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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Promotional products comprise useful and/or decorative articles of merchandise that are used in 

marketing and communication programs. The items include wearables, writing instruments, 

calendars, drinkware and many other items, usually imprinted with a company’s name, logo or 

message. Premiums, incentives, advertising specialties, business gifts, awards and 

commemoratives are also considered promotional products. Promotional products are used in 

both marketing and non-marketing (e.g., employee motivation) contexts. 

 

Brief Overview. The 2010 numbers are still down from the heyday years of 2004-2008, 

testimony to the rough shock the economy took during the Great Recession. However, distributor 

sales of promotional products in the U.S. increased 5.89 percent from 2009 to $16,560,162,075. 

The year saw increases in revenue for both large and small distributor companies. Larger 

companies with sales of $2.5 million or more as a group experienced modest sales growth of 

2.95 percent in 2010 over the previous year, while smaller companies saw a healthy uptick of 

8.86 percent. This year also showed continuing declines in the number of companies in the 

industry that report promotional product sales. The total number of distributor companies 

counted for this 2010 survey was 21,659 as compared to 22,007 the previous year and 22,330 in 

2008. 

 

Comparisons to Other Media. The sales performance of promotional products puts it in the 

middle of the contemporary media universe in terms of sales growth. However, the media 

marketplace is undergoing a metamorphosis, with institutions such as newspapers and magazines 

suffering significant losses. The major changes reflect lifestyle developments spawned by the 

evolution of web-based and mobile ―social media‖ which turn communication into interactive 

dialogue. Simply put, the best media promotions become an organic part of the conversation 

rather than being seen as something outside or ―other‖ to end users. The very nature of 

promotional products opens up new avenues for industry innovators to exploit the weaknesses of 

competing media by more effectively tapping into the wants and desires of customers and their 

end-users. 

 



5 

 

Projections for 2011. Most distributers say they remain cautiously optimistic about continuing 

growth through 2011. In fact, nearly 68 percent of those surveyed predict that 2011 will be a 

better year, while only 8.4 percent feel it might be worse. The potential black cloud stems from 

concerns about instability in the economy and the possible return of higher levels of inflation. 
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PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

 

Since 1965, the Promotional Products Association International (PPAI) and its predecessors have 

attempted to secure data on the annual sales of distributors. The information is used primarily to 

measure industry growth and to convey to prospective buyers of promotional products the 

magnitude of the industry and the wide acceptance of the products it produces and sells.  

 

The current method of study was adopted in 1983 after an extensive examination of the strengths 

and weaknesses of sales reporting methods used by several other marketing-related industries, 

including mass media advertising. The original methodology and the objective of the research, to 

produce a valid estimate of distributor sales in the United States, have remained unchanged. 

Modifications have been reviewed over time by PPAI’s Marketing Information and Research 

Committee and expanded where desirable, for example, in assessing internet activity in business 

sales.  

 

With few exceptions (largely in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorism-abetted economic downturn 

in 2002 and the global recession beginning in fall 2008), this Annual Estimate of U.S. Distributor 

Promotional Products Sales has shown a general increase in business over the years, and has 

even eclipsed the growth rates in many mass media advertising and promotion alternatives. As a 

result, the survey has become an important element in revealing the changing picture of the 

promotional products industry.  

 

To calculate distributor sales, we scientifically surveyed by mail and online a large sample of 

industry distributors (including both PPAI members and non-members) and executed a census of 

the largest firms. Responses projected across the entire distributor population combine sales for 

small-distributors (less than $2.5 million) and large-distributor firms (over $2.5 million) to 

determine the total promotional products dollar volume. As a supplement to the survey, we also 

conducted depth interviews with selected distributors to gain additional insight into industry 

thinking. The survey methodology is described in more detail in the Appendix.  
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Introduction 

 

No doubt about it – the economic sink hole that opened in 2008 and 2009 has been hard on the 

industry. While a recent Time article debated the existence of hell, a lot of salespeople were 

thinking they spent the last few years there. With 2010, however, the naysayers and doomsday 

boosters were at least forced to admit their fears of a global financial meltdown fortunately did 

not come to pass.  

