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What do the Earth’s surface and the installed base of wide-format inkjet printers have 
in common? I would be shocked to hear that anyone has even slightly pondered this 
question, so let me give you the answer. Approximately 71% of both are filled with 
water. Yes, it’s true. And just how are they different? The position of one is shrinking 
and the other is rising. I’m sure that it will come as little surprise as to which is doing 
what. 
 
Where did I come up with such trivia? Well, I often find myself in random places staring 
blankly at the world around me in order to find ideas for my articles. This time, I spent a 
rainy Saturday afternoon in the café of a bookstore, enjoying a 20-ounce latté that 
made the price of a gallon of gasoline almost seem like a bargain. During my visit, I 
headed over to the American classics and ended up leafing through Mark Twain’s 
works. Interestingly, some of Twain’s ideas apply to this month’s column, so I’ve 
enlisted the help of a few notable quotes of his in discussing the topic at hand: the 
position of the wide-format aqueous inkjet printer.  
 
“Get your facts first, and then you can distort them as much as you please.” 
I really appreciate this quote, though it hits a little close to home. Some believe that 
analyzing statistics is fun. I’m one of those people, and I feel that doing so is necessary 
in order to really understand markets and opportunities—both established and 
emerging. But interpreting numbers, maintaining data, and relating these figures to the 
real world is often quite tricky. In a vacuum, making sense of the numbers would be 
easy. But the challenge is often taking data and creating analyses that answer the 
questions, “Why?” and “Does that take into account the whole market picture?” 
 
Much has been said and published over the past two years about the imminent fall of 
aqueous inkjets at the hands of solvent and UV-curable inkjet technology for wide-
format graphics. And to be fair, I have made my own assertions based on the results of 
Web Consulting’s research. “Facts are stubborn, but statistics are more pliable,” Twain 
said. I am starting to think he had something against numbers. 
 
“The reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.” 
 
I can only imagine Twain’s amusement when he sent this message via telegraph to the 
US press upon reading his own obituary while in London. However, less amusing were 
the predictions made over the past ten years about the rapid demise of several 
markets and technologies. While some were accurate, many have yet to—and may  
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never—be realized. The three that immediately come to mind are graphics screen 
printing, wide-format aqueous inkjet printing for graphics, and the market for cut vinyl. 
One false market explosion is the digital printing of textiles, but that’s another story for 
another time. Since my thoughts on the US cut-vinyl market and the future challenges 
facing graphics screen printing have already been published in the pages of this 
magazine, I will focus on aqueous inkjets here. 
 
With all of the attention placed on solvent and UV inkjet printing over recent years, one 
might think that the days of wide-format aqueous inkjet printing are numbered. But the 
bottom line is that aqueous inkjet technology is not extinct; nor is it quickly 
disappearing from the wide-format market. Is it losing share? Without a doubt. But to 
be fair, aqueous inkjet technology captured 89% of the active US installed base of 
wide-format inkjet printers in 2003, so there was only one direction that aqueous 
inkjet’s position could realistically take. And again, aqueous inkjet captured 71% of the 
US installed base of graphics printers two years later. 
 
My statement that 71% of wide format inkjet printers are water-based machines could 
be open to challenge. While that finding is absolutely true when applied only to the US 
market for inkjet-printed graphics, is it still accurate when looking at the entire market 
for inkjet printers 24 in. wide and up? The answer is no. In fact, that statement would 
no longer hold water (sorry, I just had to). And I would venture to guess that most 
reading this article saw that 71% and thought only of graphics printers. But what about 
technical (CAD) printers? I realize that technical printing may not impact many 
businesses, but it should not always be omitted from facts and figures. Including those 
technical printers in an assessment of the marketplace puts the aqueous inkjet in very 
different place among all wide-format printers. 
 
There is no question that the global growth of the digital-printing side of the wide-
format-graphics industry has been significant. And the adoption of inkjet technology 
has been vast across many types of users. Historically, the sales of inkjet printers for 
wide-format technical applications has often been more than four times the sales 
volume of printers sold to produce conventional graphics, such as signage, P-O-P, and 
more. Today, the ratio in aqueous inkjets of graphics to technical printers on a 
worldwide sales basis is nearly one to one. And if you think that aqueous inkjet 
technology is no longer significant, I beg to differ. Including both the sales of wide-
format printers for graphics and technical applications, aqueous inkjet still captures 
more than 90% of global wide-format-printer sales. 
 
“We are all alike, on the inside.” 
 
So you may feel that I am looking through rosy colored glasses to make my point 
about aqueous inkjets. And you might be correct, as I am only talking about the 
number of printers sold or in the installed base. I have not taken the volume of printing 
or the productivity of machines into account—factors that obviously vary from one 
imaging technology to another. But while it is true that non-aqueous-inkjet technologies 
are capturing a larger share of wide-format output, I feel that a place will exist for 
aqueous technology for many years to come. Even though I can’t see aqueous inkjet 
holding on to the lion’s share of the entire market, I see no reason why aqueous inkjet 
can’t continue to capture most of the volume for photographic enlargements, fine art, 
proofing, and other applications that require high-resolution or glossy output.  
 
