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Digital technology is seen as 
a disruptive technology in the 
traditional print publishing 
environment. The principles 
of disruptive technology can 
therefore be applied to develop 
recommendations and suggest 
strategies for publishers who 
are planning to venture into 
digital publishing. Although the 
research focuses on South African 
trade publishers, the results and 
recommendations can be applied 
to different sectors of publishing, 
as well as to the wider international 
publishing industry.

The hype surrounding e-books and 
digital publishing has come, gone, 
and returned with renewed vigour 
since the first e-book was published 
in 1971. Today, the industry faces 
a high level of e-book optimism 
again. In July 2010, Amazon 
revealed that it was selling 180 
e-books for every printed book 
(Teather, 2010). 
 
Not long after that, the publishing 
industry was shocked at the 
news that the e-book market had 
exceeded expectations and had 
reached the $1 billion mark  
(Gobry, 2010). Even before these 
figures were released, publishers 
like Simon & Schuster and Penguin 
Books USA, and the bookseller 
Waterstones, had reported 
significant growth in their e-book 
sales (Wyatt, 2008).

Despite these promising reports, 
the future of digital publishing is 
still highly speculative: It is not clear 
when and to what extent publishers 
will move into digital publishing or 
if and when the market will truly 
embrace e-books. 

But whether or not e-books will 
eventually usurp printed books 
in the marketplace, publishers 
cannot afford to ignore the vast 
opportunities created by digital 
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technology. Guenette et al. (2010) 
believe that, for publishers, and 
their technology and service 
partners, the challenge over the 
next few years will be to invest 
wisely in technology and process 
improvement, while simultaneously 
being aggressive about pursuing 
new business models. In such a 
speculative environment, research 
is needed to provide direction in 
the transitional phase between 
traditional and digital publishing. 

Selecting a suitable business 
model

There are no clear guidelines for 
the selection or implementation of 
the significant new technologies 
that are available to publishers. 
Moreover, although business 
models will need to be revised 
to encompass new value-adding 
processes as supply chains and 
value chains change, there is still 
no consensus on the most suitable 
business model or framework for 
publishers.

This is even more true of the 
publishing industries in small 
countries. In South Africa, there 
has been very little research in 
the field of digital publishing, and 
no standards for implementation 
exist. To fill this gap, research 
was undertaken to investigate the 
current state of digital publishing in 
the South African trade publishing 
industry in 2010 and 2011 (Gaigher, 
2013). 

Research

The focus of the research was on 
the digital publishing strategies 
of South African trade publishers, 
as well as the ways in which 
publishers are using internet 
communication channels, such as 
social networks, in their businesses. 
The empirical research employed a 
mixed-methodology approach that 
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included an online survey of trade 
book publishers, reinforced by 
follow-up interviews with selected 
participants. The principles of 
disruptive technology theory served 
as a theoretical framework for the 
study.

Disruptive technology 

When one considers the 
changes necessitated by digital 
developments in the publishing 
industry, one can consider digital 
publishing to be a potential 
disruptive technology. Harvard 
Business School professor Clayton 
Christensen first coined the term 
“disruptive technology” in 1997 
(Christensen, 1997). 

A disruptive technology is a 
technology that initially serves 
only a niche market, but eventually 

displaces the current technology 
in the mainstream market 
(Christensen, 1997). Disruptive 
technologies initially underperform 
in comparison with established 
ones in serving the mainstream 
market, as they do not satisfy the 
minimum requirements that are 
most valued by mainstream  
customers (Danneels, 2004). 
Over time, as research and 
development investments are 
made and technology matures, 
the performance of the disruptive 
technology improves to the 
point that it can also satisfy the 
requirements of the mainstream 
market. During this process, those 
firms that supported the disruptive 
technology – often new entrants – 
tend to displace incumbent firms 
that only supported the traditional 
technology. Therefore, disruptive 
technology often goes hand in 

hand with the displacement of 
established firms by new entrants. 
If one follows the logic of disruptive 
technology, one can theorise that 
digital publishing could prove 
so successful that traditional 
publishing houses lose their market 
dominance and even disappear 
(Burk, 2001). Mierzejewska (2008) 
proposes that disruptive technology 
theory can provide a valuable tool 
to evaluate the potential threat of 
new technologies to the publishing 
industry.

