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Leadership	in	print	manufacturing	–		
Who	will	be	there	from	the	next	generation?	

	
By	
	

Dr.	Peter	Schlosser,	Ph.	D.	
	

As	we	emerge	from	the	economic	and	societal	
impacts	of	COVID,	many	sectors	in	manufacturing,	
customer	service,	and	hospitality	are	asking,	
“where	are	our	people”?	Yet	this	problem	
preceded	the	pandemic.	Many	people,	especially	
younger	generations	are	no	longer	drawn	to	these	
industries	for	a	variety	of	reasons.	While	this	is	a	
very	expansive	topic,	for	this	discussion	we	will	
focus	on	print	manufacturing	and	the	broader	
world	of	graphic	communication.		
	
Notable	shifts	have	occurred	in	the	leadership	
demographics	of	print	manufacturing	and	graphic	
communication,	providing	for	great	advancements	
in	diversity,	equity,	and	inclusion.	We	now	must	
turn	our	attention	to	expanding	the	candidate	
pool	and	their	qualifications	to	include	a	
sustainable	balance	for	the	future	workforce	and	
their	leadership.	How	many	times	have	you	heard	
from	HR,	colleagues,	peers,	or	industry	partners,	
“We	just	can’t	find	enough	employees	who	
understand	print,	to	fill	our	needs”?	Over	the	
years	industry	has	been	forced	to	look	at	
increasing	productivity	through	automation	born	
from	necessity	to	replace	labor	that	simply	can’t	
be	found.	This	is	a	challenge	across	all	
manufacturing	sectors,	and	for	companies	facing	
similar	situations.	
	
In	print	manufacturing,	many	small	incremental	
improvements	could	be	realized.	However,	many	
operational	functions	can’t	be	automated	much	
more	than	they	have	already	been.	Sure,	there	will	
always	be	additional	refinements	to	procedures	
such	as	job	ganging	strategies,	and	other	tweaks.	
Ultimately,	we	still	need	human	innovation,	
oversight,	and	management	of	processes.	We	still	
need	creative	workers,	strong	passionate	leaders,	
empathetic	supervisors,	cutting	edge	marketing	
people,	and	a	talented	salesforce.	Where	will	these	
individuals	come	from?						
	
A	Hidden	World	
As	the	printing	industry	faces	labor	and	
leadership	shortages	every	day,	we	have	drifted	
into	an	“internal	space,”	inside	the	walls	if	you	
will.	Everyone	sees	the	finished	product,	though	
few	understand	what	supports	and	defines	that	
space	we	enjoy	and	find	fulfillment	in.		
	
	
	

Imagine	a	world	without	printed	packaging.	A	
dystopian	world	where	you	walk	into	a	warehouse	
and	pick	a	package	that	looks	like	it	might	contain	
cereal.	There	is	no	visible	pricing,	so	you	have	no	
idea	what	you	will	be	charged	at	purchase.	You	
put	it	in	your	cart	and	proceed	to	pick	up	a	white	
liquid	in	a	plastic	container,	but	there	is	no	label	
on	this	either.	You	hope	it	is	oat	milk	because	you	
can’t	tolerate	lactose.	Then	you	grab	some	black	
granulated	powder	that	you	hope	is	coffee,	but	
you	can’t	be	sure	that	it	has	the	consistency,	flavor	
or	the	caffeine	level	you	are	craving.	As	you	put	
these	items	in	your	basket,	you	wonder	aloud,	
“how	fresh	is	this”,	“might	it	be	stale?”	You	get	to	
the	checkout	clerk	ready	to	pay,	and	there	is	no	
printed	money,	so	you	must	rely	on	a	faceless	
debit	card	that	you	have	forgotten	to	monitor	the	
account	balance	on,	and	you	don’t	remember	how	
much	the	last	shopping	trip	cost.		
	
