
SPECIAL REPORT

RECRUITMENT, RETENTION, AND PATHWAYS TO 
EMPLOYMENT IN THE PRINTING INDUSTRY

OVERVIEW: THE REALITY, AND THE RESPONSE

Workforce shrinkage in the printing industry is a fact, and the problems 
it causes are more complex than they may appear at first glance. But, 
printers are looking realistically at the situation and responding with 
practical solutions.

READ ON …

INTRODUCTION

For many years in the printing industry, another 

way to say “intractable problem” has been 

“recruitment and retention.” No management 

issue confronts printing companies more 

stubbornly than the perennial difficulty of hiring 

qualified people and keeping them in their jobs.

PIA member and esteemed printing industry 

journalist and reporter, Patrick Henry, put 

together this report, based on interviews with 

printers, educators, and other experts who 

address the challenges of recruitment and 

retention every day. It offers their insights and 

recommendations as a guide for other printers 

dealing with workforce challenges of their own. 

The solutions it describes are presented as a cross-

section of resources and strategies available to 

printing companies with open jobs to fill.

We thank our sources for their detailed and 

candid answers to our questions. We welcome 

commentary from readers of this report.

As your regional printing and packaging trade 
association, we are here to support you with 
education, training, member-only reports and tools, 
buying power, HR support, advocacy and more.
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Employers indicated that on average, 
they were unable to fill 36% of their open positions 

for more than a year.

PRINTERS SHARE THEIR WORKFLOW 
AUTOMATION SUCCESS STORIES

INTRODUCTIONS
PIA Member, accomplished industry 

journalist, reporter, and educator 

Patrick Henry takes a deep dive into the 

myriad of ways that print businesses are 

implementing workflow automation, 

the tools they are using, and the results 

they have achieved. 

The range of what printers have 

accomplished indicates how much 

our industry has changed in the past 

couple of years and the possibilities 

that open up to us when we properly 

implement workflow automation into 

our production environment.

We thank our sources for their detailed 

and candid answers to our questions. 

We welcome commentary from readers 

of this report.

OVERVIEW: THE ADVANCEMENT 
OF AUTOMATION

In a hyper-competitive industry like ours companies are 
always trying to find cost-saving solutions wherever possible. 
With the advancements of workflow automation, we are not 
only finding ways to decrease costs but simultaneously ways 
to increase profits.

“ “THE COMPANY HAS GROWN BY 
25%...  AND BROUGHT DOWN 

OVERTIME BY 50%.

As your regional printing and packaging 
trade association, we are here to support 
you with education, training, member-only 
reports, tools, buying power, HR support, 
advocacy and so much more.

Overview: The Advancements of Automation 1-4

Chapter 1: Automation: Super Powerful for Pricing 5

Chapter 2: The Labor Connection 6-8

Chapter 5: Contact Us 8

Join our discussion, contact us at 

info@piamidam.org  with your input 
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·The Day to Day Automation

Printing’s march toward automation began with steam-powered presses 
in the early 19th century, took a giant leap forward with the invention of 
the Linotype toward the end of that period, and has continued nonstop 
ever since. The difference is that today, automation is as much about the 
software controlling the print manufacturing sequence as it is about the 
machines doing the printing. 

Printers know this aspect of the process as workflow automation, and 
most of them perceive it as essential to success in the industry as it now 
operates. The basic question to ask when implementing it, according 
to Marty Parker, a Senior Lecturer in Management at the University of 
Georgia, is whether a company wants to be a cost leader, an innovator, or 
a customer-centric provider. 

But, he counsels that changing the model can be “incredibly difficult” in 
mature industries where pressure toward commoditization is always a 
stark reality of the business. 

“You do have to know who you are and what you’re trying to accomplish,” 
says Parker, who specializes in supply chain strategies. “You don’t 
want to get mixed up in trying to do everything: I’m an innovator, I’m  
customer-centric, and I’m a cost leader. It’s impossible to have the 
investments you’d need to on the customer/innovator side and keep costs 
down to commodity levels.”

