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Seven	Survival	Best	Practices	From	Business	Downturns—	
Lessons	learned	from	the	pandemic	that	will	help	for	tomorrow’s	planning	

	
By	Howie	Fenton	

Principal	
Howie	Fenton	Consulting	

	
For	decades,	sudden	and	unexpected	downturns	
in	business	threatened	commercial	and	in-plant	
printers,	resulting	in	some	closing	their	doors.	
This	was	painfully	clear	during	the	COVID-19	
pandemic.	Considerations	that	helped	those	that	
survived	were	tactics	and	strategies	that	assisted	
them	in	navigating	the	inevitable	downturns	in	
business.	Benjamin	Franklin	used	to	say,	“By	
failing	to	prepare,	you	are	preparing	to	fail.”	In	this	
article,	I	offer	seven	strategies	and	tactics	to	help	
companies	through	these	challenging	times:	
	

1. Quantifying	a	staff	reduction	plan	for	
volume	declines	

2. How	to	reduce	staff	but	respond	to	peak	
demand	with	a	call	staff	strategy	

3. Using	cross-training	to	reduce	staff	
4. How	to	shift	from	firefighting	to	fire	

prevention	to	reduce	rework	
5. Overcome	bottlenecks	
6. Automation	
7. Telecommuting	Options	

	
1.	Quantifying	Staffing	Levels	
It	does	not	matter	if	it	is	a	10,	20,	or	30	percent	
decline	for	most	of	us.	What	is	important	is	how	to	
plan	for	it.	During	the	pandemic,	managers	were	
asked	how	to	respond	based	on	10,	20,	and	30	

percent	declines.	Typically,	this	means	how	many	
staff	will	be	cut,	and	the	real	question	can	you	
justify	the	reductions	based	on	analytics?	
	
One	of	the	main	tools	to	evaluate	staffing	levels	is	
the	sales-per-employee	ratio	(SPE)	benchmark.	
The	benchmark	is	based	on	simple	mathematics.	If	
you	have	$3	million	in	revenue	and	22	staff	
members,	the	ratio	is	calculated	as	$3,000,000/22	
=	$136,363/person.	This	is	considered	average.	
Using	a	few	assumptions,	the	SPE	can	be	reverse	
engineered	to	help	predict	staffing	changes	due	to	
increases	or	decreases	in	revenue.	This	is	an	
analytic	or	metric-based	approach	that	upper	
management	will	appreciate		
	
Instead	of	asking	what	the	SPE	is	based	on	
revenue	and	staff,	ask:	“Assuming	my	SPE	ratio	is	
correct	(based	on	the	amount	of	automation	we	
are	using),	how	many	staff	members	will	I	need	as	
my	revenue	decreases	or	increases.	These	changes	
can	be	predicted	by	creating	a	simple	spreadsheet.	
Start	by	creating	an	SPE	chart	with	six	columns	
across	and	four	rows	down.	Build	the	first	two	
rows	as	you	see	below	with	100	percent	revenue,	
current	sales,	and	current	staff.	Next,	divide	the	
two	to	show	the	SPE.	

	
%	work	 100%	
sales	 $3,000,000.00	
staff	 22.00	
SPE	 $	136,363.64	

Across from “100% work,” you can fill in 
Possible declines. Start with these suggestions, 
but once this is built, you can change any 
numbers and the spreadsheet will automatically 
recalculate. 

	

%	work	 100%	 95%	 90%	 85%	 80%	
To fill in the other sales cell, multiple the current sales ($3M) with each percent ($3M x 95% = 2.85M) 
 

%	work	 100%	 95%	 90%	 85%	 80%	

sales	 $3,000,000.00	 $2,850,000.00	 $2,700,000.00	 $2,550,000.00	 $2,400,000.00	
Since we want the SPE to remain constant, you need to copy the SPE for 100 percent to all other SPE cells (= SPE cell). This will allow you 
to change the sales and staff numbers and automatically recalculate all the SPE cells with the same ratio. 
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SPE	 							136,363.64		 136,363.64	 								136,363.64		 											136,363.64		 136,363.64	
If everything was input correctly, your spreadsheet should look this. 
	

