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This report summarizes the results of the PRINTING United Alliance State of Decorated Apparel (SODA) Survey, 
conducted in October 2023. A total of 69 participants contributed valuable insights into business conditions during this 
survey period. Key areas covered include:

•	Trends in sales, operating costs, prices, and profitability.

•	Economic performance in 2023 and expectations for 2024.

•	Capital investment plans and objectives.

•	Credit conditions.

•	Biggest concerns and essential actions.

•	Must-do’s such as investigate AI for small businesses.

We aim to release a SODA report every six months and welcome your input on how we can enhance future reports. What 
aspects should we focus on, and what additional details would you find valuable? Your suggestions are valuable to us.

Finally, we extend our gratitude to the apparel decorators who participated in the survey. Their contributions, including 
performance metrics and insights on market conditions, trends, and issues, provide an accurate depiction of the current 
state of decorated apparel.

Introduction
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Key Findings
•	Only 19.7% of SODA participants reported pre-tax profitability increased during the first half of 2023, marking a 

substantial decrease from the 40.6% who reported profitability increased during the first three quarters of 2022. 
This decline is attributed to slowed sales growth and cost inflation surpassing price increases.

•	Over half of the respondents express concerns about tighter credit conditions or anticipate credit challenges in the 
next six months.

•	Expectations for the full year 2023 indicate an optimistic sales rate, but operating costs and increased prices 
resemble those of the first half of the year, potentially leading to margin reductions.

•	Diverse experiences are reported in the unit per order trend over the last 12 months, with 31.9% of respondents 
reporting a decrease, 38.3% observing no change, and 29.8% reporting an increase.

•	Plans to increase profitability in 2024 include focusing on diversification to explore new markets, products, or 
services, cited by 73.9% of companies surveyed, and more effective marketing, cited 65.2%.

•	Half of the respondents expect to make a capital investment in 2024, with 42.6% planning to invest 3.0% or less of 
sales. 

•	A substantial number of respondents express concerns or uncertainty about the economy, with a notable 
percentage attributing these concerns to potential constraints in cash or access to credit.

•	Respondents show noticeable enthusiasm for investing in e-commerce solutions, heat press equipment, and direct-
to-film transfer.

•	The majority of SODA participants express a keen interest in initiatives such as improving production speed, 
automating operations, expanding into new markets, and augmenting capacity for sustained growth.

•	 In response to market upheavals, the first half of the 2023 survey highlighted valuable lessons and proactive measures 
taken by businesses. Key strategies include prioritizing loyal employees, implementing backup plans for material 
shortages, diversifying production, expanding client bases, embracing automation, and focusing on digital sales.

•	Actions to help apparel decorators build a sustainable competitive advantage include embracing artificial 
intelligence, practicing “getting things done methods” and understanding the difference between customers who 
are completely satisfied and customers who are just satisfied.

State of the Decorated Apparel Industry Report | Fall 2023/Winter 2024
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Participant Profile
Number of companies surveyed: 69

Company Size

In 2023, sales (all sources) ranged from $250,000 or less to more than $20 million. Approximately 21.0% fell within the 
$250,000 or less range, while around one-fourth (24.2%) were within the $1 million to $3 million range. Roughly half of 
the sales were in the $250,000 to $10 million category, and a noteworthy 13.6% exceeded the $20 million mark.

2022 Sales Percentage 2022 Sales Percentage

$250,000 or less 21.2% $3 million+ to $5 million 7.6%
$250,000+ to $500,000 7.6% $5 million+ to $10 million 6.1%
$500,000+ to $1 million 12.1% $10 million+ to $20 million 7.6%
$1 million+ to $3 million 24.2% More than $20 million 13.6%

n=66

Decoration Method Used

More than 93% of SODA participants use two or more decoration methods, 76% use three or more, and 61% use four 
or more. About 7% use one decoration method. 

printing.org
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16.9%

15.3%

16.9%
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Four

Five or more

n=59
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Screen printing, embroidery, and heat transfer technologies are the most extensively employed decoration methods 
by companies surveyed. Notably, direct-to-film (54.1%) and direct-to-garment (42.6%) are also significant decoration 
techniques. Sublimation is utilized by 37.7% of participants, custom cut/sew by 21.3%, and 9.8% employ other methods.

Decorations methods Percentage Decorations methods Percentage

Screen printing 82.0% Direct-to-garment (DTG) 42.6%
Embroidery 77.0% Sublimation 37.7%
Heat transfer technologies 75.4% Custom cut/sew 21.3%
Direct-to-film (DTF) 54.1% Other 9.8%

n=61

Heat Transfer Technologies Used

Among the 75.4% utilizing heat transfer technologies, large majorities use direct-to-film transfer, heat transfer vinyl, 
screen printed transfers, and emblem/patches. Additionally, 28.9% employ hybrid transfers, while 4.4% utilize other heat 
technologies.

