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SUBLIMATION QUICK STOP
Sublimation

By Kevin Lumberg & TJ Kvilhaug

SHIRTS
Shirts were the original apparel sub-

strate for sublimation. In the beginning, 
you could get any color shirt you wanted, 
as long as you wanted white and gray. We 
have come a long way since those days, 
and the selection of styles and colors 
has exploded. Sure, they are polyester, 
which got a bad reputation in the 1970s. 
But this isn’t your parents’ or grandpar-
ents’ polyester. This stuff is performance 
engineered, moisture-wicking fabric with 
the same characteristics as the Under 
Armours and Nikes of the world. 

There is no other decoration process 
that can rival the quality of a great sub-
limated T-shirt, and customers now ask 
for performance apparel. But you must 
use the correct process to get great results. 
What happens if you don’t? You will get 
pressmarks on your shirts, and contrary 
to what you may have heard, those marks 

T here are some new and 
exciting entrants into the 
sublimation apparel mar-

ket to go along with the T-shirt of-
ferings that have ruled for many 
years. These items can be fun to 
sublimate, but you need to know 
some tricks to make sure that you 
get the best end products. It is easy 
to sublimate apparel incorrectly, 
and you may be sending inferior 
products out your door without 
even knowing it. We will get you on 
the correct path to great sublimated 
apparel so that you can jump into 
this fast-growing market.

(above) The front-loading Geoknight 
DK205 allows for front loading of a 
shirt for quicker production. 

Vapor Foam placed 
under a fitted Teflon sheet.

TIPS AND TRICKS

Hot New Trends in 
Sublimated Apparel
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will not wash out. The good news is that 
it is not hard to press shirts correctly.

In order to press shirts without any 
markings at all, you need Vapor Foam. 
Vapor Foam is a soft foam material that 
can take the heat of sublimation. If you 
don’t use Vapor Foam, you need to use 

more pressure than you should use to 
compress your bottom rubber platen on 
your press to keep the paper up against 
the T-shirt during the heat pressing pro-
cess. When using too much pressure, you 
will compress the sublimation paper 
between the top heated platen of your 

A T-shirt loaded on the press with the transfer over the Vapor Foam. Note the paper 
edge hanging in the air.

press and the bottom rubber pad. This 
will leave an imprint mark where your 
paper was laying, as well as the edges of 
the press. 

In the Vapor Foam kit, you get 13.5 
square feet of foam, as well as practice 
shirts. When using Vapor Foam, you 
only need to compress the foam about 
one-third of the way. This takes very little 
pressure. You will need to cut the foam 
slightly smaller than your sublimation 
paper so that your paper hangs out in the 
air and is not compressed. 

Lower your temperature on your press 
to 390 degrees. If you use 400 degrees, your 
press may get too hot and could give your 
fabric a sheen or shininess due to the higher 
temperature. You should also use a fitted 
Teflon sheet over the bottom platen of your 
heat press. It works like a fitted bed sheet 
and allows you to put the Vapor Foam under 
it to hold it in the correct place. 

SOCKS
Sublimated custom socks are one of 

the hottest new products in sublima-
tion. With sublimation, you can create 
any color or digitally imaged socks that 
fulfill any of your customer’s needs. 

Some sock styles need to be stretched 
out when they are sublimated so that 
when the sock is put on, the gaps in the 
ribbing are sublimated and will not show 
up as white spaces. To stretch them when 
they are pressed, put the sock onto a jig. 
Jigs are available in the shape of a hockey 
stick, which allows you to sublimate one 
side and then the other, or in a straight 
shape, which allows you to sublimate 
the front and then the back of the socks, 
depending on the look that your cus-
tomer prefers. The jigs are durable and 
can be used over and over again. 

Take a new jig and gently rub the 
edges with very fine grit sandpaper. This 
removes the sharp edges and allows the 
sock to slide on and off of the jig easier 
for faster production. After you sublimate 
the first side of the sock, you can slightly 
pull the imaged area around the side of 
the jig so that you can see it on the un-
imaged side. This will make it so that 
when you image the second side of the 
sock, it will slightly overlap the already-
imaged side so you don’t get a white line 
on either edge of the sock.
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There is another brand of socks avail-
able that is two-ply with a black ply on 
the inside of the socks. This allows you to 
sublimate them without a jig, and when 
the socks are stretched, the ribbing does 
not show up as a white space. These socks 
are easy to press with tacky roll paper or 
using spray tack (repositionable spray 
adhesive) on regular sublimation paper. 
By placing the bottom image, then the 
sock, and covering with the top image, 
the first side can be pressed, and then 
the entire bundle flipped over and the 
second side pressed. The tackiness holds 
the bundle together to prevent move-
ment during the flipping process.

OTHER POPULAR ITEMS
Compression arm sleeves are another 

hot new sublimation product. They can 
be sublimated on both sides using tacky 
paper or spray tack like the socks to facili-
tate a complete all-over image. Another 
use for arm sleeves that we have heard 
of is in the soccer market to hold shin 
guards in place. They’re also ideal for 
outdoorsman or athletes that want to 
prevent sunburn on arms while engaged 
in outdoor activities.

A Gaitor is a stretchable fabric tube 

that has many uses. These can be used as 
headbands, hairbands, hats, or face or neck 
coverings (especially camouflaged for out-
doorsman). They can also be sublimated 
on both sides with tacky paper or spray.

Beanies are a popular fleece hat that 
can also be sublimated on both sides 
with tacky paper or spray.

A LOT HAS CHANGED
A lot has changed in the apparel 

market for sublimated apparel, and all 
of it has been positive change. The types, 
styles, colors and popularity of subli-
mated apparel have never been better, 
and with a little knowledge, can be done 
easily and with stunning results.

 
Kevin Lumberg is a Sublimation Sales Spe-
cialist and TJ Kvilhaug is a Large Format 
Sublimation Account Manager at Johnson 
Plastics. Visit Johnson Plastics on the web 
at www.johnsonplastics.com. For further 
information, Kevin can be reached at 800-
869-7800 ext. 5737 or by email at kevinl@
johnsonplastics.com. TJ can be reached at 
800-869-7836 or by email at tomk@john-
sonplastics.com.

A sock on a jig that was then centered on an image. After the first side was pressed, 
the edge was pulled slightly around the side of the jig.
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