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Inkjet printing market and trends

What is inkjet printing?

In recent years, digitisation has been a game-changer for all 
industries. Printing is no exception. The recent trends that mainly 
centre on the customer – including product personalisation, 
innovation and communication (through all means, particularly 
digital) align closely with the growing capabilities of digital 
printing. The variable data capability of digital printing allows 
unique and personalised landing sites for individuals. This trend 
favours digital print at the expense of flexo.

Digital printing is the main growth generator for print over the 
next five years. Inkjet printing, a key process in the evolution 
of digital print, involves spraying tiny droplets of liquid ink 
onto paper. These are placed with precision, enabling almost 
photo-quality images. Inkjet printing is used because it offers 
an economic alternative to other print processes as it has the 
advantage of all-digital print, of full variability and low set-up 
costs, allowing economic printing of runs down to single copies. 
This is being adopted in book manufacture to provide a valuable 
source of additional revenue to publishers, and has enabled 
considerable growth in self-publishing titles.

Inkjet printing now provides a variety of colours and opportunities 
which translate into improved image quality. Inkjet’s basic 
strengths are non-impact printing, which provides great flexibility 
in print systems; and inks that can print on almost any substrate, 
including irregular objects. Inkjet is consistently improving, both in 
terms of economics and in terms of reliability – backed by heavy 
investments in machinery, printing heads, inks and drying systems, 
as well as software and substrates. Inkjet is suitable to print on 
many products because the non-impact process is very flexible 
and prints at high quality and speed, while the cost position is 
becoming increasingly economic against most analogue  
printing alternatives.

Inkjet can produce short runs and unique products effectively. 
The use of online ordering and specification, using web-to-
print technology, is growing strongly in commercial printing. It 
is also opening new markets including micro-businesses and, 
increasingly, consumer markets. Inkjet printing is a key enabler in 
the production of short runs and one-off products.
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Current market 
and future forecast 
performance

Inkjet printing is the fastest-growing print 
process in graphics and packaging printing. 
As the technology has matured, it has 
become an important production tool in 
many diverse applications, with the printers 
and presses taking many different forms.

In value terms, inkjet is projected to 
increase from 8.8% share of the total print 
market in 2018 to 13.0% in 2023. In print 
volume terms, inkjet is much lower, moving 
from just 1.5% share of print area in 2018 
to 2.9% in 2023.

Inkjet will perform 

better than any other 

competing systems 

over the next few 

years, mainly due to 

the heavy investments 

being made in 

inkjet technology. 

Quality, reliability 

and productivity of 

inkjet equipment have 

all made significant 

improvements. 

Paper manufacturers 

and finishing 

equipment suppliers’ 

developments are also 

contributing to facilitate 

the transition from 

analogue to digital.

Inkjet vs other processes within 
total print and packaging markets  
– by value ($ billion)

Inkjet vs other processes within 
total print and packaging markets  
– by volume (A4 billion prints)
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Further, in 2023 inkjet is predicted to increase 
57% in value terms and 89% in volume terms, 
when compared to 2018.

In 2018, the total value of inkjet printing and 
packaging output in graphics and packaging 
applications is valued at $69.6 billion, with a 
total print volume the equivalent of 749 billion 
A4 prints. Inkjet technology can be used in 
many different ways – not only to print graphics 
and packaging, but also to decorate and add 
functions to manufactured items. The 2018 value 
of the inkjet printing segment of this activity is 
$27.0 billion, including many novel areas such as 
3D printing, ceramic printing and textiles. These 
are all good examples of the transformation 
taking place as digital takes share from analogue 
printing methods in a range of applications. 
Growth will moderate slightly going forward to 
>9% reaching over $109 billion by 2023, with a 
total print volume the equivalent of 1,417 billion 
A4 prints. 

Inkjet technology is established across the world 
– although the mix of work varies, with more 
high-performance single-pass printing in Western 
Europe and North America than elsewhere.

