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Introduction 

This is not your typical ePaper, booklet or white paper on a fast growing and rapidly changing garment 

decorating technology.  But, rather this is an evolving body of information from the industry that will provide a 

solid foundation of knowledge for someone who is contemplating bringing direct-to-garment (dtg) printing into 

their business.  All I did was compile this information and links to other sites into what I call an i-Paper (AKA an 

Industry Paper). 

Throughout this i-PaperΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά/ŀƴƴƻƴǎΦέ  /ŀƴƴƻƴǎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƻǊ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ 

stand for a significant rule or a law ς one that should be taken with great importance.  After speaking with 

hundreds of current and prospective dtg owners, I have come to the consensus that there are 10 Cannons for 

dtg Printing.  These cannons will be written in callout boxes throughout this document to make sure you ŘƻƴΩǘ 

miss them.   The first one is listed below. 

 

 

 

 

I firmly believe that there is no single source of information for a decorating method that is so early in the 

developmental stage of a ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ life.  The information that you are about to read comes from the 

collective experiences of some of the early direct-to-garment (dtg) users, distributors and manufacturers.  Most 

of this information is documented throughout several different industry forums (although usually buried deep 

into different boards and posts) and I have provided you links to these posts for you to continue your education.  

All hyperlinks in this document are to websites that anyone can freely read without having to be a registered 

user.    

If you would like to add to this collection of information, please follow the links to the posts on the industry 

forums and post your thoughts there.  This way the information will continue to grow through the forums that 

have more exposure potential than I could ever expect this i-Paper to receive.  Since there are outside links to 

web pages that are beyond my control, some links may no longer point to a valid or correct page over time.  If 

you come across an invalid link, please send an email to mark @ dmscentral.com.   

I hope you find this i-Paper educational and beneficial in your decision making process.   

Sincerely, 

Mark E. Bagley, Esq, 

Digital Consultant 

Digital Marketing Solutions  - www.dmscentral.com  

Cannon #1:  There is no single source of information that covers all dtg printing.  This 

technology or process is evolving every day and new things are created by more than just 

the manufacturers of these printers. 

http://www.dmscentral.com/
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What is direct-to-garment (dtg) printing? 

The Decorated Apparel Industry was taken by storm in late 2004 when some of the first commercial based 

direct-to-garment printers were released.  Before you can truly understand why dtg printing has become so 

popular, you will need to understand some background history.  For years, if you wanted to print a couple of 

cotton shirts you would use either digital transfer paper or try to screen print the order.  Both of these 

decorating methods have their positives, but they also come with negatives. 

 

Digital transfers allow you to create as little as a one-off shirt via a standard desktop inkjet or laser printer.   The 

cost to make a single transfer can range from $0.50 to $2.50 depending on what ink and paper is used by your 

printer.  However, the transfer paper is covered with a polymer (AKA adhesive) that glues the ink to the top of 

the shirt.  The polymer typically will leave a hand where it is applied and can discolor the shirt or create a 

window around your graphic.   New transfer papers have been release that either minimize the window or uses 

a 2-step process to eliminate the window completely. 

 

Screen printing has traditionally been the decorating method of choice for most of the apparel that you see in 

retail stores.  With screen printing, ink is only dropped down on garment where the design is.  Thus, eliminating 

the undesirable window that can occur with some digital transfer paper.  However, a graphic must be separated 

(the process that breaks the down graphic into the different colors needed to print it), a screen must be burned 

for each color and it requires a screen printing press to be setup.  This can become a very time consuming and 

expensive process when you only need a few shirts.  Commonly referred to as a short run, which can be as low 

as 1 shirt to as many as 48 depending on the size of the shop, the cost per a screen printed shirt could easily be 

more than what your customer is willing to pay for.   

 

With the changes in fashion leaning more toward short-run, limited edition personalized garments, the need for 

a high quality solution grew.  Of course, apparel decorators are never satisfied with the concept that things are 

never going to get any better.  Manufacturers and distributors continued to push the boundaries by finding 

cheaper and faster ways to screen print or to creating better inkjet transfers papers with less hand or feel to 

them.   But the introduction of dtg printing allowed us to take the positive aspects of both inkjet transfers and 

screen printing in a solution that could be done in a compact space. 

 

The concept of dtg printing is basically using a digital printer to lay down a textile water-based ink that has 

chemical binders that allow the ink to remain on the garment without a polymer being applied to the top of the 

shirt like a transfer.  The ink is then cured to the garment using either a heat press or a textile conveyor dryer.  

