FEATURE | 2018 Higher Education Study

PPAI Exclusive Research

The Untold Story
Transforming The Promotional Products
Industry One Classroom At A Time
by Moumita Das

A

s emerging innovations and shifting demographics propel
the next frontier for competition and productivity, the need
to connect the working world with the next generation of talent
has never been greater. The promotional products industry’s
foothold in the education sector shines bright; it was identified
as one of the top buyers of promotional products according
to PPAI’s 2017 Sales Volume Study. And yet, year after year
thousands of talented and ambitious future marketing leaders
graduate from the country’s colleges, most unaware of the
promotional products industry and the opportunities it provides.
In response to an increasing need to better understand how
instructors present promotional products in higher education, this
spring PPAI partnered with the American Marketing Association
(AMA) to collect insights from more than 400 marketing educators
and more than 1,000 undergraduate students from across the
United States in the 2018 Higher Education Study. Detailed
findings offer the most comprehensive look at the promotional
products industry’s reputation through the eyes of marketing
faculty and marketing majors ever undertaken.
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$27,866

The total average
cost of one year at
an in-state college
for the 2017-2018
academic year.
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39 Percent

The increase in the number of
bachelor’s degrees in business
awarded between 2000-2001
and 2015-2016.

372,000

The estimated number
of business degrees
awarded by colleges and
university in 2018.

Figure 1: U.S. Higher Education By The Numbers

3.6 Million

The estimated number of
students who graduated
from high school in 2018.
Source: U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for
Education Statistics (2018)
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College students today are surrounded by
promotional products where they live, work and play.
Study results found that 85 percent of AMA student
members own university-branded products that
were given to them for free, the majority (72 percent)
describing these products as “swag.” The term today
remains highly controversial within the industry, with
some industry professionals embracing the word and
others condemning it. While some may associate swag
with the acronym “stuff we all get,” the term has a
much different connotation for the future generation
of marketers.
In its most recent update, The Oxford English
Dictionary defines swag as “bold self-assurance in
style or manner; an air of great self-confidence or
superiority.” The changing contexts of the term are
key to understanding how contemporary society
views swag’s new value orientation. As consumers
first, the student perception of swag portrays their
university-branded belongings as part of their persona.
Yet, Charity Gibson from supplier company Peerless
Umbrella Co. says, “With so many battles to fight, the
terminology we use to classify what we do should be
the last thing on our minds.” See sidebar for the full
historical context of swag.
The study found that one ongoing battle for the industry
is the misconception of promotional products as “a pretty
trivial little piece of marketing,” as one full-time professor
put it. Though 90 percent of marketing faculty say they
consider promotional products a form of advertising and
79 percent of educators say promotional products are
recognized in marketing courses at their institutions, the
attention paid to this medium is minimal. One full-time
professor said, “As a percentage of a course that deals
with introduction to marketing, [promotional products]
represent a small percentage of the content, possibly 15
minutes out of a semester-long course.”
Courses most likely to integrate promotional products
in their curriculum, although in limited context, are
introductory classes, such as Principles of Marketing (58
percent), Advertising and Promotions (58 percent) and
Integrated Marketing Communications (52 percent).
As an adjunct professor said, “When I taught full-time,
promotional materials were discussed in the Principles
of Marketing foundational course, as well as in the
advertising course. However, promotional products do
not expressly fit the definition of advertising.” The majority
suggested that course content naturally built promotional
products into discussion but used it strictly as an example
before moving on to the next topic (Figure 2).
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The Evolution Of SWAG
“Swag has a long and diverse history, and the way the word is used
continues to shift and change today.” -Oxford English Dictionary

1300s

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary traces one
of swag’s many meanings to ‘loot,’ a term that
describes stolen goods, while ‘modern swag’ refers
to items “not stolen but given freely.”

Early 2000s

The latest resurgence of swag can be attributed to
an abbreviation for swagger suited to the ethos of
hip-hop. The Oxford English Dictionary’s cites the
track “December 4th” on Jay-Z’s 2003 The Black
Album as the first use of swag in this context.
Around this timeframe, the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences hired Distinctive Assets,
an agency that described itself as a “niche
marketing company offering celebrity placement,
product introduction and branding opportunities
within the entertainment industry,” and that
popularized ‘swag bags’ as “everyone wins gift
bags.” In 2016, these bags stole headlines for being
valued at a record $230,000 per bag, containing
products from more than 50 companies.

2011

An article in The New Yorker described swag as
a “noun, an adjective, a verb and an all-purpose
expression of agreement or endorsement” in 2011.
Later that year, the National Public Radio (NPR)
flagship news program, “All Things Considered,”
named swag the Hip-Hop Word of the Year.

2015

Swag joined the archive of more than 800 entries
created in the Lake Superior State University’s 40th
annual list of “Words To Be Banished For Misuse,
Overuse And Uselessness.”

