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SUBLIMATION AND UV-LED FULL-COLOR SOLUTIONS

By Kevin Lumberg & TJ Kvilhaug

Through the years, articles have 
been written by a multitude of authors 
including Matt Woodhouse, Kevin Lum-
berg and TJ Kvilhaug among others. 
Each month, we addressed topics from 
a unique perspective of the sublima-
tion world, really trying to pass on our 
experience and techniques. We had all 
gone through the process of learning the 
art of sublimation, albeit from different 
perspectives, and we wanted to help you 
readers avoid some of the pitfalls of the 
learning process. Matt was practically 
born into the sublimation industry since 
his father Jim was in the industry from 
the start. TJ started with a distributor, and 
Kevin was a sublimator and ran his own 
sublimation business. 

Sublimation is a fast moving and 
changing decoration technology for 
many unique products that dovetail well 
with other decoration technologies such 
as engraving, embroidery, screen printing 
and many others. It is a technology that 
allows you to add strong and vivid colors 
to your products, and that digital color 
is what has made it such an attractive 
technology. 

With that being said, there is a new 
and exciting technology that has joined 
the digital color realm, and that tech-
nology is UV-LED digital inkjet printing. 
We will be adding this technology as part 
of digital color to our articles. For all of 
you sublimators out there, don’t panic. 
We will still be spending the majority 
of our time on sublimation, but we 
will be adding UV-LED with the goal of 
learning the technology from a sublima-
tor’s perspective.

WHAT IS UV-LED?
UV-LED printing is defined by GoV-

ividusa.com like this: “UV-LED is a inkjet 
printing technology whereby the printer 

This column started out as the Sublimation Quick Stop series in 
June of 2007 with the goal of sharing information, tips and tech-
niques. The objective was and is to help people that are already 

sublimating and those that may not be but are looking into the possibil-
ity of adding sublimation to their business offering. 

Dawn of a New Age
INTRODUCTION TO UV-LED PRINTING

A clear acrylic sign 
created with UV-LED: 
ADA braille with back-
printed color image with 
white behind the color. 
The braille is on the 
front of the sign. 
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Sublimation

lays down droplets of UV ink, which 
are cured by UV lights quickly after 
they land on the surface of the media, 
leaving almost no time for the droplets 
to react or be absorbed by the media. 
This virtually eliminates any ink and 
media compatibility issue, making 
the UV ink compatible with a wide 
variety of coated and uncoated media. 
UV ink absolutely never dries in the 
print head. UV ink does not contain 
solvent that must evaporate during 
the curing phase. UV ink is liquid ink 
and does not evaporate, instead, it 
quickly becomes a solid ink within 
0.02 seconds after it receives exposure 
to strong UV-light.”

SIMILARITIES/DIFFERENCES 
TO SUBLIMATION 

UV-LED is similar to sublimation in 
the fact that it is a digital printing inkjet 
technology. Graphics are designed in a 
similar fashion as sublimation without 
many color limitations, and color 
matching is handled in much the same 
fashion as sublimation. 

One big difference between UV-LED 
and sublimation is that once the image 
is printed and immediately cured with 
the UV-LED light, the product is fin-
ished. There is no need for a heat press 
to apply the image to the final product 
as in the sublimation process.

Another big difference is that when 
you create an image for sublimation, 
you are thinking about the design 
in a single layer process. UV-LED 
images are designed with a multi-layer 
thought process. What do we mean by 
this? UV-LED printers generally have 
a CMYK four color ink set, along with 
white ink and clear ink. The CMYK 
ink set allows you to create the digital 
color images. 
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Having the white ink component 
allows you to print a base coat of white 
ink underneath the color image. This is 
needed when you may be printing to a 
clear substrate or a dark substrate. With 
the white component, you can also print 
to the backside of a clear substrate, and 
print the white component on the back-
side of the color component so that the 
color shows up when viewed from the 
other side of the clear substrate.

The clear component to UV-LED 
allows you to print a clear coat over 
your image to give it more durability, 
as well as a glossier appearance of your 
finished image.

When you are printing with a UV-LED 
printer, many of these layer functions can 
be printed at the same time. Also, with 
the ability to print layers, the UV-LED 
printers can build up layers of ink to 
give the finished print texture—the print 
will literally rise off the surface of the 
substrate. Using this function allows the 
UV-LED printer to start with a flat surface 

substrate and print enough texture to be 
able to digitally print completed ADA sig-
nage along with printed ADA-compliant 
braille signage.

Another difference with UV-LED 
versus sublimation is that you can only 
sublimate onto poly materials. UV-LED 
can print to a large array of materials, 
but it is recommended to use an adhe-
sion promotor to prep the surface for the 
adhesion of the inks to the surface of the 
substrate.

It is important to conduct required 
maintenance and cleaning on UV-LED 
printers to make sure that you don’t have 
problems with them. We will cover these 
topics and more in depth throughout the 
coming articles.

LEARN WITH US AS WE MOVE 
INTO THIS NEW AGE

We have many years of sublimation 
experience and are jumping headlong 
into the UV-LED technology. We will 
share our experiences and pass along 

pointers as we discover them. Digital 
color is in high demand, and sublima-
tion and UV-LED are two similar but 
different digital color decoration tech-
nologies to produce products for your 
customers. It is certainly an exciting time 
in the digital color world.

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.
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in the digital color world.
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Sublimation Account Manager at Johnson 
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The basketball portion has a textured surface; there’s white ink for the text, and clear for a watermark.
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