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A practical method-selection guide for promotional products, textiles, packaging and

commercial print.

Built for practical use by clients, designers, procurement teams and production partners.

About this guide

This guide explains the most common branding and print methods used across

promotional products and printed materials. It is designed to help clients understand why

the recommended method may change depending on surface, quantity, artwork, durability

and desired finish.

Who it is for: Marketing, procurement, design and brand teams comparing decoration

and printing options.

Important: production feasibility, minimum order quantity, print area, substrate behavior

and color output can vary by product. Final specifications should be confirmed in the

quotation and approved proof/sample.

1. How to choose the right method

Surface: flat, curved, textured, soft, rigid, coated or porous.

Artwork: 1-color logo, spot colors, full color, gradients, fine detail or photography.

Quantity: some methods become more efficient at larger runs.

Durability: consider washing, abrasion, outdoor exposure and handling.

Finish: printed, engraved, raised, recessed, metallic, glossy, matte or stitched.

Budget and lead time: setup requirements differ by method.
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2. Method comparison at a glance

Method Best for Color capability Typical strengths

Pad Printing

Pens, small plastic/

metal items, curved

surfaces

Spot colors
Precise small-area printing;

works on irregular shapes.

Screen

Printing

Bags, textiles, bottles,

flat/large areas

Spot colors; some

multicolor

Strong coverage; efficient

for repeated designs.

UV Digital

Printing

Flat rigid products,

gifts, acrylic, coated

surfaces

Full color + white

where supported

High detail, gradients,

variable/full-color graphics.

Laser

Engraving

Metal, coated metal,

wood, selected glass

Material finish

rather than ink

color

Durable, premium, no

printed ink layer.

Sublimation

Polyester/coated mugs,

textiles, selected

products

Full color

Vibrant photographic output

on compatible light

substrates.

DTF
Garments and textile

items
Full color + white

Detailed full-color transfer

across many textile colors.

Heat Transfer Textiles, bags, apparel
Full color / cut

vinyl

Good for shorter runs and

detailed graphics.

Embroidery
Polos, caps, bags,

uniforms
Thread colors

Premium stitched finish and

strong durability.

Offset

Printing

Brochures, catalogs,

inserts, paper

packaging

CMYK + spot

High quality and cost

efficiency at larger print

runs.

Digital

Printing

Short-run brochures,

cards, inserts, variable

items

CMYK/full color
Fast setup and flexible short

quantities.

Foil Stamping
Boxes, notebooks,

premium paper goods

Metallic/pigment

foil

Premium reflective or

colored finish.

Emboss /

Deboss

Notebooks, boxes,

leather-like covers

No ink or

combined with foil

Tactile raised or recessed

brand mark.

Pen Promo — Printing Methods Guide 2026



3. Pad Printing

Pad printing transfers ink from an etched plate through a flexible silicone pad onto the

product. The flexible pad makes it useful for small or curved promotional items.

Ideal for: pens, keychains, small accessories, plastic or metal items with limited print

areas.

Artwork: clean vector logos and spot colors are preferred.

Strengths: good registration on small areas and irregular surfaces.

Watch-outs: very large areas, gradients and ultra-fine details may not be ideal;

adhesion depends on substrate and pretreatment.

4. Screen Printing

Screen printing pushes ink through a prepared mesh stencil onto the substrate. It is widely

used for textiles, bags, bottles and larger logo areas.

Ideal for: tote bags, apparel, umbrellas, drinkware and flat promotional surfaces.

Artwork: vector spot-color designs are easiest to control.

Strengths: solid color coverage and cost efficiency on repeated designs.

Watch-outs: each color may require separate setup; fine detail and curved surfaces

need testing.

5. UV Digital Printing

UV printers cure ink immediately with ultraviolet light, enabling direct full-color printing on

many rigid promotional products. White ink may be available for dark or transparent

substrates depending on the machine and product.

Ideal for: flat technology products, acrylic, coated gifts, plaques and selected rigid

items.

Artwork: high-resolution raster or vector; CMYK/full color.

Strengths: photographic detail, gradients and short-run flexibility.