 

Thanksgiving came early in 2010 as revenues continued to trend upward from the depths of the 

Great Recession that earlier in 2008 and 2009 sent promotional products distributors’ sales 

plummeting. Our assessment of 2010 business shows U.S. distributors sold $16,560,162,075 in 

promotional products, a gain of $921,590,607 over the previous 12-month period (see Table 1 

for a half-decade summary).  

 

Table 1: Five-Year Industry Performance 

2010 $16,560,162,075 

2009 $15,638,571,468 

2008 $18,101,298,808 

2007 $19,440,837,547 

2006 $18,779,654,661 

 

 

Controlling costs and improving efficiencies by making painful personnel reductions only takes 

an enterprise so far. As one Midwest distributor says of the Great Turnaround of 2010: ―It’s fun 

to be in business again.‖ Assessing his company’s across-the-board sales pick-up, he says, ―I 

think corporate America came to realize that sitting on your hands and firing people isn’t a 

business strategy.‖  
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But there is still a ways to go before confidence in the American Dream is fully restored. The 

environment seems in flux with the news filled with a seemingly unrelenting series of natural 

disasters. Uncertainty over whether or not the U.S. political and economic elites have the smarts, 

strength of character, and will to make the right choices for the country as a whole also remains a 

nagging worry.  

 

Historical Context 

 

Conducted this spring for PPAI, our annual survey of both member and non-member firms 

produced the Estimate of Distributor Sales for 2010. Placed in context, 2010 revenue figures 

were about the same as 2003.  

 

Table 2 is a convenient summary of distributor sales using a longitudinal 37-year overview. This 

documents how the industry historically has experienced continuing growth except for the 2001-

2002 and 2008-2009 downturns impacted by global events. As one might guess, when the overall 

economy rebounds there is every evidence that usage of promotional products will again expand 

as well. 
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Table 2: Historical Sales Data from 1974 to 2010 

 

 

Over the years, sales performance by large distributors (those selling $2.5 million or more in 

product) and smaller firms has been fairly evenly divided. The trend, however, has been for 

declining share for the mom-and-pop firms, with the bigger companies gobbling up a larger 

piece of revenues. The year 2010 saw a bit of a rebound for the smaller companies as they 

achieved a market share of 51.13 percent. (See Table 3 for a percentage breakdown by company 

size for the past eight years).  

 

  

Year Sales Volume Percent Growth Year Sales Volume Percent Growth 

1974 $841,090,990 n/a 1993 $6,222,347,119 19.2% 

1975 $921,835,730 9.6% 1994 $7,008,438,092 12.6% 

1976 $1,085,922,500 17.8% 1995 $8,037,054,605 14.7% 

1977 $1,269,443,500 16.9% 1996 $9,490,373,011 18.1% 

1978 $1,525,871,200 20.0% 1997 $11,874,907,786 25.1% 

1979 $1,787,863,300 17.2% 1998 $13,178,944,927 11.0% 

1980 $1,991,679,800 11.4% 1999 $14,937,546,446 13.3% 

1981 $2,294,415,200 15.2% 2000 $17,854,482,234 19.5% 

1982 $2,411,430,400 5.1% 2001 $16,552,291,971 -7.29% 

1983 $2,806,904,700 16.4% 2002 $15,626,739,093 -5.59% 

1984 $2,947,249,972 5.0% 2003 $16,341,132,020 5.57% 

1985 $3,075,031,425 4.3% 2004 $17,311,730,376 5.94% 

1986 $3,818,000,000 24.2% 2005 $18,013,763,753 4.06% 

1987 $3,959,000,000 3.7% 2006 $18,779,654,661 4.25% 

1988 $4,161,000,000 5.1% 2007 $19,440,837,547 3.50% 

1989 $4,480,354,632 7.7% 2008 $18,101,298,808 -6.89% 

1990 $5,012,299,487 11.9% 2009 $15,638,571,468 -13.6% 

1991 $5,129,843,059 2.4% 2010 $16,560,162,075 5.89% 

1992 $5,220,251,205 1.8%    
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Table 3: Market Share by Distributor Size, 2003-2010 

 

Distributor 

Group 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Under $2.5 

Million 

57.0% 54.3% 52.7% 51.3% 52.0% 55.5% 49.7% 51.13% 

$2.5 Million 

and Up 

43.0% 45.7% 47.3% 48.7% 48.0% 44.5% 50.3% 48.87% 

 

We find the overall 5.89 percent gain in business consistent with a similar rise in the fortunes of 

competing ad and promotion formats. (See Table 4, and compare with Tables 13 and 14). The 

$8,092,190,875 of sales in the large-company cohort represents a modest 2.95 percent increase 

over the previous year. As a group, by producing $8,467,971,200 in business last year, the 

smaller distributors benefitted the most. This posting represented an 8.86 percent uptick over 

2009 numbers. 

