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Eliminating the 40% Problem: 

How Color Inconsistency 

Undermines Print Profitability  

When customers expect the same brand, everywhere, color 
variation is more than a quality defect, it's a business crisis. For 
print services executives in the office supply sector, the data point 
should be alarming: color issues drive over 40% of all reprints. 
Each reprint represents pure profit erosion: wasted materials, 



duplicated labor, consumed capacity, and damaged client 
confidence.  

The total cost of ownership for color inconsistency extends far 
beyond the immediate production loss. Launch and refresh 
delays disrupt client marketing campaigns, creating downstream 
impacts on their revenue and your relationship value. Waste and 
labor costs compound across the organization. Most critically, 
inconsistent color undermines brand recognition, the 
fundamental promise that print services deliver to clients.  

Color variation originates from multiple sources: brand owners 
and their premier partners, design teams, file requisition processes, 
printing operations, and substrate specifications. Without 
systematic control, these variation sources create off-brand results 
that no client will accept.  

The Business Case for Color Control  

Color consistency directly impacts three critical business 
metrics: client retention rates, operational efficiency, and 
competitive differentiation.  

Client retention suffers when color inconsistency forces difficult  

conversations. Brand managers who receive inconsistent 
deliverables face internal criticism from leadership, making vendor 
relationships politically risky. Even if you eventually make things 
right through reprints, the initial failure creates doubt about your 
operational reliability.  

Operational efficiency deteriorates as reprints consume capacity 
that should generate revenue. Production schedules tighten 
when teams must redo work, creating cascading delays across 
other clients' jobs. Rush fees and expedited shipping costs to 
recover from color errors further erode margins.  

Competitive differentiation becomes impossible when you can't  



confidently promise consistent color. In client presentations, 
your sales team either overpromises (creating future delivery 
problems) or hedges (signaling lower capability than 
competitors who have invested in color management 
systems).  

Three Scenarios That Cost You Business  
 

Scenario 1: The Healthcare Brand Identity Failure  

A regional healthcare system consolidates their print volume with 
your operation, seeking consistency across 12 facilities. Their brand 
guidelines specify exact color values for their distinctive teal and 
orange identity. Three months into the contract, a facility 
administrator compares wayfinding signage, patient education 
materials, and exterior banners, all produced by your operation, 
and discovers noticeable color variation between digital and 
offset outputs. The healthcare system's marketing director, already 
under pressure to demonstrate ROI from vendor consolidation, 
faces awkward questions from the CEO about why brand 
consistency actually decreased. Your contract comes up for early 
review, and they ultimately split volume among three specialized 
vendors, each handling one output type. You lose two-thirds of 
the business because you couldn't deliver the consistency you 
promised.  

Scenario 2: The Education Materials Meltdown  

A major educational publisher contracts for workbooks, teacher 
guides, and supplementary materials featuring consistent 
character illustrations and branded color schemes. Midway 
through the school year production cycle, teachers begin 
reporting that characters' clothing colors vary between different 
components, for example, the red shirt in the workbook doesn't 
match the red shirt in the teacher guide. Your production team 
discovers that different presses were used for different 
components without standardized color definitions bridging the 
technologies. The publisher faces thousands of customer service 



inquiries and returns. Beyond the immediate reprint cost, they 
invoke contract penalty clauses for delivery of off-specification 
materials, and your profit for the entire relationship turns negative.  

Scenario 3: The Financial Services Document Discrepancy  

A wealth management firm orders client presentation folders, fact 
sheets, and prospectuses, all requiring precise brand color 
matching to maintain their premium market positioning. Your 
operation produces these materials across several weeks using 
different press operators and multiple substrate lots. The firm's 
compliance team, reviewing materials before client distribution, 
identifies color variation that makes some materials appear faded 
or off-brand. Financial services regulations require consistent 
brand presentation, and legal counsel flags the variations as 
potential  
compliance issues. The firm halts all materials distribution, 
demands immediate replacement, and initiates a vendor audit. 
You pass the audit but lose the client's confidence. They 
transition to a competitor with documented color quality 
systems.  

