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The New Print Buyers: 

Who They Are, What They Want, and What You Should Do 

Report Highlights 

 Print buying is becoming more diffuse.  

- Buyers regularly interact with multiple departments. 

- Printers need to develop closer relationships with marketing departments. 

- As print buyers age, this will become increasingly important. New buyers will not always be in 

the familiar departments. 

 Printers must understand why print is chosen as the means of communication. 

 Almost all print buyers have other responsibilities. 

- Many have less than 10 years’ experience. 

- Printers should do everything they can to help their customers: make print painless. 

 Even though the role of the print buyer is changing and their other activities have increasing 

importance, spending on print is still large.  

- Printers need to find out what else their customers do and how they can serve them in other 

ways. 

 Play close attention to agencies. Print is still important to them, and they are increasing their 

spending on print. 

 Large companies’ spending on print is growing. Printers should continue their efforts to market to 

them. 

 Print buyers prefer to use local companies. 

 Printers should maintain good relationships with their customers. Print buyers want to keep doing 

business with their preferred printers. 

 Few buyers use web-to-print. This might be an opportunity, as a significant number want their 

printer to offer online ordering. 

 Printers need to bring new and exciting ideas about print to clients and prospects and find ways to 

add value around the printed product.  

- Carefully target prospects when offering non-print related services. 

- Most print buyers want printers who do much more than “just print.” 
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Introduction: Why This Is Important 
The role of print in the marketing mix is changing. While still a critical component for marketers, it is 

losing both share of budget and, more importantly, share of mind. This coincides with a diffusion of 

responsibility for marketing and marketing decisions. As a result, print buying is changing. While many 

organizations still have “print buyers” whose primary—if not only—responsibility is purchasing print, 

increasingly it is not their primary function. In addition, print is purchased by other corporate 

professionals, such as marketers, for whom print is a small part of a larger project. How print is bought is 

also shifting. Online print buying is growing, through internal corporate portals as well as directly with 

print providers. 

Printers must understand this transformation in order to succeed in the new environment. The people 

to whom they must sell are changing, as are their needs, interests and requirements. Price, quality and 

delivery are no longer of prime importance; they are a given. While long-time relationships are still 

valuable to the most experienced buyers, new customers are not as interested in developing these 

relationships.  

What is it that these new print buyers want? Are they, in fact, interested in value-added services? And if 

so, which? What percentage of their time is spent on print-related activity? What other responsibilities 

do they typically have? How has their corporate print budget changed in the past three years – and what 

will happen to it during the next three? 

This report provides important insight into the new print buyer. With this information, service providers 

will learn about the role today’s print buyer plays in sourcing print, as well as if and where they seek 

additional help within their organizations. 

Perhaps more importantly, printers will learn what services today’s print buyers seek in their print 

partners. How do marketing services compare with more traditional print-related services? And do 

buyers prefer printers who “just print” or those who are more aptly described as MSPs (Marketing 

Service Providers)? 

How do buyers in agencies and creative units compare with buying practices and preferences of those 

who work in corporations? And is there a significant difference is print spend between savvy, 

experienced buyers and the new ones? 

Printers will also learn how their location plays a part in buyers’ practices today, and which buyers will 

look further afield when sourcing print. We also look at such things as equipment and whether it 

influences buyers’ decision, as well as print buyers’ likelihood of working with print management firms. 

This is significant research in that we believe no one else is looking directly at the practices, motivations 

and buying behaviors of print buyers today. These results will enlighten printers in ways that should 

make their marketing and business development more targeted and therefore, more effective. 
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Methodology: How We Did It 
In July 2013, we conducted a web-based survey of people involved in print buying. The invitation was 

extended to subscribers of Margie Dana’s weekly e-newsletter, to LinkedIn print buying and marketing 

groups, and to Margie’s database of print buyers. We also publicized the survey through a press release, 

which was picked up by many outlets. Additionally, the Canadian magazines Masthead and Design Edge 

announced the survey in their newsletters and Twitter feeds.  

As a result of this approach, there is a slight bias toward the more knowledgeable and engaged buyers, 

rather than the casual, print buyer. We did not specifically target those who are pure marketing and 

product managers. Nevertheless, those answering the survey are a diverse group. We discuss different 

types of print buyers separately to highlight the differences among them. 

Sample Demographics: Who Did We Talk To? 
We surveyed 315 people; 275 of them completed the entire questionnaire. However, we include the 

responses of those answering any of the questions. For most of our group of print buyers, print buying is 

an important part of their job, with only 20% saying they buy (or approve) print but that it is not one of 

their core responsibilities. It is the primary job for about three-fifths of them. As we discuss later, more 

than half are responsible for selecting the print, while 20% of our sample negotiate price. 

Where They Work: Type of Business 

We interviewed print buyers at three types of companies. Most of the companies (58%) are businesses 

that use and buy but do not sell print, such as corporations, non-profits, educational institutions, and 

similar firms. Creative agencies, including advertising, design, and the like, constitute 29% of our sample. 

Independent print buyers, brokers, and print management firms are 12% of those surveyed. There are a 

very few “others” or uncategorized. Printers were not eligible to take part in the survey. 

Excluding agencies and brokers, consultants, print management companies, and other independent 

buyers, the sample represents a variety of industries. Financial services (insurance, banking, financial 

products), non-profits, and education are the three largest sectors, closely followed by business and 

professional services. Media (including publishers) are well represented, as are retail, wholesale and 

distribution and consumer products and services, and health care (including health insurance) and 

pharmaceuticals. Materials, energy, manufacturing of industrial products, travel and entertainment, IT, 

and utilities each make up less than 5%. 
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Figure 1: Type of Business 

 

Figure 2: Industry 
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Figure 3: Company Size 

 

Print Purchases 

How Much Do They Buy? 

