
T H E  L A U N C H  P L A Y B O O K S

The Print on
Demand Business
Sell shirts, mugs, and posters you never touch. Real margins are $8-12 a
shirt, not $40, and the winners treat it like publishing, not printing.

$50-200
S T A R T  L E A N

14-45 days
F I R S T  D O L L A R

30-45% per item
T Y P I C A L  M A R G I N
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T H E  B U S I N E S S  A T  A  G L A N C E

Is this your business?
Print on demand lets you sell physical products with zero inventory: a customer orders

your design on a shirt, a printer like Printify or Printful produces and ships it, and you

keep the spread. The guru version promises passive riches; the real version is a design-

publishing business with thin-but-honest margins, where a deep catalog aimed at

passionate niches beats one 'viral' design every time. Done right, it is one of the lowest-

risk ways to learn e-commerce with real products.

$50-200
L E A N  S TA R T U P  C O S T

$400-900
S TA N D A R D  B U I L D

14-45 days
T I M E  T O  F I R S T  D O L L A R

30-45% per item
T Y P I C A L  G R O S S  M A R G I N

Yes, fully
S O L O - F R I E N D LY

Yes, entirely
H O M E - B A S E D

B U I L T  F O R  T H E S E  F O U N D E R  T Y P E S

T H E  C R A F TS M A N T H E  S TO RY T E L L E R

2/5 difficulty

T H E  H O N E S T  F I T  T E S T

You do not need to draw: typography and concept beat illustration in most niches. You do need taste,

patience for a 100-design catalog, and the discipline to never touch trademarked material. If you want $40

profit per shirt or week-one riches, this is not it. If treating designs like a portfolio of small bets sounds right, it

is.
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T H E  M A R K E T  R E A L I T Y

Who pays, and why now.
Custom apparel and merch is a tens-of-billions

market, and print on demand removed its old barrier:

minimum orders. You no longer buy 200 shirts hoping

a design works; you publish the design, and a unit

gets printed only after it is sold. That flips the risk

model. Your inventory is a catalog of designs, your

cost of failure per design is roughly an hour and a

listing fee, and your winners can sell for years across

shirts, hoodies, mugs, and tote bags simultaneously.

Who actually buys: people expressing identity.

Nurses, fishing dads, horse girls, D&D players,

crossfitters, cat moms, electricians. The strongest

niches are professions, hobbies, and life moments

(retirement, new grandma, bachelorette) where the

shirt is an inside joke or a badge of belonging. Generic

'cool designs' lose to a mediocre design that names

the buyer's exact identity. 'Best Lineman Ever' loses to

'I Fix What Your Husband YouTubed.'

The honest economics: a quality tee costs $9-13 to

print and ship through Printify or Printful, sells for

$22-28 on Etsy or your own store, and nets $8-12

after platform fees. That number is good. The sellers

who fail expected $30 spreads; the sellers who win

build 200-design catalogs where 20 designs each

quietly sell 30 units a month. This is a volume

publishing business wearing a t-shirt.

Two structural truths shape strategy. First,

marketplaces (Etsy, Amazon Merch) bring buyers but

take fees and control; your own Shopify store keeps

margin but you must buy every visitor. Start on

marketplaces, graduate to owned. Second, the

category's number-one account killer is trademark

infringement: licensed characters, band names, and

protected phrases. The legal page is not optional

reading here.

W H O  B U YS W H AT  T H E Y  PAY W H AT  T H E Y  AC T U A L LY  WA N T

Hobby and identity

niches

$22-30 per tee, $38-55

hoodies

Designs that prove membership: the joke only their tribe gets

Gift buyers $20-35 per item,

seasonal spikes

Personalized or profession-specific gifts for nurses, teachers,

retirees, new parents

Event and moment

buyers

$18-28 per shirt, often

multiples

Bachelorette crews, family reunions, memorial shirts, milestone

birthdays

Home and drinkware

buyers

$15-25 mugs, $25-45

wall art

The same niche identity on the desk and wall, often as repeat

purchases from a shop they liked

R E A L  P R O F I T  P E R  S H I R T ,  A N D  T H A T  I S  G O O D

$8-12
A $26.99 tee minus a $13 print-and-ship cost and $3-4 in marketplace fees

nets about $10. Sellers chasing fatter margins through cheap blanks earn

one sale and a bad review. The winning math is honest margin times catalog

depth times years.
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S T A R T U P  C O S T S

Every dollar, before you spend it.
POD has almost no equipment cost because the printer owns the equipment. Your money goes

to design tools, research, and most importantly, ordering samples of anything you intend to sell

hard. Your time goes to the catalog: plan on 50 designs before you judge the business.

