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Magazine publishing in the UK is a thriving 
business, employing more than 53,000 people 
and worth more than £6 billion a year. The 
top 200 magazines are read by 87% of the adult 
population each month and consumers are 
spending more than ever before. 

The importance of sustainable development 
is widely recognised in a sector that has sought 
to reduce environmental impact and 
contributes significantly to the economy. 56% 
of waste is recycled by the printing, publishing 
and recording industry: the highest of any 
sector. But decisions made by publishers such 
as choice of paper, use of laminated covers, 
packaging options, inclusions of inserts and 
covermounts can have a major influence on 
the sustainable performance of the entire 
supply chain.

Now a new report supported by the Sustainable 
Technologies Initiative provides the first 
comprehensive survey of the social, economic 
and environmental balance sheet of magazine 
publishing. The work was carried out by the 
leading consultancy Pira International with 
help from members and the executive of the 
Periodical Publishers Association (PPA). 

The report, ‘A strategy for achieving 
sustainability in the UK magazine publishing 
sector’, analyses the sector’s contribution to 
society the economy and its environmental 
record. It equips publishers to understand the 
impact of their decisions and provides an 
action plan to achieve the goal of long-term 
sustainability.

‘If you don’t address sustainability issues in the 
long term you don’t have a viable business,’ 
says Michael Sturges, head of strategic 
consulting for Pira. ‘The factors that affect 
magazine publishing include resources use, 
recycling, content management and 
managing the supply chain. If publishers are 
not aware of these issues and strategically 
prepared to deal with them, then it could have 
quite an impact on their businesses in future.’

The report is based on the six month SUSMAG 
study supported by the STI programme. The 

STI, which is now closed for new project 
applications, has helped to fund a wide range 
of projects to promote sustainability by 
encouraging economic growth and 
employment while safeguarding the 
environment and conserving natural resources. 

In producing the STI report, Pira built upon 
its work with the PPA to evaluate the 
environmental impact of magazine publishing. 
The report widens the perspective to cover 
economic and social implications. Its 
publication coincides with negotiations 
between the PPA and the government over a 
voluntary producer responsibility agreement 
including a target for post-consumer recycling.

‘The report informed the current dialogue by 
showing the interconnectedness of a lot of the 
issues,’ says Michael Sturges. ‘It has also helped 
to highlight the role that magazine publishing 
plays in terms of firstly putting virgin paper 
in the paper cycle and secondly delivering 
products that consumers want.’

The report concludes that magazine 
publishing has great potential for 
environmental sustainability. The prime raw 
material, paper, comes from a renewable 
resource and the end product is recycled. The 
industry is already involved in a number of 
initiatives to reduce negative impacts. These 
include a joint programme between the PPA 
and the British Printing Industries Federation 
to develop an environmental scheme for 
printers. 

Among the report’s many recommendations, 
publishers are challenged to encourage 
research that would raise the usable proportion 
of recycled paper, and to continue pressing 
for the adoption of improved environmental 
management systems by printers. Energy use 
has risen by 25% since 1997, partly because 
magazines now include more colour pages; 
printers have been set the target of reducing 
energy consumption by 12%.

Publishers are urged to consider reducing the 
use of covermounts, ranging from CDs to 
garden tools and beach bags, which are used
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publishers to understand how the decisions 
they take are likely to affect long-term 
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to boost impulse buying. The resulting mix of 
plastics, textiles and metals makes cost-effective 
recycling almost impossible.

The report also highlights the need to encourage 
more consumers to recycle their magazines as 
the current proportion is only around 30%. It 
suggests that magazines are well placed to play 
a part in communicating this need. 

‘For the PPA, the report is an important 
document in shaping our thinking on the 
services we provide and how our membership 
should take sustainability forward,’ says Nick 
Mazur, deputy CEO. ‘We were working on a 
number of key initiatives for the future 
sustainability of the sector across the board and 
it was a valuable exercise to have these 
considered by an independent organisation, 
which then made suggestions on further 
potential areas to consider.’ 

The STI’s support is seen as having made an 
important contribution to achieving the goal 
of long-term improvements in sustainability. 

‘Support from the STI programme has added 
weight to the debate,’ says Michael Sturges. 

‘There is a lot of good work going on in the 
industry and people want to join in. By making 
it possible to investigate the issues the STI’s 
involvement has provided a valuable stepping 
stone to set things in motion.’

The full 100-page report, ‘STI project: A strategy 
for achieving sustainability in the UK magazine 
publishing sector’, is available to PPA members 
 from Nick Mazur at the PPA, tel: 020 7404 4166). 
A summary of the full report, ‘Magazines’ key 
role in UK society: Sustainability and the 
medium’ is available online on the STI website 
or in hard copy from Nick Mazur.

Additional project information 
and background

What does the report cover?

Key sections of the STI report deal with the 
impact of magazine publishing on society, the 
economy and the environment. The survey 
concludes that magazines benefit society by 
delivering information, advice and 

entertainment, and broadening literacy. From 
the economic perspective, margins grew steadily 
in the 1990s, and there are signs of a recovery 
from the recent recession. 

How much do consumer magazines contribute 
to turnover?

Out of the total turnover of well over £6 billion, 
consumer titles account for nearly half. The 
balance is made up by business and professional 
magazines and customer and contract 
publishing titles. 

Does the industry have a good environmental 
record?

The study found that the overall environmental 
impact of magazine publishing is low. Most of 
the emissions and waste generated by magazine 
production are now recycled, as is 100% of the 
fibre from magazine returns. But magazine 
quality production demands a grade of paper 
containing virgin fibre and little recycled paper 
is used. 

Isn’t the internet reducing the number of 
magazines people read?

The internet is increasingly competing for 
people’s time and attention and the report 
encourages publishers to consider the long-term 
threat to content and advertising revenues. 
Magazine publishers are urged to embrace new 
delivery platforms to serve their readers and to 
retain influence and credibility, especially with 
young people and in the business sector. 
However, magazine readership and internet use 
are expected to continue growing in tandem.

How was the survey done and how much did it 
cost?

A research team from Pira International carried 
out the survey with information from the PPA 
and its members. After major issues had been 
identified and analysed by desk research and 
meetings, the results were validated in a 
workshop with senior industry figures and 
refined through a series of interviews and 
comments at the draft report stage. The total 
research budget was £78,000, of which STI 
funding contributed nearly half, with the 
balance from the industry.

‘By making it possible to 
investigate the issues, 
the STI’s involvement 
has provided a 
valuable stepping stone 
to set things in motion.’