The print buyers in our sample work at companies that spend quite a bit of money on print; we estimate 

more than $1 billion to $1.5 billion in aggregate (even though one-fourth do not know how much print is 

purchased by their entire organization). About half of all respondents work in companies with print 

budgets in excess of $1 million. Many of these firms with large print budgets are very large (multi-billion 

dollar) agencies. 

Companies that spend the most on print are most likely to have dedicated print buyers. Even so, print 

buyers within these organizations are more likely also to buy other forms of communications, including 

print advertising, outdoor signage, trade shows, Internet advertising, video and search, and be involved 
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As we will discuss later, many of these larger firms have been increasing their print budgets and intend 

to continue doing so. 

The print buyers surveyed are responsible for purchasing a great deal of print, more than $500 million 

each year. Buyers often are responsible for a large proportion of their organizations’ print budget. As 

one would expect, those whose primary job is print buying are responsible for much more than those 

who do not. For most of those buying less than $100,000 of print each year, print buying is not their 

primary job. 
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Figure 4: Amount of Print Purchased by Company 

 

Figure 5: Amount of Print Purchased by Buyer 
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What Do They Buy? 

Print products bought vary greatly, as one would expect. The types of products bought are closely 

related to the amount of print purchased. While most companies use such core products as brochures, 

manuals, card racks, and stationery, items such as flyers, inserts, catalogs, publications, direct mail, and 

packaging are more likely to be bought by companies with large print budgets.  

Figure 6: Main Print Products Purchased 

Brochures and marketing collateral 80% 

Direct mail 56% 

Flyers 51% 

Posters 50% 

Sign and display 49% 

Post cards, rack cards 46% 

Stationery, business cards 38% 

Advertising inserts 31% 

Packaging and labels 30% 

Point of Purchase 27% 

Publications 26% 

Catalogs 25% 

Manuals and documentation 22% 

Forms 20% 

Magazines 20% 

Books 18% 

Manuals and documentation 12% 

Directories 7% 

Financial, legal, and transaction  6% 

Other 8% 

 

Location 

Ninety percent of those responding are in the U.S, predominantly the Midwest (30%) and New England 

(26%). About 15% each are located in the Mid-Atlantic States and the Southeast. Most of the rest are in 

Canada. Three-fourths are in Ontario, half in the GTA. The remainder are scattered in the other 

provinces; unfortunately none of the respondents is from BC or Quebec. 

Gender and Age 

Most of those responding to the survey are women (63%). Women are more likely to be within 

corporate environments than agencies. They are typically found in marketing communications 

departments rather than purchasing. Print buying is likely to be a more important part of their job. They 

are also more experienced; they typically have been buying print for more than 10 years.  

Print buyers in our sample tend to be older than 45. One-fourth are younger. Although women have 

more experience buying print, they are younger. One might infer from this that the older men have 

added purchasing print to their other responsibilities, especially if they are corporate purchasing agents.  
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That the typical print buyer is a woman older than 45 is consistent with earlier research we have done. 

What is more interesting is seeing if this holds up 5 and 10 years down the road. 

Figure 7: Age 

 

 

Print Buying Experience 

Our print buyers have years of experience in purchasing print, typically more than 15 or 20 years. Given 

the changes in the process and role of print buying, one might expect print buying to be less important 

for those with less experience, but, as Figure 6 shows, there are few differences between those whose 

primary role is buying print and those for whom it is a smaller part of their job.  
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Figure 8: Length of Experience Buying Print 
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Figure 9: Is Print Buying Your Primary Function? 

 

Figure 10: Role in Print Buying Process 
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As nearly 40% of print buyers surveyed indicate print buying is not their primary job, clearly they are 

involved in other things. The amount of time spent on print buying, including selecting and working with 

printers, is of course closely related to whether this is their primary function: about 60% of all 

respondents spend more than half of their time on print-related activities, about the same number for 

whom print buying is their primary function.  

A deeper examination, however, shows some anomalies. First, very few spend a large proportion of 

their time on print acquisition, and only 2% all of their time. A substantial minority—one-fourth—spend 

less than one-quarter of their time on print-related activities. 

If one compares those whose primary 

responsibility is print buying with those 

for whom print buying is a secondary 

task, a few anomalies emerge. First, a 

few “print buyers” actually spend very 

little time on print buying—20% spend 

less than 25% of their time on their “primary” job. Conversely, even those who buy print as part of—but 

not their primary—job spend a lot of time buying print, choosing a printer, and working with their 

printers.  

Figure 11: Proportion of Time Spent on Print 

 

Knowing that most print buyers have other responsibilities, printers can make themselves more valuable 

by finding out what these are and if and how they can help, thereby relieving the buyers of some of 
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these tasks. At the very least, printers can help customers and prospect by making the process of buying 

and managing print easier for them. 

As noted, our survey participants buy a lot of print—about $500 million to $750 million or more each 

year. As one would expect, those whose primary job is print buying are responsible for much more than 

those who do not. For most of those buying less than $100,000 of print each year, print buying is not 

their primary job.  