“ “

IT JUST MADE STUFF SO MUCH EASIER. 
BEFORE INK CONSUMPTION MONITORING 

FOR EXAMPLE PMS COLORS WERE 
JUST DAUNTING. 

·“Do it to Survive”

In a mature, hyper-competitive, and consolidating industry like printing, 
that means achieving cost savings wherever they can be found. “You 
have to do it to survive as a firm,” urges Parker. “The way to do that is by 
automating your workflows and your manufacturing and supply chain 
processes so that you get economies of scale, better purchasing power, 
and better labor utilization.”

As if that weren’t enough to think about, printers must now also consider 
the impact that the emerging tools of artificial intelligence (AI) are likely 
to have on their manufacturing routines (see “See What AI Did There? We 
Soon Will” on page 7).
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Printers who have automated their workflows with 
the help of software know that the gains in operating 
economy and efficiency are real. Those hanging back 
may feel overwhelmed by the apparent difficulty of 
deciding where to begin. But, the question isn’t as 
complicated as it may appear.

Joe Olivo, president of Perfect Communications 
in Moorestown, N.J., admits that by overthinking 
automation in the past, he’d created a “barrier” to 
achieving it. He explains, “The mistake I made was 
trying to look at something and saying, how can we 
fully automate? And I’ve realized over time that that 
was probably the worst thing to do.”

Olivo says he now realizes that “any sort of automation 
is an ongoing process that has to be done incrementally 
for there to be success. We were always looking at 
using excuses, saying, well, we can’t automate this 
part of it, so it can never be automated.”

This is more efficient than starting from scratch in 
Monarch’s ground-up estimating workflow, according to 
Tardiff. He adds that when iQuote is fully implemented, 
it will “drastically change” the automation of MIS/ERP 
at J.S. McCarthy as it transitions its business to folding 
cartons and packaging.

Adam Avrick, president of Design Distributors in Deer 
Park, NY, says that in the mass-mailing world where 
his company produces 10 million pieces per month, 
“automation with respect to data processing all stems 
from one important key element: the consistency of the 
way in which the data is supplied.”

“ “
EACH OF THESE EFFORTS AT AUTOMATION 

HAS PAID OFF IN MONEY, TIME, AND LABOR 
SAVING TERMS THE ULTIMATE GOAL OF 

THE PROCESS.

·“Elastic,” Top-Down Estimating

In Augusta, Maine, J.S. McCarthy Printers is a legacy 
user of the Monarch MIS/ERP from EFI, which recently 
transferred its print and packaging production 
software business to the independently operating 
company eProductivity Software (ePS). J.S. McCarthy 
is rebuilding its 25-year-old Monarch database with 
the help of iQuote, an ePS print estimating solution that 
Matthew Tardiff, CFO, describes as a more “elastic” 
and user-friendly solution for job management.

iQuote, Tardiff explains, “estimates from the top 
down, where Monarch estimates from the ground 
up.” iQuote does this by posing a series of questions 
from a “product carousel” and using the answers 
to drill down into the details needed to assemble 
the quote. 

“ “HONESTLY, IT’S JUST PEACE OF MIND, I 
JUST DON’T GET THAT MANY FIRE 

DRILLS ANYMORE. 

Drop and Process

That means in order to automate, “I need to be able to 
take that file and drop it into a hot folder that has been 
configured specifically for that for that data, and then 
I can auto-process,” Avrick says. This lets the shop 
automate functions such as rules-based mailings to 
different states; USPS-compliant change-of-address 
updates; presorting for postal rate discounts; and 
programmatic mailings at regular intervals.

BCC Software and Quadient are the principal suppliers 
of mailing automation software at Design Distributors, 
which integrates their products with custom 
programming of its own. Before the company installed 
these solutions, much of the processing was manual, 
involving repeated handoffs of files and instructions 
between departments. Avrick says this tended to limit 
the workload to mailings that had to be produced as 
one-off jobs. 

