Physical Media Manufacturing

A Comprehensive Guide for Artists and Labels
Cassette - CD - Vinyl

Covering Technical Processes, Best Practices and Critical Warnings

Introduction

Understanding the manufacturing pipeline is essential to getting the most out of your physical
release. A perfectly recorded and mixed album can still be let down by a misunderstood
manufacturing process, a poorly chosen plant, or an avoidable logistical mistake. This guide is
written to give artists and labels a clear picture of how physical media is actually made — and
what to watch out for at every stage.

The three dominant physical formats — cassette, compact disc (CD), and vinyl — each carry
distinct technical requirements, tolerances, lead times, and failure modes. This document
addresses all three, with substantially greater depth on vinyl, whose manufacturing process is
the most complex, the most variable, and the most consequential to understand before
committing to a release.

BEST PRACTICE: Read this guide before quoting yourself a timeline or budget.
Manufacturing variables — particularly in vinyl — can dramatically affect both.

Part |: Cassette Manufacturing

Overview

The cassette tape, once declared obsolete, has experienced a genuine commercial resurgence
driven by independent artists, collectors, and the nostalgia market. While the format is less
technically demanding than vinyl, understanding how cassettes are made prevents common
and costly errors that affect sound quality and delivery timelines.

Cassette manufacturing is handled by a relatively small number of specialty plants worldwide,
concentrated primarily in North America and Europe. Capacity is limited, and demand has
outpaced infrastructure in recent years, making early booking essential for any project with a
defined release date.

The Manufacturing Process
1. Audio Preparation and Duplication
Cassette audio is duplicated via one of two methods:

+ Real-time duplication: Audio is recorded at 1:1 speed onto blank tape. This method
produces higher fidelity output and is preferred for audiophile or limited-run releases. It is
slower and more expensive per unit.

» High-speed duplication (HSD): The master is looped onto a bin loop or pancake and
copied at speeds of 16x to 64x onto raw tape in bulk. This is the standard method for
commercial runs. Fidelity is slightly reduced, and frequency response at the high end
may suffer.

Cassette-optimized audio masters are not the same as digital or streaming masters. The format
has inherent frequency and dynamic range limitations that must be accounted for during audio
preparation.

BEST PRACTICE: A separate cassette-optimized master should be prepared for your
release. High frequencies above 12—14 kHz should be gently shelved, excessive low-




end buildup reduced, and heavy compression avoided. Cassette duplication already
applies significant compression through the chain.

CAUTION: Delivering a loudness-maximized digital master directly to a cassette plant is
one of the most common mistakes in the format. Over-compressed signals will distort on
tape and cannot be corrected post-duplication.

2. Tape Types and Bias

Cassette tape comes in several formulations, each requiring different bias settings on the
duplication machine:

« Type | (Normal/Ferric): The most common and affordable. Best for voice, lo-fi aesthetics,
spoken word, and budget runs.

+ Type Il (Chrome/CrO2): Higher coercivity, better high-frequency response, lower noise
floor. Preferred for music with extended frequency content.

« Type IV (Metal): Highest fidelity. Rarely used in modern manufacturing due to cost and
limited head compatibility. Reserved for audiophile specialty projects only.

BEST PRACTICE: For most music releases, Type Il (chrome) tape offers the best
balance of fidelity and cost. Confirm your chosen plant's availability before specifying it.

3. Shell Assembly and Finishing

Once tape is duplicated, it is wound onto hubs and loaded into shells. Shells can be clear,
opaque, or custom-colored. The J-card, shell label, and any additional inserts are printed
separately and assembled. Most plants offer on-shell printing, silk screening, or adhesive labels.

CAUTION: Low-quality shell assembly can result in tape tangling, dropout, and playback
failures. Always request a test playback sample from any new plant before placing a
large order.

Technical Considerations
Noise Floor and Dolby

Cassette tape has a measurable noise floor that is higher than digital or vinyl. Dolby noise
reduction (B, C, or S) can help, but requires that playback decks have matching decoding
circuitry — increasingly uncommon on modern equipment. Most contemporary cassette
releases are produced without noise reduction, leaning into the format's aesthetic character
rather than trying to minimize it.

