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This paper examines the effect that the
transfer printing industry has on the
retailer, in particular the retailer engaged
in mail-order and chain-store trading.
The comments apply mainly to apparel
Jabrics, with some lesser reference to
household textiles and knitwear.

of Transfer Printing

Introduction

Kuhlmeijer [1] has defined textiles as a
complicated way of losing money, a
definition which, not surprisingly, estab-
lished an immediate rapport with his
audience of textile producers. At the time
of writing most sectors of the textile
industry are working under difficult con-
ditions, namely, excess capacity,
insufficient demand, increased costs, and
depressed prices. As always, there are
exceptions, and certain fabrics, such as
corduroys and denims, are in short
supply, and the transfer-printing industry
is quite clearly going through a decisive
growth phase.

Whereas certain fabric types can
enjoy either a short or sustained fashion
popularity with the public, as is the case
with the two long-established construc-
tions just mentioned, this is not so with
transfer prints. It is doubtfui whether
even the most fervent transfer print
enthusiast would claim that the public
recognizes or demands a transfer print in
preference to any other type of print.
The process being dealt with, therefore, is
one in which the advantages are internal
to the industry and the purpose of this
paper will be to examine what impact this
relatively new industry has on the
retailer.

Since 1974 the importance of the
technique has increased considerably. The
export achievements of two major British
paper printers have been recognized by
the granting of the Queen’s Award, and
their success in the export field is a
tribute to their farsightedness and initi-
ative, Another factor, which cannot be
ignored, is that recently there have been
several official warnings that, not only is
there a real danger in the UK of drought
conditions in the near future, but that
our long-term climate could well be
reverting to the drier pattern of the last
two centuries, with the first part of this
century being seen as an abnormally wet
period. Additionally, there is an ever-
increasing preoccupation with pollution
and restrictions on effluents. Thirdly, and
of more immediate practical interest,
processes and developments are now
being promised which will enable cellu-
lose and polyester—cellulosic blends to
be transfer printed to satisfactory stand-

ards of performance. The need for this
expansion was stressed at another con-
ference [2], although it is true that
opinions differ on this point, since there
is a school of thought which holds that
conventional printing with pigments on
polyester—cotton fibre blends is a well-
established process which will always
provide formidable competition, and that
in any case there is sufficient growth in
polyester alone to accommodate much
more expansion. With such a high per-
centage of printed-fabric production still
comprising cottons and polyester—
cottons, however, and in view of certain
limitations in the pigment printing pro-
cess, there could be an immediate and
significant increase in the field open to
transfer printing if the technique could be
successfully adapted. Tantalizingly, this
breakthrough is still just around the
corner in terms of bulk commercial pro-
duction, whether one is speaking of pre-
resinated polyester—cottons printed with
normal papers or of reactive dyes paper
for cotton to be printed by a semi-wet
process, such as that utilizing the Dew-
Print machine. If bulk practice fulfils the
pronises of the sampling experiments
already seen, the potential market will
widen enormously. (Examples are avail-
able of normal transfer printing on poly-
ester—cotton blends where the polyester
content is reduced to as little as 50%, i.e.
with only 50% of the fabric printed,
which is satisfactory for certain limited
purposes. However, the industry will not
be satisfied until a more complete print
coverage becomes available.)

Advantages

What advantages does transfer printing
offer the retailer? Old cliches are the best
cliches, and ‘The right article, at the right
time, in the right place, at the right price’
still takes some beating as a marketing
philosophy.

The ‘right article’

What of the article itself. Is it a better
article, does it give better customer
appeal? In some areas this is so. The now
well-established colour-woven effects on
polyester (usually warp- or weft-knitted)
for men’s trousers, jackets and suits, and
for ladies’ skirts, trousers and suits, have
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opened up a new design fleld at a
reasonable price. In the eyes of a profes-
sional textile man they may not be the
‘real thing’ (whatever that means}, but if
they provide attractive garments that
look right, perform well, and give the
customer satisfaction at an attractive
price, all parties have surely gained. The
time-cycle for repeats of colour-woven
fabrics makes them very difficult to
market by mail order, whereas a good
transfer-printed product can be freely
included in a selected range.