On the other hand, even many for whom print 

buying is not their primary job, are also 

responsible for a lot of print. Indeed, one-third 

buys more than $1 million a year. It is important 

for printers to keep in mind that even though a customer is buying a lot of print, many have other 

responsibilities. Many of our respondents are responsible for a large proportion of their organization’s 

print buying, regardless of their position.  

Figure 12: Amount of Print Bought by Primary Responsibility 

 

 

Regardless of their job function, role in print buying, or how much time is spent on print-related tasks, a 

print buyer’s ability to buy print is only a small part of how they are evaluated. The bulk of our group of 
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evaluated primarily on print buying, even though it is a central part of the job description for 75% and 

the primary function for 60%. One implication of this is that while print is important in their day-to-day 

responsibilities, it is not specifically reflected in their compensation. More than one-fifth of the buyers in 

our study indicate that print buying is not a factor in their compensation review. Many of these buyers 

work on the agency side. This group is heavily involved in print buying, including selecting a printer and 

negotiating price. Many have more than 20 years’ experience. Moreover, for one-quarter it is their 

primary responsibility—yet they are not evaluated on it. 

Figure 13: Evaluation on Ability to Buy Print  

 

Part of the problem – and it’s a classic one – is that print buyers’ managers typically have no print 

knowledge whatsoever. Therefore they cannot—or simply do not—pay close attention to how expertly 

a print buyer sources print. They are not aware of how much money was saved by vendor selection, 

production efficiency, smart sourcing, negotiating skill, vendor vigilance, etc. This must be particularly 

discouraging for senior buyers with a decade or more of experience.  

This has several implications for print providers. First, and most importantly, printers benefit by having 

their top customers remain in their positions. Buyers prefer developing long-term relationships with 

print providers, and barring problems, tend to remain loyal to their printers. So it behooves printers to 

help customers thrive in their roles wherever and however possible. Asking customers how they can 

help in this regard is the first step. 

In addition, printers should help their customers by offering creative and innovative ideas for achieving 

their specific communications or marketing goals. Because many print buyers are part of marketing 
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units, and because most print buyers have responsibilities beyond sourcing print, print providers can 

make themselves more valuable as communications resources to their customers.  

As print buyers increase their own value as employees, they will be regarded as essential team members 

by their managers. If their roles in their organizations are secure, they will likely retain their business 

relationships with their service providers. 

Where Are They in the Organization (Department) 

In the not-so-distant past, print buyers tended to be in purchasing, graphics, or corporate 

communications. Buyers in our sample represent these same organizational units, with, perhaps, a 

slightly heavier tilt toward marketing and communications. More than one-fourth of respondents are in 

purchasing or procurement, closely followed by marketing, marketing communications and advertising 

(23%). Sixteen percent are in graphics, design, or production, and another 3% are in strategy or creative. 

A large number—more than 12%—are in marketing, product, and brand management or sales. 

Figure 14: Primary Department or Function 

 

One of the main differences between print buyers in corporations and agencies is that those working in 

a corporate environment are twice as likely to be in a marketing communications role, while those 

working in an agency are slightly more likely to be in graphics design and production (but not by much). 
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agencies have specialists for this.  
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This shift in where buyers are located is significant, and it is consistent with an earlier study conducted 

by Ms. Dana. There is a noticeable transfer of the buying function away from communications and into 

marketing departments; it is therefore 

important for printers to develop more business 

with corporate marketing units. Moreover, 

printers should go beyond this and become 

members of and visible participants in marketing associations. Within such groups there are significant 

opportunities for printers to educate and influence (as well as to learn). 

What Else Do They Do? 

Almost all print buyers do something other than buy print. (Less than 3% of respondents report they do 

“nothing else,” only buy print.) As more than one-fourth of print buyers surveyed are in the purchasing 

department, it is not surprising that buying things other than print is most commonly mentioned, by 

57%. It is noteworthy, though, that this is twice as many whose primary function is procurement. The 

next most common responsibility that buyers have is marketing, advertising, and marketing 

communications, mentioned by 43%, while product and brand management is mentioned by 22%. 

Production and manufacturing come next, at 29%, and 24% prepare files for print. Not surprisingly, 19% 

also do graphic design.  

Figure 15: Print Buyers’ Other Responsibilities 
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services or products, or be involved in social media. Not surprisingly, those in agencies are more likely to 

do graphic design as well as buy print.  

The bulk of print buyers who only buy print work in advertising, design, or other creative agencies. 

Print is, at its core, a communication function. Accordingly, we asked what other types of marketing or 

advertising products and services our group of print buyers are involved in. Trade shows and events is by 

far the most common, mentioned by 42%. This is 

followed by newspaper or magazine advertising 

and outdoor display. Few, however, are involved 

in television advertising. New media, including 

Internet advertising, social media, and, to a lesser extent, mobile, are also common. Finally, public 

relations and sponsorships are each mentioned by 9% and 12%, respectively.  

There are very few differences between the print buyers in agencies and those in corporations. Those in 

agencies are much more likely to be involved in 

other forms of advertising, not only television, 

newspaper and magazines, but also out of 

home, trade shows, and Internet advertising 

and social media.  

Figure 16: Print Buyers Are Responsible for Other Marketing Products 
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Print buyers have responsibility for a wide 
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Sign and display represent a growing 

opportunity for printers. 
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Corporate print buyers, on the other hand, are more likely to do public relations and sponsorships. 

While the numbers are still small, most of those involved in mobile marketing are within the corporate 

environment rather than on the agency side. 

Nearly two-fifths of print buyers surveyed are not involved in any other type of marketing effort, either 

because they are only involved in core printed products (16%) or are not in a marketing function (22%). 