Heat Transfer Technology Percent Using*

Direct-to-film (DTF) transfer 86.7%
Heat transfer vinyl (HTV) 82.2%
Screen printed transfers 68.9%
Emblem/patches 68.9%
Hybrid transfers 28.9%
Other 4.4%

n=45

*Percent of SODA participants who use heat transfer technologies, not of all companies surveyed.

Percent Blank Goods and Percent Roll Fabrics

On average, 91.1% of SODA participants’ products undergo embellishment/production on blank goods, while 8.9% are 
crafted from roll fabrics (cut/sew). A significant 87.7% embellish at least 90.0%, with more than half (59.6%) decorating 
100.0% of their products on blank goods.

Diversification Beyond Apparel Decoration

Nearly 77.0% of surveyed companies have expanded their focus beyond apparel decoration. Among those diversifying, 
almost 76.0% have ventured into promotional product printing/embellishment, while nearly 55.0% of all surveyed 
companies have adopted this specialty. Additionally, 46% of diversifying companies and 33.3% of all companies 
surveyed have incorporated graphic and sign production. Smaller percentages have incorporated commercial printing, 
functional printing, or package printing/converting.
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Have you diversified beyond apparel decoration?

If you have diversified, which printing specialties have you added?

Specialty Percentage of Companies 
Diversified

Percentage of All Companies 
Surveyed

Promotional product printing/embellishment 76.0% 55.1%

Graphic and sign 46.0% 33.3%

Commercial printing 24.0% 17.4%

Functional printing 12.0% 8.7%

Package printing/converting 10.0% 7.2%

n=65

Yes

No

76.9%

23.1%



In the current business climate, a noticeable slowdown is highlighted. On average operating cost inflation moderated 
but exceeded price increases, increasing pressure on profit margins. SODA participants expressed significant concerns 
regarding the likelihood of these challenges persisting throughout the second half of 2023.

Key figures from our survey for the first half of 2023 include:

•	Sales saw a modest 3.2% increase on average, significantly lower than the 13.8% gain observed in the first three 
quarters of 2022. Companies reporting sales growth decreased to 39.1% from 67.1% of our sample, while those 
reporting a decline increased to 39.1% from 15.1% (Figure 1).

•	Operating cost inflation averaged 10.2%, impacting various areas such as employee compensation, consumables, 
transportation, energy, and other facets. Almost 86.0% of respondents report operating costs rose strictly because 
of inflation (not changes in the level or composition of production).

•	Prices increased an average of 7.2%, representing a substantial moderation from the previous year. Clients are 
aiming to safeguard their margins amid persistent inflation.

Figure 1: Key Business Indicators

How sales (all sources), operating cost inflation, and prices compared with year-earlier levels for SODA participants. 
Data for the first three quarters of 2022 are from the State of Decorated Apparel Survey, Fall 2022

First Half 2023 First Three Quarters 2022
Indicator Responses Average Higher Same Lower Average Higher Same Lower

Sales (all sources) 69 3.2% 39.1% 21.7% 39.1% 13.8% 67.1% 17.8% 15.1%

Operating cost inflation 64 10.2% 85.9% 14.1% 0.0% 12.4% 87.5% 12.5% 0.0%

Prices 65 7.2% 63.1% 35.4% 1.5% 10.5% 82.9% 15.8% 1.3%

Margin Erosion

Notably, only 19.7% of participants reported increased pre-tax profitability during the first half of 2023, a decline from 
40.6% during the first three quarters of 2022. Of significance, 42.6% reported a decrease in profitability, marking a 
substantial increase from the 21.7% reported in the previous year (Figure 2). Costs rising significantly relative to prices is 
a major reason for the pressure on margins.

Figure 2: Pre-Tax Profitability Trends

How pre-tax profitability (pre-tax profits as a percent of sales) compared to year-earlier levels for SODA participants. 
Data for the first three quarters of 2022 are from the State of Decorated Apparel Survey, Fall 2022
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Results and Expectations

First Half 2023 First Three Quarters 2022

Higher
19.7%

Same

Lower

40.6%

37.7%
37.7%

42.6%
21.7%

n=61



Credit Conditions on Business

Over half of the respondents, a combined 57.4%, reported being affected by tighter credit conditions (35.2%) or expect 
to (22.2%) in the next six months. This aligns with the sentiment expressed by one SODA respondent, who reported 
that “major expansion plans are being reconsidered or postponed because of severe interest rate risks,” addressing the 
impact of credit conditions on businesses. In contrast, 42.6% currently experience no effects and anticipate no issues 
from tighter credit conditions in the next six months.

