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Like mastering the 
Rubik’s Cube, getting a 

product to market can be 
a long haul, complex and 

riddled with setbacks. 
Cross-functional teams can derail the collaboration 

process due to issues, like time zone confusion 
from teams working at different locations, or long 

approval chains causing varying levels of attention 
and access. Is failure an option? Not when your 
bonus is on the line. Success is a much better 

option. With that in mind we’d like to share with you 
five top metrics that our customers aim to improve 

in order to strengthen their artwork approval 
processes, which enables them to better control 

their path to market and transform their business.
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5. SHIP DATE VARIANCE

What is it and how do you capture it?
Ship Date Variance is the number of days late your projects run. If we intended to send the file to the 
printer on January 1st, but didn’t send it till January 5th, our ship date variance is 4 days. If we wanted 
to provide files to Amazon for ecommerce by January 1st, but couldn’t get them approved and sent 
until January 31st, our ship date variance is 30 days. It’s important that you stay honest about the 
original date the files were promised, the date from which you varied. Capturing this major milestone 
is as easy as making a note of some kind or entering a value into Excel.

Why is it important?
Ship Date Variance is a key indicator that your company’s performance not only can be, but needs 
to be greatly improved by aligning to a better artwork approval process. If you aren’t sending files on 
the dates promised to your printer or to your media partner or to your online retailer, then you’re not achieving your optimal revenue number. For some orga-
nizations, shipping too late can be a matter of days, while others may miss the schedule by weeks. When ship dates are missed, repercussions are felt across 
departments and most painfully at the bottom line. 

Ways to improve this:

1. Measure. First. Always. Many people are still in denial that artwork is late. You can’t solve the problem till you measure and admit you have a problem.

2. Motivate. Help stakeholders understand that every day you deviate from your projected completion date is a day of revenue they will miss, which could 
impact their bonuses! Quantify the revenue impact of delays based on promises made to the business about how much revenue the packaging change or 
new product launch is supposed to generate once in-market.

3. Declare War. Using your measurements and revenue equivalents, you’re now ready to project an ROI from your proposed improvement efforts. You can go 
to battle with Finance with confidence.

Don’t feel bad if this number is huge. A few of our recent customers were experiencing ship delays in 40% of their projects specifically due to artwork errors 
before they came to us for help. Some didn’t know why they were late at all, which leads us to…

JANUARY
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4. REJECTION REASONS 

What is it and how do you capture it?
The reasons people reject a file (withhold their approval or request changes) can be a mix of meaningful 
concerns and useless preferences. When stakeholders reject packaging or artwork, you need to know 
why. Ask them. Make notes about what was wrong. Try to categorize the reasons into buckets. Wrong 
Color. Copy Error. Translation Error. Formatting Error. Out of date artwork. If you’re using a digital workflow 
platform, you can ask for the rejection reason automatically as part of the workflow to capture and catego-
rize it before the review session is considered complete. (Handy!)

Why is it important?
When you understand the myriad reasons why stakeholders reject artwork, you can identify your greatest 
opportunities for saving time and experience business transformation faster. It seems like one person is 
always catching a typo, or an error in translation at the last minute. And another person always takes five days too long to review and ends up rejecting it over 
something arbitrary, like “the color is too pinkish.” Measuring and documenting these reasons will give you a clear, data-driven strategy for continuously improv-
ing (and motivating others to improve).

Ways to improve this:

1. Analyze. Maybe you’ll identify a persistent color problem, or the need to fire your translation company, or maybe you’ll just need to figure out ways to get 
certain individuals to move a little faster. Maybe legal is always late and hiring another lawyer is actually a good idea. Look at the freeform reasons and start 
to associate common reasons into groups. 

2. Prioritize. Once you have a record of who rejected what, when and why, you can center your efforts on the reason your artwork is most often rejected. You’ll 
know exactly what to do first because you know what will have the greatest impact!

3.   Knock down the dominos. The ways to improve are infinite, and now you can tackle them all.
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3. CYCLE TIME

How can you capture this?
Cycle time is the time it takes from the project start, until all parties have completed one single 
round of review. If you’re using hard-copy job folders, this is the time elapsed from when you 
handed over the folder to the first reviewer until you received the folder back with everyone’s com-
ments. You can capture this manually if you like, but if you’re using a digital workflow, this should 
be automagically captured for you in your software platform.  

Why is it important?
Digging into the duration of your cycles is a fruitful exercise because it exposes so many areas for im-
provement. Does it take you months to complete one round of revisions? Or weeks? With the right process 
and tools in place, it could take you mere days. In fact, one of our customers just did this in a few hours! To 
get your products to market faster, you have to shorten your cycle times!

