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Introdution
One of the greatest helps or biggest hindrances to any 
project is the quality of printing that is achieved in the 
production process. In the age of one-touch connectivity 
and seemingly unlimited mobile convenience, it is easy to 
overlook the process that brings our virtual designs into 
the real world, or to assume that creating professional 
grade printing should be as quick and easy as using a 
home printer. The truth is, many businesses and individuals 
are unprepared as they take their first steps into the local 
print shop, resulting in extra costs, inefficient work, and a 
lower quality product. The best way to avoid all of this is 
to come prepared and to arm yourself with the knowledge 
you need to get the most out of your printing.

The most important factor in getting the best printing on all 
of your projects is to find an expert print shop in your area. 
Ultimately, it is going to be about qualified professionals 
who have their head in the business, and who have access 
to top-of-the-line technology. Never underestimate the 
importance of a sparkling reputation, and do not undervalue 
the help friendly and knowledgeable staff can offer. After 
all, these are the people you are trusting with your front-
line marketing materials, product sell sheets, catalogs and 
look books. Now is not the time to go second-class.

But even after you have an established relationship with 
the best printer in town, the steps getting you from A to Z 
can be anything but straightforward. Even the most tech-
savvy professionals can have a tough time understanding 
how to properly format different file types, or what to look 
for when they get back their first proof. And even the most 
well-resourced organization can waste significant time 
and money trying to put themselves on the right track. 
Getting started without having a solid understanding 
of the process will cost you time in the long run, and so 
investing time up front is always the best way to go.

The thing to remember is that the best printing are always 
going to happen in collaboration, between an experienced 
printing establishment, and a motivated and informed 
client. Want to arm yourself with the knowledge you need 
to play your part effectively? Maybe you just have a few 
gaps in understanding, or maybe you’re looking for a fully 
drawn roadmap that can get you from start to finish. Either 
way, this guide is designed to tell you everything you need 
to know about obtaining the brightest, sharpest, perfectly 
sized and formatted printing money can buy.
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Consider 
design
Of course, the final product is 100% dependent on your 
ability to provide good content. Sometimes, the printing 
process can be a way to work through ideas, and seeing 
them fleshed-out in physical form can be a great way to 
understand some of the challenges you are coming up 
against in the design process. But once you think you’re 
getting close to a finished product, there are a few pointers 
you should run through to make sure you have exactly 
what you need.

Color is a major factor that is going to play into the overall 
look and feel of your printed product. Your computer 
screen and the printed page actually use totally different 
systems of color blending to produce the range of tonalities 
you see with your eyes. While it is possible to make very 
accurate translations between the two, there are always 
going to be differences. 

Certain ranges within the color spectrum will only show up 
on a computer screen, and have no corresponding printed 
analog. Brighter, neon tones fall victim to this problem, 
often becoming distorted in the printing process. While 
the changes may be subtle in some cases, they may also 
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make or break a particular design. The only way to tell for 
sure is through a thorough proofing process, which we will 
discuss later in this text, but there are also a few strategies 
to make smart guesses and potentially save yourself some 
time later. Often, decreasing the intensity (chroma) of 
the color and increasing the lightness (value) can be a 
good way to get a close approximation of a bright color. 
But really, if you know you are planning on printing your 
design, it is best to start off with a printed proof of your 
color palette in the first place.

Size should also be carefully considered, especially if you 
are worried about going too small. Font sizes below 10pt 
should be proofed and checked to make sure they are 
readable, and images should be tested on a case by case 
basis to make sure all of the important details are coming 
through. If you don’t have enough space on your page to 
accommodate either of these basic aspects, it is probably 
time to reconsider your design.

Finally, just on a basic level, make sure your art is the way 
you want it and compliments the written text. Get feedback 
from many different sources to make sure you’ve selected 
appropriate images that help get your message across, 
so you can go into the printing process with the utmost 
confidence. You certainly don’t want to have second 
thoughts while you are midway through the process!
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Check 
formatting
You’re happy with your art, and now it’s time to head over 
to your local print shop, right? Wrong. One of the biggest 
problems people face in the printing process is dealing 
with improperly formatted files. Having the wrong file 
types, sizes, or formats can make the whole process much 
slower, more costly, or give you a different result than you 
were hoping for. Often, it just has to do with small mistakes 
that could have been easily corrected.

First, what type of files does your print shop work with? 
In most cases, .PDF (X1a settings) is the standard, and is 
accepted by virtually all professional printers. But in some 
cases .ps, .eps, tiff, ill, or other formats may better suit your 
needs. Check your file types to see what you have, and if 
you have any questions, make sure to get in touch with 
your printer first. They can let you know what you need, or 
help you figure out how to convert files that are the wrong 
format.

