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For decades Printing Industries of America has provided us with an 
extremely valuable management tool—the Ratios studies. The Ratios 
equip us to compare our overall performance and our individual cost 
items to those legendary Profit Leaders in our industry. And it seems 
those Profit Leaders have been around forever, through recessions 
and recoveries and even through the challenging times our industry 
has experienced since the turn of the century. From 2002 to 2013, the 
Profit Leaders (the top 25% performers in our industry) generated 
between 8.0% and 9.9% profits (2010 was the only exception at 7%), 
consistently three to four times the average for all printers. Through 
benchmarking those industry Profit Leaders, the Ratios provide direc-
tion as to what areas to attack in our businesses.

But, what makes the Profit Leaders … Profit Leaders? Sure, we know 
what they spend on ink, paper, and factory labor. We know how much 
revenue and value-add they produce per employee, and we know 
what proportion of their assets they invest in equipment. But what 
makes the Profit Leaders tick? What makes them so efficient, so… 
profitable? Answering this question would benefit all players in our 
industry. Of course, the non-profit leaders may learn how to improve 
their marginal results. But, the Profit Leaders may also gain by learning 
what makes them different and helping them remain focused on 
practices that are key to their success and to the sustainability of their 
success.

Additional Research
To shed light on the question “what makes Profit Leaders…Profit 
Leaders?” in February of this year, PIA distributed the Strategic Plan-
ning Survey. Although our aim was to study the relationship between 
various management practices and profitability, the survey also 
gathered data related to annual sales growth. As one would expect, 
we found statistical evidence of a positive relationship between sales 
growth and profitability—firms that are growing in sales tend to  
have the highest profits. Eighty-two printing companies participated 
in the survey. We used Partial Least Squares—Structure Equation 
Modeling (PLS-SEM)1 to test the relationship between industry finan-
cial performance and specific management practices. All management 
practice constructs were tested in unison to determine their respective 
relationship with financial performance. This is our first study in which 
we tested the “statistical significance”2 of relationships between 
various management practices and financial performance. For more 
information, see the “2014 Strategic Planning Report.” 

We found statistical evidence of a positive relationship between 
strategic planning and profitability. Printing companies in our sample 
that emphasized the importance of strategic planning, developed a 
thorough strategic planning process, collected and analyzed relevant 
information, and implemented and tracked the progress of the plan 
were more profitable than companies that did not. Indeed, when we 
considered sales growth along with profitability in our model, strategic 
planning’s positive relationship with firm performance became even 
stronger.

We define profit leaders as those companies reporting profit as a 
percent of sales between 8.5% to 22.1%. On average the profit leaders 
earned 13.1%. The profit challengers group reported profitability 
between 1.5% to –14.0% with an average loss of 3.4%. On average, 
in our sample of 82 companies, the profit leaders earned 13.1% while 
the challengers operated at a loss of 3.4%. What did these two groups 
do differently? Below we take a closer look at the level of importance 
printers place on strategic planning. To assess strategic planning, our 
survey asked questions to measure the following:

1.  Level of importance management placed on strategic planning.

2.  Types of information gathered to develop the strategic plan.

3.  How information was used and analyzed in strategic planning.

4.  Actions taken to implement the strategic plan. 

1 –  Findings are “statistically significant” if they are not due to chance.  We used 
the 0.05 level as our threshold for statistical significance, which is standard in 
management research.  We are simply saying that there is 95% probability that our 
findings are not due to chance.

2 –  Hair Jr., Ringle, and Sarsedt (2011). PLS-SE: Indeed a silver bullet. Journal of Market-
ing Theory and Practice, 19(2), pp. 193–151.
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You will notice in the chart above that profit leaders assign a much 
higher emphasis on this management practice. Our PLS-SEM findings 
support that data.

To measure the types of information gathered to develop the strategic 
plan, the information used, and actions taken to implement the stra-
tegic plan, we asked a set of questions for each topic like in the chart 
above measuring the importance of the strategic planning process. 
Due to space constraints we cannot include a chart for each of the four 
main questions concerning strategic planning, but you can learn more 
about this in the 2014 Strategic Planning Report.

Going forward we will continue to research the question: Why are 
the Profit Leaders…Profit Leaders? And, we will strive to improve 
our research process—desiring to arm leaders in our industry with 
knowledge that will make their companies stronger and our industry 
stronger. However, from our current results we would encourage com-
panies seeking to enhance their profitability, or companies desiring 
to maintain a current high level of profitability, to engage in strategic 
planning. We propose from our findings that strategic planning results 
in stronger companies, and that if more printing companies engage 
in strategic planning, the result will be a stronger printing industry. 
To purchase the 2014 Strategic Planning Report, please visit the PIA 
bookstore at www.printing.org/store.

Over a twenty-five year period Ralph Williams, a thirty-plus year PIA 
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All  
Respondents

Profit 
Leaders

Average  
Respondents

Profit  
Challengers

Top executives take the initiative to plan strategically. 71% 95% 71% 45%
Strategic planning is a top priority performed each year. 37% 60% 40% 5%
The organization provides sufficient resources for strategic planning. 21% 45% 17% 5%
The organization follows a defined process in its strategic planning 
process.

 –15% –5% –12% –30%

All managers whose work might be affected significantly by  
strategic planning participate in the planning process.

13% 35% 14% –10%

Was the strategic Planning Process imPortant?

The numbers below are an index rating representing the level of importance respondents feel their company places on strategic 
planning. Survey respondents were asked to indicate the degree of agreement they had with each statement on a 1 to 5 scale. 
One indicated “Strongly Disagree.“ Five Indicated “Strongly Agree.” From this scale we calculated the index value. The higher the 
index reading, the stronger the level of agreement.*

*To calculate the index value we took the percent reporting five or four minus the percent reporting a one or two. If a higher percentage of respondents report 
one or two there can be a negative index reading.

read the full rePort
The 2014 Strategic Planning 
Report is available to Printing 
Industries of America members 
at a substantial 90% discount. 
Learn more about the full report 
at http://prnt.in/4oo.