Two factors that have been 
identified as pivotal to a  
company’s ability to survive 
disruptive technology are the 
resource allocation process and  
the organisational resources, 
processes and values (RPV) 
framework (Danneels, 2004). 
Using these parameters as a basis, 

 The future of digital publishing in South Africa is highly speculative. It is not clear to what extent publishers will move into 
digital publishing or if and when the market will truly embrace e-books.
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this research sought to reconcile 
publishers’ digital publishing 
approaches with the predictions of 
disruptive technology theory.

The state of digital publishing 
in South Africa

In South Africa, e-book markets 
are in a very early stage of 
development. This makes it difficult 
to compare this emerging segment 
with the overall publishing industry. 
In 2011, the Publishers’ Association 
of South Africa (PASA) included  
data on the sales of electronic 
books in its annual statistical  
survey of the publishing industry 
for the first time (PASA, 2011). 
 
This data was based on the number 
of titles made available, the number 
of paid downloads, and the revenue 
generated by these sales. The total 
net turnover of the general trade 
e-book industry in South Africa was 
found to be only R102 000 in 2011. In 
2012, this figure grew to R1 036 000  
(PASA, 2012). 

To place these very small figures in 
perspective, the total net turnover 
for general print books in 2011 was 

more than R400 million and in 2012 
it was nearly R480 million. The report 
also showed that only 111 locally 
produced e-books were available 
for downloading and that 896 paid 
downloads had been recorded for 
2011, which suggests an average 
of eight downloads per title (PASA, 
2011). This shows that the South 
African e-book market is in an 
embryonic stage when compared to 
the international e-book market.1

Empirical research in the form of 
a survey conducted among trade 
publishers confirmed that digital 
publishing in the South African trade 
publishing industry is in its infancy. 
The survey respondents consisted of 
a sample of 13 trade publishers who 
were already engaged in, or planning 
to venture into digital publishing 
soon after 2010. The sample included 
incumbent firms (well-established, 
traditional print publishers) and new 
firms (small publishing startups), and 
represented at least two-thirds of the 
trade publishing industry in South 
Africa.

The data revealed that 62% of 
respondents were small- to 
medium-sized publishers with 

between one and 20 full-time 
employees. The average number 
of e-books published annually by 
publishers was 39, but this figure 
is disproportionately influenced 
by three large, established 
publishers that each publish close 
to 100 electronic titles annually. 
Disregarding these large publishers 
leaves an average of 15 e-books 
annually for each of the seven 
remaining publishers. This gives a 
total of 105 titles, wich correlates 
closely with PASA’s figures of 111  
local e-books available for down-
load. PASA’s 2011 report found 
that this number had grown 
exponentially to 860 titles available 
for download, and the report 
speculated that the conversion of 
backlist titles to electronic form 
accounted for this increase  
(PASA, 2012). Improved awareness 
and reporting may also have 
accounted for a part of the increase. 

The fact that the majority of 
publishers that currently publish 
e-books are small- to medium-sized 
companies confirms the finding in 
the general literature that the size 
of a company may be negatively 
related to disruptive innovation 
(Christensen, 1997; Dan and  
Chieh, 2008; DeTienne and  
Koberg, 2002). 

1 At this stage, the US market is unequivocally dominant, with an e-book market worth $6 billion, 
but a high rate of growth is expected in the EMEA areas (Europe, the Middle East and Africa): 
forecasts of 51% compound annual growth have been made (Guenette et al., 2010).

 Disruptive technology theory can provide a valuable tool to evaluate the potential threat of new technologies in the 
traditional publishing industry.
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This is to be expected, as the 
size of a publisher is inherently 
linked to the company’s processes, 
resources and strategies. Larger 
companies are hampered by 
their more conservative and less 
flexible operating procedures, 
as well as the expectations of 
their stakeholders and existing 
customers. Their resource flow is 
controlled by current customers 
and investors (Dhillon et al., 2001). 
To adopt a new technology or to 
venture into a new market, they 
first have to navigate a complex 
corporate structure and hierarchy 
in order to start publishing for a 
new market. Small- to medium-
sized publishers do not experience 
these problems, as they have 
the flexibility to make business 
decisions more intuitively, 
unhampered by organisational 
inertia or bureaucracy.

Another key finding was that the 
majority of South African publishers 
tend to outsource e-book-specific 
processes such as production and 
electronic distribution. This shows 
that, although smaller publishers 
have started publishing digitally, they 
are still not investing in establishing 
in-house resources to perform the 
new processes. There is a clear lack 
of knowledge and skills.