Ways to improve this:

1. Use an all-digital workflow combined with an online proofing tool. This allows you to break the typically linear approval process into a simultaneous review 
cycle, where approvers see and can comment on the file in the same window, in real-time. As you can imagine, this greatly speeds up the entire cycle.

2. Open up access. When team members are located in different cities or regions it’s often hard to access the file for approval, the previous approved ver-
sions or other reference documents, and to adequately understand the context of what has changed or what specifically they are approving. If you want 
to improve cycle times, you need to develop a plan to give approvers better access. Using a shared server can get you part of the way, but in this day and 
age, you should be sharing in a secure cloud environment for greatest flexibility and access to the right assets all the time.

3. Track comments. When stakeholders know their comments are being tracked, they are more likely to be critical only of essentials, and more likely to give 
feedback quickly. No one wants to be the one on record as holding up the process.
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2. NUMBER OF CYCLES

What is it and how can you capture it?
The number of rounds of revision is often called the number of review cycles, or just number of 
cycles. Ask yourself: How many times do you need to send the same file around for review with re-
quested changes? Or, how many times to do you need to go back to the graphic artist with changes 
from the reviewers? 

Why is it important?
Even if you tighten up your cycle time substantially, you will see a multiplying effect when you can re-
duce the number of cycles it takes to get a label or package approved. Reducing the number of cycles 
can also save you graphic design or agency costs if you consolidate changes into fewer revision cycles. 
There is a reason the number of rounds of review is typically specified in agency statements of work!

Ways to improve this:

1. Measure, then set a goal. If you find your artwork file has “rev8” at the end, challenge your stakeholders to cut the number of cycles in half. Reward them 
with a nice note of appreciation to the entire team when they accomplish the goal.

2. Strengthen your process with software (literally, encode your process). When you keep the process intact, you are more likely to capture everyone’s input 
in each round of revision instead of grabbing input in fragments of cycles. It’s tempting to skip a person’s contribution in the review process because they 
are out on vacation or traveling on business, or simply too busy, but if you reinforce your process with digital automation (and open up access, as mentioned 
before), circumventing the process becomes very difficult. 

3. Reduce the number of reviewers and approvers involved in the process. While this can sound risky because fewer ‘eyes’ are on the file to catch mistakes, 
the quality of the approvers’ attention actually increases when fewer people are held responsible for the information on the label or package. In short, fewer 
approvers means increased personal accountability. 

With the right process and tools in place, you can cut your number of cycles in half approximately every six months or so, and then you’ll start to track the 
ultimate metric…

5 Meaningful Metrics to Actually Accelerate Products to Market    |   ©2017 BLUE Software.    |    bluesoftware.com

http://bluesoftware.com/
http://www.bluesoftware.com 
http://bluesoftware.com/


7

1. RIGHT FIRST TIME

What is it and how can you capture it?
One and done is oh so satisfying. When only one cycle is needed to achieve approval, the project is 
dubbed ‘Right First Time.’ It may seem like a unicorn, but many world-class companies are starting 
to track the proportion of times their artwork is approved with NO revisions at all. 

Why is it important?
This metric helps you know how effective your team and process truly are. When your files can be 
approved the first time, reliably, your planning gets a lot easier! If artwork rejection was not an issue 
at your company, you could predict when your packaging and marketing materials would be finished 
and fulfill those predictions. Right First Time is a metric of excellence, the pinnacle of efficiency and 
profitability. This is a metric that’s meaningful to upper management. It’s ambitious, and paramount 
to proving the value of artwork excellence in your organization.

Ways to improve this:

1. Get the Brief Right. The tighter, more thoughtful, and more thorough your initial project brief is, the higher are your chances of getting the project through 
approvals the first time. Before kicking off a project, ensure that all stakeholders agree on the brief itself. 

2.  Go beyond what people write. You have to be a good listener to understand what’s really needed. Not everyone is a great communicator. Don’t just ensure 
that stakeholders sign off on the brief, listen to them. Deeply. Pursue any hesitations they have and ferret out their concerns so your brief accounts for them. 

3. Track and learn. Notice patterns in rejections so you can adjust future briefs to avoid repeating the same mistakes. When you learn your stakeholders’ 
criteria for making approval decisions, you can include these learnings in the brief to improve your metrics.
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TAKE THE NEXT STEP
How much faster would your process be if you could 

get everyone to thoughtfully contribute the correct 
information the first time it’s requested? 

You’d hit your ship dates on schedule, tighten up the length of cycles, and make your entire 
operation more efficient. If you’re not already automatically measuring these key performance 
indicators, you may want to consider implementing an artwork management system that 
will help you gain the visibility into your process that you need to set effective strategies for 
improving your business. Contact an expert at BLUE to set up a 20-minute consultation.

Contact Us Today

JANUARY
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