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Business FOMO
In business, fear is a terrible mindset. It can prevent you 

from taking steps to succeed, such as making necessary 
adjustments just because you worry that the changes you 
make might not be the right move. This can especially be the 
case when it’s time to grow your business or take on projects 
you aren’t comfortable with. 

But there’s another kind of fear that can seem more dread-
ful than it actually is: the fear of missing out, or FOMO.

FOMO can happen when you see others in your industry 
succeed in areas you aren’t involved in. Or they use equip-
ment that you don’t have. Or they engage in marketing prac-
tices that you don’t. 

It’s entirely based on what your competition is doing or what people like me put in 
magazines like this about the “next big thing.”

FOMO can lead individuals to feel a strong urge to stay connected to social media 
and constantly check for updates or make impulsive decisions in an attempt to 
avoid missing out on what others are doing. It can have both positive and negative 
effects, as it can motivate people to stay engaged and connected with their industry 
and get people out of their comfort zone to attend industry events and expand their 
knowledge, but it can also lead to stress, anxiety, and a sense of inadequacy if not 
managed well.

In the graphics industry, FOMO will lead you down one of two paths. You will be 
on the cutting edge of technology to avoid FOMO, or will you be biding your time 
and letting others do the beta testing of new equipment or services so that you can be 
sure the “next big thing” is actually the next big thing. Both can be stressful. Are you 
too eager? Are you too late?

Do you have FOMO? It’s OK if you do. As long as you know you have it, it’s easy to 
control, and you don’t even need a doctor’s prescription. 

First, set clear priorities. If you define your goals, then you won’t be as influenced by 
outside forces that don’t align with those goals. Second, be mindful that you can’t be 
everything to everyone and that there will be things in life that aren’t in the cards for 
you or your business. And lastly, feel free to take stock of what you have and improve 
what you are already doing. Build up instead of out. 

There’s no benefit in worrying about missing out, especially when there’s no guaran-
tee that you’re missing anything.
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Mesh-back hats.

At 21 years old, Lon Winters was the production manager for Ocean 

Pacific and started his 30+ year career reclaiming screens. He’s 

the president and founder of Colorado-based Graphic Elephants, 

an international consulting firm and apparel decoration studio 

specializing in screen printing technical advances, plant design, 

layout, troubleshooting, productivity, quality analysis, and complete 

apparel decorating solutions. Lon is also a presenter at GRAPHICS 

PRO EXPO (g-p-x.com).

Tee it Up
Keeping it simple, clean, and bold for a golf tournament church fundraiser

We try to remember where it all came 
from, as we have been quite blessed. 

To do our part, as you may or may not know, 
we have a retail brand and outreach program 
known as Christian Edge Apparel. Tons of 
church, youth, school, and other programs 
fall under this umbrella.

We all are members of various churches 
across the front range here in Colorado as 
well. A couple of us have been members of 
Trinity Lutheran for over 30 years. Welcome 
to Trinity! These are the first words you see 
on the website as well as on the front door.

The mission of Trinity Lutheran Church 
and School is to connect our community to 
Jesus. ‘Nuf said, don’t ya think? Worship, 
Discipleship, and Partnerships. In its hum-
ble beginnings in 1981, a handful of families 
gathered in a local elementary school for wor-
ship. Today, Trinity has a thriving congre-
gation as well as an accredited school, pre-K 
through 8th grade.

Recently, Trinity put on a golf tournament. 
It was a four-person team Shamble! Not a 
typo. We used the best drive, played our own 
ball in, and recorded the two best scores for 
that hole. Bet you didn’t know we are golf-
ers. We’ll use that term loosely. Did not place 
was our official finish.

Trinity’s Annual Golf for Missions is its 
No. 1 mission trip fundraiser. In 2023, 
the tournament helped support the 2024 
Alaska Mission Team, High School Summer 
Mission Trip, and the Denver area Family 
Mission Trip. Other trips hoped to be sup-
ported include sending a team to Africa as 
well as a disaster relief and rebuild team. 
These mission trips wouldn’t be possible 
without the Golf for Missions Tournament, 
the golfers, sponsors, and supporters. 
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Simple design and directions
Well, we can be a sponsor, right? Can’t 

have a golf tournament without a swag 
bag. The organizers didn’t even know that 
was a thing. We assured them that it is 
indeed a thing, and we had their back. 
We are apparel decorators, so we stuck to 
apparel.

We could get them a substantial value 
that would be right in our wheelhouse. 
Gotta have the bag to house the rest of 
the swag. We chose a canvas grocery bag 
(we all need them these days). We did the 
appropriate golf towel with grommet and 
clip and, of course, a T-shirt. These would 
all be screen printed. How ‘bout a mesh 
back hat with a leather patch? Gotta have 
that. And the apex item, a hooded quarter 
zip rain windbreaker. Way cool!

We’ve said it before. There is some-
thing to be said for keeping things sim-
ple. Simple can be super clean and sharp. 
Since this was an event sponsorship and 
we weren’t printing thousands of items 
each, more like 120, we kept it to one Windbreaker jackets.
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T-shirts.
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color. You might be thinking, “One color? 
Boring!” So, how do you make one-color 
images interesting? Not sure you can, but 
we can really make them pop and mer-
chandise well together.

We began with layout and composition 
in Adobe Illustrator for vector compo-
nents. We would take the full-color logo 
used for marketing and simplify it further. 
A simple type and logo solution using the 
original’s components.

All vector elements were set in place 
after some sizing adjustments. We opened 
a new document. Using the type tool, we 
set up Trinity Lutheran in the center of 
the template. With it selected, we could 
go through our fonts and choose the one 
we liked. We selected a thin, clean font. 
We also sized it appropriately.

Still selected, we changed our font to 
outlines so we could work with it further. 
We reshaped it a bit, manipulated it into 
place, and locked the original. With it 
still selected, we made it into a spot color. 
Trinity was looking for something clean. 
Certainly basic in its concept.

We created the triangle shape to simu-
late the multiple triangles of the original 
logo. The color pallet for Trinity is white, 
black, navy, silver, and an awful green. 
We’d stay away from the green but would 
incorporate all the other colors in one way 
or another.

A simple design using the garment for 
show-through and negative space, com-
pleting the images on each item. Once the 
art was approved and the apparel selected, 
it was time to move on to the separations. 
This single color was created in Illustrator 
using layers and spot colors. Done. 

We placed the vector file in Illustrator 
and output on our template to CTS 
(Computer to Screen). We had multi-
ple sizes plus darks and lights, so several 
screens were made. For a clean and or 
opaque print, our screens would be 156 
tpi (thread per inch) stretched to 30 N/cm 
perpendicular and parallel on work-hard-
ened retensionable frames.

A quick setup on-press using our pre-reg-
istration system and lasers for perfect loca-
tion, and we were ready to run each item. 
Bags would get navy ink, and so did the 
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towels. We went with white flash white on 
the Heavy Metal Ts. Heavy Metal is our 
new favorite color, by the way. To keep 
the ink deposits thin and minimize any 
smearing, the squeegees were 75/95/75 tri-
ple-ply dual durometer at medium pace 
and 15-degree angles. Screen print por-
tion complete.

We ordered some hybrid direct-to-film 
transfers for the jackets. We made them 
quite small as this is the trend. Placement 
was a little tricky, and we had to get cre-
ative with pads and pillows to prevent 
any heat press marks. We also ordered hat 
patches in simulated suede. Application of 
those is easy breezy with a heated lower 
platen. We used a pad on top to keep from 
mashing the patch. Mashing is a technical 
term. We love hat patches!

All the items were individually folded 
and bagged. Trinity was extremely grate-
ful for our gift. A great time was had by 
all on a fabulous Colorado Mountain golf 
course. And they raised a big chunk of 
change for missions. GP

Totes.

Towels.
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Jennifer Cox is one of the 

founders and serves as 

president of the National 

Network of Embroidery 

Professionals (NNEP), an 

organization that supports 

embroidery and apparel 

decoration professionals 

with programs and services 

designed to increase 

profitability and production. 

You can contact her at 

jennifer@nnep.com.

Time to Raise the Roof (or at Least Your Prices)
Four strategies for getting the price you need to be profitable

I’m sure you have heard it before: “To 
increase your profits, raise your prices.” 

Yes, this is the fastest and cheapest way to 
increase your profit, no question. However, 
it can feel like one of the hardest strategies 
to apply as it has a level of fear baked into it. 
What if I lose all my customers? What if they 
go somewhere else? What if they won’t pay 
the higher price?

More than price
The fact of the matter is this: most of the 

time, your customer is not buying from you 
because of your price. Yes, there is a percent-
age of your customers that are price shoppers, 
and let’s be honest, they are probably not your 
best or even most frequent customers. In fact, 
they often turn out to be some of your needi-
est and/or most demanding customers. Most 
people buy on price only when we have not 
been given a good reason not to.

Here is the proof… Look out at the street 
wherever you are right now. Everyone is not 
driving the least expensive car they could 
find, are they? If we all made our car selec-
tion on price, we would all be driving low end 
models, not the cars we are actually driving. 
Now, look around at the nearest homes. Are 
they all living in bare minimum housing? 
Probably not, they have decent houses, nice 
yards. Now, look at yourself. Are you wear-
ing the cheapest clothes and shoes available? 
Probably not.

Price is only an issue when you have not 
given your customers a reason to pay what 
you are charging. Because we create custom 
products, by default charging a higher price is 
a sound business strategy. None of your cus-
tomers can walk into a retail business and buy 
what you can create for them, because it sim-
ply does not exist until you put the product 
on your equipment and add their design to it.

Here are four strategies that you can con-
sider to start raising your prices right now.

Test: This is the simplest strategy to 
apply. Increase your prices across the 

board, effective immediately. How much? 
That is up to you: 5, 7, 10, 12 percent, and 
even higher if you are feeling bold. You can 
always drop them again or offer a discount 
to your best customers if you get too much 
pushback. When is the last time you raised 
your prices, anyway? I suspect it is long past 
time.

Sell benefits, not features: People are 
not ordering from you because they 

need clothes. They have a closet full of things 
to wear at home, I promise. They are order-
ing custom apparel and products from you 
to solve a problem or meet a need they have. 
In your marketing and social media posts, 
talk about the environments, events, and sit-
uations in which your logoed and decorated 
products are used, not about the shirts or 
products themselves.

Add bonuses to increase perceived 
value: We’ve established that people do 

not buy on price as their main trigger. What 
they do want is value. You can outshine any 
competition by increasing the perceived value 
of the services and products you offer. The 
secret to pulling this off successfully is to 
make sure that whatever it is has a high per-
ceived value to them but costs you little to 
produce or give. For this reason, information 
is great because all it costs you is the time 
to compile it once. Providing a size scale to 
your customers to help them determine how 
many of each size to order when ordering for 
a large group has high perceived value, as you 
will save them the expense of ordering shirts 
they will not be able to use (BTW, the current 
size scale for S-XXXL is 124421. Email me 

A P PA R E L 
D E C O R A T I N G

1

2

3
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if you need an explanation of how to use 
and provide this key information to your 
customers, sizescale@nnep.com). Another 
option is to offer a frequent buyer bonus, 
something like “Get a free shirt with your 
logo on every other order for 12+ shirts.” 
You can afford to be generous here. Do 
not assume that cheapest (like a free cap) 
is best. Remember, your long-term cus-
tomer value is where the profits are. You 
want to give these customers an incentive 
to keep coming back and placing orders 
with you.

Overcome objections: Earlier, I 
stated that “the vast majority of us 

only buy on price when we’ve not been 
given a reason not to.” When you get an 
objection about the price of an order, it is 
because you have not given that all-im-
portant reason for them to pay you what 
you’ve quoted them. It is not that they 
are tight-fisted. It is your responsibility 
to ensure you have given them all the 
information they need to make the right 
decision. If people are not willing to pay 
the price you quoted, it is because you 
have not persuaded them of the value of 

your products and services. Do not be 
ashamed of charging high prices. In fact, 
it can increase both the success rate of 
your sales efforts and improve the qual-
ity of your customers if you wear your 
prices almost like a badge of honor. When 
pressed about your price, reply with, “Yes, 
I realize that our price is higher than our 
nearest competitor. I am glad you brought 
that up. Here are the reasons you are bet-
ter off doing business with us and paying 
our prices.” And then, go on to explain 
about your quality, that you have excellent 
design and digitizing services, that you 
will deliver, that your orders are always 
done by the deadline, and any other com-
parisons that you know your other cus-
tomers value. 

I absolutely agree that raising your prices 
requires steady nerves. People will tell you 
that they can get the “same thing cheaper 
down the street.” This suggests two 
things: 1) they actually can’t get it down 
the street; or 2) they don’t want to. I know 
this because if they could and they wanted 
to, and low price was the most import-
ant factor in their decision-making, they 

would be down the street right now plac-
ing their order. What they usually mean 
is that they want your service, your qual-
ity, and the other guy’s prices.

Value yourself and your business prop-
erly! To be successful as a business owner, 
it is necessary for you to have a strong 
sense of self-esteem. You cannot expect 
to earn the respect and trust of your 
prospects and customers unless you first 
respect yourself. Not to sound all New 
Agey, but it’s true. All respect starts with 
self-respect, both your respect for others 
and their respect for you.

To charge premium prices for your pre-
mium quality products and decoration 
services, you need to have the self-confi-
dence and self-respect to stand there and 
ask for them. You need to believe your 
services and products are worth the prices 
you’re asking for them.

It all comes down to this: value your-
self and your business. Be proud of who 
you are and what you do. You are the only 
one doing exactly what you do, exactly 
how you are doing it, exactly where you 
are doing it. GP

4

GPOCT-ADS.indd   15GPOCT-ADS.indd   15 9/15/23   3:52 PM9/15/23   3:52 PM



A P PA R E L 
D E C O R A T I N G

Mendez Printing wanted to print 
more garments and to save time 

still using DTG, but that took an upgrade. 
The company updated its Kornit Storm 
II, purchased in 2018, into a Storm HD6 
two years later. 

“We upgraded the print head for a 
higher resolution print and to be more 
efficient,” says Milton Mendez, co-owner 
of Mendez Printing. “It still has one giant 
print head. The actual dot is a lot sharper, 
you get better quality out of it, and you 
save on ink consumption.”

Mendez originally purchased the 
Kornit, a high-resolution digital printer, 
when he had a 3,500-shirt order following 
an order of 105 tester shirts from the same 
customer. The equipment allowed him to 
provide complete fulfillment of small- and 
large-quantity POD wholesale orders. 

Previously, he used a tabletop printer 
for one-off and small orders that operated 
at a slower speed and required pretreat-
ment and pallets to be removed to pass 
each shirt through. The 105-shirt order 
took a week, and when Mendez learned 
about the Kornit, he made the $350,000 
investment to be able to start taking larger 
orders.

The Kornit Storm HD6 has two pallets, 
allowing for two shirts to be printed at 
once. A blank shirt is placed on the pallet, 

 Apparel 
Decorating 
Equipment

HIGH-VOLUME

A look at the decision-making process of adding 
high-volume equipment to the apparel-decorating mix

B Y  S H E L L E Y  W I D H A L M

Shelley Widhalm is a freelance writer and editor and founder of Shell’s Ink Services, 

a writing and editing service based in Loveland, Colorado. She has more than 15 

years of experience in communications and holds a Master’s degree in English from 

Colorado State University. She can be reached at shellsinkservices@gmail.com.

Kornit’s Storm HD6 
is used by Mendez 
Printing for higher-
volume DTG work. 

Photo courtesy 
Kornit Digital.
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and a water-based fixation is sprayed onto 
the shirt wet, and since the process is wet-
on-wet, printing immediately initiates.

“You start printing right away. You 
don’t have to dry that part,” Mendez 
says. “That’s important because with other 
DTG machines, you have to wait until 
that fixation dries.” Depending on the 
machine, drying with a heat press takes 
a few seconds and with a conveyor belt a 
few minutes. 

“It’s just another step that takes time 
and money,” Mendez said. 

Mendez Printing uses the Kornit pri-
marily for T-shirts, hoodies, zip-up fleeces 
and onesies — the printer does particu-
larly well on 100% cotton, especially 
ringspun. 

Milton Mendez, owner 
of Mendez Printing, 
says upgrading the 
company’s DTG printing 
has improved quality 
and saved on ink 
consumption. Photo 
courtesy Mendez Printing.
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The company is able to print 10 to 
15 percent more garments because of 
the upgrade and to save on ink. On the 
expenses side, the company had to hire 
and train an operator and to pay a higher 
gas bill to operate the dryer, as well as a 
monthly service fee.

“That’s pretty hefty, but they do a good 
job with that,” Mendez said. “It’s amaz-
ing. We’re the only guy in town with it. 
Screen printing has lots of competition.”

Other companies are making upgrades, 
like Sandlot Sports, which started bring-
ing in more apparel decorating jobs than it 
could handle with its existing equipment.

Going automatic
The Saginaw, Mich.-based company 

purchased a used automatic screen-print-
ing press in 2010, selling it and buy-
ing a new one a year later, then invested 
in a new, higher-volume press in 2012. 
The company is in the middle range of 
high-volume manufacturing, producing 
5,000 to 10,000 pieces a week.

“It had to do with time management. 
We were bringing in more jobs than we 
had capacity for,” says Adam McCauley, 
co-owner of Sandlot Sports, which has 
two other locations in Bay City and 
Midland, Michigan., and provides screen 
printing, embroidery, and promotional 
services for sports and corporate clients. 
“If it’s one busy week, it’s a different 
story. Working around the clock to get 
jobs out the door, week after week, is not 
sustainable.” 

The automatic press enables Sandlot 
Sports to easily print 300 garments per 
hour versus 30 with its manual six-color 
screen printing press.

“Doing everything manually took so 
much longer,” McCauley said. “The big-
gest thing was time. Did we have the jobs 
that justified spending the money on auto-
matic machines?”

Sandlot Sports uses the manual press for 
lower quantity printing jobs up to 35 units 
for garments like T-shirts, crew necks, 
jackets, and hoodies, since setup time 
on the automatic machine takes longer. 
The manual machine is easier to control 
and can be used for trickier inks and jobs 

Sandlot Sports was able to print 400 Final Four shirts per hour using its latest automatic press. Photo 
courtesy Sandlot Sports.

Sandlot Sports employs multiple embroidery machines to keep up with this important part of its 
business. Photo courtesy Sandlot Sports.
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requiring precise placement of the logo 
or other printed image, McCauley said. 

The company’s two automatic presses are 
designated for the larger jobs and include a 
six-color, eight-station press and an eight-
color, 10-station press. The presses also are 
preferable for garments requiring lots of 
colors, since the stations have automatic 
flash, which is a drying process between 
color selections and indexing to the next 
color. The machines help with consistency 
with every stroke the same, which is more 
difficult to achieve manually.

“Having more stations allows for more 
options to flash in between prints, which 
can ultimately help the print quality 
on your garments,” McCauley said. “If 
it dries, it’s easier to print thin lines or 
thicker ink.” 

The print heads on an automatic machine 
operate at the same time, and every stroke 
prints a new color. Alternatively, on a 
manual machine, the operator has to print 
each color then physically rotate the shirt 
for the next color.

If there is more than one shirt, a color 
is printed onto the shirt, and it’s moved 

over so that the next shirt can be printed 
with that same color or flashed then the 
screens are switched out for the next color, 
over and over, until all of the colors are 
in place.

“Once a shirt comes around to the end 
of the cycle, it’s completed. You don’t 
have to spin it around and print it again,” 
McCauley said. “Once the final prod-
uct is taken off the press, the shirts are 
completed.”

Impress Designs, a contract screen 
print, embroidery, and application deco-
rator in Carrollton, Texas, uses all high-
speed automatic screen-printing presses. 
The company has 10 M&Rs at its facility 
for its medium- and high-volume work. 
Most orders are 300 to 500 pieces, but an 
order in mid-August, for example, was 1.2 
million pieces. The orders are for licensed 
apparel, commercial apparel, and promo-
tional products wholesale.

The company, founded in 1977, added 
equipment in its pre- and post-press 
departments to do things like reclaim 
the screens and auto coat and auto wash 
them, plus brought in larger dryers to be 

able to move more garments through the 
printing process.

“As you grow, there are different things 
that make the jobs easier and faster 
to do and cheaper to do,” says Nathan 
Belz, COO of Impress Designs. Impress 
Designs took into account several factors 
before deciding which equipment to pur-
chase to accommodate that growth.

“When you’re going into something 
with volume, quality is a big thing because 
you’re using machines eight to 20 hours 
a day,” Belz said. “It needs to have a lot 
more rigor than other equipment. It needs 
to last beyond the quality.”

High-volume embroidery
Sandlot Sports uses Tajima embroidery 

machines for its embroidered logos and 
other apparel decorating on shirts, hats, 
bags, coats, and sweaters, and has two 
6-head machines, a 4-head machine, and 
two single-head machines. The number 
of heads determines how many shirts can 
be run through at once, and with more 
heads, the speed and volume of produc-
tion can be increased. “It has added value. 

The production floor at Impress Designs, where the company takes high volume to the next level. Photo by Regan Dickinson.