Figure 3: Credit Conditions in Business

Q: Are tighter credit conditions and/or elevated interest rates affecting your company?
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2023 Full-Year Expectations 

The full-year 2023 expectations indicate optimism about sales, but operating costs rising faster than prices suggest 
potential challenges. The average expectation for sales growth is 7.0%, with 50.0% of respondents anticipating higher 
sales. The anticipated operating cost inflation, averaging 10.8%, is expected to substantially impact the industry, as 
practically all (93.9%) foresee an increase in operating costs strictly because of inflation. Additionally, the average 
expectation of a 7.9% rise in prices indicates a prevailing trend, with the majority (82.0%) of apparel decorators surveyed 
expecting to increase prices. On average, however, price increases are expected to be less than operating cost 
inflation, contributing to margin reductions (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Full-Year 2023 Expectations

How do you expect your full-year 2023 sales, operating cost inflation rate, and prices to compare with full-year 2022?

Indicator Responses Average Higher Same Lower

Sales 50 7.0% 50.0% 30.0% 20.0%
Operating cost inflation 49 10.8% 93.9% 4.1% 2.0%
Prices 50 7.9% 82.0% 16.0% 2.0%

n=50

Affecting or expect to 
affect their business 
within six months

No, and I don’t expect 
them to within the next 
six months

57.4%

42.6%

n=54
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How Average Order Size Is Trending

Examining the unit per order trend, 29.8% of respondents noticed an increase in the last 12 months, 38.3% observed no 
change, and 31.9% reported a decrease in the number of units per order. These findings highlight variations in customer 
ordering patterns. Notably, this is the first time the SODA survey included this question, and our research team will 
monitor the evolution of the unit per order trend in our forthcoming research.

Figure 5: Units-per-Order Trend Over the Last Year.

Q: In the last year, has your average number of units per order increased, stayed the same, or decreased?

Increased

Stayed the same

Decreased

29.8%

38.3%

31.9%

n=47



Expectations for 2024

“Stay optimistic” is the sentiment echoed by one of our respondents when expressing expectations for 2024. Slightly 
more than half (51%) of the respondents anticipate that business conditions in 2024 will be better than in 2023. In 
contrast, 13% expect conditions to remain the same, while 15% foresee a deterioration, expecting conditions to be 
worse than in 2023. Notably, 21% express uncertainty, indicating a lack of clear expectations regarding future business 
conditions. This diverse range of perspectives provides insights into the varying outlooks and uncertainties within the 
apparel decoration community regarding the trajectory of conditions in the upcoming period.

Figure 6: Expected Business Conditions for 2024

Q: It’s early and there is a lot of uncertainty, but what are your initial expectations for business conditions in 2024?
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2024 Outlook

Better than this year

About the same as this year

Worse than this year

Not sure-business conditions

Expected Business Activities in 2024

In the lessons learned section, one of our respondents emphasized the importance of “not being too dependent in one 
market: diversify.” This resonates well with the strategic plans outlined by SODA respondents to enhance profitability in 
2024 through various measures.

Diversification takes center stage, with 73.9% intending to explore new markets, products, or services. Additionally, 
65.2% aim to boost profitability by more effectively marketing their capabilities, while 54.3% plan to refine sales 
strategies. Other strategies include controlling costs more effectively (45.7%), investing in productivity through capital 
and employee initiatives (45.7% and 52.2%, respectively), improving operations management (45.7%), optimizing 
inventory procurement and supply chain management (39.1%), raising prices (52.2%), expanding e-commerce 
capabilities (52.2%), and incorporating new decoration methods or technologies (34.8%) (Figure 7). This holistic 
approach reflects SODA participants’ commitment to employing diverse strategies to drive profitability in 2024.

12.8%

51.1%
14.9%

21.3%

n=47



Figure 7: Expected Business Activities to Improve Profitability in 2024.

Q: What will you do to improve profitability in 2024?