Today

In June, the Oxford English Dictionary included
swag with the more than 1,000 words in its
most recent update. “Though apparently long
disavowed, it seems as though swag is here to
stay,” according to an OxfordWords blog post.
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Figure 2: Promotional Product Topics Covered In Course Content
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“Promotions are one example of a
marketing tactic; thus, they are relatively
unimportant to the strategy setting in
general,” a full-time professor stated.
While the role of promotional products as
“instruments for external stakeholders is
stressed,” a full-time assistant professor
noted, that “the role [of ] promotional
products in motivating internal audiences,
fostering team spirit and boosting
organizational pride among employees is
rarely addressed.”
A former industry professional and now
full-time assistant professor explained,
“My sense is that most people think of
[promotional products] as a meaningless
add-on to marketing or promotional
efforts. I think that the industry is not
seen as a legitimate or influential form
of promotion, and therefore not a viable
career path. This could be because many
marketing faculty are unaware of the size
and scope, as well as the purpose of the
industry.” In general, the opportunity for

Figure 3:
Factors In
Choosing
A Future
Employer

90 percent of
marketing faculty
consider promotional
products a form of
advertising.
increased visibility seems viable, as a fulltime assistant professor noted, “A class for
promotional products seems warranted
given the industry size and employment.”
Deciding on new or revised educational
materials is common among marketing
faculty, with 82 percent indicating
they have done so within the past two
years. Educators are “always looking for
information to bring into the classroom,”
another full-time associate professor noted.
Changing the required materials for
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existing courses—either acquired on their
own or provided to all students through a
materials fee—was most commonly cited
(78 percent), followed by substantially
modifying a course (73 percent). Though
creating a new course was the least
common activity, almost one half of
faculty (47 percent) had done so over the
previous two years.
The study shows a large majority of
faculty have some type of role in selecting
the educational resources they use in
marketing courses (94 percent). Other
decision makers may include faculty
committees or another faculty member
on staff (15 percent), and, in rare cases,
individuals from an instructional design
group or administration (6 percent).
With the goal of higher education
rooted in transitioning consumers into
professionals, it is equally important
to effectively communicate to the next
generation the ways in which their
degrees, interests and talents can lead to
successful and fulfilling careers. College
grads seeking a career in marketing enter
a job market ripe with opportunities.
As a senior student pointed out, “There
is the research and analytical side, but
also the creative and promotional side.
Marketing can lead to numerous different
professional possibilities down the road.”
As the single largest employment category
in the nation’s labor force, according to
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, job
growth within the field is only expected
to accelerate.
When looking for potential jobs,
ambitious future marketers want
opportunities to gain experience in a
favorable work environment (Figure 3).
Faculty members understand this,
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Source: PPAI 2018 Higher Education Study (n=968)
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noting, “Students want to learn skills
related to interesting, rewarding and
profitable career paths. They don’t like
the idea of just being a ‘salesperson.’ I’m
not aware of theories or concepts that
differ for promotional products over
other types of products.”
When given the choice between
job descriptions, students ranked the
promotional products industry as their
No. 1 marketing career path (Figure
4). In fact, 81 percent of fourth-and
fifth-year students indicated an
interest in a potential career as a
promotional consultant. But when
asked, students say they are drawn to
more ‘traditional’ marketing job titles,
ranking Promotional Consultant fifth.

81 percent of
fourth- and
fifth-year students
were interested in
a potential career
as a promotional
consultant without
realizing it.
The perception of promotional
products in higher education is that
“they are everywhere,” one full-time
professor explained, “but [they are]
not seen as part of a sophisticated and
nuanced industry that requires a lot
more in-depth thought.” This apparent
disconnect illuminates a significant
opportunity for the industry “by
involving industry partners in teaching,”
a full-time lecturer said. “Promotional
products can be used as a link” between
the institution and the supplier,
distributor and business services
companies to create forums and educate
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Figure 4: Job Titles Vs. Job Descriptions
Q. Which of the following careers interest you?
By Job Titles

By Job Descriptions

n=1026

n=1014

1

Corporate
Marketing Rep

Cold-call prospect
customers for new
business

10

2

Social Media
Coordinator

Help develop content and
post daily on social media
accounts

6

3

Event
Planner

Assist with pre-event
planning, onsite logistics
and post-communication
with attendees