GPOCT-ADS.indd   19GPOCT-ADS.indd   19 9/15/23   3:54 PM9/15/23   3:54 PM



2 0   G R A P H I C S  P R O  •  O C T O B E R  2 0 2 3  GRAPHICS-PRO.COM

A P PA R E L  D E C O R A T I N G

It looks nicer to have embroidery than 
screen printing,” McCauley says.

Impress Designs has 62 heads for 
embroidering with six heads for each piece 
of equipment, so that operators can oper-
ate two machines at once.

“In embroidery, what you’re looking for 
is better-built equipment because they’re 
actually similar in the way they operate. 
They hold up better, and they have better 
parts from suppliers,” Belz says. “We’re 
sewing at 20 hours a day, so it needs to 
last longer and be built better for longer 
runs. Better equipment will sew better and 
sew better longer. You can often sew faster 
with the same quality results as you can 
on cheaper equipment where you’d have 
to sew it slower to get the same quality.”

Mendez Printing uses two Barudan 
embroidery machines for high-volume 
orders that employ multiple thread colors 
to sew onto garments like hats and polos. 

Upgrade recommendations
To improve eff iciency and to be 

more competitive, Sandlot Sports uses 
ShopWorks Business Software, a software 
management system to handle orders, 
which are input by customer service reps 
and scheduled out with production dates, 
artwork, and activity. “We have product 
specs and proofs we run through that soft-
ware,” McCauley says. See the sidebar on 
page 22 for McCauley’s list of factors to 
consider when looking at upgrades to 
high-volume equipment.

Belz is sure to check that parts can oper-
ate quickly and efficiently and be main-
tained and repaired. He considers how 
often repairs will have to be made and 
how long the repairs will take before the 
equipment is able to function again.

For any equipment he’s going to finance, 
he’ll look at residuals. He also will con-
sider the infrastructure for the install, 

plus operations so that there are spaces 
and processes for supplies coming in, as 
well as the raw materials before they hit 
the printer and are routed back out for 
delivery.

He’ll take into account setup and instal-
lation time, versus with a manual, which 
can be done quickly. He also has to take 
into account quality control so that output 
remains as error-free as possible.

“Especially with screen printing equip-
ment and getting into these things, make 
sure you have a plan and know how to 
handle a break,” Belz said. “You can look 
at strategic growth and decide based on 
projections of growth, when your ROI will 
get there.” GP

Impress Designs’ embroidery department. Photo by Regan Dickinson.
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What is your workload like? Assess your current and 
projected workload. Project workload is harder to account for, 
but if you’ve been in business a few years, you should be able 
to assess whether business is going up or down. We knew it 
was time when we were struggling to keep up with demand 
using our manual equipment. After two years of working all 
day and working all night, we knew it was going to be either 
turning down orders due to capacity limitations or consider-
ing automation. 

How efficient are you? Evaluate the efficiency of your 
current manual setup. Consider the time and labor required 
for each job. An automatic machine can significantly increase 
production speed, reducing labor costs and increasing out-
put. We wanted to maximize our efforts in an 8-10 hour day. 

Higher quality. Determine the quality of prints you’re 
achieving with your manual equipment. Automatic machines 
often provide more consistent and precise results, which can 
improve the quality of your products. The automatic machines 
don’t get tired. The pressure is consistent from print 1 to print 
1,000. The same goes for reclamation and screen prep automa-
tion. Your goal should be consistency, and with some automa-
tion, you remove variables that can slow or alter print results. 

Labor costs. Calculate your labor costs associated with 
manual printing. An automatic machine can reduce the need 
for skilled labor and potentially cut labor expenses over time. 
Obviously, there is a skill to printing on an automatic, but we’ve 
found that most of the skill is in the setup. 

How are you decorating? Consider the types of prod-
ucts you decorate. If you frequently print or embroider large 
quantities of the same design, an automatic machine is more 
suitable. However, if you specialize in custom or small-batch 
printing, manual equipment might still be cost-effective. 

Budget and space. Automatic screen-printing machines 
can be a significant investment. Not only are you investing in an 
auto or a new six-head embroidery machine, for instance, but 
you’ll also need support equipment soon, if not before. You’ll 
need to evaluate your conveyor dryer. Can it keep up with your 

Equipment Upgrade Factors

Adam McCauley, co-owner of Sandlot Sports in 

Saginaw, Michigan, offers a list of factors to investigate 

when considering an upgrade to high-volume apparel-

decorating equipment.

new capacity? Do you have a large enough air compressor? 
Do you even have an air compressor? What about power? Do 
you have Single-Phase or Three-Phase? Is there gas available 
to this new dryer, or is it still electric? All of those may affect 
your budget. Evaluate your financing options to determine if 
you can afford the upfront cost and if the long-term benefits 
outweigh the initial expense. Automatic machines tend to be 
larger than manual ones. Make sure you have adequate space 
in your shop for the new equipment and any additional acces-
sories or conveyors required. 

Timing and training. When purchasing new equipment, 
you may not get it as soon as you want. Some equipment 
may take weeks or months to get to you and be installed. 
Automatic machines may require specialized training to oper-
ate and maintain, and there will be a learning curve. Consider 
whether your staff is prepared for this transition and if addi-
tional training is necessary. It will be. 

Maintenance and support. Research the maintenance 
requirements and availability of support for the specific auto-
matic machine you are considering. Downtime due to main-
tenance issues can impact production schedules. Find out if 
you have technicians in your area or close by who can assist 
you quickly if you go down. Sometimes, the support technician 
can be a difference between this machine or that.

What is your return on investment (ROI) and future 
growth? Calculate how long it will take to recoup your invest-
ment through increased production, reduced labor costs, and 
improved quality. Think about your long-term business goals. 
Will the automatic machine accommodate your future growth, 
or will you outgrow it quickly?

See it live. New equipment is expensive, but it’s more 
expensive if you get sold a dud of a machine. If you are look-
ing for upgraded automatic machinery, a good salesperson 
should be able to give you a list of customers that are satisfied 
with their purchase. Ask for their contacts and call them. Ask if 
you can see their machines in action. On the show floor, every 
product is the greatest. Find someone that will let you see it 
“in the wild.” Ask real questions or concerns to the operators 
and see if this machine can perform the way the commercial 
says it does. The best time to transition to automation varies 
depending on your unique circumstances. Generally, if you 
are consistently facing capacity constraints, experiencing 
increased demand, and have the financial means to invest 
in automation, it may be a good time to make the switch. 
However, it’s essential to thoroughly analyze all the factors 
mentioned. GP
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SCORED ADHESIVE LINER
Mactac Graphics & Signage Solutions announces the launch of 

Printvinyl Scored, which includes two pressure-sensitive adhesive 

(PSA) products with a scored liner for screen and wide-format 

printers. The liner has a 

1.25" spacing, and the 

company says products 

are printable on the film 

face and liner.

866-622-8223
mactac.com
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N E W  P R O D U C T S For more on the suppliers featured in this section, please 
see website and phone information following each product. 

UV FLATBED PRINTER
MUTOH announces the launch 

of its XpertJet 1462UF UV-LED 

flatbed printer. It features a 55" x 

27" table, which the company says 

allows users to to print on objects 

up to 5.91" thick. The company also says it can achieve multi-layer 

printing speeds of up to 41.8 square feet per hour. The product has 

a dual print head in a staggered configuration, and it is powered by 

MUTOH’s VerteLith Genuine RIP software.

800-996-8864 • mutoh.com

GP

MULTILAYER 
PRINTING
Roland DGA 

announces that its 

TrueVIS MG Series 

UV printer/cutters 

now support “One Pass Multilayer printing,” which the company says 

allows for three layers of ink to be printed simultaneously. Current 

MG-300 and MG-640 users can add this function free of charge by 

upgrading their printer/cutter’s firmware.

800-542-2307 • rolanddga.com

SCORED ADHESIVE LINER
Mactac Graphics & Signage Solutions announces the launch of 

Printvinyl Scored, which includes two pressure-sensitive adhesive 

(PSA) products with a scored liner for screen and wide-format 

printers. The liner has a 

1.25" spacing, and the 

company says products 

are printable on the film 

face and liner.

866-622-8223
mactac.com

VINTAGE WASH TEES
LAT APPAREL announces the 

launch of its LAT APAREL Vintage 

Wash Tees, which the company says 

offer a soft, worn-in feel in a variety 

of colors.

800-414-5650
latapparel.com

AUTMOTIVE WRAP ADHESIVE
General Formulations offers the GF 830 AutoMark Cast with 

DRIFT Technology, which the company says has advanced air 

egress capabilities to enable easier application.

800-253-3664 • generalformulations.com

CONTROL KEYPAD
Key Digital announces the release 

of its first plug-in resulting from 

joining the Q-SYS Technology 

Partner Program. The company 

offers the KD-WP8-2 Plugin, which 

is an eight-button programmable 

IP, RS-232, IR control keypad that is 

now natively compatible with Q-SYS.

855-539-3444  
keydigital.org

LAZY SUSAN
Laser Reproductions 
Inc. offers the Natural 

Wood Sublimatable Lazy 

Susan, which has a 14.5" 

diameter and will fit in a 16" 

x 20" heat press, according 

to the company.

877-795-1500
laserreproductions.com

VINYL CUTTER SOFTWARE
GCC America Inc. introduces the GreatCut-S software, which the 

company says is compatible with Windows and Mac systems. A 

plugin for Adobe Illustrator 

and CorelDRAW is available, 

and the interface allows for 

users to add registration 

marks and cut images to 

simplify workflows, according 

to the company.

909-718-0248
gccworld.com
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Paul Ingle started 

selling signs in 1985 

and has worked with 

regional, national, 

and international 

accounts with 

custom, architectural, 

and production 

manufacturing firms. 

He has held various positions in sales, sales 

management, and marketing since 1973. From 

2006 to 2017, he and his wife Nita owned Design 

Center Signs in Tyler, Texas (A Comet Signs 

Company.) Comet Signs is now part of Stratus, 

the leading facilities and branding implementation 

firm. Paul is a past president of the Texas Sign 

Association and its regional chapter the Greater 

DFW Sign Association. Contact him at paul.ingle@

cometsigns.com.

Ihave long contended that to set your 
company apart in our industry, you 

only must do two things: 
1. Do what you say you are going to do.
2. Do it on time.
I am guilty of being old school and sim-

plistic. As the years flash by, the more I 
aspire to simplicity. Many people in the 
branding world make things too compli-
cated. They try to be all things to their 
customers instead of showcasing their core 
competencies. Or, they rush to judgement 
by offering every new product or service 
without surveying their client’s needs, 
relying on their strategic plan, or just 
doing a good job of listening to their cus-
tomers and their entrepreneurial instincts. 

When you look at the internet, watch 
television, and engage with various busi-
nesses each day, you have probably con-
cluded that customer service is on the 
decline. Some say it is on life support. 
Many think it is dead.

The digital revolution has decreased the 
importance of having actual humans at 
the front lines of business. Remember 
what Netf lix, Amazon, Dollar Shave 
Club, Uber, and Warby Parker (designer 
frames/glasses via online) have done to 
differentiate themselves from the com-
petition and enhance customer service 
experiences with limited customer service 
staff? These are all billion-dollar compa-
nies only five to 22 years old. 

The pandemic did not help. We still 

B U S I N E S S 
S T R A T E G I E S

Reviving
Customer
Service BY  PAU L  I N G L E

The importance of the roles of salesperson 
and sales manager

have a shortage of people in the work-
place. Young people want to be influenc-
ers and sit in front of their basement cam-
era and hope for internet glory and riches 
(my teen grandchildren have already pro-
claimed this to me).

Many people have yet to discover a 
burning desire to work. Through wel-
fare, our government helped enable those 
that wanted to get a check without pro-
viding work. It even created a subculture 
of under-the-table side hustles for cash and 
lack of accountability. And, those unique 
souls that have a great work ethic and 
personal pride are doing three co-work-
ers’ jobs with their pay not keeping up 
with inflation.

Sounds grim? There is hope! It is as sim-
ple as finding the best fit for the roles of 
the salesperson and sales manager. You 
may not get to the size of Amazon, but 
sales will always make up for a lot of ills. 
And, if you hire for attitude and use your 
team during the interview process, the 
customer service part will become as auto-
matic as breathing.

Well-rounded salespeople
The fundamental duty of a salesperson is 

selling. This includes meeting prospects, 
presenting, and demonstrating products 
and/or services, inducing the prospects 
to buy, taking orders, and creating sales. 
Then repeat.

A salesperson should guide buyers in 
buying the goods they want. They must 
attend to complaints. A good salesperson 
should attend to the complaints of the cus-
tomers immediately and try to settle their 
grievances quickly and sincerely. 

Salespeople should be active in the col-
lection of invoices. This gives them a vested 
interest in completing the sales cycle. The 
adage, “A sale is not complete until the 
money is collected,” is more important 
today than ever. This can include the 
collection of the bills and remittance of 
the amount to the firm. (Nugget: tie their 
paid compensation/commission to the 
collection of deposits and final payments.)

A salesperson may be required to collect 
information about the creditworthiness of 
the customers. In such a case, they must 
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collect detailed information and submit it 
to the firm in a timely manner.

Salespeople should be required to send 
daily, weekly, or monthly reports to the 
firm, providing information about the calls 
made, sales effected, services rendered, 
travel schedule, expenses incurred, busi-
ness conditions, competition, if any, etc.

People in sales are required to organize 
their travel. They must prepare the route 
and time schedules to systematize sales 
efforts. This travel may require pre-ap-
proval by ownership, the sales manager, etc.

Attending sales meetings convened by 
their employer at periodic intervals to dis-
cuss marketing problems, sales promotion 
activities, sales policies, etc., is an import-
ant requirement.

A salesperson must undertake travel 
regularly to cover the sales territories 
assigned. They may have to periodically 
arrange the packing of goods sold and 
delivery if required. This is a team sport! 
And, this will help build good customer 
service loyalty.

Every salesperson must build up a sat-
isfied clientele for their employer and 
thereby promote the goodwill of their 
firm. This may include joining civic orga-
nizations, attending trade shows, etc., to 
increase the visibility of themselves and 
the company.

Often, salespeople should help recruit 
others for open sales positions. Having 
them accompany new sales trainees while 
making sales calls is beneficial for both 
parties. Our company offers a recruiting 
incentive, and it handsomely rewards the 
outcome of a new referral hire.

Salespeople should establish direct rela-
tions with vendors — distributors, whole-
salers, etc., and collect market informa-
tion to pass on to their firm. Knowledge 
is power, even today.

Sales manager characteristics
The specific responsibilities of a sales 

manager can vary from company to 
company. But typically, the tasks include 
sourcing talent, training and coaching 
the sales team, setting the sales strategy, 
and reporting on sales activities. What are 
their key areas of focus?

1) Hires sales team members.
2)  Trains and is a mentor for salespeople.
3) Oversees sales strategy.
4)  Collaborates with other key 

departments.
What does an employer look for in a 

sales manager? To be a great sales man-
ager, you must be empathetic. Empathy 
allows managers to identify underlying 
problems their team is facing and see 
challenging situations from their point 
of view. This understanding helps sales 
managers build better relationships with 
their team.

If you lack empathy, you may apply too 
much pressure, and this can negatively 
impact your team, leading to poor per-
formance, unhappy culture, and employee 
churn. Not good.

Sales is a high-pressure job, but sales 
management is even more demanding. 
You need resilience to lead your teams 
through tough times and to motivate 
them day after day. To build resilience, 
you must set a clear vision of where you 
want to lead your team. This will enable 
you to “push through the challenges.”

My experience is that to be a great sales 
manager, you must always keep things in 
perspective. Try adopting a more balanced 
and realistic thinking pattern instead of 
giving in to irrational thoughts when fac-
ing obstacles.

The sales manager exists to serve the 
customer and the sales team, not the other 
way around. Embrace this servant lead-
ership mentality to make sure your team 
feels nurtured and appreciated. Develop 
this skill by being helpful and available. 
Take the time to listen to individual 
needs, questions, and concerns. You’ll be 
better able to help the team overcome its 
roadblocks.

Being a sales manager means you’ll be 
communicating with a lot of people: mar-
keting, customer support, management, 
ownership, and your team. You must be 
able to convey messages clearly and com-
passionately. Learn how to find the appro-
priate tone of voice for each type of situa-
tion. For example, you might use an asser-
tive tone while giving out instructions, but 
a reassuring voice while speaking to a dis-
gruntled customer.

Practice active listening. It pays to focus 
your attention on the other person, be 
it a teammate or a prospect. Wait until 
someone is done speaking so you don’t 
talk over them and miss important infor-
mation. Strong public speaking skills cer-
tainly come in handy, too. You’ll need to 
make frequent sales presentations to other 
departments or companies, so confidence 
is key.

Sales management involves putting 
out fires that pop up during sales cycles, 
whether it’s a stalled deal or a disappointed 
new customer. You must be skilled in 
anticipating problems and reacting 
accordingly and calmly.

The first step is to remember you aren’t 
alone; get help from others to resolve com-
plicated issues. It also helps to think out-
side the box when problem-solving; cre-
ativity can do wonders in a tight corner. 
Use critical thinking to come up with 
ideas that will turn chaos into order.

Finally, develop a process that helps you 
determine the best solutions in high-pres-
sure situations so you can make quick, 
well-informed decisions.

Salespeople often need an extra push to 
continue closing deals, especially after fac-
ing rejection. A great manager can step in 
to lift their team’s spirits and get every-
one excited to go after their next lead. 

If you hire for attitude 
and use your team 

during the interview 
process, the customer 

service part will 
become as automatic 

as breathing.
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Share uplifting sales quotes with your 
team on a hard day to encourage them, 
or take a junior salesperson or two under 
your wing and have regular coaching ses-
sions to help them develop resilience.

Being a sales manager means you wear 
many hats. But sometimes, you must 
take them off and entrust certain tasks to 
members of your sales team. Delegation 
frees up your time to concentrate on the 
most important parts of your job and 
allows team members to assume more 
responsibilities and grow their skills. This 
might not come naturally to you, but it’ll 
become easier as you build trust in others. 
Try assigning some extra work to junior 
salespeople who want to take on more 
responsibility. Support them and track 
their progress, but avoid micromanaging. 
You want to inspire everyone to stick to 
the sales plan, not force them.

I learned the hard way this next bit of 
advice. Do not assume a great salesper-
son will be a good sales manager. Often, 
a top-tier salesperson (a rainmaker) is a 
natural self-producer, and they do their 
best with team support and little to no 
micromanagement. This personality type 
often does not manage others well because 
they assume every salesperson should be 
like them. But, those types of superstars 
often do 80 percent of the sales in your 
organization, so let them fly.

Remember, you want a sales manager 
that has emotional intelligence (EQ), 
which is often more important than IQ. 
If they are self-aware, can self-regulate, 
have empathy, and are intrinsically moti-
vated, they can make all the difference 
in your sales team. The synergy of a good 
sales manager and sales team can rocket 
your firm forward in revenue, profits, and 
customer service. 

Customers deserve better service, even 
if they do not expect it in today’s world. 
This gives your business a golden oppor-
tunity right now to differentiate your 
offerings from the competition by sur-
prising and delighting customers with the 
quality of your service. An investment 
in customer service through good sales 
and sales management is an investment 
in your future. GP
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The Color Closet
Little-used adjustment techniques that pop your color

Irefer to the most frequently used color 
correction techniques as the Big Four. 

Brightness and Contrast, Levels, Curves, 
and Hue/Saturation are the nuts and bolts 
of color and contrast adjustments that refine 
an image and make it pop.

It’s important to know how to use these fea-
tures because they are crucial to producing 
quality images that are void of color casts, 
have superb contrast, and are rich in tonality. 
You’ll find versions of the Big Four in many 
software packages, and even on some scan-
ners and digital cameras.

There are, however, lesser-known features 
in Photoshop that I’d like to pull out of the 
dusty old color closet. These tools aren’t used 
as often as the Big Four, but because they 
approach color manipulation a little differ-
ently, they are well worth exploring with the 
expectation that they will extend your capa-
bilities even further.

Calibrate and measure
Before you begin applying any color mod-

ification features, determine what the colors 
on your monitor represent. Calibrate your 
system using built-in software or, better yet, 
hardware devices such as a colorimeter and 
a spectrophotometer to create an ICC pro-
file that displays accurate color and contrast 

qualities of your monitor and printer before 
performing color adjustments.

With a reliable image displayed on screen, 
view the image’s histogram to determine the 
range of colors in each image and measure 
a specific white point or black point with 
the Color Sampler tool and the Info panel. 
Adjustments are more accurate and bet-
ter controlled when applied in a calibrated 
workspace.

Adjustments panel
The 16 different icons in the Adjustment 

panel enable the manipulation of the color 
and tonal properties of an image (see Figure 
1). When you click on an adjustment icon, 
an Adjustment layer is automatically gener-
ated, and the Properties panel displays spe-
cific controls.

A layer mask is also generated so that the 
opacity and position of the adjustment can be 
designated. The obvious advantage of using 
Adjustment layers is that they can be accessed 
and edited at any time to maintain the all-im-
portant non-linear workflow throughout the 
image editing process.

