For a long time, that ambiguity didn’t
matter much. Many shops were pricing
the same way, chasing the same work,
under similar assumptions. Cost models
created a kind of parity—if everyone
was building quotes from the same
inputs, the market felt predictable, even
when margins were thin.

Sales evolved around that reality. Two
decades ago, “value-add pricing” was
the phrase of the moment, even as
prices were quietly undercut to keep
presses running. It wasn’t hypocrisy. It
was survival. And many were doing it.

But print didn’t stand still. Print evolved.

Operations evolved. Buyers evolved. So
did the practice of sales itself.

What once revolved around
transactions began shifting toward
relationships—toward reliability,
responsiveness, and trust. Fewer
vendors. Deeper partnerships. Higher
expectations. Pricing habits,

however, tend to outlive the conditions
that created them.
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Over time, what began as discipline
became reflex. Pricing decisions were
made less deliberately and more
automatically—anchored to what felt
familiar, defensible, and unlikely to
invite resistance.

Veterans recognize this moment
immediately. It’s when pricing is no
longer about understanding cost or
serving the customer. It becomes
about managing risk. Personal risk.
Organizational risk. Market risk.

That’s when fear enters the room.
Quietly. Persistently. Just enough to
shape every quote that follows.

THE QUOTE ISN’T THE RISK—
STANDING BEHIND IT IS

The same quote means very different
things, depending on where you sit.

To the buyer, it lands inside a budget
they must defend. Most experienced
buyers arrive with a mental range—
formed by history, by comparable work,
by what they’ve paid before. They aren’t
always trying to drive price down.
Often, they’re trying to avoid surprise.

To the sales rep, the quote is exposure.
It’s a number they’ll have to explain,
justify, or quietly absorb the rejection of.
The risk isn’t theoretical. It’s immediate
and personal.

To leadership, that same number
signals something else entirely. Not just
margin, but positioning. What kind of
work the company attracts. What it’s
known for. What it’s willing to hold the
line on—and what it isn’t.

One quote. Three perspectives. One
shared tension.

What if the market
says no?

COST AWARENESS IS NECESSARY AND
CAN BE LIMITING.

Knowing your costs is non-negotiable.
It’s the foundation of any
sustainable operation.

But cost awareness and cost-based
pricing are not the same thing.



Pricing isn’t just about cost—it’s about what
businesses are willing to stand behind.

Most pricing "+ _
onversations in print /7

y+i7+don’t fail because the
mathis wrong:,

0% Mk

/They fail because,

’at some point, the _
organization stopped /
'being explicit about
what it was willing to

Ustand behind:

Costs are guardrails. They prevent
catastrophic decisions. They provide
discipline and clarity. What they don’t
do is tell you what the market values—
or what responsibility you’re actually
assuming on a given job.

The market doesn’t pay for line items.
It pays for outcomes. For certainty.
For speed.

For coordination. For trust that the
work will be right, on time, and
handled without drama.

When pricing stays anchored
exclusively to inputs, it often misses
where value is truly being created—
and quietly absorbed.

COMMODITY WORK HAS A PLACE.
COMMODITY THINKING HAS
CONSEQUENCES.

There will always be commodity
work. Price-sensitive buyers exist.
Transactional projects exist. Volume
and efficiency still matter.

Commodity work isn’t the problem. The
problem emerges when complexity,
urgency, accountability, and service are
priced as if they were interchangeable.
When everything looks the same on the
estimate, even when it clearly isn’t the
same in execution.

That’s when the burden shifts—not to
the pricing model, but to the people.

Sales reps compensate with hesitation.
Operations absorb the complexity.
Leadership compensates with margin
erosion they can’t quite explain. None
of this happens suddenly. It happens
incrementally. Habitually.

WHERE PREMIUMS ACTUALLY LIVE

Premiums rarely live in materials or
equipment. They live in responsibility.

They show up when:
o Timelines compress
*  Variables multiply

*  Coordination matters more than
production

Failure carries real consequences.

In those moments, the work is no longer
interchangeable—and neither is the
risk being assumed. The challenge is
that many pricing habits were never
designed to account for the value
businesses and individuals actually
bring. At the root, that value has often
been handled quietly—by people—and
rarely reflected in the quote.

CONFIDENCE IS AN OUTCOME, NOT
A TRAIT

When pricing feels uncomfortable,
it’s tempting to frame the issue as
confidence.

But confidence isn’t a personality trait.
It’s an outcome.

People price confidently when
expectations are clear, positioning

is consistent, and walking away is
understood as part of the model—not a
personal failure. When those conditions
aren’t present, hesitation isn’t weakness.
It’s information. It tells you where belief
breaks down. Where alignment is thin.
Where habit has replaced intention.

THE MOMENT BEFORE COMMITMENT

Before the next quote goes out, there
will be a pause.

The numbers are sound. The process
has been followed. Nothing is
technically wrong.

And still—there’s a breath held.

That moment isn’t about price. It’s
about commitment. It’s the same
moment before stepping off the
platform—when instinct asks for safety,
and conviction asks for trust.

The market doesn’t remember how
cautious you were.

It remembers whether you were
dependable. Whether you showed up
when it mattered.

Whether your word held when the
pressure was on. That’s what buyers
return for. Not the spreadsheet. Not the
margin logic. The confidence that what
was promised will be delivered.

Fear doesn’t disappear in that
moment. It shouldn’t. But it doesn’t have
to decide.

Sometimes growth looks like one deep breath—and

sending the quote anyway
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