T H E  L E A N  B U I L D  ·  S TA R T  H E R E W H Y  I T  E A R N S  I T S  P L AC E C O S T

Printify (free) or Printful account Connects your store to print providers; free tiers are

fully functional to start

$0

Etsy shop + first 20 listings $0.20 per listing; the fastest marketplace for a new POD

seller to get found

$4-10

Canva Pro or Kittl Typography-led design tools built for exactly this; no

Photoshop required

$13-15/mo

Niche research tool (Everbee, Alura, or

Merch Informer)

Shows real sales of competing designs before you build $10-30/mo

Licensed fonts and graphics Creative Fabrica subscription with POD-safe commercial

licenses

$10-15/mo

Product samples (3-5 items) Non-negotiable: you cannot sell print quality you have

never held

$45-90

Business basics (sole prop to start) LLC and EIN once revenue is real; see the legal page $0-200

Lean total $80-360 to launch

T H E  S TA N DA R D  B U I L D  ·  A D D  A F T E R

F I R S T  R E V E N U E
W H AT  I T  U N L O C K S C O S T

Printify Premium Cuts production costs ~20%; pays for itself at roughly 30

sales a month, not before

$29/mo

Your own Shopify store Month three or later: full margin and a customer list, but you

supply the traffic

$39/mo

Mockup and lifestyle photo tools Placeit or premium mockup bundles; model photos outsell

flat lays decisively

$10-40/mo

Paid ads testing budget Only after organic sales prove designs convert; Etsy Ads

first, Meta later

$150-300/mo

T H E  R U L E

Order samples before you scale anything. Every provider prints differently on every blank, and the $45 you spend

holding your own product prevents the refund wave that kills new shops. After that, every dollar goes to designs

and research, not subscriptions you are not using yet.
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L I C E N S I N G ,  L E G A L  &  I N S U R A N C E

Clean from day one.
POD's legal landscape has one giant landmine surrounded by routine paperwork. The landmine

is intellectual property: trademarked phrases and licensed characters are the number-one

reason POD accounts get terminated, and termination usually comes without warning and

without appeal succeeding.

Never touch licensed properties, ever: Disney, Marvel, NFL teams, band logos, Nintendo, movie quotes. 'Fan art' is not a

defense and 'everyone on Etsy does it' means everyone on that list is awaiting the same takedown. Brands run

automated detection across all marketplaces.

Search trademarks on phrases before listing: Common phrases get registered: check tmsearch.uspto.gov for the exact

wording in class 025 (apparel) before every text design. Two minutes of searching protects a multi-year shop.

Start sole prop, form the LLC as revenue grows: Legal to start under your own name. Once you clear consistent

monthly sales, file the LLC, take the free EIN at irs.gov, and split bank accounts. THE LAUNCHPAD Module Three walks

it.

Marketplace tax is handled; your store's is not: Etsy and Amazon are marketplace facilitators: they collect and remit

sales tax for you. Your own Shopify store does not. Once you sell there, you handle nexus and registration, so most

sellers add software or an accountant at that stage.

Income tax from dollar one: A 1099-K may arrive past the federal threshold, but the obligation exists regardless.

Reserve 25-30% of profit and track every expense: design tools, samples, and ad spend are all deductible.

Use POD-safe licenses for fonts and graphics: A font's 'desktop license' often does not cover selling printed

merchandise. Buy assets with explicit print-on-demand or commercial merchandise rights and archive the license files.

Publish honest shipping and return policies: POD production adds 2-5 business days before shipping. State it.

Misleading delivery promises generate the cases and chargebacks that suspend new marketplace accounts.

I N S U R A N C E ,  S P E C I F I C A L L Y

Product liability lives mostly with the print provider, but it is not zero for you, especially on your own store.

Most sellers run uninsured on marketplaces early, then add a general liability policy ($25-50 a month) once the

shop is real income. The LLC is the more urgent shield: it keeps an infringement claim or customer dispute from

reaching personal assets.