Exposure control
Had enough preliminaries? Let’s get started 

with the actual techniques! One of the most 
common miscalculations when an image is 
captured with a digital camera is the expo-
sure. Usually, photographers guard against 
under- or over-exposure by bracketing.

Bracketing consists of shooting a series of 
pictures with a variation of exposure of one 
half to one full stop. This works well when 
a picture is planned, but it isn’t possible for 
one-of-a-kind candid shots. Indeed, it can be 
quite frustrating if the picture is taken exactly 
at the right moment with perfect composi-
tion and the exposure is too light or too dark.

B U S I N E S S 
S T R A T E G I E S

Stephen Romaniello is an artist and educator who has taught 

computer graphics since 1990. He is Professor Emeritus and the 

founder of the Digital Arts program at Pima Community College 

in Tucson, Arizona. Stephen is a certified instructor in Adobe 

Photoshop, Adobe Illustrator, and Adobe Premier and the author 

of numerous books, articles, and media on the creative use of 

graphics software. Stephen is the founder and CEO of GlobalEye 

Systems, a company that offers training and consulting in graphics 

software and creative imaging.

Brightness 
and Contrast

Levels

Curves

Hue and
Saturation
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The Exposure adjustment is designed to 
lighten under-exposed images and darken 
over-exposed images. It was originally devel-
oped to correct a bracketed series of images 
being converted to 32-bit HDR images using 
the automated Merge to HDR Pro command, 
but it works equally well with 16- and 8-bit 
images.

The panel consists of three tonal sliders:
Exposure adjusts the highlight end of the 

tonal scale with minimal effect in the extreme 
shadows.

Offset darkens the shadows and midtones 
with minimal effect on the highlights.

Gamma Correction: Gamma is the relative 
bright and dark value of the image. It defines 
how the numerical value of a pixel relates to 
its actual brightness. It affects how a digital 
image looks on a computer screen. If an Image 
appears flat and lacks punch, drag the slider 
to the right to enhance the overall gamma.

Eyedroppers: These little icons adjust the 
luminance (brightness) values.

•  Black Point eyedropper sets the Offset, 
shifting the pixel you click to black - 
zero (0).

•  White Point eyedropper sets the 
Exposure, shifting the point you click to 
white - (255).

•  Midtone eyedropper sets the Exposure, 
making the value you click middle gray 
- (128).

You can see the results of an exposure 
adjustment in Figure 2. This underexposed 
image was completely transformed with a 
robust Exposure and Offset adjustment and 
a modest Gamma tweak. The results are 
dramatic but quite different than applying 
a simple Levels adjustment. Specific areas of 
brightness in the overlapping ranges of high-
light, midtone, and shadow have been tar-
geted and modified. 

Figure 1. The Adjustments panel displays 
icons that represent a variety of color correction 
features.

Figure 2. Dramatic results 
are achieved when the 
Exposure adjustment 
is applied to an under-
exposed image.
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Photo filter
Warming or cooling an image might 

just be what is required to smooth its over-
all tonality. The Photo Filter lets you apply 
the effects of traditional photographic fil-
ters by producing results that are com-
monly used by photographers to warm or 
cool the colors of an image, reduce glare, 
or simulate a specific atmospheric environ-
ment (see Figure 3). In the panel, choose 
a specific filter from the menu or a specific 
color by clicking the swatch. Control the 
amount of the color by moving the density 
slider between 1 and 100 percent.

Within the menu are specific color fil-
ters. For example, Warming Filter (85 and 
LBA) and Cooling Filter (80 and LBB) 
are color conversion filters that target the 
white balance. If an image was photo-
graphed at a lower color temperature of 
light, it will appear yellow.

The Cooling Filter (80) moves the col-
ors toward the higher temperature range 

so that they appear bluer to compensate 
for the lower color temperature of the 
ambient light. Conversely, if the photo 
was taken at a higher color temperature 
of light, it will appear blue. The Warming 
Filter (85) will reduce the blue by add-
ing yellow.

If specific filters aren’t what you want, 
any color can be specified by clicking the 
swatch and choosing it. Individual Colors 
apply a hue adjustment to the image 
depending on the color preset you choose. 
Your choice of color depends on how 
you’re using the Photo Filter adjustment.

If your photo has a color cast, you can 
choose a complementary color to neutral-
ize it. You can also apply colors for spe-
cial color effects or enhancements. For 
example, the Underwater filter simulates 
the greenish blue color cast in underwa-
ter photos. Check the Preserve Luminosity 
option to apply the filter without affecting 
the tonality.

Figure 3. The before and after results of 
applying the Photo Filter’s Cooling Filter 80 at 
25% density to an image photographed in a 
very warm light.
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Good vibrance
Click the triangular-shaped Vibrance 

icon to adjust color intensity with min-
imal clipping as colors approach full sat-
uration. Vibrance increases the satura-
tion of less-saturated colors proportion-
ally more than the existing intense col-
ors. It also guards against oversaturation 
in skin tones.

Note: Clipping occurs when the color 
values of a pixel are higher than the high-
est value or lower than the lowest value 
that can be represented in the image. For 
example, the Saturation control in the 
Hue/Saturation panel uses clipping to 
hyper-saturate colors at the extreme of the 
adjustment. Overly bright RGB values are 
clipped to output white, and overly dark 
values are clipped to output black. The 
result is a spiking of color intensity and a 
loss of image detail.

Vibrance enhances color without clip-
ping. Drag the Vibrance slider to the left 
to increase or to the right to decrease color 
saturation. To apply the same amount of 
saturation adjustment to all colors regard-
less of their current saturation, move the 
Saturation slider. In some situations, 
this may produce less banding than the 
Saturation slider in the Hue/Saturation 
Adjustments panel.

To decrease saturation, move either the 
Vibrance or the Saturation slider to the 
left. You can see the different results in 
Figure 4. Diminished vibrance produces 
soft pastel-like colors. Increased vibrance 
intensifies colors without the harsh inten-
sity of hyper-saturation.

Balancing act
The Shadow/Highlight command 

quickly corrects over- and under-exposed 
areas of an image. Unfortunately, because 
of its complexity, this adjustment is not 
represented by an icon in the Adjustments 
panel and therefore does not produce an 
adjustment layer.

Access the dialog box from the Image > 
Adjustments >Shadow/Highlight menu. 
Shadow/Highlights is a tonal balancing 
act. It uses an adaptive algorithm that con-
trols luminance by assessing the RGB val-
ues of neighboring pixels. This enables the 

Figure 4. Results of the Vibrance feature: -100 % 
vibrance, and -28% percent saturation produces a 
muted pastel image. 

The same image with + 57% vibrance and 
-3 % saturation pops the colors.

GPOCT-ADS.indd   31GPOCT-ADS.indd   31 9/15/23   3:06 PM9/15/23   3:06 PM



3 2   G R A P H I C S  P R O  •  O C T O B E R  2 0 2 3  GRAPHICS-PRO.COM

B U S I N E S S  S T R A T E G I E S

image contrast to be increased in the shad-
ows or highlights without significantly 
sacrificing contrast in the other tonal 
regions. It’s especially good for restoring 
detail in over-exposed or backlit images.

The sliders represent several aspects 
of the adjustment. It’s best to check the 
Show More Options box to access all the 
controls.

Amount
This slider controls the strength of the 

adjustment to each pixel. Larger values 

provide greater lightening of shadows or 
greater darkening of highlights.

Tonal width
The Tonal Width slider sets how much 

modification will be applied to the differ-
ent tonal regions. For example, you may 
want to darken only the lightest high-
lights, or lighten only the deepest shad-
ows. When correcting shadows, small val-
ues of tonal width emphasize the darker 
regions and larger values include more of 
the midtones and highlights.

Radius
The size of the neighborhood over which 

the luminance is averaged depends upon 
the Radius setting. Every pixel is modi-
fied depending upon how dark or light its 
neighbors are. The larger the radius, the 
larger the extent over which the neighbor-
hood luminance is averaged.

Color adjustment
After you’ve applied the Shadow/

Highlight command, you may find that 
the image has acquired an undesirable 
color cast or has significantly reduced sat-
uration. Drag the Color Adjustment slider 
to the left to diminish the over-adjustment. 
Moving the slider to the left decreases the 
saturation of the image. Moving it to the 
right increases the saturation.

Midtone contrast
Increasing or decreasing the midtone 

contrast produces an overall contrast 
adjustment that may be just what you need 
to really pop the image as in Figure 5.

The Black and White clip percentage 
fields enable you to enter a value for the 
amount that absolute black and specular 
white will modify. By entering a value of 
5%, for example, the value of 95% black 
will be increased to 100%, and all other 
colors will be remapped accordingly so the 
image will appear darker.

Out of the closet
The four under-used techniques I’ve 

pulled out of the color closet in this arti-
cle are powerful, direct, and easy to per-
form, and they usually produce great 
results! They are typically employed under 
very specific conditions. The challenge is 
to assess the image and find the best solu-
tions for color correction.

Often, it’s a matter of combining mul-
tiple techniques. Knowing about these 
special features will expand your abili-
ties so that when confronted with a prob-
lem image that doesn’t directly respond 
to the mechanisms of the Big Four, you 
can experiment and find the perfect solu-
tion. GP

Figure 5. Before 
and after a Shadow/
Highlight adjustment 
applied to a backlit 
image.
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Many direct-to-garment (DTG) 
printer owners are discovering they 

can produce high-quality direct-to-film 
transfers on their existing DTG printers. 
This hybrid approach has many advan-
tages, and regardless of the printer type, 
the post-production process of powdering 
and heating the film is the same. 

First, it’s critical that the ink being used 
is safe to be worn close to the skin for 
extended periods of time. Most major 
DTG printer manufacturers have ink 
safety certifications, such as Oeko-Tex, 
which tests for harmful chemicals and 
substrates and can provide Safety Data 
Sheets (SDS) as required by law to custom-
ers on request. This is an important pro-
cess that most DTG manufacturers com-
plete to ensure ink safety and can provide 
the documentation if requested.

Ink compatibility and maintenance
The majority of purpose-built DTG 

printers are designed and manufactured 
along with a corresponding ink set. This 
ensures the printer and ink complement 
each other to help ensure high-quality, 
sellable output.

In some cases, DTF printers are cobbled 
together desktop or wide format paper 
printers not specifically designed to print 
on film, and many do not have the ability 
to accept white ink.

White ink has a very specific chemistry, 
which can clump together if not main-
tained properly, and can affect the ink 
delivery system and printhead, which 
can lead to problems occurring more 

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

Matthew Rhome has been in the decorated garment industry for over 40 years. He is the 

inventor of the world’s first commercially available direct-to-garment (DTG) printer, the 

Revolution. He was awarded US Patent 6,095,628 on DTG printer technology in August 

2000. Matthew was a member of the development team that produced the first DTG 

printer offering from Brother International and currently works for Epson America in DTG 

Business Development.

DIRECT-TO-SUBSTRATE PRINTING

Guidelines for using a DTG printer for DTF transfers

DTG to dtf
B Y  M AT T H E W  R H O M E

DTF images can be gang printed and cut apart to apply to a variety of substrates.

DTF transfers can be applied to more difficult substrates such as twill caps.
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frequently than with a purpose-built 
printer with white ink compatibility. 

As mentioned, DTG printers are 
designed to maintain the trouble-free flow 
of white ink. Most have a white ink circu-
lation system and a maintenance station 
designed specifically for white ink for-
mulations. Although most DTF transfer 
printers are designed for white ink, not all 
are, and therefore not all integrate these 
types of white ink management systems. 
Because of this, they could have mainte-
nance issues, such as clogging. 

A bottom heat element heat press can cure the ink and melt adhesive 
powder on a DTF transfer in about 90 seconds.

DTF transfers can be applied using either a clamshell or swing away heat 
press.

Polyethylene resin adhesive powder can be applied to wet ink onto a single 
sheet of film.

For DTF transfers, the printing order is reversed. CMYK goes down first, 
followed by the white underbase.

Painter’s tape 
is used to hold 

the polyethylene 
terephthalate (PET) 
film in place on the 

shirt platen.

D I R E C T- T O - S U B S T R A T E
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Additionally, most DTG manufacturers 
have automatic maintenance procedures 
built into the printer that keep it run-
ning with no issues. Ongoing ink man-
agement and regular maintenance ensures 
reliability and reduces down time, which 
can help a business meet and potentially 
exceed output and revenue goals. 

Warranty/repair
Most DTG printer manufacturers offer 

some type of limited warranty on their 
printer, and some offer extended service 
programs that cover the printer for up to 
five years. These warranties and service 
programs give the printer owner peace of 
mind against an expensive repair bill and 
in some cases offer a time frame for on-site 
repair in case the printer’s repair issue is 
beyond phone support. This helps ensure 
businesses are covered, and the printer can 
be back up and running quickly. 

A majority of DTG printer manufac-
turers have a reseller channel with printer 
parts and consumables, such as ink and 
media, readily available. A reliable DTG 
manufacturer will be established and 
carry a sufficient inventory themselves or 
through a dealer network.

Creating DTF transfers on a DTG printer increases the number of substrates that can be decorated.
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A 14” x 16” platen is most common for garment printer, but many DTF decorators opt for the larger 16” x 20” platen.

A DTF transfer can be cured using a standard heat press by preheating the 
bottom platen for 30 seconds and then laying the transfer on the heated platen.

No special inks are required. In fact, you can switch back and forth 
between direct garment prints and DTF transfer sheets.

A decorator can create an adhesive application kit with commonly found 
items such as ladles and baking sheets or small plastic tubs. Adhesive 
powder is applied across the film and then rolled across the wet ink 
by listing one end. Afterwards, any excess adhesive falls back into the 
container. Remember, when working with the powder, use gloves and a 
ventilation system.

After pressing for about 15 seconds, the film is removed. For best 
adhesion and feel, a second press of about 5 seconds is recommended.

D I R E C T- T O - S U B S T R A T E
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Workflow
A primary difference between DTG and 

DTF transfer printers is that DTG printers 
print on cut sheets of film and most DTF 
transfer printers print on rolls of film. 
When looking at the workflow analysis 
of a DTF transfer printer, there must be 
time accounted for cutting the images on 
the rolls of film and the time spent match-
ing the image to the order.

Overall, printing a cut sheet could save 
time in post processing, and if leverag-
ing a unique automation system, a printer 
could attach a bar code to the film sheet 
to facilitate order tracking and to speed 
print management.

If you already own a DTG printer and 
are proficient with both the printer and 
software, the DTF printing process is 
very simple and not much different than 
printing a shirt. Today, many DTG printer 
manufacturers have DTF printing soft-
ware available that reverses the print lay-
ers, moving the white layer from being 
printed first to it being printed last, to cre-
ate the film.

With very little additional training and 
overhead, employees can learn to print 
film on the DTG printer, further expand-
ing business opportunities. 

The right DTG printer will have all the 
same advantages of a DTF transfer printer, 
with the ability to also print directly on to 
a garment. Using DTG to print DTF and 
transferring that image produces a great 
feeling print on cotton, tri-blends, 50/50, 
and other natural fabrics; it has a trans-
fer-type feel but offers great adhesion to 
fabrics that are troublesome to print with 
DTG, such as polyester and other syn-
thetic fabrics. 

Both DTG and DTF transfers have their 
distinct benefits in the apparel decoration 
process, and by using a hybrid printer, 
print shops can take advantage of both 
processes. GP

 Choose from 18-, 30-, 54- and 78-inch wide models. Quickly add one or multiple heating chambers 
and extend the conveyor belt to multiply capacity in direct proportion to each module added.

Vastex LittleRed XD-Series 
dryers rocket ink temps up to 
320°F in the first several inches 
of conveyor travel and hold 
at-cure temps longer for the 
highest possible rates.

Cure 185+ garments/hr DTG  
printed with white ink, 555+  
with pretreatment or screen 
printed water-based ink or 
discharge, or 1080+ screen 
printed with plastisols.
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The top 5 benefits DTF transfers offer apparel decorators

dtf Transfers

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

In today’s dynamic world of custom 
apparel, staying ahead of the compe-

tition means embracing cutting-edge 
technologies, and direct to film (DTF) 
transfers are the latest print method to 
take the apparel decoration industry by 
storm. Compared to traditional methods 
like DTG or screen printing, direct to film 
transfers have more versatility for T-shirt 
decorating businesses. DTF transfers are 
without color limitations, priced more 
economically, ship fast, apply to a variety 
of items, and produce less waste than DTG 
or screen printing. With so many benefits, 
decorators now have a solution for on-de-
mand printing and easily profiting with 
their heat press.  

DTF Transfer Benefits:
1. No Color Limitations
2. Cost Effectiveness
3. Detailed & Vibrant Designs
4. Quick Turnaround Time
5. Decorating Versatility 

No color limitations
Say goodbye to color restric-

tions! Unlike other methods of decorat-
ing apparel, DTF transfers have zero lim-
itations when it comes to the number of 
colors in your design, and that includes 
gradients. You can even print photoreal-
istic graphics and bring your boldest ideas 
to life. The color is truly unlimited and 
doesn’t require any clear outlines, so even 
the most difficult logos come to life with 
DTF transfers. 

T I P S

C O U R T E S Y  O F  S T A H L S ’

1

Cost effectiveness
Running a successful T-shirt busi-

ness means managing your expenses and 
staying efficient everywhere you can. 
Direct to film transfers provide straight-
forward pricing, so it’s easy to establish a 
pricing grid and instantly quote custom-
ers. There’s also no need for production 
expenses like inks, screens, or print heads. 
With just a heat press, you can offer cus-
tomers full color designs without invest-
ing in expensive DTG or screen-printing 
equipment. Minimizing your setup costs 
allows you to offer competitive pricing 
and generate more profit from every order.

2

Detailed & vibrant designs
Forget tedious weeding, ink cov-

erage, or dulled prints! With DTF trans-
fers, even the most intricate and detailed 
designs can be printed, and there’s no need 
for any outline or borders. Save valuable 
production time and allow your creativity 
and custom branding to shine! With such 
exceptional detail and color vibrancy, your 
logo is sure to leave a lasting impression 
on your customers.

3
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dtf Transfers

Cost effectiveness
Running a successful T-shirt busi-

ness means managing your expenses and 
staying efficient everywhere you can. 
Direct to film transfers provide straight-
forward pricing, so it’s easy to establish a 
pricing grid and instantly quote custom-
ers. There’s also no need for production 
expenses like inks, screens, or print heads. 
With just a heat press, you can offer cus-
tomers full color designs without invest-
ing in expensive DTG or screen-printing 
equipment. Minimizing your setup costs 
allows you to offer competitive pricing 
and generate more profit from every order.

Detailed & vibrant designs
Forget tedious weeding, ink cov-

erage, or dulled prints! With DTF trans-
fers, even the most intricate and detailed 
designs can be printed, and there’s no need 
for any outline or borders. Save valuable 
production time and allow your creativity 
and custom branding to shine! With such 
exceptional detail and color vibrancy, your 
logo is sure to leave a lasting impression 
on your customers.

Quick turnaround time
Deadlines don’t wait, and nei-

ther should your printing process. DTF 
transfers allow you to fulfill orders fast 
and meet even the tightest of timeframes. 
There’s no setup or prep time, meaning 
your production cycles are quicker so you 
can keep pace with ordering demands. 
With a speedy turnaround time, you can 
set your business apart from the compe-
tition, fulfill more orders, and scale your 
brand while boosting your profit. 

 
Decorating versatility 

From T-shirts and hoodies, to 
jackets, hats, and bags, DTF transfers 
apply to a wide range of apparel types. 
Whether it’s cotton, polyester, or tri-
blends, the most popular fabrics are cov-
ered. You can even apply to cardboard and 
brand your boxes for that extra decorator’s 
touch! This extreme versatility opens end-
less potential for your business, making 
DTF the simple go-to solution for creating 
customized merchandise. 

       
The direct-to-film effect for your 
business

Direct-to-film technology has been rev-
olutionary for apparel decorators. With so 
much potential in just one finished prod-
uct, it’s easy to see why this print method 
is trending in the industry. Understanding 
the top benefits of DTF allows you to 
maximize your potential, decorate con-
fidently, say yes to more orders, and keep 
your business trending. So fire up your 
heat press and start printing on demand 
with DTF transfers! GP

4

5
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Direct-to-substrate printing on Just Hoods college hoodie

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E H O W  T O

C O U R T E S Y  O F  C I T A D E L

If you’re looking to create eye-catching, high-quality prints, 
direct-to-substrate printing is a technique that can really ele-

vate your designs. Just Hoods by AWDis offers a fantastic canvas 
for this technique with their JHA001 College Hoodie, a blend of 
80% ringspun cotton and 20% polyester known for its exceptional 
printing capabilities.

The JHA001 College Hoodie boasts a 100% cotton face, a cru-
cial factor when it comes to direct-to-substrate printing. The ink 

Elevate Your 
Designs

adheres splendidly to cotton, ensuring vibrant and detailed 
prints that stand out. This hoodie’s fabric is a result of tight 
knit ringspun cotton, providing a smooth and even surface for 
ink application.