The ability to print fine lines in
accurate register opens other doors also,
apart from woven effects, such as the
whole range of intricate, close-fitting
Paisley designs, many of which would be
difficult to produce by conventional
printing.

The Quadrichrome technique [3],
which enables completely photographic
effects to be achieved, gives practically
unlimited design possibilities, and the
equivalent in panel printing has provided
a new stimulus at the younger end of the
market in T-shirts, briefs, and even
printed socks. Printed panels for ladies’
nightdresses and housecoats are also
achieving considerable success. The
ability of a maker-up to produce indivi-
dual novelty garments by selecting and, in
many cases, printing his own panels for
parts of a garment, suggests a whole new
field for highly individualistic garments.

In knitwear also, the transfer printing
of garment panels, particularly on poly-
ester or acrylic fabric, has provided new
scope for individuality, and it is difficult
to see how this breadth of variety could
have been achieved by any other method
of printing.

When Ombré and Degrade effects
became the fashion, they were natural
areas for transfer printing, and gave a
good example of the ease with which the
technique can be adapted to the require-
ments of fashion.

In the floor-covering field the ‘fringe’
areas of nursery rugs and scatter mats lent
themselves readily to transfer printing.
Developments in the printing of floor
coverings include progress in carpet print-
ing, not only on carpet tiles but also on
body carpet.

In stretch-covers, advances in the
depth of penetration available have
already brought the advantages of design
variety to this field, particularly on poly-
ester materials, and it would seem logical
to expect further expansion to occur .

To sum up, it can be safely said that
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the whole scope of printed design has
been cxpanded, giving new possibilities in
many directions to increase consumer
appeal.

‘At the right time’ and ‘in the right place’
To satisfy these criteria should be one of
the greatest virtues of the process,
especially in mail-order trading. A printed
garment is usually a fashion garment, and
is therefore subject to all the uncertain-
ties of sales prediction. In most forms of
retailing (and print production) a range of
prints is put ;on the market and some
designs take the public’s fancy far more
than others. The aim is to repeat these
‘winners’ as rapidly as possible. In shop
retailing, if one cannot repeat quickly,
something else can be put on the counter,
which may or may not sell as well as the
‘winner’, but is at least available for sale
until the original design can be repeated.
With a mail-order catalogue, however,
there is only the one shop window for six
months, and, having gone to the consider-
able expense of catalogue production and
mailing, the recruitment of agents and so
on, it would be self-defeating not to be
able to meet the demand that one has
gone to so much trouble and expense to
generate. Without going into the details
of the various steps which are taken to
forecast demand, it will be obvious that a
stock of garments calculated to cover, for
example, eight weeks sales, can rapidly
become only two weeks’ stock if sales
escalate to four times the estimate, and
rapid cloth supply and garment making
are essential if the garments are always to
be available from stock. A print-repeat
time, therefore, of days rather than weeks
(which is possible when both cloth and
paper are available) is of inestimable
value. Since it would be impracticable for
stocks of printed paper always to be
available, a reasonably quick repeat
period from the paper printer is necessary
for this particular virtue of transfer print-
ing to be realized.

One of the early attractions of the
process was to the individual knitter, who
previously was entirely dependent on a
commission printer, and it was natural for
the knitters to seize the opportunity of
controlling their own print-production
priorities (especially since some printers
were more experienced in processing
woven than knitted fabrics). Where these
actions have been successful, they enable
the knitter to more closely monitor his
delivery promises and therefore ensure
prompter supplys for the retailer.

‘At the right price’

Here experience varies since, in many
cases, there are few significant differences
between transfer prints and rotary-screen
prints. This may not be an accurate
reflection of the relative costs —a pro-
ducer employing both techniques, for
example, may average his costs between
the two methods, or, if only involved in
the one process, he may adjust his selling
price to the market price for the article.
That generalization having been made,
some evidence is beginning to appear of
the cheaper methods of paper printing,
whether by flexographic or rotary-screen
methods, being reflected in more com-
petitive fabric prices. In those market
areas where transfer prints have opened
up new end-uses, such as the colour-
woven effects in polyester for menswear,
no effective comparison can be made
with other print types, but, since a very
sizable business has been built up, the
garment prices are obviously acceptable
to the consumuer. It may also be approp-
riate to mention the potential of this
same approach when applied to woven
polyester fabric, including the new gener-
ation of filament-textured polyester
warps crossed by spun-polyester wefts.
Costings require consideration of many
factors, but if cheaper engraving and
paper-printing techniques are successful,
and quicker calender printing is achieved,
these will obviously help the transfer
printer to remain competitive.