Watch-outs: surface adhesion, flexibility and abrasion resistance vary by material.
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6. Laser Engraving

Laser engraving marks the surface by removing or changing the material/coating rather

than depositing ink. The final color is influenced by the substrate beneath the surface.

Ideal for: metal pens, thermos bottles, plaques, wooden items and premium

accessories.

Artwork: simple vector artwork, usually 1-color.

Strengths: durable and premium appearance.

Watch-outs: the final engraved color may differ from the screen mockup and depends

on material/coating.

7. Sublimation

Sublimation uses heat to transfer dye into a compatible polyester or specially coated

surface. The result can produce bright full-color graphics without a heavy surface layer.

Ideal for: sublimation mugs, coated drinkware, polyester textiles and selected

promotional blanks.

Artwork: high-resolution CMYK artwork; photographic designs work well.

Strengths: full color and smooth gradients.

Watch-outs: requires compatible light-colored polyester/coated substrates; color can

shift with material and heat profile.

8. DTF (Direct-to-Film)

DTF prints the design onto transfer film and applies it to textile using adhesive powder,

heat and pressure. It supports full-color designs and white underbase, making it versatile

for dark garments.

Ideal for: t-shirts, hoodies, tote bags and many textile surfaces.

Strengths: full color, gradients and detailed artwork.

Watch-outs: hand feel, stretch behavior and wash durability depend on film, adhesive,

press settings and fabric.

9. Heat Transfer / Transfer Vinyl

Heat transfer applies printed or cut material to textiles using heat and pressure. It is useful

for smaller runs, names/numbers and complex multi-color graphics.
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10. Embroidery

Embroidery converts artwork into stitches. It creates a premium, dimensional finish for

uniforms, caps, polos and bags.

Artwork is digitized into stitch data before production.

Tiny text and fine gradients must be simplified.

Thread color is matched from available ranges rather than printed CMYK output.

11. Offset Printing

Offset printing transfers the image from a plate to a rubber blanket and then to the print

surface. It is commonly selected for larger-volume commercial print because of its

consistent quality and run efficiency.

Ideal for: brochures, catalogs, folders, stationery, inserts and many paper packaging

components.

Strengths: excellent quality, stable color and cost efficiency at volume.

Watch-outs: requires plate/setup time, so very short runs may be better suited to

digital printing.

12. Digital Printing

Digital printing sends the file directly to the press without traditional printing plates. It is

well suited to shorter runs, rapid turnaround and variable data.

13. Foil Stamping, Embossing and Debossing

Finish Effect Best applications

Foil

Stamping

Metallic or colored foil transferred

with heat/pressure

Premium boxes, notebooks, invitations,

sleeves.

Embossing Artwork raised above the surface
Luxury packaging, stationery and

paper-based branding.

Debossing Artwork pressed below the surface
Notebooks, leather-like goods, gift

boxes and covers.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Pen Promo — Printing Methods Guide 2026



14. Lamination and protective finishing

Lamination applies a protective film to printed paper or board. Matte, gloss and specialty

films can change appearance, touch and scuff resistance. Lamination is a finishing method

rather than a print method, and should be selected together with print, fold, crease and

finishing requirements.

15. Artwork compatibility matrix

Method Vector logo
Full color/

photo
Pantone/spot

White ink/

underbase

Pad Printing Excellent Limited Excellent
Method-

dependent

Screen

Printing
Excellent

Limited/

halftone
Excellent

Common where

needed

UV Digital Excellent Excellent
Simulation /

workflow-dependent
Often available

Laser

Engraving
Excellent Not typical N/A N/A

Sublimation Good Excellent Process simulation Not typical

DTF Good Excellent Process simulation Yes

Embroidery
Excellent after

digitizing

Not

photographic
Thread matching N/A

Offset Excellent Excellent Excellent Special workflow

Digital Print Excellent Excellent Process simulation Press-dependent

16. Recommendation principle

Pen Promo should recommend the production method after reviewing the exact product,

artwork, quantity, desired durability and brand-color requirements. A screen mockup is a

placement guide; a physical sample is the best reference when exact appearance is

business-critical.

Request a method recommendation. Share the product code, quantity, logo and

desired finish. Browse products and request a quote.
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