Expected business activity Percentage

Develop new markets, products, services/diversify 73.9%
Market our capabilities more effectively 65.2%
Sell more effectively/take a different approach to sales 54.3%
Increase productivity through employee training, recruitment, retention, etc. 52.2%
Increase prices 52.2%
Expand e-commerce capabilities 52.2%
Control costs more effectively 45.7%
Increase productivity through capital investment that supports automation, smooths workflow, 
increases production speed, etc. 45.7%

Manage operations more effectively/keep a closer eye on things 45.7%
Manage inventory procurement and the supply chain more effectively 39.1%
Add new decoration methods/technologies 34.8%
Other 8.7%

n=46
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The SODA participants have different expectations and uncertainty about the trajectory of the business investments 
in the upcoming 12 months. A significant portion, constituting 50.0% of participants, holds an affirmative outlook, 
expecting business investments during this period. In contrast, 30.4% express a negative anticipation, indicating a lack 
of expected investments in the coming year. Notably, 19.6% of respondents remain uncertain about future business 
investments, opting for a “not sure” response (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Expected Business Investments Over the Next 12 Months

Q: Will you be investing in capital equipment, hardware, or software over the next 12 months?
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Capital Investment Plans

Yes

No

Not sure

50.0%

30.4%

19.6%

n=46

The anticipated capital investment rate among the respondents over the next 12 months reveals a prevailing inclination 
towards conservative investment strategies. The highest percentage (42.6%) envisions investing 3% or less of sales. 
Additionally, 23.5% plan to invest in the moderate range of 3% to 6% while 20.6% intend to make a more substantial 
investment, dedicating 6% to 10% of sales. A smaller yet noteworthy segment of 13.2% foresees investing more than 
10%. Overall, the average expected capital investment rate across all respondents is 3.8%. 

Figure 9: Expected Capital Investment Rate Over Next 12 Months

Expected capital investment over the next 12 months as a percentage of sales.

3% or Less 3%+ to 6% 6%+ to 10% More than 10%

42.6%

23.5%
20.6%

13.2%

Average Expected Capital 
Investment Rate: 3.8%

n=68
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Reasons for Not Investing

Among SODA participants not planning a capital investment over the next 12 months, 78.6% indicate that major 
investments and sufficient capacity are already in place, alleviating the need for further investment at the moment. 
About 36.0% express concerns or uncertainties about the broader economy, influencing their decision to hold back 
investments. Additionally, 21.4% express reluctance due to debt concerns, and 14.3% mention limitations in cash or 
credit, along with concerns about market conditions. 21.4% of respondents provide other reasons for not investing.

Figure 10: Why Companies Do Not Plan to Invest

How SODA participants responded to the following statement: If you do not plan to make a capital investment over the 
next 12 months, please indicate why.

Major investments/capacity already in 
place. Don’t need much more right now

Concern/uncertainty about the economy

Hesitant to take on additional debt/focusing 
on debt reduction

Concern/uncertainty about business 
conditions in our markets

May not have the cash/access to credit we 
will need

Other - Write In

78.6%

35.7%

21.4%

14.3%

14.3%

21.4%

Investment Hesitation

Respondents express hesitation to invest for various reasons. 77.7% of are concerned or uncertain about the economy. 
44.4% cite potential limitations in cash or access to credit as a contributing factor. Some express hesitance due to 
uncertainties about business conditions in their respective markets (11.1%), concerns about their company’s future (11.1%), 
and indecision about which investments to make (11.1%).

Figure 11: Why the Hesitation?

How SODA participants responded to the following statement: If you are not sure whether you will make a capital 
investment over the next 12 months, please indicate why.

77.7%Concern/uncertainty about  
the economy

44.4%May not have the cash/access  
to credit we will need

11.1%
Not sure which investments  

to make

11.1%
Concern/uncertainty about my 

company’s future

11.1%Concern/uncertainty about 
business conditions in our markets



Most Desire Capital Investments

Apparel decorators surveyed exhibit varying levels of interest in specific investment areas, with the broadest interest 
in e-commerce solutions (44.4%), heat press equipment (42.2%), and direct-to-film transfer (37.8%). Additionally, 
respondents expressed interest in workflow software, management integration systems, embroidery, and others are 
shown in Figure 12. 

Figure: 12: Most Desired Investment

Q: Which capital investments would you most like to make over the next 12 months?

Investment Percentage

E-commerce solutions 44.4%
Heat press equipment 42.2%
Direct-to-film transfer 37.8%
Workflow software 33.3%
Management integration systems (MIS, ERP, CRM, etc.) 31.1%
Embroidery 31.1%
Screen printing 26.7%
Fulfillment capabilities 24.4%
Digital infrastructure 20.0%
Prepress/premedia software 17.8%
Inkjet, direct-to-garment 17.8%
Dye-Sublimation: 17.8%
Database creation, management, and analysis capabilities 13.3%
Mailing capabilities 13.3%
Laser etch/engrave 11.1%
3D printing 8.9%
Inkjet, wide-format 6.7%
Pad printing 2.2%
Other 6.7%

n=45

Capital Investment Objectives

Elevating productivity emerges as a pivotal capital investment goal for an overwhelming 66.7% of SODA participants. 
Other priorities include enhancing production speed (60.0%), automating operations (44.4%), expanding into new 
markets (44.4%), and adding capacity to facilitate sustained growth (40.0%). Notably, 37.8% express a keen interest in 
optimizing investments within their existing market, while 28.9% are inclined towards upgrading or replacing aging 
equipment. Only 4.4% are inclined to invest with a primary focus on competitive pricing strategies.

