
WHO NEEDS ATLASES? 
A brief review of the changing market for atlases in Britain 
David Thompson 

What is an atlas? Most dictionary definitions are similar to that in the Collins English Dictionary: 'A 
collection of maps usually in book form'. This article reviews changes in the market for these products 
in Britain. 

INTRODUCTION 

Who are the main atlas users? 
Users fall into five main categories: 

Teachers and their pupils 
Lecturers and their students 
Parents and their children 
Adults: for general reference (including street atlases) 
Motorists/drivers/tourists 
Time here does not permit to review the needs of all 

these users so I would like to concentrate on the last two 
groups picking out some issues which I hope will be of 
general interest. These touch on the following questions: 

What are their needs? 
How far are atlas publishers meeting these needs? 
What choice is the consumer offered? 
To what extent does the publisher dictate what is avail
able? 

REFERENCE ATLASES 
Research commissioned by Collins among general 

public users of world reference atlases found only just over 
half of households in Britain owned one or more atlases. 
Purchase was infrequent with over half of all atlases owned 
being over five years old. Use of these atlases was infre
quent. Only 18% claimed weekly usage and 36% once in 
6 months or less often. 

The highest level of ownership and usage was found 
among 38-44 year old AB's (socio-economic group) and 
was closely related to family size and households with 
children. 

Reasons for use were for general family reference 
(59%), planning journeys/holidays (37%) and schooVcol
lege work (34% ). However, of these the most frequent use 
was for school work while holiday/journey planning was 
the least frequent. Looking up places was found to be the 
most important reason for consulting an atlas. 

As often happens with market research the findings 
confrrmed existing impressions rather than producing any 
surprises. 

World atlases designed for adult and family general 
reference, as opposed to those tailored to specific educa
tional needs have evolved over many years. Among older 
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users their perception of what an atlas should contain and 
look like has undoubtedly been shaped by childhood experi
ence with school atlases. 

As the most profound changes of recent years have 
been in the concept and purpose of school atlases it may 
well be that these will be increasingly reflected in future 
adult needs. Briefly school atlases have changed from 
being mere reference works to become 'skills' teaching 
tools, particularly at primary level. Hopefully, future 
generations of adults will be better equipped to get the most 
from their atlases, provided, of course, publishers respond 
by meeting these changing needs. 

So far, world atlas publishers have not been very inno
vative in the content and appearance of the mapping or in 
the nature of supplementary encyclopaedic and gazetteer 
type material in their reference atlases. There is nothing so 
dull, daunting and difficult for most of us as page upon page 
of unrelieved maps. This has been recognised by many 
atlas publishers for a number of years, pioneered by Readers 
Digest, and the introduction of full colour illustrated ency
clopaedic geographical material has undoubtedly 
succeeded to some extent in making the atlas a more attrac
tive, user friendly and marketable product. 

However, topics to be treated in this way need to be 
carefully chosen and constantly reviewed. For example, 
the currency of 16 pages of full colour satellite image 
reproductions of assorted terrain and locales has long since 
passed. 

Not that such material without adequate explanation 
for the lay person was ever likely to be much more than a 
pretty picture. 

Some members of the public expect their world atlas 
to contain all the places to which they may ever wish to 
refer, irrespective of whether it is a little 64 page publication 
or a mighty Times Comprehensive. It is understandable 
that the consumer should expect to find all that he/she needs 
in his/her atlas. And yet, no matter how expensive and 
comprehensive the atlas it cannot meet all user needs. 

Space, scale, clarity and topicality are the main con
straints for the publisher and for the user. Thus, space may 
have permitted only a single page map for a whole country 
at a scale where, taking legibility into account only larger 
or more important settlements can possibly be shown. By 
dint of man-made or natural events normally unimportant 
places or features in a world context may suddenly assume 
great importance, but often hitting the headlines only brief
ly. It will be good luck rather than inspired editorial insight 
if the user fmds such places in his atlas. 

