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Controlling Costs 
Through Optimized 
Multi-Vendor Bidding

The print industry is historically opaque, with 
pricing variances that often defy standard 
economic logic. For decades, print buyers have 
relied on manual processes —spreadsheets, 
phone calls, and static vendor lists—resulting in 
administrative bloat and inflated costs.

This white paper outlines the P3Software 
philosophy: that optimized multi-vendor bidding is 
the single most effective lever for controlling print 
spend. By shifting from a “sole-source” or “manual 
quote” model to a transparent, technology-
driven multiple bidding workflow, organizations 
consistently achieve enterprise-wide savings of 
between 18% and 22% (verified by the P3 Index*).

Cost control requires three components:

1.	� Transparency: Uncoupling job specifications 
from specific vendor capabilities.

2.	� Competition: Intelligently bidding jobs to a 
curated group of qualified vendors (3-5 bids) 
rather than a single vendor or a “blast” 
to everyone.

3.	� Automation: Using software to manage the 
friction of this process, making it as easy to 
get five bids as it is to get one.

Executive Summary

	 *�P3Index monitors and aggregates data 
from thousands of current transactions.
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Diagnosing why print procurement is uniquely difficult compared to buying office supplies or commodities.

B.	�The “ Spreadsheet Trap”
Traditional procurement relies on manual specifications. 
A buyer might email a spec to one vendor, get a price, 
and accept it because the effort to specify, email, 
track, and compare three other vendors in Excel is too 
time-consuming. This “administrative friction” costs 
companies millions in lost savings because they default to 
convenience over competition.

C.	�The Vendor Loyalty Myth
While relationships are crucial, “blind loyalty” is expensive. 
Using a single vendor for all work (brochures, large format, 
direct mail, envelopes) ensures you are overpaying. No 
single printer is optimized with every type of equipment. 
Sending a business card job to a vendor optimized for large 
catalogs is essentially paying for inefficiency.

The Problem: The “Opaque” Print Market

A.	�The “Goldilocks” Bidding Strategy (3-5 Vendors)
Buyers should be we wary of the “Shotgun Approach”—
sending a bid to 20 printers. It destroys value because:

1.	� If vendors know they have a 1 in 20 chance they will stop 
putting effort into estimating.

2.	� It creates too much data noise for the buyer.

Instead, adopting a “Core Vendor” strategy where the buyer 
maintains a diverse pool (e.g., 10-20 active vendors) but bids 
each individual job to only 3 to 5 relevant suppliers.

•	� Result: Vendors know they have a reasonable 
chance of winning. They remain engaged and many 
offer aggressively competitive pricing, knowing the 
competition is real but manageable.

The core tenet of Competitive Bidding suggests achieving maximum value must be the standard operating procedure, not an 
occasional exercise. However, it must be done correctly to avoid alienating vendors. 

B. Standardized Specifications
To bid effectively, you must compare “apples to apples.” It 
is important to emphasize the need for digital, standardized 
specifications (Paper stock, weight, size, coating, finishing). 
When specs are loose (e.g., “quote me on something like 
this”), vendors pad their pricing to protect against uncertainty. 
Comprehensive specs yield accurate, lower pricing.

C.	�Centralized Data Architecture
Implementing a platform (like P3Source) replaces the 
“siloed” email threads. When a bid request is generated:

1.	 It is created once.

2.	� It is sent simultaneously to selected vendors.

3.	� Vendor responses are aggregated automatically into a 
side-by-side comparison table.

4.	� Variances are highlighted immediately.

The Solution: Optimized Multi-Bidding
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A.	�The Pricing Variance Anomaly
In many industries, a 5% price difference between vendors 
is significant. In print, price variances for the exact same job 
often range from 15% to 30%. This is primarily due to the 3 
C’s: Capacity, Capability, and Cost model variables.

•	� Capability: Can the printer do the job? Are they equipped 
properly?

•	� Capacity: Do they have the machine time right now to do 
it efficiently?

