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PROJECT PART 6: INSIGHT REPORT

“At some point 
the hands on 
just turned 

to really just 
jumping in and 
figuring it out.”  

— Nicki C., 8|6|13

“She (Allison) just seems like a 
very knowledgeable, connected 

and interested teacher.” 
 — Nicki C., 8|6|13

“Allison was there 
to guide me through 

everything.” 
  — Nicki C., 8|6|13

“I’d rather look at the 
quality of work that 

comes out.” 
  — Allison C., 8|5|13 on what 

makes a printer a pro,  
i.e. not equipment

TROUBLE SHOOTING PLATE WORK

QUALITY DISCUSSION WORKING SIDE-BY-SIDE

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity to partner with the high schools and 
colleges that provide interns to letterpress shops to create a 
more formalized letterpress apprenticeship program

>  There is an opportunity educate the letterpress community at 
large about best practices for teaching the craft of letterpress 
to a new generation of craftspeople.

>  There is an opportunity partner with other craftspeople like 
book binders to create more robust service offerings.

>  How might we create a formalized apprenticeship program for 
letterpress? 

>  How might we communicate best practices in teaching the 
craft of letterpress?

>  How might we train the next generation of letterpress 
craftspeople?

>  How might we expand the network of craftspeople involved 
with letterpress?

>  Create an in-depth qualitative and quantitative study of 
letterpress to support the development of a knowledge base 
that could inform both practitioners and educators.

>  Partner with the generation of older letterpress craftspeople 
(Hamilton Wood Type, Dave Seat, etc.) to make a record of 
their first-hand knowledge while it is still available.

>  Identify a city with the right economic, cultural and 
educational elements to host a pilot program in letterpress 
apprenticeship.

During shadowing sessions a pattern of interaction was observed 
between Allison, her staff and interns in the letterpress shop that 
was reminiscent of an apprenticeship like model of operation. 
Semistructured interviews further revealed that these interactions 
where predicated upon Allison’s approach to mentoring. Allison 
demonstrates mastery of letterpress and has employees that could be 
considered journeyman and interns that are apprentice like. 

A quote from my interview with Nicki on 8/6/13 illustrates Allison’s 
approach, “I came to her and said that I’m in this program and I want 
to learn more about book making and she was like, “well if you come 
intern here you are expected to learn everything and if you don’t learn 
how to use the letterpress then there’s not much point in coming.””

VALUES, ACTIONS, EXPERIENCE & SKILLS

Insight 1: Letterpress has an apprenticeship-like model
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“Allison always follows the 
same procedure, yet let’s 

others set their own system.”  
— Nicki C., 8|6|13

“I would say when I 
started to really narrow 
down the variables and 

set procedures. You 
know I started to have 
shop policies, which, 
I’m not someone who 

goes by a lot of rules, so 
that felt like what a real 

printer would do.” 
 — Allison C., 8|5|13

“Deciding when something is 
good enough, that is a  

really hard decision to make.” 
 — Nicki C., 8|6|13

HAND STITCHING

LARGE QUANTITIES

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity to codify the systems that support the 
high level of craftsmanship and creativity of letterpress while 
still recognizing the value of the free-spirited culture that 
underpins it.

>  There is an opportunity to share this knowledge with others 
and thereby raise the level of craft across the community.

>  There is an opportunity to define what the new standard of 
craftsmanship is for letterpress.

>  There is an opportunity to facilitate growth while addressing 
both quality and cost-structure.

>  How might we balance the systematic nature of letterpress 
production with its creativity and craftsmanship? 

>  How might we disseminate this knowledge?
>  How might we recognize the highest levels of craftsmanship 

in the industry? Awards? Conferences? TED Talks?
>  How might we better understand the business models that 

provide letterpress shops with competitive advantage?

>  Create a design research to survey prominent letterpress shop 
operators on systems, quality expectations, craftsmanship and 
knowledge sharing within their businesses and the industry in 
general. Create a Starbucks Green Apron style booklet about 
the culture of letterpress.

>  Partner with local organizations like CSCA, DSVC or national 
organizations like AIGA to create letterpress-specific awards. 
Create a regional or national letterpress conference in 
association with these organizations.

Craftsmanship in the letterpress shop is at a very high level and is 
supported by systems, clear expectations and knowledge sharing.

During the time in-field observing workflow it was noted that many 
jobs were on press with no visible spec list (though specs exist in a 
job jacket system). While shadowing Nicki on 7/24/2013, specs were 
communicated verbally (1/0, paper stock 110 lb, ink warm grey).

On another occasion a minor problem with business card corners not 
being rounded was observed. The staff are very familiar and often 
finish one another’s sentences. As the shop grows into two separated 
spaces, a review of systems may be helpful in ensuring a high level of 
creativity is supported by efficient communication.

CREATING SYSTEMS, SETTING EXPECTATIONS,
ENABLING CRAFT, SHARING KNOWLEDGE

Insight 2: There is a need to balance systems and creativity
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“The work quickly 
became more than I could 

handle myself.”  
— Allison C., 8|5|13

“85% of repairs 
are performed by 
us in the shop.” 

