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INTRODUCTION

A MATTER OF TRUST

You are asked to produce a printed object of some kind – an invitation card, poster, brochure, magazine, annual report, catalogue or book. Whatever the object, the issues are the same: you either know a lot, a little, or nothing at all about the technical side. Production isn’t your profession. Even though you’re interested in it, you’re apprehensive about this stage because of its multiple challenges: a budget to manage, a deadline to meet, and a certain level of quality to ensure. You might feel the same kind of trepidation when you take your car to the garage or go to the dentist or entrust any kind of expert with a critical job without having total control over what they do, and without knowing whether the final bill with which you are presented is entirely justified.

The best solution is to choose your specialists well and trust them.

This book aims to give you the fundamental information you need to be able to ask yourself and others the right questions at the right time, without necessarily mastering the myriad technical details that constantly evolve as the technology advances.
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Producing printed material, just like making clothes or building a house, requires a range of different skills in different professions. As you cannot acquire these skills overnight (a lifetime is not long enough), focus on what you can do and identify the key issues. You’ve bought a house off-plan, now it’s down to the different trades to lay the bricks, install the plumbing, fit the windows and lay the tiles you’ve chosen, achieving the right balance between your personal taste and expert advice. The professionals you work with will bring your ideas to life, and there’s no reason why this won’t lead to a successful outcome. Your task consists of choosing the professionals well and letting them get on with their job so they trust you too.

There has to be mutual trust for everything to work.

If you make the error of inputting the wrong product reference on an online sales site, you might lose business or customers but your mistake will have zero material cost because, at this point, it’s all just online. However, if you mismanage the production of an annual report, a book or a magazine, thousands or tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of printed paper could be wasted.

Therefore, the initial questions you need to ask are not about paper texture, colour management or print format. No, the real question is: who makes the decisions? Who is in charge, whose money is it and who is responsible to whom?

So the first questions that need to be answered before discussing the technical side are: who makes the decisions and who pays?

If it’s you, you are going to make a commitment to one or several professionals, who will in turn take on suppliers and subcontractors based on your instructions. Depending on your needs, formulate your requests and pay attention to everything that a professional – repro expert, paper producer, printer, screen printer – recommends or advises against. Choose people who are specialists in their field and listen to them. Once you are happy with the options you’re being offered, you can sign the relevant quote with peace of mind and start the job.

However, if it’s not you who has the final say and signs the cheques, you must put in place a system for the required authorization process before each decisive step (we will explore these steps in subsequent chapters).

The history of print production is littered with regrettable episodes where those in charge of communication enthusiastically went along with the recommendations made by their graphic designer without having fully understood them, and hastily authorized choices of paper, illustrations and image processing. Then, at the last minute, these choices were rejected by a senior manager who was looking at the file for the first time and decided not to approve all or part of the project because they had imagined something different. This can completely derail a production process with logistically or financially irretrievable consequences.

In order to avoid these unfortunate misunderstandings, be specific, factual, repeat everything and follow procedures to the letter. Before committing to a budget, get the project authorized on a step-by-step basis, providing samples, tests, mock-ups and anything else that can give a clear idea to those who are paying without actually running the operation. Make sure all communication and authorization is in writing, and use email in preference to texts, which are not only invasive but also unreliable when it comes to traceability.

Managing a project well means taking the time before and during the process to avoid wasting time and money when the printing goes wrong and you have to go back to square one.

Successful printing means having great material that will help boost the sales or circulation of a product, a book, or an idea.

The keywords are: common sense, rigour and foresight.

The four key tasks are: define responsibilities, plan, check, monitor.

To put you on the right track, you’ll find a CHECKLIST at the end of each chapter summarizing the key steps so you can quickly take stock as you go.

There is an INDEX at the back of the book with the terminology for each production phase so you have the vocabulary necessary to discuss issues with your service providers.

We will often be asking AWKWARD QUESTIONS to show that there is no such thing as a bad question when it comes to production – and I strongly encourage you not to be shy when it comes to asking any question at all. As all anthropologists know, doubt is a natural function related to the survival instinct; clearing up doubt is the best way to gain knowledge and move forward with confidence because it is safe to do so.

And, as there’s nothing like experience to make things stick in the mind, you’ll find some TIPS, and examples of traps I’ve fallen into, which I call BANANA SKINS. Nobody’s perfect!
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There’s no point in lying: production is not a relaxing activity, especially for those who suddenly find themselves having to produce printed materials with no manufacturing experience. A production manager needs a buyer’s ruthlessness, a psychologist’s listening skills, the organizational ability of a kids’ camp counsellor, the gift of ubiquity, and an unswerving capacity to fix failures, delays and other human weaknesses whenever they arise, which means always foreseeing the unforeseeable.