The 20% polyester content in the hoodie also plays an import-
ant role. While the cotton face ensures top-notch print qual-
ity, the polyester blend helps maintain the garment’s shape, 
guaranteeing that your prints remain intact even with repeated 
washing.

Step-by-step guide:
Heat Press Fabric: Before printing, heat press the fabric. This 

step removes moisture from the fabric, allowing the cotton to 
absorb the ink effectively. It also flattens any protruding fibres, 
creating an even smoother surface for printing.

Apply Pretreatment: Apply a pretreatment solution to the 
fabric. This solution prepares the fabric for ink absorption and 
acts as a barrier, ensuring the ink adheres to the top layer of 
the garment.

Cure Pretreatment: Use a heat press to cure the pretreatment 
solution. This process sets the barrier in place, ensuring that the 
ink adheres precisely where intended.

Print the Garment: Begin by printing a white layer. This 
base layer enhances the vibrancy of subsequent colors. Once the 
white layer is cured, proceed to print the colors on the reverse 
side for optimal results.

Cure Ink: After printing, cure the ink using a heat press. This 
step permanently sets the ink, making it resistant to washing 
and ensuring longevity.

Finished Product: After curing, your JHA001 College 
Hoodie is ready! You’ve successfully transformed a blank hoodie 
into a vibrant canvas for your designs.

The JHA001 College Hoodie isn’t the only canvas available for 
direct-to-substrate printing with this exceptional fabric. Several 
other Just Hoods styles share the same high-quality mate-
rial, including JHA003, JHA009, JHA011, JHA016, JHA030, 
JHA035, JHA050, JHA046, JHA074, and JHA080. These styles 
offer consistent print profiles, giving you a range of options to 
bring your creative visions to life. GP
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A look at the process after years of being put through its paces

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

B Y  K R I S T I N E  S H R E V E

DTG in the 
Mainstream

Shreve

Direct-to-garment (DTG) printing was, 
like DTF has now become, once the 

decorating technique that had everyone 
buzzing in the industry. When DTG was 
new, it was touted as the perfect solution 
for every shop, a way to print directly on 
garments, in full color, and on black! For 
those who had been looking for a way to 
do all those things, DTG seemed heav-
en-sent. Fast forward a number of years, 
and what DTG is and what it can do 
has become more mainstream. A lot of 
shops are now successfully offering DTG 

Kristine Shreve is the 

founder and CEO of Kristine 

Shreve Consulting, which 

offers writing, marketing, 

and business development 

services. The company can 

be found at KristineShreve.

com. Kristine is also 

the creator and host of 

the Business + Women podcast and the director of 

marketing and outreach for Applique Getaway. Kristine 

was the director of marketing for Ensign Emblem and 

EnMart from 2006 to April 2020.

printing to their customers, and some 
shops have been wrecked on the shoals of 
the complications DTG can offer. Like any 
garment decoration discipline, there are 
pros and cons to adding direct-to-garment 
printing to your shop offerings. Before we 
discuss those, however, it’s probably best 
to go over the basics of DTG printing. 

First, as the name implies, Direct to 
Garment printing is a means of print-
ing designs directly onto a fabric sur-
face. That fabric could be a garment, a 
tote bag, a pillowcase, and so on, and the 
fabric generally has to be at least 50% 
cotton. Pretreatment is required for the 
garments that will be printed with white 

ink, and as many designs have a white 
base, that effectively means most, 

if not all, garments. Some 
fabric items can be 

bought pretreated 
from certain man-
ufacturers, or shops 
can buy pretreatment 

f luid and pretreat the 
garments themselves. 

Pretreatment helps keep the 
white inks close to the fabric and pro-

vides a smooth surface, which ensures 
accurate colors and clarity when print-

ing detailed graphics. Pretreatment for 
light garments is not always indicated but 
can help with making colors more vibrant 
and extending the washfastness of a print. 
Prints are finished with a heat press or 
some sort of drying system like a con-
veyor dryer. DTG ink is textile pigment 
ink, and generally is sold in CMYK and 
white. Industrial DTG printers will use 
six colors plus white, and the additional 

Image courtesy of Epson.
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DTG in the 
Mainstream

colors may vary, although light magenta 
and light cyan are common. Printers vary 
from entry-level printers, which are com-
pact and probably best suited for an event 
site or retail store where there will be lim-
ited printing. Commercial DTG printers 
would be the next step up, and are faster 
and capable of creating crisper, higher-res-
olution prints in full color on both light 
and dark garments. This type of printer 
will also have more sophisticated software 
for print management. Finally, there are 
industrial DTG printers, which are made 
for larger runs, have faster print times and 
lower print costs. Industrial DTG printers 
may have multiple platens and expanded 
ink sets. 

One of the things that most excites dec-
orators when they think about DTG print-
ing is the capability of printing with white 
ink, and that is exciting, but it also brings 
its own set of opportunities and chal-
lenges. When DTG was first introduced, 
white ink was often a problem, causing 
clogged printheads and necessitating fre-
quent printhead cleanings. White inks 
require a rigorous maintenance schedule 
and one that will need to be adhered to 
strictly to successfully print. As the tech-
nology and inks have improved, those 
issues are not as prevalent as they once 
were, but it does pay to keep in mind that 
this is not straightforward inkjet print-
ing or printing on paper. There are more 
opportunities for issues, and it may take 
more time to get the ink, printer, and sub-
strate dialed in to get the optimal print. 
White ink will also require pretreating 
garments, which adds time to the pro-
duction process. The one thing white ink 

Images courtesy of Equipment Zone.

Image courtesy of Epson.
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D I R E C T- T O - S U B S T R A T E

does give decorators, however, is the ability to 
print on dark shirts, which can be a huge selling 
advantage. So, for many decorators, the poten-
tial challenges or additional expense of white 
ink can be offset by the expansion in their abil-
ity to offer dark color products. 

Screen printing has historically been the 
method of choice for those who wanted to 
put prints on dark garments, so DTG seemed 
like something of a game changer when it first 
appeared. Like screen printing, it does offer the 
ability to put graphics on dark colors and the 
ability to use white ink. Also, like screen print-
ing, it may require time to dial in the proper 
techniques in order to get the best print. Certain 
types of shirts may accept a print better than 
others. Different methods of pretreatment or dif-
ferent types of pretreatment solutions may work 
better with different fabrics or items. Ramping 
up production speeds when doing DTG printing 
may be a process of trial and error as well. The 
size and type of printer will dictate production 
speed. The ability to prepare designs quickly and 
accurately in the designated software will also 
dictate how fast designs can be printed. 

So, one of the things to consider when con-
sidering adding DTG to your shop is that there 
will be a learning curve. Even if you’re an expe-
rienced printer and have been using a variety of 
methods for a number of years, it will still take 
time to dial in the printing process and to learn 
how to produce salable product print after print. 
DTG is also, as a general rule, not a high-volume 
printing discipline. It is more suited to one offs 
and small print runs than it is to doing hundreds 
or thousands of shirts. That needs to be taken 
into account as well. 

Another aspect of DTG that shops should take 
under advisement is price. DTG printers are not 
cheap, and the cost of entry into this decoration 
space is not one every shop can shoulder. An 
entry-level DTG printer will run a shop between 
$5,000 and $10,000. Mid-range printers gen-
erally cost between $15,000 and $25,000, and 
industrial-level DTG printers can go as high as 
$50,000+ in cost. Add to that the cost of pre-
treatment, pretreatment application equipment 
and/or a pretreatment booth, and a conveyor 
dryer or heat press, and the costs to set up in 
DTG printing can rise quickly. Now, granted, 
the cost can potentially be offset by the prices 
that can be charged for dark shirts printed in 
full color and white, but it still needs to be 
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considered. DTG printing requires a fairly 
substantial investment to get started, so 
it’s worth being sure that your shop is up 
to the challenge. 

One of the questions any shop consider-
ing DTG printing needs to ask is whether 
this type of printing will be suitable for 
the types of garments they want to pro-
duce and the customer base they want to 
serve. DTG, as noted above, can produce 
dark garments with full-color prints, and 
that’s attractive to a lot of print houses. It 
can’t, however, produce a lot of full-color 
prints on dark garments all that quickly, 
and certainly isn’t the ideal process if you 
need to do a large number of garments. 
DTG is best suited to smaller print runs 
or one-off prints. DTG printing can also 
be a better option when printing designs 
that have lots of detail and a wide variety 
of colors. One area where DTG doesn’t 
always take the crown is durability of 

prints, although advances in inks and pre-
treatments have helped in that area. All 
these things should be considered when 
deciding whether or not DTG is right for 
your shop, especially since, as was already 
discussed, setting up to print DTG may 
require a significant financial investment. 

Back in the day, when DTG was first 
becoming an option, the company where 
I was then Director of Marketing contem-
plated selling DTG printers and inks. In 
those days, the inks clogged the printers 
often, the printers were mostly repurposed 
inkjets and didn’t work all that well, and 
the whole process seemed to have a steep 
learning curve. After doing some tests, 
sourcing, trying some printers, and try-
ing an ink that ultimately didn’t work out, 
we passed on DTG and moved on to other 
options. Things have improved exponen-
tially since the days I was involved in 
DTG, and the products and processes are 

better now than they were then. DTG is 
still not for every print shop, but it’s prob-
ably more accessible for more shops than it 
ever has been. DTG, like every other dec-
oration discipline, is not universal, and 
won’t be for every shop, but it does have 
potential for many. The trick is to make 
an informed decision, one that is well-re-
searched and takes in the entire spec-
trum of DTG printing, both the pros and 
the cons. Talk to others who offer DTG. 
Do some testing, if that’s possible. Don’t 
get swept up in the lure of white ink and 
prints on dark garments and all the poten-
tial income that could result from that 
marriage. DTG printing can definitely 
come with financial gain, but it also can 
require a substantial financial investment. 
Make sure you’ve done your due diligence 
and know what will be required to be suc-
cessful in the DTG space before you make 
a commitment. GP

DTG is, as a general rule, not a high-volume printing 
discipline. It is more suited to one offs and small print runs 

than it is to doing hundreds or thousands of shirts.
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15 questions to ask before buying a DTF printer

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

C O U R T E S Y  O F  E Q U I P M E N T  Z O N E

DTF PRINTERS

By now, you’ve probably heard the 
buzz from the growing excitement 

surrounding DTF transfer printing. 
Making an investment in a Direct-To-
Film printer requires careful consider-
ation. There are a lot of choices, and DTF 

technology is advancing quickly. Spare 
yourself the disappointment and regrets 
of a hasty decision. Before making any 
DTF printer investment, take a moment 
to assess these 15 crucial questions.

L I S T

1. Can I see completed samples before I 
purchase? What about samples with my 
artwork?

2. Are the machines in stock? How long of a 
timeline from the day I order the printer until the 
day it arrives?

3. How much help will I need, and what is 
required to unload the printer and move into my 
location?

4. How many square feet can I print in an hour, 
or approximately how many full-size transfers 
can I print in an hour? (Full size = approx. 10 x 
12 inches)

5. What is the cost per square foot including: 
film, ink and powder?

6. Is the printer a purpose-built, integrated 
system designed for commercial production?

7. How much training and set up assistance is 
provided?

8. How do I get service on my printer after the 
sale? When I need support — who will I call?

9. What does the warranty cover — and not 
cover? What are the limits or exceptions?

10. What about parts? Are there any consum-
able parts I should know about and how often 
will they need to be replaced? If a part breaks 
and a new part is needed, where are the parts 
stocked and how long will they take to ship?

11. Is there an onboard filtration system or will I 
need to vent the printer to the outside?

12. Does the printer preheat the film prior to 
printing? 

13. Does the printer have a white re-circulation 
and ink filtration built-in to ensure a consistent, 
smooth flow of white ink?

14. Is there a pause feature or other built-in 
technology into the dryer to prevent the transfer 
film from melting and prevent the scorching of 
the belt?

15. What RIP software comes with the printer, 
and does it include color management features?
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DTF PRINTERS
Heat presses for all applications

C O U R T E S Y  O F  G E O  K N I G H T

HEAT PRESSES

CLAMSHELL PRESSES: These are 
the most popular with DTG curing 
when used with an Auto-Release 
POP-UP feature, and for traditional 
garment printing. A singular opening 
motion of the handle combined with 
front loading ease makes for quick turn 
around and smaller footprint for freed-
up bench space.

AUTOMATIC PRESSES: Automatic 
presses feature simple, quick, and 
easy push-button activation, with 
automatic opening and closing of the 
press. That makes these machines 
perfect for all-day higher production 
usage. These presses remove operator 
fatigue, and increase output, and make 
pressure a much more repeatable 
setting compared to manually adjusted 
hand-clamped presses.

LABEL PRESSES: Label presses are 
needed for pressing small patches, 
labels, left-chest logos, and bar coding 
of garments. The presses allow precise 
placement of small labels, without 
pressing large areas of the garment 
or material with a full-sized heat 
platen. Normally having top heat only 
for most applications, label presses 
can sometimes be combined with a 
bottom heat platen. Thicker patches 
and appliques can be applied without 
heat effects and stamp marks to the 
top surface of the material, since the 
heating is from the bottom.

L I S T
D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

There are a lot of different styles and types of heat presses 
depending on the application. The standard 16" × 20" T-shirt 

press can come in swing-away or clamshell styles. Then, there are 
automatic air-operated presses, label presses, specialty presses for 
caps and mugs, and large-format presses. Be sure to find the right 
one for your business.

CAP PRESSES: Headwear needs 
its own curved heat platen, that 
will conform properly to the cap. 
Interchangeable bottom tables allow 
for different sized caps with different 
profiles to be pressed. Normally having 
top heat only for most applications, 
cap presses can sometimes be 
combined with a bottom heat platen. 
Thicker patches and appliques can 
be applied without heat effects and 
stamp marks to the top surface of the 
material, since the heating is from the 
bottom.

MUG PRESSES: Drinkware such as 
mugs, steins, thermoses, water bottles, 
and other cylindrical rigid items need 
their own flexible heater to wrap around 
the product and apply the transfer. 
Typically, adjustable for a range of 
diameter products, Mug presses are 
an example of specialty machinery for 
non-standard non-flat products that 
can be heat transfer printed.

SWING-AWAY PRESSES:  Generally the most popular, these machines 
are perfect for full visibility and access to the bottom table, with the head 
swinging fully out of the way. Due to the parallel-pressing position of the 
heater, very thick materials can be presses, as well as traditional textiles. 

GP
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These digital processes enable incredible flexibility, quality, and efficiency

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

B Y  A A R O N  M O N T G O M E R Y

DTG/DTF

Direct-to-garment (DTG) and direct-to-film (DTF) print-
ing are cutting-edge technologies that are changing the 

face of the printing industry. While DTG has been around as 
a standard way to print garments since 2006, it is still evolv-
ing, and the technology is better now than ever before.

DTF has really hit its stride in the last few years and, like 
DTG in its day, has been called the screen-printing killer. I 
don’t believe that is the case, just like DTG was not back in 
2006. Each potential tool in your printing toolbelt serves a 
purpose. To me, saying DTG/DTF will kill screen printing is 
like saying the cordless drill will kill the chainsaw. Two dif-
ferent uses.

But, unlike traditional printing methods, these digital pro-
cesses enable incredible flexibility, quality, and efficiency. What 
I want to discuss is how to best utilize DTG/DTF capabili-
ties to revolutionize what your printing shop might become.

First, what are DTG and DTF, and what is the difference? 
DTG involves printing directly onto the fabric, typically one 
with high cotton content, using specialized inkjet technology. 
For any garment requiring the use of white ink (typically dark 
shirts), a pretreatment must be applied or the garment must 
come DTG-ready. The resulting prints are vibrant, soft to the 
touch, and capable of replicating intricate details. DTF, on the 
other hand, prints onto a transfer film first, then an adhesive 
layer is added so that when the transfer is applied to the fab-
ric, that adhesive layer bonds the inks to the fabric. The same 
ink is used for DTF as is used for DTG, but no pretreatment is 
needed for garments requiring white ink with DTF technology. 
While DTG offers an exceptionally soft hand, DTF allows for 
the application of various materials in a wider range of fabrics.

Both technologies bring new opportunities to the table. Let’s 
explore how these opportunities happen.

The importance of personalization
In today’s world, personalization is not just a trend — it’s an 

expectation. Consumers crave products and services tailored to 
their unique tastes, and this extends to printed apparel. Think 
of it this way: Yes, I could get the exact same design being used 
by everyone else produced in mass for cheap, which shows I 
support autism awareness. But with the use of technology 

Aaron Montgomery is certified by New York Times 

best-selling author Jack Canfield as a Success 

Principles Trainer and is the co-founder of 

OurSuccessGroup.com. Montgomery has over 25 

years of experience with personalized products and 

small business development and is the co-creator 

of the “5 Keys of Business Success.” You can 

also find him co-hosting the decorator’s industry 

podcast 2 Regular Guys Podcast (2RegularGuys.

com). Also, check him out on his podcast channel called Small Business 

Saturdays (SmallBusinessSaturdaysPodcast.com).

T H E  R I S I N G  T I D E  O F  B U S I N E S S
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These digital processes enable incredible flexibility, quality, and efficiency

DTG/DTF
like DTG or DTF, I can purchase a shirt 
that features a cartoon character created 
by my son to show how his autism is part 
of his superpowers. Imagine the difference 
in perceived value to me.

Utilizing personalization offers unique 
value, but personalization requires tech-
nologies that can adapt and respond 
quickly. The upfront costs might be 
greater than with traditional methods, 
but the level of customization and speed 
that modern consumers demand justifies 
that cost quickly.

Here’s why DTG/DTF printing technol-
ogies are revolutionizing the industry with 
their ability to provide customization and 
speed like never before:

• Full-color photographic images: 
With these digital technologies, you can 
produce vibrant, photorealistic images 
without the need for a complex setup. 
Most systems utilize a CMYK-plus-white 
printing setup, allowing you to achieve 
16,000,001 colors.

• Short runs—as few as one piece: 
Since each color doesn’t have to be broken 
apart and then squeezed back together, 
DTG/DTF technology is ideal for short 
runs. In fact, it shines in this realm as 
there is not as much economy of scale. 
Once you are tackling large numbers of 
the same image, moving to a traditional 
printing method is more cost-effective.

• Instant gratification: We live in an 
on-demand world. If I find something I 
want, I want it right now. Speed is a large 
deciding factor in purchasing decisions. If 
a customer can come to you with an idea 
in their head, and you can make it into 
reality while they watch it come to life as 

Personalized design

Nice generic design

T H E  R I S I N G  T I D E  O F  B U S I N E S S
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D I R E C T- T O - S U B S T R A T E

your printer prints or the heat press opens, 
that is immediate satisfaction. It changes 
the perceived value.

What excites me is that these benefits 
aren’t merely theoretical; they’re being 
employed by business owners every day. 
These owners are building businesses they 
are passionate about and proudly serving 
their target customers. Here are some 
examples of how:

Online stores
Inventory management can be a night-

mare in the apparel space, especially with 
a pre-printed line of goods. This has put 
limitations on what can be done with 
online stores. However, with DTG/DTF 
technology, you print the exact design, 
size, color, and style, plus some or all levels 
of customization upon receiving an order. 
With digital technologies like DTG/DTF, 
the process can be managed seamlessly. 
Your customers will be amazed at how 
you can create something unique to their 
styles and tastes and have it to them in a 
matter of days. 

On-site events
The ability to print instantly is transfor-

mative for event marketing. Yes, having 
transfers available on-site is a great tool 
for screen printers to manage inventory 
challenges and bring some excitement to 
the event as the heat press opens, but cus-
tomization is still a challenge.

With DTG especially, thinking about 
the opportunities at a car show or pet 
parade should boggle your mind. With 
some planning up front and the creation 
of a few good templates, you could provide 
pictures of a car enthusiast’s exact car, or 
a picture of a loving cuddle between an 
owner and their pet on a shirt in minutes. 

From bland to grand
While online stores and on-site events 

might seem a little daunting to a decora-
tor who is not ready to tackle the back-end 
complexities of eCommerce or the front-
end planning and management of on-site 
events, this opportunity is suitable for 
everyone: If you think about traditional 
apparel, the focus has always been on the 

Now with a rich 60/40 blend, the new and 
improved Perfect Blend CVC offers superior 
quality and softness. With a wider range of 
styles and colors, this is the perfect fit for 
your fashion tee needs.

• 7 tee and tank styles

• Up to 33 solid and heathered colors

• Tear-away label

Explore the District Perfect Blend 
CVC Collection at SanMar.com.

Practically 
Perfect In 
Every Way.
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creativity of the design, the number of col-
ors, and how that interacts with the cus-
tomer’s budget. Most of the focus is on 
reducing colors to cut costs, which makes 
the bulk of the discussion with your cus-
tomer about cost, not about the excite-
ment of the finished product.

The reality is most of our customers have 
to make investment decisions with limited 
budgets. But with DTG/DTF, the cost to 
create a garment doesn’t change whether 
it’s one color or 16 million and one colors.

