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The Surprisingly Large Promotional and Personalized 
Goods Printing Market  
 
The promotional goods market – defined by the trade as items used to promote a product, service 
or company program, including advertising specialties, premiums, incentives, business gifts, 
awards, prizes, commemoratives and other imprinted or decorated items – is a market highly 
dependent upon print.  The promotional goods market is worth over $65 billion at retail values 
worldwide (~$21 billion N. America), accounting for about 10% of the marketing communication 
industry.   It co-exists with direct mail, television, social media, and print advertising.   The value 
of Promotional Products is in their ability to carry a message to a well-defined audience. Because 
the products are rarely discarded (about 25% are passed on to others), the advertising message 
keeps paying dividends well beyond one-time views of most other advertising modalities. 
 
The promotional goods market and its associated print requirement has run under the radar of the 
print industry due to its high fragmentation of product, print technology, and distribution 
channels.   It is a market that has been surprisingly difficult to disrupt from a distribution 
perspective, despite attempts by on-line print providers due to high-degree of hand holding by 
print providers to small, local businesses. 
 
It is a market that is moving away from mass market, low-value goods (e.g., thousand of 
calendars with the insurance company name at the bottom) to higher value, higher quality, and 
more limited quantities of wearables and plastic-based goods like drinkware, etc.     Digital 
printing technology is eliminating set-up costs (for screens, plates, etc.), allowing for 
economically viable shorter-runs, of higher-value, often-photographic output quality products.  
With increasing consumer appreciation and demand for higher output quality products, the 
industry is starting to see the rapidly growing personalized promotional goods market overlap and 
even displacement some of the conventionally printed promotional goods market. 
 

 
Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 
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Product Definition and N. American Retail Values 
The Promotional Products Association International (PPAI) includes over 20 categories of 
products in its market definition, with wearables accounting for the largest share of promotional 
goods.  The majority of mass-market promotional goods are printed with screen or pad 
technology (or embroidered), while nearly all the higher value, personalized goods are digitally 
printed.  
 
Promotional and Personal Product Definition and N. American Retail Revenue 

 
Source: PPIA and IT Strategies, Inc. 

Analog Printed - 
2017 US - $ Billions

Digitally Printed - 
2017 US - $ Billions

Total Retail Revenue - 
2017 US - $ Billions

Wearables

T-shirts, golf shirts, aprons, uniforms, 
blazers, caps, headbands, jackets, neckwear, 
footwear, etc. $6.03 $0.90 $6.93

Writing Instruments Pens, pencils, markers, highlighters, etc. $1.58 $0.08 $1.66

Bags

Totebags, shopping bags, satchels, gift bags, 
drawstring bags, cosmetic bags, paper bags, 
duffel bags, briefcases, etc. $1.58 $0.08 $1.66

Drinkware
All glass, china, ceramic, crystal, plastic and 
stainless steel drinkware $1.62 $0.02 $1.63

Desk/Office/Business 
Accessories

Folders, desk pen sets, calculators, non- 
dated paper products, cubed paper, scratch 
pads, adhesive notes, stationery, journals, 
etc. $1.04 $0.05 $1.09

Computer Products and 
Accessories

USB drives, Mouse pads, monitor frames, 
disk carriers, wrist pads, software, etc. $0.86 $0.05 $0.90

Recognition 
Awards/Trophies/Jewelry 

Awards, trophies, plaques, certificates,  
figurines, jewelry, etc. $0.87 $0.02 $0.89

Calendars/Dated Products
Wall and wallet calendars, desk diaries, 
pocket secretaries, etc. $0.76 $0.04 $0.81

Electronic Devices and 
Accessories

Radios, TVs, iPods, Mp-3 players, phones, 
videotapes, music CDs, phone cards, 
Flashing products etc. $0.63 $0.03 $0.66

Textiles
Flags, towels, umbrellas, pennants, throws, 
blankets, etc. $0.43 $0.14 $0.57

Housewares/Tools

Measuring devices, kitchen products, picture 
frames, household decorations, ornaments, 
tool kits, first aid kits, furniture,  flashlights, 
cutlery, weather instruments, etc. $0.49 $0.00 $0.50

Sporting Goods/Leisure 
Products/Travel Accessories 

Picnic/party products, camping equipment, 
barbecue items, bar products, binoculars, 
luggage, passport cases, etc. $0.44 $0.05 $0.49