 — Beth D., 8|1|13 

“No one else is going to do it for you.” 
 — Beth D., 8|1|13 on Repairs & Maintenance

PRESS CLEANING

DESIGN CONSULT QUALITY CONTROL

BROKEN

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity to develop an additional line of 
business based on pre-press services.

>  There is an opportunity to employ additional creative partners 
in roles complimentary to the core letterpress business.

>  There is an opportunity to partner with existing community 
businesses for pre-press services.

>  There is an opportunity to communicate an unmet industry 
need to the larger letterpress community in a tangible way, 
supported by both research and tacit knowledge.

>  How might we help letterpress shops to grow and employ 
more people? 

>  How might we create stronger economics around letterpress 
through key partnerships?

>  How might we explore a revival in the craft of letterpress 
mechanics to support the revival of the craft in general?

>  Conduct cost-benefit or business model generation analysis of 
letterpress to determine if in-house pre-press or outsourced 
pre-press makes more economic sense.

>  Create an apprenticeship program supported by a grant to 
allow several letterpress enthusiasts to work with press 
mechanics like Dave Seat of Hot Metal Services or Paul Moxin 
of Fame or Shame Press for six months or a year.

The list of activities that Allison and her staff perform (shown in the 
Affinity Diagram) is far longer than the activities that are outsourced.

Some of this is necessity as press mechanics are rare in the industry, 
and the nature of the work is very labor intense and hands on. 
The research revealed that some tasks are outsourced including 
production of photopolymer plates and the use of a rag service for 
sanitation of soiled press cleaning supplies. 

From an interview with Allison on 8/5/2013 some of the in-house 
work as moved beyond just printing, “I am working directly with a lot 
of customers who do not have graphic design experience. Our role 
has changed a little bit from being only the printer to also doing some 
pre-press file work. . .”

IT’S MORE I’LL DO IT MYSELF THAN DO IT FOR ME

Insight 3: Letterpress print shops are very self-reliant
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TYPE STORAGEBINDERY

BINDERY

OFFICESHIPPING

“PHOTO STUDIO”

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity to design a more functional work 
space as letterpress shops grow and expand.

>  There is an opportunity to identify common pain points across 
the research data to inform best practice in shop layout.

>  There is an opportunity to partner with design thinkers, space 
planners and designers to make meaningful improvements to 
the user experience of letterpress shop operators.

>  There is an opportunity to have new technology improve the 
workflow of those working to preserve old technology.

>  How might we optimize the functionality of letterpress shops?
>  How might we determine the best layout for a letterpress 

shop?
>  How might we create connections between the design 

management and letterpress communities?
>  How might we use new technology to provide insights into the 

workflow of letterpress shops?

>  Identify a college or professional organization that could 
conduct research.

>  Identify the most common letterpress shop hardware and 
conduct traffic flow studies in multiple exemplary letterpress 
shops. Analyze the data and produce recommendations for 
layout.

>  Use video cameras and pedometers to record workflow prior 
to and after optimization of shop layout.

>  Publish research results on LetterpressCommons.com.

The letterpress shop, like others in the research group, is crowded. 
It houses: printing and bindery equipment, type cases, work areas, 
a retail space, office area, book shelves, paper storage, retail stock, 
plates, ink and more. 

While shadowing Beth on 7/24/13 she set up a make-shift photo 
studio in the window light provided by the front door. While 
shadowing Nicki on 7/26/13 I recorded video of her walking across 
the shop multiple times from the work table to the guillotine to 
retrieve a ruler or trim paper.

The images to the right show Allison working from a laptop on top of 
a cutting mat, Nicki using the same workspace for multiple projects 
and makeshift wood type cases.  

SPACE & LAYOUT ISSUES, PRODUCTIVITY

Insight 4: There is a need for flexible work space
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“The plate maker. We are 
desperate for one.”  

— Beth D., 8|1|13

“Paper, ink and 
plates are the 

three big things.”  
— Beth D., 8|1|13

3 SEPARATE JOBS USING PHOTOPOLYMER PLATES

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity to better understand the effects of 
equipment purchases on the cost structure and revenue 
streams of letterpress shops.

>  There is an opportunity identify key inflection points in the 
growth of a letterpress business.

>  There is an opportunity to expand the offerings of letterpress 
shops.

>  There is an opportunity support growth by reviewing the 
business model that supports a letterpress shop with 2 out of 
3 essential elements versus a letterpress shop with all 3.

>  How might we model the cost structure and revenue streams 
of letterpress shops?

>  How might we understand how letterpress shops grow?
>  How might we model the differences between how 

letterpress shops function?

>  Conduct a business model generation workshop with 
letterpress owners and staff to identify potential areas for 
innovation within the industry.

>  Analyze the business model of a letterpress shop prior to 
owning a plate maker. Design multiple business model 
canvasses that could support cost structure and revenue 
streams with the purchase of a plate maker. Analyze the 
business model of the letterpress shop at regular intervals 
post purchase.