In light of the transition from 
traditional to digital-based 
processes, traditional publishing 
business models need to be revised 
to encompass new value-adding 
processes as supply chains and 
value chains change (Tian, 2008). 
The transition to a digital publishing 
business model can potentially 
disrupt marketing, production and 
distribution processes – in both 
a positive and a negative sense. 
Since there is limited information 
available on trends and digital 
implementation strategies in the 
publishing industry, there are no 
clear guidelines for publishers to 
adapt their businesses to digital 
processes. It is vital that publishers 
have a clear understanding of 
the opportunities and threats 
inherent in such a transition before 
they attempt to develop a digital 
publishing strategy. 

 Table 1: Opportunities and barriers with regard to digital publishing in 
South Africa

Opportunities

 � Streamlined publishing processes
 � Lower cost due to a shorter and simpler supply chain and the 

elimination of printing costs 
 � Greater savings on costs tied to the physical product (warehousing and 

physical distribution)
 � The potential for greater profit
 � The elimination of risk related to the damage to and depreciation of 

printed books
 � The potential for greater flexibility and interactivity of content 
 � The potential for new levels of creativity in the production of new and 

interesting products and features 
 � Simplified searching, annotation and bookmarking for easy navigation
 � New marketing and distribution opportunities
 � Direct channels to target markets via social media
 � The possibility of tracking, monitoring and predicting online consumer 

habits and buying patterns

Barriers

 � Costly transitions to digital publishing strategies and operational 
models (new systems for e-book production, archiving and distribution) 

 � The necessity for extensive consultation and experimentation following 
the replacement of the printing process

 � Expenses related to electronic archiving and the development of 
systems

 � Preservation concerns
 � The acquisition of new resources (including training staff in digital 

processes)
 � The problematic alignment of digital and traditional intellectual 

property rights, and the accompanying digital rights management 
(DRM) restrictions and expenses

 � The plethora of different e-book formats and reading devices, and 
confusion about which one to choose

 � The confusion around pricing models, as there is a lack of standards in 
pricing, and the complication of users expecting e-books to be cheap or 
even free

 � Readers’ reluctance to move away from the printed book
 � Low internet access rates among the majority of the population
 � Slow and expensive broadband internet

The survey of South African trade 
publishers tested to what extent 
respondents were experiencing 
and reacting to opportunities and 
barriers to digital publishing, and 
how their processes were changing. 
It became apparent that South 
African publishers had not made 
significant adjustments to their 
business models to accommodate 
the changes necessitated by digital 
processes. Although publishers 
have digitised many of their 
processes, they have invested very 
little in e-books and have not taken 
advantage of opportunities to 
make changes to each step in the 
publishing value chain.

Managing disruptive 
technology in the publishing 
industry

The recommendations and lessons 
learned from disruptive technology 
theory were used to develop a set 
of objectives to serve as guidelines 
for publishers venturing into digital 
publishing. All recommendations 
and actions should take place 
against the backdrop of publishers’ 
resources, values and processes.
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 Table 2: Objectives to serve as guidelines for publishers venturing into digital publishing

Autonomous spin-offs or divisions
Create a separate, autonomous division responsible for digital activities in traditional publishing companies. Such a 
division should be small enough so that smaller revenues and profits are acceptable, and so that it remains unhindered 
by the demands of existing customers and investors. 

Create a core team to collect disruptive ideas and mould them into a proposition
Appoint a fresh team (either new staff members with specific skill sets suitable for the job at hand or flexible, free-
thinking team members already in the company) to collect digital publishing ideas and draw up proposals and 
implementation plans. Team members should be innovative risk-takers with digital publishing expertise and optimistic 
attitudes towards the e-book industry. 

Employ an informal management style
Allow managers in charge of digital publishing teams to proceed intuitively rather than having to be backed up by 
careful research and analysis. There is no definitive market research to rely on when making decisions regarding digital 
publishing at this stage. Digital publishing teams need the freedom to make decisions based on instinct and conjecture 
in an experimental fashion. 

Design long-term plans
Develop long-term digital strategies that are not dependent on immediate or short-term returns on investment. 
Strategies should not be formulaic, but rather experimental and daring. Publishers should strive to reach new markets 
and investigate several different avenues of digital publishing to find what works best for the company. Publishers 
will also need to ensure that the company and its employees understand that digital publishing is a real part of their 
business in the long term and not just a sideline project in order to incentivise employees to change their attitudes, to 
learn new skills to keep up with technology and to make a success of digital publishing activities. 

