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The challenge of sustainable growth:
A perspective on the publishing industry in South Africa

Abstract. The reading and buying patterns of book lovers have changed dramatically in the
past few decades. The consequences of a shrinking reading market are far-reaching. Stiff(er)
competition not only influences the profitability of the industry, but also places increasing
pressure on long-term prospects of sustainable growth. Radical restructuring processes that
characterise publishing houses across a broad spectrum are symptomatic of the structural
changes in the environment that require adaptation - a dangerous, even menacing situation.
What would the broader social and cultural implications be for society if the civilising effect
of books were to fall away or be restricted to an inferior role by entertainment that is aimed
solely at immediate gratification? This article aims – by way of an analysis of the Dutch
industry - to identify publishing strategies that could find possible application in the South
African industry to ensure sustainable growth.
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1. Probleemstelling

Boekliefhebbers se koop- en leespatrone het in die afgelope dekades dramaties
verander. Die gevolge wat ’n krimpende lesersmark inhou, is verreikend. Straw-
we(r) mededinging beïnvloed nie net die winsgewendheid van die industrie nie,
maar plaas ook toenemend druk op langtermyn vooruitsigte van volhoubare groei.

Bookseller berig dat die persentasie van die Britse bevolking wat jaarliks boeke
koop, afneem vanaf 50% in 1999 tot slegs 44% in 2001 (26 Apr. 2002: 28). Hieruit
kan afgelei word dat geen selfstandige groei in dié mark plaasgevind het nie;
’n uitgewer behaal meestal sukses ten koste van die markaandeel van sy mede-
dingers. Ook die Duitse boekhandel het in 2004 die vierde agtereenvolgende jaar
afgesluit met ’n omsetdaling van 0,4%. Die voorafgaande jare was die omsetverlies
veel hoër: -1,7% in 2001; -3,8% in 2002 en –2,24% in 2003 (Boekblad 25 Mrt. 2004: 11).