16 printing.org



Figure 13: Capital Investment Objectives

Q: What would you most like your capital investments to achieve?
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66.7%Increase productivity

60.0%Increase production speed

44.4%Automate operations

44.4%Expand into a new market

40.0%Add capacity to accomodate 
growth

Be more competitiveness in a 
market we currently serve

Replace/upgrade aging 
equipment/software

Compete more effectively on 
price

Other

37.8%

28.9%

4.4%

2.2%

n=45



Because every market upheaval is an opportunity to learn, adapt, and be better prepared for the next one, the first half 
of the 2023 survey added a question about lessons learned from the upheaval of the last two years and actions taken in 
response. Representative responses follow.

•	 “Our most valuable assets are the loyal and long-term employees. To ensure the sustained growth of our customer 
base, we are intensifying our efforts by implementing measures such as salary increases for employees and 
actively engaging in cold calling to acquire new customers. These steps are aimed at fortifying our relationships 
with existing clients and expanding our reach to attract new ones.”

•	 “It’s essential to have backup plans in place. When faced with material shortages, we experienced significant 
challenges and had to quickly find alternatives. To address this issue proactively, we’ve established secondary 
suppliers for all raw material components, ensuring we have contingency measures in case of unforeseen 
disruptions.”

•	 “To enhance financial stability, we now demand a 100% deposit on orders, reduce loans, and maintain ample cash. 
Vigilant cash flow management, early product orders, and transparent communication with clients about potential 
disruptions ensure preparation for challenges and foster realistic expectations.”

•	 “Maintain diversity in your production. Consider expanding further by running departments that specialize in 
different decorating techniques.”

•	 “Avoid limiting yourself to a single industry; diversify your client base. We expanded to serve various clientele, 
including fire/police, small businesses, and YouTubers.”

•	 “Stay dynamic in your production methods, as you might need to perform tasks yourself. Introduce more 
automation to manage workloads effectively, especially during workforce shortages.”

•	 “Focus on advancing digital and online sales by planning for increased online transactions.”

•	 “Embrace a lean approach to save cash and make wise decisions for overall operational effectiveness.”

•	 “Recognize the importance of saving more money than expected, as circumstances can shift suddenly. Identify 
priorities worth defending and streamline spending. Train employees to embrace flexibility and understand that 
situations may not remain constant.”

•	 “Adaptability is key in responding to market and global changes, ensuring our continued existence.”
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Lessons Learned and Actions Taken



Investigate Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence (AI) plays a pivotal role in the State of Decorated Apparel, offering tremendous benefits. By 
wholeheartedly adopting AI, businesses can streamline their production processes, ushering in a companywide drive 
to maximize productivity. This revolutionary technology stands out with its automation prowess, learning capabilities, 
and support for superior decision-making throughout the organization. Forward-thinking businesses are actively 
empowering their teams to explore AI, understanding its transformative potential in shaping the future, and automating 
various facets of their operations.

Moreover, AI’s significance lies in its capacity for advanced machine learning and natural language processing. Unlike 
traditional methods, AI continuously improves forecasting precision through data exposure. In marketing, it not only 
summarizes campaign results but also analyzes customer behavior, enhancing content and communication strategies. It 
designs specific responses to customer queries, revolutionizing business operations and decision-making.

A recent PRINTING United Alliance State of the Industry Survey revealed how some printing companies are already 
using AI. Uses include:

•	Examining the language and terminology used in customer communications (including emails, chats, and 
calls) to assess the effectiveness of each customer interaction by assigning a score. This analysis aids in the early 
detection of quality concerns and identifies potential customer requirements that can drive product innovation.

•	Conducting market analysis to pinpoint potential leads, compiling, assessing, and succinctly presenting a wide 
range of data on market trends, challenges, advancements, and customer pain points. Additionally, this analysis will 
be used to forecast key metrics.

•	Creating and summarizing content, encompassing marketing campaigns, headlines, articles, and even a 
comprehensive sustainability page, as well as condensing lengthy articles and email threads.

•	Generate code from text prompts to create fully functional web applications.

Understanding Artificial Intelligence: These resources provide a solid foundation:

•	 “Artificial Intelligence for Small Business: The Complete Guide,” Mike Kaput, marketinginstitute.com

•	“AI for Small Business: A Beginner’s Guide,” Microsoft Teams 365, microsoft.com

•	“The best AI productivity tools in 2023,” Miguel Rebelo, zapier.com

•	  “12 Tools for Small Businesses to Make Teams More Efficient,” Mahima Dua, mailmodo.com.