 

Table 4: Annual Estimate of U.S. Distributor Sales in 2010 

Distributor Company Size Number of 

Distributor 

Companies 

2010 Sales Volume % Increase/Decrease in 

Sales Volume Over 

2009 

Less than $2.5 million 20,800 $  8,467,971,200 8.86% 

$2.5 million or more 859 $  8,092,190,875 2.95% 

U.S. INDUSTRY TOTAL 21,659 $16,560,162,075 5.89% 

 

 

Small distributors, as a class comma, attribute three-fourths of their business to promotional 

products sales (75.64 percent). One in three of the small distributors reports doing less than 80 

percent of its business in promotional products. Of that group, industry merchandise accounts for 

33.16 percent of their sales.  

 

Bigger firms seemed to ride the wave more effectively, with almost three quarters of those 

businesses (73.27 percent) indicating improvement. Compare that to just over half of those who 

are in the under $2.5 million club saying 2010 was seeing blue skies. Despite all the sales relief, 

nearly one out of every three distributors (31.94 percent) reported profits in 2010 were actually 

lower than the previous year. (See Table 5).  
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Table 5: U.S. Distributors Compare 2010 Revenues to 2009  

Results Distributors less than 

$2.5 Million 

Distributors $2.5 

Million + 

All Distributors  

Greater than 2009  50.80% 73.27% 52.65% 

Same as 2009 17.26% 8.91% 16.57% 

Less than 2009 31.94% 17.82% 30.78% 

 

 

Aftermath of the Great Recession 
 

There remains movement in the various firm subsets, with only the smallest companies (less than 

$250,000) showing an overall drop in sales. That may be partially explained by some of those 

companies graduating into a higher level of business or undergoing a buyout. (See Table 6 for a 

more in-depth segment categorization since 2006). As we reported last year, a number of 

printing, packaging, forms and health supply companies (i.e., dental, eye care, medical and 

veterinary supply) now report significant sales in promotional products. Profits by these new 

entries may result in the large-company group continuing to perform somewhat better than what 

is really happening to the core distributor firms in our industry.  

 

Table 6: Distributor Subsets by Sales 

 

Size of Company 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Less than $250,000  $  1,545,182,780 $  1,334,940,007 $  1,614,791,538 $  1,449,394,342 $  1,431,535,859 

$250,001-$500,000 $  1,708,237,771 $  1,679,156,396 $  1,424,289,012 $  1,141,927,375 $  1,426,080,834 

$500,001-$1,000,000 $  2,309,470,772 $  2,359,786,050 $  2,480,709,538 $  1,657,285,743 $  1,945,140,287 

$1,000,001-$2,500,000 $  4,071,887,677 $  4,726,981,561 $  4,532,599,412 $  3,529,885,418 $  3,665,214,220 

$2,500,001 or more $  9,144,875,661 $  9,229,973,533 $  8,048,909,308 $  7,860,078,590 $  8,092,190,875 

TOTAL $18,779,654,661 $19,440,837,547 $18,101,298,808 $15,638,571,468 $16,560,162,075 

 

 
The aftershocks of the Great Recession continue to be seen in the culling of those still open for 

business. Some turnover, of course, is healthy. The number of distributor companies counted this 

year was 21,659 in contrast to 22,007 in 2009 and 22,330 the year earlier. An encouraging 

statistic is the sales mean for small distributors – $407,114 in 2010 versus $367,777 a year 

earlier, but still well below numbers from earlier in the decade. (See Table 7).  
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Table 7: Sales Average (Mean) by Under $2.5 Million Distributors, 2002-2010 

 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
$433,648 $462,289 $464,021 $466,416 $458,799 $492,725 $467,553 $367,777 $407,114 

 

 

Orders Placed with Outside Suppliers 
 

About half of distributors large and small say they send some of their orders to non-industry 

suppliers (i.e., firms not listed by PPAI, ASI or Quick Technologies/SAGE), and that 

apportionment has been the norm for recent years. As Table 8 indicates, the proportion of non-

industry sourcing by both large and small distributors over the past three years has lingered in the 

16- to 18-percent range.  

