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By Kate Achelpohl, Industry Author

It’s No Joke: You’ll Have Your Customers in Stitches

“It’s not difficult to keep a customer 
— fulf i l l your promises — but it’s 
diff icult to gain a customer. So as a 
screen printer, offering something else 
for your customer is a no-brainer,” says 
CAS Shiver, “Top Dog” at Sundog 
Productions (Fairfax, Virginia), whose 
shop includes 16 embroidery heads. 
“Our screen printing customers are also 
people who buy embroidery.”

By all accounts, embroidery adds to 
the perceived value of your products, 
and the majority of garment decorators 
(81.6 percent, according to SGIA’s 2016 
Garment Decorator Survey, available on 
SGIA.org/Garment) provide embroidery 
services. 

Bill D’Ambrosia, a.k.a. “Billy D,” 
President and Owner of Billy D’s Special 
T’s (St. Thomas, Virgin Islands)* says 
embroidery accounts for as much as 

30 percent of his sales. “A lot of my 
draw here is that we’re a major yachting 
destination,” he says. “Crews want 
embroidered everything. The perception 
is it’s a higher-end item.”

The f irst decision you face, once 
you’ve decided to provide embroidery 
services, is whether you’ll invest in the 
machinery — like 54 percent of garment 
decorators report doing —  or farm it 
out. D’Ambrosia subcontracts it.

“My client base doesn’t justify the 
investment; however, it allows me to 
get a company’s complete order. Call it 
one-stop shopping,” he says. “It’s good 
business. T-shirts, polo shirts, even 
towels, they all come from the same 
sources. That all works for me this way.”

To find embroiderers, D’Ambrosia 
takes a tried–and–true approach: Online 
searches and word-of-mouth.

“I get on the phone, go to a lot of local 
and international trade shows. You ask 
questions, you learn a lot from people. 
I’ve been known to talk to some of my 
sales reps from companies I work with. I’ve 
found a number of people that way. I guess 
the term is ‘networking,’” he says.

EK Designs (Fairfax, Virginia) gets 
a double benefit from subcontracting 
embroidery. Not only does it get to be the 
one-stop shop, but the partnerships formed 
lead to more screen printing business. “Half 
of our business is contract work, screen 
printing for different embroiderers,” says 
Co-Owner Eric Notesteine. “I don’t know 
much about embroidery, but I know screen 
printing and [screen 
printing] machines.”

Paul Wales, President, 
Atlas Screen Printing 
(Gainesville, Florida)* 

The whys and hows of making embroidery part of your garment 
decorating operation

feature

“I’m going with single-head machines, because they 
run faster and they run independent of each other.” 
— CAS Shiver, Sundog Productions
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says his two machines, a six-head and a 
single-head produce about 5 percent of 
his business. Atlas brought on embroidery 
in the early 2000s.

“There is definitely a market for it. The 
problem for us is that we can’t produce 
enough. If we produce 50 or 100 [items] a 
day, that’s a lot, and it’s not that profitable,” 
says Wales. “We do some neat stuff, we 
have some lovely products, but it’s hard 
to stay up with the production end of it. 
There are only so many hours you can run 
the machine.”

“We Want to Be Your Graphics 
Provider”
Embroidery has been part of Absolute 
Impressions (Lewis Center, Ohio)* 
since the business opened its doors in 
1997. It’s done onsite, in keeping with 
the company’s brand, says Phil Harris, 
Production Manager.

“We want to be your graphic s 
provider. We can do it a l l,  f rom 
advertising specialties to wrapping your 
truck,” he says. 

And embroidery is a core product. 
“We do a lot for corporate America, and 
send it all over the US. We also do mom-
and-pop [businesses] that want staff 
shirts. It’s very much a value-added,” 
he says.

Customers tend to place small orders, 
about 12 to 24 pieces, but Absolute 
Impressions’ Barudan six-head runs 
eight to 12 hours a day — about 5 
million stitches a year, accounting for 
about 20 percent of business. “Doing 
it in-house, I can control it all,” says 
Harris. “I can tell my customers exactly 
when it’s going to be done.”

If you’re bringing the equipment in-
house, look at the potential volume, and 
use that to inform your decisions about 
the number of heads you’ll need and the 
number of needles per head.

“You know what your clients want; you 
know what they do. But it’s something you 
have to commit to because it’s an expensive 
venture,” Harris adds.