W A T C H  F O R

The slow-motion account suspension. Marketplaces rarely ban on the first strike; they quietly accumulate IP

reports, late-delivery cases, and quality refunds against you, then act all at once. Run your own audit monthly:

search your phrases against the USPTO database, watch your provider's production times, and retire any

design or blank generating refunds. Sellers who self-police almost never get the termination email.

Requirements vary by state and city. Verify with your state, city clerk, and a licensed professional. Education, not legal advice.
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T H E  P R I C I N G  M E N U

Three doors. Real numbers.
Price from the production cost up, never from competitors down. The floor formula: production

plus shipping plus all platform fees plus $7 minimum profit. The three doors here are your

product ladder: the same design family at three price altitudes, because your buyer chooses the

product, not just the art.

P R I C I N G  N O T E S  F O R  T H I S  B U S I N E S S

Free shipping built into the price outperforms cheap-item-plus-shipping on Etsy, where free-shipping

listings get search preference at $35+.

Personalization is the most underused lever in POD: 'Custom Name Nurse Tee' supports $6-10 more than

the identical non-custom design.

Raise prices on proven sellers. A design with 25 sales and strong reviews will usually hold conversion at

$3-4 more.

Do not discount below your floor for volume. POD has no economy of scale on your side; each unit costs

the same to print.

T H E  U P S E L L  T H A T  P A Y S  T H E  R E N T

The matching item. Every winning shirt design should exist on a mug, hoodie, and sticker within a week of

proving itself, and every order confirmation should show the matching pieces. Cross-product duplication is

free, and turning one $26 buyer into a $52 buyer is the cheapest revenue in this business.

D O O R  O N E

The Everyday

$22-28 tees and totes

Standard tee (Bella+Canvas

3001 class blank) or tote

Production + ship around $10-

13

Nets $8-12 after marketplace

fees

The volume engine and the

review generator

D O O R  T W O

The Comfort Tier

$38-55 best margin

RECOMMEND

Sweatshirts and hoodies

(Gildan 18000/18500 class)

Production + ship around $18-

26

Nets $14-22: roughly double

the tee's profit per order

Same design, bigger basket:

always publish both

Carries Q4, when hoodie

season meets gift season

D O O R  T H R E E

The Gift Bundle

$45-75 premium

Matching mug + shirt sets, or

personalized versions

Personalization (names, dates)

supports a 30-50% premium

Built for the gift buyer who

wants done-in-one-click

Highest perceived value per

design hour you will get
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Y O U R  F I R S T  T E N  C U S T O M E R S

Names, not strategies.
Your first ten sales come from depth in one niche, not breadth across many. A shop with 30

designs for ICU nurses looks like a destination; a shop with 30 designs across nurses, fishing, and

astrology looks like a bot. Pick the tribe first, then earn its first ten purchases.

1 One niche, thirty designs deep

Choose a niche where buyers self-identify loudly and gift each other often. Research the phrases they actually

say (their forums and hashtags are full of them) and publish 30 designs against those phrases before evaluating

anything.

2 Etsy search, long-tail first

Title and tag for the specific buyer: 'retirement gift for mail carrier woman,' not 'funny shirt.' New shops win on

specific phrases where the giant sellers never bother to compete.

3 The niche's own watering holes

Facebook groups, subreddits, and Discords where your tribe gathers. Participate genuinely for two weeks, then

share your best design where rules allow, framed as 'I made this for us,' which is exactly what happened.

4 Your honest personal network

If you designed for nurses and your sister is one, that is not cheating, that is distribution. Launch-price offers to

genuinely relevant people, with a review request after delivery.

5 Pinterest and short video

Pin every lifestyle mockup; film 20-second reels of the design story or the sample unboxing. One mid-

performing reel can outdraw a month of marketplace impressions, and video of the real printed product builds

trust no mockup can.

T H E  E X A C T  A S K

"Launch post for the niche community: 'My [sister is an ICU nurse / I have been a lineman for 9 years], and every shirt
out there for us is the same recycled joke. So I made the ones I actually wanted: [photo of the real sample]. I just opened
the shop and the first ten orders from this group get [launch price] plus a small extra in the package. Honest feedback
wanted, especially on which design I should make next.' Insider credibility plus a real sample photo is the whole pitch."