%	work	 100%	 95%	 90%	 85%	 80%	
sales	 $3,000,000.00	 $2,850,000.00	 $2,700,000.00	 $2,550,000.00	 $2,400,000.00	
staff	 22.00	 	 	 	 	
SPE	 $136,363.64	 $136,363.64	 $136,363.64	 $136,363.64	 $136,363.64	
Last, to figure out your staff number, divide each column’s sales into the SPE (2,850,000/136,363= for 20.9 staff). 
	
Your final spreadsheet should look like this. 

%	work	 100%	 95%	 90%	 85%	 80%	
sales	 $3,000,000.00	 $2,850,000.00	 $2,700,000.00	 $2,550,000.00	 $2,400,000.00	
staff	 22.00	 20.9	 19.8	 18.7	 17.6	
SPE	 136,363.64	 136,363.64	 136,363.64	 136,363.64	 136,363.64	
If everything was done correctly, you could change your percent reductions, current sales, or current staffing. In this example, we see that a 5 
percent reduction (95% work) in revenue means one less person (22 staff – 20.9 staff = 1.1 less staff), a 10 percent reduction shows two 
fewer staff (22 staff -19.8 staff = 2.2 less staff), etc. 
	
2.	On	Call	Staffing	and	Temp	Agencies	
On-call	staffing	is	something	we	have	seen	
companies	do	for	years.	But	generally,	it	has	been	
relegated	to	manual	tasks	such	as	mailing	
operations.	However,	after	the	great	recession,	
when	volume	declined	20	percent	or	more,	we	
saw	staffing	further	cut.	Companies	were	forced	to	
“think	outside	the	box”	and	find	people	who	could	
come	in	when	they	experienced	a	peak	in	demand.	
Joe	Metzger	from	Metzger’s	Printing	took	great	
pride	in	talking	about	his	“Mom	Squad,”	made	up	
of	full-time,	part-time,	and	on-call	moms	and	
“grandmoms”	who	would	help	with	handwork.	
	
The	easiest	and	most	expensive	solution	is	using	a	
temporary	work	agency,	also	known	as	a	temp	
agency.	If	you	never	used	a	temp	agency	before,	
there	are	a	few	things	to	consider.	First,	you	may	
want	to	start	to	consider	the	types	of	work	or	staff	
you	may	need.	You	may	find	some	agencies	that	
are	better	for	manual	tasks	such	as	mailing	and	
bindery,	while	others	specialize	in	more	skilled	
tasks	such	as	accounting	or	design.	Interview	
different	agencies	and	ask	about	their	process	in	
working	with	you	and	how	they	test	candidates	
for	positions.		
	
Talk	about	fee	structures	and	if	the	fees	are	
negotiable	for	volume	work.	For	example,	if	you	
know	when	your	busiest	periods	are,	you	may	be	
able	to	negotiate	better	rates	for	multiple-week	
purchases.	Also,	ask	how	much	they	charge	if	you	
decide	to	hire	somebody	full-time.	See	if	this	is	
negotiable	too.	It	can	be	costly	to	shift	from	on-call	
to	hiring	full-time.	
	

An	alternative	to	temp	agencies	is	a	do-it-yourself	
approach.	It	is	much	less	expensive	but	a	more	
challenging	management	issue.	First,	you	have	to	
find	people	willing	to	work.	This	is	a	little	easier	
with	the	availability	of	“Gig	workers”	who	work	
with	sites	such	as	UpWork,	FlexJobs,	Fiverr,	
Freelancer,	Free	up,	Guru,	Hubstaff	Talent,	
CredoPeoplePerhour,	Toptal,	and	Outsourcely.	
Working	with	temp	workers	requires	painstaking	
attention	to	detail	and	mastering	many	different	
human	resource	issues.	Finding	one	of	10	people	
who	work	well	with	your	company,	and	
scheduling	them	as	needed,	is	not	easy,	but	it	can	
overcome	the	issue	of	being	overwhelmed	when	
you	are	short	staff.		
	
