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Introduction 

Although commerce based on money as opposed to barter goes back 
several thousand years, the concept of retail stores with goods 
regularly stocked at a fixed location and available for immediate sale at 
pre-determined prices is actually a very modern concept in historical 
terms. Its origins are a little over 300 years ago, and most of its 
development has occurred during the past 150 years. At the beginning 
of the 20th Century, the retail system was characterized by small, 
modest, single-site stores. By the end of that same century, it 
embraced a bewildering variety of horizontal approaches (e.g., 
enclosed malls, Main Street stores, catalog mail order businesses) and 
vertical product segmentations (e.g., ten commonly recognized sub-
categories such as Accessories or Athletic within the retail clothing 
business alone). The marketing process for the now-huge retail 
industry has grown apace in terms of sheer amount, number of 
channels and media, and sophistication. 

At the level of actual retail sites, display and advertising signage has 
been a large and important business for many years. The U.S. retail 
industry is estimated to have spent over $7 billion on such signage in 
2006, and this figure does not even include shelf labels whose only 
purpose is to provide pricing information. Both primary (survey) and 
secondary research shows large retailers deploying hundreds of these 
signs at each location and spending millions of dollars annually to keep 
them up-to-date by printing new ones and changing them out. As our 
signage audit in 2004 proved (and more recent store visits verify), well 
over 90% of all the signage in out-of-home settings will continue to be 
analog throughout the forecast period and beyond. 

Over the past fifteen years, an increasing volume of this signage has 
been either entirely digitally printed or has had variable imaging added 
to conventionally printed stock.  
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This trend has been primarily driven by the constantly growing cost-effectiveness of digital processes for 
the short runs that are common in retail signage, a cost-effectiveness that is especially the case for multi-
color or full-color signage. Faster turnaround times and less waste are also key advantages of digitally 
generated signage, whether grand format and narrow format. Lastly, it is easy to produce digitally printed 
signs at or close to the point of use, reducing the time, expense, and potential problems associated with 
traditional long-distance distribution from a central site. 

As the rate of technology adaptation continues to accelerate, the past five years have witnessed the 
creation of yet another digital signage technology—electrically powered dynamic digital displays. The 
current state of development in this industry and its future prognosis is the subject of this report. 
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