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Mark Jackson

An Ethnography Study of Branded Promotional 
Merchandise in the Workplace

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xjsNjVzWiRE
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PROMOTION 
RESOURCE GROUP

Design and fulfill Branded 
Promotional Merchandise and 
Loyalty Programs.

Aim to elevate and reinforce brands 
in the minds of their customers, 
prospects and key stakeholders 
every day.

Focused on the best creative 
solutions to achieve the goals of 
our clients.

Innovative approaches and product 
development.

@prgstore

PROMOTIONAL
PRODUCT 
INDUSTRY PROFILE

Promotional products are useful 
symbolic products that are used as 
communication vehicles, goodwill 
reminders, signs, gifts and 
incentives.

In a very broad sense, any product 
used to promote a business may be 
considered a promotional product. 

Promotional products are a 3.5 
billion dollar industry in Canada.

@prgstore
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DO PROMOTIONAL 
PRODUCTS WORK?

Promotional products can boost response 

rates by as much as 75%

Customers who receive promotional 

products are 14% more willing to 
provide sales leads than customers who 
receive nothing.

39% of people who received a 
promotional product could recall the 
name of the advertiser as long as six 
months after they received it.

Sales people who gave promotional gifts 

to customers received 22% more 
referrals than those who didn't.

Customers who received promotional 

products re-ordered up to 18% sooner 
than those who received coupons.

@prgstore

STUDY CONTEXT 
& OBJECTIVES

Objective:

Identifying opportunities to develop 
promotional items that are more 
likely to create and retain lasting 
value, and there by greater brand 
impact.

Considerations:

• Promotional items present

• Role the items play

• How workers are currently using 
& interacting with them

@prgstore
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THE CULTURAL 
CONTEXT  OF GIFTING

Gifting as a way of relationship 
building is as old as culture.

Gifting plays a role in connecting 
and strengthening relationships.

The exchange of a gift is an 
invitation to reciprocate.

When a gift s refused, it’s often 
more refusing the obligation, than 
the gift itself.

@prgstore

THE CULTURE OF 
BRAND RELATIONSHIPS

Brands create relationships and act 
as symbols we can identify with.

We seek out engagement with 
brands as they give a feeling of 
connection and community.

Engaging and identifying with a 
brand taps directly into tradition and 
the role of reciprocation.

@prgstore
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GIFTING & BRAND 
RELATIONSHIPS

As they become more diverse, 
dynamic and abundant in our lives, 
the expectations we have of our 
brand relationships and exchanges 
are increased – the bar is raised, 
but so is their potential.

This long tradition of gift exchange, 
along with the expanding role for 
brands in creating a feeling of 
intimacy and connection collide 
head on in the world of branded 
promotional merchandise.

@prgstore

CHOOSING 
THE RIGHT GIFT

It’s not enough to simply give any 
gift, it’s important to give the right 
one.

In a culture soaking in high diversity 
and endless customization potential 
in consumer choices, more 
personalized and customized 
experiences have greater value and 
symbolic significance.

This strengthens the connection 
with the brand – shifting from a 
commodity relationship to a 
meaningful dialogue and exchange.

@prgstore
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THE WORKPLACE 
CONTEXT

Beyond just quality, personalized 
items help individuals express 
themselves.

Personalized items have the most 
perceived value and build the 
strongest relationships with the 
brand.

@prgstore

SECTION SUMMARY

Greater customization and 
customization takes more time and 
planning – but opens up the 
greatest potential.

An exchange relationship between 
brands and consumers offers the 
most potential for all when it feels 
more personalized and customized 
to their lives.

This takes time, planning and 
consideration to really understand 
your targets, their challenges, and 
their emotional and functional 
needs.

@prgstore
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THE WORKSPACE 
CONTEXT

The workspace is a generic space 
we customize and personalize to 
‘mark our territory’.

There’s an innate urge to 
personalize and customize these 
places – adding photos or a 
favourite plant, not only to make it 
more pleasant, but as a way of 
claiming the space as our own.

Branded promotional merchandise 
is one way we put our stamp on 
such places – marking our territory.

@prgstore

THE WORKSPACE 
CONTEXT

Branded promotional merchandise 
allows consumers to act as curators 
of their own professional roles and 
lives.

Branded promotional items act as 
tangible artifacts of our professional 
selves. Material collected from 
business relationships, conferences 
and industry events tell the story of 
‘you’.

They help tell others where we’ve 
been, what we’ve accomplished 
and how much we count.

@prgstore
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THE WORKSPACE 
CONTEXT

Branded promotional merchandise 
act as trophies of our professional 
lives, and helps to communicate 
our value to others.

These artifacts also say ‘we count’. 
We often rate or merit such gifts 
being bestowed on our professional 
selves.

The more customized and 
personalized this is, or the more 
value it demonstrates, the more 
potential it offers as a symbolic 
trophy.

Like trophies, promotional products 
take you back to ‘that moment’.

@prgstore

THE FEELING OF 
SECURITY

As artifacts can represent our 
professional experience and value, 
surrounding ourselves with branded 
promotional merchandise at our 
work stations can reinforce feelings 
of security.

