
Vehicle  Graphics:
Think Before You Wrap

Thinking about installing vehicle 
graphics or refreshing an old design? 
Here’s some advice from the pros: 

Keep it simple, work with marketing, 
and plan ahead. 

By Lauren Fletcher
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Also considered “driving bill-
boards,” vehicle graphics 
help identify a fleet’s vehi-
cles, build on a company’s 

brand, and can even increase the resale 
value of a company’s fleet.

However, there are several fac-
tors to consider before determining 
whether vehicle graphics are right 
for your fleet. Once the decision is 
made, the process has only just begun.  

Branding the Fleet 
Before graphics are installed, a fleet must 
first determine it wants them in the first 
place. Reviewing the value of potential 

graphics and fleet vehicle types can  help 
identify the best options for the fleet be-
fore proceeding. 

“Fleet managers considering vehicles 
must see a value in what those graphics 
will do as a benefit to the company that 
they represent,” said Trace George, CEO 
and president of VSP Graphics. 

Also, remember one key to vehicle 
graphics is that the vehicles become 
“moving” billboards.

“Keep it simple,” recommended Jim 
Soppelsa, president of Sun Art Decals, 
Inc. “When a vehicle is on the move, your 
message needs to be understood quickly. 
Also, keep in mind how long you plan to 
keep the vehicle in a fleet. You may need 
a removable material versus a five- or a 
12-year material. There are many adhe-
sives for different applications.” 

Be sure to maintain the company’s 
brand and use wording that manage-
ment and/or marketing approves of, to 
ensure a standard within the whole fleet.  

“Many fleet managers responsible for 

the graphic layout hire a sign person to 
design and install them. Some mindsets 
are to just put logos and copy wherev-
er there may be space available on the 
vehicle surface,” George noted. “Fleet 
managers should only be responsible for 
making sure whatever is installed on a 
vehicle benefits their fleet in surface pro-
tection and that proper steps are taken 
to ensure warranties of installation and 
eventual removals.”

Fleet branding can be very benefi-
cial for many reasons to the company 
that values it; however, before a plan 
is begun to implement fleet graphics, a 
fleet manager should contact a materi-
al manufacturer to specify the materials 
that would best fit his or her project plan.  

“3M, MACtac, Arlon, Avery, and 
Oracal are the best-known fleet graph-
ic manufacturers available to contact 
through their websites,” George noted. 
“A local sign shop may not be the right 
direction for information, as many sign 
shops only carry one or two types of 

When installing vehicle graphics, be 
sure to consider the following: 
■ Vehicle surface type and size.
■ Longevity of marketing program 	
	 and goal.
■ Audience.
■ Qualifications of graphics 
	 installers. 

 at a glance

Liberty America wraps both its vans 
and buses with eye-catching graphic 
illustrations.

Pure uses a large image of a sleeping 
child and includes its slogan in large 
lettering. 

Amhert Alarm utilizes an image of it’s 
alarm sign, and includes its website and 
phone number.
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material to keep inventory costs down. 
Many sign shops are not gauged to of-
fer up proper fleet graphics because they 
may only use short-term materials or may 
not follow proper printing/overlaminat-
ing standards for specified fleet needs.”

Fleet vehicles are never one size, one 
shape, or one brand.

“Keep in mind the variety of vehi-
cle types and body styles. While it may 
seem like you’ll only be in one or two 
types of vehicles right now, who is to say 
what you’ll be in five years from now?” 
asked Jamie Knakmuhs, senior graph-
ics designer for National Fleet Graph-
ics, LLC. “Try not to cater your graph-
ics too specifically to the details of the 
vehicle body, but rather let them work 
across a wider variety.”

When considering full or partial 
wraps, Knakmuhs also recommend-
ed keeping in mind items such as door 
handles, which will weather faster, or 
bumpers, which will increase the cost.

“Full vehicle wraps will help increase 

the resale value of your fleet vehicles,” 
according to Knakmuhs. “By being cov-
ered in a quality vinyl, the paint will be 
protected and you can avoid any paint 
fading, minor scratches, or ghosting 
that may occur with contour cut spot 
graphics.” 

Installing Graphics 101
When fleet managers are looking to in-
stall graphics on vehicles for the first 
time, there are several factors to consid-
er, including the vehicle’s surface, vehi-
cle type, and the audience. 

One of the first steps a fleet manag-
er should do is consider what surfaces 
they have for each project. 

“Many fleets that have box or trailer 
units have either corrugated or flat side/
riveted surfaces to display brands/copy 
on. If chassis-only units are utilized, 
such as Mercedes/Freightliner Sprint-
ers, vans, pickup trucks, etc., the surface 
may be smooth, but, the consideration 
of full body wraps may be a concern if 

not spec’d out correctly,” said George of 
VSP Graphics. 

According to George, the main com-
mon denominator for choosing any form 
of fleet branding is the material that is 
intended to be used, for the project(s).

“If surface conditions, longevity con-
cerns, and/or surface adhesion are not 
considered for the application, a bid-
ding vendor may just use an inexpen-
sive product, leading to short-term ex-
pectations and possible damages to the 
surfaces,” George noted. 