I recently had an opportunity to support 
a small business that I mentored at Our 
Success Group. He started a local lawn 
and landscape company and needed to 
outfit his employees with some branded 
apparel. He went out and approached tra-
ditional apparel decorators and was con-
stantly confronted with a minimum order 
of 72 pieces because his vision of his logo 

was grand and required a minimum of 
six colors. Every single conversation he 
had was an attempt to get his vision to fit 
his budget, which would require a much 
blander version of what he really wanted.

I was able to introduce him to another of 
my Our Success Group community mem-
bers who had DTG/DTF printing technol-
ogies as a tool in their toolbelt. They were 
able to print the four shirts that he needed 
with full-color grand images.

Yes, the cost of each shirt was higher 
than the cost of each of the 72 bland, 
limited-color shirts would have been, but 
when he stops by to cut my grass, his shirts 
stand out from the other landscapers’ out-
fits. DTG/DTF technology allowed Becky 
from 605 Customized to transform a sim-
ple logo into a photorealistic image that 
pops off the fabric, making the young 
lawn care specialist very happy.

Marketing to your machine’s 
strengths

You can have the best printer and the 
best processes and nail all aspects of your 
operation, and still not find success. You 
must market the products with the right 
focus and stop making cost the lowest 
common denominator.

DTG/DTF involves particular costs and 
characteristics that mean you have to mar-
ket it differently than an analog process. 
Learning to market your decorating tools’ 
strengths will also improve your opera-
tion. Keep the jobs coming, and the ink 
turning into profit instead of waste.

By understanding and embracing DTG/
DTF technologies, businesses can move 
from bland to grand, offering products 
that are not merely worn but cherished. 
DTG/DTF puts the power of full-color, 
customized printing at your fingertips. GP

DTG/DTF puts the power of full-color, 
customized printing at your fingertips. 

Now with a rich 60/40 blend, the new and 
improved Perfect Blend CVC offers superior 
quality and softness. With a wider range of 
styles and colors, this is the perfect fit for 
your fashion tee needs.

• 7 tee and tank styles

• Up to 33 solid and heathered colors

• Tear-away label

Explore the District Perfect Blend 
CVC Collection at SanMar.com.

Practically 
Perfect In 
Every Way.
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Get the right one for your DTF curing oven

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

C O U R T E S Y  O F  F I LT R A B O X

DTF fume
extractors

L I S T

To operate safely and 
ef f iciently, a DTF 

oven needs to be used in 
conjunction with a fume 
extraction system. The 
Direct-to-Film curing 
process releases a dense 
fog as the oven forces the 
ink to dry on the transfer 
film. This oily fog is made 
up of tiny liquid droplets 
which may cause skin, eye 
and throat irritation. The 
liquid residue can also 
build up on the inter-
nal surfaces of the oven 
and drip onto the films, 
ruining the print jobs. 
To mitigate these issues, 
the fume extractor’s specs 
and performance need to be aligned with 
the oven size and type. To start, all DTF 
fume extractors should be equipped with 
a durable Hydrophobic HEPA filter to bet-
ter preserve filtration efficiency under the 
liquid load generated by all DTF curing 
ovens. Larger ovens need more suction 
airflow and power to prevent the fumes 
from escaping out of the oven and into the 
room. Some ovens, with automatic con-
veyor belts, have higher throughput capa-
bilities which in turn can generate much 
more fog and therefore, need more filtra-
tion capacity to deal with greater rates of 
aerosolized liquid. Conversely, smaller, 
manually loaded ovens or narrow ovens 
with slower feed rates will require less 
flow and lower filtration capacity. So, it’s 
important to match the fume extractor 
with the size and/or production output 

1 2

Hydrophobic HEPA filter and a foam fil-
ter prefilter which increases the liquid fil-
tering capacity of the system. The addi-
tional filtration stages create more air 
resistance, so a high-pressure blower is 
used to achieve the required flow. This is 
ideal for small ovens with high produc-
tion throughput. 

3. High flow/high Pressure, multi-
stage filtration with hydrophobic HEPA 
DTF fume extractors: Medium to large-
sized ovens with automatic conveyors need 
the higher flow rate and filtration capacity 
that these extraction systems can deliver. 
With more fog/liquid being generated, it 
is necessary to have a large foam filter and 
extra capacity in the hydrophobic HEPA. 
In addition, the blower is a high-pressure 
unit with nearly double the flow of the 
low-flow extractors mentioned above. GP

3

of the oven to ensure that you are getting 
the performance that fits your expecta-
tions and your budget! 

DTF fume extractor types: 
1. Low flow, single-stage hydropho-

bic HEPA DTF fume extractors: These 
are the most basic and budget-friendly 
DTF fume extractors. They are best suited 
for small manually fed ovens. They can 
sometimes be applied to small auto-feed 
ovens with lower production volumes. It 
has great filter efficiency despite the sin-
gle-stage filter arrangement and enough 
airflow for smaller applications. 

2. Low f low/high pressure, multi-
stage filtration with hydrophobic HEPA 
DTF fume extractors: These are a step 
up from the single-stage systems. Multi-
stage filtration means there is at least a 

Direct-to-film printing is currently a 
popular method for garment deco-

ration that allows you to print artwork 
directly onto a special film and then trans-
fer the graphic to a garment of virtually 
any material. Using a high-quality inkjet 
printer designed for textile printing and 
heat transfer film, the design will print 
out “backward,” meaning the colors are 
printed first, then the white base. 

There are different types of transfer film. 
With “cold peel” film you peel away the 
backing after heat pressing once the gar-
ment has cooled; “hot peel” film, as the 
name implies, requires that you peel away 
the backing of the newly pressed design as 
quickly as possible after pressing. 

While there are many ways to cure the 
DTF film, using a conveyor dryer provides 
consistent, repeatable results. Setting up 
a box or basket to collect the transfers as 
they exit the heating chamber frees the 
operator to print the next transfer or per-
form other tasks. Tabletop units such as 
the Vastex D-1000 shown to the right 
require little space and are available with 
optional exhaust hoods to remove excess 
moisture and fumes from the work area. 

With the appropriate equipment, DTF 
printing is a straightforward process:

C O U R T E S Y  O F  V A S T E X
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DTF fume
extractors

How to prepare and cure DTF transfers with conveyor dryers

DTF Transfers

H O W  T O
D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

Direct-to-film printing is currently a 
popular method for garment deco-

ration that allows you to print artwork 
directly onto a special film and then trans-
fer the graphic to a garment of virtually 
any material. Using a high-quality inkjet 
printer designed for textile printing and 
heat transfer film, the design will print 
out “backward,” meaning the colors are 
printed first, then the white base. 

There are different types of transfer film. 
With “cold peel” film you peel away the 
backing after heat pressing once the gar-
ment has cooled; “hot peel” film, as the 
name implies, requires that you peel away 
the backing of the newly pressed design as 
quickly as possible after pressing. 

While there are many ways to cure the 
DTF film, using a conveyor dryer provides 
consistent, repeatable results. Setting up 
a box or basket to collect the transfers as 
they exit the heating chamber frees the 
operator to print the next transfer or per-
form other tasks. Tabletop units such as 
the Vastex D-1000 shown to the right 
require little space and are available with 
optional exhaust hoods to remove excess 
moisture and fumes from the work area. 

With the appropriate equipment, DTF 
printing is a straightforward process:

C O U R T E S Y  O F  V A S T E X

Insert DTF film into printer modified for DTF 
printing with CMYK + White ink channels de-
signed for textile printing. Make sure the frost-
ed side is up. After printing and while the ink is 
still wet, disperse the adhesive powder over the 
inked side of the film. 

Repeat multiple times to get a nice consistent 
coating and shake off excess powder into col-
lection system.

Set sheet into DTF compatible conveyor dryer 
with adhesive side up and cure for 60 to 90 sec-
onds. Time and temperature may vary based on 
dryer manufacturer.

Place shirt on pallet of heat press with Teflon 
paper on top and press to remove wrinkles and 
excess moisture, then line up your design with 
print side down. 

Heat press for ink/adhesive manufacturer’s rec-
ommended time and temperature. Allow shirt to 
cool down to room temp before peeling off the 
backing when using cold peel adhesive. When 
using hot peel transfer film, remove the backing 
as quickly as possible after pressing.

Enjoy the fun and variety of options with DTF 
printing.

1 2

3 4

5 6

GP
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Howard Potter has worked in the promotional industry since 

2003, from designing to building brands and a family-owned 

business. He is the co-owner and CEO of A&P Master Images 

LLC, Utica, NY, with his wife Amanda. Their company offers 

graphic design, screen printing, embroidery, sublimation, 

laser engraving, direct-to-film, online stores, vinyl graphics, 

and promotional items. For more information, visit 

MasterYourImage.com.

Last year around this time I stumbled  
   across an ad from GRAPHICS PRO 

magazine promoting a direct-to-film 
printer from ColDesi — the new and 
improved DTF-24H4. At first, I brushed 
it off, but later in the day, I had time to 
watch a couple of Don Copeland’s videos 
on the machine and the process, and from 
there they caught my attention, which is 
not easy to do.

My wife Amanda and I did our research 
on the process and, after that, flew down 
to meet with Copeland and Mike Angel to 
watch this machine in action. We watched 
for less than 10 minutes before ordering 
one on the spot. Why? The ease of use 
with the software for one. And how sim-
ple the heat press process is to teach, the 
quality of the prints, and how fast the 
printing is.

Trial by DTF
We ordered our machine and received 

it this past January. There were several 
unknowns, like how long printing would 
take daily on average, how long it would 
take to cut down and organize the prints, 
how many pieces we could press an hour, 
how many presses we should own, etc. It 
is okay to learn this info as you go, but 
you should really open the process up to 
customers slowly for the first month or 
two so you can work out any pricing and 
production issues before heavily promot-
ing it.

February was our first month operating 
the DTF printer, so we only promoted the 
process to customers we knew we could 
beta test with. We asked them to let us 
switch them to DTF for testing purposes 

D I R E C T- T O -
S U B S T R A T E

Crawl before you walk, then walk before you run

B Y  H O W A R D  P O T T E R

Production Moves 
with Direct-to-Film

In March, we started to promote DTF more to every customer as well as on 
social media since many of our customers had no idea what this process 
was. Images courtesy of Howard Potter.

M A K I N G  S H O P  M O V E S
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and let them know they were the very first 
customers to get this process.

They were excited to be part of the test-
ing group, knowing full well we would 
take care of any issues that came up. 
That allowed us the entire month 
to get timing and other aspects 
down. That first month, we 
produced about 1,100 pieces 
for around $12,000, which 
averaged out to around 
nine dollars, and some 
change per piece pro-
duced starting out.

During that trial month, 
we found out we needed 
another heat press to start, 
so we invested in another 
Air Fusion IQ from Hotronix 
with several extra attachments. 
We learned that when pressing a 
front left, full front, and full back on 
an average piece of apparel, we could do a 
minimum of 40 pieces per hour (with zero 
mistakes, which is what we shoot for). 
Remember, this is 40 perfect pieces with 
a full-color imprint per hour while only 
touching an order once. When it came 
to drawstring book bags, tote bags, and 
coolers, we could easily get 80 to 100 an 
hour done with zero mistakes.

Before we discuss later production 
months, here is something no one is 
talking about enough with DTF: You 
can heat press at around 260 degrees and 
never deal with dye migration since the 
first press time is only 10 seconds and the 
second time is only five seconds. There 
is never enough heat or time to activate 
the chemical reaction in the dyes of the 

At this point, we were operating our printer for two to four hours daily and running 
three heat presses daily, off and on as needed.
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We average a 
minimum of 1,600 
prints or more per 
roll, depending on 
the imprint size. 
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fabrics. Another fun fact? DTF takes up 
much less space than screen printing and 
is a very clean printing process, so you can 
produce more in less space.

Promotion and production
So, on to March, when we started to 

promote DTF more to every customer as 
well as on social media since many of our 
customers had no idea what this process 
was. We ended up producing 2,300 pieces 
at an average cost of just over $14 per piece 
to hit almost $34,000 in production that 
month. Never in the history of our com-
pany has a process caught on and done 
that well within just a two-month period.

At this point, we did not have to run 
the printer every day and when we did 
it was only on for one to two hours on 
average. We also got the average timing 
down for cutting down a roll of material. 
A roll of material is around 650 square feet 
and takes the average person one hour to 
trim down.

I know what you are thinking. Man, 
that seems like a long time and expen-
sive. Wrong... Do the math. We average a 
minimum of 1,600 prints or more per roll, 
depending on the imprint size. So, let’s 
say you pay $25 an hour to the employee. 
Now divide those two numbers into each 
other, and it breaks down to one and a 
half pennies per print to have someone 
cut them out. You can hire anyone to sit 
and do that all day.

Another huge win is that this is only 
a 30-amp machine, and it only gets to 
around 125 degrees, so its power con-
sumption is not even worth recording ver-
sus that of a gas or electric screen-print-
ing dryer.

Let’s fast forward to May now, when 
the process gained even more traction. 
We’d only had it up and running for four 
months at this point.

Our production numbers jumped to 
5,200 pieces for a total of $63,000 in pro-
duction that month. We learned quickly 
during this month that we needed another 
heat press. (Before it came in, we had to 
have staff work overtime, which did not 
crush the profit and the staff did not mind 
doing the extra work, so it was a win for 

We average a 
minimum of 1,600 
prints or more per 
roll, depending on 
the imprint size. 
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The true key to the DTF 
process is making sure your 
designers can keep up with 
how fast your production team 
can produce the prints and 
press them.
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all of us.) At this point, we were operating our printer for two 
to four hours daily and running three heat presses daily, off 
and on as needed.

The true key to the DTF process is making sure your design-
ers can keep up with how fast your production team can pro-
duce the prints and press them. In screen printing, your design-
ers have to design for one- or two-color imprints and then set 
up positives, but on the back end, the production team has to 
clean, emulsify, and burn screens; mix inks; clean squeegees; 
register screens; and so much more before they even get to 
producing the orders. So, you may have to find a balance with 
your art team to keep up with the quick production of DTF.

And here is the cool part about if your designers are ahead 
and your production team is behind due to volume: the design-
ers on our team have loved pitching in to help. It gives them 
a break from being on their computers. This process is a huge 
morale booster for everyone involved, even for the owners.

When you start with DTF, crawl before you walk, and walk 
before you run. That way, you know you are not only making 
money, but your team has a handle on production, and your 
customers are happy every step of the way! Keep making moves 
with direct to film. I know we sure will! GP
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Perspectives on large-format direct-to-substrate printing

B Y  B I L L  S C H I F F N E R

Large-Format UV 
Printer Selection

As with most signage projects, it’s all 
about picking the right tools for the 

right job. This especially rings true when 
choosing the right substrates that are to 
be output on a UV flatbed direct-to-sub-
strate printer.

Over the years, new developments in 
flatbeds have continued to push the enve-
lope and provide shops with more flexibil-
ity and a plethora of media choices to offer 
their clients. With so many color inks and 
substrates from which to choose, all with 
different properties, it is essential to select 
the right combination depending on your 
application, such as profiling substrates, 
matching colors, and workflow. To ensure 
optimal print quality, all stages of the pro-
duction process must be carried out effec-
tively to get it right the first time.

VIVAS Inc. by the Bay
Luis Vivas, founder and CEO at San 

Francisco-based VIVAS Inc. notes that 
substrate selection is the key element to 
any signage project, as well as getting the 
colors right the first time around so they 
pop when installed.

Bill Schiffner, a former 

freelance writer/editor 

based in Holbrook, New 

York, has covered the 

imaging industry for over 

25 years and reported 

on many evolving digital 

imaging technologies. He 

was the editor for a number 

of imaging publications and websites. He can be reached 

at wschiffner@yahoo.com.

This project for video game leader 2K’s headquarters was printed direct-to-substrate onto wall panels 
with a flatbed Mimaki UV printer. VIVAS used PVC boards, and each panel had to be an exact fit for the 
walls. Images courtesy of VIVAS Inc.
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Bill Schiffner, a former 

freelance writer/editor 

based in Holbrook, New 

York, has covered the 

imaging industry for over 

25 years and reported 

on many evolving digital 

imaging technologies. He 

was the editor for a number 

of imaging publications and websites. He can be reached 

at wschiffner@yahoo.com.

“To achieve this we utilize a special tool 
called Color Muse to scan existing colors or 
Pantone books if we start from scratch on 
a project. Having high profile clients such 
as Disney, Asana, UC Berkeley, Sephora, 
Uber, UCSF, Lucasfilm, The San Francisco 
Marathon and Instacart, we always run a 
color proof on the actual surface,” he says. 

The small and growing family-owned 
office branding business first opened 
its doors for business in 2010. The 
award-winning firm offers custom wall 
graphics, dimensional logos and letters, 
window graphics, business branding and 
tradeshow signage services.

Vivas notes that during the pandemic 
they did a total re-brand of the company: 
“We used the pandemic time in 2020 
to re-brand our company. We started in 
2010 as VIVAS Banners, but in 2020 we 
re-branded to VIVAS Office Branding. We 
understood at the time that a change was 
risky because most offices were still closed 
with most company’s employees working 
remote.” 

To meet this new market, the company 
purchased some new equipment, includ-
ing UV flatbed printers from Mimaki and 
Roland. 

VIVAS produces a wide variety of projects 
using their UV direct-to-substrate Roland and 
Mimaki flatbeds on a variety of substrates, 
primarily foam boards, acrylics, and PVCs. 
Images courtesy of VIVAS Inc.

With the addition of a CNC router combined with 
direct-to-substrate printing, VIVAS expanded its 
services to include interior architectural signage. 
Image courtesy of VIVAS Inc.
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He notes that in 2022, when people started to go back to the 
office, their new business model started to take off. “Once the 
offices started to open up and people were returning to work, we 
used our flatbed for 3D logos, ADA signs, directional signs, direct 
printing on acrylics, as well exhibits and displays. Another part of 
our investment was to purchase a 5x10 foot CNC router that was 
the perfect complement for our UV flatbeds,” Vivas explains. 

Vivas says he stocks a number of substrates to meet his clients’ 
needs. “We use a variety of surfaces; the most common are 1/2-inch 
thick acrylics, 3mm Dibond, and 1/4-inch foam board.” 

He points out that he likes direct-to-substrate UV flatbed printing 
over other printing methods. “We were an old-school sign com-
pany when we opened in 2010. Our experience was banners and 
vinyls. That meant when a client needed a simple foam board proj-
ect, we would always print on vinyl and paste by hand. When we 
made the decision to update our printers our goal was to output 
directly on the flatbed,” Vivas says. “The first time we used the flat-
bed for a foam board job, our total business model changed that 
day. And once we started doing office-branding work, the whole 
ballgame changed for us. Having flatbeds in-house was our wow 
factor to exploit.”

Vivas says that a substrate choice was the right decision for a 
recent project they did for video game company 2K.

“We chose this project because 2K is one of the leading video 
game companies worldwide. Another reason why we chose this one 
is because we love challenges. The client first contacted us to do 
a vinyl wall graphic, but the wall wasn’t ready for it. We suggested 
they go to direct-to-substrate printing by panels. We used PVC 
boards, and each panel had to be exact to fit the wall. We used our 
Mimaki printer and CNC router, and our team perfectly installed 
them at 2K’s headquarters in Novato, California,” he explains.

Vivas points out that the PVC substrate they chose and suggested 
to the client was the key to the success of this project. He adds 
that the site survey was also important. He says they measured the 
space beforehand and matched up the PVC boards to fit the space 

This sign project for a construction company was printed on 1/2-inch clear acrylic, first-surface printed text with a spot layer of white. The solid colors are sec-
ond-surface prints with a layer of white ink on top of them, then they applied a frosted vinyl second surface. Images courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

Todd Williams of PRI Graphics & Signs says that since have three 
Canon 6100 series flatbed printers, the shop does profiles to al-
low for the same material to print consistently across all three ma-
chines. Images courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.
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perfectly. “We also tested for the possibility of fad-
ing. In most cases, the area has too much light, we 
test with a matte PVC as well.”

When asked about tips or tricks on flatbed print-
ing in this area, Vivas offers some advice: “First, 
secure the business before investing in new equip-
ment. Flatbeds are printers that need to run every 
day to give you the proper ROI. In addition, get a 
look at competitor pricing. In our case, we used to 
charge more for foam boards because it was pasted 
by hand on vinyl, and the price increased. Now, with 
the flatbed, the time has been drastically reduced, 
but the value is still about the same.”

He also advises to forget about bubbles and wast-
ing materials on jobs. And, most importantly, hire 
a person with experience to run that particular 
printer. “Why do you need a specialist? Well maybe 
the way we went about it was not the normal route to 
go, but the person that we hired four years ago had 
graphic design skills. From day one we trained him 
to use the flatbed. Now he is a specialist.”

Beating the heat in Phoenix
Located in the heart of downtown Phoenix is PRI 

Graphics & Signs. The shop is known throughout 
the southwest and nationwide for its creativity and 
unrivaled quality on finished products, as well as 
quick turnaround on all print projects, including 
construction and corporate graphics.