North Star Printing of Spanish Fork, Utah, has operated 
with Heidelberg’s Prinect workflow software for more 
than 10 years. Neal Foster, owner, says that of all the 
Prinect modules he’s installed throughout the plant, the 
most powerful tool is Business Manager—a print MIS 
that he finds especially helpful for inventory control.
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He says this is because Business Manager lets the 
plant track every plate, every linear inch of proofing 
material, and every pound of ink in real time as they are 
consumed. Prompted by JDF/JMF messaging during 
production, Business Manager then automatically 
deducts the quantities from inventory, posts the dollar 
amounts to job costing, and sets reordering points to 
trigger replenishment of what’s been used.

Self-Inventorying Inventory

“It just made stuff so much easier,” Foster says. Before 
ink consumption monitoring, for example, “PMS colors 
were just daunting. There were just so many of them, 
and so much to keep track of. Now, you don’t have to 
do anything. The inventory just comes down on its 
own with no human intervention. It’s actually been 
stunning to see how accurate it is.”

The system can even generate a bill of materials based 
on how many sheets of makeready the job is expected 
to need. “That all automatically gets reserved out of the 
warehouse,” Foster says. “You don’t have to run around 
looking for stuff.”

The customer-facing part of a printing operation is 
another prime candidate for workflow automation. 
As a B2B printer, VISOGraphics of Addison, Ill., has 
moved strongly in the direction of supporting its 
customers through digital storefronts: branded online 
portals where they can order the print, direct mail, and 
fulfillment services that VISOGraphics provides.

Bob Dahlke, in charge of business development, says 
that with 60 storefronts now in operation, “we’ve 
learned that you’ve got to be automated. The goal is 
for us not to touch things because they’re smaller jobs 
that go through the plant.” Software tools for taking 
out the touches include EPS Monarch for enterprise 
print management; Kodak InSite Creative Workflow for 
content creation; and Quadient for mailing.

The rules-based automation of the VISOGraphics 
workflow sets production in full motion once clients 
have indicated what they want. 

At the portals, “they can select stripping layouts and 
how they want proofs back,” says John Dahlke, COO. 
“We have a couple of clients that have vast amount 
of templates that they can choose from when they’re 
uploading a file. They choose the layout, and it will 
automatically preflight, RIP, trap, and strip.” Thanks 
to automation on the customer-facing side, “we have 
clients come in all hours of the day and night, and 
they’re getting their proofs in real time already laid out 
and stripped for them to approve.”

In effect, says Bob Dahlke, “we were sleeping overnight 
while they did all the work in our system,” eliminating 
those tasks on the printer’s end. The next morning, with 
the customer’s blessing, the job would be fully ready to 
run.

In Richmond, Va., Kenmore Envelope Company 
uses an ERP from One Point Systems, a developer of 
software solutions for envelope manufacturers. The 
system covers estimating, order entry, data collection, 
run speeds, shipments, inventory management, and 
invoicing—everything necessary to get a job into a 
well-regulated production workflow.

“It allows us to run an estimate and use that same bid 
to turn into an order,” says Kristin Ogo, COO. “Once 
live, from there it will create a job for prepress to 
begin their workflow when art is available. We pull the 
shipment and invoice from the same system. Inventory 
is automatically allocated and reduced upon usage 
on our production floor. We can also see it live if it is 
running, and on what machine.” 

Wake Up and Run

“

“

I GOT AN EMAIL FROM ONE OF MY VDP OPERATORS, AND SHE’S LIKE, OK, TONYA. WE WERE KILLING 
OURSELVES A FEW MONTHS AGO, AND NOW IT’S COME TO A SCREECHING HALT. YOU CALL THIS 

AUTOMATION? BECAUSE SHE WAS THINKING MAYBE WE LOST SALES. OH, NO. OUR SALES HAVE GONE 
UP ABOUT 70%. THAT’S HOW AUTOMATION IS AFFECTING YOU GUYS.”

