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Introduction
As a graphic designer, it is often 
a rather frustrating experience 
when you get something de-
signed amazingly on screen and 
it comes out looking like dirt when 
you send it to the printers. As a 
designer, it is an essential skills 
to have some idea of the printing 
methods available to ensure the 

Contents

best print output and ways of 
enhancing your designs. 

This 16 page book is a docu-
mentation of the things I have 
learnt about print production in 
design. Looking into the different 
areas that should be considered 
when preparing work for print 
production. 
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Colour / Colour modes

CMYK / RGB

These are the main colour modes 
that we often work with. The 
main differences between CMYK 
against RGB is that we would 
work on CMYK colour mode if 
we’re designing for a printed out-
put, whereas RGB would be for 
digital  output such as websites, 
cameras etc. RGB is an additive 
colour mode, that mixes red, 
green and blue light together to 
form the spectrum of colours we 
see on displays. CMYK, which 

refers to Cyan, Magenta, Yellow 
and Key (Black) is a subtractive 
colour mode used for printing, 
formed by the process of mixing 
the colour pigments together. In 
comparison to RGB, this colour 
mode has a limited gamut, 
meaning that a much smaller 
percentage of the colours in RGB 
mode can be rendered. There 
are however, alternative ways to 
print a wider array of colours with 
more accuracy which is called 

spot colour printing, one of the 
most commonly used by graphic 
designers is known as Pantone 
colours. Spot colours are when 
colours are actually mixed specifi-
cally and accurately. Spot colour 
printing is more expensive as ap-
posed to printing with processed 
colours, but should be considered 
when for things like branding 
where alot of the same colour’s 
going to be used. 



Colour / Full colour / Monotone / Duotone / Halftone

Selective use of colours. When it 
comes to designing and printing, 
there are several colour pro-
cesses that we can experiment 
with. The different colour tones 
can be used as part of the design 
if you are working on a limited 
colour palette. In particular, if 
you are designing using spot 
colours, converting your images 
into monto/ duotone for example 
can save the process of feeding 
the stock through for a processed 
colour print. Using a duotoned 
images can also mean that your 
image uses the same library of 
swatches that the rest of the 
piece uses. As a whole, this can 
save you money and time. 

Full Colour

Duotone

Monotone

Halftone
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Colour/ Tints / Overprint

100% 90% 80%

70% 60% 50%

40% 30% 20%

When it comes to printing, 
espcially using spot colours, 
tints can be a very useful tool for 
expanding the range of colours 
in your work. This process is 
simply specificying  the percent-
age of the ink that you want to be 
printed. The results of this would 
be a series of different tones all 
generated from the same colour. 
In this case, using a Pantone 
spot colour to create tones mean 
that you’re creating more colours 
while still using one single plate, 
saving you time and money. 

Overptinging is another method 
of creating more colours while 
still using a limited colour palette. 

This is the process where the 
inks are overprinted on top of 
each over, which would create a 
new colour in the overprinted sec-
tion just like how they would mix 
if you overlayed them digitally. In 
some cases, designers can use 
this method to create work of 3 
colours for example using only 2 
spot colours. 



Colour/ Gamut

01

02

03

As mentioned earlier, the print-
able colours with CMYK colour 
mode is much more limited in 
comparison to the RGB colour 
model. 

When it comes to preparing 
work particularly photographic im-
ages for print, it is essential that 
you check on the colours that can 
be printed. Most the time, images 
will look vibrant on screen and 
come out much duller than you 

expected. One of the things that 
you could do would be to check 
on the ‘gamut warning’ which 
would display the colours that 
cannot be printed in grey. 

The examples above dem-
onstrate this process; (1) is the 
original file, the colours are very 
bright and vibrant, which would 
be ideal. However the gamut 
warning (2) displays that many of 
the colours are unprintable, if this 

was not checked before hand, 
the printer would simply make 
up the colours, closest to what is 
displayed which often results in 
an inaccurate representation of 
the image. (3) shows the colours 
altered with the hue / saturation 
settings, curves and the image 
levels settings.  
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Stock/ Dimensions

A1

A2

A0A3

A4A5
A6

As well as thinking about the 
colours and print processes, 
consideration on the stock is 
essential as this often affects the 
final outcome of your print outs. 
Knowledge on the standard 
paper sizes and considering this 
during the process of designing 
is a useful practice as this can 
save you money and time during 
production. When designing, you 
should always consider the size 
of paper you will be printing on; if 
you intent to print borderless then 
you will have to print a size bigger 
than the actual sheet.  