•	� Cost Models: Each printer has equipment differences, 
production cost variations, and different margin 
calculations, cost of press time, payroll, etc

A printer who is “slow” (needing work to fill shifts) may 
price aggressively to win the job and cover overhead. 
A printer who is “busy” may price the same job high to 
discourage it or maximize margin. Without multi-bidding, a 
buyer has no way of knowing which cycle a vendor is in.
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Step 1: Vendor Categorization
Audit your vendor list and tag them by capability (for 
example):

•	 Tag: Digital Small Format (Business cards, flyers)

•	 Tag: Web Offset (High volume catalogs)

•	 Tag: Large Format (Banners, signage)

•	 Tag: Specialty (Packaging, foil stamping)

Best Practice: When a job arises, filter by the specific tag 
and select 3 vendors from that pool.

Step 2: The “Blind” Bid
Ensure that vendors know they are competing, but do not 
reveal who they are competing against or the current lowest 
price. This maintains integrity. The “Shadow of the Future” 
(knowing they will bid again next week) keeps vendors honest.

Let’s outline the step-by-step methodology for implementing this system within a corporate or agency environment.

Step 3: Total Cost Analysis
The lowest print price isn’t always the lowest total cost. The 
bidding process must account for:

•	 Shipping costs (location matters).

•	 Turnaround time (rush fees vs. standard).

•	 Payment terms.

Step 4: Feedback Loops
For a multi-bidding ecosystem to remain healthy, buyers 
must treat vendors fairly. An example of this is notifying 
losing bidders that the job was awarded elsewhere (without 
revealing the winner’s name but including the winning price) 
so they can close their files. This professional courtesy 
encourages prompt responses to the next bid often with a 
sharpened pencil.

Methodology & Best Practices

Key Metrics:
•	� Average Savings: Organizations moving from single 

sourcing to optimized multi-bidding see an average 
annual savings of 21% (2025 data).

•	� Spreadsheet vs. Software: Teams using software to 
manage bids process 60% more jobs per person in the 
same time period than those using manual methods.

•	� ROI: The cost of the Enterprise Print Procurement (EPP) 
software is typically recovered within the hard dollar 
savings generated by the first few mid-sized print jobs.

This section provides the hard data supporting the multi-bidding thesis, drawn from the P3 Index 
(an aggregate of global print buying activity).

Case Study Highlights:
•	� Corporate Buyer: A pharmaceutical company with 6 

buyers saved over $4 million/year by centralizing specs 
and mandating competitive bidding on all marketing 
collateral and ad hoc printing enterprise wide.

•	� Print Broker: A UK-based broker reported that the 
ability to instantly compare 3 prices allowed them to 
spot market trends where paper prices were spiking 
with some vendors but not others (due to inventory 
levels), allowing them to provide their customers highly 
competitive pricing while enjoying greater margins. 

The Financial Impact (Data Analysis)
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In a modern procurement environment, price visibility is not optional. The volatility of the print supply 
chain (paper shortages, labor costs, shipping hikes, industry consolidation) means that “standard” 
pricing no longer exists.

Strategic Takeaways:

Conclusion: The “New Normal” of Print Buying

About P3Software: P3 has been offering print procurement solutions to organizations for over 20 years, establishing best 
practices for print procurement management. With extensive experience in the print industry, our products are designed to 
streamline the print sourcing and buying process, creating efficiencies and cost savings for any organization that purchases 
print. Customers include print procurement professionals in all verticals, direct buyers, print brokers, in-plant print operations, 
and print service providers. P3Software currently processes thousands of transactions by users worldwide.
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See How P3SOURCE Can Solve Your Print Procurement Challenges  
Learn how you can be “P3Certain” your procurement challenges are solved. Contact us to learn more, or try P3SOURCE 
free for 30 days to experience first-hand the benefits your organization can experience using P3SOURCE.
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1. Stop Spot-Buying: 
Move away from 
reactive, phone-call-
based buying.

2. Digitize the Process: 
Use tools that make 
multi-bidding the path 
of least resistance.

3. Empower the Buyer: 
Give print buyers the 
data they need to 
justify their decisions.

By adopting an optimized multi-bidding strategy, companies do not just save money; they gain 
control, mitigate risk, and elevate print buying from a tactical chore to a strategic advantage.
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