Keep resources in reserve
Invest enough time, money and resources in digital publishing to sustain digital publishing activities until the market 
breaks even, when e-books meet the requirements of the mainstream market and become a lucrative source of revenue.

Prepare for organisational change 
Unlearn deeply entrenched values and habits, while preserving and valuing some integral parts of the culture, such as 
entrepreneurship, risk taking, flexibility and creativity. Senior management must initiate a transformation of culture 
within the book publishing industry. 

Cater to existing and new customers equally
Do not ignore customers, current or potential. Identify the drivers of the future that emerge when the customers’ 
environment changes. A mainstream customer orientation and an emerging customer orientation can co-exist. 
Publishers should develop techniques to understand new customers’ needs. These needs and expectations will usually 
relate to technical issues such as the hardware and software used, but they could also relate to the content that readers 
prefer to read in a digital format. With internet communication channels, publishers have the opportunity to access 
new niche markets that they were unable to monitor before. Publishers need to engage in extensive research and 
development, making full use of social media and other communication channels that now enable them to monitor and 
understand the needs of customers, both existing and emerging.

Analyse trends in customer behavior
Take heed of the challenges and issues facing market acceptance of e-books, which will ultimately determine when 
e-books are accepted in the mainstream market. Publishers should keep a close eye on the progress of e-reading 
devices, formats, and DRM and pricing issues to judge accurately when the outstanding requirements have been met. 

Exploit the technology’s unique attributes
Exploit the interactive, innovative possibilities that the digital medium offers. E-books have the potential to include 
features such as search and cross-reference functions, hypertext links, bookmarks, annotations, highlights, multimedia 
objects and interactive tools (Vasileiou and Rowley, 2008). 

Engage in open innovation
Explore shared-stake ventures, joint ventures and joint acquisitions of resources that would be well placed and suited 
to enrich them in the face of digital publishing. In the case of digital publishing, a traditional publisher would benefit 
from acquiring a partner with a strong foothold in the digital market. 

Assume an international perspective
Creating disruptive innovations nearly always requires an international perspective (Dan and Chieh, 2008). One of 
the most significant advantages of digital publishing and e-books is the portability, ease of access and boundless 
distribution possibilities that naturally follow when a product exists in cyberspace. The internet offers an international 
ocean of e-book vendors that have no restrictions on shelf space. It also allows access to an endless pool of consumers 
in the international sphere that can be directly accessed through e-marketing and distribution strategies. 
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Recommendations 

The literature provides 
recommendations and guidance for 
companies implementing disruptive 
technology in their businesses. 
Christensen (1997) highlights 
the importance of “customer 
competence” – knowing the market 
intimately and being proactive 
enough to sense when the needs of 
the market are changing as a result 
of a new technology. Dan and Chieh 
(2008) identify the challenges of 
leadership, organisational structure 
and culture, the new product 
development process, employees, 
and spin-off or ambidextrous 
organisations as being particularly 
relevant to the publishing industry.  

The opportunities and advantages 
inherent in a move to a digital 
publishing process relate mainly 
to the shortened supply chain that 
would result from digitisation. 

The following areas have been 
identified as likely to be the  
most affected by the move to a 
digital publishing value chain  
(Carreiro, 2010; Du Sautoy, 2010; 
Hyatt, 2002; Tian, 2008):

 � Production and distribution 
processes are potentially much 
cheaper, as digital publishing 
eliminates warehousing 
and shipping, resulting in a 
shortened supply chain. These 
changes will necessitate major 
changes to production and 
distribution processes and 
workflows, and will require 
investment and resources.

 � Marketing, research 
and development, and 
commissioning processes will 
see significant changes as 
new opportunities for sales 
channels, intermediaries and 
direct contact with customers 
abound. Investment and 
resources are essential to 
develop new systems in these 
areas.

The survey suggests that publishers 
have not invested in restructuring 
production and distribution 
processes. Although publishers 

have digitised many of their 
processes, they have invested very 
little in e-books and have not taken 
advantage of opportunities to 
make changes to each step in the 
publishing value chain. 