7

4

Market
Researcher

Help program survey and
code analysis

9

5

Promotional
Consultant

Help design promotional
and experiential marketing
campaigns

1

6

Public Relations
Specialist

Help create press releases
and media alerts

8

7

Agency Account
Executive

Help develop strategy that
supports client initiatives
and campaign objectives

5

8

Media
Buyer

Help plan and monitor
paid advertising campaigns

4

9

Graphic
Designer

Help design marketing
& advertising media and
collateral

2

10

Copywriter

Help create marketing
communications content

3

Source: PPAI 2018 Higher Education Study
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faculty, future buyers and future peers in
the promotional products industry.
To a certain extent, professors are
open to this concept by “pointing
out to students that they are carrying
around insulated coffee cups with the
school’s logo on it and making notes
using a ballpoint with some company’s
promotional message on it,” said a
part-time adjunct professor. However,
there is a greater need to link these
products to the multifaceted $23.3
billion promotional products industry
behind them.
Transparency between the classroom
and labor markets has become
increasingly important because of the
growing diversity among undergraduate
programs of study, credentials and
modes of delivery that are aligned with
an increasingly complex set of career
pathways. For centuries, experiential
learning has proven to effectively bridge
the gap between the classroom and the
real world, but without awareness of
opportunity, perception is stale.
In 1979, authors Wilke English and
Dale Lewison stated in a Journal of
Marketing Education article that despite
the substantial “benefits that accrue to
students, professors and the business
community,” internships are often
overlooked by many industries and thus
highly underutilized.
Students who responded to the
study, however, placed an emphasis on
internships, with 94 percent revealing
that the experiences gained are the best
preparation for a professional career.
Internships were also cited as the top
place students expected to learn about
the different job opportunities in the
marketing field (84 percent).
As a full-time professor reiterated,
“The best way to introduce
undergraduate students to the career
is to have paid summer internships
available to them so they can gain
firsthand experience.”
Rarely (13 percent) are interns
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Figure 5: Call To Action: Help Fuel The
Future Of The Promotional Products Industry

Engage
The American Marketing Association provides companies many ways to connect
with over 11,000 of the brightest marketing undergraduate students and their
faculty advisors:
AMA International Collegiate Conference
Over 1,400 AMA student members gather each April to learn, network, get career
advice and showcase their talent in competitions. The conference offers a variety
of ways to engage with students, including:
Competitions
Companies can gain fresh perspectives on marketing challenges by engaging
students in areas focusing on marketing and sales strategy. Plus, they can see
students in action through real-world business simulations.
Roundtables
Potential employers can share their career advice with students who are looking
to launch into their first marketing jobs.
Career Fairs
The Career Fair attracts driven and qualified college marketers who can
connect with employers ready to hire.
Focus Groups
Companies receive in person insights and opinions about their products from
this important demographic.

Educate
The PPAI ADvocate Program is a complimentary speaker training and local
marketing program designed to train promotional products professionals
how to make presentations to end buyers about the power of promotional
products and how to demonstrate why industry professionals are the most
effective resource for their communications and marketing solutions. To
learn more about how to get started, visit: advocate.ppai.org.
Another way that industry experts can support student learning is by
mentoring students. Many schools host mentoring programs to connect
students with industry leaders either during the day or after school hours.
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Employ
Internships can provide significant
savings in operational costs. The Society

RETENTION RATES
1 YR
Internal Internship
66%
External Internship
52%
No Internship Experience 46%

5 YRS
52%
39%
36%

Source: National Association of Colleges and Employers (2017)

of Human Resource Management predicts the average cost-per-hire to replace an
employee ranges between six and nine months’ salary. For an employee making $50,000
a year, that equates to as much as $37,500. Additionally, according to the National
Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE), retention of employees hired from an
internal internship program exceeds retention metrics of interns hired from external
programs and non-intern hires at the one- and five-year marks.
Running a successful internship program can be a daunting task, but it can be
done—especially with some help. The PPAI Intern Education Program is for member
companies seeking to cultivate the next generation of promotional professionals and

| FEATURE

looking for full-time employment in
their field. Instead, college students are
pursuing internships to develop skills
and explore their interests. (Figure 6).
Though some may end up becoming
the next generation of leaders within
the industry, others will go to other
careers being better educated to buy
promotional products. See sidebar for
one former intern’s story.

Figure 6: Most Important
Reason To Pursue Internship

showcase the exciting careers the industry has to offer.
The PPAI Intern Education Program also provides resources for member companies
who are interested in starting an internship program. The program includes an industry
boot camp to bring interns up to speed on industry basics; a library of webinars designed
for newcomers to the industry; access to SAGE Total Access online research and business
management tools, including SAGE Online, SAGE Mobile and SAGE Web; and networking

To Receive
An Employer
Reference

To
Develop
Skills

3%

64%

through Promo Connect, an online community for PPAI members.
This program is available year-round, and member companies and interns are
supported by PPAI’s Professional Development team. To learn more and apply, contact
internprogram@ppai.org or visit www.ppai.org/members/education/intern-education.