•	“10 Best AI Tools for Startups & Small Businesses in 2023,” Alex York, clickup.com.

•	“Artificial Intelligence as a Service (AIaaS),” Kinza Yasar, techtarget.com.

•	 “10 Best AI Tools for Startups & Small Businesses in 2023,” Alex York, clickup.com

•	“6 Ways Small Business Owners Can Get Their Employee to Use AI,” Nicholas Leighton, entrepreneur.com 

•	“The essential small business guide to generative AI,” Stacey Hartman, godaddy.com

•	“GoDaddy’s AI prompt library — the best AI prompts for small businesses,” godaddy.com

•	The Business Case for AI: A Leader’s Guide to AI Strategies, Best Practices & Real-World Applications, Kavita Ganesan

•	AI for Small Business: Your Roadmap to Fuel Innovation & Amplify Profits, Harrison Painter

Must-Do’s
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AI Utilizations Across All Domains

•	Lavender.ai. Creates, evaluates, and upgrades content from blog posts to product descriptions to marketing 
campaigns by evaluating what’s resonating with the target audience and what isn’t.

•	Zia. Generate sales forecasts, analyze sales trends and customer behavior, and automate sales activities such as 
lead classification, assignment, and follow-up.

•	Sniper AI. Supports HR functions ranging from matching resumes with job descriptions, candidate selection, and 
interview scheduling to evaluating employee engagement levels, satisfaction, and performance metrics. 

•	Lumen5. Video application that creates short and engaging videos from scratch (or re-purpose written content into 
videos) for education, news, entertainment, or marketing purposes.”.

•	Otter.ai. Transcription tool that converts audio files such as presentations and podcasts into text and records online 
meetings, creating complete transcripts, key takeaways, and action items. 

•	Bricabrac. Creates web applications from text inputs with no or minimal coding.

•	Crystal Knows. Identifies personality type and customizes communication, including tone of voice and choice of 
words, to the preferences and values of that personality type.

•	SecondBrain. Users can create bots specific to their businesses, clients, and industries.

Implementing AI: 

In the process of implementing AI for your company, there are several key steps to follow:

1. Identify AI Priorities: To determine how your company can benefit most from AI, consider tasks that could be 
significantly enhanced by generative AI, such as automating previously non-automatable processes, content 
creation, customer support, or demand forecasting. Every hour saved through AI automation can be reinvested in 
vital long-term company activities.

2. Identify AI Applications: Explore various AI applications that align with your priorities.

Function AI Apps Function AI Apps

Chatbots
ChatGPT, Bard, 
HuggingChat

Scheduling Reclaim, Clockwise, Motion

Content creation Jasper, Copy.ai, Anyword Email inbox management SaneBox, EmailTree
Grammar checkers and 
rewording tools

Grammarly, Wordtune, 
ProWritingAid

Slide decks and 
presentations

Decktopus, Beautiful.ai, 
Slidesgo

Video creation
Descript, Wondershare 
Filmora, Runway

Research genei, Aomni

Image generation
DALL·E 2, Midjourney, 
Stable Diffusion

3D modeling
Spline AI, 3DFY.ai, 
Meshcapade

Note-taking Mem AI agents
AI Agent, AgentGPT, 
HyperWrite

Transcription and meeting 
assistants

Fireflies, Airgram, Krisp Automation Zapier

Source: “The best AI productivity tools in 2023,” Miguel Rebelo, zapier.com
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3. Evaluate applications: In the third step, evaluating AI applications is crucial. Assess their ease of use, availability 
of training and support (including videos, training sessions, and documentation), integration capabilities with 
essential company systems, scalability to match business growth, and cost-to-value balance. Outsourcing AI, as 
Kinza Yasar suggests in “Artificial Intelligence as a Service (AIaaS),” techtarget.com., provides a low-risk approach to 
experimenting with AI for various purposes without a substantial upfront investment. 

4. Train employees: Step 4 involves training employees in AI usage. It’s essential to establish clear rules, 
communicate usage policies, and explain the purpose of AI applications, and their impact on jobs without jargon. 
Train staff responsible for data analysis to ensure informed usage. Additionally, understanding how to interact 
effectively with generative AI and ongoing monitoring of AI developments are crucial. Avoid entering sensitive 
information in prompts and always review AI tool outputs to prevent misinterpretation.

