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Cutting the cost of printing

Printers and multi-function devices that provide combined print, copying, scanning and fax functions, are inexpensive enough to buy today. But running them is a different matter. It may cost almost as much to buy replacement cartridges and a few reams of paper today as it did to purchase the device itself in the first place.

Left to its own devices, printing can cost a great deal. Gartner estimates that up to 3 per cent of annual revenue is spent on print and describes it as “the last bastion of uncontrolled IT cost”. 

Keeping the cost of printing down can be difficult unless you have a clear idea of your needs. One way to do this is to ask your supplier to conduct a print audit. This will look at how and what [image: image1.png]LIVI N G @ Making the most of technology for business.




you print, who uses the most print and how you can improve efficiency. According to research by Canon, savings of up to 70 percent can be made by doing this and subsequently switching to a more balanced mix of printing devices. 

Mix and match 

Usually, that will mean a mix of low-cost desktop printers and MFPs. As well as having several functions, many MFPs also come with management tools that enable you to monitor what people print. You can see, for example, users who constantly print in color and monitor print costs across different users and departments. Armed with this knowledge, you can target those who print needlessly. Some vendors now also provide software that enables you to control who can print certain types of documents from different applications. 

Newer printers are more efficient and environmentally friendly as well, so buying new equipment may make sense anyway, especially if your current systems are ageing. 

“Businesses need to consider the long term savings of switching to MFPs as well as the additional functionality that they bring”, says Tracey Fielden, head of office marketing at Canon UK. 

Jamie McKenzie, product manager at Toshiba, agrees. “It really depends on the devices already in use and how often they are used. If there is a high demand for printing, scanning and so on, an MFP allows small businesses to do the job quicker and more cost-effectively.” Most small firms, he estimates says, will have a copier, a fax and about five printers. 

“In effect, that’s seven devices which with an MFP can be converted into one unit. The effect of doing so is space saving, saving energy – there is only draw on power – and saving cost. MFPs also require only one service contract.” 

Built for volume 

“You should not imagine though, that the MFP will be as unreliable as the old office photocopier was reputed to be. Photocopiers only appear to break down more easily because they are usually being used for larger volume jobs”, says McKenzie. MFPs again, will be a good replacement – but the right service contract needs to be in place. Modern devices have the ability to recover from job loss – which ensures documents are not lost in case of a breakdown.” 

Photocopiers often used to be taken on a lease or rental agreements and this is now also on option with higher capacity MFPs. Contract options provide the device itself and all the consumables and maintenance thrown in, for a monthly fee. 

Alternatively, you can get “cost per click” contracts that enable you to pay only for what you use. 

Most MFPs are also configurable, so they can be exactly what you want them to be, notes McKenzie “If an office only needs a copier and printer than the MFP will be configured to only copy and print. The benefit in doing this is that you can still use add-ons such as double page printing, stapling, making booklets, integration, scan to email and high speed scanning.” 

Read the small print 

When you go shopping for MFPs though, it is important to look carefully at the options available. While MFPs are much more reliable now, it is worth looking at details such as the life-expectancy and costs of consumables and replacement parts says Tracey Rawling Church, marketing director at Kyocera. “Buyers should look for devices with long life components that minimize the number of interventions required to support the machine. The running cost of the device in terms of consumables can vary enormously between manufacturers – just as it does with single function printers.” 

But it is not always necessary to go out and buy a whole new collection of devices, Fielding notes. “It really depends on what the current solution is, how old the technology is and how it fits within the business.” But providing you do have a need for the functions they provide, MFPs will help you to cut costs. As they use toner rather than ink cartridges, you will end up spending considerably less in consumables if you have larger volumes of print to manage. According to Rawling Church, lasers offer a better solution if you have a print volume of just 100 pages per month or more, although you still need to consider the ongoing cost of consumables. 

Quality versus cost 

What you sacrifice is a little bit of quality. Ink-jets will still give you much brighter colors and if you are in a business where really high quality output matters, you need to make careful choices; if you are, you will already know enough about the subject yourself. But everyone needs to understand this simple trade-off. For quality and relatively low-cost, go for ink-jet, for volume, laser-based printing and copying, which will give you a much more fixed cost per page, regardless of the amount of ink used in a document. 

“Desktop color printers use ink cartridges which when used for high color print-jobs can be expensive”, says Fielden. 

“The more color on the page, the more print cartridges you consume and the more you spend on printing. With a toner-based MFP the costs are dramatically reduced as you pay a fixed price per page regardless of the amount of color you use.” Canon estimates that a 10-page presentation can cost as much as £3.15 to print on a desktop printer. If that kind of job is run often, the costs soon mount up. 

One way in which you can reduce costs with both ink-jet and laser printers, is to use non-branded consumables such as ink-jet and laser toner cartridges. Manufacturers, as you might expect, don’t advise you to do this, claiming that you should always stick with branded cartridges. They reason – that these consumables will deliver the best results and ensure a long life expectancy for your machine. You will of course, pay a premium for the branded consumables and there are no absolute guarantees that you will get decent quality from refilled or non-branded replacements. 

Taking advice 

There are options here and the message at the end of the day is, it is your choice. It may be advisable to seek the professional advice of your local reseller or supplier with regards to which options are the best bet and whether you should play safe and stick to the manufacturer’s brand. 

Cost though it not the only consideration. The quality of your output is also worth considering. Most SMEs, says Philippe Chapel, marketing manager at print services provider and consultancy, Infotec UK, think that they are being efficient by producing all their copy and print work with cheap, 10-year old copiers and printers, but this is actually a false economy. 

“The impact of a carefully planned document, printed using subtle color on appropriate paper should not be under-estimated. Imagine if you received two similar quotations from suppliers, one with black drum banding marks across the page, and one immaculately printed. Which would you choose?” 

Clear savings 

Continuing to struggle on with older devices is just not advisable anyway, says Chapel. “Clear cost savings can be calculated by looking at the difference between what you are paying now and what you will pay in the future. As machines get older they become more expensive to maintain, and this is where the main savings can be found. 

The cost of downtime if an old printer or MFP has failed at an important moment are not so quantifiable, he notes. “I'm sure most companies can identify with the view that MFP's and printers are just grey boxes that sit in the corner of your office until they breakdown - then they suddenly become an integral part of your business.” 

Replacing your existing printing and scanning equipment with an MFP may well make sense – both in terms of the quality of your output and the cost to your business. MFPs have the capacity of handling large amount of documents, work faster, provide an all-in-one solution and come with various tools ands add-on options that may be useful for managing cost and preparing more complex documents. It may be time to think about recycling your old printers and copiers. 