  A series  B series  C series
Size  mm × mm  mm × mm  mm × mm 
0  841 × 1189  2000 × 1414  917 × 1297  
1  594 × 841  707 × 1000  648 × 917  
2  420 × 594  500 × 707  458 × 648  
3  297 × 420  353 × 500  324 × 458  
4  210 × 297  250 × 353  228 × 324  
5  148 × 210  176 × 250  162 × 229  
6  105 × 148  125 × 176  114 × 162  
7  74 × 105   88 × 125   81 × 114.9  
8  52 × 74   62 × 88   57 × 81   
9  37 × 52   44 × 62   40 × 57   
10  26 × 37   31 × 44   28 × 40   

{ ISO paper sizes }
The ISO A series paper format 
is the most commonly used in 
the world. For the A series, the 
height-to-width ratio of all pages 
is the square root of two 
(1.4142 : 1) 



Stock/ Substrate 
The choice of stock you make 
can have a huge impact on the 
final outcome and at times can 
also be incorperated into the de-
sign process itself. Whether you 
are designing a business card or 
a packaging product, the stock 
can strenghten your message or 
make the overall design standout 
from the norm. In terms of the 
use of colour, you can consider 
using a coloured stock, which 
would therefore introduce an ex-
tra colour into the design without 
having to print with another plate. 

The 2 most commonly use 
types are the coated & uncoated 

paper types. Uncoated would 
naturally soak up the ink much 
more and due to the nature of the 
uncoated result, it often gives it 
a more organic impression. The 
negatives of this would mean 
that it wouldn’t be  unsuitable for 
things like packaging and menus 
where it could get wet and get 
dirty quite easily. Coated on the 
other hand has a slight glossy 
finish, printing on this can achieve 
sharper text and graphic layout 
results. This stock however tends 
to be more expensive but is often 
used for things like packaging 
and leaflets as coated effect also 

Coated / 
Uncoated 
/ Budget / 
Inks / 

acts as a protective layer. 
The weight (GSM) of the paper 

can also influence the final design 
outcome and should not be an 
afterthought, this affects your 
results depending on what the 
use of your design is, for example 
packaging often requires a much 
stronger weightier stock. Only 
downside is that the prices are 
significently higher for a higher 
gsm stock. 

There are no limits to the 
stocks you can print on, other 
examples include: plastics, wood, 
metals and glass. 
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Print Processes/ Rotary printing 
There are many different print 
methods available, all of which 
have their own pros and cons. 
Although not essential, but a brief 
understanding of the difference 
on the different print processes 
can be a very useful skill. The 
types of printing that will be high-
lighted here include: digital print-
ing, screen printing, pad printing, 
offset lithography, rotogravure 
and flexography 

Offset Lithography ( Litho) 
This is one of the most common 
print methods for short to medium 
runs from 5000 to 100,000 prints. 
The process works by having 
etched aluminium plates wrapped 
around a cylinder to transfer ink 
to an offset roller, which is then 
applied onto the substrate. Litho 
is often used to print things like, 
leaflets, posters etc. It is a popu-
lar choice mainly because the 
quality of the prints are good, it’s 

rather cheap and the plates are 
easy to prepare. 

Rotogravure
Similar to Litho printing, rotogra-
vure ( roto / gravure) works by 
having a negative image etched 
onto copper plates, which then 
transfers ink directly onto the sub-
strate, producing a positive im-
age. Because the copper plates 
are more durable, rotogravure 
is often used over litho for large 
runs. 

Flexography
Also known as Flexo is an-
other rotary printing method. 
The main difference with Flexo 
is that is uses a rubber polymer 
plate rather than a metal plate. 
This method can print on any 
substrate from metals to plastics 
and is often used for packaging 
designs as it can offer long runs 
at a cheaper price. 



6 colour offset litho press 
http://www.nextgenprinting.com/blog/

08



Print Processes/ Pad / digital / screen 

Screen printing 
A very slow and expensive print 
technique where a woven mesh 
is used as the support for a 
stencil in which the ink is pushed 
through onto the substrate. There 
are many different methods of 
stenciling with screenprinting 
such as  paper stencils or by 
painting directly onto the screen 
with a filler material. One of the 
more common method is the pho-
tog emulsion technique, which 
involves fixing a photographic im-
age temporarily onto the screen. 
This technique offers high quality 
prints and can be used for small 
and large print runs. Screenprint-
ing can be used to print onto a 
wide range of subsrates from 
paper to fabrics. 

This has become a popular 
choice of printing, especially for 
small - medium runs, it produces 
high quality prints, can incorper-
ate several screens which acts 
as plates and produce a unique 
tactile texture as apposed to 
digital prints.  



Industry standard screen print 
http://industryprintshop.com/

Digital printing
A quick and convenient method 
of printing, which is ideal for 
short print runs as it produces 
high quality output. However this 
produce can be extremely ex-
pensive for medium - large runs 
and can be rather slow. 