Single-head machines cost between 
$11,000 and $13,000, according to 
John LeDrew, DTG Director, Melco 
International (Westminster, Colorado)*, 
whose career has included managing 
production shops with multiple automatic 
presses and embroidery departments. Melco 
manufactures embroidery machines and 
digitizing software as well as other textile 
printing products.

A Profitable Venture
Sundog’s road into embroidery was less 
intentional than some others. The tie-

Sundog has 10 single-head machines, two of which were installed in August 2016.
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dye and screen print shop hung onto 
the embroidery equipment and staff it 
acquired during the purchase of another 
screen printer in 2010. 

“The whole reason we kept it is because 
it’s profitable. It’s neat. It’s clean,” says 
Shiver. “I’m sorry I didn’t offer embroidery 
10 years sooner. I was afraid it would be 
too difficult, too much to manage.”

Today, Sundog’s embroidery operation 
has grown from 10 to 16 heads.

Where low-volume screen print 
jobs aren’t cost-effective, embroidery is 
forgiving, Shiver says. You don’t have to 
burn a screen for each color you choose, 
and embroidery machines can handle six to 
15 colors of thread at a time. Furthermore, 
there’s a higher perceived value.

“You also tend to sell a higher-priced 
item for it, and if you do a standard 
percent markup on a blank, you make 
more per unit. Most of our embroidery 
tends to go to higher-end garments like 
polos and Henley shirts,” Shiver says.

In Sundog’s 40,000 square foot facility, 
embroidery takes up about 1,000 square 
feet, with a Tajima six-head and 10 Amaya 
(by Melco) single-heads — two of which 
were added in August.

“[Single-head machines] can be much 
more efficient in the use of an operator’s 
time. We can plan our day as to which 
ones need to run flats, and which ones 
need to run hats, so we only need to do an 
equipment changeover once a day,” Shiver 
says. He also notes that while incidents 
like thread breaks will stop production on 
a multi-head machine, on a single-head 
machine, just one head is affected.

“For smaller shops dipping their 
toes into embroidery, I definitely would 
recommend the flexibility of a single-head 
machine. If you get more orders than you 
can handle, subcontract,” he says.

It’s a Steep Learning Curve
When Shiver acquired his embroidery 
equipment, he kept the embroidery 
operator on staff. 

“The learning curve was huge. We 
were fortunate that we acquired someone 
knowledgeable along with it,” Shiver says. 
But when the operator suffered a fatal 
heart attack — without having ever shared 
his knowledge — Shiver found himself 
with no one on staff who knew how to 
operate the equipment.

“When I lost him, I didn’t have anyone, 
so I had to start from scratch. I went to a 
local technician to help us get everybody 
on track. It was one of the best decisions I 
ever made. The people are doing the work 
properly from a technician’s point of view; 

“Single heads can run individually, a flat here, a cap there.” — CAS Shiver, Sundog Productions

No Hazmat, But Rules Still Apply
If screen printing ink spills, it’s a mess. If you drop thread, you pick it up. Embroidery 
takes relatively little space and requires relatively little clean up, Shiver notes.

There aren’t any environmental issues with embroidery, says Marci Kinter, Vice 
President, Government & Business Information, SGIA, but it is covered by US 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) regulations. OSHA has 
placed national emphasis on preventing amputations, and that includes the digital 
printing and screen printing industries — and embroidery.

“If you’re looking to bring the equipment in, be sure there are proper machine 
guards that come with the equipment, and install them correctly per the 
manufacturer’s instructions,” she says.

If you’re creating children’s products, she adds, do not assume that because there’s 
no ink, the rules don’t apply. Under Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) 
rules, children’s products need a tracking label and a children’s product certificate.

“Most garment decorators erroneously assume that if they’re not printing a 
children’s product, CPSC children’s rules don’t apply. However, that’s not the case,” 
Kinter says.

Learn more about all regulatory issues at SGIA.org/FirsttoKnow.
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they’re doing the maintenance without 
having to call in a technician,” he says.

Technica l know-how is crit ica l, 
says Gerald Rudisuhli, Factory Sales 
Representative, Melco International. 

“Most who go into embroidery have no 
clue from a how-to standpoint. They need 
to be willing to put the time in to learn it 
from a reputable supplier,” he says.

A willingness to learn, the ability to 
work methodically and pay attention to 
detail — all these are essential in your 
staff, just as they are to those learning 
screen printing. 