The real question, however, should be: “How do I continue to make money at this?” In 
taking an objective view of the printers on the market, there are probably hundreds of 
different models using a limited number of inkjet printheads. Many of these printers  
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therefore make use of the same core technology as dozens of other printers on the 
market. So the key for both manufacturers and print shops alike is to successfully 
differentiate themselves and their products from the competition. Opportunities 
certainly exist in the marketplace, though they—and their related applications—are 
fragmenting and becoming more specialized as the market for wide-format printed 
graphics grows.  
 
As a frequent speaker at industry trade shows and conferences, I need to make sure 
that I understand not only what the numbers mean, but also what’s the whole story and 
why. In this ever-changing and complex market it is important to make critical and 
calculated decisions. Twain said, “It is wiser to find out than suppose.” Using an 
aqueous inkjet printer for all of your graphics-printing needs may not be as popular a 
move as it once was, but the technology has its place and serves admirably there.   
 
 
 
 
 
Michael Flippin is the president of Web Consulting, Inc. The company was founded in 
Oxfordshire, UK, in 1993, and serves a global consultancy to the digital-printing, screen-printing 
and industrial-decoration industries. Web Consulting has offices in Boston, MA, Shanghai, China, 
and Oxfordshire, UK. You can contact the company at www.web-na.com. 
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Web Consulting is pleased to 
announce the 2006 schedule  
of Industry Reports. 
 
These multi-client reports cover  
a wide range of digital printing 
markets and applications. Each 
report is available individually 
or as part of discounted report-
package subscription. 
 
To purchase or to obtain 
additional information, please 
contact Michael Flippin at      
(617) 536.5925 or email 
michael.flippin@web-na.com. 

local research  |  global insight 
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U.S. SIGN & SCREEN PRINT MARKET REPORT 
$2,795 April 2006 publication 
Provides historical and forecasted U.S. retail sales, segmented by market and application with analysis of supply 
market including PSA vinyl, banner material, application tape and screen print ink. 
 

U.S. WIDE FORMAT INKJET MARKET FORECAST 
$3,995 June 2006 publication 
Details aqueous, oil, eco-solvent, solvent and UV-curable annual inkjet printer shipments, inkjet media purchases, 
inkjet ink sales, RIP platform sales, and inkjet graphics retail sales. 
 

U.S. WIDE FORMAT INKJET PRINTER & RIP TRENDS 
$3,995 August 2006 publication 
Provides in-depth look at printer and RIP purchasing trends, supplier market share, customer satisfaction ratings, 
best and worst product features plus other installed-based technology trends. 
 

2006 U.S. INKJET PRINTING ON FABRICS (TEXTILE GRAPHICS) 
$3,295 September 2006 publication 
Provides an overview of the applications and opportunities for inkjet printing on fabrics. Described as “soft 
signage,” Web Consulting defines these applications as textile graphics or promotional textiles. 
 

2006 U.S. PSA VINYL TRENDS 
$4,695 October 2006 publication 
Provides a comprehensive analysis of PSA vinyl (sign, screen and inkjet) usage, purchasing trends, brand market 
share, supplier performance ratings and distribution channels. 
 

2006 U.S. WIDE FORMAT INKJET MEDIA TRENDS 
$3,895 October 2006 publication 
Analyzes purchasing and usage trends segmented by aqueous, solvent and eco-solvent media. Includes brand 
market share, types of media purchased, performance ratings and distribution. 
 

2006 U.S. INTERNET TRENDS 
$795 November 2006 publication 
Analyzes Internet-utilization trends for shops, including common online activities, online purchasing habits, and 
email and website ownership; also provides trends in end-user online behavior. 
 

2006 U.S. SIGN & GRAPHICS TRENDS (Quarterly; Four Reports) 
$1,995 published quarterly 
Updates economic and sales trends, sales growth, sales predictions, proposal activity, capacity utilization and 
pricing. Compares industry to GDP, U.S. ad spending and other economic data. 
 

FLATBED INKJET PRINTING 2006 (First published in 2004) 
$3,295 updated annually 
Provides a detailed overview of the emerging market for Flatbed Inkjet Printers including main applications,  
profiles of leading flatbed manufacturers, a review of relevant ink technologies, market sizing and forecasts.  
 

INKJET PRINTING OF TEXTLES 2006 (First published in 2003) 
$2,795 updated bi-annually from 2006 
Provides a strategic overview of the textile printing industry and markets to assess the market forecast opportunities 
for digital printing while considering competition, roadblocks, market/application needs.   
 

CHINESE WIDE & GRAND FORMAT MARKET 2006 
$4,695 updated annually 
Analyzes the Chinese outdoor and indoor graphics market: macroeconomic factors, manufacturer profiles,  
results of local market research, threats and opportunities, market sizing, trends and forecasts. 
 
Publication dates subject to change.   
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