Although they have started 
experimenting with digitisation 
in marketing, research and 
development, and commissioning, 
they have not made significant 
changes to their business 
processes in the production and 
distribution stages, which are 
the stages that need to undergo 
the most structural change in the 
move to digital publishing. They 
have not upgraded the skills of 
their current staff, nor have they 
acquired specialists to deal with 
digital aspects in-house. This not 
only refers to digital production 
skills, but also to digital marketing 
skills. Traditional marketing experts 
in publishing houses are probably 
not schooled in e-marketing 
to the degree necessary to 
remain competitive in the digital 
marketplace. In the case of 
e-books, the scenario is even more 
complicated, as market uptake 
is still small. Christensen (1997) 
advises companies to engage in 
“agnostic marketing”: Market under 
the explicit assumption that no one 
can know whether, how or in what 
quantities a disruptive product can 
or will be used before they have 
experienced using it. Thus, in order 
to foster a digital reading culture, 
publishers should actively promote 
the use of e-books in addition to 
specific titles.

Dhillon et al. (2001) state that 
success in the face of disruptive 
technology will be defined by the 
ability of a company to allocate and 
manage resources successfully. In 
order to successfully implement 
digital publishing processes, 
publishers have to understand 
what resources they need (and 
lack) and how to allocate them 
efficiently.

Conclusion

Implementing digital publishing and 
digitising processes could result in 

a shorter publishing value chain. 
This would afford publishers tighter 
control over projects and budgets. 
Adjusting their business models 
to keep these processes in-house 
would be highly advantageous to 
publishers if the e-book market 
grows significantly, as most 
publishers believe it will. Not only 
would they save on production, 
distribution and technical costs, but 
being involved in the entire digital 
publishing process would enable 
publishers to know their products 
and the market on a much more 
intimate level than at present – 
leading to Christensen’s “customer 
competence”.

Most South African e-book 
publishers are not yet reaping the 
benefits of a shorter publishing 
value chain. The initial cost of 
acquiring new resources to 
shorten the supply chain would 
be very high, as it would entail 
much training, new staff and 
implementing a new business 
model. Understandably, most 
publishers are hesitant to do this 
until the future market share of 
e-books becomes less of a gamble. 
The majority of South African 
e-book publishers continue to 
outsource most production and 
distribution processes, and are 
not profiting from the marketing 
opportunities as they could be. 

Despite the tentative and 
experimental nature of current 
digital publishing initiatives, 50% of 
publishers that ventured into the 
digital realm intend to dual-publish 
all titles in future: in other words, 
publish new titles in both print and 
electronic format. The remaining 
publishers will only publish a 
selection of their front-lists digitally, 
and they take a number of factors 
into consideration when deciding 
which titles to publish in digital 
form. The genre and market of the 
book are the most important of 
these considerations. These criteria 
reinforce the belief that digital 
publishing decisions are economy-
driven. Publishers make decisions 
based on costs versus revenue 
(Meadows, 2010). Whether there is a 
significant market – which goes hand 
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will face the risk of being left behind. 
The recommendations formulated 
from disruptive technology theory 
can provide a useful “how-to” guide 
for publishers implementing and 
managing digital publishing in their 
business processes. 
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in hand with genre – is the most 
important factor in a publisher’s 
decision to publish an e-book. Issues 
related to digital rights management, 
printing costs and shelf life are 
secondary considerations to the 
main question: Will the book sell, 
regardless of format?

Due to the current lack of a defined 
market, not to mention budgetary 
restrictions as book sales in general 
are down, publishers are clearly 
hesitant to invest heavily in digital 
publishing. As Attwell (2009) points 
out, the technical costs of setting 
up a digital publishing system might 
currently outweigh the potential 
sales of e-books. Similarly,  
Gordon et al. (2008) note that a 
traditional publishing company’s 
change to an electronic publisher 
demands a huge reorganisation 
effort and much investment. As 
long as digital publishing remains a 
niche market, the costs involved do 
not justify overturning publishers’ 
existing business models entirely. 
Publishers are only likely to invest 
enthusiastically in e-books once the 
market grows to a significant size 
and scope.

However, disruptive technology 
theory provides us with many 
cautionary tales of businesses that 
did not invest in new technology 
for these very reasons. When the 
tipping point is reached and the 
digital publishing market becomes 
profitable, traditional publishers that 
did not invest in digital technologies 

 The future of traditional publishers is dependent on them being proactive 
enough to sense when the needs of the market are changing as a result of 
new technology.