The ability to produce a sample
length or very short run of a design is
often of great value, either at the begin-
ning of a season for sampling or at the
end of a season to meet the last few sales,
and this can be achieved, provided the
necessary paper is in stock.

Disadvantages

One of the so-called virtues of trunsfer
printing is the enormous library of
designs available, but this can be self-
defeating unless properly controlled. If
print producers merely become ‘bag
carriers’ for paper-printers’ ranges, they
lose their individuality and the paper-
producers’ range is devalued by being
offered too widely on different fabrics at
different prices. To be fair, this danger
appears to have been recognized, and
better controls and ‘exclusivities’ are in
operation.

Handle and Appearance
There is still much controversy over
handle and appearance of transfer printed



fabrics. The glazed appearance and tacky
handle which occurred on certain transfer
printed fabrics are not so commonly
observed as formerly, but these faults still
appear from time to time. The faults are
usually more noticeable on 18-gauge
piqueés, whereas finer-gauge fabrics, with a
natural sheen, usually show fewer ill-
effects. It is in this area of ladies’ fashion
prints, however, that aesthetic objections
have not been entirely overcome and
some converters will remain loyal to the
screen or roller printer unless improve-
ments can be made. The ‘grinning’ effect,
due to the lack of penetration, which
shows when the fabrics are stretched, is
again much less in evidence today than it
was two years ago, although it still exists.
It would appear that advances have been
made, probably through the introduction
of dyes applicable by vacuum printing
with better penetration.

Inflexibiliry

Inflexibility is a disadvantage which is
sometimes mentioned by print suppliers
in discussions on transfer printing. 1f
slight colour alterations are required in a
printed pattern, the screen printer can
easily adjust his recipe for the next
printing, whereas the producer using
transfer paper is tied to paper already
printed or must place a new order for
more paper. However, since the retailer
can see what he is buying from the first
samples, it would seem that, if this
drawback does exist, it affects the con-
verter rather than the retailer.

It is perhaps a combination of factors
such as inflexibility, plus the cost of
carrying paper stocks and prepared cloth
rather than grey cloth, together with
aesthetic considerations regarding handle,
which lead many converters to continue
to offer ranges of ladies’ fashion prints
which are printed by screen or roller.

On balance, the contribution of trans-
fer printing has been to create several new
product areas with attractive designs and
entirely acceptable performance stand-
ards on polyester, with increasing evi-
dence of improvements in performance
standards on nylon with selected dyes.
Further expansion of polyester usage in
woven materials, and the growing avail-
ability of spun polyester, both woven and
knitted, can only widen these possibilities
further. Triacetates, acrylics and nylons,
with selected dyes, are also able to
share the advantages of the process. if, in
addition to these, the promised applic-
ation to cotton, polyester—cotton, and
polyester—viscose proves to be as success-
ful in bulk practice as current sampling
indicates, then all the most important
print areas will be open. But even with
the current situation, transfer printing has
established itself as a major printing
technique, and with the added ecological
arguments and water shortages in its
favour, it cannot fail to expand still
further during the next few years.
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DISCUSSION

Mr R. Prestwich: I wish to correlate a
remark of yours on speed of production
as an advantage with the complaint of the
previous speaker as to the length of time
in origination. Does this time affect your
buying procedures?

Mr Easter: Most buying is done on ready
printed samples and paper is therefore
relatively quickiy available.

Mr J. R. van Fleck: An ‘omnibus’ system
is self-destructive in one market area. Are
you, as a buyer, prepared to pay more for
exclusivity? 1s the success of transfer
printing all a matter of engraving costs,
exclusivity and run length? Perhaps
rotary-screen printing will win?

Mr Easter: We are quite prepared to pay
for exclusivity if the particular circum-
stances warrant it. (Such exclusivity may
be nceded only for one particular
market.}
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