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Low Cost Laser Printers

In 1990, as I was (finally) completing my undergraduate studies in California, I sat in the classroom as all the essays were passed to the instructor. I noticed that most had been typed on electric typewriters, one had been typed on a manual typewriter and a few had been printed from a computer using either a laser printer or ink jet printer. I happened to be in the position to see all the papers pass through my hands. I commented to the instructor what a difference there was in the quality of the printed documents and marveled that it might be hard to be objective in grading. He replied that it was getting harder to see the student’s work separate from the quality of the document. Wow.

At the time I had an ink jet printer in my house with an old 286 computer that ran a primitive word processor. I used it mostly to draft my papers, and then would head for the computer lab to format them with MS Word and print them on the laser printer, at 5-cents a sheet. The introduction of low cost laser printers into the market place has been rapid since 1990. As with many technologies, the cost has decreased coincident with an increase in quality. When looking at the laser printer, we can see some of the consequences of the infusion of this innovation on the American societal system. 
One anticipated and desirable consequence was that these affordable printers would become available to more people in the system, and this has been proved true. Many more individuals can own laser printers today than 5 or 10 years ago. This has changed how people work at home; whether with home based business, school work or office work brought home. With professional quality resources in the home, there is much more flexibility in where and when work is done. 

What was unanticipated, perhaps, was the closing of part of the socioeconomic gap with the increase of low cost laser printers in the market place. As more public institutions like libraries and school can afford laser printers, more people have access to this resource. There is also a trend toward the decentralization of the control of printed communication. As highly quality printing is available to more of the population, anybody can produce their message for distribution. In general one direct consequence of the introduction of these printers is that quality printed communications are easier, and now more available to a larger segment of the population. 

Perhaps an indirect consequence of the broad infusion of this technology into more places is a “raising of the bar on quality”. Since more people have access to high quality printing, it is becoming more expected. Employers do not expect to see a typewritten resume, instructors do not expect to see typewritten or handwritten papers turned in for grades, and professional proposals and reports are expected to be printed on laser printers, and probably color laser printers. These kinds of change in expectations will also change the minimum standards accepted within a societal group. 
With the emergence of the PC computer, many thought the “paperless society” was sure to follow. However, it was actually easier to produce printed output for revision or editing. More paper was printed and with laser printers, more cartridges were being consumed. These are bulky and not ecologically friendly to deposit into landfills. The abundance of discarded toner cartridges became an undesirable consequence of having more laser printers available. 

And, from that undesirable consequence we can see an unanticipated and indirect consequence: The creation of an entire business and market for recycling spent cartridges. There are now many hundreds of companies, including printer manufacturers themselves who will “buy back” cartridges so they will not be dumped in land fills. The small amount of money provided in return for the cartridges is often a source of fundraising money for non-profit groups.
While the laser printer is not a life changing innovation, it has had an impact on American society. Businesses and individuals alike are affected by the availability of inexpensive, high quality printing. It is interesting how an innovation we see as part of our day to day working world, actually touches our community much more deeply.