Azimuth Alignment

Azimuth refers to the angle of the record and playback head relative to the tape. Misaligned
heads produce a dulled high-frequency response and phase issues on playback. This is a
production variable controlled by the plant, but it is worth understanding when evaluating test
cassettes. If a test cassette sounds dull or phase-smeared, azimuth should be the first thing
questioned.

CAUTION: Always request test cassette playback on a calibrated deck, not a consumer
player. Consumer decks are often misaligned and will not accurately represent
duplication quality.

Best Practices: Cassette
» Book your plant at least 10—-16 weeks in advance, particularly for runs over 300 units.
+ Request a reference or type-approval copy before authorizing full duplication.
» Specify tape type, shell color, and label format in writing in your initial order.

+ Deliver a separate cassette-optimized master — do not repurpose your streaming or
vinyl master.

* Factor in J-card print lead time separately — some plants outsource printing, which adds
time.

» Ask about duplication method (real-time vs. high-speed) and confirm it aligns with your
quality expectations.




Part II: CD Manufacturing

Overview

The compact disc remains the most technically precise physical audio format. Its digital nature
means that, unlike cassette or vinyl, the manufacturing process does not alter the audio content
— what is delivered to the plant is what the listener hears. This places the entire burden of
audio quality on the master and the physical integrity of the disc itself.

CD manufacturing has consolidated significantly as streaming has eroded the mainstream
market. However, it remains an efficient, affordable, and high-fidelity option for physical releases
— particularly for artists who want a reliable archive format, a cost-effective merchandise piece,
or a distribution-ready product with a fast turnaround.

The Manufacturing Process

1. Glass Mastering

CD production begins with glass mastering, in which a laser etches the digital audio data —
encoded as a series of pits and lands — onto a photoresist-coated glass disc. This glass master
is developed and used as the basis for producing a metal stamper. The process is chemically
and optically sensitive, requiring a cleanroom environment, and is performed entirely by the
plant.

2. Electroforming: From Glass to Metal Stamper

The glass master is used to electroform a metal father disc (also called the master), which is
then used to produce mother and stamper discs through a multi-generation electroplating
process. The stamper is the tool that physically molds the replicated discs.

3. Injection Molding (Replication)

CD replication uses the stamper in an injection molding process. Polycarbonate plastic is
injected into a mold at high temperature, pressed against the stamper, and cooled. The resulting
disc contains the precise pit-and-land data structure of the original master. A reflective
aluminum layer is then applied via sputtering, followed by a protective lacquer coating and label
printing.

BEST PRACTICE: Replicated CDs — pressed from stampers — are significantly more
reliable than duplicated CDs (burned silver discs) for commercial releases. Always
specify replication for runs over 300 units.

4. CD-R Duplication (Short Runs)

For short-run orders — typically under 100—300 units — plants often use CD-R duplication,
burning audio onto blank recordable discs using an automated disc tower. While cheaper and
faster than replication, burned CDs have a shorter archival lifespan and may not play back
correctly in all older CD players.

CAUTION: CD-Rs use an organic dye layer that degrades over time, particularly when
exposed to UV light. Do not use CD-R duplication for archival or long-term release
purposes. Specify replicated CDs for anything intended to have commercial longevity.

Technical Considerations

Red Book Standard

All commercially distributed CDs must conform to the Red Book standard (IEC 60908). This
defines maximum disc playing time (79:57), sector structure, sample rate (44.1 kHz), bit depth
(16-bit), channel count (2), and error correction protocol. Audio masters must conform to these
specifications before delivery to the plant.

BEST PRACTICE: Always request that your audio be delivered to the plant as a DDP
(Disc Description Protocol) image rather than a disc or individual audio files. DDP is
lossless, preserves PQ subcodes and ISRC codes, and eliminates read errors inherent
in disc-based deliveries.




ISRC Codes

ISRC (International Standard Recording Code) codes are unique identifiers embedded in each
track of a CD master. They are essential for royalty tracking, digital distribution, and sync
licensing. Every track on a commercial release should carry a registered ISRC code.

CAUTION: CDs manufactured without properly registered ISRC codes cause
downstream metadata problems with distributors, performing rights organizations, and
music data services. Confirm ISRC codes are embedded before approving any CD
master.

