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The days of promotional products being viewed as “free stuff” are long gone. 
By 2026, they have evolved into lifestyle companions – items that consumers 
choose to use, keep and often showcase.

Promo products are more than effective marketing tools; they’re extensions of 
a brand’s identity and a reflection of the consumer’s own tastes. As anyone in the 
industry can attest, products that blend function, style and sustainability have 
become the new standard.

Product  
Power  
2026:  
What  Consumers  

Want Next
How value, design and purpose are reshaping the way  

consumers connect with brands through promotional products.
By John Corrigan
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PPAI’s consumer study, Product Power 
2026, conducted among more than 5,000 
U.S. respondents, reveals a fundamental shift: 
People now associate branded merchandise 
with personal relevance, design appeal and 
emotional connection. That’s why the most 
successful brands are those that create 
merchandise people are proud to be seen with.

“Consumers don’t want more products, they 
want better ones,” says Alok Bhat, market 
economist, research and public affairs lead 
at PPAI. “They’re rewarding brands that 
offer thoughtful, functional and emotionally 
resonant products rather than mass giveaways.”

The findings are clear: Branded items are 
now viewed as experiences rather than extras. 
Roughly 83% of consumers say receiving 
a promotional product makes them feel 
appreciated (see Figure 1), while 90% agree 
it improves their perception of the brand (see 
Figure 2).

Nearly three-quarters (72%) associate 
branded merch with positive emotions such as 
pride, belonging or gratitude. This emotional 
uplift translates into recall and retention – 
the two strongest predictors of long-term 
brand engagement.

“Emotional connection has become the 
new metric of success,” Bhat says. “In an age 
of digital noise, physical products now stand 
out precisely because they create something 
personal, a feeling.”

Industry Staples
Branded apparel is evolving beyond 

logo placement – it’s becoming a wearable 
expression of belonging.

Nearly two-thirds (65%) of consumers say 
they’re very likely to keep a branded product 
for six months or longer, citing durability, 
design and material as key reasons (see 
Figure 3).

“When consumers feel good wearing 
a branded shirt or hoodie, it’s more than 
marketing,” Bhat says. “It’s identity affirmation, 
because the product becomes part of their 
personal story.”

Meanwhile, reusable drinkware continues 
its reign as one of the most loved categories. 
Nearly three-quarters (73%) of consumers use 

Figure 1

When you 
receive a 
promotional 
product,  
how does  
it make  
you feel?

Figure 2 

Promotional 
products make 
me feel more 
positive about 
a brand.

Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

Which categories  
make brands  

appear innovative?

Caps/Hats: baseball caps, 
flat-bill caps, helmets, visors

Magnets: business card magnets, 
mirror magnets, shaped magnets

Writing: pens, pencils, 
markers, highlighters, stylus pens

Technology: USB drives, phone & tablet cases, 
PopSockets, power banks, Bluetooth speakers

Office: mouse pads, screen cleaners, 
business card holders, notepads & journals

Jewelry: watches, bracelets, earrings, 
necklaces, fitness bands

Health & Beauty: first-aid kits, pill boxes, 
hand sanitizers, lip balms, sunscreen

Cards: gift cards, membership cards, 
loyalty cards, key cards & tags

Awards: trophies, plaques, 
ribbons, medals, frames

Wearables/Fashion Accessories: footwear, 
sunglasses, aprons, gloves, scarves

Labels: window clings, stickers, decals, 
bumper stickers, temporary tattoos

Buttons & Badges: embroidered patches, 
button pins, name badges, clothing magnets

Automotive: license plate frames, air fresheners, 
window shades, car chargers, ice scrapers

Personal: keychains, pocket knives, 
lighters, money clips, wallets

Wearables/Apparel: uniforms, shirts, 
polos, activewear, outerwear

Food & Beverage: condiments & spices, candy 
& mints, bottled waters, gift baskets & tins

Pet: pet litter scoops, 
leashes, collars, pet carriers

Bags/Travel: briefcases, messenger bags, 
duffel bags, totes, backpacks

Home/Kitchen: appliances, utensils, oven mitts & 
pot holders, cutting boards, coasters

Date & Time: clocks, wall calendars, 
desk calendars, planners

Recreation: Folding chairs, stadium seat 
cushions, blankets, umbrellas, coolers

Drinkware: water bottles, shaker bottles, 
tumblers, mugs, stadium cups

Games & Toys: playing cards, stuffed animals, 
coloring books, puzzles, stress relievers

Packaging: tissue paper, gift bags 
& boxes, wrapping paper

Event: balloons, tents, flags, 
banners, table covers

Other (please specify)
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Figure 5

Which sustainablility 
feature matters most?

Rank Category Share Why It Wins

1 Apparel 30% Comfort, confidence, daily use
Consumer comments —“Feels like something I’d buy myself.” 

2 Drinkware 28% Daily ritual, reusable, eco-conscious
Consumer comments —“Part of my routine.” 

3 Tech 25% Smart, portable, modern
Consumer comments —“Makes the brand feel current.”

4 Eco Products 20% Sustainable and values-driven
Consumer comments —“It’s not just stuff, it’s a statement.”

5 Bags/Travel 15% Utility and visibility
Consumer comments —“I take it everywhere.”

6 Wellness 10% Health, care and mindfulness
Consumer comments —“Feels thoughtful and human.”

The 2026  
Product  
Power  
Hierarchy 

branded bottles or tumblers daily, and 70% 
say a durable, well-designed piece makes 
them feel good about the brand.

“Drinkware has quietly become the 
industry’s most visible branding space,” Bhat 
says. “It’s in consumers’ hands every day, 
literally traveling with the brand.”

Tech accessories are emerging as a symbol 
of innovation and forward thinking. Nearly 
38% of consumers say tech items make them 
view the brand as modern and relevant (see 
Figure 4). “Smart gear shows a smart brand,” 
one respondent wrote.

“Technology carries status,” Bhat adds. “It 
represents adaptability and innovation – traits 
people want to associate with.”

As promo’s sustainability journey 
continues, it’s important for suppliers and 
distributors to continue to meet consumer 
demand. After all, nearly half (49%) say a 
brand’s eco commitment directly affects 
how trustworthy they find it, and more 
than two-thirds (68%) identify recycled or 
reusable materials as their top sustainability 
preference (see Figure 5).

“Eco messaging isn’t enough anymore,” 
Bhat says. “Consumers expect transparency. 
They want to know what’s recycled, where 
it’s made and how it helps.”

Local sourcing
9% Donation-based cause

9%

Reusable  
design
37%
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31%

Compostable  
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15%
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The Big Takeaway
Across thousands of responses, one truth stood 

out: Consumers are raising their expectations, not 
their attention spans. They want fewer products, 
but those they receive should be better designed 
and more meaningful.

That’s why it’s no surprise that low durability, 
poor design and irrelevance are the three leading 
causes for merch to feel cheap or forgettable, 
consumers say (see Figure 6).

Consumers are looking for promo products that 
feel intentional, not incidental. They want items 
that tell a story, align with their values and serve a 
real purpose in their daily lives. When companies 
deliver on those expectations, merch transforms 
from a giveaway into a genuine connection.

“Purpose and perception now drive promotional 
success,” Bhat says. “When usefulness, design, 
sustainability and emotion come together, the 
product doesn’t just represent the brand, it becomes 
the brand.” 

 
Corrigan is deputy editor at PPAI.

Which categories feel 
overused or outdated?

Figure 6

What makes a 
product feel cheap 
or forgettable?
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