At present there are about 30 world reference atlases 
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on sale to the general public. They range in price from £75 
down to £2.99. In format they range from 470 x 310mm to 
117 x 82mm and in total extent from 524pp to 56pp. In 
addition there are at least another 16 atlases published as 
trade editions of educational atlases designed for school 
use, but available through bookshops. 

Therefore, on the face of it, there would seem to be a 
wide choice available. This is certainly true so far as price 
is concerned. As a general rule, the more expensive the 
atlas the larger the format, the greater the number of pages 
and the larger the scale of mapping. The number of index 
(gazetteer) entries is perhaps the best indicator of how 
useful the atlas will be for general reference. 

The Times Atlas of the World: Comprehensive Edition 
(£75) has around 200,000 entries while Philip's Modem 
Home Atlas (£3.25) has only 1800. However, map scales 
vary according to the publisher's perception of the relative 
importance of particular parts of the world to the user in the 
intended market area. Thus, populous and developed parts 
of the world generally have the largest scales, while popu
lous, but underdeveloped areas almost always receive 
poorer coverage. Parts of Africa and Asia are examples. 

One atlas that has sought to remedy the misconceptions 
which may arise among the users of conventional world 
atlases with a variety of scales is the Peters Atlas of the 
World. In this all maps are on a standard scale of 1:8M. I 
will not comment here on the controversy surrounding the 
so-called Peters Projection, but in practical terms the use of 
a standard scale means that a very limited amount of detail 
can be shown in areas of the world requiring larger scale 
treatment. 

Thus the Peters Atlas (£29.99) has only 13500 gazet
teer entries, while the Times Concise Atlas (£29.50) has 
110,000 entries. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that 
the Peters Atlas has not proved very popular while the Times 
Concise Atlas is among the best selling world reference 
atlases at any price. 

This would seem to confrrm the market research find
ing that 'looking -up' places is the most important reason for 
consulting an atlas. 

Interestingly the atlases that have the highest propor
tion of illustrated encyclopaedic material are those in the 
mid-price range (ie between £10-£20). These are the atlases 
aimed by their publishers at the 'family' area of the market. 

Atlas publishing has traditionally been a specialist area 
of publishing in which the publisher either has its own 
Cartographic production or long term access through well 
established contractual arrangements. In terms of what is 
currently available at the retail point of sale in the UK there 
are only four notable imprints for world reference atlases: 
Bartholomew, Collins, Philip and Times. Esselte and Rand 
McNally have contributed mapping enabling a number of 
other UK publishers to publish world reference atlases. 
Readers Digest, Penguin and AA use Rand McNally carto
graphy while Economist/Hutchinson and Pan/Daily 
Telegraph use Esselte material. 

Thus, the choice of styles of reference mapping avail
able is relatively limited -about ten distinctive styles being 
shared among 30 publications. 
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It is not my intention to attempt to assess the relative 
merits of the cartography in the world reference atlases 
available in the UK. Some is quite old in origin, although 
kept well up-to-date, while others have much more recently 
designed mapping. There is nothing to suggest that more 
recent styles of cartography have greater consumer appeal 
- indeed, evidence suggests the opposite. Again, popularity 
would seem to be more to do with the number of place name 
and other map references than with cartographic design 
attributes. 

The publisher continues to dictate what is available. 
This has been an inevitable consequence of the high cost of 
producing and maintaining atlas mapping. It is cheaper to 
add a section of tabular geographic data or even some full 
colour illustrated encyclopaedic matter than to create more 
mapping to give greater detail for a particular area. Pub
lishers have occasionally been guilty of padding out atlases 
with such material to enhance the perceived value superfi
cially by increasing the bulk of the book. There have been 
instances where bulky offset cartridge has been used to 
achieve this objective despite such paper being to the det
riment of print quality. Fortunately, these ploys to deceive 
the consumer are infrequent and atlas publishers generally 
try to meet as best they can within constraints of cost and 
availability of material what they believe to be consumer 
needs. 