Who Is Responsible for Print Buying? 

We have seen that print buyers in our sample work in a variety of departments, particularly purchasing, 

marketing, and graphics. We know that most are not responsible for all purchases of print within their 

organizations, regardless of their role and responsibilities. So we asked which departments have primary 

responsibility for purchasing print and which other functions also buy print.  

Print buying is still primarily found in the purchasing or procurement department of most organizations, 

mentioned by nearly half of the 

respondents. Marketing’s role in print 

buying is increasingly important, 

mentioned by about as many overall as 

purchasing. It is divided, however, 

between marketing communications and advertising and brand or product management and is 

especially important in companies that are not agencies. Although many experienced print buyers work 

in marketing, most of those who have been buying print for less than five years do. We predict that this 

is a growing and significant trend. 

Graphics, in-plant production, and publications departments are also significant buying centers. General 

“staff” functions, including general management, administration, human resources, finance, legal, and 

IT, are also quite common. 

While certain functions or departments may have primary responsibility, other departments may also 

buy print independently of the primary center. Purchasing is most likely to have some responsibility for 

print procurement in companies where it is not the primary center of print buying. In those cases where 

purchasing has primary responsibility for buying print, marketing also plays an important role, with 

communications and advertising slightly more important than brand management.  

Printers must call on a variety of departments and buying centers to ensure they reach all the decision 

makers.  

The following figure shows the function or department that has primary responsibility for buying print, 

as well as what other functions also purchase print.   

Printers must call on a variety of departments 

and buying centers to ensure they reach all 

decision makers. 
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Figure 17: Departments That Buy Print 

 

 

Where Do They Get Help in Print Buying? 

Print and print buying can be challenging, particularly if print buying is not a central part of one’s job, 

and also when the buyer is inexperienced. Print terminology and procedures can be daunting. Even for 

those with experience, keeping up with technology, changes in standards and capabilities, and the 

consolidation among print suppliers may cause people to ask for assistance. About one-fourth of 

respondents for whom print is not their primary responsibility either usually or frequently ask for 

assistance internally with issues of a technical nature or in identifying or qualifying printers. Two-thirds 

either do not or do so rarely.  

Those with less experience are naturally more likely to request assistance; half of those with less than 

five years’ experience do so. While the frequency of asking for help certainly declines with experience, 

as one would expect, it is noteworthy that many long-tenured print buyers still get help. Twenty-five to 

30% of buyers with more than 5 years’ experience does so on a regular basis. Even 13% of those who 

have been buying print for more than 20 years usually ask for assistance, and another 12% do 

sometimes. 
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Figure 18: Do You Ask for Assistance in Buying Print 

 

Figure 19: Where They Get Help 

 

 

Yes, Usually
11%

Yes, Sometimes
15%

Rarely
9%

No
59%

Don't Know
6%

Do You Ask For Assistance in Buying Print?

26%

16%

6%

14%

20%

39%

23%

8%

9%

25%

15%

Purchasing

Manufacturing

Sales

Marketing - brand

Marketing - communications

Graphics - design

Graphics - creative

In-plant/print services

Communications/Publicatio…

General/Finance/HR/IT

Other

What Functions Do You Go for Assistance?

(Multiple Answers Accepted)



20 
 

The New Print Buyers 

© 2013 Margie Dana and J Zarwan Partners 

 

All print buyers who admitted to seeking internal help go to the graphics department. This is especially 

true for those in a marketing function, as well those with less experience in print buying. About one-

third of all responding will ask product marketing and marketing communications for help. Purchasing 

managers prefer to go to marketing departments, though they also rely on others in purchasing. Graphic 

designers and production are most likely to ask purchasing for support. 

Even if the print buyer does not ask for assistance, she will often work with other functions. While about 

one-fourth work with purchasing, more than half will interact with marketing and/or graphics. Various 

administrative functions such as finance, legal, HR, and IT are also important in the process.  

Figure 20: Print Buyers Often Interact with Other Functions 

 

What’s noteworthy about this? Print buyers are integral liaisons within their organizations. Building and 

producing printed materials generally involves input from other corporate units; therefore, buyers 

regularly seek information from these units. Printed materials (especially marketing materials) are a 

group effort.  

Printers should keep this in mind for two reasons. First, it helps explain why jobs in production may hit 

roadblocks on the buyer’s side (internal negotiations and tugs-of-war take place, copy is rewritten, specs 

change, proofs are delayed, etc.). Second, it presents an opportunity for printers to offer to help 
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educate and inform other units about print-related issues and innovations. Being sensitive to a buyer’s 

routine internal negotiations is a valuable quality for printers to have. Printers should learn from each 

customer who he or she might be dealing with, internally, on a regular basis, and find out if an offer to 

speak with these other units to help educate them would be a benefit to the customer.  

 

 

Print Buying and Relationships with Printers 
In this section, we discuss how changes in print buying and how print buyers work with their printers.  

Change in Spending on Print  

As one would expect, overall print spending has decreased since 2010. About half of all buyers are 

buying less print today than three years ago, while the budgets of 22% have remained about the same. 

Even so, nearly one-fifth have increased their spending—including 15% who have increased their print 

buying by more than 5%.  

Those who have increased their spending are most likely to be in the retail or non-profit sectors—quite 

understandable given the dire straits they were in as the U.S. came out of recession in 2009. Financial 

services, professional and business services, and design and advertising agencies are most likely to have 

decreased their spending on print by more than 5% over this period.  