3.	Cross-Training	
Many	companies	have	an	informal	process	to	
create	“back-up”	people.	For	example,	if	one	
person	is	responsible	for	a	machine	that	folds	and	
inserts	pages	into	envelopes,	another	person	is	
trained	to	serve	as	the	back-up	person	if	that	first	
person	is	sick	or	on	vacation.		
	
The	problem,	however,	is	that	the	back-up	person	
may	be	trained	during	a	slow	period	around	the	
beginning	of	the	year	but	not	have	to	use	that	
training	until	July	when	the	person	they	are	
replacing	goes	on	vacation.	Without	“refresher”	
training	or	ongoing	work	at	that	task,	the	back-up	
person	will	struggle	after	the	long	hiatus.	Two	
ways	to	reduce	this	problem	are,	1)	use	that	
person	a	few	hours	each	month	in	that	other	task	
and	create	video	SOPS	to	automate	and	accelerate	
that	“refresher”	training.	
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Scheduling	is	the	key	to	cross-training	success.	
That	means	that	two	charts	are	needed:	the	first	
chart	lists	the	tasks	and	the	staff,	and	the	second	
chart	schedules	the	training	with	dates	and	times.	
The	key	is	to	never	say,	“We	are	too	busy.”	
Because	once	you	say	that,	all	your	training	efforts	
will	be	in	jeopardy	and,	more	often	than	not,	will	
stop	and	likely	never	start	up	again.	Cross-training	
staff	to	perform	multiple	tasks	is	a	strategy	
leading	companies	have	used	for	years.	

Cross-training	is	trickier	than	other	forms	of	
training	because	of	the	wide	variety	of	jobs	and	
staff	typically	involved.	However,	a	simple	tool	
called	the	Cross-training	Chart	with	all	the	skill	
requirements	across	the	top	and	all	of	the	staff	
along	one	side	makes	it	easy	to	fill	in	the	boxes	
with	checkmarks	for	those	who	have	the	skills	and	
for	identifying	those	who	need	additional	training.	

	

	
              Cross-training/Training Schedule 
	
4.	Stop	Firefighting	
Most	print	service	providers	create	workflows	
that	are	a	series	of	steps	to	perform	each	step	in	
the	workflow.	When	a	problem	or	mistake	occurs,	
the	strategy	is	to	create	a	workaround	procedure	
to	fix	the	current	problem,	not	spend	time	
identifying	the	root	cause,	and	then	addressing	the	
root	cause	of	the	problem.	
	
Workflow	experts	have	different	ways	to	describe	
this	problem,	including:	

• Firefighting	and	fire	prevention.	
• Reactive	vs.	proactive	approach	

• Process	vs.	non-process	approach	
	
The	firefighting	analogy	is	easiest	to	understand	
because	it	contrasts	the	ideas	of	putting	out	fires	
or	building	systems	that	prevent	fires.	
	
A	process	approach	is	proactive.	It	is	designed	to	
avoid	problems	before	they	occur.	When	a	
problem	occurs,	the	goal	is	to	change	the	process,	
not	create	a	temporary	workaround	solution.	
	
A	process	approach	slows	down	the	initial	
creation	of	the	workflow	process	because	it	
includes:	SOPs	(Standard	Operating	Procedures),	
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training	staff	in	those	SOPs,	monitoring	
compliance,	and	correcting	those	who	do	not	
comply.		
	
A	proactive	approach	is	filled	with	cross-training	
and	scheduled	maintenance.	For	example,	instead	
of	having	one	person	who	is	a	world-class	digital	
press	operator	capable	of	maintenance,	those	
skills	are	trained	to	other	people	on	other	shifts	
until	others	can	perform	maintenance.	
	