This position may improve with the introduction of 
digital data base mapping insofar as there should be greater 
flexibility in employing 'seamless' cartography to fit the 
obvious constraints imposed by page size and extent. 

Lastly, there is considerable scope for publishers to 
improve on the selection of data in world reference atlases, 
both in terms of what information the maps themselves 
contain and in the topics covered in encyclopaedic sections. 
In particular, the use of world reference atlases for planning 
journeys/holidays (37% as referred to earlier) has been little 
recognised by publishers to date. 

ROAD ATLASES 

By contrast, consumer demand for road atlases has 
resulted in a very different reaction from publishers. This 
is not surprising in what is a much larger market, but where 
competition is very intense. 

Who are the main users of road atlases? 
Five main categories are identifiable: 

Private car drivers and their passengers for general guid
ance in route planning and road fmding. 
Private car drivers and their passengers for touring, holi
day and recreational use. 

Business car drivers. 
Conunercial vehicle drivers: truckers and coach drivers. 

General adult reference both private and business. 

Before 1974 road atlases of Britain were mostly cased 
and of conventional (small) format The best established 
and respected road atlas at that time was the Bartholomew 
Road Atlas of Great Britain. 

However, the cheapest road maps at that time were the 
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sheet maps produced for the major oil companies and 
widely available through their garages/filling stations. 
These were very much a promotional aid for the oil com
panies who covered their cost, leaving the dealer to take a 
small margin. Although it was mainly the major British 
map making/publishing houses that produced these for the 
oil companies, in doing so they found it difficult to compete 
on price with their own publications whether as folding 
sheets or bound atlases. 

There was one serious drawback with a petrol company 
sheet road map for all its cheapness- one was liable to drive 
off the edge! To buy a set of between 6 and 10 sheets to 
cover the whole of Britain would obviously be more ex
pensive and difficult to keep tidy and accessible in the car. 
Furthermore, the sheet map could not be usefully indexed 
since to do so presupposed that the user knew the place he 
was looking for was on that particular sheet. 

In 1974 publication of the first large format floppy 
Road Atlas of Britain by Collins started a major change in 
road atlas and road map publishing in Britain. This was 
'hunch' publishing. It was not the result of any market 
research - that came much later. Indeed, if decisions had 
been based on market research the large format concept 
might never have been pursued here. However, the idea of 
a large format, wire stitched, soft cover atlas was not new. 
It had already been well established in the US market by 
Rand McNally. Many innovative and some clever formats 
were considered by Collins. All were discarded as either 
too complex to handle or too expensive to manufacture. 
Certain consumer needs were assumed rather than estab
lished. At a time when motorway construction and other 
major road improvements were developing apace along 
with rapid traffic growth the publishing objectives were to 
try to combine all the advantages of sheet maps in an atlas 
at an attractive price that would still allow comprehensive 
updating to be done annually. 

There was serious concern as to where such a large atlas 
could be stored in a car. Should it not be in Glove Box 
format? Strangely there were better facilities to stow a 
floppy in a Mini than in a Cortina! In the event there was 
little consumer resistance to this new imposed format. 
Rather it was the retailers who needed convincing initially. 
Sales rapidly outstripped even the best expectations and it 
was not very long before other publishers were following 
suit. AA, OS, Philip/RAC, Bartholomew and Geographers 
A to Z, in roughly that order, appeared with atlases· to a very 
similar formula over the next few years. 

At the same time sales of sheet road map series, espe
cially those of the oil companies went into steady decline 
and have not recovered. 

Consumer needs have been the subject of extensive 
market research over recent years, but a considerable 
amount of very useful user feedback is also received direct
ly by publishers. Clearly the needs of the different user 
groups referred to earlier are quite distinct. It is impossible 
to cater for all of these in one atlas. 