However, it doesn’t require superpowers; it just boils down to concentration and common sense. Anyone can manage the production of a printed object if they are inquisitive and organized. To see your project through successfully, you just need to be smart enough to use the expertise of the service providers whom you have chosen wisely. Production is a short or long chain of different trades that must be perfectly aligned and interlock like links in a real chain: your task is to keep an eye on the chain to spot any weaknesses and make sure operations run smoothly.

The process for producing a book, a magazine, a flyer or a simple invitation card is virtually the same, and the key to producing it well is foresight. Therefore, you shouldn’t finalize the design of your product – format, paper type, layout and binding – before consulting a printer. If finalizing the design is the first thing on your list, you might:

1— discover too late that your printer’s lead time exceeds your deadline, which will jeopardize the outcome of your project, even if you do manage to achieve the quality you want;

2— end up paying much more than you need to because the production tool might have to be adapted to your specifications and that’s not necessarily good on the financing side (a good production manager designs the product based on using existing tools to their best advantage);

2— find yourself faced with a technical difficulty that means you either have to find other suppliers urgently, or pay a huge surcharge to the service provider that you took on too hastily and whose machinery is not suitable for your project.

So we start at the end: by what date does the product need to be made? That is the first issue that needs addressing.

The second concerns the nature and scope of the product, so you can establish a framework in terms of price and quality.

The third is to draw up a description, a schedule and a budget, so you can ensure these three intrinsic elements are properly coordinated, thus enabling you to stay on track with the help of all those involved.



1

The brief

When you are producing a printed object, you start with the page layout and image processing, then you send the files to a printer. But production begins well before that and – we can’t emphasize this enough – with intelligent planning and keeping the end product in mind.

Don’t be surprised if the first questions that need to be asked are not about the first phases of actual production. You have a more or less defined idea of the product you want to make. Start by describing it in as much detail as possible and you will see straight away what is clear and what needs to be examined in greater depth.
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There are various ways to proceed

– You have an in-house production service, in which case, what are you waiting for?

– You don’t have one, so these are your options:

– reach out to a freelance production manager or a production print services company who will operate as your production department.

– ask around your network for recommendations for a good printer. Some share their knowledge and provide a consultancy service worth its weight in gold, even if their prices are sometimes higher. Bear in mind that a bodged production can cost even more.

– Read this guide! If you open this book in search of salvation only when you find yourself deep in trouble, you might just find the solution to your problem. But if you’re a complete beginner (or almost), it’s best to leaf through it before you find yourself in a difficult situation.

You’re unfamiliar with the technical terminology

If that’s your only problem, you’re home and dry! Producers, repro specialists and printers all have a built-in translator in their heads that under-stands what you want, your questions and your shortcomings. That said, their brains aren’t connected to yours via Bluetooth, so you need to avoid making assumptions. ‘That goes without saying’, ‘that’s obvious’, ‘we always do it like that, don’t we?’ are expressions that have been heard a thousand times by professionals struggling to decipher a problem caused by a simple instruction that has been misunderstood and that is either impossible, costly or time-consuming to correct at a late stage.

Foresight is action

The description must be as complete as possible and cover every single detail, including information about packaging and shipping requirements. Imagine you are going to deliver 3,000 exhibition catalogues to an art gallery in the city centre and, on the day in question, the truck ends up in a one-way street with no parking bay nearby and the books loose on a pallet that the delivery driver refuses to unload. All this on a rainy afternoon, one hour before the exhibition opens. Panic stations!
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Stage 4: refining the layout and proofreading the text as actual production gets underway.



All you had to do was to explain the delivery requirements to your printer and they would have provided a small van with a tail lift, a pallet jack and five-kilo boxes that the gallery assistants would have been able to carry into the gallery after unloading the pallet onto the pavement. They could then have called in a specialist pallet removal company. Efficient. No mess. We’ll see as we go through the different phases of production that paying attention to every single detail in advance will save you time and money. It will also do wonders for your reputation with your boss or customer by sparing them any extra hassle.

2

The Schedule

The production chain for printed material is a relay race that involves passing the baton; it requires coordination and precision because some operations overlap and some roles are interchangeable.

1 – Collate the text and the digital or analogue images (transparencies, slides, opaque documents such as photographic prints or physical artworks);

2 – analyze image quality and resolution before moving on to layout and again after layout using in-built preflights in InDesign;

3 – put together a mock-up;

4 – fine-tune the layout and proofread the text;

5 – process the images to optimize the colour rendering, do the proofs and make corrections if necessary;

6 – create the PDF files and send them to the printer;

7 – approve the plotter from the printer’s Raster Image Processor (RIP)

8 – print;

9 – approve the printed sheets before finishing, if appropriate to schedule and project requirements;

10 – finishing;

11 – confirm the packaging and shipping instructions;

12 – approve the sample copies;

13 – give the green light for delivery;

14 – check and approve the invoice before payment.
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Good planning is the basis for success, much more so than your specific skills. However, it’s not simply about following this chronology from one day to the next but about organizing yourself according to what will happen later by anticipating the successive stages. You don’t choose the paper the day before sending the files to the printer, but well before this time: weeks or even months in advance, depending on the nature of the product and the type of paper. If your customer or graphic designer has chosen a speciality paper requiring a long manufacturing process that is incompatible with the deadline, you’ll have time to change it by consulting your printer well in advance; they will be able to offer you alternatives if necessary.