Regional inkjet markets 2018, 
A4 billion prints or equivalent

Regional inkjet markets 2023, 
A4 billion prints or equivalent

Western 
Europe: 178

North 
America: 258

Asia: 199

Latin 
America: 48

Eastern 
Europe: 34

Middle 
East: 16 Africa: 7

Australasia: 10

Western 
Europe: 314

North 
America: 429

Asia: 404

Latin 
America: 113

Eastern 
Europe: 81

Middle 
East: 40

Africa: 20
Australasia: 15
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What are the key drivers  
and trends?

The main drivers and trends for the adoption of inkjet include:

•  Big Data, the Internet of Things, and digitalisation of 
both print processes and packaging. To satisfy demands and at 
the same time establish a connection with the consumer, brand 
owners have to take into consideration the digital revolution, 
with personalised becoming the new norm. Consumers want 
their products to be interactive and to contain everything 
there is to know about it. This can be achieved with advanced 
technology features such as QR codes with links to social 
media, virtual reality, etc. Digital printing is potentially the 
only type of printing that can bring the possibility of product 
customisation in real time and for each product.

•  Smart production, speed, flexibility and cost 
control. Print companies can become more agile and 
responsive to customer requirements through adoption of 
digital print.

•  Benefit of digital capability. Inkjet provides the ability 
to print on demand (thereby eliminating the needs of MOQs), 
thereby allowing print companies to achieve efficiency in the 
production and supply chain.

•  New technology. With improving technologies, the market 
is developing high-performance machines offering very high 
quality and reliability.

•  New product functionality. Inkjet printing has the potential 
to offer new functions for print, making it more relevant for 
the end user, and helping to develop the connection between 
publisher and reader or brand and consumer. Full variable 
capability is key in direct mail, transactional and many security 
applications. The ability to print a single copy is an enabler for 
photoproducts and artwork such as canvas prints, together with 
the rise of online ordering of bespoke products. Additionally, 
inkjet imprinters can print unique codes and messages onto 
newspapers, cartons, magazines and security documents, 
broadening their usefulness. As print companies take on inkjet 
equipment, they will identify new applications and products 
that they can sell to their customers, aiding their operations.

•  Non-impact printing. Inkjet can be used to print onto 
very delicate irregular materials. This is being explored and 
increasingly adopted in many applications, allowing process re-
engineering that can provide significant time and cost savings 
against traditional print manufacturing processes.

•  Supply chain disruption. With the 
increasing e-commerce market, retailers 
and brand owners can use the transit 
packaging as a vehicle to communicate 
with their consumers, and widen the 
functions of the packaging, engaging 
with consumers in new ways while 
improving the experience of receiving a 
pack. Another example is the photobook 
market that has been enabled by  
online ordering.

•  Sustainability. As social responsibility 
is increasingly growing amongst 
consumers, digital has the potential to 
bring significant advantages against 
analogue alternatives – with less waste 
and use of chemicals and materials. 
Further, through digital, consumers 
can be educated in terms of the print 
and packaging their product contains, 
and how to recycle it and be more 
responsible (i.e. link reader technology).

5



Advantages of inkjet vs analogue

Digital printing, particularly inkjet printing, is increasingly displacing 
established analogue print processes. Inkjet has started being 
preferred in some areas over analogue processes and opens up new 
applications, with new routes to market and workflows developing.

What drives the adoption of  
inkjet printing?

Print companies are investing in inkjet, mainly in response to the 
improving economic performance of inkjet resulting from new 
technologies and reduction in consumable costs; coupled with its 
flexibility and agility; and lead time reductions for many products 
down to a single copy. 

Whilst switching to inkjet brings potential advantages, there are 
also barriers – such as the higher cost of printing when it comes 
to longer runs, specifically when compared to analogue printing. 
Inkjet can be more economical on long runs than on other digital 
print systems however. Some potential users are put off by the 
initial high price of equipment and relative cost of inks. Inkjet 
printing is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Additionally, there is a 
learning curve required for users to understand how to get the 
best quality and performance from high-performance inkjet. The 
adoption of inkjet may be time-consuming for many new users 
due to established supply chains – whilst other concerns over the 
quality and reliability of the process, and food safety in packaging 
may have to be considered.