Copy Protection

Most modern commercial CDs do not use copy protection. Many early protection schemes were
abandoned due to widespread playback compatibility failures — including failures in car stereos,
computer drives, and standalone players. Copy protection should not be specified unless
explicitly required by a label agreement.

Best Practices: CD

« Confirm your master is delivered to the plant as a verified DDP image with embedded
ISRC codes.

+ Specify replicated (not duplicated) CDs for commercial runs.
+ Request a reference disc from the plant before authorizing the full run.

+ Confirm artwork bleed, spine width, and Pantone or CMYK specifications with the plant's
print department before submitting print files.

« For short-run projects using CD-R duplication, specify archival-grade media — Taiyo
Yuden (now JVC) or Verbatim Archival Grade discs have demonstrably superior
longevity among CD-R media.

« Plan for 8-12 weeks lead time for replicated runs, 2—4 weeks for CD-R duplication.

Part lll: Vinyl Manufacturing — A Comprehensive
Guide

Overview

Vinyl record manufacturing is the most technically complex, time-sensitive, and logistically
demanding of the three physical formats. Unlike digital formats, every stage of vinyl production
— from the lacquer cut to the final pressing — is an analog process subject to real-world
physical variables: humidity, temperature, material quality, machine calibration, and human skill.

For artists and labels releasing on vinyl, understanding the manufacturing process is not
optional knowledge. It directly affects decisions about budgeting, timelines, plant selection, test
pressing review, and shipping logistics. The sections below walk through each stage in detail,
including what can go wrong, what to watch for, and how to protect your release.

Section 1: The Vinyl Manufacturing Chain — Step by Step
Step 1: Mastering for Vinyl

Vinyl mastering is a distinct discipline from digital mastering. The format has hard physical
limitations that do not exist in the digital domain. A vinyl-specific master must account for all of
the following:

+ Low-end phase: Bass frequencies below approximately 150-200 Hz must be summed to
mono. Stereo low-end causes the cutting stylus to move in conflicting directions, risking
groove damage, playback distortion, and stylus skipping.

» High-frequency sibilance: Excessive sibilance in vocals creates harsh, distorted artifacts
on the cutting stylus that cannot be corrected in pressing. De-essing before cutting is
standard practice.

» Cutting velocity and groove depth: Louder masters require deeper, wider grooves, which
take up more physical space on the disc. Excessively loud programs reduce available
playing time and push grooves dangerously close to adjacent tracks, causing inter-
groove distortion.

» Level management across sides: Each side of a record must be managed as a

continuous program. Level must be balanced so that no track creates over-cutting
conditions relative to the disc's available space.

* Inner groove distortion (IGD): As the stylus approaches the center of the disc, playback
velocity slows while groove density increases. High-frequency content placed in inner




grooves suffers distortion. More dynamic, transient-heavy tracks benefit from being
placed toward the outer grooves.

BEST PRACTICE: Track sequencing matters. Opening with your most dynamic material
— and placing denser, sustained material toward the inner grooves — works with the
format's physical constraints rather than against them.

CAUTION: Your digital streaming master should not be used for vinyl. Brick-wall limiting,
heavy multi-band compression, and excessive loudness translate poorly to the cutting
lathe. A separate, purpose-built vinyl master should always be prepared.

Step 2: Lacquer Cutting

The lacquer cut is the genesis of the vinyl record. A mastering lathe uses a heated cutting stylus
to inscribe the audio signal into a grooved spiral on a lacquer-coated aluminum disc. This
process is entirely analog, happens in real time, and is irreversible.

Each lacquer disc is a unique physical object. It must be handled with extreme care and shipped
to the plating facility immediately after cutting. Lacquers are fragile: fingerprints, dust, scratches,
humidity, and temperature fluctuations all degrade quality. Their usable shelf life is
approximately 48—72 hours before degradation begins.

BEST PRACTICE: Lacquers should be in transit the same day they are cut and should
arrive at the plating facility within 48 hours. This is not a guideline to approximate — it is
a hard deadline for quality preservation.

CAUTION: The grooved surface of a lacquer must never be touched with bare hands.
Even trace skin oils can contaminate the surface and cause defects in all subsequent
metal parts. Lacquers must be handled only by the edges, with clean cotton gloves.