A	process	is	filled	with	training	that	includes	
monitoring	of	everyone’s	performance	process.	A	
new	person’s	work	is	monitored	closely	until	they	
prove	a	high	level	of	competence.	In	many	cases,	
the	training	component	requires	the	creation	of	
training	materials	and	the	scheduling	of	training.		
	
A	non-process	approach	is	filled	with	inspections	
at	the	end	of	the	line,	i.e.,	before	shipping,	and	
typically	results	in	a	higher	percentage	of	rework.	
A	non-process	approach	deals	with	problems	on	
the	fly,	and	may	not	communicate	the	resolution	
or	monitor	compliance,	and	often	suffers	from	
issues	of	compliance.	
	
Creating	SOPs	
Unfortunately,	although	everyone	agrees	that	
SOPs	are	a	good	management	tool,	more	often	
than	not,	once	created,	they	are	put	in	a	book	and	
never	looked	at	again.	And	many	employees	
consider	it	inconvenient	to	walk	away	from	the	
equipment	they’re	working	on	to	dig	up	the	SOP	
book	on	someone’s	desk.	
	
In	addition,	some	SOPs	may	be	hard	to	understand	
or	to	visualize	what	must	be	done.	Lastly,	once	a	
company	recognizes	the	investment	in	time	and	
energy	in	creating	the	SOP	book,	it	may	be	
reluctant	to	update	them.	
	
To	overcome	these	impediments,	leading	
companies	are	utilizing	new	technologies	such	as	
videotaping.	Many	new	smartphones	have	great	
video	quality	and	can	be	used	to	record	someone	
going	through	a	process,	explaining	why	they’re	
doing	it,	what	needs	to	be	avoided,	and	why.	Video	
SOPs	are	not	time-consuming	to	produce,	difficult	
to	update,	or	hard	to	understand,	and	they	can	be	
stored	on	a	server,	so	they’re	easily	accessible	at	
any	computer	terminal.	
	
Built-In	Strategy	
Finally,	while	SOPs	is	the	first	step,	monitoring	
compliance	with	them	is	equally	important.	
Without	a	compliance	manager	to	ensure	
processes	are	followed,	companies	will	need	a	
“built-in”	strategy	that	encourages	compliance	

management	during	the	course	of	normal	day-to-
day	activities.	
	
One	way	is	to	set	targets	for	each	step	of	the	
process	and	measure	them	daily,	ensuring	SOPs	
are	followed	and	identifying	patterns	of	
compliance,	and	seeing	when	and	where	any	
shortfalls	occur.	
	
5.	Bottlenecks	
Print	production	workflows	are	linear,	meaning	
that	you	can’t	move	to	the	next	step	until	the	
previous	step	is	complete.	All	workflows	have	
bottlenecks,	which	is	where	demand	exceeds	
capacity	and	resulting	in	work-in-progress	piles	or	
bottlenecks.	Bottlenecks	reduce	the	efficacy	of	
staff,	equipment,	and	world-class	procedures.	
	
Bottlenecks	can	be	obvious	or	hidden.	Those	that	
are	obvious	create	backlogs	of	work	in	progress	
(WIP).	For	example,	if	there	is	a	bottleneck	in	
estimating,	order	entry,	or	prepress,	you	would	
find	a	backlog	of	work	at	those	steps	while	other	
steps	in	the	process	are	waiting	for	work.	Other	
bottlenecks	can	be	hidden.	A	bad	plant	layout,	an	
inability	to	catch	mistakes,	and	frequent	
equipment	problems	are	examples	of	hidden	
bottlenecks.	
	
The	best-seller	book,	“The	Goal,”	focuses	on	the	
impact	of	bottlenecks	on	all	workflows.	Author	Eli	
Goldratt	showed	that	overall	productivity	was	not	
based	on	the	speed	of	any	piece	of	equipment	but	
instead	on	the	interaction	of	all	the	different	steps.	
Identify	your	largest	bottleneck,	increase	the	
throughput	through	that	bottleneck,	and	the	
productivity	for	the	entire	company	increases.	
	