To get the best quality and performance from high-

performance inkjet, users are required to understand 

the complexity of it.

The continuing technology developments are 

steadily overcoming existing barriers, making inkjet 

increasingly useful.

Continuing technology developments 
are steadily overcoming these barriers 
though, making inkjet increasingly useful. 
For example, inkjet can be integrated 
into many converting processes due to 
its non-impact printing characteristics, 
which is important in print and packaging 
applications, industrial print, and functional 
decoration. Additionally, developers 
are exploring new ways of using inkjet, 
integrated with robotics to decorate items 
in new ways.

As consumers and organisations are 
increasingly concerned about sustainability, 
inkjet printing also becomes an alternative 
worth considering. This is due to its 
potential environmental benefits, such as 
no usage of plates / cylinders, reduced 
setup waste, the ability to print exact 
quantities on demand, and no minimum 
order quantities.
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The advance of inkjet 
technology

The print industry is seeing major 
developments in digital printing, with a 
significant R&D spent on inkjet printing. 
While inkjet technology still has plenty of 
room to improve its speed and cost (on high-
performance systems and consumables) even 
further, the main driver of inkjet stands in 
the promise of better quality, reliability and 
ability of product customisation – all fuelled 
by digital technologies, and demonstrated by 
the current technical capabilities of digital 
print systems. Development work continues 
rapidly on printheads, inks and control 
systems, software and electronics, printing 
stations, substrate or increasingly object 
handling, ink drying and potential links 
into a broader manufacturing or converting 
process. There is also much work on making 
substrates more ‘inkjet compatible’, with 
new surface formulations and treatments 
including innovative priming solutions that 
enhance print quality and durability.

Print quality Equivalent of good flexo and typical litho process colour. First varnishes 
and coatings. Paper may need priming.

Equivalent of good sheetfed on standard coated papers and board. In 
labels and packaging indistinguishable from litho, gravure and very  
good flexo.

Inkjet heads Heads coming onto the market at 1,200dpi, with greyscale printing at 
200m per minute.
Single-pass arrays common; quick replacement and adjustment in the 
event of failure boosts reliability.
Early examples of heads on robot arms programmed for decoration.

Speed of 300m per minute at high resolution (1,200dpi) available. 

High levels of redundancy further improve reliability. 

Heads combined with robotics open new applications in decoration and 
direct-to-shape.

Inkjet inks  
and fluids

Solvent, water-based and UV in wide use, with LED growing. Electron beam 
curing brought to market. Hybrid UV/water systems being introduced.
High ink costs a concern to many users and potential buyers.

Falls in solvent, growth in pigmented water-based and radiation curing 
grades. White, metallic effect, fluorescent, varnish and security inks in use.
Inks remain at a higher price than analogue but falling with volume and 
more applications are economic.

Inkjet presses High-speed inkjet colour machines in web formats at speeds of 300m per 
minute on webs up to 2.8m, sheetfed at 6,500 B1 sheets per hour.
Linear speed of 100–300m per min in wide web, 100m per min in 
narrow web, some 1,000 square metres per hour in flatbed.

Large-format sheet and web for virtually any format and performance 
competing directly with analogue alternatives.
Top speeds remain at 300m at higher resolution. Improved reliability and 
automation increases productivity.

Inkjet speciality 
applications

Inkjet varnishing and speciality coating becoming accepted in book 
covers, commercial and packaging. Scodix digital print enhancers well 
accepted. Direct-to-shape printing growing strongly.

New embellishment and tactile finishes.

Inkjet substrates Paper and board makers working to improve quality on standard  
print grades.

New surface coating allows inkjet to print at equivalent quality to offset 
at no premium (some priming remains for films with water-based ink).

