
 

A PAPER ON PAPER 

By Kevin Lumberg 

We talk about a lot of things when we talk about sublimation.  Blanks, inks, time, temperature and pressure, printers, 
heat presses, marketing and many, many other things.  But, one of the unsung heroes and often overlooked items is 
paper.  Sublimation Paper.  Inkjet Dye Sublimation could not happen without paper.  It is one of the most important 
components, and it can be confusing, so we will try to explain to you what to look for in sublimation paper and what 
makes them different besides being in a sheet and roll form.  

WHAT IS SO IMPORTANT ABOUT PAPER 

With sublimation, first you create the art with a graphics program.  To get the art from the graphics program to your 
finished sublimation product, you must print the design onto the sublimation paper with an inkjet printer for 
sublimation.   

The sublimation paper allows you to then transfer the sublimation dyes to the sublimation product.  Sublimation paper 
is a coated paper which holds the sublimation dyes on top of the paper when they are printed there with an inkjet 
printer.  When the paper is then placed against the blank sublimation product and heated with a heat press to the 
proper temperature, the dyes turn from a solid form on the paper and outgas into the blank product, giving you a 
finished full color item.  Since the paper is coated, it is important to make sure you are printing on the correct side of the 
paper or the dyes will not outgas efficiently, and your image will look light and somewhat splotchy. 

NOT ALL PAPERS ARE CREATED EQUAL 

There are basically three types of sublimation papers.  Regular and High Release 
papers, and Tacky or Thermal papers.  First, we will talk about the Regular 
sublimation papers.  Some common brand names of these papers are Textprint-R, 
Accuplot, and Truepix which are all 20 pound papers.  Besides that, we have a 
Johnson Plastics branded sublimation paper which is a heavier 31 pound paper.  
The 20 and 31 pound indicate the thickness of the paper.   

With the thinner paper, you need to make sure to always use blowout paper over 
your sublimation paper.  Since the paper is thinner, during the sublimation process, 
when the sublimation dyes outgas, some of the dyes can travel through the back of 
the paper and you need the blowout paper to stop the dyes from getting on the 
heat platen of your heat press.  If that happens, it could transfer onto subsequent 
products.  With the heavier 31 pound paper, the dyes will not do that, except for 
products that have a very long press time like ceramic mugs and ceramic tiles.  

These regular sublimation papers have a bright white and a dull white side.  The bright white side is the coated side and 
is the side that should be printed on.  Be aware that with most of the current desktop sublimation printers you will need 
to load the paper face down, as the paper flips over as it is fed through the printer. 

The front of the sublimation paper is 
bright white 



Regular sublimation papers really excel with hard substrates as they allow you to sublimate very high resolution images.  
They also do a good job on fabric items.  For Ricoh printers, these are the only papers that can be used, as they dry very 
quickly.  Since the Ricoh’s print very quickly, you need a paper that dries very fast, otherwise the wet ink will run through 
the rollers on the printer which keep the paper straight as it feeds through the printer.  This will then track ink marks 
down your paper and if you do not notice it, it will ruin your products.  Further, you will need to spend time to clean 
your printer rollers. 

The second type of sublimation paper is High Release paper.  This paper is engineered to achieve very high percentage 
of dye release from the paper into your substrate.  This paper is ok for hard substrates, but works really well for fabrics, 
and allows you to achieve a very vibrant image quality on fabric substrates such as apparel and fabric covered blank 
sublimation products such as mouse pads.  This paper does not work with the Ricoh printers because it does not dry fast 
enough to keep up with the speed of the Ricoh printers. 

The last type of paper is tacky or thermal paper.  This paper is specifically 
engineered for fabrics.  Fabric materials have a high tendency to ghost.  
Ghosting occurs when you sublimate a product, and the sublimation paper 
shifts as the heat press opens.  This causes a second image slightly off center 
from the first image because the sublimation dyes still off gas because 
everything is still hot.  When tacky paper is closed in the heat press on your 
fabric substrate, it tacks to the fabric so that when the press it opened, it 

cannot shift.  That allows you to peel off the transfer under controlled 
circumstances for a perfect image without any ghosting and without ruining any shirts or other fabric items.  The tacky 
paper works really great for fabrics but it can only be used in a roll form.  Since it is slightly tacky to the touch even when 
cold, it will not feed in a sheet form in the desktop sublimation systems. 

WHAT IS BLOWOUT PAPER? 

There is one more type of paper used in the sublimation process that we briefly mentioned earlier, and 
that is blowout paper.  This is very important to protect your heat press from getting any sublimation 
dye residue on the heat platen or the bottom rubber platen.  Blowout paper is used to catch any stray 
dyes, and is replaced after each pressing. 

PAPER IS THE FIBER THAT CONNECTS THE ENTIRE SUBLIMATION PROCESS 

Paper doesn’t get a lot of talk, but it is one of the most important pieces of the sublimation process without which the 
process would not work.  Check out the papers that are available, and test them yourself to find the one that works the 
best for you. 

Roll Paper on an Epson 7700 