“ “JOIN OUR DISCUSSION CONTACT US AT 
info@piamidam.org WITH YOUR INPUT 
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By using templates in the Prinergy workflow supported 
by Enterprise Print Management Solutions (EPMS) for 
print MIS, BCC Software for mailing, and XMPie for 
variable data processing, “we’ve taken three to four 
days of jobs that come in monthly down to minutes and 
seconds. About 80 manual hours both in prepress and 
VDP has been eliminated,” Spiers declares.

“

“

THOSE THAT ARE SUCCESSFUL IN THE PREMIUM 
BUSINESS ARE THE ONES THAT CAN PREDICT 
THE OUTCOME AND THAT’S WHY IT’S SUPER 

IMPORTANT THAT YOU HAVE THESE KINDS OF 
SYSTEMS IN PLACE. IF YOU WANT TO SURVIVE, 

YOU JUST HAVE TO HAVE THEM.

Foster sees better estimating and pricing as one of the 
most significant outcomes of workflow automation at 
North Star Printing. He says the Prinect MIS has been 
“super powerful” in helping the company distinguish 
between jobs it can produce cost-effectively and  
those it can’t.

“We can cost and charge 
correctly because it’s very 
accurate,” Foster says. “We 
really lean on it for our 
pricing structure.” 

That degree of accuracy is 
crucial to staying profitable, 
he emphasizes. “I would say 
we do more under one roof 
than any printer in Utah. We’re super capable, but 
the margins are razor thin. We’re able to make really 
good decisions on pricing to know if we can compete 
at that level and make money.”

Workflow automation also can be a path to new sources 
of revenue, as Avrick has seen at Design Distributors. 
He says that by eliminating redundancies that used 
to limit the scope of the work, “we’ve been able to 
implement a lot more programmatic mailings. Now 
we can combine one-off mailings with programmatic 
mailings to leverage the efficiencies of both. It’s 
opened up new opportunities for us and increased 
our usage of the digital component of our business.” 

Mailing efficiency is also crucial to success at Knight 
Abbey, which serves the gaming industry nationwide. 
Spiers estimates that the company produces at least 
10 million pieces of mail per month for its casino 
customers. “Every bit of it is variable,” she says, with 
some of it consisting of half a million records and 147 
different tiers of variable information. “That’s about 
two and a half to three weeks of work that comes in all 
at the same time.”

Importance of “Intrinsic”

Tracking the intervals between creating estimates 
and getting jobs into production is one way that 
Tardiff measures progress at J.S. McCarthy. He notes, 
however, that the benefits of software-based workflow 
automation also can be “intrinsic”: less about the data 
than about how the experience of doing the work has 
changed for the better. 

“It’s more of talking to the 
folks behind the scenes to see 
what are they actually saving 
for time,” Tardiff explains. 
“Are there less clicks? Are 
there parts of the workflow 
that we’re not touching 
anymore that are more 
automated?” Something as 

simple as no longer having to reattach job specs to RFQs 
for estimating—an improvement made possible by 
iQuote—is a good example. As Tardiff observes, “little 
things like that just add up.”

Spiers may have witnessed the same kind of intrinsic 
improvement happening at Knight Abbey as automation 
started to take hold there.

As she tells the story, “I was having people working 
around the clock on the weekends, and that’s all come 
to a stop because of automation. I got an email from one 
of my VDP operators, and she’s like, OK, Tonya. We were 
killing ourselves a few months ago, and now it’s come 
to a screeching halt. You call this automation? Because 
she was thinking maybe we lost sales. Oh, no. Our sales 
have gone up about 70%. That’s how automation is 
affecting you guys.”

AUTOMATION: SUPER POWERFUL 
FOR PRICING

When paired with a competent workforce the 
advantages of automation is staggering. What once 
was a 40 hour job each week can turn to 2 and takes 
such a huge amount of stress off of  employees.

“ “IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT AUTOMATED, YOU 
REALLY CAN’T GET THE MARGINS YOU NEED
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THE LABOR CONNECTION

Workforce is the most talked about issue for 
companies in our industry. The introduction of 
automation is allowing  veterans free time to 
properly teach and foster a new generation of 
workings in the printing industry.