Resolution is another basic, but very important, factor 
to consider. For optimal printed resolution, 300 dpi is 
recommended. Any less, and your images will look grainy 
or blurry. Any more, and the file may be too large to 

transfer and print efficiently. If you have questions about 
how to check the dpi of your files, talking to your friendly 
print-shop professional is a great way to learn more.

When working with a multi-page document that needs 
specific collation, orientation, or size formatting, make sure 
you have all your ducks in a row before getting started. 
This means knowing what you want your finished product 
to look like, but also having an in-depth understanding of 
your software, and how it translates into print. Programs 
like Adobe InDesign, Illustrator, or Quark are created 
to solve complex formatting issues, depending on the 
particular use, and will put the tools at your disposal to 
get your project where it needs to be.
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Choosing 
digital versus 
offset printing
One distinguishing factor that is unknown even to some 
print-shop veterans is how to make the choice between 
digital and offset printing. Basically, they are each different 
processes available to print shops that offer unique 
benefits, depending on what the client is looking for.

Offset printing is a conventional printing process that has a 
longer history, dating back before the advent of computers. 
The image is broken into different layers of color inks—
cyan, magenta, yellow, and black—which are applied by 
separate image plates, adding up to a composite image 
that works in the same way as the pointillist paintings of 
the artist Georges Seurat. The tiny clusters of colored dots 
optically mix to create a wide range of tones.

This process is geared toward larger run jobs. Because 
there is a large upfront costs of making the individual ink 
plates that must then be loaded onto the offset press it is 
not economical for a small run job. However, offset presses 
can run at very high speeds so once the individual plates 



What you don’t know about printing might hurt you (or your business) 8

are loaded onto the press and a few hundred sheets are 
run though the press to get it “inked up” the press can 
then print thousands of sheets in a relatively short period 
of time. Offset printing usually requires a much longer lead 
time to get your project completed. Typical lead times can 
be 7 to 10 business days.

Digital printing is the method by which most laser printers 
work. A laser scans a photosensitive drum to create a static 
charge that attracts toner (or in some cases actual ink). It 
is fast and efficient and is the preferred choice for smaller 
runs and jobs that don’t require a press sheet size of more 
than 13 x 19 inches in size. Since digital printing doesn’t 
require expensive separations and plates to be made it’s 
much faster process. Many digital print shops can get 
your job printed overnight if you require. In recent years 
the quality of digital printing technology has improved to 
the point where it rivals (and in some cases exceeds) the 
quality of offset printing.

To make the right choice, consider the specifics of your 
project carefully. How many copies of your document 
are you looking to make? What size are they? What are 
your time and money constraints? How important is 
resolution and color specificity? The best print shops can 
accommodate any of your needs, and a trained printing 
professional will be able to help you make the right choice 
that best fits your individual requirements.
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Your printing 
checklist
You have decided on all of the basic elements that will 
shape the look and feel of your finished product and you are 
almost ready to get the process underway. The last thing is 
to make sure you have a grasp on all the different options 
that will be presented to you when you speak with your 
printer. A good print shop will work with you to achieve the 
highest possible results, and that means making decisions 
about paper weight, size, folding options, and more. Let’s 
run through the basics here.

There are tons of paper options out there and choosing 
the right one for your project has to do with your own 
preferences. Lighter-weight paper is cheap and easy to 
distribute, but also carries a more disposable quality to 
it. Heavy cardstock is a bigger money investment but will 
leave your prints with an air of importance. You’ll also 
need to choose between coated and uncoated papers. A 
“coated” paper is smoother (gloss) in appearance and an 
uncoated paper has a slight texture (matte) to it.

Going gloss or matte is often up to personal preference 
as either can give a sleek, professional appearance. Many 
print shops have paper samples for you to see for yourself, 

allowing you to get a more tangible idea of how the gloss, 
weight, and other factors can factor into your project.

When printing multi-page documents, there are different 
binding options to consider. Perfect bound books are a 
sleek and professional way to present a finished product, 
lining up all the pages neatly in the style of a store-bought 
paperback. Presentation booklets can benefit from spiral 
binding and laminating which adds a unique, durable 
aesthetic. For flyers and pamphlets, double or triple folding 
is an effective way to organize your layout.
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Proofs
Once your files are all in order and you are sure you have 
worked out all the different options for yourself, you can 
begin the proofing process. Think of a proof as a practice 
print that allows you to see how all the different choices you 
made add up to a finished product. Depending on whether 
you are using offset printing or digital printing your project 
you may have to wait a few minutes to a couple days to 
receive your proof, giving you time to consider all the 
different variables. Offset printing uses a separate device 
to try to simulate what your finished project will look like. 
Going the digital printing route usually means the proof 
is run right off the same press that to will ultimately print 
your job so it will give you a perfect representation. The 
proofing process is the perfect time for second thoughts 
since the whole point of the proofing process is to make 
sure you’re getting what you need, and that your printer is 
able to deliver the quality you expect.

