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Meeting Today’s Color Management
Demands with Next-Gen Automation

The newly launched July 2025 Fiery ColorGuard release equips print service providers with
powerful automation tools to deliver consistent, high-quality color and exceed brand expectations.

INTRODUCTION

Producing vibrant, eye-catching color is a cornerstone of the printing industry. Regardless of the application or market
segment, customers trust their print service providers (PSPs) to deliver accurate color reproduction that is consistent
from run to run and across print applications. Despite the importance of color, PSPs across the commercial, label

and packaging, and sign and display segments report color management and consistency to be among their top
challenges. In addition to heightened customer demands surrounding color accuracy, PSPs are contending with
transitioning work from conventional printing technologies, such as offset and flexographic printing, to digital printing
platforms, along with an increased need for automation amidst a challenging labor environment.

This report from NAPCO Research, a division of NAPCO Media and PRINTING United Alliance, offers a
comprehensive examination of the trends, challenges, and strategies associated with color management, drawing
on insights from surveys of print service providers (PSPs), commercial and wide-format print buyers, and brand
owners who source printed packaging. The report also features an in-depth look at the new release of Fiery
ColorGuard and how this automation-focused solution empowers PSPs to maintain brand-level color accuracy,
minimize waste, and improve operational efficiency — even amid labor shortages and workflow complexity.
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get current on

Simplifying and automating great color with Fiery

ASSESSING THE COLOR MANAGEMENT CHALLENGE

While color reproduction is a core component of the printing industry, NAPCO Research and PRINTING United
Alliance data shows that PSPs view color management as a top business challenge. Because of the importance
of color to print customers and brand owners, printing companies that are facing color management difficulties
should consider taking immediate action.

In assessing data sourced from across the print industry, the need for increased attention on color becomes
clear. Specifically, in NAPCO Research’s 2023 Commercial Print Trends and Strategy Service, 92% of commercial
print respondents report managing color presents at least some level of challenge to their companies. More
than half of respondents (60%) indicated that color management is either a moderate or critical challenge.

PRINT BUYERS DEMAND ACCURATE COLOR

Compounding the persistent challenge that color management presents to print service providers, is the high
level of importance placed on color accuracy by print buyers and brand owners. Because color is closely

tied to brand identity, those who source print expect their providers to deliver consistent and accurate color
reproduction that aligns with brand standards. And while color has always been important to print customers,
in an age in which brand colors must match across a variety of applications spanning commercial marketing
collateral, signs and graphic displays, and product packaging, PSPs report customers are placing an increased
emphasis on color.
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When paired with data from print buyers, the need for consistent and accurate color becomes even more
pressing. As part of the Commercial Print Trends and Strategy Service, communication buyers and influencers
were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the following statement: “Color consistency across

our printed communications is of critical importance to our organization.” A large majority (88%) of these
communication buyers agreed with the statement, with 41% stating they strongly agreed (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Printers View Color as a Challenge. Print Buyers
View it as Critical.
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COLOR CONSISTENCY CRITICAL IN LABELS AND PACKAGING

Similar color management challenges have also surfaced in NAPCO’s label and packaging research.
Specifically, in NAPCO Research’s 2024 report, Digital Packaging: The Pursuit of Prosperity, label and package
printers that have adopted digital printing technologies were asked to select their top challenges in transitioning
label and packaging work from conventional to digital printing devices. The top challenge, reported by 51% of
respondents, was matching colors between various press technologies (Figure 2).

This becomes particularly important for label and package printers that may be producing work for the same
customer on both conventional and digital platforms. For example, a package printer would likely opt for
conventional production of a high-volume print run of a label or package for a brand’s core product. However, if
that brand launches a seasonal or limited-edition product that necessitates a shorter run, it may make economic
sense for the job to be produced on a digital press. Though the packages may be different, it is likely that

each version will incorporate the brand’s key identifying colors. If these colors do not match, the brand may be
subject to consumers recognizing the inconsistency and developing a negative connotation with the package or
product quality.
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Figure 2: Color Tops Package Printers’ Digital Transition
Challenges

Q. What are the top obstacles, if any, your organization experienced in transitioning label and packaging
work from conventional presses to digital printing devices? Select up to 3.

Matching colors between various press technologies 51%

Understanding substrate requirements 41%

Integrating digital and conventional production workflows 38%
Operator skills 33%
Print quality inconsistency 31%
Understanding software requirements
Customer resistance to digital printing 28%
Integration of finishing with digitally printed output 1%

Sales staff ability to sell digitally printed packaging applications 10%
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n =104 respondents that currently offer digital printing of labels and/or packaging
Source: NAPCO Research, 2024, Digital Packaging: The Pursuit of Prosperity ' (ONAPCORESEARCH

In packaging, brand owners often utilize multiple printed applications for their products spanning labels,

folding cartons, flexible packaging, and corrugated packaging and displays. Because these multiple packaging
applications are often printed using different technologies and various substrates, ensuring brand color stays
consistent across a product line can be challenging. When asked in Digital Packaging: The Pursuit of Prosperity,
more than one quarter (27%) of brand owner respondents reported color consistency throughout their
packaging was among their top five packaging challenges.