Games/Toys/Playing 
Cards/Inflatables

Balloons, Kites, balls, puzzles, stuffed plush, 
etc. $0.43 $0.01 $0.44

Health & Safety Products First-aid kits, hand sanitizers, etc. $0.42 $0.00 $0.43

Stickers and Decals Stickers, decals, static clings, lettering, etc. $0.28 $0.12 $0.39
Magnets Magnets and magnetic products $0.27 $0.12 $0.39

Automotive Accessories
Key tags, bumper strips, road maps,  door 
mats, window shades, etc. $0.35 $0.02 $0.37

Food Gifts
Candy, cookies, nuts, gourmet, meat, spices, 
bottled water & other drinks etc. $0.33 $0.00 $0.34

Buttons/Badges/Ribbons Buttons, badges, ribbons, signs, banners, etc. $0.23 $0.10 $0.33
Personal/Pocket-Purse 
Products

Pocket knives, grooming aids, lighters, 
matches, sunglasses, wallets, etc. $0.22 $0.02 $0.25

Clocks and Watches Clocks, watches, etc. $0.18 $0.02 $0.20

Other $0.64 $0.07 $0.71
Total

$19.68 $1.96 $21.64

Total Revenue 
Category  
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Market Size  
According to PPAI, the retail value of promotional products has been growing at an average rate 
of about 2% since 2013.   The personalized product segment has been growing in excess of 10% 
annually during that same period.   The growth of personalized products is driven by the ability of 
digital print to provide quantities as little as one unit, opening up the market for personalized 
goods beyond business to business and business to consumer to direct consumers. 
 
Retail Expenditures for Promotional and Personalized Products, 2017 
 

 
 
The majority of promotional products are printed with analog printing technologies such as 
screen and pad printing.   Many of these products – especially mass-market products – are 
procured in China and other low-wage manufacturing countries and are sold through brokers to 
both large and small retailers in N. America.    Digital printing dominates the creation of 
personalized products, but it is making in-roads into promotional products as well.  The main 
benefit digital printing is bringing to the promotional product market is the ability to on-shore 
production, thereby dramatically shorten the delivery time.    
 

Promotional 
Products* 

•  $59 billion 
retail value 
WW (~$19B 
US) 

Personalized 
Products** 

•  $6 billion 
retail 
revenue 
WW (~$2B 
US) 

Total 

•  $65 billion 
retail 
revenue 
WW (~$21B 
US) 

Purchased for marketing 
communication purposes mainly 
by schools, sport teams, banks, 
non-profits, healthcare, 
construction, associations, real 
estate, governments, 
professionals (lawyers, etc.), and 
restaurants 

Purchased mainly by small 
businesses and consumers for 
gift, celebration purposes 

*   Source: 2016 Promotional Products Association International 
** Source:  IT Strategies, Inc. 
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Digital Printing Technology 
There are several types of digital printing technologies used to create both promotional and 
personalized products.    The largest category of personalized products – T-shirts – uses mainly 
aqueous –based inkjet printing technology.   The aqueous pigmented inks used in this category 
perform well on cotton fabrics, but do not easily adhere to other substrates used in the 
promotional and personalized goods market. 
 
UV-curable inkjet technology is commonly used to print on plastic-based promotional and 
personal goods.   Special UV-curable flatbed printers are able to print on small 3-dimensional 
shaped objects with sellable – but not outstanding – print quality. 
 
Higher-print quality goods are printed with dye sublimation inkjet technology.   This technology 
also works well on plastic, polyester, ceramics, and non-porous based goods.   The sublimation 
process uses heat to transfer the ink into the substrate, creating the highest print quality possible.   
It is often used for photographic images, as well as products that require long-durability. 
 
Retail Value of Promotional and Personalized Products by Printing Technology – 2017 
$M WW 

 
 
For higher-volume (non-personalized) and wider print width applications, dye sublimation inkjet 
printing technology is commonly used to create flags, home furnishings, as well as limited edition 
sportswear.  Due to its ability to leverage custom versions of desktop inkjet printing technology, 
dye sublimation printers are becoming widely adopted by smaller promotional goods 
manufacturers and retailers for the creation of personalized goods ranging from aprons to 
skateboards.  Sporting related personalized goods are especially popular. 