Pad Printing
This is the print method that can 
transfer a 2D image onto a 3D 
object via a silicone pad. The 
process involves getting an im-
age transferred from the printing 
plate  via a silicone pad, which 
would then be printed onto the 
substrate. This process is often 
used to print on things like toys 
and electronics. 
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01 / 
Cake Menu 
Italian Tomato
Printed on uncoated 
paper of around 
150GSM, probably 

02 / 
FILE Magazine 
Rotogravure print 
process on newsprint

03 / 
New York Taxi
Possibility of it being 
pad printed 

04 / 
Branding / identity 
3 spot colour litho 
print on a range of 
substrates

05 / 
Christmas by colour 
poster by 
Raw - Manchester 
Accurate colour 
representations was 
required, and not 
many copies were 
made so possibly a 
digital print.  
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Print Finishes/ Embossing / foil stamp / 

Print finishes should also be con-
sidered during the intial design 
process. There are quite alot of 
different substrate treatements 
that could be incorperated into 
the design that could help make 
the final outcome stand out or 
strengthen the message. 

01

02



01 / 
02 /
Charles Yorke 
by The Consult

Foil blocking 
This is the process in which a 
sheet of foil is transferred onto a 
designated part of the sub-
strate. Often used for type and 
logos, the foil can be opaque or 
semitransparent and the effect 
as whole is often combined with 
embossing to create a dimen-
sional result. As  nice as it looks, 
there are its limits; when foil 
stamping text, be sure that the 
text stays above 8pt and lines are 
above 2pt, consider using sans 
serifs as they tend to be difficult 
to print well on. Test out different 
substrate and also avoid large 
areas of printing as cracking often 
occurs on large surfaces.   

03 / 
Fleur Tang Packaging 
Homework - Copenhagen

04 / 
‘45’ a catalogue of ninjas
Tim Wan 

Embossing
The process of stamping an im-
age onto a substrate to leave a 
3 dimensional impression. This 
is a good technique that is often 
linked with foil stamping, it offers 
a nice tactile effect and works 
well with type. There are two 
forms of embossing; positive em-
boss and debossing as shown in 
the examples. It is worth knowing 
that embossing would typically 
stretch the type and make it look 
larger than the embossing mate-
rial, on the other hand, debossing 
has a reversed effect where it will 
tighten the kerning and the spac-
ing beween each letter, however 

this process would result in a 
cleaner impression. 

When embossing there are 
certain keys areas to consider, 
one of them being the embossing 
material. This is crucial as the 
wrong material can stretch the 
substrate leaving a wraped result, 
uncoated and heavy papers gen-
erally work most effectively with 
this process. 

03 04
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Print Finishes/ Spot varnish / Die cut

01/ 
‘There will be no winter in Hong 
Kong after 50 years 
Milkxhake.org

Die Cut 
This process uses a metal die 
to cut an image / type into the 
substrate. This effect is used to 
cut out things like stickers, label 
and stickers but can also be 
used to cut out more instricate 
designs. This process is good 
if you require accurate cuts but 
can be expensive for one off. An 
alterative to this would be laser 
cutting. 

02 / 
Hunting Colours
Helmo.fr

Spot Varnish 
This process is simply printing 
a clear varnish as a finishing to 
your work. Advantages of ap-
plying a varnish is that it helps 
protect and keep the product 
clean. Varnishs can also be 
incorperated into the aesthetics 
of the design, selective areas can 
be applied and it can also replace 
printing itself to create a unique 
effect to the print. 

01
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Overview

So, overview on what you should 
consider and check on when 
you’re designing for print produc-
tion. 

Format

CMYK 

Prepare images 

Substrate 

Printing

Type / Layout

Print finish

Decide on the format of your de-
sign; poster, book, billboard etc. 
This will help inform what kind of 
paper size you should be working 
on, image resolution etc. 

Check the colour mode that 
you’re working on, if you’re work-
ing on spot colours, make sure 
to stick to them and work on your 
swatches. 

Prepare all your images accord-
ingly, name them and organise 
into a designated folder. Make 
sure they’re on the right colour 
mode and resolutions. 

Consider what substrate you’re 
going to use, maybe this can 
influence your design/ add an 
extra colour? 

What printing method are you 
using, how many prints to you 
require? How should you prepare 
for this? 

Double check your work, if you’re 
printing borderless, remember to 
print on a bigger substrate and 
apply crop marks. Check your 
type specification especially if 
you’re applying a print finish to it.

Relate the choice of print finish 
to your work if possible. Leave 
plenty of time to trial and error. 
Mistakes are bound to happen! 
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