With multiple substrates and applications needing to support brand colors with negligible variation, package
printers that have their color management processes mastered will be at an advantage in winning business.
Incorporating automated systems that can ensure color accuracy on a variety of materials will provide brand
owners with the peace of mind that their full product line will be consistent.

CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS IN COMMERCIAL AND
WIDE-FORMAT PRINTING

On the commercial print side, when asked to indicate if customer demands for accuracy of brand color
reproduction were increasing, decreasing, or staying the same, 55% of respondents in the Commercial Print
Industry Trends and Strategies Service reported it is increasing (Figure 3). Meanwhile, 98% of communication
buyers and influencers participating in the survey reported that consistency of color across their printed
applications is of critical importance to their organizations.
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Figure 3: Print Customers Are Increasing their
Color Accuracy Demands

Q. How are customer demands for accuracy of brand color reproduction changing?
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Source: NAPCO Research Annual Commercial Print Industry Trends and Strategies Service, 2023

Printed sign and display buyers and influencers also report their preference in working with PSPs that maintain
some level of color certification. In NAPCO Research’s 2023 report Who Buys Wide-format?, 68% of sign and
display graphic purchasers and purchase influencers reported that it is important that their providers maintain a
color certification, such as G7 or GRACoL.

Among sign and display graphic providers however, less than half of respondents (42%) reported having a color
certification for their wide-format printing, and only 27% reported their customers require one.

LABOR AND WORKFORCE CONSTRAINTS AMPLIFY THE CHALLENGE

A likely contributor to the color management challenges faced by PSPs is the ongoing labor shortage and
workforce constraints affecting the print industry. With an aging workforce, PSPs are at risk of their internal color
management experts retiring, and with a lack of available labor and interest in manufacturing industries, training
new color experts has proven to be a primary difficulty.

Specifically, on the commercial print side, PSPs surveyed in the 2023 Commercial Print Trends and Strategies
Service indicated that both hiring and training of new staff was a top challenge. When asked about production
staff, 65% of respondents stated hiring presented a moderate to critical challenge, while 60% reported training
to be a moderate to critical challenge.

Meanwhile, in packaging, the 2024 Digital Packaging: The Pursuit of Prosperity research study revealed nearly
all (98%) respondents view staffing shortages as a challenge for their businesses, with 38% indicating it is a top
challenge and 42% deeming it to be a moderate challenge. Workforce development, which was defined in the
survey as training, advancing, and overall career growth of employees, was also a top challenge for 29% of
respondents, and a moderate challenge for 41%.



COLOR MANAGEMENT: NOW MORE AUTOMATED THAN EVER

Given the immense importance of color management in printing and packaging, and the challenge that color
management presents to PSPs, automating these processes has become a priority. The labor difficulties the
industry is facing have also pushed automating color management to the fore, as finding skilled pre-press
workers and press operators with color management knowledge and experience has become a significant
difficulty. Many PSPs are still in the beginning stages of their automation journey, having implemented
automation in some areas of their business. But according to NAPCO Research’s 2024 study The Production
Inkjet Application Revolution, automation is on the rise, as 21% of PSP survey respondents report being either
mostly or fully automated in their workflow. (Figure 4).

Figure 4: PSPs Report Being Somewhat Automated

Q. What best describes your operation’s level of workflow automation?

Definition: Fully Automated means that after a job enters the workflow it needs no further operator
intervention to move through all production-related steps.

FULLY AUTOMATED after job submission 4%

MOSTLY AUTOMATED in more than one but not all departments 17%

SOME AUTOMATION but manual processes in MANY departments 51%

MOSTLY MANUAL processes in MORE THAN ONE BUT NOT ALL

0,
departments ale

All MANUAL processes 13%

n=219 Print Providers
Source: The Production Inkjet Application Revolution, NAPCO Research 2024 I ONAPCORESEARCH

AUTOMATING CONSISTENCY:
INSIDE THE LATEST FIERY COLORGUARD

Consistent color accuracy has never been more vital — and never more difficult to maintain in an efficient
way. With rising customer expectations and shrinking pools of experienced pressroom talent, automation
has become essential to meeting modern color demands. Print service providers are increasingly turning
to automated color solutions to offset labor shortages, eliminate manual errors, and ensure consistent,
reproducible results across devices, substrates, and applications.
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The latest release of Fiery ColorGuard comes at an opportune time for the industry by transforming what had
been challenging color management tasks into standard, easily trackable processes. With staffing shortages
impacting all industry segments, the advanced automation ColorGuard provides allows PSPs to maintain both
their efficiency and consistent results, despite having fewer trained employees involved. As digital printing
technology rapidly advances, printers need a color management system that they can apply as they expand
and upgrade their fleet. This makes ColorGuard an ideal solution, as unlike many competitive products, it offers
versatile integration capabilities, and the unique user-friendliness needed in a reduced headcount environment.