When it comes to labor, automation has a complicated 
history. Some decry it as a job-killer; others welcome 
it as a gateway to new categories of employment. 
Printers have a perspective of their own. Increasingly, 
they see automation as an answer to filling positions 
they would gladly preserve if only today’s constrained 
labor market would let them do it. 

This is what makes workflow automation part of the 
thinking about employment at Kenmore Envelope, 
according to Ogo. 

“For estimating, account management, and prepress, 
the automation in our software allows for a quicker 
understanding of print and manufacturing as a 
whole,” she explains. “For prepress in particular, 
Automation Engine does a lot to make files print-ready 
so our new hires do not necessarily need a wealth of 
print knowledge ahead of time.” 

This is consistent, she adds, with Kenmore Envelope’s 
general approach to human resources management. 
“Kenmore believes in training our team and invests 
heavily in that with time and resources upon hiring. 
Employee happiness is important to us, and less 
friction in the work itself by utilizing software 
increases that. It has allowed us to shorten our 
training time in the areas where automation is used.”

Along the same lines, Tardiff thinks that streamlining 
MIS/ERP at J.S. McCarthy will make the workflow 
easier to learn and more engaging to work with, 
particularly for younger employees. 

“It could be much less of a learning curve. It’s  
web-based, a lot more user-friendly, and a lot easier to 
estimate with,” says Tardiff of the company’s updated 
system. Because the interface being phased out is “very 
antiquated-looking,” younger workers don’t take to 
it—a resistance that Tardiff expects to fade away once 
the new system, with its more contemporary look and 
feel, is fully up and running. 

“That alone is a huge help when training new hires, 
especially on the front end,” he says. 

Foster is realistic about the ways in which automation 
and job skills intersect. “Before, you had to have a 
multitude of craftsmen to get this done,” he says. “We 
have some really good tradesmen, but we also have 
them supported by some people that are not familiar 
with the industry and did not get brought up into 
it, especially over the last couple of years. And it’s 
really helped us with the staffing challenges because 
we can bring people from outside, and it’s more  
process-based.”

Olivo agrees that software automation will be one 
solution to the uphill challenge of finding “competent 
people” to work at printing companies. “I really believe 
we have to automate every possible facet that we can 
if we’re going continue to grow where the pool of labor 
is just not large enough to accommodate that,” he 
declares.

Printers who have embraced workflow automation 
agree that the message to printers who have not taken 
the same step is clear.

“If you don’t have it automated, you really can’t get 
the margins you need,” advises Bob Dahlke. “You 
get bombarded with phone calls. Things have to be 
seamless and easy for your clients.”

“Honestly, it’s just peace of mind,” Foster concurs. “I 
just don’t get that many fire drills anymore.” 

As Foster sees it, the peace of mind that comes from 
automating is also a competitive edge. “Those that are 
successful in the premium business are the ones that 
can predict the outcome,” he counsels. “And that’s 
why it’s super important that you have these kinds of 
systems in place. If you want to survive, you just have 
to have them.” 

Door-Opener for Newcomers

THE INVENTORY JUST COMES DOWN ON ITS 
OWN WITH NO HUMAN INTERVENTION. IT’S 

ACTUALLY BEEN STUNNING TO SEE HOW 
ACCURATE IT IS.

“

“



� SUMMER 2023  •  SPECIAL REPORT  •  7

piamidam.org

Just as printers were starting to get the hang of Industry 
4.0 and its machine-to-machine interactions, along 
came artificial intelligence (AI), large language models 
(LLMs), and generative pretrained transformers 
(GPTs): the stuff of nightmares for some and bright new 
horizons for others. 

Greg Cholmondeley, Director of Production Workflow 
at Keypoint Intelligence, has been following the 
technology and is mostly sanguine about what he thinks 
it has in store. He’s notably keen on what AI could do for 
printers once it becomes a part of their manufacturing 
workflows. 

Cholmondeley says that while specialized print 
providers have achieved “amazingly streamlined” 
workflows through software automation, general 
commercial shops and in-plants without a specialty 
product focus aren’t as far along. One reason is that 
it’s difficult for their rules-based workflow software to 
anticipate the endless variables of the different kinds of 
things they must produce in environments where the 
demand constantly changes.