Sounds	a	bit	crazy,	but	that	is	what	it	would	be	
like	with	no	print	in	the	shopping	markets.	
Instead,	the	western	world	is	constantly	faced	
with	a	barrage	of	choices,	images,	colors,	and	
messages	when	shopping.	We	rely	on	packaging	to	
communicate	everything	we	need	to	know,	the	
product	name,	ingredients,	nutrition	information,	
special	offers,	endorsements,	best	by	date,	
disclosures,	allergen	warnings,	and	other	notable	
bits	of	information	presented	in	a	colorful,	inviting	
package.	The	average	consumer	has	come	to	
expect	vibrant,	informative,	and	durable	
packaging,	yet	few	have	any	awareness	of	how	it	is	
envisioned,	designed,	created,	and	decorated	or	
printed.	There	is	a	“hidden	industry”	behind	what	
many	mainstream	consumers	engage	with	at	the	
primary	point	of	contact	with	the	products	that	we	
expect,	desire,	or	need	on	any	given	day.			
	
Face	it,	we	operate	in	a	new	universe	when	it	
comes	to	finding	skilled	workers	and	good	
managers	for	the	printing	and	graphic	
communication	industry.	Generational	shifts	may	
be	to	blame,	parenting	guidance	may	be	
questioned,	schools	may	be	implicated	for	falling	
short	of	educating	the	young	workforce,	who	
themselves	may	lack	needed	attitude	and	aptitude.	
Anyway	you	look	at	it,	we	have	a	problem	needing	
to	be	solved.			
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Print	is	Dead,	Long	Live	Print!	
Ask	the	average	person	if	they	would	be	
interested	in	joining	the	printing	industry	as	a	
career	and	you	will	get	an	array	of	answers,	
ranging	from	indifference	to	edging	on	
undesirable	due	to	the	lack	of	understanding	the	
available	opportunities,	the	high-tech	nature,	and	
exiting	career	paths.	Asking	sixteen-year-olds	if	
they	would	aspire	to	study	printing,	many	would	
ask,	why?	Why	would	they	want	to	join	a	seemly	
“dying”	industry?	This	is	symptomatic	of	those	
who	think	printing	is	publishing	of	books,	
magazines,	and	other	hard	copy	subscriptions,	
internalizing	that	they	rarely	engage	with	these.	
But	those	of	us	in	the	industry	know	that	print	is	
not	dying;	it	is	in	fact	thriving,	becoming	
increasingly	sustainable,	and	expanding	in	
diversity	every	day.	
	
The	mantra	“Print	is	dead”	has	haunted	schools	
and	industry	for	nearly	three	decades,	even	
though	this	mantra	has	been	largely	driven	by	
misguided	notions	that	print	consists	of	
newspapers	and	magazines,	is	bad	for	the	
environment,	and	considered	a	low-tech	industry	
with	low	pay.	We	still	have	an	image	problem	in	
the	industry!		
	
In	the	past	years	we	have	seen	the	demise	of	
several	previously	strong	printing	related	
programs	at	universities	and	technical	colleges.	
Some	notable	universities	have	paused	program	
enrollment	while	they	reassess	and	reimagine	
curricula	and	structure	of	class	offerings.	These	
decisions	have	been	driven	by	low	enrollments,	
trouble	recruiting	and	retaining	staff	following	
retirements	or	departures	of	existing	staff	for	
other	opportunities.	All	of	which	is	impacting	
budgets	through	increasing	costs	associated	with	
the	labs	and	related	print	equipment	and	
infrastructure.	These	challenges	have	been	
exacerbated	by	more	high	schools	closing	their	
graphic	communication	and	related	programs	
because	of	increasing	costs,	facility	space	
pressures,	and	shifts	in	societal	values.	The	reality	
is	that	many	high	schools	no	longer	have	graphic	
communication	classes,	have	gutted	their	labs,	
and	students	have	been	redirected	to	graphic	
design	on	a	computer	screen	in	the	guise	of	saving	
costs.		
	