 

Table 8: U.S. Distributor Business with Non-Industry Suppliers: Eight-Year Record 

 

Distributor Size 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Sales Under $2.5 Million  14.8%  13.9% 15.0% 15.0% 14.8% 17.9% 16.6% 17.2% 

Sales $2.5 Million and Higher 17.6% 17.4% 15.8% 15.5% 14.9% 17.9% 16.0% 18.1% 

 

 

In terms of dollar volume, distributors did more of their shopping last year ($2.8 billion) than in 

2009 ($2.5 billion) outside industry ranks (see Table 9), not surprising given the significant 

growth in business. Those numbers were still well below the highs of 2008 ($3.2 billion). 

 

Table 9: Distributor Business with Non-Industry Suppliers, 2008-2010 

 

Distributor Category         2008 Sales            2009 Sales          2010 Sales       

Sales by all distributors $3,243,752,746   $2,591,311,242 $2,844,877,374     

Sales under $2.5 million $1,801,388,198 $1,288,896,270 $1,454,716,419 

Sales $2.5 million plus $1,442,364,548 $1,302,415,022 $1,390,160,955 

 

 
Importance of Online Business  
 

Although the Internet poses no threat so far to supplant the flesh-and-blood sales force, online 

business accounts for a little more than 16 cents of every dollar distributors take in. Total online 

sales in 2010 amounted to $2.72 billion (Table 10). Most distributors, like one Southeastern 

owner, think web sales are nice to have, if not indispensable. She says the ―corporate e-stores 
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that we have for our clients are a very important part of our business‖ since many of those 

corporations have multiple locations. 

 

Table 10: Total Distributor Online Sales* of Promotional Products, 2008-2010 

 

 2008 2009 2010 

Average online contribution to small 

distributor sales 

$1,500,877,922  $1,253,115,203  $1,365,036,957  

Average online contribution to large 

distributor sales 

$1,377,168,383  $1,192,374,689  $1,351,856,824  

TOTAL ONLINE SALES $2,878,046,305  $2,445,489,892  $2,716,893,781  

 

*Online sales are defined as sales resulting from orders placed through an online store or 

website. 

 

In reviewing the percentage of business transmitted on the web, we see a plateau in the modestly 

upward trajectory of online sales made for the small-company cohort.  This group again reports 

16.1 percent of its business coming via the internet. For bigger firms, that figure jumped up to 

16.7 percent, a full 1.5 point gain over 2009. (Compare Tables 10 and 11). 

 

Table 11: Average Percent of Online Sales by U.S. Distributors, 2003-2010 

 

Distributor Size 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Under $2.5 Million 8.3% 10.0% 10.4% 13.6% 13.2% 14.9% 16.1% 16.1% 

$2.5 Million and Higher 12.0% 12.3% 13.8% 15.4% 17.2% 17.1% 15.2% 16.7% 

 

Trends in 2011 
 

In the wake of 2009 and 2010, how optimistic are distributors about this year? Salespeople have 

taken a beating, but optimism is returning. Climbing out of a deep well is never easy, particularly 

when the industry’s distributors are challenged with recapturing the billions of dollars of 

revenues that were lost over a two-year downer. But now, it seems, the majority have found a 

ladder.  

 

Survey respondents are certainly more bullish than bearish. Regardless of how their business did 

last year, distributors in the promotional products medium are much more upbeat about their 

prospects. Two-thirds of the survey respondents expressed confidence in a better 2011 (67.9 

percent for 2011, up from 60.7 percent who looked to the positive 12 months earlier). Only 8.4 
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percent are predicting things will be worse (down from 13.9 percent a year ago). The numbers do 

differ rather significantly between the larger firms (which are the more confident) and their more 

volatile smaller compatriots. (See Table 12). 