Companies in the $5 million to $10 million sales range either increased or decreased their print spending 

by more than 5%, with very little in-between.  

For some reason, younger print buyers (aged 25-34) with less experience (less than 5 years) are far more 

likely to have increased their spending on print, possibly because they were relatively new buyers three 

years ago and their responsibilities increased. An alternative explanation is they know less and/or make 

more mistakes. While this may be good for printers in the short-run, it also presents an opportunity to 

show these customers (or prospects) how to be more efficient.  

Other than that, however, there are few differences between those who have increased spending 

compared to those who did not. 

  

Print buyers regularly seek assistance from other 

departments. Knowing this, print providers can 

expand their reach – and their influence.  
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Figure 21: Change in Print Spending 2010-2015 

 

The picture for the next three years is quite a bit brighter, as more than one-fifth of all print buyers 

expect to increase their print purchases, and more than one-third will hold their spending steady. Only 

one-fourth anticipate they will decrease their print budgets by more than -5% over the next three years. 

The largest increases come from agencies rather than corporations. Within the corporate environment, 

marketers, brand owners, and marketing communications professionals are more likely to hold or 

decrease their spending on print, while 

purchasing managers say they plan to 

increase their print buying. It is difficult to 

draw any conclusions from this, though one 

might speculate that marketers are more 

focused on other, non-print, parts of their budget. Purchasing managers, on the other hand, may have 

better visibility on what is actually being purchased. Nevertheless, even with this presumed shift to 

more traditional print buyers, the importance of print in their job and their role in print buying does not 

seem to be a factor in predicting whether they will increase spending.  

While younger buyers have been increasing their spending on print, there is no clear pattern on the 

future of their print spend.  

Which products will be growing? Those who plan on increasing spending the most buy catalogs, 

advertising inserts, or point-of-purchase. While POP will grow, those who buy other types of signage or 

display, packaging, and labels are more mixed in their overall use of print, with some increasing and 

some decreasing their spending on print.  
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Among publications, magazine printing is likely to continue to fall, while the outlook for books is more 

mixed, with one-third decreasing and one-fifth increasing.  

Direct mail will continue to take a hit; one-fourth of buyers of direct mail printing will reduce their total 

print purchases by more than -5% or more, and another one-third plan no change.  

Companies that spend a lot on print are likely to increase their spending. Print buyers with responsibility 

for $1 million to $5 million budgets are 

most likely to show large increases in 

print spending (although many in this 

range will be decreasing their spending). 

Although larger in size, those who plan on spending more on print over the next three years are likely to 

buy locally and work with the same printers. As we will discuss later, print buyers who will be increasing 

their budgets are most likely to want their printers to bring ideas about new print concepts and offer 

more services such as mailing, fulfillment, and kitting. A smaller but significant number also want 

personalization (variable data).  

Importantly, though, companies whose print spending has been growing will continue to do so, while 

those who have been decreasing their print spending will continue that decline. However, a large 

number who had reduced their print spending in the past few years will stabilize at current levels. Figure 

22 shows that 73% of those who have increased their print spending by more than +5% in the last three 

years plan to continue growing their print budgets, and none has plans to decrease it. At the other 

extreme, 47% of those who have decreased spending by more than -5% expect to continue on that 

unfortunate trajectory. 

Figure 22: Expected vs. Historical Change in Spending on Print  

 Anticipated Growth in Print Spending Through 2015/2016 

Change in Print Purchases 
Since 2010 

Increase by 
more than 5% 

Increase by 
less than 5% 

Stay about 
the same 

Decrease by 
less than -5% 

Decrease by 
more than -5% 

Increased by more than 5% 73% 7% 20% 0% 0% 

Increased by less than 5% 44% 22% 22% 11% 0% 

Stayed about the same 4% 8% 61% 12% 16% 

Decreased by less than  -5% 8% 13% 38% 21% 21% 

Decreased by more than -5% 3% 6% 34% 10% 47% 

 

How They Work with Printers 

Number and Location of Print Providers 

Most print buyers work with a variety of printers, sometimes for different types of work, other times to 

spread the work around. The print buyers in our sample typically work with three or more printers, but 

usually between 6 and 10. A few work with more than 10.  

Large companies’ spending on print is growing. 

Printers should continue their efforts to market 

to them. 
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Those for whom print buying is an important part of their job description, and therefore select which 

printer to use, tend to work with more printers, while those who spend less time buying print, including 

influencers and those who determine whether to print, are more likely to work with just a few printers. 

So it is not surprising that print buyers in purchasing departments work with more printers. Marketing, 

marketing communications, and creative professionals tend to work with four or five printers.  

While those with larger print budgets work with the most printers, it is noteworthy that many buyers 

with budgets of $5 million or more work with just five printers.  

Figure 23: Number of Printers Used 

 

It is worthwhile noting that those who use the most printers are more likely to use printers close to 

home. Conversely, those print buyers who work with only three or four printers are just as likely to go 

farther afield as are those working with five or more. 

Print buyers have the option of buying print anywhere: locally (which we defined as within 50 miles), 

regionally, or overseas. We asked them where their printers were located, and also where most of their 

print providers are located. The vast 

majority of print buyers, 69%, work with 

local printers. Fully 40% buy print within 

their own state or province, and about one-third each regionally or within their own country. One-fourth 

use printers in Canada (or the U.S., if they are Canadian), while 14% go overseas.  

