
How Screen Printing Keeps Up with Modern
Custom Apparel Demands

The Realities of Custom Apparel Today
Custom apparel is everywhere. From team uniforms to event giveaways and branded
merchandise, people expect something that looks good, feels comfortable, and lasts through
repeated wear and washing. Over the years, I have worked with dozens of shops and seen what
works and what does not. The method that still delivers the best balance of cost, durability, and
color vibrancy is screen printing. It is not new, but it continues to adapt to modern needs
without losing what makes it reliable.

When a client asks for five hundred shirts with a three-color logo, a digital print might fade after
a few washes. Embroidery looks sharp but can feel heavy on lightweight fabric. Screen printing
sits in the sweet spot. It presses thick ink through a fine mesh onto the garment, creating a
bond that holds up to wear. That is why it remains a go-to for bulk orders in the apparel
industry.

How the Process Actually Works
For those who have never seen it up close, screen printing starts with separating the artwork
into individual color layers. Each color gets its own screen, which is a frame stretched with a
fine mesh coated in a light-sensitive emulsion. The printer burns the image onto the screen
using UV light, then washes out the unexposed areas so the ink can pass through. The screen
is aligned on a press, and a squeegee pushes ink across the mesh onto the shirt below. The
shirt moves through the press, one color at a time, and then through a dryer to cure the ink.

The key detail here is the mesh count. A lower mesh count, like 110, lets more ink through and
works well for bold designs on dark fabric. A higher count, like 230, is better for fine details and
halftones on light fabric. Choosing the wrong mesh can ruin the look of a print, making it
muddy or too transparent. That kind of decision comes from experience, not from a spec
sheet.
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Why It Still Beats Digital Printing for Many Jobs
Direct-to-garment (DTG) printing has improved a lot. I have seen machines that can reproduce
a photograph on a shirt in under a minute. But the ink sits on the surface rather than bonding
into the fibers the way screen printing does. That means DTG prints can crack or peel faster,
especially on dark garments that require a white underbase. Screen printing, by contrast,
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pushes the ink into the fabric, creating a layer that becomes part of the garment. The
difference shows after twenty washes: a screen-printed shirt still looks crisp, while a DTG shirt
often shows visible wear.

There is also the cost factor. For runs of fifty or more pieces, screen printing becomes more
economical per shirt because the setup cost spreads across more units. For a one-off shirt,
DTG is cheaper. For a hundred shirts for a corporate event, screen printing wins every time.
That is why most custom apparel shops still build their business around it.

Ink Technology Has Changed
One of the biggest shifts I have seen is the move toward water-based and discharge inks.
Traditional plastisol ink sits on top of the fabric and has a rubbery feel. It is durable and
opaque, but many people prefer a softer hand feel. Water-based ink soaks into the fabric,
leaving a print that feels like part of the shirt. Discharge ink removes the dye from a dark shirt
and replaces it with pigment, so the print has no heavy layer at all. Both options require more
skill to print because they dry faster on the screen and need precise temperature control during



curing. But the results are worth it, especially for brands that care about texture and
breathability.

Another development is high-density and puff inks, which create a raised texture on the shirt.
These are popular for streetwear and limited runs, and they push what screen printing can do
aesthetically. The process is the same, but the ink behaves differently, so the printer has to
adjust pressure, speed, and mesh choice. That kind of knowledge does not come from a
manual. It comes from printing thousands of shirts and learning what works through trial and
error.

Artwork Preparation Is Half the Battle
One mistake I see often is sending artwork that is not properly prepared for screen printing. A
design that looks great on a computer screen can fall apart when separated into spot colors.
Gradients and small text can become unreadable. The best approach is to simplify the design
to a limited color palette and use bold shapes. If a logo has a gradient, the printer can simulate
it with halftones, but that requires a higher mesh count and careful exposure timing.
Communication between the designer and the printer is essential. I have saved jobs by
catching a low-resolution file or a missing color separation before the screens are burned.

For anyone ordering custom apparel, a good rule is to ask the printer for a proof before
production. That proof should show the separated colors and a mockup of the final print. It
costs nothing to check and saves the headache of reprinting an entire order.
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Choosing the Right Garment
The shirt itself matters as much as the print. A cheap 50/50 blend can shrink unevenly and
distort the design. A ringspun cotton tee, on the other hand, holds its shape and takes ink well.
I have found that tri-blends, which mix cotton, polyester, and rayon, create a soft feel but
require lower temperatures during curing to avoid melting the synthetic fibers. Some printers
avoid them altogether because the margin for error is small. But when done right, the result is a
shirt that feels broken-in from the first wear.

Polyester garments need a different ink formulation to prevent dye migration, where the fabric
dye bleeds into the ink during curing. That is why many athletic uniforms use a polyester-
specific ink that blocks the migration. Screen printing handles this well, but only if the printer
knows the garment composition beforehand.

Common Myths I Have Run Into
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One myth is that screen printing cannot do fine detail. That depends on the mesh count and the
skill of the printer. With a 305 mesh and a sharp squeegee, I have printed lines as thin as a
pencil stroke. The limitation is not the process itself but the equipment and the person running
it. Another myth is that it takes weeks to get a screen-printed order. In many shops, a standard
run of two hundred shirts can be turned around in five business days if the artwork is ready.
The actual printing might take two hours. The rest of the time goes to prep, drying, and
inspection.

A third myth is that screen printing is bad for the environment. That used to be more true when
shops used solvent-based cleaners and dumped ink down the drain. Today, most professional
shops use eco-friendly inks, reclaim screens with biodegradable chemicals, and recycle their
waste. The industry has changed, and the best shops take sustainability seriously.

When to Choose Screen Printing vs. Embroidery
Both methods have their place. Embroidery works well for hats, polos, and jackets where a
woven look fits the brand. It also holds up to heavy wear because the thread is stitched through
the fabric. But embroidery has limits on detail and color count. A logo with small text or a
gradient does not translate well to thread. Screen printing handles those elements easily and
costs less per piece for large orders. I usually recommend embroidery for professional settings
where a structured look is important, and screen printing for events, teams, and merchandise
where comfort and cost matter more.



Final Thoughts
Custom apparel is not going anywhere. Whether it is a company picnic, a 5K race, or a band
tour, people want shirts that look good and last. Screen printing remains the most practical
way to achieve that at scale. The process has evolved with better inks, more efficient presses,
and smarter artwork handling, but the core principle stays the same: push ink through mesh
onto fabric. That simplicity is what makes it reliable.

If you are looking for custom screen printing and embroidered apparel services in Garden
Grove, California, for businesses and organizations, DSP Printing at 11611 Salinaz Dr Ste O,
Garden Grove, CA 92843, USA, +1 714-951-4919, has the experience to handle both small runs
and large orders with consistent quality.