 

Table 12: Distributors’ 2011 Sales Predictions 

 

Forecast Distributors less than 

$2.5 Million 

Distributors $2.5 

Million + 

All Distributors  

Greater than 2010  66.97% 79.17% 67.94% 

Same as 2010 24.62% 12.50% 23.65% 

Less than 2010   8.42%  8.33%  8.41% 

 

 

A distributor in Washington State reports ―In general, it’s taking some effort to land the big fish, 

but once they’re in, they’re pretty big.‖ And while big is good, it also may be necessary. He 

notes the cost of doing business is up ―because companies are taking compliance and safety 

issues seriously.‖  

 

A critical reason a Georgia-based owner says her firm posted a first-quarter increase of 51 

percent after two stagnant years is that ―customers tried to stretch the inventory they had, but 

now they don’t have any and they need to replenish.‖ She adds, ―If this year’s increased business 

stays consistent, we’d be ecstatic.‖  

 

Having enjoyed record sales in 2010, one California distributor notes an increase in the 

popularity for made-in-USA products. 

 

Some distributors are looking abroad in a global economy for more than product. A Midwestern 

company with a 45-year track record today has three U.S. offices and one each in Europe and 

Asia. The business survived the recession challenges of 2009 and 2010, says its president, 

―because of our international operations and strong leadership…‖ With a strategic plan ―based 

on our best-rate-of-growth projections in each of the areas we have operations,‖ he believes the 

firm ―is poised for several years of strong growth both domestically and abroad.‖ 

 

As evidenced by these and other comments, most distributors’ hopes are certainly buoyed by 

positive signs in the economy, but many are still cautious and not quite ready to break out the 
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good silverware and hold a party. For example, a smaller distributor from the Southeast expects 

2011 sales to be above last year. Political promotions are a potential growth area, but aware that 

payment can be a problem, he refuses credit on election campaigns. One concern involves rising 

costs for petroleum and cotton. Anticipating inflation, this CFO says he works with suppliers to 

get additional stock at lower prices in order to pass the savings along to customers.  

 

A Texas owner in the small business category is also ambivalent about 2011. The company is 

having a good year so far, but she is concerned about instability in the economy. ―I’m definitely 

seeing inflation and having to adjust my business model to the changing conditions,‖ she admits. 

 

Rising oil and food costs may push up the prices of other goods and services, keeping economy-

wide real gross domestic product (GDP) growth and job growth both at quite modest levels. A 

national survey of economists conducted by Bloomberg News in April 2011 is now projecting a 

2 percent rise in GDP into 2012. Many business people are happy about the recently enacted tax 

package which extended the current rates for two years. Advocacy groups are further urging the 

Congress to implement a pro-growth agenda to encourage banks to lend and help small 

businesses grow. The Federal Reserve’s preferred price measure, which is linked to consumer 

spending and strips out food and energy costs, climbed to a 1.5 percent annual pace. The Fed’s 

longer-term projection for inflation is a range of 1.7 percent to 2 percent.  

 

Owners of a Northeastern distributor firm which focuses on the utility of ―eco-friendly‖ 

promotional products are cautious about the near future. Given the continuing fluctuations in the 

economy, ―it remains a challenge to find customers who are practical problem solvers and who 

think environmentally,‖ they add.  

 
The Contemporary Media Universe 
 

The rising tide in spending that lifted promotional products raised a lot of other boats, too, but 

not all of them. In many competing sectors (with the notable exception of online) advertising 

revenues are not as clearly linked to old fundamentals such as target delivery.  
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The news business is really suffering. Good grief! Seven of the top 25 newspapers in the United 

States are now owned by hedge funds! Currently close to half of all Americans currently get 

some type of local news on a mobile device. In 2010, all three cable news channels (CNN, Fox, 

and MSNBC) lost viewership. So did network news and local TV, according to the fascinating 

The State of the News Media 2011, recently released by the Pew Research Center’s Project for 

Excellence in Journalism. Magazine circulation remained flat, as was AM/FM radio listenership.  

 

Tom Rosenstiel and Amy Mitchell, the report’s chief editors, go on to point out ―In a media 

world where consumers decide what ... they want to get and how they want to get it, the future 

will belong to those who understand the public's changing behavior and can target content and 

advertising to snugly fit the interests of each user.‖ 

 

 

Yet adspend in 2010 was up 6.5 percent, estimates Kantar Media Intelligence, and one of the 

biggest gainers was broadcast TV (See Table 13).  