Aside from presses and bindery equipment the three main essentials 
revealed in Section 5 of our semistructured interviews were: paper, 
ink and plates. The shop has relationships with vendors to procure 
each, but of the three, not having an in-house photopolymer plate 
maker is the biggest need. 

There are inter-related issues with outsourcing plates and the shops 
ability to run cost-effective jobs on the large Vandercook 232 press.  
A quote from my interview with Beth on 8/1/13 illustrates this, 
“Right now if somebody walked in and said that they wanted a poster 
20”x35” in two colors it would cost, just for the plates, right around 
$400. And that’s not something that people really can afford.”

THE EFFECT OF HAVING 2 OUT OF 3 ESSENTIALS

Insight 5: Owning a plate maker is a significant advantage



PROJECT PART 6: INSIGHT REPORT

“Being in the community 
. . . people stop in . . . 

brought a lot of interest in 
projects back to us.” 

 — Allison C., 8|5|13

“Harold Kyle of 
Boxcar Press . . . 
he is committed 

to sharing 
information.” 

 — Allison C., 8|5|13

“A unique position in Columbus 
because we have places like 

the Idea Foundry.” — Beth D., 8|1|13

OPPORTUNITIES HOW WE MIGHT. . . POTENTIAL DESIGN IDEAS OR SCENARIOS

>  There is an opportunity for letterpress shops to fulfill a 
meaningful role in a community.

>  There is an opportunity to make wider connections across 
industries within a local community and across the network.

>  There is an opportunity to support the next generation of 
craftspeople in a visible, meaningful way.

>  How might we facilitate stronger connections between 
letterpress shops and the communities in which they operate?

>  How might we connect locally? Nationally? 
>  How might we communicate the meaningful nature of 

craftsmanship to a new generation?

>  Conduct a poster design contest within a community in 
support of a non-profit organization (cause-related marketing) 
and print the poster in letterpress. 

>  Offer educational classes to the community on letterpress.
>  Create a network of letterpress shops that are certified to 

support a letterpress apprenticeship program. In order to 
facilitate diversity of experience and knowledge, require that 
apprentices move to other shops to attain journeyman status.

The decision to open a storefront location was in Allison’s words, 
“Major.” The central location, which is easily accessible to foot 
traffic, has resulted in awareness and increased business.

Columbus is home to The Idea Foundry, which manufactured a new 
bolt for the shop’s Chandler and Price Pilot press when it broke.

Allison’s network of contacts in the industry have lead to her being a 
contributor to the Letterpress Commons web site, founded by Harold 
Kyle of Boxcar Press. Harold was instrumental in Allison’s decision 
to become a printer. They worked together at the Minnesota Center 
for Book Arts where many of her other network contacts originated 
including: Gaylord Schanilec, Chip Schilling, Paulette Meyers-Rich, 
Regula Russelle, Bridget O’Malley and Amos Paul Kennedy.

LOCAL & NATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

CHIP SCHILLING

LOCAL FARMER’S MARKET POSTERS

Insight 6: Network and community are essential to letterpress shops
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Affinity Process: First Round
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Process Overview
During the initial phase of affinitization I organized 
the quotes, notes and observations into the following 
categories: Attitudes, Actions, Goals, Effects/Results, 
Beliefs, Place, Network and Values.

The results of this first round of affinitizing seemed 
too close to the AEIOU process from the model making 
stage. At this point I reviewed our research design 
and the research questions in particular and engaged 
Professor Siniscarco in a conversation about process.

From this process I began to see the 
interaction between how the values 
Letterpress printers hold inform their 
actions and related belief systems and 
attitudes a they practice their craft.



Affinity Process: Second Round
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Process Overview
During the next phase of affinitization I attempted to 
apply a lens of “what supports the aspirations and what 
impedes the aspirations” of a letterpress shop owner 
and their business.

By reviewing the research design I was able to reorient 
myself to the project’s goals and gain focus and context 
for how to continue to affinitize the data.

I organized the quotes, notes and observations into 
the following categories: Problems/Issues, Skills, 
Experience, Method/Approach, Relate/Connect.

This resulted in a lot of 
the data fitting together 
better and patterns began 
to emerge. I took those 
and grouped them into 
broad categories under 
the Aspire heading. At 
this point, about 11 hours 
into affinitizing, I decided 
to take a 24 hour break 
to allow for subconscious 
processing of the 
insights.



Affinity Process: Final Round
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Process Overview
After discussions with various people, I returned to the 
affinitization process with a focus on using discoveries 
from the model process and some further pattern finding 
to produce final insights.

This process went very smoothly and almost every data 
point fit somewhere into the affinity diagram. I took this 
as a sign that affinitization was nearly complete. 

A few items were positioned at the bottom of the 
working wall that show thought process or questions 
related content and insights.

The full Affinitization Diagram is on the following page.

INSIGHT 1

INSIGHT 4

INSIGHT 2

INSIGHT 5

INSIGHT 3

INSIGHT 6

Purple Post-It = Insight

Multi-color Post-Its =  Supporting Research 
from AEIOU Process

Grey/Blue Post-It = Area of Focus



Affinity Diagram
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