5. Learn to speak AI: Finally, Step 5 emphasizes the importance of learning to effectively communicate with AI. Utilize 
resources like GoDaddy’s AI prompt library, which categorizes prompts for various business functions. GoDaddy 
also offers beginner’s guides for AI tools like ChatGPT, Google Bard, and Microsoft Bing, along with tutorials on 
topics such as chatbot risks.

(See the State of the Industry Update, First Quarter 2023 and the State of the Industry Update, Second Quarter 2023, 
both at printing.org, for more detail on incorporating AI into your business.)

Implementing GTD for Enhanced Efficiency

“Management practice change” one of our respondents shared this how they changed their management practice to 
adapt the production environment. Respondents also shared that shipping times are unpredictable, and employee 
shortages make the business management very complex to complete the task more efficiently. Here, we share one of 
the management systems named “Getting things done” 

Getting Things Done, popularly known as GTD, emerges as a pivotal task management system designed by 
productivity expert David Allen (Allen, D. (2015). Getting Things Done: The art of stress-free productivity). Its essence 
lies in a core truth: the more information cluttering your mind, the harder it becomes to make decisive choices, often 
leading to prolonged contemplation rather than action. In the printing industry, staff shortages can compound this issue, 
causing increased stress, overwhelm, and uncertainty among the team. This guide aims to introduce GTD principles and 
workflows specifically tailored for the printing industry during staff shortages, emphasizing efficient task management 
and focused decision-making, which are critical in maintaining operational efficiency despite limited staffing resources.

The Impact of the GTD Method:

Getting Things Done proves effective as a time management and organizational system supported by cognitive science 
principles. It enhances productivity in the printing business through the following ways:

•	Eliminating Indecision: Establishing specific actions for each task creates implementation intentions, enabling swift 
and decisive action. This approach, as David Allen highlights, defines the completion process and the necessary 
steps, streamlining decision-making and reducing time lost to uncertainty.

•	Reducing Cognitive Load: Offloading tasks from the mind alleviates cognitive overload, enhancing creativity and 
decision-making. The Zeigarnik effect, where unfinished tasks linger in memory, ceases once tasks are planned, 
reducing mental distractions.

•	External Mind Utilization: Neuroscientist Daniel J. Levitin’s book, “The Organized Mind,” emphasizes the need for 
external systems to manage information. Employing external tools aids memory and liberates mental capacity for 
creative endeavors in the printing industry.
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What are the five steps of the GTD method? 

The GTD methodology comprises five straightforward practices designed to organize mental clutter and facilitate task 
completion. It encompasses a systematic process involving capturing, clarifying, organizing, reviewing, and engaging 
with tasks and commitments. The significance of the GTD method for the printing industry lies in its five fundamental 
practices aimed at organizing thoughts and completing tasks effectively:

1.	 Capture Everything: Gather all thoughts and tasks, regardless of size, into designated inboxes.

2.	 Clarify: Transform captured items into clear action steps by categorizing them as projects, next actions, or 
reference material.

3.	 Organize: Place tasks in their appropriate context, add deadlines to your calendar, delegate projects, organize 
references, and sort tasks.

4.	 Review: Regularly update and revise task lists for accuracy and relevance.

5.	 Engage: Focus on executing important tasks promptly.

Implementing GTD requires initial time and energy but offers consistent benefits. It ensures a proactive response to 
incoming information, preventing missed deadlines or overlooked tasks. While seemingly simple, these behaviors foster 
sophisticated spontaneity crucial for success. GTD doesn’t necessitate a specific tool but emphasizes simplicity and 
consistent use, irrespective of digital or analog systems.

What are the Optimal Tools for Implementing GTD in the Printing Industry?

Various tools and applications cater to the GTD process, but simplicity is key, especially within the printing industry. 
For those inclined towards analog methods, using pens and paper proves as effective as organizing trays to 
compartmentalize tasks into distinct inboxes.

In the digital realm, applications like Asana or Trello, alongside calendar apps, serve as efficient inboxes to capture 
incoming tasks seamlessly.

Float stands out as another invaluable tool, particularly for project planning. It synchronizes tasks from platforms like 
Asana or Trello into concise project lists while aligning calendar activities with the Float schedule. This synchronization 
offers a visual representation of tasks and projects, streamlining the overview of pending work. Float not only aids in 
quick task assessments but also assists in workload prioritization and effective time management within the dynamic 
workflow of the printing industry.
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A few pointers to assist you in implementing the GTD system:

Navigating the GTD methodology within the printing industry might seem challenging initially. Here are some pointers to 
ease the process:

•	Allow Time for Mastery: Embracing GTD takes practice. Do not rush the learning process; it’s a comprehensive system 
requiring time to become proficient. According to Allen, mastery can take around two years of consistent practice.