Elevate
Aspiring future leaders are faced with skyrocketing costs. According to the U.S. Federal
Reserve, student debt hit a milestone during the first quarter of 2018 at a staggering $1.5

For
Full-Time
Employment

To Explore
Career
Interests

13%

20%

Source: PPAI 2018 Higher Education Study (n=966)

trillion, exceeding auto loan debt ($1.1 trillion) and credit card debt ($977 billion).
The Promotional Products Education Foundation (PPEF) was founded in 1989 as a
registered 501(c)(3) charitable organization to provide scholarships to promotional products
industry employees and their children. The scholarships were designed to reach recipients
across the country regardless of their educational objectives and interests. Whether the
student becomes a promotional products industry professional or not, the foundation
ultimately seeks to broaden its reach with hopes of enhancing overall awareness of the
Association and the industry.
Wayne Greenberg, MAS, chairman of the PPEF Board of Trustees, says, “We’ve gone
from $100,000 to $200,000 in five years. Obviously, people love this industry and believe in
giving back to help the next generation. There is still work to be done though, as we awarded
scholarships to 18 percent of those who started an application. PPEF hopes to continue this
growth to help more students pursue their educational dreams.”
The foundation is funded by charitable donations and relies on the continued support
from companies and individuals within the promotional products industry. All contributions
made to PPEF are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law. To learn more about how you
can directly affect a student’s life, visit: ppef.us.

Whereas students are seeking realworld experience, institutions are
looking to prepare students with tools
to safeguard smooth transitions into
the labor market. Despite the profound
gains tendered through internship
programs, a part-time instructor
emphasized “the need for a larger
buy-in from the faculty” as well. Faculty
are a pivotal resource around which
the process and outcomes of higher
education revolve.
Though experiential education
has been commonplace in standard
business-oriented programs, study
findings better validate the need for
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academia and the promotional products
industry to work in fluid, collaborative
and non-hierarchical models of practice.
The most meaningful and enduring way
to defeat the myths and misconceptions
of the promotional products industry
is for industry companies to create
deeper partnerships with the academic
community by building dialogue with
those who are firmly positioned at the
intersection of theory and practice.
While many motivated industry
professionals have competing priorities
and limited time, schools across the
nation have found innovative ways to
connect with industry professionals
in a manner that balances the experts’
capacity and commitment (Figure 5).
These opportunities further leverage
a strong partnership to better engage,
equip and empower educators to
position promotional products as a
key component of the mainstream
business curriculum.
The next generation of talent will
be the single most important driver of
industry growth. Investing in today’s
influencers and tomorrow’s leaders will
ensure a bright and prosperous future for
the promotional products industry for
generations to come. Although bold in
undertaking, every conversation, every
interaction and every forum will unite to
represent a resilient force. “In fact, as a
result of taking this survey, I plan to insert
this topic into my class this term,” said a
part-time adjunct professor. As the great
Robert Louis Stevenson once said, “Don’t
judge each day by the harvest you reap,
but by the seeds that you plant.”

Real-World
Success Story

How An Internship Opened The
Eyes Of A Former AMA Student
As a junior at Quinnipiac University in the fall of 2016, marketing student
Matthew Lewis was hoping to find a summer internship much different from
his first two experiences at an HR company and hedge fund firm. “I wanted
to give myself the opportunity to see how other industries operated,” he
said. “I found that by immersing myself for two or three months at different
companies, I was able to take enough away from the experience to decide if
it was something that I really wanted to do with my life or not.”
After researching a few companies, Lewis lined up three interviews
in one day. After the third interview, he accepted an internship with
New York City-based Axis Promotions. When asked how he made his
decision, he recalled his first impression after reviewing the distributor’s
website, describing it as “modern, cool and colorful” and recalled
seeing a case study on The Walking Dead, a TV series he enjoyed
watching. He was also fond of the big-city location and found the office
to be “a laid-back environment.”
Even after three years of marketing and business classes, this AMA
member was surprised he had never heard about the promotional products
industry. Yet when he embarked on his 10-week internship, “everything
changed,” he says. “After completing my internship, I not only found myself
familiar with the industry, but I felt a strong sense of comfort in what I was
doing as well. There was a mutual feeling of accomplishment. Not only did I
feel that I benefited from my experience, but Axis did as well.”
When Lewis returned to college for his senior year, he said he knew he
would be back at Axis. “There was a sense of importance at Axis; I was on a
team with a common goal where my voice mattered. I had suddenly found
myself in a role where my strategy had to be parallel with that of my team.

The complete results from the 2018 Higher
Education Study will be available as a
special report this fall. Access the current
collection of PPAI Research by visiting
www.ppai.org/research.

My decisions affected our clients and they mattered. [The industry] was
something that I hadn’t appreciated in school but now could.”
Chasing the positive feelings he found as an intern at Axis led Lewis
back to work for the company after graduation. “The internship showed me
the importance I could play in the bigger picture of business. By having the
opportunity to work with these people beforehand in building confidence

Moumita Das is
research manager at PPAI.
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and a series of strategies, I knew I was ready for more.”