Also, fleet managers should be sure 
to keep ideas simple. 

“As with most design, the best rule 
of thumb is simplify,” recommended 
Knakmuhs of National Fleet Graphics. 
“How much information do you need 
to have present? How many colors do 
your graphics need to be? What type of 
audience are you trying to attract with 
your graphics?” 

The location of the graphics installa-
tion is also critical. 

Large trailers provide a lot of room 
for graphics, such as the image 
above of DirecTV.

The wrap on Roy’s Plumbing, Heating & 
Cooling truck was worked around the slid-
ing van door. 

Warm & Fuzzy home Heat-
ing & Cooling uses bright colors 
and friendly images.

Quality laser services utilized 
an image of a technician work-
ing on a printer to show its area 
expertise.



“You need to be in a clean controlled 
atmosphere,” said Soppelsa, of Sun Art 
Decals.

Coming Back to Life
For fleets that already have graphics on 
their vehicles, and are looking to 
redo, update, or refresh, a few oth-
er points must be considered. 

Soppelsa of Sun Art Decals rec-
ommended finding a well-established 
decal producer and installer. He also 
noted that fleet managers may need 
to look into a good auto body shop 
to remove any previous graphics. 

Quality is also key, and, while 
today’s fleet managers are cost-conscious, 
the adage “you get what you pay for” 
rings true. 

“Try not to shy away from a quali-
ty product due to price. When you pay 
for a quality vinyl installed by a profes-
sional, you’re going to wind up with a 
lasting graphic,” said Knakmuhs from 
National Fleet Graphics. “It’ll be hard 
for your customers to take you serious-
ly if they see a faded and cracked decal 
on your door.” 

A new, updated, or refreshed look 
can bring an old fleet back to life again, 
especially with old paint jobs that may 
be covered with new high-gloss graph-
ic wraps, according to George of VSP 
Graphics. “Fleet managers who want a 
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new look should consider working with 
someone in a graphics company to main-
tain the company’s brand,” he said. 

If graphics are to be removed from an 
old finish, there may be ghosting of the 
outlines from the old look. These ghosts 
may be buffed out of the paint, and a new 
lettering application can be installed.  

“If a total wrap is considered, the 
ghosting surface will not be an issue as 
the material would cover the area com-
pletely [the method of wrapping is such 
as wallpapering a vehicle surface with 
vinyl material],” continued George. “If 
a complete wrap project is considered 
to refresh a fleet look, a fleet manager 
must make sure that all surfaces are ade-
quate for implementation. Vehicle graph-

ic wraps cannot cover rust, corrosion, or 
siliconed areas. Surface prepping would 
have to be considered upon graphic in-
stallation, and may incur additional costs 
from the installation company.” 

Overlooking Simplicity
Adding graphic elements to a vehicle, 
or installing a complete vehicle wrap, 
is a relatively simple process. However, 
some factors should never be overlooked.

As noted previously, simplicity is 
key. “Fleet managers should not over-
look the simplicity of the message (ver-
biage, graphics, and photos) and contrast 
in color,” said Knakmuhs of National 
Fleet Graphics.

Another piece of advice revolves 

Graphics Myths & Misconceptions

The experts at Sun Art Decals, National Fleet Graphics, 
and VSP Graphics shared some common myths and mis-

conceptions within the graphics industry.
Graphics last forever. “With welds and rivets, no mat-

ter how good and perfect the installation is, the vinyl will 
eventually want to lift. Paradoxically, the vinyl will stay bet-
ter when cut along a weld or around a rivet and then sealed,” 
said Jamie Knakmuhs, senior graphics designer for Nation-
al Fleet Graphics, LLC.

More is better. “I think with wraps some folks think 
more info is better. Wraps are very effective if done right. 
but they often just get cluttered and cannot be read quick-
ly,” said Jim Soppelsa, president of Sun Art Decals, Inc.

Anyone can remove graphics. “One concern fleet 
managers need to address is that the installations and/or 
removals must be done by a 3M/PDAA-certified installa-
tion company,” said Trace George, CEO and president of 
VSP Graphics. “Manufacturers of graphic material have or-
ganizations of certified professionals they rely on to install 

and/or remove their products. These trained professionals 
must know the materials they intend on working with and 
must adhere to strict hands-on procedures to maintain sur-
face prepping, and proper techniques in trimming, heating, 
and applying difficult projects. Information on these orga-
nizations can be found on www.UASG.org or PDAA.com.”

Graphics cause more harm than good. “Many 
fleet managers believe that vehicle graphics are a possible 
harm to fleet painted or unpainted surfaces. The thought 
that a graphic may be damaging to a fleet surface is a very 
big myth. For a majority of all manufacturers, vinyl graph-
ic products are protectants of surface paints or exposed 
metals,” said George. “If a fleet unit is wrapped the day 
it is purchased, the finish is sealed and protected as if it 
was brand new the day it is traded in. Also, the graphics, 
if laminated with a proper clear overlaminate will protect 
many surfaces from most scratches, dings, or similar in-
stances that may be evident over time, due to improper 
care of the exterior.”