Particularly in difficult and uncertain 
economic times, they call out 
something stable and more 
permanent about our professional 
selves.

Often evoking a series of touch 
points and relationships over a long 
term period.

@prgstore
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MERCHANDISE 
ACCUMULATION

Items are often kept for long 
periods of time, if discarded at all. 
May associate discarding a product 
with guilt.

Accumulating promotional 
merchandise is viewed as ‘adding 
richness and more artifacts to one’s 
personal history’.

Even swag of no interest is often 
still kept and displayed.

It’s about the number of trophies in 
this sense, not necessarily the size 
of each individual piece.

@prgstore

SECTION SUMMARY

As artifacts, branded promotional 
merchandise taps into professional
identity and helps signal security 
and success.

More personalized and customized 
items open up greater potential for 
meaning, and provide better 
‘display’ value in their workspaces.

@prgstore
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RE-ACTIVATING 
RELATIONSHIPS & 
ASSOCIATIONS

Branded merchandise is an 
ongoing way of triggering memory 
of relationships and positive 
associations. 

Simply seeing and using these 
items can bring memories of past 
experiences. 

@prgstore

RE-ACTIVATING 
NEGATIVE 
ASSOCIATIONS

Note that there was also a dark 
side to triggering memory through 
all of the accumulated items around 
them. 

Perceived low value, poor quality, 
or generic items may continue to 
trigger negative associations rather 
than positive ones. 

@prgstore
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ON-GOING LOW LEVEL 
RE-ACTIVATION

Even modest items have potential 
to reactivate associations and 
relationships over a long period of 
time. 

Utilitarian items like calendars, 
mugs and USB keys re-activate 
relationships and associations 
through the repetition of modest but 
regular interaction. 

These items may evoke strong 
relationships and associations with 
the brand or occasion at a low level 
over a long period of time.

@prgstore

INVITING & 
FACILIATATING 
OTHER 
RELATIONSHIPS

Create a high-touch environment.

Branded promotional merchandise 
can also invite or activate closer 
relationships with others in the 
office. Playful items are often laid 
out as an invitation to others, not 
just for personal use.

In this sense, the items open up still 
more relationships that are 
mediated and facilitated by the 
brand.

@prgstore
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SECTION SUMMARY

Each of these dimensions of 

re-activating and creating 
connections is hidden but influential 
emotional benefit.

While these re-activations help 
strengthen the relationship with the 
brand, it’s also a gift that keeps on 
giving.

They have the potential to open up 
and facilitate new relationships, and 
this helps move your professional 
identity forward.

@prgstore

ETHNOGRAPHY 
LESSONS LEARNED

The best was not seen as ‘stuff we 
all get’. It had a feeling of ‘stuff just 
for me’ or at least ‘perfect for me.’

Personalization and customization 
feel more tailored, and help 
establish a more intimate 
relationship and exchange with the 
brand.

@prgstore
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ETHNOGRAPHY 
LESSONS LEARNED

They help employees be better 
curators of their work space. 

Allows them put on a more 
impressive display.

Don’t give them participant ribbons, 
give them trophies.

@prgstore

ETHNOGRAPHY 
LESSONS LEARNED

Other social connections fostered 
by branded promotional 
merchandise are a key emotional 
benefit. 

Consider and facilitate these 
connections when possible to help 
them experience full value.

All of this takes time, planning and 
consideration to really understand 
your targets, their challenges, and 
their emotional and functional 
needs.

@prgstore
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PRODUCT CAMPAIGN 
PLANNING TIPS

Who is it for?
Know your target demographic. Who do you 
want to reach, what do they have in 
common? Focus on utility.

What is happening?
Tie to your current business, themes and 
messaging. Integrate social media.

When is it taking place?
Choose relevant times in the year when 
giving themed products. 

Where and how will you distribute?
Size, structure and packaging of a 
promotional product are key. Ensure products 
that will be crossing borders are NAFTA 
friendly.

How much are you going to spend?
Account for quantity, perceived value and 
shipping destination.

@prgstore

THERE IS NO ‘BAD SWAG’

Don’t ask what the hottest new item 
is.

Order too much or too little items, 
always put thought into quantity 
size.

Choose large items to be given out 
when people have to carry them 
around or when sent by mail.

Order to close to in-hand date or 
items could arrive late.

Don’t forget to police consistent use 
of your brand.

@prgstore
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SUCCESSFUL CAMPAIGNS

Run for the Cure

Relevant products

Nationally supported

Consistent theme and design 

The target is well established and 
products compliment their wants. 

@prgstore

SUCCESSFUL CAMPAIGNS

Marketers target front of 
iPhone lines

New products generate consumer 
buzz

Over the past 2 years, people have 
waited in long lines to be the first to 
receive the new iPhone

Marketers are noticing these lines 
draw attention and media

Brands are now supplying products to 
people in line willing to support the 
brand for free products

Otterbox equipped people waiting for 
the iPhone 4S with ponchos and 
survival gear in exchange for support 
of their brand

@prgstore
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Mark Jackson

504 Iroquois Shore Rd Unit 9
Oakville, ON L6H 3K4
905.842.3355 x 222
mjackson@prgstore


