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The Ultimate Guide to Choosing 
Promotional Products 

How to choose branded merchandise people will 
actually keep, use and remember 

Promotional products can be brilliant marketing tools. 

They can keep your brand on a client’s desk, in an employee’s bag, at the gym, 
in the kitchen or out at weekend sport. They can make a new team member 
feel welcome, give a customer a reason to remember you, or turn a one-day 
event into months of ongoing brand exposure. 

They can also be a complete waste of money. 

Most of us have received the other kind: the giveaway that goes into a drawer, 
the cheap pen that stops working, the T-shirt nobody wears, or the product 
that looked fine in a catalogue but did not feel right once it arrived. 

The difference is rarely just budget. It is usually the quality of the thinking that 
happens before an order is placed. 

This guide is designed to make that thinking easier. It introduces The Merch 
Matrix: a practical framework for choosing branded merchandise and apparel 
based on the objectives of your project. 

The central idea is simple: 

There is no perfect promotional product. There is only the product 
that best aligns with your project’s objectives. 

A $2 giveaway can be exactly right for a community event. A $40 insulated 
drink bottle can be exactly right for a staff onboarding pack. Neither is 
automatically better. The right answer depends on what you are trying to 
achieve, who will receive it and what matters most for the project. 

This is not a guide to chasing the newest product or buying the biggest 
catalogue. It is about making better decisions. 
⸻




Start here: what are you actually trying to achieve? 

Before looking at colours, logos or prices, take a step back. 

What is the job this merchandise needs to do? 

That question sounds obvious, but it is skipped surprisingly often. A business 
sees an item it likes, asks for a quote and works backwards from there. The 
result might be a perfectly good product that is simply wrong for the project. 

Your objective should come first. It determines what “good” looks like. 

You may be trying to: 

⁃ Build brand awareness at a large event 
⁃ Thank existing clients 
⁃ Welcome new employees 
⁃ Reward staff for a milestone or achievement 
⁃ Create a uniform people are proud to wear 
⁃ Support a product launch 
⁃ Raise money for a school, club or charity 
⁃ Give visitors something useful at a conference 
⁃ Keep your business front of mind between customer visits 
⁃ Create a premium experience for a smaller group of people 

These are not the same job, so they should not lead to the same product. 

A trade show giveaway may need to be affordable, easy to carry and visible. A 
client gift may need to feel considered and premium. A uniform program 
needs to hold up to repeated washing and represent your business well. A 
staff welcome pack needs to feel useful from day one. 

A quick example 

Imagine two businesses both want branded drink bottles. 

The first is running a community fun run for 2,000 people. Their priorities are 
reach, budget and a product that makes sense on the day. A simple, 
lightweight bottle may be a sensible choice. 

The second is onboarding 80 new employees across Australia. They want 
people to feel valued, they want the product used every day, and they want it 
to reflect a modern employer brand. A premium insulated bottle may make 
far more sense. 

Same product category. Completely different decision. 



That is why choosing merchandise starts with the project, not the product. 

Merch Matrix starting point 

Write your objective in one sentence before you browse. If you can’t explain 
what success looks like, it is too early to choose a product. 
⸻

Why businesses get promotional products wrong 

There is no shortage of product options. That is part of the problem. 

With thousands of items available, it is easy to make a quick decision based on 
one factor: price, a familiar product, a supplier recommendation or something 
someone in the office happens to like. None of those things are useless, but 
none is enough on its own. 

Here are a few of the common traps. 

Choosing on price alone 

Every project has a budget. It matters. But the lowest price is not always the 
best value. 

A cheaper item that is used once can cost more, in marketing terms, than a 
better item used for a year. Equally, a low-cost product may be the right 
choice when the goal is to reach thousands of people over one weekend. Price 
only makes sense when viewed alongside the objective. 

Buying what everyone else buys 

Pens, notebooks, mugs and tote bags are popular for a reason. They can work 
very well. The issue is not the category; it is choosing it without thinking about 
the audience or the setting. 

If every exhibitor gives away the same item, your logo alone has to do a lot of 
heavy lifting. Sometimes a small change in product, material, colour or 
presentation makes your merchandise more memorable. 

Choosing for yourself 

It is natural to pick products you would enjoy. But you are not always the 
audience. 

A gym towel may be a great choice for a fitness-focused customer base and a 
poor choice for office-based clients. A quality notebook may be perfect for 



consultants and less relevant for a crew working outdoors. Start with the 
person receiving it, not the person approving it. 

Treating a logo as the whole brand 

A bigger logo does not automatically mean better branding. In fact, people 
are more likely to use products that look good in their everyday lives. 

The strongest branded products often have a thoughtful, well-placed logo on 
something the recipient genuinely wants to keep. The product carries the 
message too: its quality, usefulness, material and feel all say something about 
your business. 

Forgetting what happens after the handover 

The moment you give someone a product is only the beginning. The real 
question is what happens next. 

Will it be used tomorrow? Next month? At work? At home? In public? Will 
anyone else see it? The best merchandise keeps working long after the event 
or meeting is over. 
⸻ 



Introducing The Merch Matrix 

The Merch Matrix is a decision-making framework for branded merchandise 
and apparel. 

It does not rank every product as universally “good” or “bad”. That would miss 
the point. A stress ball may have low durability and low perceived value, yet be 
the right choice for a mass giveaway. A premium backpack may perform 
brilliantly for an executive gift and be wildly impractical for a 5,000-person 
event. 

Instead, The Merch Matrix asks you to identify the Decision Drivers that 
matter most for your project, then compare product options against those 
priorities. 