A paper order largely depends on paper type and the nature of your product: paper for business cards or flyers can be available almost immediately; an invitation printed on speciality paper may take a few days; more complex products may take one to six weeks (see here and here).


IF IT’S URGENT IT ALWAYS COSTS MORE

Requesting an urgent delivery with a very short deadline often entails using equipment and staff or subcontractors outside the usual sphere of your service provider; this can have significant cost implications. However, you may be able to get good deals if you commission work with flexible deadlines during your provider’s slack periods. Repro studios and printers often specialize in a particular area and, consequently, their order books are full in certain periods or seasons (school textbooks, coffee table books for the Christmas season, monthly or weekly publications). They will be happy to have their presses running outside peak production periods and may be more willing to offer you discounts if they can slot your order into a gap in their schedule.



What to do, by when?

If you can, communicate to your service provider the known and non-negotiable dates on your calendar when you request a price. This will provide your printer with clarity and they will be able to plan for and cost the operations to be carried out as accurately as possible, based on your dates.

If you haven’t already set the dates, ask your printer to tell you what their requirements are when they send the quote: you will then know what to expect for a possible paper order, which could then determine your other deadlines.

Bear in mind that a printer is dealing with complex logistics. If they subcontract all or part of the finishing and binding work, if they need to work with another printing company to apply a varnish, a hot stamp, or silk-screen printing on an invitation card, packaging or cover, they will need to enter these jobs on their calendar along with the time needed to send the materials they have printed to the subcontractor.

[image: Illustration] THE AWKWARD QUESTION


Why can’t I sign off my brief before choosing a printer and agreeing the project with them?

Any aesthetic choice has technical repercussions. You need to print a brochure using a four-colour process and you suddenly realize that your client’s logo requires a spot colour (Pantone). You have already placed an order with a printer who has a four-colour press and who will now have to feed the sheets through a second time, doubling the operational costs of setting up their press. It is better to be clear from the outset and consult one or more service providers before placing an order.



3

The budget

Before launching into producing a printed object, you need to have a clear idea of the following elements and the budget implications item by item.

Text: writing, proofreading, copyright.

Illustrations: remuneration for the computer graphics artists, illustrators and photographers; reproduction rights for stock photos.

Layout: graphic design and style guide, execution and layout, inputting corrections.

You then have three main items to cost:

– repro/prepress

– printing/paper/finishing

– packaging/shipping.

It is easy to manage a budget: just make sure you haven’t forgotten anything before requesting a quote, and tick all the boxes by regularly checking, point by point, that you are on target as the work progresses.
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These are the different budgets for a book published in France. The first edition was printed in China, as were the second and third editions, but these two reprints no longer include publishing costs. For the fourth edition, printing in Europe means there were no shipping or customs clearance costs for the French publisher.



And what if there are changes to your project?

If you don’t have a scalable budget or sales price, remember that every extra penny you spend is one less for your profit margin.

As a general rule, avoid placing any orders before you have fully determined your parameters: all too often, you allow yourself a little extra here, a little unforeseen expense there and you completely lose sight of your original budget. But if a change becomes necessary along the way, have it costed and approved before moving on to the next phase.

In any event, as soon as any slippage appears likely, call your service provider to see if they can suggest a technical or a strategic solution that will allow you to rebalance the budget and get back on track. When drawing up a budget, always allow a contingency for unforeseen variables such as price rises in shipping fuel and paper.


MONITORING YOUR BUDGET IS VITAL

Your service providers will always be able to advise you; if you have a limited budget (or if your aspirations are limitless) don’t tell them they’re too expensive. Instead, tell them what sort of figure you have to play with and see what you can buy with it. You will see that you could move money from one item to another and still keep your accounts balanced: you could reduce the number of illustrations to have high-quality repro and proofs or, conversely, keep as many images as possible by proofing a small representative sample that allows you to fine-tune the whole printed object as much as possible without going into the nitty-gritty. Sometimes you can alter one or more basic features to emphasize a detail that’s particularly important to you: reducing the paper grammage, the number of pages or even the size of the printed item would allow you to reduce the overall budget so you can finance your dream cover with a special finish, for example.
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GET ORGANIZED

• Consult a production management service or throw yourself in at the deep end.

• Set the delivery date.

• Define the product characteristics.

• Look for one or several service providers who can produce the product.

• Obtain quotes.

• Draw up a budget.

• Check and approve the budget for each new stage.
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