Here’s what to look for in your proof:

How do the colors match up to your digital version? If 
the overall print is too dark or light, or blue-tinted for 
example, then the appropriate adjustments should 
be made to the file to compensate.
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While it may be tempting to rush through the proofing 
process and get to your project printed, this is the time when 
it is most crucial to work slowly and carefully. Check and 
recheck your proof for errors, and brainstorm alternative 
solutions if necessary. Often, seeing the physical print for 
the first time will conjure a flood of new ideas that might 
be worth considering taking back to your designer. While 
at first it might seem like a step in the opposite direction, 
going through a comprehensive refinement process is 
always a good thing for the final product.

Run through your proofing checklist to make sure 
everything is in order. If you find that something needs to 
be changed, go ahead and continue to request proofs until 
everything is perfect. Most often, your printer will be more 
than happy to work with you until everything is exactly the 
way you want it.

Is everything lined up correctly, and properly oriented 
on the page? If you are working on a book, or any 
other multi-page project, make sure all the pages 
face in the right direction and fit nicely together.

Does the size feel right? Are the text and images all 
clear and legible? Overall, does the design feel too 
packed-together or too spaced apart?

Is the quality up to your standards? If not, speak to 
your printer and find out if it’s your document that is 
causing the problem or an actual printing issue.

Is your paper choice appropriate for your content 
and not distracting? Sometimes, it is helpful to get 
multiple proofs on different papers to compare and 
contrast.

This is your last chance to spot any typos or other 
errors in the design itself. At this point, you should 
have had a few different pairs of eyes review it already, 
but there is no such thing as too much proofreading!

It can sometimes be beneficial to have multiple versions of 
your printed product to test out during the proofing process. 
Try out slightly different color schemes, brightness and 
contrast levels, sizes and orientations. Having the ability 
to compare and contrast in the physical world is often the 
only way to catch some of the more elusive aspects of 
your project, and trying out all the different options is how 
you know you are getting the absolute best.
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The finished 
product
After checking and double-checking the final proof for 
errors and imperfections you’re ready to print. For larger 
orders and busier print shops, this could take up to a week, 
so make sure you start the whole process well ahead of 
time if you’re looking to make a deadline. Printers can only 
handle so much traffic at a time. Get an estimate of the 
wait time on your order and make sure you hold them to it!

When you get your final prints again, take some time to 
review them in the same way you did with your proofs. 
Make sure there is an even distribution of ink between all 
the prints and there is no fading or irregular marks across 
the surface. Just because the top print of the stack looks 
alright, doesn’t mean they all do. Ensure that any cutting 
and collating are the way you want them, and do a quick 
spot-check for any scuffs, dents or tears in the prints. 
Reputable printers have their own quality assurance regime 
in place, but it always pays to do your own homework and 
be thorough.

If everything is in order, congratulations! Your design 
has entered the world of print, and is now ready to be 
distributed to anyone and everyone who needs to see 

it. In addition, you have the added bonus of finding a 
quality printer who you can turn to in the future for similar 
projects. Now that they know you and your business, 
starting the whole process over again from scratch will be 
that much easier. Building a long-term relationship with a 
good printing company is a huge asset, offering reliable 
service that you can return to again and again.
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Conclusion
The printing process may seem a little intimidating to 
the uninitiated at first. Quality printing not only requires 
an experienced and reliable printing company, but a 
whole range of knowledge and skillsets on the part of 
the client. It takes technical knowhow, an eye for design, 
a grasp on the finer points of the English language, and 
enough interpersonal skills to work effectively with the 
professionals who know this craft the best.

However, if you follow this guide, you should have no 
trouble getting the results you are looking for, with a bit 
of patience. And just like anything else, the first time is 
always the most difficult. After your first batch of well-
made prints, you will begin to develop a second sense 
for proof-reviews, color correction, and formatting, until 
working with the print shop feels intuitive.

As you continue to build a relationship with your print 
shop, they will become better attuned to your individual 
needs, and be better able to play their part to deliver the 
best results on an efficient timeline. Staying connected 
and involved is key—not only does it give you an insider’s 
view of the whole process, it lets you build a relationship 
with the people handling your prints. It all goes back to 
our first rule of quality printing: that it always happens in 
collaboration between a reputable printing company and 
an engaged client.

If it seems overwhelming at first, the best way to start is 
to get in touch with your printer today. They will be able 
to start you off on the right foot, and guide you each step 
of the way. If you need a little help during the process, just 
check back with this guide to find what you’re looking for. 
Good luck!


