Navigating the New Reality:

Printing Industry Update - January 2026

The commercial printing industry stands at a pivotal juncture as of early 2026,
characterized by a widening gap between technologically advanced "haves" and
traditional "have-nots.”" While economic indicators show some stabilization in
shipments, profitability remains under pressure due to rising operating costs. The
report emphasizes that 2026 is a pivotal year for executing Artificial Intelligence
(AI) strategies, adopting robotics to solve labor shortages, and leveraging mergers

and acquisitions (M&A) for growth.

### CRITICAL INDUSTRY STATISTICS FOR 2026: THE GREAT DIVIDE WIDENS

The commercial printing sector is experiencing structural change that
is fundamentally reshaping competitive dynamics. Here are the most

critical metrics:

65% of commercial printers have added graphic/sign
printing, and nearly 42% have added packaging and
labels - demonstrating the clear mandate to diversify
beyond basic "ink on paper" services.



A Bellwether Moment: The Dual Story

**Print Shipments:** Following a stagnant period for much of 2025, printing
shipments saw a resurgence in the fall, reaching a yearly high of **

** This effectively matched levels seen in 2023, but
shipment volume tells only half the story.

**The Profitability Crisis:** Data from the PRINTING United Alliance State of the
Industry Survey reveals that for the first three quarters of 2025, sales increased by

a marginal **0.3% on average** In stark contrast, **operating cost
inflation surged by 3.9%** outpacing price increases, which averaged

only **2.1%** Consequently, **pre-tax profitability was flat or declining for
nearly three-quarters (72.3%)** of surveyed commercial printers.

wEconomic Landscape and Commercial
Printing Performance

Shipments and Financial Health

The commercial printing sector experienced a mixed financial environment leading into
2026. The industry faces a challenging profitability environment where operational
excellence and cost management have become survival imperatives rather than
competitive advantages[1].

The Widening Competitive Gap

Arecurring theme in the current market analysis is the divergence between industry
leaders and lagging firms. Structural changes—driven by transformative technologies like
Al and robotics—are creating a split between companies that adapt and those that do not.

» The "Haves": Progressive firms that have invested in digital technologies,
automation, and ancillary services (such as kitting and fulfillment) are seeing higher
valuations and stronger performance[2][3].

+ The "Have-Nots": Traditional companies that have not expanded beyond basic "ink
on paper" services are facing commoditization and organic growth challenges, often
becoming acquisition targets[2].



Outlook for M&A

Mergers and acquisitions are forecast to accelerate in 2026, resembling the high activity
levels of 2023 rather than the slower pace of 2024[4]. This activity is driven by private equity
investors and strategic buyers seeking to aggregate companies to optimize profit
performance. The report notes that companies offering diversified services, such as data
management and logistics, are achieving higher multiples of earnings in these
transactions[3].

»Technology and Innovation: Al and Robotics

Artificial Intelligence: From Experimentation to Infrastructure

The year 2026 marks the end of the "trial phase" for Al in the printing industry. In 2025,
ignoring Al ceased to be a responsible business choice as the technology began disrupting
estimating, procurement, and customer demands[5].

Strategic Shift: The recommendation for 2026 is to move beyond off-the-shelf tools (like
basic ChatGPT) toward "Agentic AL." These are custom Al agents designed to operate inside
specific business workflows, understanding a company's unique data structures and
constraints[6][7].

Implementation: Successful implementation requires treating Al as infrastructure rather
than a novelty. This involves readiness assessments, clear data governance, and defining
financial outcomes[8][9].

Marketing Perspective: A survey of marketers indicates that while 78% plan to use Al for
personalization, over half view Al as a potential threat to consumer trust. This suggests
printers must help clients navigate this "trust paradox" by proving the value and reliability
of print in an omnichannel strategy[10][11].

Robotics in Production

Robotics has reached a tipping point, moving from experimental to essential for many
production shops. The primary drivers for this adoption are labor shortages and the need to
eliminate production bottlenecks[12].