Inkjet economics Economic against analogue at short runs; high ink coverage lowers  
the crossover; high-performance hybrids boosting the position of inkjet  
in packaging.

Economic for medium and long runs, but many versions limits use of long 
runs allowing updates. Inkjet is mainstream for most products.

2018 current status

Technology transition across inkjet supply chain to 2023

2023 projection
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Future growth markets and sectors

Book printing is a maturing area for inkjet printing, while magazines 
and catalogues are seeing strong growth. Inkjet is increasingly 
being used in commercial print applications, with wide-format and 
high-speed presses being joined by the very high-quality sheetfed 
inkjet presses. The biggest change is in packaging – as new, 
high-performance machines come onto the market, and the early 
adopters benefit by developing new services for customers. 

The figure below shows the market development of the main 
applications between 2013 and 2023, highlighting the importance 

of advertising print – notably display and direct mail – but its  
share of the total falls across the period, as inkjet penetrates into 
other applications.

The development of high-speed inkjet presses continues apace, 
with suppliers segmenting the market with higher quality and 
higher productivity systems coming on the market. The range of 
applications is widening – from books, newspapers and mailing 
to commercial print – as quality and cost develop. Advertising 
dominates in value with point of sale (POS) and display. Mailing and 
books are maturing, with labels and commercial print growing. 

Following recent technology developments, 
inkjet printing can be used in relation to 
almost any surface. This capability means 
it is widely used to print and decorate a 
wide variety of items – for example cars 
and aeroplanes, where inkjet is being 
explored as an alternative to painting. Other 
applications can be seen in inkjet-printed 
ceramics, décor, textiles, glass, biomedical 
and electronics, highlighting the breadth 
of capability that has been developed to 
commercial standards for digital print.
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$150

$100

$50

$0

1500

1000

500

0
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Global inkjet print & packaging 
market (A4 billion prints)

Global inkjet print & packaging market 
($ billion constant 2017 values)
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A range of exciting applications underlines how the growing 
capabilities of inkjet print technology are translating into  
market successes:

•  For example, stationery supplier Senator is using inkjet printing 
to improve productivity on short runs, lowering minimum order 
values and offering new services to its customers

•  Clays, a UK-based book printing and publishing specialist, 
expanded its capabilities with another press machine, the HP 
Page Wide T490HD, to streamline its volume capability

•  The Sheridan Group, a US-based company offering printing 
services, has acquired two new HP presses, an HP Page Wide 
T240HD Colour Print Inkjet system and an HP Indigo 12000  
B2-format digital system. The new additions will help the 
company to support the life cycle of books and deliver  
zero-inventory programmes.
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Opportunities for those investing in inkjet

Companies across the world are deploying digital technologies in 
innovative ways to provide new business opportunities.

For publishers and marketeers, inkjet printing can do things 
that analogue print cannot accomplish. There may be variable 
data or versioning of items, or there may be unique codes and 
personalised results that provide links to the virtual world, all of 
which inkjet printing is capable to enable.

For print companies and converters, the business of inkjet 
is broadly similar to most other print processes. Users add value 
to substrates through printing and finishing processes, selling the 
products largely through traditional channels to market. Inkjet 
is suited to particular product configurations at particular run 
lengths, where it is economic against other printing processes. 
Further, digital print is no longer considered a threat, as print 
companies and converters understand the significant opportunities 
and high potential offered by digital printing, and particularly 
inkjet printing.

For marketing organisations and departments, 
inkjet printing offers the possibility of opportunities accessible 
through digital printing, such as versioning, targeted marketing, 
personalisation, customisation, regionalisation, special editions, 
consumer empathy, and interactive packaging such as QR coding 
or virtual reality.

For brand owners, digital print for packaging – particularly 
inkjet printing – can be an effective way to differentiate from 
competitors. This is especially true in terms of packaging 
applications, where companies have the opportunity to promote 
brand values and engage with the consumer.
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