On average, an apparel decorator can take the artwork from a customer, put it on to a garment and get paid by 

the customer in under 10 minutes.  With some modification to the artwork, the decorator can personalize the 

next garment with a name, number(s) or different colors and produce another custom garment in minutes.  That 

is the beauty of dtg printing ς short run, personalized garments in the matter of minutes. 
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The History of dtg Printing 

 

Although dtg printing is a relatively new technology for the Decorated Apparel Industry, it is something that has 

been experimented with for well over a decade.  Some may argue that one party or another was the first to come 

up with the concept.  But one of the earliest articles written about an actual working dtg printer I have found was 

done by The Press in April 1997.  Click here to read the article.  The Revolution printer, developed by Digital 

Imaging Systems, was first shown in March 1996 at the Tampa ISS Show.  In 1998, Matthew Rhome (one of the 

founders of Digital Imaging Systems) joined Brother International to develop a proprietary dtg printer.  Brother 

USA began beta testing its dtg machines back in late 2003 and was first shown at the Atlantic City ISS Show in 

2005.  Around the time of the SGIA Show in 2004, U.S. Screen Printing Institute (now called U.S. Screen Print & 

Inkjet Technology) released the Fast T-Jet.  Shortly after that, other machines entered the market and setup 

distributors in the United States.  Now there are dtg manufacturers and/or distributors in countries in Europe, 

Asia, South America, Australia and Africa that I am aware of. 

 

Below are links to some videos of the popular brands of dtg machines (this is not a complete list): 

- Anajet 

- Brother 

- BusJet 

- Direct Advantage 

- DTG 

- Fast T-Jet© 

- Flexi-Jet 

- Kornit  

- M&R iDot 

- Mimaki 

For a more detailed list of dtg machines (although it is not a complete list because there are so many new 

machines), click here.  

 

Over the years, a couple of different patents have been filed regarding dtg printing.  Below are links to the 

patents that are registered by the United States Patent and Trademark Office that I am aware of: 

1. Digital Imaging Systems Patent 

2. Kornit DOG Patent  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.inkjetgarmentprinters.com/forums/topic-1736.html
http://www.brother-usa.com/GarmentPrinters/
http://www.brother-usa.com/GarmentPrinters/
http://www.brother-usa.com/GarmentPrinters/
http://screenprinters.net/
http://screenprinters.net/
http://www.anajet.com/
http://www.brother-usa.com/GarmentPrinters/
http://www.busjet.co.kr/
http://www.sawgrassink.com/products/natural-fibers/directadvantage/index.php
http://www.dtgamerica.com/
http://www.myt-jet.com/?id=
http://www.belquette.com/flexijetprinter.html
http://www.kornit-digital.com/
http://www.mrprint.com/en/productoverview.aspx?id=119
http://www.mimakiusa.com/Textile.aspx?level=3&pid=4&cid=60
http://www.screenprintinguniversity.com/forums/index.php?f=118&sid=2c5b11d539ece8ca17d57725a7579fd5
http://patft.uspto.gov/netacgi/nph-Parser?Sect1=PTO2&Sect2=HITOFF&p=1&u=%2Fnetahtml%2FPTO%2Fsearch-bool.html&r=1&f=G&l=50&co1=AND&d=PTXT&s1=Rhome.INNM.&OS=IN/Rhome&RS=IN/Rhome
http://patft.uspto.gov/netacgi/nph-Parser?Sect1=PTO2&Sect2=HITOFF&p=1&u=%2Fnetahtml%2FPTO%2Fsearch-bool.html&r=2&f=G&l=50&co1=AND&d=PTXT&s1=7,134,749&OS=7,134,749&RS=7,134,749
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Comparing dtg Printing to Other Decorating Applications 

 

 

 
 

 

The most successful apparel decorators are the ones that understand the basics of each decorating method and 

when to use the correct application to get the best quality garment at the highest profit.  To do this, the 

decorator needs to know what the strengths and limitations of each decorating method are.  Thus the decorator 

needs to know the process for each method and the approximate cost for decorating the garment.  

 

It is important to understand that I do not advocate that every decorator attempt to have the capability to do all 

types of decorating in-house.  A new decorator should become thoroughly knowledgeable in his/ her core 

decorating method before looking at expanding into a new decorating method.  However, I do recommend that 

decorators network amongst their peers to create an outsourcing partnership.  This way, the decorator can 

become a one-stop shop for their customers to get items decorated using different methods.  Once a decorator 

has enough business to justify the expansion of into a new decorating method, then explore in detail the process 

and equipment before investing. 