* Lacquers should be stored horizontally in their original boxes, never stacked with weight
on the grooved surface.

» Shipping lacquers requires rigid foam-lined cases or dedicated lacquer shipping boxes
— not standard disc mailers.
Step 3: The Plating Process

Plating is the process of converting the analog lacquer groove into a durable metal stamper
capable of pressing thousands of records. It is a multi-stage electroforming process conducted
in a controlled chemical bath and is the most technically demanding and failure-prone stage in
the entire chain.

Stage A: Silvering

The lacquer disc is first coated with a thin layer of silver via a chemical spray process. This
makes the otherwise non-conductive lacquer surface electrically conductive — a necessary
prerequisite for electroforming. The silver layer must be applied evenly and without
contamination. Any particulate matter, microscopic dust, or surface inconsistency at this stage
will be faithfully reproduced in every metal part that follows and, ultimately, in every record
pressed from those parts.

CAUTION: Plating is highly environment-sensitive. Humidity, temperature, and airborne
particulate levels in the plating facility directly affect the quality of the silvering process.
Facilities without climate-controlled plating rooms produce inconsistent results. When
evaluating a pressing plant or plating house, ask specifically about their environmental
controls.

Stage B: Electroforming the Father

The silvered lacquer is immersed in a nickel sulfamate bath and connected to a DC power
source. Over several hours, nickel ions deposit onto the lacquer surface, building up a rigid
metal negative of the groove structure. This negative is called the father (or master). It is a
mirror image of the original lacquer — what were groove valleys are now ridges.

Once the father is electroformed to the appropriate thickness, it is carefully separated from the
lacquer. The lacquer is destroyed in this process. The father is the only remaining physical
record of the original groove geometry and must be preserved accordingly.




BEST PRACTICE: Request that the plating house store your father plates. Fathers can
be used to produce additional mothers and stampers for future represses — but only if
they are properly stored in a cool, dry, light-controlled environment.

Stage C: Electroforming the Mother

The father is used to electroform a positive metal disc called the mother — an exact metal
replica of the original lacquer groove geometry. Unlike the father, the mother has groove valleys
and can actually be played back on a record player as a quality check. This playback is one of
the most important checkpoints in the entire manufacturing process.

BEST PRACTICE: Request a mother playback before stamper production is authorized.
This is the last opportunity to catch plating defects — noise, distortion, crosstalk, or
frequency imbalance — before they are permanently embedded in every record pressed
from those stampers.

CAUTION: Skipping mother playback to save time is a shortcut that leads to expensive
consequences. A plating defect discovered after stampers are made and records are
pressed cannot be corrected. The plating process must start over from scratch — or
defective records will be pressed and shipped.

Stage D: Electroforming the Stamper

The mother is used to electroform the stamper — a negative metal disc with raised ridges
corresponding to the groove valleys. The stamper is mounted in the press and physically
imprints groove geometry into the PVC record blank under heat and pressure. A single mother
can produce multiple stampers (typically 3—10), and each stamper can press approximately
500-1,500 records before showing wear.

Stamper edges are trimmed and center holes are punched. The stamper is inspected under
controlled lighting before being approved for pressing. Any pitting, blistering, or surface
irregularity on the stamper will appear on every record pressed from it.

CAUTION: Stamper wear manifests as increased surface noise, loss of high-frequency
detail, and groove distortion. If records in a pressing run begin sounding progressively
worse, the plant should be asked directly about stamper usage and replacement
thresholds.

Section 2: Pressing
The Pressing Process

Vinyl pressing is a hydraulic compression process. A pre-formed PVC puck — called a biscuit or
cake — is placed between two stampers in a hydraulic press, along with the record label on
each side. Steam is applied to heat and soften the PVC, and hydraulic pressure clamps the
assembily, forcing the softened PVC into the stamper grooves. The assembly is then cooled with
chilled water while pressure is maintained, allowing the PVC to solidify in the shape of the
grooves. The record is extracted, trimmed, and inspected.

PVC Compound and Formulation

The quality of the PVC compound used in pressing has a direct and significant impact on noise
floor, groove definition, and surface quality. High-quality virgin PVC produces quieter, more
detailed pressings with a lower surface noise floor. Regrind — recycled PVC made from
rejected pressings — produces noisier, less consistent results and is associated with higher
defect rates.