Todd Williams, vice president of Operations/part-
ner at PRI Graphics & Signs, says the shop knows 
that each customer has unique needs and require-
ments, and they take pride in working closely with 
their clients to understand their specific goals and 
objectives and to provide tailored solutions that meet 

The Color Matching Table in Onyx’s RIP software allows PRI to automate 
color corrections for specific clients. The corrections can be applied globally 
across multiple printing devices or dialed in specifically for a specific print-
er. The table stores the values they come up with and are applied to the file 
when they process it. Courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

The Media Library in Onyx stores all the profile information for each printing 
device. The Profile Wizard walks you through each of the steps. At the end 
of the profiling process you choose how many swatches you would like 
to print and read into the system with a photospectrometer (PRI uses the 
X-rite i1 Pro 3). After the swatches are scanned, Onyx shows you a com-
parison chart. The chart shows the expected color and the measured col-
or. If the measured color is out of tolerance it will highlight red, so you can 
address the issue. If there are no issues with the measured swatches you 
move on to the final step and have Onyx build the color profile. Screen shot 
courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

Onyx has included the G7 grayscale process into the Profile Wizard. If 
you choose to take advantage of it, you are prompted to print addition-
al swatches and read them into the G7 verification. These swatches have 
a tight tolerance from the target and will not pass if the colors are out of 
range. If the measured swatches do not pass the verification, Onyx will au-
tomatically try to correct them and prompt you to reprint the swatches and 
scan them again. The benefit of going through the G7 grayscale process is 
that you will have a more predictable color output. Each printing device that 
passes the G7 verification should have an identical color output. Screen 
shot courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

First, secure the business before 
investing in new equipment. Flatbeds 

are printers that need to run every 
day to give you the proper ROI.
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their needs. Williams points out that they usually don’t have to 
do color matching on different substrates.

“Very rarely do we have projects that cover multiple substrates, 
so we don’t spend much time color matching to that level. Since 
we have three Canon 6100 series flatbed printers, we do profiles 
to allow for the same material to print consistently across all three 
machines,” Williams says. “Our process is to print out the color 
targets, scan them with a spectrophotometer, allow the software 
to generate a profile, and then test that profile. We do this for our 
standard materials: Foam board, ACM, PVC, styrene, etc. We do 
the same basic process on all three machines.” 

He notes that they offer a variety of standard materials that 
fit customer needs most of the time. Generally, those materials 
come in various thicknesses. That allows for one material type 
to be used for various applications.

A few of their standard materials are: 
• Ultra Board — Wall art, stand up cut outs, meter boards 

(tradeshows), and event signs
• PVC — Trade show panel displays, countertop displays, inte-

rior directional signage, and dimensional wall graphics
• Styrene — Name badges, point-of-purchase retail signs, sign 

frame inserts, stencils, and interior transportation signage (bus, 
rail)

• Coroplast — Yard signs, political signs, temporary directional 
signs, warehouse signage, and exterior event signage

“These materials come in different thicknesses. A thicker mate-
rial gives more rigidity and stability and is generally more dura-
ble. So, depending on how the customer is using the sign, we 
may use a thicker version to give a better end product,” Williams 
explains. “The most common product we print on our flatbeds 
is Coroplast. One of our larger customers uses it almost exclu-
sively. However, we also print quite a bit on PVC, ACM, foam 
board products, and many others. We only stock materials we 
know will work well with our flatbeds. Luckily, our machines are 
pretty compatible with most products.”

When asked what criteria they use to select direct-to-substrate 
(UV flatbed printing) over other printing methods, he says they 
try to utilize the best material for that specific job.

“We want the clients to be happy with the final product. If 
there is a choice between printing methods, we generally try to 
use flatbed printing. In our climate, we feel direct-to-print has 
better UV resistance and is less affected by the heat than vinyl 
printed graphics.”

Williams says there was a recent job that utilized their flatbed 
where they chose the substrate and matched colors for that sub-
strate, which saved time in the overall workflow. “This project 
was for a regional construction company in our area. They were 
updating their company statements. We produced this job for 
them in a couple of different locations in their offices and at dif-
ferent sizes,” Williams says.

He adds that the project was printed on 1/2-inch clear acrylic. 
“The first surface printed the text with a spot layer of white. The 
solid colors are second-surface print with a layer of white ink on 
top of them. We then applied a frosted vinyl second surface. The 
client used standoffs to hang the finished project on the wall.” GP

The Gamut Report is a handy tool that gives the operator an idea of what 
they should be expecting when trying to print specific colors in correlation of 
the profile selected. Screen shot courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

This screenshot shows some of the Pantone swatches that are built into 
the RIP. If the DeltaE is greater than 2 you will see a noticeable difference 
when that color is printed. If the DeltaE is 2 or lower the color should look 
very close to the target color when it is printed. This report is a quick and 
easy way to find out if the target color will be achievable. Screen shot 
courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

We only stock materials we know 
will work well with our flatbeds. 
Luckily, our machines are pretty 
compatible with most products.
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Over 50 percent of U.S. core golf-
ers have bought merchandise from 

golfluencers, aka, golf and sports social 
media influencers. According to market 
research by Roland DGA data shows that 
these influencers have enough commer-
cial status to challenge previously estab-
lished manufacturers, or even work with 
these brands to reach customers that pro-
fessional golfers otherwise wouldn’t.

More than 63 percent of consumers in 
this sphere choose to buy from an influ-
encer because they trust their recommen-
dations, and over half of those who made 
purchases did so through the influencers’ 
social media channels.

Frank Scarcello, aka Daddy Chungus, 
worked with Roland to demonstrate how 
easy it can be to launch a merchandise 
collection. The Daddy Chungus collec-
tion was printed with direct-to-substrate 
technologies to customize what Scarcello 
is presenting to his followers — golf shirts, 
bag tags, and ball markers — all of which 
feature the Daddy Chungus logo. 

A Roland TrueVIS VG3 printer/cutter 
was used to produce the heat transfers for 
the golf shirts, and the ball markers and 
bag tags were made using a Roland LEF2 
benchtop UV flatbed printer.

On top of working to ensure accessi-
ble prices for his merchandise, Scarcello 
intends to donate 5 percent of every sale 
to the Crohn’s & Colitis Foundation, as 
he has been affected by Crohn’s.

“I am currently selling this merchan-
dise on my Daddy Chungus Golf Shopify 
Store and integrating those items natu-
rally into my social media content in an 
effort to raise awareness for this campaign 
and boost sales,” Scarcello says.

Being charitable is another way for 
golfluencers to connect more with their 
audiences, and Roland’s research says that 
76% of consumers say it’s important for 
an influencer to associate with a chari-
table cause. For print shops, identifying 
influencers and working with them on 

This screenshot shows some of the Pantone swatches that are built into 
the RIP. If the DeltaE is greater than 2 you will see a noticeable difference 
when that color is printed. If the DeltaE is 2 or lower the color should look 
very close to the target color when it is printed. This report is a quick and 
easy way to find out if the target color will be achievable. Screen shot 
courtesy of PRI Graphics & Signs.

On Par with Direct-to- 
Merchandise Printing

Scarcello’s signature Daddy Chungus logo 
being prepped for transfer onto a shirt. The 
logo was created with Roland’s TrueVIS VG3 
printer/cutter.

A series of Daddy Chungus logos for 
Scarcello’s shirts being printed using Roland’s 
VersaSTUDIO BN-20 desktop printer/cutter.

creating merchandise can open up addi-
tional profit centers.

“The initial response has been very pos-
itive, and depending on the popularity 
of the collection, I may expand the items 
offered in the future,” he says. “For now, 
I’m happy to promote the current line and 
partnership through social channels and 
further connect with my audience.” GP

The branded ball markers were made with the 
help of Roland’s VersaUV LEF2 benchtop UV 
flatbed printer.
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CNC routers offer sign shops 
flexibility and versatility, 

opening up many new opportunities in 
the sign and graphics space just based on 
the types of substrates used. The most 
popular sign substrates are acrylic, alu-
minum, PVC foam board, exterior grade 
medium-density fiberboard (MDF), and 
sign foam, but new substrates are being 
developed all the time. 

Wood is still a popular CNC substrate 
for certain applications, but mostly it has 
been replaced with composite materials, 
such as MDF, that have the strength and 
carvability of wood but are more durable, 
especially outside.

The right match
Jim Eichenberg, owner of Signarama 

Chandler, in Chandler, Arizona, says the 
materials his company uses on the router 
are dictated by the kinds of signs it sells.

The company, which was started by 
Eichenberg’s parents in 1997, targets 
small local businesses with brick-and-
mortar locations that need fascia signs, 
window graphics, interior signage, and 
vehicle graphics. The company also works 
for larger out-of-state sign companies that 
need help with sign permitting and instal-
lations in Arizona.

The bulk of what Signarama Chandler 
produces is fascia signs and monument 
panels, Eichenberg says, which means 

Substrates for 
CNC Routers
Exploring best practices for routing different 
substrates and bit selection and maintenance

B Y  P A U L A  A V E N 
G L A D Y C H

Paula Aven Gladych is a 

freelance writer based in 

Denver, Colorado. She can 

be reached at pgladych@

gmail.com.

The bulk of what Signarama Chandler produces is fascia signs and monument panels, Eichenberg 
says, which means plenty of routed aluminum for channel letters and acrylic for faces and monument 
sign panels. Images courtesy of Signarama Chandler.
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Substrates for 
CNC Routers B Y  P A U L A  A V E N 

G L A D Y C H

(Above) Jim Eichenberg, owner of Signarama 
Chandler, in Chandler, Arizona. 
(Below) Wes Bails, fabrication manager at 
Signarama Chandler.

When routing half-inch acrylic, a shop will get a poor edge finish if the bit is not perfectly sharp.

The bulk of what Signarama Chandler produces is fascia signs and monument panels, which means plenty of routed aluminum for channel letters and 
acrylic for faces and monument sign panels.
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plenty of routed aluminum for channel 
letters and acrylic for faces and monument 
sign panels.

Channel letters are in high demand for 
the inside and outside of buildings that 
can either be front-lit or back-lit with LED 
lights. The outline of the letters can be 
made with aluminum or stainless steel 

that can be brushed, painted, or mirrored. 
Signarama Chandler has a CNC router, a 
paint booth, and digital printers.

“I can make the most beautiful, creative 
creations you’ve ever seen. I can custom 
fabricate anything using great machines 
but what pays the bills is letters. We have 
letters coming out of our ears. That’s what 
people need. That’s what their signs are 
… just letters,” Eichenberg says. “Yes, you 
can dress up a letter and make it fairly 

fancy. You can add different layers to it, 
paint the edges one color and one color on 
the face. You can get creative if the client 
is willing to pay for the added cost.” 

Jeff Voll, VP of sales for AXYZ, says that 
his company’s routers can cut all the main 
sign materials, including foam core, alu-
minum, acrylic, such as ACRYLITE, and 

even vinyl. Shops can make pop-up sign 
displays, aluminum signs, highway road 
signs, real estate signs, and adhesive signs 
for walls and windows.

AXYZ routers come with seven-tool, 
10-tool, 14-tool, or 21-tool carousels for 
automatic tool changeout. They also have 
automatic height sensing, so if the opera-
tor makes a tool change, there is a sensor to 
verify the distance from the tip of the tool 
to the wasteboard that the substrate sits on. 

“We make sure we are not cutting that 
part or going too deep, if you will,” Voll 
says. Shops want their tools to last as long 
as possible, and that won’t happen if they 
are plowing through the wasteboard.

When AXYZ cuts ACRYLITE, it uses a 
cold air knife that blows onto the cutting 
area, where contact is made between the 
tool and the plastic, to keep it very cool.

“The reason you do that is to get an 
edged surface very smooth, and you’re 
also cooling down the knife. “You don’t 
want the plastic to fuse to the knife,” he 
says. The added benefit of this is that cus-
tomers don’t need to buff, sand, or polish 
the outside edge of that letter or whatever 
they cut out.

Aluminum composite metals are 
another material that is prevalent in the 
sign industry. It is two sheets of prefin-
ished aluminum sandwiched around a 
polyethylene core. The material works well 
for channel letter backing and indoor and 
outdoor signage because it is lightweight 
and durable.

Channel letters are in high demand for the inside and outside of buildings that can either be front-lit or back-lit with LED lights.

Channel letters are in high demand for the inside 
and outside of buildings that can either be front-lit or 

back-lit with LED lights. 
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AXYZ makes CNC waterjet machines 
that use a 60,000-psi stream of water to 
cut aluminum, plastic, and even granite. 

“You could never cut granite on a router. 
It would chew through tools so fast,” 
Voll says. With water, it isn’t that much 
faster than routing, but it is very precise. 
Another benefit of the waterjet head is that 
it can cut different angles than a router 
head.

Buddy Warner, who is in sales at 
ShopBot Tools, says that some substrates 
can be used inside or out, such as Sintra, 
an expanded foam PVC. Some sign mak-
ers use these more heavily indoors, par-
ticularly the 1/8" sheets that come in red, 
green, yellow, and blue, due to their ten-
dency to warp in the high heat of direct 
sunlight. Thicker sheets are normally avail-
able in white or black. Expanded foam 
sheets come under many brand names, 
including Azek, Palboard, Komotec and 
Celtec PVC.

“Some of these are gooier when cutting 
and not as dry and powdery as Sintra, and 
some imports will have small voids inside 
as well and are not as consistent through-
out,” he says.

Other indoor materials include alumi-
num, brass, and copper. Warner says he 
typically uses phenolic-backed metallic 
laminate for indoor signage, although 
there are exterior grade metallic vinyls 
that can be applied and used in or outside.

Acrylics can be used inside or out and 
are sold in cast or extruded varieties. “Cast 
engraves nicely, leaves the cut white when 
etched and is very clear, but is much more 
likely to crack,” Warner says. “Extruded 
acrylic is stronger and less likely to shat-
ter and show cracks when drilled or cut. 
Either can be edge polished.”

Styrene is often used for indoor signs 
because it isn’t as durable outdoors as other 
materials. Foam Core or Foam Board has 
a layer of foam between various materials, 
like poster board. Ultraboard has a plas-
tic-coated exterior. “These cut better with 
an oscillating tangential knife, but there 
are also bits that can be used,” he says.

Polycarbonate, such as Lexan or 
Makrolon, come in clear or white and are 
very tough, he says. “This material should 

be machined more like cutting alumi-
num, done in shallower passes.” While it 
can be used outdoors if it is UV-coated, 
this material is more commonly used for 
indoor signage.

One of the less expensive materials 
for outdoor signs is Extira, or exterior 

grade MDF. “This material is very dense 
and heavy and must be painted with the 
proper primer and paints,” Warner says. 
It is also highly water resistant.

Corrugated plastics, such as Coroplast, 
can be used outdoors for political signs, 
realtors, and others wanting a more 

Aluminum composite metals are another material that is 
prevalent in the sign industry. It is two sheets of prefinished 

aluminum sandwiched around a polyethylene core. 

ShopBot CNC.
Your path 
to profitability.

SHOPBOT TOOLS ARE ENGINEERED, MANUFACTURED, AND SUPPORTED IN THE USA

ShopBot manufactures CNC machines that inspire 

people to turn their ideas into something tangible. 

When we see our tools put to work in constructive 

and creative ways, it reaffirms our commitment to 

the mission of making digital fabrication technology 

readily accessible and usable for everyone.

Bouncing Off The Walls 
Cochrane, AB • Canada

Tool: ShopBot PRSalpha 4’ x 4’ 
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temporary way to advertise. Sign foam, 
or high-density urethane, could be used 
indoor or out but is most commonly used 
for outdoor signage to “avoid the deteriora-
tion common with wooden signs,” he says.

ColorCore, which is two-color high-den-
sity polyethylene, is a great material for 
park signs or applications where only two 
colors are needed, Warner says. The mate-
rial is high-impact resistant, durable, and 
doesn’t require any maintenance. Signs 
made with ColorCore are paint-resistant 
and can be cleaned with soap and water. 
Starboard is similar to HDPE and is fre-
quently used in the boat industry for decks 
and signs.

Router bits
Wes Bails, fabrication manager at 

Signarama Chandler, says that his com-
pany uses two standard types of bits for 

aluminum or acrylic in 
1/8-inch, 3/16-inch, 
1/4-inch, and 1/2-inch 
shanks. When cutting 
acrylics, Bails uses a 
1/4-inch shank, and 
when routing alumi-
num backs, he uses 
3/16-inch bits. 

“When I was brought in and learning 
the machinery, I was taught to use the 
biggest bit you can get away with using 
because it is faster and more robust,” he 
says. “I only get down into 1/8-inch bits 
if I need detail, and I have to slow down 
speeds and feeds to accommodate the less 
strength of that bit.”

Bails orders aluminum and non-ferrous 
bits for aluminum and acrylic. If the shop 
has projects that require foams, he uses the 
acrylic bits for those projects. He prefers 

single flute upcut bits.
Eichenberg adds that 

“when it comes to rout-
ing, you can have the 
greatest router and the 
best tools for cutting, 
but if the speeds and 
feeds are wrong, you 
are not going to get a 

good product.”
It’s all about practice. He recommends 

that shops experiment on different types 
of substrates, using different cutting tools, 
to see what works best at different speeds. 
One important tip is to always do a test 
on materials coming from different ven-
dors because the feeds and speeds may be 
very different from what the shop is used 
to using.

Bails created Google cheat sheets to give 
the shop’s router operators an idea of how 

The production area of Signarama Chandler.

One important tip 
is to always do a 
test on materials 

coming from different 
vendors because the 

feeds and speeds 
may be very different 
from what the shop is 

used to using.
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fast they need to run the machine and feed 
in the material based on the thickness of 
the aluminum they are cutting. 

As far as bit longevity is concerned, some 
bits can run for a very long time. Bails says 
he can run the CNC on one aluminum 
3/16-inch bit for a month, routing alu-
minum. Typically, bits will wear out after 
a while, or a bit will snap at its weakest 
point if the material shifts unexpectedly.

Bits will last longer when cutting acrylic, 
he says, but once they get too dull, it is 
time to change them out. 

When routing half-inch acrylic, a shop 
will get a poor edge finish if the bit is 
not perfectly sharp. When that happens, 
the fabrication department has to sand it 
down and make it clean. “It takes hours 
of manual labor, so we decide to recut 
pieces with a brand-new bit, which is less 
money in the long run than having guys 
spend time cleaning edges,” Bails says. 
Eichenberg adds that it is cheaper to buy 
a bit than deal with bad edge quality.

Warner says that most plastics are con-
sidered “soft,” but there are bits designed 
specifically for hard or soft plastics. The 
Onsrud 52-700 bits provide a great fin-
ish for the softer Starboard/polyethylene 
materials, and Amana has a great selection 
for plastics as well, he says.

“O flute bits, which have a circular cut-
ting flute (rather than a flat one like a car-
bide tipped bit), tend to cut plastics better. 
Some plastics have a lower melting point 
and are more temperature sensitive, so less 
flutes, lower rpm, or faster feed rates work 
better on these. Harder PVC is tempera-
ture sensitive and cuts better with a low 
helix sheer cut bit,” Wagner says.

The Super O flute has a circular flute 
and is back-ground on the outside cut-
ting surface to reduce friction and heat 
that causes melting and “re-welding” of 
chips back into the cutting groove or kerf.

“I generally do not recommend down 
cut bits for temperature-sensitive plas-
tics as they create excess heat and fric-
tion, which adds to the problem,” he 
says. Denser or more abrasive materials 
like AlumaCore or Extira create more bit 
wear than Sintra, HDU, or HDPE. GP
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TKMPrint Solutions, located in 
Uniontown, Ohio, is the 

perfect combination of high-tech and 
Midwest charm, mixed in with the work 
ethic and ingenuity of the nearby Amish 
communities. 

TKM started by offering in-house dig-
ital wide-format printing services and 
custom-branded promotional products. 
Eventually, the company added the capa-
bility to custom fabricate boxes, cases, and 
displays using acrylic and a large variety 
of composite substrates in flat stock and 
roll materials. 

Going back to Ohio
I had the opportunity to meet with 

Luke Messner, president of TKM 
Print Solutions, at the company’s new 
50,000-square-foot location with a cur-
rent workforce of about 20 people. We 
discussed history, business trends, equip-
ment, and the importance of fulfillment 
and logistics.

“TKM was founded in 2008, by my 
father, Thomas K. Messner Sr. At that time, 
he had over three decades of experience as 
a print salesman/broker. He became frus-
trated with some of the wide-format ser-
vices that were coming to market and the 
development of new technologies that his 
existing suppliers were neglecting,” says 
Messner. “He saw an opportunity that he 
could embellish with superior customer 
service and the quality he was accustomed 
to and finally have in-house production 
control. We started first and second gen-
eration at the same time. The company 
looks a lot different today; even our focus 
has radically changed.”

TKM initially came to market with 
large-format printing and digital die 

Solution-based companies like TKM Print Solutions 
have one thing in common: a motivated desire that 
there’s always a better way to improve and grow

B Y  J D  H A M I LT O N

James Dean Hamilton 

has more than 30 years 

of experience in the 

sign industry with a vast 

knowledge of everything 

signage, marketing, and 

workflow management. 