 

BUSINESS TIP:  It would be wise to develop a close relationship with the other decorator you outsource 

with and create a mutual agreement not to go after each otherΩǎ customers.  Most contract decorators 

will already have this policy in place. 

 

When you as the decorator begins the process of comparing which of the different methods you should consider 

when pricing a job, there are some questions that should be answered to determine which method(s) are even 

appropriate for this job.  Here are some of the questions: 

1. ²Ƙŀǘ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƻΚ  /ƻǘǘƻƴΣ рл κ рлΣ tƻƭȅŜǎǘŜǊΣ bȅƭƻƴΣΧΚ 

2. What color is the fabric?  Light vs. Dark fabric? 

3. What type of graphic format is the design in?  Photograph, Vector or Raster? 

4. What quantities does the customer want?   мΣ сΣ нпΣ пуΣ мппΣΧΚ 

5. Iƻǿ Ŧŀǎǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴΚ  ¢ƻŘŀȅΣ /ƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ 5ŀȅǎΣ ²ŜŜƪΣΧΚ 

 

The best way to illustrate the importance of these questions is to use a couple of examples as listed below.   
 

Customer #1:  Customer would like 12 ash colored, cotton shirts with a design on the front center that is a 

photograph of a family reunion picture.  The job needs to be finished in 24 hours. 

                  Since we are working with cotton fabric, we will eliminate sublimation.  Because the shirt is a light 

Cannon #2:  Each decorator should have a basic understanding of all the different 

decorating methods in order to determine which methods are appropriate for fulfilling the 

job and which ones will be the most profitable. 
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color (ash) and the graphic is a photograph, the best options are heat transfers or dtg printing for a short run.  

Both dtg printing and heat transfers can be done in a short period of time.  So either option will be appropriate. 
 

Customer #2:  Customer needs 6 yellow colored workout shirts (like Under Armor©) for his intramural tennis 

team that has left chest design.  The customer needs the shirts in 3 days. 

                 Since the workout shirts are polyester, the best decorating method is sublimation ς which is ideal for 

short runs.  It is important to understand that the lightest color in the graphic must be darker than the yellow 

color in the fabric or the color reproduction will not be accurate.  Since sublimation is a digital printing method 

that allows you to create sublimation transfers in a matter of minutes, the time frame for completing this job is 

not an issue. 
 

Customer #3:   Customer wants 48 black colored cotton shirts with two vector designs (left chest and center 

back).  The customer would like to pick the shirts up in a week. 

                Based on the quantities and the dark fabric, the two best options would be either plastisol transfers 

(which most of the time is outsourced) or screen printing.  The time frame in this example is something that 

could be a factor depending on what the schedule of the outsource screen printer is and/or the necessary 

production / shipping times to get custom plastisol transfers made. 

 

Please go to Page #7 of this document to find a detail chart explaining some the different decorating methods. 

 

Below are some links to posts that talk about comparing dtg printing to other decorating methods: 

- Highlights of pros / cons of several decorating methods - http://www.t -shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-

selling-discussion/t37985.html  

- Comparing dtg printing to screen printing - 

http://www.inkjetgarmentprinters.com/forums/viewtopic.php?t=1816 

- Comparing plastisol to screen printing - http://www.t -shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-selling-

discussion/t40018.html 

- General post on dtg printing - http://www.t -shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-

printing/t24915.html  

- Digital transfers vs. dtg printing ς http://www.inkjetgarmentprinters.com/forums/viewtopic.php?t=3736  

- Comparing dtg printing to digital transfers - http://www.t -shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-

printing/t25451.html  

 

NOTE ON COVER:  The cover to this document was created specifically with the letters of the title done in 

different font styles because it would be difficult to screen print, but would be very easy to dtg print it.   This is 

just another example as to why it becomes important to understand the process of each decorating method.  To 

download the free font styles used, click on this link - 

http://www.greatdanegraphics.com/store/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=65&Itemid=52. 

http://www.t-shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-selling-discussion/t37985.html
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-selling-discussion/t37985.html
http://www.inkjetgarmentprinters.com/forums/viewtopic.php?t=1816
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-selling-discussion/t40018.html
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/general-t-shirt-selling-discussion/t40018.html
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-printing/t24915.html
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-printing/t24915.html
http://www.inkjetgarmentprinters.com/forums/viewtopic.php?t=3736
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-printing/t25451.html
http://www.t-shirtforums.com/direct-garment-dtg-inkjet-printing/t25451.html
http://www.greatdanegraphics.com/store/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=65&Itemid=52