Production	bottlenecks	occur	at	different	times	in	
different	companies.	In	some	companies,	the	
bottleneck	starts	when	the	deliveries	arrive	in	the	
morning	and	move	through	each	production	step	
in	a	linear	fashion.	In	other	companies,	
bottlenecks	occur	at	different	times	during	each	
day	for	different	reasons.	The	key	to	overcoming	
bottlenecks	is	identifying	them,	determining	the	
root	cause,	and	overcoming	them.	
	
Here	is	an	example	of	the	impacts	of	four	different	
bottlenecks	on	the	same	workflow.	In	our	first	
visit	to	a	school	district	in	Northern	California,	we	
measured	their	capacity	as	875	thousand	pages	
per	month,	which	was	well	below	their	demand	
and	created	a	two-month	backlog	of	work.	Two	
bottlenecks	were	identified	as	the	root	causes:	a	
missing	production	person	and	software	to	
automate	the	order	entry	process.	Once	these	two	
bottlenecks	were	overcome,	their	capacity	
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increased	to	1.2	million	pages	per	month,	which	
met	their	demand.		
	
A	few	years	later,	we	were	called	back	and	
calculated	that	demand	increased	to	1.6	million	
pages	per	month.	This	time	we	found	two	
different	bottlenecks:	one	was	the	result	of	their	
physical	plant	layout,	which	made	some	
equipment	unusable.	The	other	bottleneck	was	
the	speed	and	lack	of	in-line	finishing	functionality	
of	their	printing	equipment.	Overcoming	these	

two	bottlenecks	allowed	them	to	meet	their	
demands.	
	
6.	Automation	
Investing	in	automation	is	the	key	to	increasing	
productivity	and	lowering	the	cost	per	piece.	
According	to	Printing	Industries	of	America	ratio	
studies,	high-profit	commercial	printers	spend	
almost	double	the	investment	in	hardware	and	
software	per	employee	(automation)	than	their	
peers.	The	result	is	30	percent	fewer	employees	
per	million	dollars	of	sales.	

	
	 	 	 	 						Investment	in	Machinery	per	Factory	Employee	

	
Source: Understanding Productivity:  
The Key to Lower Costs and Higher  

Profits in the Printing Industry,  
Ronnie Davis 2017 

	
Software	Automation	
There	are	three	main	categories	of	software	
automation	tools:	web-to-print,	Print	MIS,	and	
prepress	PDF	workflow	software.		Originally	these	
three	software	packages	offered	unique	
functionality.	Web-to-print	was	only	used	to	place	
orders,	print	MIS	software	created	estimates,	job	
tickets,	schedules	and	invoicing,	and	prepress	PDF	
software	provided	preflight,	trapping,	and	
imposition.	However,	the	functionality	of	these	
three	tools	is	starting	to	merge.	Most	web-to-print	
software	offers	to	estimate,	some	Print	MIS	
solutions	offer	online	ordering,	and	some	prepress	
PDF	software	has	reporting	functions,	not	unlike	
Print	MIS	systems.	
	
The	overlapping	functionality	of	these	tools	is	not	
the	issue;	the	issue	is	that	most	companies	do	not	
take	advantage	of	the	automation	of	hardware	and	
software	they	already	own.	Here	are	just	a	few	
common	examples	of	automation	opportunities.	
	

• The	building	block	for	estimating	new	
work	is	the	budgeted	hourly	rates	(BHRs).	
Too	often,	the	BHRs	are	out	of	date	
resulting	in	customer	estimates	that	are	

suspicious	and	always	require	manual	
intervention	because	they	are	suspect.		

• The	web	to	print	catalog	only	has	a	
limited	number	of	products,	and	
estimates	and	orders	are	manually	
calculated	and	serve	as	input	for	these	
products.	

• The	hardware	or	software	is	out-of-date,	
requiring	the	use	of	bigger	and	less	
effective	older	versions.	