 

How can that be when the networks are saddled with the paradox of dwindling audiences but 

rising CPMs? Certainly TV sales executives caught some breaks, one being that 2010 was an 

election year in which more and more candidates wanted to advise voters what low-lifes their 

opponents were. Also, the U.S. auto industry made a comeback of sorts. Among the top six TV 

advertiser categories were Automotive, No. 1; Political, No. 4 and Car and Truck Dealers, No. 6. 

Promotional products distributors undoubtedly sold more yard signs and campaign buttons, too, 

but the 538 percent increase in political ad spending on TV would be hard for any medium to 

match.  
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Table 13: Expenditures for Selected Media and Methods, 2009-2010 

 

Media/Methods 2009 ($000) 2010 ($000) Percentage of Change 

Direct Mail  $44,400,000 $45,500,000 2.5% 

Television $40,441,965 $44,639,806 10.4% 

Newspaper (print only) $24,821,000 $22,795,000 -8.2% 

Cable TV $24,200,000 $27,100,000 12.0% 

Internet Advertising  $22,100,000 $26,000,000 15.0% 

Consumer Magazines $19,461,197 $20,084,795 3.1% 

Radio Advertising $16,262,000 $17,300,000 6.0% 

Promotional Products $15,638,571 $16,560,162 5.9% 

Yellow Pages $12,500,000 $10,500,000 -8.4% 

Event (sponsorship) Marketing $12,500,000 $13,162,500 5.3% 

Business Magazines  $ 7,500,000 $ 7,400,000 -1.3% 

Out-of-Home (billboards) $ 5,860,000 $ 6,100,000 4.1% 

Product Placement (films, TV) $ 3,610,000 $ 3,801,000 5.3% 

Mobile (phone) Advertising  $    491,000 $    600,000 est.  22.2% 

 

Expenditures for selected advertising media and promotion methods were compiled for 

Promotional Products Association International by Richard Alan Nelson, PhD, Louisiana State 

University, and Rick Ebel, Glenrich Business Studies. Sources include American Business 

Media/Business Information Network, BIA/Kelsey, Direct Marketing Association, Cable TV 

Advertising Bureau, GroupM, Interactive Advertising Association, Kantar Media Intelligence, 

Newspaper Association of America, Outdoor Advertising Association of America, PQ Media, 

Publishers Information Bureau, Radio Advertising Bureau, Television Advertising Bureau, and 

Yellow Pages Association. Note that even authoritative sources sometimes disagree on their 

reported numbers, so this reflects our analysis as to what is most correct. As new information 

appears, data are subject to revision. 

 

 

In suctioning up advertisers’ dollars, the Electroluxes of the media in 2010 were the digital 

platforms. For the first time, the Internet eclipsed newspaper print advertising. David Hallerman, 

writing in eMarketer.com, suggests the Internet is attracting more small to mid-size businesses 

because their customers are referring less to traditional local media.  

 

Another high achieving newer category is comprised of mobile devices such as iPads and 

BlackBerrys. One analyst predicts 60 percent growth this year for mobile advertising.  

 

In terms of promotion, you can count on free standing inserts to make hay during tough times. 

Last year, $451 billion in customer incentives were delivered via FSI coupons, an increase of 
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17.1 percent. Fortunately, FSIs, geared to consumer packaged goods, don’t siphon off all that 

much of the market that is a natural target for promotional products.  

 

Anticipated media profits for this year depend on the prophets you talk to. During first-quarter 

2011, MAGNAGLOBAL, a Mediabrands division with an apparent penchant for upper-case 

lettering, issued a cautious forecast headlined ―Steady Growth with Soft Underpinnings.‖ The 

restrained optimism was based on the ―continuing weakness in unemployment rate, the absence 

of meaningful pick-up in the overall economy and constrained deployment of capital among 

business of all kinds.‖  

 

 

Opportunities for Promotional Products Distributors 

 

Change also means opportunity and given media restructuring and technological innovation, 

there are plenty of great opportunities for promotional products distributors. As we pointed out 

last year and continue to argue with even more vigor again in this analysis, one unavoidable 

conclusion is that the industry needs to re-examine how promotional products’ can play a more 

extensive and collaborative role in the new communications sphere.  

 

A year ago we pointed to a commentary from a vice president at Veronis Suhler Stevenson 

(VSS), a respected media analytic firm. The gist of what he said is that the prolonged economic 

downturn worked to accelerate changes already underway in the communications industry. 

