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Sublimation Basics: What to know before you buy!  

When customers are looking for a digital printing method where bright, vibrant pictures are 
ideal, and your current method cannot deliver that, do not turn them away! Look to sublimation as 
your answer! The colorful world of sublimation can seem daunting, difficult, and relentless. This idea 
is shared among beginners across the industry. The best way to jump into sublimation is by dipping 
your toes in first! Rather than looking at everything you need to get started as one big group, break 
them up into smaller categories. You will need a printer, inks, and a press. When you look at it in its 
simplicity, it already sounds easier than you thought! In this article I will break down the steps to 
sublimation and explain some pitfalls to avoid as well as some great tips to use while you begin your 
journey into the world of sublimation!  

All of the different options available now can make your head spin. Will it be an Epson? 
Maybe a Ricoh? A swing press? Maybe a clam shell? What type of ink will I use? These are all 
questions that will come up if they have not already! Let’s break them down and explain them in 
their most bare form.  

Printers  

There are two predominant brands of printers in the “desktop” sublimation arena. These are 
Epson’s and Ricoh’s. Both platforms work great and are dependable. There are some big differences 
between the two that need to be discussed before choosing the printer that is right for you.  

The most current Epson platforms are the 4880 and the WF1100 which print up to a 17x22 
and 13x19 respectively. Some older systems from Epson are still in demand however with many 
people using them and preferring to stick with them, even replacing it when it goes out. Two of these 
models are the 1400 (13x19) and the C88+ (8.5x14). With the exception of the 4880, Epson printers 
have a bulk system, giving the options of 90ml or 220ml bags. This is very cost effective as you can 
get more ink for your money. The one downfall that Epson’s may have is that they are more prone to 
clogging than the Ricoh solutions. When not run regularly, the ink dries on the print heads causing 
them to clog up. This is not a major problem it just needs to be cleared out, which will take some 
time and a little wasted ink.  



The opposing solution is the Ricoh line of printers. They are fairly new to the industry, offering 
two very popular models, the GX7000 (up to 13x19) and the GXe3300N (8.5x14). These solutions 
offer fantastic prints as well as very fast print speeds. The fast speeds, paired with the very low 
maintenance and their resistance to clogs make these printers ideal for many newcomers into the 
industry. The main downfall to these printers is the fact that since there is no “bulk” system, the 
printers run off a high capacity cartridge. However, the savings is almost comparable to that of the 
bulk systems because of the lack of cleaning and unclogging that needs to be done to these printers 
to keep them up and running.  

Inks  

Ink choice can be something very easy to decide, it’s just a matter of what exactly you are 
looking to do with your business and to what amount of control you want over your color. Sawgrass 
manufactures three different inks that can be used. One is Artainium ink. This ink uses a color profile 
to accomplish the color management in the artwork and can be used with either Mac or PC.  

Sublijet ink uses a Power Driver to correct color. The Power Driver is a free print driver 
software that allows its users ultimate control over there print. They decide on the color intensity 
and select the substrate from a drop down menu, thus automatically adjusting the amount of ink that 
is applied to the transfer. This software is however only available to PC at this time.  

The last option is an ink Sawgrass calls Chromablast. This ink was specifically formatted to 
allow the user to make a heat transfer that will work with cotton shirts. Rather than the “dyed-in” 
feel of normal sublimation ink on shirts, the chromablast ink acts more like a screen print to where 
you are actually just adding a layer to the shirt. This solution is great for those small cotton shirt runs 
as well as giving the shirt an almost vintage look after being washed. This ink solution is not 
developed for every printer so be sure to check with your distributer about which printers will accept 
chromablast inks.  

Presses  

Heat presses are a fairly easy subject once explained in a way that’s understandable. Presses 
come in a couple different forms. There are your flat presses and your specialty presses. With flat 
presses, there are two different types, either a swing press or a clamshell press. Both presses work 
well, but the swing press is typically preferred for use in sublimation. With the swing press you are 
able to adjust the height and pressure of the platen as well as move the heating element out of the 
way so you are able to set the stage with your product without worrying about burning yourself. The 
clam shell is tougher since you must be careful when dressing your product under the platen and 
more importantly you may have uneven pressure on thicker items as there would be more pressure 
on the back of the product than on the front.  



The specialty presses come in a few different shapes and sizes. There are cap presses, mug 
presses, plate presses, etc. The most popular are the cap press and the mug press. The cap press 
works with having an arched top and bottom so you can place your sublimatable cap on the press 
and place an image on the cap without compromising the shape of the hat. The other is a mug press. 
Mug presses may look different but they are basically the same. There is another way to do mugs 
however without having a mug press. This is with mug wraps. This is basically a rubber device that is 
wrapped around your mug, tightened with a clamp or clip and placed in a convection oven. This is a 
much cheaper way of sublimating mugs as well as giving you the option to do more mugs at a time if 
you have multiple wraps.  

There are also presses out there that are “air-operated” or automatic. These presses seem 
like a great idea, but in the sublimation world they can be very counter-productive. With these types 
of presses, when the dwell time is up they automatically pop open so you can have multiple presses 
going at once and not worry about forgetting one and over pressing an item. The problem here is 
that when you close a heat press suction forms between the platen and the product. When the press 
is opened, the suction is broken when the air rushes back under the press. If not done slowly the 
transfer will actually “jump-up” and shift, creating a double image or ghosting. So even though they 
seem like a fantastic idea, an automatic press can actually just create more headaches!  

Support  

The biggest question you need to get answered by a possible supplier is “support”. Where do 
I get it? Are they knowledgeable? Do they understand my needs and will they help me without 
sounding like they are condescending? Eventually you will run into a problem that you will not know 
how to fix. This is where your supplier comes in. Call them. That is why they are in the industry. Tech 
support professionals are trained to help you and get your problem fixed, no matter what it is. Don’t 
feel stupid calling about any question. They would rather you call and get it clarified than do it 
incorrectly and end up ruining a product, forcing you to buy a replacement and cut into your profit!  

Check with them about any type of training that is offered. Many suppliers offer their own 
training in the form of webinars, open houses, or even a seminar at a local trade show. These are 
extremely helpful in understanding the industry in general. Like I stated previously, support is the 
biggest question that needs to be addressed. Without your supplier standing behind you with their 
technical support, any type of problem you may have can turn into a monumental hurdle in having a 
successful sublimation business.  

Conclusion  

With the staggering amount of options available on the market, sublimation may seem very 
daunting, and almost impossible. If you just break down all of the different aspects into individual 



portions, it becomes very understandable and exciting! With the proper mind set and support behind 
you, sublimation can be a very profitable solution to any business plan.  