• Most	of	the	original	staff	trained	by	the	
manufacturer	to	use	hardware	or	
software	are	no	longer	with	the	company,	
leaving	poorly	trained	staff	to	operate	the	
hardware	and	software.		

• The	lack	of	SOPS	(standard	operating	
procedures)	creates	errors	and	rework.		

• Staff	only	take	advantage	of	10	to	15	
percent	of	the	software	features.	

	
These	are	other	common	issues	that	are	easy	to	
remedy	during	these	slow	periods.	Update	BHRs.	
Increase	the	number	of	products	in	your	web	
catalog.	Test	staff	on	software	and	hardware	and	
provide	training—update	hardware	and	software	
to	take	advantage	of	updates	and	new	features.	
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Create	SOPs	based	on	best	practices	to	overcome	
the	inconsistency	and	resulting	issues	in	
estimating,	job	ticketing,	prepress,	post-press,	and	
billing.	
	
7.	Telecommuting	
Until	the	pandemic,	there	were	few	reasons	for	
graphic	arts	workers	to	work	from	home.	As	a	
manager,	you	might	log	in	to	monitor	the	
schedule,	or	if	you	lived	in	high-traffic	areas,	you	
might	telecommute	a	day	or	two	a	week	to	avoid	
traffic.	Obviously,	that	changed	as	the	pandemic	
forced	most	of	us	to	stay	at	home	and	try	to	get	
work	done.		
	
Some	production	tasks	are	easier	to	perform	
remotely	than	others.	For	example,	creating	
estimates,	scheduling,	pre-flighting,	and	repairing	
files	can	all	be	accomplished	remotely	after	you	
build	the	infrastructure.	Working	from	home	and	
telecommuting	is	now	the	“norm”	for	anyone	that	
can,	rather	than	something	done	sporadically.			
	
There	have	been	challenges	for	those	who	did	not	
have	a	home	office	or	remote	access.	Fortunately,	
there	are	new	software	applications	that	have	
been	created	using	a	faster	and	more	responsive	
software	development	strategy	known	as	Agile	
that	can	help	communicate	and	manage	staff	
remotely.	Below	is	a	list	of	questions/issues	as	
well	as	some	of	the	best-selling	Agile	solutions.	

	
Issues	and	Tools	to	Consider	

• Are	you	using	remote	desktop	tools	that	
provide	secure	connections	(FixMe.It,	
gotomypc.com)?	

• Can	support	staff	help	remote	users	
(islonline.com)?	

• Are	you	trying	to	use	clunky	software	to	
monitor	staff	and	tasks,	or	have	you	
invested	in	the	latest	applications	
(Smartsheet,	Bonzi)?	

• Do	you	have	video	conferencing	software	
(Zoom,	Skype,	or	MS	Teams)?	

• Are	you	using	collaboration	software	
(monday.com)?	

• Do	remote	staff	have	a	fast,	reliable	
internet	connection?	

• Does	your	traditional	software	allow	for	
remote	login	(web	to	print,	Print	MIS,	Pdf	
workflow)?	Has	it	been	set	up	with	
permissions?	

• Is	there	a	virtual	workspace	for	
collaboration	and	creative	processes	
(wurkr,	mydigitaloffice)?	

• Is	there	a	cloud	strategy	for	sharing	files,	
mobile	access,	remote	printing?	

	
	
	

	
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••	
	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	

Howie	Fenton	has	helped	over	100	commercial	printers	and		
in-plant	service	providers	for	30	years.	He	uses	analytics	and	metrics		
to	analyze	performance	and	improve	financial	and	operational	
effectiveness.	Howie’s	knowledge	of	hardware,	software,	process	
improvement,	and	best	practices	allows	him	to	reduce	costs,	minimize	
“pain	points,”	and	reduce	turnaround	time.	Howie	says,	“I	have	never	
worked	with	a	company	in	which	I	could	not	increase	their	productivity.”	
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