His website is www.

jamesdean130.com, and he can be reached at JD@

jamesdeanjdh.com.

Creative Creative 
SolutionSolution

EVERY CHALLENGE HAS A

TKM Print Solutions’ new modern 50,000-square-foot facility, consisting of offices, production, and 
warehousing employing over 20 team members. Images courtesy of TKM Print Solutions
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cutting. The competition then was tra-
ditional screen printers. It was not too 
long before the Messner’s realized their 
initial niche was low volume and quick 
time frames that screen printers could not 
meet.

Eventually some of those screen print-
ers became customers to handle those 
more custom requests from their clients. 
“Screen printers and commercial sheet-
fed printers at that time were a big part 
of the market share,” says Messner. “We 
were also supplying to print brokers and 
to other smaller printers who didn’t have 
the technology that we had. We started 
with an Acuity HD 2504 flatbed printer 
and could print three 4x8 sheets an hour. 
Cutting edge at the time and yet so hard 
to believe looking back we produced so 
much.”

From senior to junior
Thomas Messner Sr. had been a very 

successful print broker in the Cleveland/
Akron markets for decades. He was well 
known and respected for his uncanny eye 
for color and the ability to find and coor-
dinate projects both large and small.

Key to his success was his ability to facil-
itate the successful fulfillment of his proj-
ects. He learned early on it was one thing 
to make a product, but a completely dif-
ferent discipline to provide the ultimate 
back-end logistics to bulk deliver to his 
client or package and ship to multiple 

Organized and well-stocked warehousing of common substrates allows TKM to hit the ground running 
as soon as an order is released. The new spacious, flexible, and well-lit production floors allow large-
volume projects to move through efficiently.

The acquisition of local acrylic fabricator only added to the company’s extensive emphasis of “kit 
packing” turnkey products that TKM can drop ship to its clients’ locations throughout the country.
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locations of those clients’ customers. 
Messner Sr.’s vision of successfully com-
bining an emerging technology while pro-
viding his clients with the turnkey solu-
tions they had relied upon were the cor-
nerstones of TKM Print Solutions begin-
ning. That philosophy continues.

“My dad’s got over 50 years in printing 
experience. He has seen the evolution of 
printing over the last 50 years, and it has 
been dramatic. But the evolution of print-
ing over the last ten years has trumped 
most of that. For us, when we started, 
we realized we weren’t going to win on 
speed; we needed to win on quality. We 
also needed to win on customer service,” 

TKM’s core business has led to requests for 
other printing services and TKM now offers 
environmental and corporate graphics 
featuring printed wall coverings and vinyl.

explains Messner. “For us at that time, 
printing three sheets an hour meant that 
sometimes we needed to run the press 24 
hours a day, seven days a week for a month 
straight. There were times early in the start 
of our business when we didn’t have nearly 
as many employees; it was me and a few 
other people. We would work all night. 
The press took long enough to run that 
we could set up a little cot and sleep by 
the cutter if we needed to or sleep by the 
press and set a timer for every 20 minutes. 
It seems crazy, but that kind of work ethic 
is largely what drove us and continues to 
fuel our growth.”

Back to the future
Fast forward to 2023, and you will find 

the footprint, equipment, team size and, 
of course, revenues have increased dra-
matically since its start. From surviving 
the Great Recession during the company’s 
opening year to getting through the recent 
pandemic, TKM persevered and grew.

Today, you will find an expansive list of 
investments that added growth. The initial 
Acuity machines have been replaced by a 
swissQprint Nyala large format roll and 
flatbed printer, an EFI VUTEk H5 that 
prints 30 full sheets an hour (quadrupling 

With more than $1 
million in recent 
investments in 
equipment and 

technology, the key 
to ongoing success 

is the people.
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the speed of the old Acuity machines), two 
D3 automated Zund Cutters, a Zund G3 
cutter/router, a 4x8 Kern laser and a liq-
uid UV material coater.

The addition of a laser complements 
the Zund D3 cutters and gives a quick, 
flame-polished finish to acrylic pieces. 
Acquiring the assets of a local acrylic 
fabricator provided the equipment and 
knowledge to grow beyond traditional 
paper and plastic substrates and the ability 
to create unique components for point-of-
purchase displays and other applications.

The company’s focus currently is on 
providing retail graphics to three types 
of customers: Corporate and product dis-
tributors that sell product at retail stores, 
brick-and-mortar retail stores where those 
products are sold, and point-of-purchase 
display companies.

With more than $1 million in recent 
investments in equipment and technology, 
the key to ongoing success is the people.

You can’t print core values
“Perhaps our greatest growth has come 

from growing and maintaining our qual-
ity team members. Much of our team has 
been with us for years and our extended 
family still steps in and helps. Printing has 
become more and more about people and 
process,” Messner says. “Our core purpose 
for being in business is to Make Life Better 
for our clients, our employees, their fami-
lies, our community, vendors, and share-
holders. We live by our TKM Core Values 
of On It. Own It., Push Hard Every Day, 
and Figure It Out.

Further defining this Messner adds, 
“TKM aims to make life better for custom-
ers by building the best production pro-
cess we can and working hard every day to 
help our customers achieve their timelines 
and goals. TKM aims to make life bet-
ter for employees by cultivating a positive 
workplace environment, communicating 
heavily about our vision and goals and 
how we’re measuring up, and providing 
good benefits, good pay, and a monthly 
cash bonus profit-sharing plan tied to the 
company’s financial performance. “On it. 
Own it,” ultimately boils down to trust 
and accountability. We realize we must 

Going hand in hand with a variety of promotional printed products, TKM has also expanded into pro-
viding custom special event graphics.
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earn that trust with our customers every 
day on every job. Committing to extreme 
accountability can take different forms. 
One time we couldn’t finish production 
by the UPS and FedEx shipping dead-
lines. Our customer was scheduled for a 
major meeting with one of their custom-
ers the next day. We put one of our peo-
ple on a plane, flew the finished goods to 
the customer early the next morning, and 
hand-delivered the job by taxi. Usually, 
though, taking accountability for our 
work involves more mundane tasks like 
checking our work, solving problems, and 
working out any problems the customers 
might have. It can also mean tracking 
how we’re doing from a quality perspec-
tive. One major initiative we’re develop-
ing is a quality score that can be reported 
for any customer showing how many jobs, 
parts, and individual pieces we’ve shipped 
to them compared to the number of issues 

the customer has reported. We’re excited 
about this new tool because it gives our 
team a concrete way to measure how we’re 
doing and shows where we can improve.”

Besides people, TKM has a unique and 
successful strategy when it comes to cre-
ating win-win relationships with vendors 
and maintaining inventory. The com-
pany views vendors as part of its extended 
family.

“We view vendors as a pivotal part of 
our team and monumental to our suc-
cess. They take care of us, and we make 
sure we take care of them. We have devel-
oped unique partnerships with some of 
our substrate partners where we inventory 
products for them and pay as we go. This 
enables us to quickly move forward on vir-
tually any type of product, large or small, 
without depending on a supply chain that 
can become unreliable,” explains Messner.

The ability to have on-site access to 

large amounts of sheet stock definitely 
gives them an advantage in many large 
time-sensitive projects, thanks to a ven-
dor relationship.

Circling back … and forward
TKM’s central location puts it within 

500 miles of most of the markets it caters 
to. Access to freeways, tollways, railways, 
and even airports offers a competitive 
advantage for product costs and for ship-
ping fees for its clients.

“We realized we needed to focus on the 
things that we wanted people to think 
of when they thought of TKM: high 
perceived value, great customer service, 
exceptional sharing of information, rapid 
responses to emails, and RFQs. We have 
an extreme desire to improve our processes 
every single day. We believe there’s no idea 
that’s too crazy if it fits within the focus 
of what we’re trying to do here at TKM,” 

Investing in cutting-edge hardware and technology like two D3 automated Zund Digital Cutters, a Zund G3 cutter/router, a 4x8 Kern laser (shown here), and a 
liquid UV material coater have been pivotal in the company’s continued growth.
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explains Messner. “We’d like to double in size in the 
next five years, and we’d like to double that growth 
again in the next 10 years. We believe we can get 
there under our context of Make Life Better. We 
don’t want to do that by doing two to three times 
the volume of work that we’re doing now and ask 
everybody to work two to three times harder. So, 
everything that we do has to be focused on making 
life better by transitioning into our new facility and 
continuing to invest in technology, processes, and 
people to achieve those goals.”

TKM Print Solutions is a prime example of the 
growing trend of businesses in our industry that 
don’t look at simply selling as many widgets as pos-
sible at the cheapest price. Instead, they offer a turn-
key solution to their client needs, which is the face-
to-face customer service at the front, quality work-
manship, and a dependable fulfillment system with 
follow-up.

Messner sums it up best with: “Our clients don’t 
buy printing from us; they trust us to provide the 
solutions and services to meet their needs.” GP

The company’s new EFI VUTEk H5 can print over 30 full 4x8 sheets an hour, four times the capacity of the original machines.

Printed and fabricated point-of-
purchase and point-of-sale pieces 
and displays are the cornerstone 
of TKM’s business. Packing, 
shipping and handling logistics 
is the service that separates TKM 
from most of its competition. 
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Fleet Account Management
Fleet projects from estimate to installation

Charity Jackson is the 

owner of Visual Horizons 

Custom Signs based 

in Modesto, California. 

She has been in busi-

ness since 1995 and 

has worked in the sign 

industry for nearly 30 

years. You can visit her 

website at www.VHSigns.com.

Scaffolding, scissor lifts, and proper tools made the installation as efficient as possible.

Vehicle wraps and fleet graphics are our 
specialty, and we have many different 

small-to-large companies we work with. 
Often, the work we do for them is ongo-
ing, meaning we’ll wrap or letter one to 
three or so vehicles at a time. We keep 
track of their artwork and graphics place-
ment and make the reordering process as 
easy as possible. Most of our fleet accounts 
started with one or two vehicles and grew 
from there.

Over the years, we’ve also bid on large 

There were mul-
tiple print files 

for each trailer. 
A simple proof 

showing the 
printed panel 
allowed us to 

easily track our 
output.

fleet projects. Usually, these projects are 
for a set number of vehicles that will need 
to be completed in a pre-specified time 
period, unlike with our ongoing accounts.

Some of these projects are posted 
through a bid portal in the form of a 
Request for Proposal (RFP) and have a 
packet of information that needs to be 
completed. These are more formal esti-
mates with a lot of paperwork and specific 
requirements.

We’ll often bid on a fleet project less 
formally, especially when we’ve worked 
with a company on other projects before. 
While they may not have an RFP in place 
requesting specific documents, you’ll still 
need to provide plenty of information in 
addition to the estimate itself.

Rapport
Meeting with the customer and gather-

ing information is essential to the project 
because that’s when you establish a rap-
port. On projects with many vehicles, the 
customer should have a pretty good idea 
of the end goal and will need your assis-
tance in organizing the process to achieve 
that goal. 

We’re currently in the middle of a large 
project involving multiple vans and box 
trucks, over 30 semi-truck cabs, and 45 
trailers ranging in size from 28' to 45'. 
The client is a local distributor that was 
bought out by another company up north. 
Their goal is to rebrand all of the vehicles 
by the fall.

We’ve worked with people in differ-
ent departments over the years, but this 
project is overseen primarily by one per-
son locally. We met with him numer-
ous times as we gathered information on 
their goals for the project, measured and 
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photographed the trucks and trailers, and 
worked through final vehicle quantities.

We also met with representatives from 
the main company to clarify artwork and 
coverage to be sure we’d maintain consis-
tency with the other fleets they have up 
north. Since this is a great company to 
work with, and we’ve had experience with 
them on smaller projects over the years, 
the process has been relatively smooth.

Assessment
We met with the customer to assess 

the vehicles and began putting together 
an estimate. We took straight-on pho-
tos of all sides of each type of vehicle and 
trailer they planned to wrap. We looked at 
the condition of the paint and noted any 
obstacles like doors, rivets, or brackets.

We got a close estimate of the num-
ber of vehicles we would be doing, and 
some examples of other fleets they’d had 
branded in the past. This helped speed up 
the process since we weren’t starting from 
scratch in establishing the size of the fleet 
and the coverage.

Proposal
When you fill out an RFP, and even 

when you do a less formal estimate on a 
large project, it feels like you’re also sub-
mitting a company resume. In some cases, 
you do exactly that. For some proposals, 
you’ll need to establish your company’s 
experience, provide referrals, and show 
examples of past work while also provid-
ing information on the primary company 
representatives and all pertinent contact 
information.

You should also provide product bul-
letins for the materials you plan to use 
and a written warranty for both materials 

Scaled proofs with sizing noted were provided during the bidding process to ensure we were quoting 
comparable coverage and understanding the customer’s goals.

and workmanship. Usually, you’re bid-
ding against other companies on large 
accounts, so be sure to spell out precisely 
what you’re providing for the price and 
ask for an apples-to-apples comparison. If 
another company is providing something 
different, note those discrepancies.

For example, we use a 3M Scotchcal 
8548 non-PVC overlaminate on all our 
wraps to help prevent the browning issues 
we commonly have in our area. Many 
other companies use a premium 3M 8518 
gloss laminate. Both would work for this 
application, but we noted why we wanted 
to use a different material and why we feel 
it is a better choice.

The written estimate we provided spelled 
out the vehicle types, the coverage, the 
number of vehicles at each size, and the 
price per vehicle for graphics and instal-
lation. We quoted the rears of the trailers 
separately for this project because some 
had a lift gate and some didn’t, which 
affected the amount of rear coverage.

We started with the cab doors and front fairing 
logos, completing portions of the project as they 
were approved.
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Design
Typically, we only do artwork for an 

order, but on large projects like this, some 
amount of design needs to be provided 
to clarify coverage. Providing an initial 
proof helps the customer compare your 
estimate to other bids and shows the cus-
tomer that you understand the direction 
they want to go in.

One project we’re currently working on 
has van wraps, a box truck, and multiple 
trailers that are 28', 36', and 48' long. The 
artwork for most of the vehicles is very 
similar, just fit to the different sizes. Using 
photos of the trailers and templates for the 
vans, we created proofs for each one and 
submitted those along with the estimate.

As the bid process moved along, we also 
provided sizing notations to ensure the 
coverage size was consistent for all com-
panies providing bids. There were some 
adjustments and things to clarify along 

the way, but we worked hard to answer 
any questions and provide any requested 
information quickly.

Since we could not get artwork early in 
the process, we created similar artwork 
to provide an accurate quote. When we 
received the go-ahead on the project, we 
worked with the company to gather vector 
artwork and Pantone colors. Once we had 
this artwork, we provided updated proofs 
of all vehicle types for final approval.

We also provided color samples printed 
on the wrap media we use for final color 
approval. After a couple of variations, we 
had the company sign off on the final 
print sample, and we kept it on file for 
future reference.

Printing
Only once we had a signed-off print 

sample did we start setting up the graphics 
for production. The cab graphics, which 

During the initial assessment of the fleet, we took into account the doors, brackets, and rows of rivets. Each trailer had multiple panels for each side. 

Simple labeling printed with each panel and stuck to the outside tape kept the rolls organized.

involved spot logos on the two doors and 
the front fairing, were approved first, so 
we started by printing all of those.

As I set up these files, I added small 
boxes to indicate the midpoint of the 
graphics to make it faster to line up 
pieces on the truck doors. We rotated the 
graphics during the printing process for 
the upper fairing logos so we could print 
them in one piece. To ensure the logo was 
applied straight, I added a line and noted 
the top of the logo to avoid confusion 
during installation.

We also did this with the spot logos on 
all the sides of the trailers. By printing 
the logo separately from the text, we were 
able to better stack the graphics for out-
put. And, by aligning the side weed bor-
ders and adding bright boxes that lined 
up to one another, we were able to quickly 
and accurately realign the graphics on the 
vehicle.

While installing the cab graphics, we 
received the final artwork approval for 
the three vans, so those were wrapped 
next. The art approvals came in waves, 
which worked great for us, as we could 
plan and print the various vehicle graph-
ics in batches.

Once we received final approval on the 
trailers, we established with the customer 
that the thirty-one 28' trailers were the 
priority. When I set up the print panels for 
these trailers, I also printed proofs show-
ing where the print breaks were and how 
the panels would look. They were also 
labeled by the side of the trailer and what 
number panel they were, starting at the 
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back of the trailer since we install from 
back to front.

A separate proof was created to track 
the panels as they were printed so we 
wouldn’t accidentally under- or over-print 
them. Matching labels were added to each 
printed panel so that, as we cut down the 
panels in production, those labels could be 
added to the rolled media for clarification. 
Our labels indicate the trailer size, which 
side of the trailer, and the panel number.

Workflow
We’re not a big company, so large proj-

ects like this mean we have to be super 
organized in our workflow. Other projects 
are still coming in, and they have to go 
through the production process, too, and 
we don’t want to drop the ball on anyone.

We typically wrap one or two trailers a 
day, depending on the weather, and then 
try to leave a couple of hours for produc-
tion time to prepare the next batch of pan-
els. The printing, drying, laminating, and 
finishing process is straightforward and 
streamlined to ensure we’re as efficient as 
possible.

The rolled panels are labeled and then 
sorted by truck/side so they’re all ready 
for installation. We make sure to print 
an entire trailer in one day to lessen the 
chance of color variation, and the printed 
panels are relatively easy to sort. We don’t 
print multiples of one type of panel; rather, 
we print all the panels for an entire side 
before moving to the other side.

Installation
The first installation on a new vehicle 

type always takes longer than subsequent 
ones. On the first one, we establish place-
ment and make clear notations on the 
proof so we know exactly where to place 
the panels on each trailer for consistency.

We also ensure we have scissor lifts and 
scaffolding in place to speed up the pro-
cess. Proper tools and handy tips and 
tricks also make the installation faster, 
especially on rows and rows of rivets.

Since we’re in California, we also have to 
consider the weather. Other than the vans 
and smaller box trucks, all the installa-
tions must be done outdoors. Installing in 

the early morning, setting up a large por-
table umbrella, and installing the side in 
the sun first thing are all little adjustments 
we make to get it done. Once the temps 
get too high, we switch gears and move 
in to prep the next trailer. Something is 
always getting done on the project.

Tips
Throughout the process, we make sure 

to communicate with the customer. We 
track trailer numbers and install dates and 
work hard to rotate the trailers out as effi-
ciently as possible. If the weather is too 
hot, we let the customer know we’ll need 
an extra day to finish.

We require a deposit up front to start a 
project for companies we’ve never worked 
with. For our current project, we’ve 

worked with the client for years, so we 
didn’t require a deposit; instead, we’re just 
billing the project in batches. This way, 
they’re not hit with a huge bill all at once, 
and we’re not putting out a ton of money 
upfront for materials and not billing it for 
months at a time.

A lot of material is purchased for these 
fleet projects. We can get the graphics 
for approximately two 28' trailers out of 
each roll of vinyl and laminate. Since we 
can only print, prep, and install so many 
wraps at a time, I spread out the mate-
rial purchases from our suppliers. In the 
end, we’ll still order and pay for the same 
amount of vinyl, but rather than ordering 
it all up front, we can bring it in and pay 
for it because the customer is also being 
billed for the completed work. GP

The vans were approved early on and were wrapped in a similar layout to the rest of the fleet.

Adding simple alignment blocks speeds up the installation of spot graphics.

Providing an initial proof helps the customer compare 
your estimate to other bids and shows the customer 
that you understand the direction they want to go in.

GPOCT-ADS.indd   81GPOCT-ADS.indd   81 9/15/23   4:07 PM9/15/23   4:07 PM



A W A R D S  & 
C U S T O M I Z A T I O N

Lasering 
Holidays

Christmas season is right 
around the corner, and 
ornaments are on the table
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Depending on your point of view, it 
may be unfortunate that we consider 

Christmas to be a time to maximize our 
revenues. Regardless, the Holiday season 
does offer us a chance to add items to our 
product offerings that can be carried every 
year or can be customized to suit a partic-
ular customer.

You can also take a standard item and 
add a specific date to celebrate a New 
Year. Remember that Thanksgiving really 
marks the unofficial start to the Holidays, 
so be ready to start on Christmas items 
then.

Please don’t forget our Jewish and 
Muslim friends, who also celebrate sig-
nificant Holy Days around the same time 
of the year. They do have slightly different 
calendars, so timing can vary, but they’ll 
be close enough to build into the general 
Holiday Season.

Ornaments and beyond
The biggest opportunities will involve 

personalized gifts described in previous 
articles but don’t forget Christmas orna-
ments. Again, a wide range of materi-
als can be used, but I have found wood 
or glass to be those most commonly 
requested.

Metal and ceramic-marked items are 
popular as well. The processes to produce 
these pieces are basically no different than 
for any other item, using the suggested 
setting as a baseline. As always, judicious 
settings for power and shade on wood, in 
particular, and to a lesser extent on glass 
and metal, can achieve various results 
if you choose to keep the natural wood 
finish.