T H E  F O U N D I N G - C U S T O M E R  D E A L

First ten orders: 20% off with a free matching sticker in the package (stickers cost under $2 to add and feel like

a gift), in exchange for an honest review and a photo if they are willing. Customer photos of real people wearing

the product become your best-converting listing images, which is worth far more than the discount.
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T H E  M A R K E T I N G  E N G I N E

Owned, earned, then paid.
POD marketing is proof and presence: real product photos beat mockups, niche-insider voice

beats generic promotion, and the catalog itself is a marketing engine because every new listing is

a new doorway from search. Ads come last and only behind proven designs.

C H A N N E L ,

R A N K E D
W H Y  I T  W O R K S  H E R E T H E  F I R S T  M OV E

Etsy SEO Buyers search with intent; long-tail

phrases are winnable from day one

Every listing targets one specific phrase; 13 tags;

publish daily until the catalog hits 100

Short video

(Reels/TikTok)

Design-story and unboxing videos

convert identity niches unreasonably

well

Three 20-second videos a week: the joke behind

the design, the sample arriving, the niche's

reaction

Pinterest Gift buyers plan there months ahead;

pins compound

Pin every lifestyle mockup with gift-intent

keywords ('gifts for nurse graduates')

Email/SMS list Niche buyers rebuy and gift seasonally;

the list survives algorithm changes

Insert a discount-for-signup card in every

package; mail the list every new drop and holiday

Etsy Ads, then Meta Amplifies proven designs; incinerates

money on unproven ones

$3-5/day on listings with organic sales; Meta ads

only after a design clears 50 organic units

F I V E  C O N T E N T  P I E C E S  T H A T  W I N  T H I S

N I C H E

The design-story reel: the inside joke

explained in 15 seconds by someone who

clearly belongs to the niche

Sample unboxing with a print-quality close-

up: trust content that doubles as a review

magnet

'Which one is your coworker' carousel of

your niche designs, built for tagging behavior

Gift-guide pin boards: '14 gifts for retiring

teachers that are not mugs (ok, two are

mugs)'

Customer photo reposts wearing the

product, the highest-trust content POD can

produce

T H E  R E V I E W  M A C H I N E

Reviews carry double weight in POD because

buyers fear print quality they cannot touch. Earn

them with the package: a quality blank, a thank-

you card with the review ask, and the free

sticker surprise. Then one polite follow-up

message a week after delivery. Photo reviews

are gold: offer next-order discounts for them,

and feature the best in your listing images with

permission.
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T H E  N U M B E R S

One unit, one month,
no fog.
Two honest snapshots: a single tee sold on Etsy through Printify, and a realistic month around

month five or six with a 100-design catalog. The per-unit math is thin and the gurus hide it; the

monthly math shows why catalog depth is the entire strategy.

O N E  U N I T :  O N E  $ 2 7 . 9 9  T E E  ( E T SY  +

P R I N T I F Y )
A M O U N T

Revenue (free shipping built in) $27.99

Production + shipping (provider) -$13.75

Etsy listing + transaction + processing -$3.11

Gross profit $11.13

Tax reserve (27%) -$3.01

Yours, per shirt $8.12

A  W O R K I N G  M O N T H :  M O N T H  S I X ,

~ 1 0 0  D E S I G N S ,  1 2 0  O R D E R S
A M O U N T

Revenue (mixed tees, hoodies, mugs) $3,360

Production + shipping costs -$1,650

Marketplace fees -$375

Etsy Ads on proven designs -$250

Tools (design, research, mockups) -$55

Pre-tax profit $1,030

Tax reserve (27%) -$278

Owner take-home $752

B R E A K - E V E N

15-35 orders
Startup costs are tiny and recovered fast; the honest constraint is that per-order

profit stays thin forever. The business gets good at catalog scale: 300+ designs,

hoodie and bundle tiers, and an email list turn the same $9 average spread into a

real income.