A	Global	Issue	
The	issue	is	not	unique	to	the	United	States.	
Conversations	with	industry	and	schools	in	
Europe	have	revealed	similar	challenges	in	
recruiting	students,	acquiring	qualified	
employees,	and	perhaps	a	general	apathy	toward	
manufacturing.	Is	this	a	societal	symptom,	a	brief	
diversion	from	reality,	or	a	deep-seated	attitude	
toward	consumerism	at	the	peril	of	production?	

Do	we	hate	the	perceived	waste	of	manufacturing	
while	we	enjoy	consuming	the	very	items	we	
condemn?			
	
Students	recently	enrolled	in	graphic	
communication	programs	and	alumni	of	the	same	
discipline	were	polled	earlier	this	year.	Results	
revealed	that	for	many,	one	of	the	main	drivers	in	
their	decision	to	pursue	the	field	and	choose	the	
school	they	attended	was	the	influence	of	their	
high	school	teachers.	These	career	paths	have	now	
been	narrowed	with	the	shuttering	of	high	school	
programs.	Other	major	influencers	in	student	
decisions	were	noted	to	be	family	members,	
family	and	personal	friends.	Statements	were	
made	that	graphic	communication,	print	and	
package	embellishment	are	“well	kept	secrets.”	An	
entire	industry	is	hidden	from	consideration	for	
most	high	school	students	looking	toward	
meaningful	and	rewarding	careers.			
	
Other	notable	considerations	driving	a	student’s	
choice	to	join	a	graphic	communication	related	
program	included	a	drive	for	a	creative	career.		
That	would	be	a	career	blended	with	technical	
aspects,	and	wanting	an	education	that	offered	a	
good	mix	of	theory	with	applied	learning	leaning	
toward	hands-on	poly	technical	programming.	
Such	students	are	yearning	for	a	program	where	
creativity	can	bring	their	visions	into	a	tangible	
real	product.	This	would	be	while	the	proximity	of	
the	school	choice	also	garnered	high	value.		
	
What	the	early	results	of	these	studies	suggest	is	
that	invested	industry	entities	should	partner	with	
universities	and	colleges	in	their	region	in	
sponsoring	learning	opportunities,	hosting	
creative	workshops	and	competitions	at	high	
schools	(or	possibly	at	their	own	facility),	and	
getting	involved	in	mentorship	and	local	youth	
organizations	exposing	young	people	to	
enthusiastic	staff	within	the	team,	and	seek	ways	
to	showcase	career	opportunities,	and	rewards	as	
well	as	the	diversity	of	this	career	path.		
	
What’s	in	a	Name?	
Does	the	word	“print”	in	school	programs	put	off	
young	people?	Through	diversification	of	the	
printing	and	graphic	communication	industry,	
should	more	attention	be	paid	to	broadening	the	
scope	and/or	changing	the	name	of	programming?	
Schools	have	explored	program	naming,	
sometimes	creating	more	confusion	rather	than	
providing	clarity	for	potential	students.	Many	
have	a	difficult	time	defining	what	it	prepares	
students	for.	This	is	understandable	since	
program	areas	are	vast	and	diverse.	Graphic	
communication,	graphics	and	imaging	
technologies,	media	technologies,	package	
printing	and	more	are	being	offered,	yet	there	is		
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little	consensus	on	a	best	name	or	descriptor	or	
even	a	definition.		
	
The	very	nature	of	most	of	the	graphic	
communication	industry,	including	the	print	
sector	offers	broad,	diverse,	and	fluid	
opportunities	that	are	rewarding	in	many	ways.	
How	do	we	communicate	this	to	a	young	person	
and	their	families?	Should	we	develop	a	persona	
for	each	of	the	segments	to	better	clarify	the	
descriptors?	Is	emersion,	and	to	what	extent	a	
valid	option?	
	