BEST PRACTICE: Specify virgin vinyl in your pressing order and confirm in writing that
the plant uses virgin PVC compound. This should be a non-negotiable requirement for
any quality release.

CAUTION: Not all pressing plants disclose their compound sourcing. A plant that cannot
or will not confirm the use of virgin vinyl compounds should be treated as a significant
red flag.

Record Weight and Thickness

Records are typically pressed at 140g or 180g. The weight difference reflects the amount of
PVC used, resulting in a thicker, more rigid disc. Heavier records can reduce resonance and
wow/flutter on some turntables. However, weight alone does not guarantee superior audio
quality — pressing quality, compound purity, and stamper condition matter far more.




BEST PRACTICE: For standard commercial releases, 140g is entirely acceptable. 180g
is recommended for audiophile or premium releases where perceived quality is part of
the product's identity. The pressing plant's overall quality control matters more than the
weight specification.

Test Pressings

Before the full run is authorized, the pressing plant produces a small number of test pressings
— typically 5—10 — from the production stampers. These must be reviewed on a properly
calibrated playback system before sign-off. Test pressings evaluate:

« Surface noise and groove quality across both sides

* Inter-groove distortion, particularly on inner grooves

* Level consistency between sides

« Label alignment, centering, and readability

* Any pressing artifacts: crackle, pops, groove collapse, or skip points

CAUTION: Never authorize a full press run without listening to test pressings on a
properly calibrated turntable. This is non-negotiable. A single playthrough of both sides
from start to finish will catch defects that no visual inspection can identify. Any plant that
pressures clients to skip test pressings should be avoided.

BEST PRACTICE: Listen to test pressings on more than one cartridge type if possible.
A defect masked by one cartridge may be exposed by another.

Section 3: Logistics — Weather, Shipping, and Plant Selection

The Importance of Regional Plant Selection

One of the most consequential decisions in a vinyl project — and one of the most frequently
underestimated — is which pressing plant to use and where that plant is located. Geography
has profound implications for lacquer shipping, test pressing turnaround, final delivery timelines,
and damage risk during transit.

Vinyl is a heavy, fragile product. Shipping records internationally introduces multiple risk factors:

« Customs delays and import duties, which can add days or weeks to delivery timelines
» Increased handling events, each of which introduces damage risk
» Exposure to temperature and humidity extremes in cargo holds and distribution centers

« Higher per-unit shipping cost, which often eliminates any savings from cheaper offshore
pressing

BEST PRACTICE: As a general principle, choose a pressing plant within your home
region. A US-based release ordering from a European plant may appear to save on
pressing cost, but those savings are typically consumed by shipping, customs, and
insurance — while adding weeks to the delivery timeline and substantially increasing
damage risk.

North American Plant Landscape

North America has seen significant expansion in pressing capacity following the vinyl revival.
Key domestic pressing plants include United Record Pressing (Nashville), Rainbo Records
(Canoga Park, CA), Quality Record Pressings (Salina, KS), Third Man Pressing (Detroit), and
several newer facilities. Domestic pressing eliminates customs friction and allows for more
direct oversight of the production process.

European Plant Landscape

Europe hosts some of the world's oldest and most respected pressing facilities, including GZ
Media (Czech Republic, the world's largest pressing plant), Optimal Media (Germany), Record
Industry (Netherlands), and others. European plants are the natural choice for European
releases. Shipping records from Europe to North America is costly, slow, and carries significant
damage risk unless there is a specific, well-understood reason for doing so.

CAUTION: Do not select a plant on another continent without fully understanding the
associated timelines, shipping costs, import duties, and damage risk. Region-matching is
the default recommendation for good reason.




Weather and Seasonal Considerations

Vinyl is temperature-sensitive throughout its entire lifecycle, from pressing to delivery. These
physical realities must be planned for proactively.

During Pressing

The pressing plant environment matters. Extreme ambient temperatures affect PVC flow
consistency, cooling rates, and groove definition. High-quality plants maintain consistent
temperature and humidity in the pressing room year-round. This is a valid question to ask when
evaluating a plant.