This is where Cholmondeley sees an opening for AI 
systems, which aren’t bound by the “if A, then B” 
conventions of rules-based programming. Instead, 
they draw their own inferences as their neural networks 
scour troves of LLM data for the kinds of practical 
connections that people make in the real world.

See What AI Did There? We Soon Will This means that AI systems are “more probabilistic” 
than the workflow solutions printers now use, 
Cholmondeley says. He points out that in a rules-based 
workflow, “if you see something you’ve never seen 
before, you don’t know what to do. But because what 
AI does is to sift through vast quantities of information, 
looking for patterns, it can do that kind of thing better 
than rules-based programming.”

Cholmondeley thinks the “incredible potential” of AI 
for print automation could be fulfilled in applications 
such as:

User-specific service and training 
documentation generated by the data 
contained in the user’s own LLM

Predictive maintenance, with scheduling 
based on AI’s interpretation of machine 
job logs

Breaking workflow bottlenecks through  
AI-enhanced analysis of MIS/ERP data

Turning e-mailed orders for jobs into valid 
job tickets

Estimating and job costing, with the AI 
learning to get the same kind of “gut feel” 
for accuracy that human estimators rely on

Automating design by generating layouts 
on the fly instead of having to build them 
from templates
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Cholmondeley cautions, however, that AI at its present 
stage of development remains “a very disruptive 
technology. It can work really well and then suddenly 
do something that just doesn’t make any sense.

“It can make mistakes. You don’t want to use it for 
your financial accounting,” he says.

Nevertheless, Cholmondeley says he’s convinced 
by what he learned at the recent Hunkeler 
Innovationdays and EskoWorld events that helpful 
AI implementations are on the way. “Every single 
software vendor I talked to is trying to figure this out,” 
he says. “It is probably their number one priority.”

Printers need to take the implications of the 
technology for their businesses just as seriously, 
Cholmondeley adds. “It has incredible potential as a 
useful tool. I think that anybody who isn’t looking at 
doing it, or customers who aren’t considering how it’s 
going  apply, are going to be at a real disadvantage.”

Patrick Henry is a journalist and an educator who 
has covered the graphic communications industry 
since 1984. The author of many hundreds of articles 
on business trends and technological developments 
in graphic communications, he has been published in 
most of the leading trade media in the field. He also has 
taught graphic communications as an adjunct lecturer 
for New York University and New York City College of 
Technology. The holder of numerous awards for industry 
service and education, Henry is currently the managing 
director of Liberty or Death Communications, a content 
consultancy.
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Our most recent Printing Industry 
Performance and Insights (PIPI) 
reports our industry’s performance 
alongside financial benchmarking for 
companies in our region. Discover how 
your company compares and explore 
actionable thought to consider with 
this data.

The 2023 Wage + Benefits report survey 
is open, and we need your support! 
This report is the most comprehensive 
annual survey on labor costs and 
human resource policies for print-
related companies containing data 
from both 2022 and 2023. When 
pledging your information to the 
survey you will receive this report for 
no cost ($499 value).

Contact us at info@piamidam.org to request these reports

Through carefully curated 
member-only content, as well 
as a partnership with The Print 
University, this new and exciting 
learning program is ideal for new 
hires to your organization and 
those looking to advance their skill sets. 

Currently, there are over 60 lessons covering a 
wide variety of skills and topics that are essential to 
the print industry, with more lessons to come. PIA 
MidAmerica offers these lessons as a member-only 
benefit to you and your organization.

With workforce a top concern for everyone in our 
industry, MidAmerica U is a great way to introduce new 
or current hires looking to expand their knowledge 
in the intricacies of the printing world. With easy-to-
digest and easy-to-follow lessons, MidAmerica U is a 
perfect tool for all companies in our industry. 

MIDAMERICA U
ONLINE EDUCATION FOR PRINT 
PROFESSIONALS & STUDENTS

Preview our learning site at midamericau.org