Illustrative figures at typical market rates; your market, prices, and costs will differ. Run YOUR numbers in the One-Page P&L from

THE LAUNCHPAD, Module Six. Remember the 25-30% tax reserve on every dollar of profit.
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T H E  3 0 - D A Y  L A U N C H  P L A N

Pre-decided, so motivation
is never consulted.
W E E K  O N E :  F O U N D A T I O N S

Pick one identity niche; verify demand with a

research tool, not vibes

Collect 50 real phrases from the niche's forums and

hashtags

Set up Printify + Etsy; choose one quality blank per

product type

Create your first 10 designs; order 2-3 samples

immediately

Trademark-check every phrase before it goes on a

product

W E E K  T W O :  D O O R S  O P E N

Reach 30 live listings with lifestyle mockups and full

tags

Samples arrive: shoot real photos and a quality close-

up video

Launch posts to your honest network and one niche

community

Pinterest account live; pin every listing

Insert thank-you card with review ask + signup offer

designed

W E E K  T H R E E :  M O M E N T U M

Publish 5 more designs in whatever sub-theme got

favorites or sales

Duplicate any design with a sale onto hoodie, mug,

and sticker

Three short videos posted; note which design stories

get saves

First review requests sent a week after deliveries

Check provider production times; replace any blank

running slow

W E E K  F O U R :  T H E  S Y S T E M

Catalog at 50+ designs; retire anything with zero

impressions

Etsy Ads at $3-5/day behind listings with organic

sales only

Founding deal publicly retired; posted prices hold the

floor

Month-one P&L: per-design view of what actually sold

and why

Plan next month against the coming holiday or season

D A Y  3 0  V E R D I C T

Green light: 10+ orders, 3+ reviews, and 2-3 designs showing repeat sales: scale those families hard. Yellow:

traffic but no conversion: your mockups or niche phrasing miss, fix images before adding designs. Red: under

100 visits across 50 listings: the niche choice or keywords are wrong, rerun research and relaunch the catalog

in an adjacent niche before spending a dollar on ads.
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P I T F A L L S  &  T H E  P A T H  U P

How this business fails,
and how it grows.
T H E  F I V E  K I L L E R S

× Trademark roulette

Licensed characters and protected phrases are

the number-one POD account killer. The shops

doing it are not getting away with it; they are

earlier in the same queue. Search first, every

design.

× Twenty designs and a verdict

POD traction follows catalog depth. Sellers

consistently report the curve bending

somewhere past 100 focused designs. Quitting

at 20 is quitting before the data exists.

× Cheap blanks for fat margins

The $6 mystery tee earns you $4 extra once

and a one-star review forever. Quality blanks

and honest $8-12 spreads are what survive.

× Selling what you never sampled

Print quality varies by provider, blank, and even

ink color. Shops that skip samples meet their

product for the first time in a refund request.

× Niche-hopping

Three designs each across ten niches builds

nothing. Thirty designs deep in one tribe builds

a shop people browse, favorite, and return to.

Depth is the algorithm's love language.

T H R E E  S C A L E  P A T H S

1 The brand graduation

Move your proven niche to its own Shopify

store with an email list, customer photos, and

personalization. Marketplace fees become your

margin, and you finally own the customer

relationship.

2 The multi-channel catalog

Push winners onto Amazon (via FBA or Merch

on Demand), Walmart Marketplace, and TikTok

Shop. Same designs, new rivers of buyers, with

software like Printify syncing them all.

3 The premium pivot

Graduate from POD basics to higher-ticket

embroidered items, all-over prints, or small

local screen-print runs of your proven

bestsellers, doubling margin on designs that

already demonstrated demand.

Y O U R  F I R S T  H I R E

A freelance designer producing finished listings

from your phrase bank and style guide, paid per

accepted design, once you know exactly which

design formulas sell. You stay on research, niche

voice, and quality control. The test is the brief: if

a one-page spec gets you an on-brand design

back, you have a system; if not, the bottleneck is

still you.
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T H E  S T A I R C A S E  C O N T I N U E S

The playbook is the map.
The machine is waiting.
Everything this playbook describes, Epic Advisory Group can build with you: the

brand, the cinematic website, the entity, the engine. Describe your idea to the

Launch Engine and see your business real in about sixty seconds, free.

•  The Launch Engine: your idea, built free, in about a minute

•  THE ASCENT: Founder Edition: the eight-module course

•  Launch-in-a-Box: entity, brand, site, and first campaign, one flat price

•  Growth, capital readiness, and the path to the public markets

"There is no right age. There is only the decision."

Epic Advisory Group
E P I C A D V I S O R Y G R O U P . N E T