Available for compatible presses equipped with inline measurement instruments, new capabilities include
scheduled verification, automatic recalibration, definable warmup pages, scheduled spot color verification,
universal verification, and traffic light indicators. The color verification process begins with automatic scheduled

checks, removing the need for manual intervention. If a scheduled check fails, ColorGuard automatically triggers
a recalibration. This eliminates downtime associated with press recalibration processes occurring unnecessarily,
when the press is already performing as intended.

Fiery Automatic Color Control

PSPs can specify a number of warm up sheets using the definable warm up pages feature. These sheets run
before measurements begin, ensuring that color verification only occurs under stable printing conditions,
boosting both speed and accuracy.

ColorGuard has also taken print media into account in its quest to automate color control. With its universal
verification feature, ColorGuard only needs to verify and recalibrate one media type. These verification results
are then applied across media types and recalibration can occur on all media within the same calibration set,
helping PSPs save valuable time in production.
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Another key feature that simplifies color control is the traffic-light indicator system integrated into Fiery
Command WorkStation. This visual tool is designed to help print operators quickly assess and manage the
color quality status of their printers and media. Using a straightforward green-yellow-red color-coding scheme, it
communicates a printer’s readiness to produce color-accurate jobs. Each media type or calibration set within a
printer is assigned a color based on recent verification or calibration results:

- Green: Media is within tolerance and safe to print
- Yellow: Signals issues that require operator intervention
- Red: Outside tolerance — printing is blocked and maintenance is required

By clearly indicating whether a printer is ready to run a job based on its current color status, this system helps
optimize job scheduling, reduce material waste, and minimize unplanned downtime. Operators can confidently
determine when it’s safe to print, ultimately avoiding costly misprints and improving overall production efficiency.

Rounding out the new features included in the latest ColorGuard release are its support for the G7+
specification, which increases printers’ ability to achieve accuracy in their gray balance and improve color
performance in unconventional print conditions. Additionally, utilizing ColorGuard’s Verification Setup Assistant,
printers can select the ideal setup and tolerances for their specific print environment, determined by factors
including G7 usage, verification goal, geographical location, the application being produced, and whitepoint
preference.

PSPs will also benefit from the platform’s enhanced shop summary pane, which provides easily accessible
print shop information, while also allowing users to filter data to just show a group of printers or a single printer.
Equipment history and trends are also tracked and are readily available, providing visibility into the historical
performance of a printer and what may have triggered a pass, fail, or error state.

Streamlined color control workflow i
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CONCLUSION: AUTOMATION DELIVERS COLOR EXCELLENCE

Across all segments of the print industry, strong color accuracy and consistency have become a key
requirement for customers, leading PSPs to increasingly look for better ways to manage and control color.
Whether the print application is marketing collateral, a label or product package, or a wide-format sign or display,
customers want their colors to be spot on. Color is closely connected to consumers’ connotations of the brands
they buy from and print quality is often viewed as an indication of that brand’s commitment to its product or
service quality.

Color remains one of the most powerful brand differentiators and one of the most scrutinized aspects of print
quality. As PSPs face mounting pressure to meet brand demands with fewer skilled operators, automation

tools like Fiery ColorGuard are no longer optional, but are operational necessities. With intelligent scheduling,
simplified monitoring, and universal calibration capabilities, ColorGuard transforms color management from a
risk point into a competitive advantage. The importance of color is paramount and that is unlikely to change. For
PSPs navigating shrinking labor pools and rising client expectations, automating color management is a critical
business priority. Investing in tools like ColorGuard equips PSPs to deliver consistent excellence, retain loyal
clients, and scale operations with confidence.

Course

Fiery Basics: The 6
Cs of color
management

https://learning.fiery.com/courses/the-6-cs-of-color-management
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NAPCO Research, is the premier source of market
intelligence, strategic consulting, and business development
services for the printing, packaging, publishing, marketing,
retail, nonprofit, and promotional products industries. Now
operating as part of PRINTING United Alliance, we continue
to deliver data-driven insights, actionable research, and
expert analysis to help organizations make informed
decisions and drive growth. With access to a highly

engaged audience of 550,000+ professionals, NAPCO

Research provides unparalleled support for companies

seeking to strengthen market positioning, amplify thought

leadership, and unlock new opportunities.
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Fiery is the leading provider of digital front ends (DFEs)
and workflow solutions for the global print industry. With
a customer base that includes over 2 million DFEs sold
worldwide, Fiery’s industry-leading software and cloud-
based technologies deliver the best possible performance,
color, and print quality across a broad range of production

printing devices.

Fiery’s innovative solutions empower commercial print,
industrial, packaging, signs and display graphics, ceramics,
building materials, textiles, and more. Through over 30
years of excellent support and service, Fiery has built an

unmatched community of customers, dealers, and partners.

For more information, visit https://www.fiery.com

£ri —
COVER IMAGE: GETTY IMAGES / EUGENE MYMRIN