During Shipping — The Critical Risk

Finished records are highly susceptible to heat damage during shipping and storage. PVC
softens at relatively modest temperatures — records exposed to conditions above
approximately 60—-65°C (140—-150°F) will warp. Cargo containers, delivery trucks, and postal
sorting facilities in summer months routinely exceed these temperatures in many parts of North
America, Australia, and parts of Europe.

CAUTION: Summer shipping is a genuine, documented risk for vinyl records. Records
shipped in July or August via standard ground service in the American Southwest or
Southeast may arrive warped. This is a recurring source of returns and customer
complaints across the industry — not a theoretical concern.

« Ship during cooler months whenever possible, particularly for direct-to-consumer or retail
deliveries.

« Specify expedited or air freight for records shipping in summer months or to heat-risk
regions.

« If arelease is not yet ready to ship, ask the pressing plant to hold finished inventory —
do not warehouse records in non-climate-controlled storage during summer months.

+ Inspect deliveries immediately upon arrival and do not store records in vehicles,
garages, or non-climate-controlled spaces.

BEST PRACTICE: Communicate seasonal shipping risk in advance of any summer
release. A shipment that arrives warped after the fact is a much larger problem than one
that is planned around.

During Storage

Records must be stored vertically, never horizontally or stacked flat. Flat storage causes
warping under the weight of adjacent records over time. Records stored leaning at an angle
develop a persistent warp as PVC slowly yields to gravity. Vertical storage in rigid crates or
shelving, in a climate-controlled environment, is the only acceptable long-term storage practice.

CAUTION: A large pressing run stored in a warehouse or garage through a hot summer
will incur significant damage. This is a real-world scenario that has financially harmed
independent labels and artists. Appropriate storage should be arranged before records
are shipped from the plant.

Packaging and Damage Prevention

Standard shipping packaging — cardboard mailers — offers minimal protection for individual
orders. For large palletized shipments, records should be boxed in multiples with rigid cardboard
separators, shrink-wrapped, and palletized with corner protectors.

» Use record mailers with corner reinforcement for any direct-to-consumer shipments.

* Require palletized shipments to use cardboard corner posts and plastic stretch wrap.

» Insurance for record shipments is strongly recommended for any run over 200-300
units. Replacement pressing timelines make under-insured damage extremely costly.

Section 4: Lead Times and Project Planning

Vinyl pressing lead times are the longest in the physical media industry and have extended
dramatically since the format's resurgence. As of 2024—-2025, production lead times at most
North American and European pressing plants range from 16 to 30 weeks from approved audio.
Some plants book further out during peak periods.

A realistic vinyl project timeline looks approximately like this:

« Vinyl mastering and lacquer cutting: 1-2 weeks
« Lacquer shipping to plating facility: 1-3 days (must be expedited)




» Plating (silvering, father, mother, stamper): 2—4 weeks

* Mother playback and approval: add 1 week if handled remotely

+ Pressing queue at plant: 12—-24 weeks (highly variable by plant and season)
« Test pressing production and shipping: 1-2 weeks

« Test pressing review and sign-off: 1-2 weeks

« Full press run: 2—4 weeks additional after sign-off

» Packaging assembly (jackets, inserts, poly-lining): 1-3 weeks

» Shipping to destination: 1-5 days domestic, 2—6 weeks international

CAUTION: A 12-week vinyl timeline is not realistic for the current industry. This number
circulates widely among artists new to the format, and it does not reflect actual plant
capacity or scheduling reality. Plan for a minimum of 20—-26 weeks from project start,
and communicate this clearly with anyone involved in release planning.

BEST PRACTICE: Begin the vinyl manufacturing process immediately after approving

the master — do not wait for packaging artwork to be finalized. Artwork production and

pressing can proceed in parallel. Waiting for art before booking a plant adds weeks to a
timeline that is already long.

Section 5: A Firm Warning Against Using Brokers

DO NOT USE VINYL BROKERS

A vinyl broker is a third-party company or individual who accepts vinyl orders from artists or
labels, marks up the price, and places those orders with an actual pressing plant on the client's
behalf. Brokers present themselves as a convenient, full-service solution and are often
aggressively marketed to independent artists who are unfamiliar with the manufacturing
process. The advice here is direct and without reservation: do not use them.