Lasering 
Holidays

John Morman is the owner 

of Celtic Tides in Lexington, 

Virginia. He and his wife, 

Mary Jo, have been running 

the shop since 2005. John 

started laser engraving in 

2003.
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Color fill is another idea for ornaments 
and other wooden gifts, but please don’t 
forget that this will be time-consuming, 
and your pricing will have to reflect that. 
I have found it necessary to limit the num-
ber of color-filled items to three per cus-
tomer and produce no more than six at 
any one time in order to help reduce the 
time spent on color-filling. I will usually 
offer to mail a customer order if I don’t 
have enough pieces on hand. Never give 
a customer an excuse not to buy!

We are fortunate enough to have two 
universities here in town and a third a few 
miles away, as well as two high schools. 
This is a great source for all sorts of 
gifts, again covering the whole gamut of 
objects using the school logos, including 
Christmas ornaments, barware, glassware, 
etc. Please, though, get permission to use 
the logos. Many schools and universities 
have licensed their logos to third parties, 
so be careful. 

There are lots of open-source locations 
from which you can import designs. If 
you look hard enough, you can find edit-
able vector art that you can manipulate to 
suit your, or your customer’s, own prefer-
ences. If not, tracing a jpeg design into an 
editable format will again afford you the 
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chance to change things to your liking. 
Again — always remember to take any 
additional time into account for pricing.

A quick note about wooden ornament. 
I use 1/8" sheet stock of a medium hard 
wood. Softer woods, like bass wood for 
example, can be easier to work with, but 
are prone to burning more easily if you’re 
not careful.

If you are going to be making pieces that 
include cut-outs, remember to have suffi-
cient margins so the piece doesn’t break up 
as soon as you finish it! I do some pieces 
which involve sandwiching two pieces of 
1/16" sheet stock but which have a differ-
ent material in between the two pieces, 
and then glued together. 

Timing
This is obviously essential around the 

holidays. If you are mailing out items, 
remember to keep in mind the volume of 
items going by mail, Fed Ex, UPS, DHL, 
etc. The “last date for delivery” your ship-
pers will send are only guidelines, and 
you should plan on getting orders out for 
delivery no later than mid-December.

As far as taking orders is concerned, I try 
and set a final order date of Thanksgiving 
to ensure I have stock in hand, have 
enough time to produce the order, and 
ship it to the customer. (I have taken 
orders for local folks as late as Christmas 
Eve, though!).

The Holidays are stressful enough for 
business owners such as ourselves without 
getting worked up about getting orders 
done in time. If you have a backlog of 
orders, try and organize your work so 
that everything that needs a cutting table 
or a rotary adapter gets done at the same 
time so you’re not spending time chop-
ping and changing the configuration of 
your machine.

I’ve always been a Christmas nerd, OK? 
Even so, I find producing gifts for any of 
the Holiday Season to be a great way to 
get me really in the mood for the Season. 
Without backing yourself into a corner 
with a large volume of “Must have by...” 
orders, the Holiday Season makes work-
ing with your laser even more fun.
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Never Turn Down a Job Again! 
Visit APLazer.com or call 800-585-8617.

With AP Lazer

24/7-365
US & Canada Based 

Tech Support

Open-Architecture 
Handle large, heavy and irregular 
shaped objects with ease.

No Heavy-lifting Needed 
Focus your laser directly to the  
material with the adjustable z-axis.

Larger Engravings, Larger Profit.

EXPAND YOUR CAPABILITIES 
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Doug Zender has used 

CorelDRAW extensively 

since version 4. His goal is to 

minimize the intimidation of 

the program and give users 

the sense that CorelDRAW 

is a friend, not an adversary. 

Doug began as a design 

artist, then moved into the 

sign industry in 1992, doing 

vinyl graphics. Doug always 

welcomes questions, com-

ments, insights, and general 

chit-chat about CorelDRAW. 

You can contact him at 

dezender1@gmail.com.

Working with Lens Effects
Add a new dimension to your designs

A W A R D S  & 
C U S T O M I Z A T I O N

The Lens effect may possibly be one of 
the least understood and least used 

features included with CorelDRAW. I 
hope to explore some of the magic of the 
Lens effects in giving a whole new dimen-
sion to some creative endeavors. So, first, 
open the docker by going to Window > 
Dockers > Effects > Lens or, on the task 
bar Effects > Lens or the keyboard short-
cut Alt + F3, whichever way you prefer to 
open it. (Many of the Lens effects can be 
applied with other kinds of processes, so 
it is important to determine if this effect 
is the best choice for your project.)

With the docker open, there are sev-
eral options available as seen in Figure 
1. I will go through some of these effects, 
beginning with the transparency choice. 
In Figure 2, there are three objects: Red, 
Green and Blue. Each has a transparency 
applied where they overlap, and several 
other colors are apparent. All this is done 
using the Transparency Lens effect.

The next effect is the Magnify choice in 
the docker. In this example is a road map 
of the Denver area. I wanted to magnify a 
particular part of this map, so I first drew 
a circle over the area to magnify, then 
applied a magnifying lens. Figure 3 shows 
the magnification. The problem is that my 
magnified object covers the original area, 
and when I move it, it magnifies a differ-
ent area of the map. So, in the docker, I 
checked the “Viewpoint” box, then “Edit” 
and a small “x” appeared in the circle. I 
dragged it to the word “Denver,” and the 
magnified area appeared in the circle. 
Checking the “Frozen” box allows the 
circle to be moved anywhere on the page, 
and the magnified area is retained. (Note: 
The “Apply” button may be locked, so it 
will have to be unlocked by selecting the 

Figure 1: With the docker open, there are several options available.

Figure 2: There are three objects: Red, Green and Blue. Each has a 
transparency applied where they overlap, and several other colors are 
apparent.

GPOCT-ADS.indd   88GPOCT-ADS.indd   88 9/15/23   3:33 PM9/15/23   3:33 PM



GRAPHICS-PRO.COM  O C T O B E R  2 0 2 3  •  G R A P H I C S  P R O   8 9

S O F T W A R E  T I P S  &  T R I C K S   |   D O U G  Z E N D E R

padlock icon. Also, in the 2020 and later versions, there is no 
“Apply” button... instead, the effect is automatically applied 
when selected). In this example, I drew a smaller circle to indi-
cate the magnified area. One could possibly draw an arrow to 
show this. The “Amount” of magnification is 2, by default, 
but it can be changed as needed.

The next effect I want to explore is the Brighten effect. In 
Figure 4 is an image of a seascape, and I wanted to add a 
description of the image. So, I typed the word “HOLIDAY” 
and chose an appropriate font. With the Brighten effect 
applied to the text, I was able to create a subdued or faded 
rendition of the text. Note that a negative value in the “Rate” 
box will tend to darken rather than brighten the image.

The Invert lens is the next one I want to talk about. Figure 
5 shows a photo of a lighthouse on the left side and the Invert 
lens applied to the image on the right side. A rectangle was 
drawn over the image to apply the lens. Note that colors are 

Figure 2: There are three objects: Red, Green and Blue. Each has a 
transparency applied where they overlap, and several other colors are 
apparent.

Figure 3: I want to magnify a particular part of this map, so I first drew a circle 
over the area to magnify, then applied a magnifying lens.

Figure 4: I wanted to add a description of this image. So, I typed 
the word “HOLIDAY” and chose an appropriate font.

Figure 5: A lighthouse on the left side and the Invert lens applied to 
the image on the right side.
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Figure 6: On the left, a bitmap image with a green triangle, and the right side is the same image with 
the Color Limit lens effect applied to the triangle at a rate of 55.

Figure 7: An image of a man on the left and 
the result on the right, so I want to change the 
image color to a Sepia look.

Figure 8: Using the same image and the Custom Color Map effect, in the docker, you can choose a 
beginning color and an ending color. I chose From: Black and To: Yellow.
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changed appropriately to indicate the 
changes. This may be an effect that is sel-
dom used but may be exactly what you 
need for a particular project.

The Color Limit lens effect is next to 
be considered. Figure 6 has two images. 
On the left, a bitmap image with a green 
triangle, and on the right side is the same 
image with the Color Limit lens effect 
applied to the triangle at a rate of 55. A 
negative number yields different results.

The Color Add effect could be quite 
useful in some instances. Opposite to the 
Color Limit feature, Color Add allows 
one to add colors and should be some-
what self-explanatory. Tinted Grayscale 
could easily be one of the most useful 
lens effects available. Figure 7 depicts 
an image of a man on the left and the 
result on the right, so I want to change 
the image color to a Sepia look. I drew 
a rectangle over the image and chose a 
dark brown fill color, then applied it to 
the rectangle. The result is a Sepia color. 
Sometimes, a warning appears, indicating 
that it uses a Spot Color. Just choose OK, 
and the color or its equivalent is automat-
ically used and applied to the lens effect. 
Of course, one could use any color to get 
a unique tint in the lens. A similar lens 
effect is the Custom Color Map. Using 

Figure 9: Applying a Heat Map lens to a 
rectangle drawn over the photo, with a Palette 
rotation of 25. wow!

That’s some good

SHEET!

877.rowmark /// rowmark.com
Find your Authorized Rowmark Distributor Scan me!Scan me!

If your product masking has the Rowmark 
logo, then you're sure to shout...

the same image and the Custom Color 
Map effect, in the docker, you can choose 
a beginning color and an ending color. 
I chose From: Black and To: Yellow, as 
in Figure 8. Other choices in the docker 
include Direct Palette, Forward Rainbow, 
and Reverse Rainbow. Each of these will 

yield a different look, and I urge one to 
try them all to see the difference of each.

Using the same photo as in the Color 
Limit example, I now want to apply a Heat 
Map lens to a rectangle drawn over the 
photo, with a Palette rotation of 25, as 
seen in Figure 9.
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Changing the Palette rotation value will 
give a different look to the colors. Try 50 
or 75 to the differences. It depends on the 
look you want.

Figure 10 is a rectangle drawn with 
the Graph Paper tool on the left, and on 
the right is a circle with the Fish Eye lens 
applied at a rate of 250. It kind of looks like 
a globe. A different value in the Rate selec-
tion will give a different look. It could easily 
be used over headline text to give a unique 
look. Or maybe over a photo of a person’s 
face to give it a cartoon or caricature look. 
Just a thought.

The last lens effect is the Wireframe effect. 
Figure 11 shows a vector logo design at the 
top, and below it a rectangle about halfway 
over the image with the Wireframe lens 
applied. In the docker, the Outline is red, 
and the Fill is 20% black. This could be 
handy in some instances. You can change 

Outline and Fill colors as needed or turn 
either off by clicking the check box.

We have looked brief ly at all the lens 
effects available. Some of these may be bet-
ter achieved with other tools and processes 
in CorelDRAW, but they do offer another 
option to creative design. One caution to 
consider is that some of these effects may 
prove difficult to output. In that case, it 
may be good to save a copy and convert 
it to a bitmap for output. If you want to 
remove a lens, select No Lens Effect, apply 
it, and you are back to where you started.

All the effects have several choices in the 
docker, and it is best to try them all to learn 
their unique function and purpose.

I will answer questions as soon as pos-
sible at dezender1@gmail.com. I always 
like to hear about the differing uses of 
CorelDRAW from other users of the pro-
gram. GP

Figure 10: A rectangle drawn with the 
Graph Paper tool above, and on the right is 
a circle with the Fish Eye lens applied at a 
rate of 250.

Figure 11: A vector logo design 
at the top and below it, a rectangle 
about halfway over the image with 
the Wireframe lens applied.
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PRODUCT HIGHLIGHTS PAGE URL

ADVERTISER PAGE URL

ADA Central Signs 94 www.adacentral.com

Alpina Mfg LLC 94 www.bannergrip.com

Alpina Mfg LLC 94 www.fastchangeframes.com

Alpina Mfg LLC 95 www.fastchangeframes.com

American Apparel CVTP www.americanapparel.com

AP Lazer 87 www.aplazer.com

AWT World Trade Inc 94 www.dryingandstorageracks.com

B2Sign Inc 95 www.b2sign.com

Big Sky Woodcrafters 89 www.bigskywoodcrafters.com

Digital Graphix Factory 94 www.digitalgraphixfactory.com

Epilog Laser BC www.epiloglaser.com

Epson America Inc IBC www.epson.com

First Citizens Bank Equipment Finance 
(formerly CIT) 21 www.firstcitizens.com

Fruit of the Loom 7 www.fruitactivewear.com

GP Subscribe 71 http://graphics-pro.com/subscribe

GPX 5 https://graphics-pro-expo.com

Graphic Parts Intl 94 www.gpiparts.com

Graphtec America Inc 71 www.graphtecamerica.com

Gravotech Inc 83 www.gravotech.us

Hanesbrands IFC www.brandwearunited.com

Hartlauer Bits 95 www.hartlauerbits.com

Jackson Marking Products 95 www.rubberstampmaterials.com

JDS Industries Inc 3 www.jdsindustries.com

Johnson Plastics Plus 85 www.jpplus.com

Lidco Products 95 www.lidcoproducts.com

Mutoh America Inc 1 www.mutoh.com

Radian Laser Systems LLC 86 www.radianlaser.com

Rowmark LLC 91 www.rowmark.com

ShopBot Tools Inc 69 www.shopbottools.com

Signs365.com FGC www.signs365.com

Transfer Express 94 www.transferexpress.com

W.F. Lake Corp 94 www.wflake.com

Wittek Decorating 94 www.wittekdecorating.com

Xpresscreen Inc 94 www.xpresscreen.com

Citadel Brands/AWDis 45 www.justhoodsusa.com

Equipment Zone 59 www.equipmentzone.com

Geo Knight & Co Inc 37 www.heatpress.com

PAT Technology Systems Inc 35 www.filtrabox.com

SanMar 51 www.sanmar.com

STAHLS’ 32B www.stahls.com

Vastex Intl Inc 37 www.vastex.com

XANTE Corp 41 www.xante.com

Alpina Mfg LLC 27 www.fastchangeframes.com

Epilog Laser 26 www.epiloglaser.com

Graphic Parts Intl 26 www.gpiparts.com

Gravotech Inc 27 www.gravotech.us

Jackson Marking Products 27 www.rubberstampmaterials.com

JDS Industries Inc 27 www.jdsindustries.com

JERZEES 26 www.jerzees.com

Kern Laser Systems 26 www.kernlasers.com

PAT Technology Systems Inc 27 www.filtrabox.com

STAHLS’ 27 www.stahls.com
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Don't miss 
your chance 

to be in 
the next issue!

graphics-pro.com/advertise
1-800-669-0424

Don't lose your spot 
in November! 

graphics-pro.com/advertise

APPAREL DECORATING

THE MARKETPLACE

www.awt-gpi.com | sales@awtworldtrade.com

•	40	or	50	shelves:	sizes	from	32" up	to	80"
•	 	Individual	spring	tension	adjustment
•	Permanent	steel	spacers
•	Rust	&	solvent	resistant
•	Stainless	steel	filters

DRYING & STORAGE RACKS
Heavy-duty sizes

•	Non-porous,	flexible	
rubber	extends	life

•	Use	on	any	type	of									
exposing	unit

•	Will	customize	to	
fit		your	specific								
application

RUBBER BLANKETS
for Screen Printing

773.725.4900
sales@gpiparts.com
www.gpiparts.com

www.adacentral.com
308-221-8226 • sales@adacentral.com

ADA Compliant Signs
Stock & Custom

Wholesale Pricing
On Time & On Budget

Give us a try!

Easiest way to display graphics!Easiest way to display graphics!

Any Size
1 minimum
Low Cost

                 Chicago, IL

1-800-915-2828 
sales@fastchangeframes.comManufacturing

NEW LED 
edge lit frames
Any Size, Any Color

1 Minimum

Low CostLow Cost

Acrylic 
Stando� 
Frames, 
any size, 

any shape

®

American Owned

American Made

Banner Grip Jr™ for 
Building Sides and Trucks

bannergrip.com 
sales@bannergrip.com

®
Alpina Manufacturing
Chicago, Illinois

1-800-915-2828

American Owned

American Made

Beautiful Banner Display, Wrinkle free, Drum Tight, 
Won’t blow out in any winds, perfect for Semi Trailer use.

Only our frame o� ers perfect linear 
alignment with our included “Joiner 
Straps.” Longer sections join easily 
and perfectly for the best results!

Introducing Banner GripFlip™
Create large and beautiful, 
drum-tight stretched vinyl  
banner displays!

Patents Pending. 
All Rights Reserved.

Live, Visible
Area

Frame stretches and clamps down

Flip up top hinges up and back for 
full access to banner tightening area. 
Available in Silver, Black, gold, faux 
Cherrywood

High tack tape
on this area

Vinyl Banner Material

Teeth grip tightly on banner, strong hold

Vinyl Banner Material

Flip top snaps down completely covering
all screws and stretcher bar. Clean, perfect look!

Only 2.50 inches

Screw pushes clamp 
bar down through 
bottom to force 
tightening and 
clamp down on the 
banner.1 inch

Vinyl Banner Material

Any Size•Low Cost
No Minimum • Free Shipping

SIGNAGE & PRINTING

WE PAY CASH FOR 

YOUR BUSINESS
 

WE BUY 
SCREEN PRINT & EMROIDERY

BUSINESSES
Are you looking to retire?

Looking to close your doors for good?

CONTACT TIM TODAY!
847-404-6668

T.PRUBAN@FOCUSMG.COM
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AWARDS & CUSTOMIZATION 

BE IN THE 
NOVEMBER 

MARKETPLACE!

Visit:

graphics-pro.com/advertise 
or call 

1-800-669-0424

THE MARKETPLACE

SIGNAGE & PRINTING

RESERVE
YOUR 
SPACE

Got big news to share? 

Don't know 
where to start?

We can help!

Visit: 
graphics-pro.com/advertise 

to get started!

Easiest way to display graphics!Easiest way to display graphics!

Any Size
1 minimum
Low Cost

                 Chicago, IL

1-800-915-2828 
sales@fastchangeframes.comManufacturing

NEW LED 
edge lit frames
Any Size, Any Color

1 Minimum

Low CostLow Cost

Acrylic 
Stando� 
Frames, 
any size, 

any shape

®

American Owned

American Made

Need Help 
with Routing?

• High-Quality Tools  
   & Customer Service

800-644-2487
www.hartlauerbits.com

•	 Teflon	&	Nylon	Squeegees	
provide	stiff,	smooth		
applications

•	 Round	&	square	corner	variations
•	 4"	industry	standard	length
•	 Large	format	6"	&	12"	lengths

The manufacturer of squeegees and applicators for over 30 years

Contact your local sign  
& equipment supplier

lidcoproducts.com

NYLON

TEFLON

NYLON

The World’s Leading 

SQUEEGEE
& Application Tools

SIGNAGE & PRINTING

GPOCTMarketplace.indd   95GPOCTMarketplace.indd   95 9/14/23   9:55 AM9/14/23   9:55 AM
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WEB EXCLUSIVES  MARIE FENNEMA -  MANAGING EDITOR

WANT ACCESS TO MORE EXCLUSIVE ONLINE CONTENT? 
Head over to graphics-pro.com and subscribe to the GRAPHICS PRO newsletter.  

Starline Names  
New President
Former CFO Jeffrey Hassler 
has been promoted to 
president.

https://gpro.link/starlinepres

The Digital 
Eye: The Art 
of Masking in 
Photoshop

Concealing and revealing content.
https://gpro.link/
maskingphotoshop

Moving at the 
Speed of Culture: 
The Rise of a Digital 
Supply Chain

The demand side of the apparel market 
is likely to become a major driving force 
simply because of mass customization.
https://gpro.link/digitalsupplychain

Cahaba Media Group Acquires GRAPHICS PRO  
and GRAPHICS PRO EXPO
On Aug. 30, Cahaba Media Group closed on the acquisition from National 
Business Media.
https://gpro.link/cahaba 

Pacific Emblem 
Company Raises 
Funds for Maui 
Victims

The California-based patch and emblem 
manufacturer will donate 100% of 
proceeds to the Maui Strong Fund.
https://gpro.link/pacificemblemmaui
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The more sellable
garments out the door,
the more customers

in the door.
Introducing the SureColor® F3070 DTG Printer

AUTOMATED MAINTENANCE
Spend more time printing
and less time maintaining

PURPOSE-BUILT FOR
EXCEPTIONAL RELIABILITY
Intelligent printheads help
ensure quality output

PURPOSE-BUILT FOR
EXCEPTIONAL RELIABILITY
Intelligent printheads help

LOW OPERATING COSTS
Breakthrough productivity and self-servicing
capabilities help keep costs very low

To schedule an in-person or virtual demo,
scan the QR code or go to EPSON.COM/F3070

EPSON and SureColor are registered trademarks and EPSON is a registered logomark of Seiko Epson Corporation. All 
other product and brand names are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of their respective companies. Epson 
disclaims any and all rights in these marks. Copyright 2023 Epson America, Inc.

EPSON DTG F3070 PRINTER_V1.indd   1EPSON DTG F3070 PRINTER_V1.indd   1 2023-05-07   2:04 PM2023-05-07   2:04 PM
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https://www.epson.com/direct-to-garment-t-shirt-printer
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