Building Measurement-Driven Color Consistency  

Achieving sustainable color consistency requires moving from 
subjective visual assessment to objective measurement 
protocols. The framework rests on standardized color definitions, 
measurement verification, and closed-loop calibration, working 
together to eliminate the sources of variation.  

Standardized color definitions establish unambiguous 
specifications that work across all production technologies. Rather 
than relying on visual color matching (which varies by observer, 
lighting, and surrounding colors), numerical specifications ensure 
everyone targets identical output regardless of equipment or 
process.  



Measurement verification provides objective quality gates 
throughout production. Spectrophotometric measurement of 
substrates, proofs, and production runs generates data that 
reveals deviation before it becomes a client complaint. This 
measurement infrastructure also enables meaningful process 
improvement by identifying which variables most impact color 
consistency.  

Closed-loop calibration systematically maintains equipment 
performance over time. Color output drifts as equipment ages, 
environmental conditions change, and consumables vary. 
Regular calibration against known standards, informed by 
measurement data from actual production, prevents drift from 
becoming client-visible variation.  

Marketing-Operations Integration: The Missing Link  

Most color consistency failures occur because marketing and 
operations work from different assumptions about what's 
achievable and what's acceptable.  

Marketing teams negotiate client contracts based on competitive 
positioning and revenue targets. They commit to brand matching, 
consistency across media, and fast turnaround. Operations teams 
execute production within constraints of equipment capabilities, 
substrate availability, and process stability. When these groups 
don't collaborate on color specifications and tolerances, the gap 
between promise and delivery creates business risk.  

Effective integration starts with joint color specification 
development. Marketing brings client requirements and 
competitive intelligence. Operations contribute production 
capability data and realistic tolerance ranges. Together, they 
define offerings that are both marketable and achievable.  

Ongoing collaboration requires structured communication. 
Monthly color performance reviews should examine client 
complaints, reprint rates, and root causes. Both functions share 



accountability: marketing for setting realistic expectations, 
operations for achieving committed specifications. This shared 
ownership prevents the blame cycles that undermine 
organizational effectiveness.  

Investment prioritization also demands joint input. Should capital 
go toward expanding color gamut on digital presses, improving 
large-format color matching, or implementing automated color 
verification? Marketing knows which capabilities drive client 
acquisition and retention. Operations knows which investments 
deliver maximum process improvement. Combined perspective 
drives optimal allocation.  

Executive Action Plan  

1. Calculate your true color cost burden including reprints, 
waste, labor duplication, delayed launches, and at-risk 
revenue from dissatisfied clients.  

2. Implement objective color measurement with clear 
go/no-go criteria at proof approval and production 
verification points.  

 

3. Establish marketing-operations color councils with decision  

authority over specifications, investments, and client  

commitment policies.  
 

4. Develop color capability as a market differentiator by  

documenting your systems, training client-facing teams, and  

promoting measurement-based quality as a competitive  

advantage.  
 

5. Create feedback loops that capture color issues, analyze 
root causes, and drive continuous improvement in both 
processes and specifications.  

Color consistency isn't aesthetic preference; it's a strategic 
necessity. Customers expect the same brand, everywhere, 



and inconsistent color undermines brand recognition, 
customer confidence, and your profitability. The 40% reprint 
problem represents millions in recoverable profit for 
organizations willing to approach color as a business discipline 
rather than a production detail.  

Understanding the principles of color conformance is the first 
step— implementing them effectively in your facility is where the 
real value lies. At Gimbel and Associates, we specialize in helping 
print operations transform color management from a source of 
frustration and waste into a competitive advantage. Our 
consultations provide a customized assessment of your current 
workflow, identify specific opportunities for improvement, and 
create a practical roadmap for achieving measurable results, 
from reduced make-ready times to dramatic cuts in reprint costs. 

Don't let inconsistent color continue to erode your profitability and 
client confidence. Contact us today to schedule a consultation 
and discover how the right color management strategy can 
deliver ROI within months, not years.  
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