As most print buyers prefer to use local suppliers, printers should generally devote the lion’s share of 

their marketing and sales efforts to a local or regional audience of print buyers. Their website and other 
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online marketing efforts, however, should appeal to every buyer in their target market regardless of 

where the buyers are. 

Figure 24: Location of Print Providers 

 

The preference for buying close to home is even more marked if one looks at where most of their print 

providers are located. Fort-five percent of those surveyed typically work with printers located within 50 
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Figure 25: How Print Is Purchased 

 

The vast majority of print buyers (65%) use some type of set procedure; only 17% indicate their 

organizations do not have a print buying process, and another 17% might go outside of their normal 

procedure occasionally. While going to open bid or to a pre-approved list is common—each is used 

frequently or all of the time by about half of those surveyed—it is clear buyers prefer to work with a 

select group of suppliers. Fully 96% say they tend to work with the same printers, whether on contract, 

bid, or they just give them the job. Even buyers who typically go to bid are more likely to do so with a 

pre-approved list. The preference for having a good relationship with a small group of printers is so 

strong that there are virtually no differences among different types of print buyers or companies. 

The more experience the print buyer has, the more likely he or she is to send the work out for bid. And 

the more print that is bought, the more 

likely it is procured through a bidding 

process. But print buyers in purchasing 

are no more likely to use this method as 

anyone else. Not surprisingly, those who 

work with the most printers are most likely to award work based on bids.  

There is good news, however. Companies that are increasing their use of print are least likely to ask for 

bids for every job and are most likely to work with a select group of printers on a regular basis. 
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Print buyers want to have good relationships with their suppliers; it makes their job easier. This is as true 

for inexperienced print customers as it is for veterans. Buyers prefer to stick with printers they know and 

trust. 

Web-to-Print 

Buying print online is no longer unusual, and the growth of various online ordering systems has been 

one of the main changes in print buying over the last 10 years. This is not a consumer-only phenomenon 

but is seen in businesses as well. The web-only companies such as Vistaprint, Zoo Printing, Mimeo, 

48hourprint and others get most of the publicity, but many printers have purchased or developed web-

to-print solutions.  

Very few of our sample of print buyers actually use an online system to buy print—only a little more 

than one fourth does, and only 6% most of the time.  

New/younger print buyers are most likely to do most of their printer prequalifying work online. Their 

use of online technology (search, peer reviews, printers’ sites and social media presence) will affect how 

they work with the industry. Relationships with members of Gen Y and Gen C will likely be cultivated on 

the Web, not face to face.  

Figure 26: Use of Web-to-Print  

 

Advertising, design, and creative agencies are more likely to use web-to-print than are corporate print 

buyers. Perhaps because of this, those for whom print buying is a critical part of their job and are most 

heavily involved in buying print are less likely to use online ordering. Significantly, those determining 

whether to print or who approve print budgets are also more likely to use web-to-print, at least some of 
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the time. And, as one might expect, use of web-to-print generally goes down as experience increases. 

Nevertheless, those with more experience who already use web-to-print are most likely to do so almost 

all of the time.  

There are a variety of reasons that web-to-print is used for some, but not all, of print purchases. The 

most common have to do with the online availability of various products. About one-third of the print 

buyers (31%) indicate that certain products are only available to them online. This might imply they 

would prefer not to order them online. Slightly fewer indicate that they buy simple or repeatable 

products thorough a web-to-print system but prefer (or have) to buy more complex products in a more 

traditional, personal, or labor intensive manner.  

Some buyer respondents commented on their use of web-to-print systems.  

“We use a printer's online portal for standard stationery. Everything else is individually 

processed.”  

“On some things you cannot beat online printing prices, but I would like to work with printers 

face to face.”  

For others, it is simply a matter of choice. Finally, not all print providers used offer a web-to-print 

option.  

“One of our six preferred printers has online catalog. The catalog was initially setup for a 

stationery project but has since evolved to a print-on-demand catalog.”  

As we will later see, only about one-fourth of our group of print buyers would like their printers to 

provide a web-to-print solution.  

While a few respondents use internal portals only (probably set up by a print provider), a number of 

print buyers use a mix of internal and external portals. Most common, however, are those that link 

directly to the chosen printer and explicit print e-commerce sites. 
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Figure 27: Reasons Using Web-to-Print Only Some of the Time 

 

Figure 28: Type of Web-to-Print System Used 
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Printers’ Equipment 

At one time, knowing the equipment installed at a printing plant told the buyer whether the supplier 

was capable of doing the job. With the growth of multi-facility companies, partnerships and alliances, 

and the increased flexibility and capabilities of equipment, the particular configuration of a given facility 

is often less important – in the eyes of the print sales person. However, almost all print buyers in our 

sample say the equipment a printer has influences their selection, at least some of the time. 

There are very few differences between those for whom equipment has no impact, at least some of the 

time, and those who say it affects their choice all or most of the time, in terms of experience, job, or role 

in the print process. It is most important for those buyers who buy on contract, understandably so. It is 

also more important for buyers who send jobs out to open bid (although, interestingly, many of those 

answering “sometimes” are print brokers or other independent buyers). Perhaps most significantly, less 

experienced buyers are much less interested in or influenced by a printer’s equipment when sourcing 

work.  

Figure 29: Equipment Influences Printer Selection 
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Printers need to up their game by bringing customers and prospects fresh ideas about how to use print, 

as three-fourths of our sample of 

print buyers want their printers to 

bring innovative suggestions about 

new print concepts and capabilities. 