The core of all road atlases is a section of road maps 
varying in scale from five miles to one inch up to 1: 100 000. 
The norm is now 3 miles to one inch although northern 
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Scotland tends to be covered at a smaller scale. However, 
although the consumer has come to expect this scale there 
are several instances where this is a photographic enlarge
ment from a 1:250 000 base to which no more information 
has been added. 

Legibility of road detail is the prime user need with 
places clearly marked and named. The presence of tourist 
information immediately conflicts with need for legibility 
of roads and places. The amount of tourist information 
varies froin publisher to publisher, but none has dared to 
omit it altogether. It could be argued that tourist informa
tion should be reserved for a 'touring atlas' and that more 
information for the general motorist should be included in 
the road atlas mapping. At the other end of the spectrum 
are the specific needs of the truckers. They favour some of 
the existing atlases over others and yet none so far caters 
for their needs especially. 

Larger scale coverage of conurbations has proved to 
satisfy a need for many motorists and yet the two best 
selling atlases (Collins Road Atlas Britain and Ordnance 
Survey Motoring Atlas) contrast, with the Collins atlas 
making a feature of these while O.S. does so for London 
only. 

Publishers have vied with one another to include the 
most city and town centre plans. These are perceived as 
being a valuable addition by many users, but their worth is 
limited by their rather subjective selection and the restricted 
area that can be shown. 

Route planning sections with smaller scale treatment 
covering the country in just a few pages emphasising mo
torways and primary routes are now a fairly standard feature 
and undoubtedly fulfil a general need. 

Indexes to places where they aim to be comprehensive 
tend to be set in uncomfortably small type which meets with 
some user criticism, but the publishers generally take the 
view better to be complete even if tiny! 

For the large format wire stitched floppy road atlas the 
constraint has always been what to leave out rather than 
what to add. The reason is simple. Technically there is a 
limit to the bulk that a wire stitching machine can handle. 
144pp of 65gms paper is about the safe maximum. 

Printed web-offset with in-line folding the wire
stitched format is by far the cheapest means of production. 
It gives a degree of built in obsolescence as the stitches 
eventually tear the paper and/or cover board and the pages 
fall out - especially if the atlas is folded back on itself. 

Adhesive binding allows more pages to be bound, but 
this form of binding is unpredictable in such a large book 
and sources of supply are limited. Furthermore, the atlas 
will not open flat so detail in the gutter is irritatingly difficult 
toread. · 

These binding limitations have led to the appearance 
of spiral bound alternatives. While this type of binding 
allows the atlas to be folded back on itself without harm it 
does add substantially to cost and hence selling price. It has 
also tempted publishers to increase scale even further ad
ding considerably more pages. In such a large format the 
atlas rapidly becomes unwieldy if not dangerous. The 
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ultimate in this is the Philip's Great Road Atlas Britain with 
368pp at 1:100 000 scale and weighing 4lbs! 

I have ignored the conventional fonnat cased and 
paperback road atlases still being published. These provide 
the consumer with a wide range of alternatives. In all there 
are some 50 road atlases of Britain. The consumer is well 
served with various styles of cartography and prices ranging 
from £19.95 down to £2.50. However, the main market is 
for the large fonnat 'floppies'. Those in a basic binding sell 
very competitively at £5.99 ('91 editions) while those at 
'superscales' or with spiral binding range upwards to 
£16.99. Because of the competition for market share the 
consumer is assured that these atlases will improve year by 
year. Each publisher feels obliged to offer some added 
feature with each new annual edition to keep market posi
tion or, hopefully, to improve it 

Until our cars are all equipped with electronic naviga
tion displays it looks as if the 'floppies' will prevail. 

GEOGRAPHY AND MAPPING INTERACTIVE VI
DEODISC AND DATABASE 

Funding Agency: US Department of Education, Col
lege and Library Technology and Cooperation Grants 
Program. 

Length of project 21 months starting October 1, 1991 
and ending June 30, 1993. 

Amountoffunding: $219,396 first year with $84,710 
for a second year continuation. 

