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an introduction to print production

why should your advertising agency supervise print production? 
After all, it seems simple. You call up a printer, hand over your ad agency’s design files, and voilà, a beautiful printed brochure is yours. 
But you already know that things aren’t always what they seem. Print production, in fact, is an extremely detailed art form best left 
to the professionals.

all kinds of printing presses for all kinds of pieces
There are many ways to produce a printed piece - traditional offset, web printing, two-, four-, six-, and eight-color printing presses, 
digital, on-demand, direct-to-plate - just to name a few. Part of the agency’s job in designing a piece is to envision and plan what it 
will look like once produced. It is up to the art director to work closely with the production department to determine the most cost-ef-
fective method for the desired printed result. Factors that are considered include: What is the configuration of the piece that has been 
designed? Is it multi-paged, two-sided? Does it fold or bind or glue? Does it have a die cut or an emboss or a deboss? Is it process 
color or spot color or both? Does it need a varnish or a coating? Does any of it need to be customized? What is the quantity?

picking the perfect printer
Once the specifications - or “specs” as the pros like to say - are nailed down, and the type of printing has been determined, the next 
step is to figure out the right printer for the job. There are lots of printers out there, and most have a niche where they do their best, 
most cost-effective work. A huge printer with multiple large presses may not be the most economical choice for your two-color, short 
run sell sheet. And, the printer who supplies your business cards is probably not the printer to do your 48-page annual report. Because 
ad agencies are asked to produce everything from business cards to corporate brochures, they have a wide range of high-quality print-
ers in their stable, and a handle on who is good at what. Ad agencies spend years fostering relationships with printers, and trust the 
ones they choose as if they were part of their own agency. Additionally, a good agency will triple-bid every job. This means, once a 
piece is designed, and all the specs are final, the agency production manager sends the job out to bid with three qualified printers for 
that particular job. Because printing costs are based on more than just the cost of film, plates, paper, ink and press time, there may 
be significant variations in final numbers. For instance, if one printer is particularly slow, they might make their price more attractive 
just to keep their presses running. Another printer might have an overload of paper on the floor and be willing to pass on savings to 
the client. These factors are always changing, so by bidding three printers, it opens opportunities, keeps everyone competitive and 
gives the client the best product for the best price.

we’re with your job all the way
When the job goes into production, the agency is there to supervise the whole process. Just as there are many ways to print a project, 
there are many ways to proof a project before it goes on press. A few examples are Kodak Approval(tm), Water Proofs(r), Matchprint, 
and PolaProof. Each of these is an acceptable contract proof, but color accuracy varies. Production managers know the subtle differ-
ences between proofing methods, and which proof is most appropriate for the project. Also, only a trained eye knows what will hap-
pen from the proofing stage to the printing stage. The agency production manager is an expert at reviewing proofs and getting them as 
close as possible to the intended design and color before going to press. Once the job is on press, the production manager is present 
to make sure the printed piece matches the proof as closely as possible, supervising accuracy, color nuances and press adjustments. 
The agency’s Purchasing Order (PO), written in printer’s language, outlines the printer’s responsibilities if mistakes should happen.

bottom line
Your ad agency has the contacts, the experience, the knowledge and the vision required for the management of print production. By 
letting your agency handle print production, the agency takes on the responsibility for delivering a commercially acceptable piece. 
You, therefore, save time and money, and possibly avoid some major headaches. Best of all, you get a great looking piece.