Benefits: Robots excel at repetitive tasks such as loading substrates, palletizing, and
material movement. This allows human staff to focus on skilled tasks, improves quality
consistency, and enables overnight operation[13].

Barriers: The main hurdle to widespread adoption is trust. Buyers are seeking proven use
cases and peer recommendations to ensure these systems can integrate seamlessly with
Management Information Systems (MIS) and existing workflows[13].

= Sector-Specific Insights



Wide-Format and Signage

The signage and wide-format sector remains robust but faces its own set of challenges. The
number of sign manufacturing establishments in the U.S. reached an all-time high of 5,910
in 2022, recovering fully from the Great Recession[14].

A SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) conducted with industry
leaders highlights the following:

» Strengths: The sector is highly adaptable, with margins that have historically been
stronger than general commercial print due to the complexity of the work[15].

* Weaknesses: There is a lag in adopting new technologies and Al, and workflow
bottlenecks often persist, particularly in finishing[16][17].

* Opportunities: Growth lies in execution quality—delivering complex programs
involving fabrication and installation—rather than competing on volume alone.
There is also significant opportunity in automating finishing processes (e.g., cutting,
sewing, welding) to reduce labor costs and improve turnaround times[18][19].

» Threats: Commoditization and price-driven competition are major risks.
Additionally, consolidation by private equity-backed "rollups” creates aggressive
pricing pressure for independent operators[20].

Institutional and Educational Shifts

The report highlights significant institutional changes that reflect broader industry trends:

California Office of State Publishing (OSP): This massive in-plant operation is
modernizing by adopting high-speed inkjet web presses and focusing on becoming the
"printer of choice" for state agencies through improved culture and cost-
competitiveness[21][22].

Education: In a symbolic move, the Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) has merged its
historic print degree into its Packaging Science program. This decision was driven by
declining enrollment in pure print degrees versus the robust growth and high starting
salaries found in the packaging and converting sector[23][24].

= Strategic Recommendations

Based on the findings within the report, several strategic imperatives emerge for

business owners and industry leaders:

Focus on Structural Change

Printers should stop relying on cyclical economic upswings to improve business. Instead,
they must embrace structural changes. This means moving beyond traditional printing to
offer value-added services. The report cites the acquisition of a logistics company by CJK
Group as a prime example of a printer realizing that the job is not finished until the product
is delivered, thereby capturing more value in the supply chain[25].



Prioritize Automation in Finishing

In the wide-format sector specifically, finishing is identified as the primary bottleneck.
Investments should be directed toward automated cutting, grommeting, and sewing
technologies. These investments not only speed up production but also reduce the reliance
on hard-to-find skilled manual labor[19][26].

Develop a "Have" Mindset

To avoid becoming a "have-not," companies must diversify. The report notes that 65% of
commercial printers have added graphic/sign printing, and nearly 42% have added
packaging and labels[27]. Successful firms are those that prioritize productivity, cost
control, and capturing higher-value, profitable sales rather than just chasing revenue
volume[27].

Build an AI Strategy

The time for casual experimentation with Al is over. Companies are advised to develop a
formal Al strategy that includes:

1. Readiness Assessments: Honest evaluations of data quality and process
standardization.

2. Custom Development: Investing in "Agentic AI" teams that build systems to
automate decisions, not just tasks.

3. Governance: Establishing rules for data sovereignty and IP ownership to ensure
long-term advantage[8][9].

»Conclusion

The January 2026 market update presents an industry at a crossroads. While
shipment numbers have stabilized, the economics of the printing business are
becoming increasingly unforgiving for those who refuse to modernize. The path
forward requires a decisive shift toward automation, a sophisticated approach
to Al, and a willingness to diversify services beyond print.

For those prepared to make these structural adjustments,

the future remains bright; for those who do not, the gap in

competitiveness will likely become insurmountable.
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