Promotional Goods Personalized Goods 

Digital Print $1,326 $4,652 
Screen/Pad Printed, Engraving $59,648 $0 

$0 

$10,000 

$20,000 

$30,000 

$40,000 

$50,000 

$60,000 

$70,000 
UV-curable IJ 

printed 
31% 

Eco-solvent/
Latex IJ 
printed 
18% 

Dye 
Sublimation IJ 

Printed 
15% 

Aqueous DTG 
IJ 

36% 

$5.9B 
WW 

Source:  IT Strategies, Inc. estimates based upon internal data and extrapolation 
of 2016 Promotional Products Association International data  

Digital 
Print 



 
 
 
 

   

I. T. Strategies, Inc. 
51 Mill Street Suite 2 
Hanover, MA 02339 
PH: 781 826 0200    

www.it-strategies.com 
 

5 

Example of dye sublimation personalized printed product 

 
Source: Sawgrass Technologies 

 
Dye sublimation inkjet technology is one of the most versatile digital printing technologies 
available for high-quality promotional and personalized goods printing since its durability and 
photographic print quality is second to none.  Most commonly the desired image is inkjet printed 
on a high-release transfer paper, whose images is transferred to the desired product using heat and 
pressure.   During the transfer phase the dye inks sublimate at a molecular level (and become part 
of the product, rather than sitting on the surface of that product like most other printing 
technologies).   Because then inks are sublimated into the product, they do not peel, crack, or fade 
under normal usage. 
 
Eco-solvent and latex inkjet technology is limited mainly to customized signage as well as 
application such as consumer canvas photo prints.  Its output quality is not as high as dye 
sublimation, but this is traded against higher productivity. 
 

Distribution of Promotional and Personalized Products 
 
Often people think of large on-line providers as purveyors of customer promotional products, but 
they only account for about 20% of promotional and personalized product sales.  Retailers sell 
over 80% of promotional and personalized products, with about half those retailers having 
revenues of less than $2.5M.   There is a complex manufacturer to consumer distribution chain, 
which combined with the fragmented range of products have many hands each taking a share of 
profit. 
 
In N. America about 24,000 retailers (65,000 worldwide) source products from an estimated 
10,000 mass produced and about 200 customized/digital print factories worldwide.   Additionally 
most retailers also produce promotional and personalized products locally.  
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Complex distribution chain of promotional goods 
 

 
Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 

 
On-line Internet providers often sell under multiple branded websites and provide a wide-range 
personalization options within a limited range of customization/template options.  Consumers 
take responsibility for the design and often the final output quality (which in turn is dependent 
upon the quality of their electronically uploaded images).  
 
With a trend towards more personalized products, more handholding is needed at the retail level 
to ensure the result is what the customer desired.   This appears to be benefiting smaller retailers, 
as is evidenced in the 2013-2015 data from PPAI and IT Strategies projections on the number of 
promotional and personalized good retailers. 
 
Promotional and Personalized Good Retailer Sites by Revenue Band, N. America 
 

 
Source: PPAI and IT Strategies, Inc. 

 
 

~65,000 Custom Made 
Printshops WW 

~200 Mass Customized 
Print Factories WW 

~10,000+ Mass Produced 
Print Factories WW 

Low 
volume, 

high value 

High 
volume, 

low value 

Digitally Printed Screen and pad printed Screen, pad, and 
digitally printed  

Consumer 

Brokers 

Internet/
On-line 
stores 

Local 
printshops 

2,500 sites – Revenue >$2.5M 
62,500 sites – Revenue <$2.5M 

Ave. revenue per <$2.5M = $0.8M 
Ave. revenue per >$2.5M = $3.0M 

Mostly in China and Asia/Pacific 

Source:  IT Strategies, Inc. estimates based upon 
internal data and extrapolation of 2016 Promotional 
Products Association International data  

2013 2014 2015 2016 est. 2017 est. CAGR 13-17
<$2.5M members 22,770 23,025 23,021 23,148 23,275 1%
>$2.5M members 970 872 868 821 777 -5%

23,740 23,897 23,889 23,964 24,039 0%
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The number of retailers with revenues less than $2.5M is growing, while those with revenues 
greater than $2.5M is consolidating.   The smaller retailers are growing by their ability to offer 
greater customization and satisfaction by ensuring the customer’s input is going to meet their 
output expectations.     The weighted average annual revenue of the smaller retailers is an 
estimated $800,000.   This modest annual revenue makes the ability to invest in new digital 
printing hardware limited to equipment priced at a level that offers a fast return-on-investment.   
For many small retailers affordable entry into digital printing equipment is paramount, especially 
as financing for equipment above the “American Express credit card limit” may be scarce.    
 
