
 

 

 

Vinyl Best Practices 
 

 

 
A Client Guide to Planning a Successful Vinyl Pressing 
 
Vinyl manufacturing is one of the most mechanically complex and time-sensitive processes in music 
production. Unlike digital or CD manufacturing, it involves multiple physical stages — lacquer 
cutting, electroplating, metal part production, and pressing — each of which is sensitive to timing, 
temperature, and handling. A mistake or delay at any stage can add weeks or months to a release 
schedule and, in some cases, force a complete restart. This guide outlines the key considerations 
every client should understand before committing to a vinyl release: the limitations of the format, the 
technical decisions that affect sound, the production timeline, and the plant-selection factors that 
most strongly influence quality and turnaround. The goal is to help you plan realistically, avoid 
delays and get the best possible result from a medium that is rewarding but unforgiving. 
 
Understanding Vinyl 
 
Before planning begins, it is important to understand what vinyl can and cannot do. Vinyl is an analog 
physical medium with real mechanical constraints, and it will never match the flexibility, headroom, 
or precision of a digital format. Setting realistic expectations early helps prevent disappointment 
later and supports better mastering and manufacturing decisions. Groove geometry is the 
foundation of nearly every vinyl trade-off. Louder passages, heavy bass, and wide stereo information 
require wider, deeper grooves, which consume more space on the record. Longer side lengths force 
narrower groove spacing, which reduces loudness and low-frequency extension. Excessive bass, 
especially wide stereo bass, can also cause tracking problems or groove overlap. High-frequency 
material and sibilance can become more difficult to reproduce near the inner grooves, where the 
record’s linear velocity is lowest. Inner-groove distortion is therefore a known limitation of the 
format, not necessarily a mastering mistake. For that reason, a vinyl master should not be treated as 
a simple copy of a digital master. It is a deliberate adaptation for a physical medium, and mastering 
decisions such as level, bass mono-summing, EQ, dynamics, and sequencing should be made in 
service of what the format can reproduce well. Clients should also expect some surface noise, some 
variability between pressings, and less dynamic headroom than a digital release. These are normal 
characteristics of vinyl, not flaws to be eliminated entirely. 
 
Speed and Side Length 
 
One of the first and most important decisions in a vinyl project is choosing playback speed and side 
length. That choice directly affects loudness, bass response, and overall fidelity, so it should be 
made early, ideally before final mastering begins. 
Shorter sides and higher speeds allow for wider grooves, louder cuts, and better high-frequency 
detail. Longer sides and slower speeds increase playing time but reduce available headroom. 
Whenever possible, it is better to plan toward the optimal range rather than the maximum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Format Speed Optimal 
Side 
Length 

Maximum 
Side 
Length 

Notes 

12" LP 33⅓ 
RPM 

12–18 
minutes 

Up to 22 
minutes 

Standard full-
length album 
format; best 
balance of playing 
time and fidelity. 

12" LP 45 
RPM 

6–12 
minutes 

Up to 15 
minutes 

Wider groove 
spacing allows 
louder cuts and 
better detail; 
often used for EPs 
or audiophile 
releases. 

7" 
Single 

45 
RPM 

4–5 
minutes 

Up to 6 
minutes 

Standard single 
format; supports 
a hot, punchy cut. 

7" 
Single 

33⅓ 
RPM 

5–6 
minutes 

Up to 7 
minutes 

Less common; 
used when extra 
playing time is 
needed. 

 
“Maximum” side lengths are technically possible, but they require reduced cutting level and lower 
low-frequency content to avoid groove problems. In practical terms, a shorter side usually sounds 
better and cuts more safely. 
 
Cutting, Proofing, and Metalwork 
 
The physical production process begins with a lacquer cut, followed by electroplating to create the 
metal parts used for pressing. This part of the process is highly sensitive to timing, and the lacquer-
to-plating window is especially critical. A freshly cut lacquer is not stable indefinitely. It can oxidize 
or degrade if too much time passes before plating, and that can lead to noise, dropouts, or plating 
defects that cannot be fixed later. As a strong guideline, lacquers should be plated within a few days 
of cutting, ideally within 24 to 48 hours and never left sitting too long. For that reason, it is best to 
have lacquers cut at, or very close to, the same facility that will handle plating. Test pressings are 
essential before full production begins. They are the only reliable way to catch problems such as 
surface noise, off-center pressing, warping, or defects carried over from the lacquer or plating stage. 
Build at least one to two weeks into the schedule for test pressing review, and listen critically on 
more than one system. Rushing or skipping this step is one of the most costly mistakes in vinyl 
production, because a problem caught after thousands of copies have been pressed is far more 
expensive to fix than one caught early. 
 