Principal investigators: Professor Sona Karentz An
drews, Department of Geography, University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, PO Box 413, Milwaukee, Wiscon
sin 53201. 414-229-4866, 229-4101. Mr John Grozik, 
Associate Director, Educational Communication Division 
(ECD), University ofWisconsin-Milwaukee, PO Box 413, 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 533201. 414-229-5477,229-4101. 

Abstract: The core of the project is to create an inter
active videodisc which illustrates the broad and diverse 
topic of mapping. The videodisc will rely on using images 
from the internationally renowned American Geographical 
Society (AGS) Collection at the University of Wisconsin
Milwaukee. In addition to thousands of still frame images 
of maps, charts, globes and photographs, the videodisc will 
contain linear video segments and animation which high
light and explain the processes involved in mapping and 
various map elements. The videodisc will be accompanied 
by an interactive database of the imagery. The technology, 
applicability, and potential of this media for map education 
and research will be evaluated. 

For more information please contact: 
Mr Mark Warhus, Office for Map History, Golda Meir 
Library, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, PO Box 
604, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53201. Tel: 414-229-4101, 
Fax: 414-229-4380. 

From Office for Map History press release 
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PEARL HARBOR MAPS ON DISPLAY AT 
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS 

A small exhibit of maps related to Pearl Harbor has 
been mounted by the Library's Geography and Map Divi
sion in commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 

The exhibit, "Pearl Harbor: A Cartographic Retrospec
tive," is located just outside the Geography and Map 
Reading Room in the central care of the "B" level of the 
James Madison Memorial Building, 101 Independence Av
enue, S.E. It may be viewed from 8.30 am to 6 pm Monday 
- Friday, and from 8.30 am to 12.30 pm on Saturday. 

The first recorded description of Pearl Harbor is that of 
an officer in the Russian Navy, Captain Otto von Kotzebue, 
who visited it and mapped a small portion in 1817. The 
oldest map in this display was compiled in 1848 by Lt. M.F. 
Maury, USN, possibly the world's foremost 19th century 
naval geographer. In the day of sail, Hawaii's receptivity 
to foreign mariners and wind patterns made it a truly 
strategic crossroads, but with the advent of steam ships, 
which followed the "great circle" routes far north of the 
Hawaiian Islands, its location was of far less strategic 
importance. Later maps, however, continued to imply that 
Hawaii was "the crossroads" of the Pacific, a place where 
important trade routes intersect. 

Other 19th century maps in the exhibit are a prelimi
nary sketch showing a reduced version of a larger and more 
detailed survey of the area now known as Pearl Harbor 
( 1873), and a naval chart of the Pacific and Western Atlantic 
(1893). 

Shortly after annexation of the Hawaiian Islands in 
1898, the United States began an ambitious development of 
Pearl Harbor and the island of Oahu. Its location was 
considered to be of strategic importance in protecting the 
west coast of the US. 

That importance increased in the early days of air 
transportation, when, because of its more favourable 
weather conditions, Hawaii was preferred as a refuelling 
stop over Fairbanks or Anchorage, which were much closer 
to the "great circle" route acros~ the Pacific. Four maps in 
the display show the strength of the American military 
presence in Hawaii in the 1940s, including two quadrangles 
which show in detail the extensive facilities of Pearl Harbor. 

The exhibit includes two maps, produced originally in 
the US, that were acquired, translated, and published by the 
Japanese; they give an idea of the kinds of resources the 
Japanese used in planning and executing the attack on Pearl 
Harbor December 7, 1941. 

Finally, a small map showing the position of the major 
vessels at Pearl Harbor at the time of attack, which has been 
autographed by Minoru Genda, the deputy chief of staff to 
Admiral Kusaka, is on view. Genda was charged with 
preparing the tactical implementation of the master plan for 
the attack. "Pearl Harbor: A Cartographic Retrospective," 
will remain on display for the new few months. 
From Library of Congress press release 
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