Here is why brokers are a problem — specifically in the context of vinyl manufacturing:

1. Loss of Direct Communication

When a broker is in the chain, there is no direct relationship with the pressing plant. All
communication is mediated — and filtered — through an intermediary who may not understand
the technical nuances of the process, who has financial incentives to minimize plant-side
problems, and who may be managing dozens of other clients simultaneously.

CAUTION: In a manufacturing process as technically sensitive as vinyl pressing, losing
direct communication with the plant is a fundamental loss of quality control. Problems
that could be resolved in a single conversation become multi-week delays when
mediated through a broker.

2. Markup Without Added Value

Brokers charge a margin — often 20-40% above the plant's actual cost — in exchange for
doing administrative work that artists and labels can do directly. This margin does not purchase
superior pressing quality. It does not produce faster turnaround. It provides no technical
expertise that is not available through direct engagement with the plant.

BEST PRACTICE: Pressing plants accept direct orders from independent labels and
artists. The process of working directly with a plant is not materially more complex than
working through a broker — and it results in lower cost, clearer communication, and
genuine accountability.

3. Accountability Gaps

When a pressing defect occurs — and in vinyl manufacturing, defects do occur — a direct plant
relationship has clear lines of accountability. The plant's quality control team can examine the
specific pressing batch, review the stamper condition, and authorize a repress or refund under
their published quality policies. Brokers, by contrast, are often contractually positioned to accept
liability only for their own fulfillment errors, not for manufacturing defects. The result is a
frustrating triangle of blame between the broker and the plant, with no direct leverage over the
actual manufacturer.




CAUTION: Brokers are particularly dangerous in a defect scenario. An artist who paid a
premium for what was described as a premium service now has no direct recourse with
the plant, no transparency into what went wrong in manufacturing, and no ability to
expedite resolution. This is an entirely avoidable situation.

4. Timeline Opacity

Direct pressing plant clients receive honest, real-time queue position updates and production
status. Brokers managing multiple clients across multiple plants frequently provide optimistic or
inaccurate timeline estimates. Missed street dates are among the most common client
complaints associated with broker-mediated orders. The broker has an incentive to retain client
confidence and may delay disclosing production setbacks until it is too late to adapt.

5. Technical Specification Risk

Vinyl manufacturing requires precise technical communication: cutting level, groove geometry,
compound specification, test pressing sign-off protocol, packaging spec, and shipping
instructions. Every one of these items is an opportunity for miscommunication when passed
through a non-technical intermediary. A broker who does not understand the difference between
a 150-gram and 180-gram pressing, or who fails to relay a test pressing rejection correctly, can
turn a single miscommunication into a full repress.

CAUTION: Some brokers use multiple plants for different clients or different portions of
the same order without disclosure. This makes quality consistency impossible to
guarantee and creates serious accountability problems when issues arise. You should
always know which plant is pressing your record.

The Recommendation

Research pressing plants directly. Learn their current lead times, quality reputations, and
compound sourcing practices. Build a relationship with a plant representative who knows your
project. The additional administrative effort of working directly with a pressing plant is modest.
The benefits — direct communication, no markup, genuine accountability, accurate timelines,
and technical precision — are substantial.

Section 6: Vinyl Quality Vetting Checklist

Use the following criteria when evaluating a pressing plant for a project:

» Does the plant use 100% virgin vinyl compound? Confirm in writing.

+ Does the plant operate its own plating facility, or does it outsource plating?

* Does the plant perform mother playback QC before stamper production?

» What is the plant's current pressing queue lead time?

« Does the plant offer direct communication with pressing room staff?

« What is the plant's stated policy on defective pressings?

» Is the pressing room climate-controlled year-round?

* What is the plant's stamper replacement threshold?

» Does the plant offer temperature-controlled storage for finished inventory?

» What is the plant's packaging specification for palletized and individual orders?
* Does the plant provide tracking and insurance options for outbound shipments?
+ Can the plant provide references from independent labels with recent orders?

BEST PRACTICE: A plant that is reluctant or unable to answer these questions clearly
and promptly is not one to trust with your release. Quality pressing plants are
transparent about their process because they are proud of it.
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