Temperature and Shipping Risk 
 
Lacquers and metal parts are physically fragile and sensitive to heat, cold, and humidity. Heat is the 
greatest threat to an uncut or freshly cut lacquer, because it can soften or warp the coating before 
plating. Cold and rapid temperature swings can create condensation, and humidity can contribute to 
warping or handling problems during transit and curing. This makes shipping conditions a real 
production risk, not a minor detail. Transporting lacquers during extreme summer heat or winter cold 
increases the chance of damage, especially if the shipment passes through unconditioned trucks, 
warehouses, or loading docks. Whenever possible, plan around seasonal weather and avoid 
shipping raw lacquers during extreme conditions. 
 
Plant Selection 
 
Choosing the right manufacturing plant is one of the most important decisions in the entire process. 
Quality, communication, and reliability vary widely, and the wrong plant can undermine every other 
precaution. Plants that handle electroplating in-house are strongly preferred. In-house plating 
shortens the time between cutting and plating, reduces the risk of lacquer degradation, and creates 
a single point of accountability. It also improves consistency because the same team oversees the 
process from lacquer to stamper. Brokers should generally be avoided. They add markup, insert 
another layer of communication, and can make problem-solving slower and less transparent. When 
possible, work directly with a plant or with a mastering engineer who has an established relationship 
with that plant. Knowing the cutting engineer’s name is also valuable, because it creates a direct line 
of technical communication and makes troubleshooting much faster. A reputable plant should also 
provide clear specifications, support test pressings, communicate honestly about delays, and have 
a track record of on-time delivery. 



 
Vinyl-Specific Pre-Master 
 
Having us create the vinyl pre-master offers major practical and sonic advantages. The engineer 
already knows the mix, the artistic intent, and the problem areas from the digital masters, so they are 
in the best position to adapt the project for vinyl without any surprises. A vinyl-specific pre-master 
allows targeted adjustments such as low-frequency mono-summing, level alignment, de-essing and 
careful EQ or dynamic changes to protect groove integrity. We also utilize vinyl simulation and 
analysis tools to preview how the cut will behave before a lacquer is made. This reduces the chance 
of re-cuts and gives the client a more realistic sense of how the final pressing will sound. Keeping 
one mastering contact throughout the process also improves accountability and reduces 
miscommunication. If the cutting engineer requests a change, the original mastering engineer can 
respond quickly and interpret the issue in context. This single-responsibility workflow usually leads 
to fewer delays, fewer errors, and a more predictable result. 
 
Timeline Planning 
 
Vinyl production requires strategic buffer time at every stage. Lacquers can be damaged in cutting or 
transit, plating can reveal defects, test pressings may require revision, and plants can face backlogs 
or equipment issues. None of this makes vinyl impossible to manage, but it does mean the process 
should never be planned on a tight, single-path deadline. The safest approach is to start early, build 
buffer into each stage, and avoid announcing a release date before test pressings are approved. 
Communicate proactively with the plant about seasonal risks, and treat mastering, speed selection, 
shipping, plant choice, and proofing as connected parts of one system. A delay in one area usually 
affects the rest of the process. 
 
Avoid These Detrimental Mistakes 
 

• Delaying lacquer plating for too long. 
• Not knowing the cutting engineer or having no direct technical contact. 
• Using brokers instead of working directly with the plant. 
• Skipping test pressings or approving them too quickly. 
• Choosing excessive side length or overly hot cutting levels. 
• Shipping lacquers during extreme weather. 
• Working with a plant that does not handle plating in-house. 
• Delivering only a digital master instead of a vinyl-specific pre-master. 
• Approving test pressings after only one listen or on one system. 
• Failing to build buffer time into the production schedule. 

 
Vinyl is one of the most rewarding formats to release music on, but it rewards patience, planning, 
and the right partnerships at every stage. Clients who understand the format’s limitations and plan 
accordingly are far more likely to get a strong-sounding, on-time release. 
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