While important to all who buy 

print, it is especially valuable to those for whom print buying is a central part of their job. Moreover, the 

bigger the print budget, the more the buyer is looking for creative and innovative solutions. 

“I would like advice or suggestions on how to make the piece better” 

“Innovation in design and function, new substrates and ideas to help differentiate us from the 

competition” 

Figure 30: What Buyers Want from Their Printers 

 

The next most important service print buyers are looking for from their printers is mailing, kitting, and 

fulfillment, mentioned by two-thirds of our sample. Buyers with growing budgets are especially looking 

for fulfillment. This service is especially important to those for whom buying print is not their primary 

job as well as creative and design agencies. One might speculate that, as they have other things to worry 

about, having one provider print, assemble, and distribute the communication eliminates another hassle 

for them. It simplifies their vendor management responsibility as well as budgetary oversight. In 

addition, working with one provider for print, mail, ship and fulfillment expedites the process, since 

customers’ materials are produced, maintained and shipped from one location. 
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Personalization remains a key differentiator. Offering this service is especially important for those print 

buyers with less than 10 years or more than 20 years’ experience buying print. Print buyers working in 

creative agencies or departments are also particularly interested in printers who offer this capability, as 

it allows them to be more innovative in designing the printed piece and putting together their overall 

campaign. Database services, which are closely related to personalization, are mentioned by 23% of the 

sample and are most attractive to people in marketing and advertising.  

Online ordering is important to about one-fourth of the respondents. Although this is roughly the same 

number as currently use such a system, about half of those who are looking for one do not currently buy 

online. Conversely, one-fifth of those who don’t currently buy print through a web-to-print system want 

their printer to offer this service. Most are buyers who have other responsibilities, especially those in 

marketing communications and advertising. Again, making life easier for customers is a winning 

proposition for printers. 

Multi-channel support and offering ideas about non-

print marketing concepts, mentioned by 24% and 19% 

respectively, are most attractive to purchasing 

departments and those with a marketing 

communications function. Significantly, though, 

actually offering those services is less attractive, mentioned by only 14%.  

Mobile is relatively uninteresting to our sample, at least for now.  

Finally, about one in eight of the print buyers surveyed only want their printers to print. This is 

significant, particularly for printers who are uncertain about whether to expand their capabilities 

beyond print. 

Respondents who determine whether to print at all, particularly those in a marketing function, gravitate 

toward printers offering or familiar with other marketing services and ideas, database capabilities, multi-

channel support, and mobile. In addition, they prefer printers who offer or are expert in such print-

related topics as personalization and new ways of using print. People with big and/or growing budgets 

want new ideas, fulfillment, and personalization, but they are also open to hearing about new, non-print 

services. 

Print Management  

Another industry trend that has gained some level of publicity is the use of print management services. 

We find, however, that most of our respondents’ companies do not use them at all. Only 5% of all 

respondents indicate they use a print management firm. They tend to be used by long-tenured print 

buying professionals in companies with large—but decreasing—print budgets. They are often likely to 

use printers who are not local. Oddly, however, most of the work is not contract (though one has to 

assume the PMS firm is on contract) but sent out to bid.  

  

Carefully target prospects when 

offering non-print related services. 
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Figure 31: Print Management Firms 

 

Summary and Conclusions 
The role of print buyers has—and will continue to—change. The vast majority of print buyers in 

companies and agencies have other responsibilities. More than half of them purchase things other than 

print. More than 40% have marketing, advertising, or marcom responsibilities. This is true of buyers in 

corporations as well as agencies. Buyers regularly interact with multiple departments. As a result, print 

buying has become more diffuse, with multiple buying centers and responsibilities.  

This trend is likely to be a de facto characteristic of all print buyers from now on. The typical print buyer 

tends to be over 45 and be very experienced in the field. (A convenient summary table can be found at 

the end of the report.) Newer and younger print buyers have different attitudes and skill sets—even if 

print buying is currently their primary responsibilities. As the older, more experienced print buyers 

retire, how the traits and buying behaviors change bears watching.  

Regardless of their impressive budgetary responsibilities, most print buyers report that their ability to 

buy print is not a major part of how they are evaluated. This disconnect represents one of many 

opportunities for printer partners to enhance their value to their customers.  

Those responsible for the largest print budgets report their print budgets have grown in the past three 

years, and they predict that budgets will continue to grow over the next three years. 

Printers have an opportunity to take advantage of this by developing closer relationships with those who 

make the decision on how—and whether—to use print. Many in marketing departments are unfamiliar 

with the characteristics of print and working with printers, and agencies are showing renewed interest in 

print as a medium. 

Yes 5%

No 91%

Don't know 3%
Unfamiliar with 

the term 1%

Use of Print Management Services
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The new print buyers resemble the “old” print buyers in two key ways. They prefer to work closely with 

a relatively small group of printer partners – and for the long term. Regardless of their particular buying 

procedure (by contract; bidding out every job; getting bids from a pre-approved list of printers; or using 

the same printers regularly), print buyers want to develop and maintain good relationships with their 

printers. They value these relationships. Printers should take every opportunity to strengthen them. 

Like the print buyers who preceded them, new print buyers prefer to buy locally. Regardless of the 

opportunities to source print nationally – indeed, globally – we found that buyers would rather work 

with local print companies. Obviously, there’s a connection between the geographical proximity of the 

printer and the strong bond in the buyer/vendor relationship.  