Couple this with the desire for smaller retailers to offer above average quality output to 
differentiate themselves from the larger retailers (including Internet providers), and digital 
printing becomes the answer.   Many of the smaller retailers gravitate towards dye sublimation 
printing technology, and those that grow sufficiently and can cross the return-on-investment 
hurdle often end up adding UV-curable inkjet printing technology to their fleet of equipment for 
higher productivity. 
 

Technology Selection Matrix 
Like many other markets for print, digital printing of promotional goods accounts for a small 
percent of output but a disproportioned share of higher value.   Traditional screen and pad 
printing continues to dominate, often with decades old technology.   These older technologies will 
not disappear, for the simple fact that they are more efficient at serving mass market, low-cost 
and low-value markets. 
 
Conversely, digital printing technologies are better suited at serving small runs, high-value, and 
higher cost applications.   With the growing demand for personalized products, digital printing 
technology is becoming a requirement for any promotional and personalized product retailer, co-
existing with conventional printing technologies. 
 
UV-curable inkjet technology offers sellable output quality, but current offerings are not as 
productive as screen or pad printing technology.    The production cost is also higher than screen 
or pad printing, but the retail value customers are willing to pay for personalized smart phone 
case, pen, or golf ball is high.   Vendors like Mimaki and Roland tend to be the leading providers 
of UV-curable inkjet printing technology. 
 
Eco-solvent and latex printers used for promotional and personalized product purposes (excluding 
point-of-purchase signage), mainly used for signage and canvas photo print applications, also 
offer sellable output quality that is superior to screen printing but not as high as aqueous wide 
format printers, but at levels of productivity that can match average screen print technology.    
Vendors like Epson, HP, Mimaki, and Roland tend to be the leading providers of eco-
solvent/latex printing technology. 
 
Dye sublimation inkjet printers offer among the highest print quality possible, but the technology 
can be less productive than other inkjet printing technologies since multiple manual processing 
steps are required to create the image.    
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Like other digital printing technologies the production cost is higher than screen or pad printing, 
but the end users retail value is very high.   And the ability of smaller retailers to acquire dye 
sublimation technology is within reach of nearly all of those smaller retailers.   Sawgrass is the 
leading provider of dye sublimation inkjet technology. 
 
Printing Technology Comparison 

 
Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 

 
Aqueous direct-to-garment (DTG) technology is mainly used to produce cotton T-shirts; The 
technology is of limited use for other applications.  Like dye sublimation technology, the 
acquisition cost of Direct-to-Garment printing systems is within reach of nearly all promotional 
and personalized good retailers.   Epson, Ricoh/AnaJet, Brother, and Kornit are the leading 
providers of DTG inkjet printing technology. 
 
 

The Bottom Line 
The promotional and personalized goods drive our needs to be recognized as businesses and 
consumers; it is a large and under the radar part of the investment in marketing communication.  
It is a highly fragmented, $65 billion worldwide market at retail value; a market whose demand is 
starting to shift from mass market, low-value promotional products to higher-value personalized 
products.   Those personalized products are raising the bar on quality and relevancy.  The days of 
small business promotional calendars are fading, and being replaced by higher quality and higher 
value promotional and personalized products. 
 
Inkjet printing technology plays a key role in the growing generation of new promotional and 
personalized products, with dye sublimation inkjet technology offering the highest quality and 
value.   Other technologies including UV-curable and eco-solvent/latex inkjet will co-exist with 
dye sublimation inkjet and screen/pad printing technologies, offering sellable output quality at 
higher productivity. 
 

Output 
Quality 

Productivity Production 
Cost 

End User Value 

Screen/Pad Printed 

UV-curable IJ printed 

Eco-solvent/Latex IJ printed 

Dye Sublimation IJ Printed 

Aqueous DTG IJ 

/ 
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Small retailers are leveraging investments of digital printing technologies that are within in reach 
to create personalized products that serve both businesses and consumers, driving growth of 
digital printing at rates upwards of 10% or more in a market which has averaged growth of an 
estimated 2% during the past four years.   Demand for custom and just-in-time are starting to 
pervade in the promotional and personalized products market as it is in nearly all other aspects of 
our lives. 
 
 
 