•	Embrace Simplicity: Amidst the array of apps and tools associated with GTD, start with the basics. Focus on 
fundamental principles initially, incorporating supplementary tools once you’ve grasped the essentials.

•	Customize to Fit Your Needs: Tailor the GTD system to align with your specific requirements and preferences. 
Whether adjusting lists, task organization, or integrating other time-management techniques, adapt the system to 
suit your workflow and enhance its effectiveness.

•	 Integrate Complementary Methods: While GTD excels in task organization, complement it with additional 
time management strategies. Consider integrating time blocking or calendar blocking to tackle distractions or 
procrastination within the printing business environment. Flexibility and customization are key to optimizing 
productivity.

Finally, we need to accurately evaluate workload capacity in the printing industry using the GTD method. While GTD 
aids task organization, time remains a crucial asset. Tools like Float are essential for managing team capacity and 
preventing overload. Float allows efficient monitoring, offering insights for meticulous project planning. With user-friendly 
time tracking, team members log hours, and detailed reports offer vital insights, prioritizing crucial printing tasks.
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Good news. We’ve just completed a customer satisfaction survey in which 27% of our customers rated us five, for 
“completely satisfied,” and 54% rated us four, for “satisfied.” We have some work to do with the other 19%. But overall, 
we should feel pretty good about those results, right?

Not according to Thomas Jones and Earl Sasser, authors of “Why Satisfied Customers Defect,” hbr.org. Jones and 
Sasser argue that there is a huge difference in loyalty between clients who are “completely satisfied” and those who 
are only “satisfied.” So while we’d be reassured because 81% of our clients are satisfied or better, they’d be alarmed 
because only 27% are completely satisfied.

Maybe the “just satisfied” were disappointed by our response to a question or request. Maybe one of our processes or 
procedures frustrates them. Maybe we didn’t provide the support they were expecting on a recent project. Whatever 
happened, it wasn’t enough for them to drop us—or even bother mentioning it. But it was, as Jones and Sasser write, 
“enough for them to consider alternatives.”

That matters because, as the authors’ groundbreaking research shows, “increased customer loyalty is the single most 
important driver of long-term financial performance…Increasing customer retention by even 5% increases profitability by 
25%–95%.” Here’s what else their research shows:

•	We must never assume that our “relationship with a client is strong if it is anything less than completely satisfied” or 
that anything less than “complete or total satisfaction is acceptable.” 

•	 It is worthwhile moving our most profitable clients from satisfied to completely satisfied. In fact, it is “almost always 
more effective than focusing on customers with neutral or low satisfaction scores.” And in commodity markets, 
“creating complete customer satisfaction will often raise the product or service out of the commodity category.”

•	Even if our customer satisfaction scores compare favorably to the competition’s, they aren’t good enough unless 
our best clients are “totally satisfied.” Anything less, and they are “up for grabs.”

•	Completely satisfying customers does not mean we never make a mistake or fall short of their expectations. It 
means we have an effective procedure for making things right when we do. When companies excel at “making 
amends...customers’ faith in the company is not just restored, it is deepened; and they become apostles, spreading 
the good word about the company to potential customers.”

•	We must know who our most and least profitable clients are. It is very difficult to satisfy the former completely if we 
have to keep diverting resources to the latter. Jones and Sasser recommend getting rid of those “difficult-to-serve, 
chronically unhappy customers…Outstanding service organizations regularly ‘fire’ customers they cannot properly 
serve and develop the discipline not to take on others like them.”

Are my most valuable clients completely satisfied or just satisfied? The answer can make all the difference.
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PRINTING United Alliance is the most comprehensive 
member-based printing and graphic arts association 
in the United States, comprised of the vast 
communities which it represents. The Alliance serves 
industry professionals across market segments with 
preeminent education, training, workshops, events, 
research, government and legislative representation, 
safety, and environmental sustainability guidance, as 
well as resources from the leading media company 
in the industry – NAPCO Media. Now a division of 
PRINTING United Alliance, Idealliance is the global 
leader in standards training and certification for 
printing and graphic arts operations across the entire 
industry supply chain.

PRINTING United Alliance also produces the 
PRINTING United Expo (Oct. 18-20, 2023, Atlanta), 
the most influential days in printing. The expansive 
display of technology and supplies, education, 
programming, and services are showcased to the 
industry at large, and represents all market segments 
in one easily accessed place.

 

NAPCO Research crafts custom data-centric solutions 
that leverage our highly engaged audiences across 
the markets in which we operate, our industry subject 
matter experts and in-house research expertise. 
We partner with our clients to identify their unique 
business problem and create solutions that enable 
deeply informed decision-making.

Contact research@napco.com to talk with our 
analysts to find out how we can help you with your 
research needs.
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