Future	leaders?	
Why	do	a	lot	young	people	gravitate	toward	the	
graphic	design	portion	of	the	industry	and	ignore	
production	and	management?	Do	we	have	a	lack	
of	understanding	of	the	bigger	picture,	pay	rates,	
diversity	of	positions	and	career	paths,	
transferable	skill	sets,	and	opportunities?	
	
The	news	is	not	all	bad	as	we	look	to	education.	
Some	programs	have	retained	strong	admission	
rates,	while	others	are	actively	readjusting.	The	
University	of	Wisconsin-Stout	recently	created	
great	concern	in	the	industry	when	they	paused	
accepting	enrollment	into	their	Graphic	
Communications	program	last	year.	As	noted	
previously,	this	was	driven	by	low	enrollments,	
staffing	shortages,	and	budget	concerns.	UW-Stout	
has	since	committed	to	a	process	of	evaluation,	
reimagining,	and	the	implementation	of	enhanced	
curriculum	offerings,	with	the	ultimate	goal	of	
reopening	enrollment	for	graphic	communication	
and	related	disciplines.			
	
	

	
Some	Questions	Remain	
Do	emerging	leaders	need	a	four-year	degree?	The	
value	of	four-year	degrees	has	been	increasingly		
challenged.	If	a	degree	has	value,	does	that	degree	
need	to	be	industry	specific?	Are	there	universal		
skills	that	translate	well	into	the	needs	of	the	
industry	that	could	be	supplemented	through	
certificate	programs	layered	with	other	degrees	as	
people	grow	and	mature	in	their	positions?		
	
Is	it	time	for	industry	to	reimagine	how	they	
recruit?	Could	print	manufacturers	look	to	
certification	programs	that	offer	segments	of	the	
industry	in	easily	digestible	chunks,	through	
coordination	with	universities	and	technical	
colleges?	Could	they	partner	with	local	schools	
offering	robust	internships	designed	to	expose	
young	people	to	broad	experiences,	so	that	they	
can	find	their	niche?		
	
This	article	does	not	pretend	to	have	the	answers,	
in	fact	the	goal	was	that	the	article	may	raise	more	
questions	and	challenge	some	conventional	
thinking,	while	serving	to	open	conversations	and	
collaborations.		
	
What’s	next?	
Stay	tuned	for	a	follow-up	to	this	topic	in	the	next	
year,	after	more	surveys	are	completed,	
curriculum	refinements	have	been	made,	and	
perhaps	more	of	you	have	provided	or	submitted	
valuable	input.	If	you	are	interested	in	
participating	in	future	focus	groups	and/or	
surveys,	or	wish	to	share	your	thoughts	on	these	
issues,	please	email,	Dr.	Peter	Schlosser	Ph.	D.	at:	
schlosserp@uwstout.edu		

	

	
	
        Dr. Peter Schlosser	
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Two	decades	of	university	teaching	experience	in	the	printing	and	
graphic	communication	disciplines,	a	variety	of	university	governance	
and	leadership	roles,	plus	additional	years	in	industry	has	provided	
Peter	Schlosser	with	a	unique	perspective	on	higher	education	and	its	
interface	with	industry	leadership.	Experience	in	industry	includes	
roles	of	content	creator,	marketing	manager,	sales	manager,	and	COO.	
This	insight	also	includes	workforce	training	and	development	in	the	
areas	of	printing	technology,	sales,	marketing,	communications	and	
imaging	technology,	supply	chain,	user	interface	and	experience,	as	
well	as	innovation.				

Teaching	in	a	polytechnic	environment	with	applied	learning,	in	large	
laboratories,	equipped	with	substantial	industrial	equipment	that	
focused	on	innovative	applications	and	high	standards,	Dr.	Schlosser	
has	received	formal	recognition	for	teaching	excellence,	leadership,	
and	advising.	Rich	international	experiences	and	collaborations	have	
added	greater	depth	and	understanding	to	his	expertise	that	is	applied	
to	challenges	and	relationships.			


