Commercial Printers
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Ok, here's how commercial printers operate.

Using presses, they make brochures, inserts and other advertising materials, directories, letterheads and envelopes, business cards, business forms, prints, magazines, books and newspapers. 

A typical local printer has less than $2 million of annual revenue and fewer than 20 workers. A large printer is ten times that size. Only very larger printers can afford the big presses needed for newspaper runs.

They usually have a variety of presses for different types of jobs. Lithograph off-set presses are the most common, either sheet-fed or web-fed, that is, using large rolls of paper. Printing plates are made with computer-controlled thermal lasers, in the Direct-to-Plate method. Color presses may use four or six colors. Laser and ink-jet printers are called digital presses.

Each printing job requires a different setup, including the papers, inks, and printing plates. After setup, the customer usually approves a sample before the job is printed and bound.

Printers have many small jobs, rather than a few large ones, but get lots of repeat business.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Copiers can handle many of the jobs previously farmed out to commercial printers. Business centers also provide competition for business reports and forms.

Although they may stock some standard papers, printers have very little inventory.  Presses can be very expensive and are their main asset.

Because actual printing is almost a commodity business, many printers have expanded their pre-press capabilities, helping customers design projects. Computer technology is heavily used for design and editing.

Commercial printers face a shrinking market as more business information is distributed digitally.

Here are some good talking points.
How many presses do they have? Do they have digital presses?

Do they use direct-to-plate technology to make plates?

What types of work do they mainly do?

How many jobs do they do per month? What's a typical job worth?

How much pre-press work do they do?

Do they get a lot of work from a few big customers?

How much were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

