business in 2021?

Very concerned
Concerned
Not too concerned

2%
13%

26%

59%

How do you see
your print circulation
developing in 2021?

Values in percentages*

Declining 0-10%
Declining 11-20%
Declining by more than 20%
No change

Rising material costs
According to reports, newsprint prices have gone up by 20
percent in the months from November 2020 to January 2021,
and are expected to grow by another at least 10 percent in the
coming months. Newsprint contributes roughly 50 percent of
the cost of producing a newspaper. Hence, this shift to paper
of lower grammage makes sound nancial sense. However, it
comes with quite a few operational challenges. For the printer,
the use of lower grammage newsprint presents problems visà-vis sustaining quality and optimising productivity.
What are your biggest concerns in terms of impact on your
business in 2021? Rise in prices of materials
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Very concerned
Concerned
Not too concerned
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Values in percentages*

The WAN-IFRA Report »Implications of
changing to lower grammage newsprint«
(Frankfurt/Main 2018) analyses the
chances of switching to a lower paper
grade to reduce newsprint costs.

Commercial printing business also to dip
If you have commercial printing, how do you see this
business developing in 2021, in terms of revenue?
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Declining by more than 20%
Increasing 0-10%

Declining 11-20%
No change
Increasing 11-20%
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Many newspaper printers have adapted
their operations over the years to also
offer commercial printing products, as a
way to attract new customers and
business
But like newspaper business,
commercial printing, too, is expected to
see a decline, as per the survey
responses. More than half the
respondents expect to see declines
in revenue from commercial printing
in 2021.
Unlike in the case of newspaper print
circulation, a small minority (6.5
percent) responded that they expect
to see an increase in commercial
printing.

It seems that many newspaper printers have not yet
fully realised the opportunities of producing highend commercial or semi-commercial print products
alongside standard newspaper products. That is
why they do not make enough effort to exploit these
business opportunities, which, however, require
aggressively presented competition against heatset
printers.
As a rule, the technical prerequisites are available in
the printing plants. The necessary materials, such
as high-grade papers and inks, are offered on the
market by the well-known suppliers
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The four-high newspaper press concept provides
not only a cost-effective investment that leads to the
simpli cation of press design, layout, electronics,
installation, and maintenance. By opening up the
possibilities of semi-commercial printing, the fourhigh con guration also creates the opportunity of
additional revenue streams for newspaper printing
companies, thus moving printing from a mere
technical question to a business factor.

You will nd more about this topic and
its business background in the WANIFRA Report High-Value Print
Production, Frankfurt/Main, 2017.

The publishers reacted last year with new organisational concepts,
working from home, and in some cases even with drastic cost-cutting
measures that included layoffs and even shutdowns
Cost-consciousness remains the top priority for 2021, but layoffs,
shutdowns and outsourcing of print jobs are not planned on a large
scale any more
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Despite the economically dif cult situation, more than 70 percent of
newspapers are planning investments to improve ef ciency and to lower
production cost.

fi

Conclusion
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Newspaper publishers around the world have been struggling for many
years with declining advertising business, falling print runs and reduced
page counts. The Corona pandemic exacerbated all the existing
dif culties and brought additional problems

WAN-IFRA’s World Printers Forum organised seven webinars on the consequences of
the Corona pandemic for newspaper production. Reports on these webinars can be
found on the WAN-IFRA website:
Newspaper production in the time of COVID-19
Print Production during COVID-19
Indian publishers promote safety of print newspapers
Indian publishers promote safety of print newspapers
How Times Group has been handling print production during COVID-19
What is next in newspaper production? Cases from Belgium and Australia
How Canada’s Globe and Mail handled distribution issues during COVID-19

.


Related topics

Already in summer 2020 WAN-IFRA conducted a survey among members of the World
Printers Forum and part of the Global Media Trends Panel, to better understand how
print operations have been affected and how they adapted to the new reality. The
report is available for download here: Print Production during COVID-19