Factors include the growth of digital end-user businesses, and the shift from broad-reach 

traditional advertising to targeted alternative ad and marketing services.  

 

The implications of the new media environment are vital to distributors. Since they provide not 

only advertising but also the tools, strategy and even execution to motivate, incent and 

influence business relationships, distributors are part of a bigger picture that extends beyond 

calling attention to a product or service.  

 

A case in point: BIA/Kelsey is a resource to the media, mobile advertising, telecommunications, 

Yellow Pages and electronic directory markets, as well as to government agencies, law firms and 
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investment companies looking to understand advertising trends and revenue drivers. Recently the 

firm’s analysts predicted digital media would capture 23.6% of the entire media market by 2015. 

One always has to be careful in separating the solid insight from self-serving hype too often 

found in such projections. However, there is something to be gained here. A typical distributor 

reaction might be to wring his/her hands about a new competitor medium stealing the market that 

ought to be theirs. A better reaction would be to figure out a way how promotional products can 

be integrated with digital advertising as coupons already are. Direct mail, still the biggest ad 

medium (but probably not for long) is a competitor, too. But promotional products are used as 

companion pieces in mail-outs, which means direct mail provides an opportunity for the 

industry. Distributors might profitably ask themselves, ―Can the same be done with digital and 

social media?‖ 

 

Our take-away idea: The more distributors demonstrate the relationship building strengths of 

promotional products in conjunction with other media, the closer their job description comes 

to matching what VSS, BIA/Kelsey and other qualified analysts forecast. (See Table 14). This 

is important, because targeting efficiencies will drive communications spending in the next 

five years. Overall, ―communications and media‖ according to VSS is now poised to become the 

fourth largest sector of the U.S. economy (at a 20 percent greater rate than nominal GDP). 
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Table 14: Communications Media Trends (Listed Alphabetically) 

 

What Communications Media are Likely to Expand, 2010-2015? 

Alternative Media Mobile Advertising and Content 

Business-to-Business e-Media Product Placement 

Business Information Professional Information 

Digital Out-of-Home Promotional Products 

Direct Marketing Public Relations 

e-Books Social Media 

Educational and Training Media and Services Subscription Television 

Event Marketing Tradeshows 

Individualized Marketing Videogames 

Internet Media Word-of-Mouth Marketing 

What Communications Media are Likely to Contract, 2010-2015? 

Broadcast Television  Radio 

Business to Business Magazines  Recorded Music 

Consumer Magazines Traditional Consumer Books 

Home Video  Traditional Out of Home 

Newspapers Yellow Pages 

Sources: Primarily Veronis Suhler Stevenson (VSS), supplemented by the authors’ analysis of 

additional research from MarketingProfs LLC, PPAI, and other organizations. 

 

Some Concluding Thoughts 

 

How often have you heard the advice: Know yourself and those you do business with? Jeanne 

Bliss, president of Customer Bliss, a customer-experience consulting firm, says the most 

successful companies are proactive and customer-centric. Bliss asks, ―Do you [really] know your 

customers? Do you know what pushes their hot buttons? Do you know what makes them buy? 

Do you know what is important to them as you are building your product and your mix and 

operationalizing your products and services?‖  

 

Useful tips from a promotional products distributor perspective—you’ve heard them before but 

they are worth repeating: 

 

► Position yourself as a strategic partner who understands the clients’ interests and needs 

 

► Improve the value of your information by linking it to the client’s objectives 
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► Present information in the most useful format and in a timely fashion 

 

► Put your numbers in context regarding audience, on-site exposure and other key 

components 

 

► Analyze your contribution to results 

 

► Conduct follow-up surveys of your clients to analyze satisfaction 

 

Bottom-line: Your customers are not dependent on you – they now frequently turn to social 

media for ideas and answers. In doing so, they will either profitably join you in the conversation 

or leave you behind…. 
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APPENDIX: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

How the 2010 Estimate of U.S. Distributors’ Promotional Products Sales Was Obtained  

 

PPAI has researched and released industry sales data since 1965. This annual distributor sales 

study for PPAI is the most comprehensive of its kind in the industry based on actual sales 

reported by promotional consultant companies. The survey is conducted and the statistics 

compiled by independent researchers at Louisiana State University and Glenrich Business 

Studies. Its figures are considered the most definitive and unbiased in the industry.  