“The biggest thing for me was finding 
somebody who can adapt to this job. You 
can buy the equipment, you can get the 
business, but if you don’t have someone 
to do it, that’s your biggest hang-up,” says 
Absolute Impressions’ Harris.

Running the machine in and of 
itself isn’t the difficult part, he says. 
It’s finding someone who’s sufficiently 
detail-oriented. 

“Find an operator with a very good eye 
for detail, especially colors. You can’t just 
find someone off the street to run it. It 
takes a special kind of person,” Harris says.

Running embroidery equipment also 
involves regular maintenance. Harris 
likens it to taking care of a vehicle, making 
sure it’s oiled and the timing’s correct.

Shiver agrees. “The biggest advice I 
can give past training is maintenance, 
maintenance, maintenance. Maintenance 
is negligible as a cost for embroidery. 
There are a lot of moving parts, and if 
they’re not maintained properly, you’ll 
have an excessive repair bill. If you 
maintain it properly, your equipment will 
last a long, long time without repairs.”

And Then There’s Digitizing
An embroidery project starts with 
discerning what the client wants — 
everything from the type of product to 
quantity and colors — and creating the 
artwork. But then the artwork has to go 
to a digitizer.

Just as when you embroider by hand, 
the final image relies on an exacting 
placement of stitches and colors. You’ll 
have to account for the fabric, too. The 
digitizing software is how you achieve 
that, and it’s not something you can 
master in an afternoon.

“You’re not only creating an image, 
but you’re also creating a roadmap for 
the machine. The goal of the digitizer is 
to make an efficient design that wastes 
as little time as possible. You want to 
minimize thread changes and color 
changes. The machine is fastest when it 

Embroidery machines can typically stitch anywhere from six to 15 colors of thread at a time, 
depending on how many needles they have.

Digitizing software tells the embroidery machine how to build the image — which stitches to 
use, which colors to choose and the sequence for all of it.

Sundog Productions began its embroidery services with a six-head Tajima and four single-head 
Amayas acquired during the purchase of another screen printing business.
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sews,” says Rudisuhli. “There’s a whole lot 
more than meets the eye in a design.”

The fabric — your substrate — is an 
important variable, as is whether it’s an 
item that can be laid flat, like a shirt, or 
a cap. Decisions will include the stitches 
you choose, how you place them and where 
they’re layered to create an effect.

At the front end, invest in good designs. 
“It’s like when you print. If your artwork 
is bad, your print has no chance,” he says, 
pointing out there’s no shame in sending 
out artwork for digitizing.

“You become an embroiderer before 
you become a programmer.” Rudisuhli 
adds. “When you get the machine, 
you need to get proficient in creating 
embroidery as soon as possible; there’s 
nothing wrong with using [an outside] 
digitizer even though you’ve purchased the 
digitizing software. Take the time to learn 
the digitizing.”

Your Checklist
When it comes time to decide how — 
and whether — to add embroidery to 

your garment decorating options, consider 
these points:

• How will you create demand? Sundog 
uses social media, Google Ad Words, 
word of mouth and referrals to market 
embroidery as an add-on service as 
well as a stand-alone offering.

• Know your market and your 
competition — and your clients. 
“Take a look at your client base. If 
you’re selling to people where there’s 
uniforms involved, you’re missing an 
easy sale,” says D’Ambrosia.

• Know what it takes to take a 
project from start to finish. This 
doesn’t mean being an expert 
embroiderer, but you do need a basic 
understanding of digitizing artwork, 
how the machines work, and speed 
and density considerations.

• Be realistic. There are limits to what 
you can achieve with a needle and 
thread.

• Can you support it? “It’s a very cool 
process,” says Harris. But he adds, 
“the big question for most people is 

simply going to be whether they can 
support themselves doing it.”

• What do you expect to achieve in 
terms of production? Embroidery 
is time consuming. Efficiency and 
machine reliability are key to success, 
LeDrew says.

• Do you have space on the shop floor?
• Who’s digitizing your files? While 

you may choose to farm out custom 
digitizing, you will need some basic 
skills to modify files if your clients 
make changes to your sew-out (i.e., 
your proof).

*SGIA member companies in order  
of mention:
Billy D's Special T's, since 1998
Atlas Screen Printing, since 1989
Absolute Impressions, since 1968
Melco International, since 2016

Kate Achelpohl is a freelance writer based 
in northern Virginia.
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