A striking difference between previous and current print buyers is that of their role within their 

organization. Most new buyers handle other, non-print-related responsibilities. We believe this trend is 

permanent. Less than 3% of our respondents report that they do nothing other than buying print. The 

implication for printers is that they need to better understand what their customers do, both for 

increased sensitivity to their time constraints (job pressure?) and for opportunities to offer customers 

additional, non-print-related services.  

Buying print is sometimes a “group” process. Even if a print buyer doesn’t seek direct help from other 

corporate units, she will interact with many of them. Print buyers are key liaisons within their 

organizations. A quarter of the buyers in our survey, especially those for whom print buying is not a 

major function, usually or frequently seek help from other departments within their organizations. This 

is especially true for the less-experienced buyer. The one area most likely to be approached for help by 

these print buyers is the graphics department. Printers should develop and maintain good rapport with 

corporate graphic departments, even if most of the actual print buying takes place by buyers in other 

departments.  

Another noteworthy trait about the new print buyers is what they want from their printers. Only 13% of 

our sample indicated that they want their printers to “just print.” The rest of our respondents look for 

additional services and capabilities, especially these: ideas about new print concepts; mailing, 

fulfillment, and kitting; personalization; and web-to-print. While only one in eight buyers want printers 

to “offer additional marketing services,” they are interested in many specific supporting offerings such 

as database capabilities and multi-channel support and cross media capabilities, and how to integrate 

print with other non-print marketing concepts.  

While nearly three-quarters of our respondents do not currently use web-to-print, they are nevertheless 

interested in this capability. It represents another opportunity for printers to offer additional value to 

their customers and prospects.  

To sum it up: print buyers in 2013 are multi-tasking communications specialists with different degrees of 

print-related authority. They are more likely to work in marketing or purchasing units within their 

organizations, and they are typically women with over two decades of experience. They pride 

themselves on long-term relationships with preferred printers. They’re looking for more creative 
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concepts from their printers. They know their equipment and use this knowledge to pre-qualify new 

print partners. They are open to other services and products from the print industry.  

This important, new data on the characteristics and buying behaviors of print buyers in 2013 point to 

both challenges and opportunities for the print industry. The print buying function is more diffuse than 

ever before and will continue to spread throughout corporations. Print buyers’ roles are evolving as 

they’re assigned additional, non-print-related tasks. As the senior-level, experienced print buyers near 

retirement years, the new generation of buyers will have less industry knowledge. These are all 

challenges for the print industry. 

Yet, each challenge represents an opportunity. How can it better serve, and more broadly serve, the 

new and future print buyers who handle multiple responsibilities? How can it effectively influence other 

corporate units, which may have little or no experience with printers and the print medium? How can it 

showcase its state-of-the-art equipment in ways that are not manufacturing-centric but are, rather, 

marketing-friendly? And how can it position itself to deliver more web-to-print solutions for the younger 

generation of current – and future – print customers who will prefer to work with their partners over 

the Internet? 

While the print medium will remain challenged, a significant group of print buyers and marketers see a 

renewed interest in print. We hope these insights into the new print buyers will help printers take 

advantage of it. 

 

 

Summary Profile 

Having studied the survey responses supplied by 315 respondents, we have created this convenient 

profile of today’s print buyer. It provides a broad snapshot of key characteristics of all respondents, and 

compares those who work in agencies versus other businesses. Finally, we show the responses 

according to buyers with less/more than 16 years of professional experience. 
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Figure 32: Summary Profile of Print Buyers 

 All Agency Business Experience 
<16 Years 

Experience 
>16 Years 

Gender Female Female Female Female  
(but more likely 

to be male) 

Female 

Age  45-45  45-45 45-64  
(slightly older) 

<34 35+ 

Experience >20 16+ >20   
Type of Company    Corporate Agency—either 

very high or very 
low experience 

Department or 
Function 

Marketing/ 
Communications 

Purchasing 

Purchasing Marketing/ 
Communications 

Purchasing 

<5 marketing 
5-10 purchasing 

 

Marketing or 
Purchasing 

Do other things 
(other kinds of 

procurement or 
marketing) 

Print buying 
less likely to 

be main 
function 

Do other things 
(other kinds of 

procurement or 
marketing) 

 More likely to 
do a variety of 

other things 

Also do trade 
shows and/or 

buy ads in 
paper-based 
publications 

Also do trade 
shows and/or 

buy ads in 
paper-based 
publications 

Trade shows Not handling 
other marketing 
(but more likely 
to seek out help 
in print buying) 

Also buy print 
ads; outdoor; 
Internet ads; 
social media 

Time Spent on 
Printing  

50-74% 25-49% 50-74% About half, 
slightly more 

Slightly less than 
half 

Primary Role Select Printer Select printer Select printer Select printer Select—but 
more likely to 

negotiate price 
Typical Number 
of Printers  

6-10  4-5 6-10  3-5 4-10+ 

Location of 
Printers 

Buy local Buy local Buy local Buy local Buy local 

Web-to-Print Do not use Do not use Do not use No, but more 
likely 

Do not use 

What they expect 
from their 
printers 

New ideas and 
concepts around 
print; 
Fulfillment, 
mailing, and 
kitting 

New ideas and 
concepts 
around print; 
Fulfillment, 
mailing, and 
kitting 

New ideas and 
concepts around 
print; 
Fulfillment, 
mailing, and 
kitting 

New ideas and 
concepts around 
print;  
Fulfillment, 
mailing, and 
kitting;  
More likely to 
want 
personalization 
and multi-
channel support 

New ideas and 
concepts around 
print; 
Fulfillment, 
mailing, and 
kitting 
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