 
From trash trucks, to 
trailers, to fleet vehi-
cles, graphics can be 
utilized on a broad ar-
ray of fleet units as 
moving billboards. 
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must know the technical data in cre-
ating specifications for each project,” 
George said.

The final laminate of the graphics 
should also be reviewed. “In the 17 years 
I have been in business, I have lost many 
bids due to the winning bidder not using 
a mandatory UV clear overlaminate ma-
terial, to protect the print material [from 
sun damage],” George said. “Many fleet 
managers are not aware that if they spec-
ify a project, there must be UV overlam-
inate on any prints.” 

According to George, even when spec-
ified in bids, many people cannot detect 
whether the prints have a laminate or 
not, for the glossy finish is the same on 
a bare print as it would be if laminated.  

“It is very hard to detect and manu-
facturers get away with it all the time to 
save almost 50 percent of the gross costs 
to produce the project. As a 3M-certified 
company, I must laminate everything to 
maintain integrity of the product and to 
fulfill warranty standards.”

‘The Devil is in the Details’
Depending on the type of graphics (full 
or partial wraps, logos only, etc.) and the 
vehicle type (sedan versus pickup trucks 
versus semi trailers), different challeng-
es may come to light. Simply applying 
the graphics to a vehicle can be chal-
lenging in itself. 

“There are many challenges to apply-
ing fleet graphics. All certified installers 
must use proper trimming, heating, and 
installation techniques every day,” noted 
George of VSP Graphics. “Corrugated 
trailer units have many peaks and val-
leys, and there is a difficulty maintain-
ing that no distortions happen to prints 

due to the surface conditions.”
In addition to corrugated materials, 

highly riveted surfaces need strict atten-
tion to material adhesion as well. “If a 
graphic is not installed correctly within 
each nook of every corrugation or riv-
et, air or moisture may eventually cre-
ate graphic material failure,” George 
continued.

Quality can also be impacted by tech-
nician training and poor technique.

“On the quality end, many graph-
ic companies that have no proper in-
stallation training processes may patch 
many problem areas that only a trained 
professional would not overlook,” not-
ed George. “Fleet units have mirrors, 
door handles, windows, vents, grills, 
etc., and many companies, while trim-
ming around these parts, may cut into 
the paint or may not know how to trim 
correctly to make the product look as if 
it were painted.”

According to George, cutting into 
paint is a big issue. “If the installer does 
not know what he/she is doing during a 
trimming, they may cut too deep into the 
material past the clear coat and into the 
metal surface of the fleet unit,” he said. 
“When this happens, body rust devel-
ops quickly within those cut areas, lead-
ing to failure.”

Knakmuhs of National Fleet Graph-
ics agreed that the devil is in the details. 

“When we’re looking at semi cabs, 
there are a number of details that come 
into play when deciding how the graph-
ics will reside,” Knakmuhs said. “Ob-
stacles, such as rivets, peep windows 
(the little window on the lower portion 
of one or both doors), mirrors, and em-
blems are the most common we see.” WT

around planning. 
“It’s all about controlling the 

materials and your surroundings. 
Plan ahead and be prepared. Have 
the right tools and materials,” said 
Soppelsa of Sun Art Decals.

Company branding should be 
taken into consideration, as well. 
While a new campaign might lend 
itself to some great graphics, the 
longevity of the campaign should 
be reviewed. Price varies depend-
ing on how long graphics must last.  

“Many fleet managers must 
consider whether the branding or letter-
ing vehicle graphic program is short- or 
long-term,” noted George of VSP Graph-
ics. “I have seen many projects specified 
for fleet graphics, which may have only 
been needed for short-term campaigns/
needs. The material that was specified 
was for a more expensive, long-term 
product. 3M and many other manufac-
turers have one-, three-, five-, and sev-
en-year materials, and fleet managers 

About the Sources

■ Sun Art Decals was estab-
lished in 1975 with the primary 
purpose of designing and manufac-
turing decal markings for commer-
cial vehicles. Over the years, it has 
produced decals for buses, trucks, 
trains, boats, cars, aircraft, parking 
decals, organization decals, decals 
used as architectural markings, etc.

■ National Fleet Graphics 
was founded in 2001 with the goal 
of supplying customers with quality 
products at a competitive price with 
a quick turnaround time. It chiefly 
serves Central Minnesota, North-
ern Iowa, and Western Wisconsin, 
but also serves many other locations.

■ VSP is a fleet branding com-
pany, specializing in fleet lettering 
and complete vehicle/truck wraps. 
Since 1995, VSP not only creates 
the fleet designs for the client, but 
also manufacturers the materials. 
With its 3M-certified installation 
network, it has the ability to install 
the projects anywhere in the con-
tinental U.S. 

(Left) Smylie One and (above) 
Tony K’s Catering show how 
fleets can keep graphics sim-
ple, and still get the necessary 
information across.