 

To compile The 2010 Estimate of U.S. Distributors’ Promotional Products Sales for PPAI, 

researchers mailed a survey to a large sample of the entire U.S. distributor universe, including 

both PPAI member and non-member promotional consultant companies. The 12,500-firm sample 

was drawn from a merge/purge of lists compiled from PPAI and UPIC (Universal Promotional 

Identification Code) databases and from two other industry organizations. 

 

Companies were divided into two sales-volume groups – those with sales of $2.5 million or more 

and those billing less than $2.5 million. Because some distributors have such a large volume of 

business, omission of any one of them could distort the statistics. Therefore, a census of all 

distributors doing $2.5 million or more in sales was taken. Combining the sample with the 

census resulted in 15,500 companies being surveyed.  

 

Questionnaires were mailed twice to the sample/census firms, and this distribution was 

reinforced with weekly e-mail reminders. As incentives to complete and return questionnaires, 

respondents were eligible for a random drawing to win prizes. Completed replies collected by 

mail, fax, Internet and phone produced 2,152 usable responses. This constituted a 13.9 percent 

response rate (vs. 15.43 percent for 2009, 14.7 percent for 2008, and 13.48 percent for 2007). 

The margin of error (+/- 2 percent at the 95 percent confidence level) was well within standard 

statistical norms. 

 

Those surveyed were given the following definition (―Promotional products include, but are not 

limited to, ad specialties, wearables, premiums, business gifts, incentives, awards, prizes and 
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commemoratives‖) and asked to provide the following information in the seven-question 

questionnaire:  

 

1. What were your 2010 total gross sales to your customers (in $)? 

2. What percent of your 2010 gross sales was strictly promotional products as 

defined above (%)?  

3. What percent of your promotional products sales in 2010 came from non-industry 

suppliers? (―Non-industry suppliers‖ are defined as suppliers who are NOT listed 

with at least one of the following: PPAI, ASI, or Quick Technologies [SAGE])  

4. What percent of your total sales in 2010 of promotional products (i.e., your 

answer to Question 2) was generated through online sales? (%) (Online sales are 

defined as sales resulting from customer orders placed through an online store or 

website, NOT orders transmitted online by your field sales force).  

 

We also asked promotional products distributors to indicate whether they were affiliated with 

franchise or distributor networks such as Adventures in Advertising (AIA), Proforma, 

iPROMOTEu, Press-A-Print, Flagship, etc. Respondents identifying themselves as franchisees 

were deleted in order to prevent double reporting under their franchisers.  

 

A follow-up question asked those completing the survey ―What is your prediction for company’s 

sales in 2011?‖ with check-off answer choices being ―Greater than 2010‖; ―Same as 2010‖; or 

―Less than 2010‖. 

 

Finally, respondents were also asked to identify the state in which their company was located in 

(headquarters, if multiple locations).  

 

The sum of the larger firm promotional products revenues is added to the sales volume of the 

smaller distributor companies to arrive at the sales estimate for the entire industry. The sales 

volumes are first calculated separately for both groups, and then a weighted average method with 

a multiplier is used. This method takes into consideration the market share of both large and 

small companies when computing the information. Using the multiplier is designed to 
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compensate for undetected duplication and to avoid inflating the small-distributor population. 

The 2010 industry sales volume estimate weighting is indicated below in Chart 1.  

 

Chart 1: Sales Weighting for 2010 

 

 

 

 

The point estimate (mean) of market share for sales reported by small distributors is 

subsequently computed (in 2010 – $407,114, up almost $40,000 from 2009) and then multiplied 

by the number of smaller companies (20,800) to project to the entire small-distributor 

population. Add that to sales recorded in the census of large distributors and the result is the 

estimated annual total of distributor promotional products sales for the entire U.S. industry. With 

rounding, combining the small-distributor sum of $8,467,971,200 to sales by the large-distributor 

cohort of $8,092,190,875 produced a total of $16,560,162,075 in 2010. 

 

For this study, these calculations were also supplemented through additional depth telephone 

interviews to provide further insight to our analysis. 

 

##### 

 

51.13% for companies with $2.5 million or more in sales 

48.87% for companies with less than $2.5 million in sales 