The eight Decision Drivers are: 

1. Value — What will the product deliver over its lifetime, not just on the 
invoice? 

2. Durability — How long is it likely to remain in use? 
3. Perceived Value — How valuable will it feel to the recipient? 
4. Brand Alignment — Does it reflect the image and values of your 

business? 
5. Usefulness — Will people actually use it? 
6. Visibility — How often will your brand be seen? 
7. Distinctiveness — Will it stand out and be remembered? 
8. Audience Fit — Is it right for the people receiving it? 

The framework works in three steps: 

1. Define the project and its objective. 
2. Decide which drivers matter most. 
3. Compare a shortlist of products against those drivers. 

There is no need to turn this into a complicated spreadsheet on day one. Even 
a simple conversation around these eight questions will produce a better 
result than selecting a product at random. 

Try this 

For your next project, rate each Decision Driver from 1 to 5 for importance. A 
high-volume trade show may rate Budget and Visibility at 5, while Durability 
sits at 2. A staff welcome pack may put Usefulness, Perceived Value and 
Brand Alignment at 5. 



Download The Merch Matrix  Project Planning Workbook. 
⸻ 
The Eight Decision Drivers 

The following summaries introduce each driver. Each one can link to its own 
deeper article, so readers can explore the areas most relevant to their project. 

1. Value: look beyond the purchase price 

Value is not the same thing as price. 

Of course, you need to know what a product costs. But the better question is 
what it delivers over time. A $3 item used for two weeks and a $20 item used 
every working day for two years are not directly comparable. 

Consider the product’s expected life, how often it will be used, how many 
people will see it and whether it is likely to be kept. That is where the real 
return begins. 

This does not mean you should always spend more. A low-cost giveaway may 
be excellent value if the objective is broad, short-term awareness. The 
mistake is assuming that cheaper automatically means better value. 

Merch Matrix  Insight 

Don’t judge a product by what it costs today. Judge it by the value it 
delivers over its lifetime. 

2. Durability: how long will it keep working for your brand? 

Durability is about more than whether a product physically survives. It is about 
how long it remains useful, presentable and worth keeping. 

A quality umbrella, drink bottle, backpack or polo shirt can stay in someone’s 
life for years. Every extra month it remains in use is another month your brand 
has the chance to be seen. 

Durability matters most when you want ongoing exposure: staff uniforms, 
client gifts, onboarding packs or products used in day-to-day work. It matters 
less when the project is intentionally short-term, such as a one-day event. 

Also think about the environment. Does the product need to survive repeated 
washing, being carried around, outdoor work or daily travel? A product that 
looks fine in a studio photo may not suit real life. 



Merch Matrix Insight 

Every extra week your product remains in use is another week your 
brand stays front and centre. 

3. Perceived Value: how valuable will it feel? 

Perceived Value is what the recipient thinks a product is worth. It is shaped by 
the material, weight, finish, packaging, decoration method, familiar retail 
brands and their own past experience. 

It is not always connected to what you paid. 

An insulated bottle with a powder-coated finish may feel far more valuable 
than a standard bottle even if the difference in cost is modest. A notebook 
with a quality cover and subtle debossed logo can feel more considered than 
a more expensive item with an oversized print. 

High perceived value is useful for client gifts, employee recognition and 
premium onboarding. It is not a requirement for every project. The key is 
matching the perceived value to the occasion and your brand. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

The best promotional products aren’t always the most expensive—
they’re the ones that feel more valuable than they cost. 



4. Brand Alignment: does it feel like your business? 

Every item carrying your logo becomes a small extension of your brand. 

That does not mean all products need to be premium or serious. It means they 
should make sense. An environmentally focused business may prioritise 
products with credible sustainability credentials. A company known for 
quality should be careful about handing out items that feel flimsy. A relaxed 
community event may suit something playful and practical rather than formal 
and expensive. 

Ask yourself: if the logo disappeared, would this still feel like something our 
business would choose? 

When the answer is yes, the product supports the wider brand story rather 
than sending a mixed message. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

Every product carrying your logo sends a message about your 
business. Make sure it’s the right one. 



5. Usefulness: will people reach for it? 

Usefulness is one of the strongest predictors of whether merchandise is kept. 

Products that solve a small everyday problem tend to earn their place in 
people’s lives. They hold a coffee, keep water cold, carry a laptop, shade 
someone from the sun, take notes in meetings or keep them dry in the rain. 

When a product becomes part of a routine, your brand becomes part of that 
routine too. This is what we call Lifestyle Integration: the product does not 
simply sit around with your logo on it; it travels through work, home, sport, 
commuting and weekends. 

Useful does not have to mean expensive. It just needs to be appropriate for 
the recipient. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

The best promotional product is the one people reach for without 
thinking. That’s when your brand becomes part of their everyday 
routine. 

6. Visibility: who will see it, and how often? 

Visibility is not just the size of your logo. It is the number of opportunities 
people have to see your brand. 

Some products have high private visibility: a branded mug, notebook, desk 
mat or drink bottle used repeatedly at home or in an office. Others have high 
public visibility: apparel, caps, umbrellas, tote bags and backpacks that move 
through the world with the recipient. 

A subtle logo on a product used every day often delivers more value than a 
large logo on an item that rarely leaves a drawer. The best approach is to think 
about where the product will go and who is likely to see it. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

Every time your product is seen, your brand earns another opportunity 
to be remembered. 



7. Distinctiveness: will anyone remember it? 

Distinctiveness does not mean being strange for the sake of it. It means giving 
people a reason to remember what they received. 

That might come from an unexpected but relevant product, a great colour 
choice, a better decoration method, thoughtful packaging or simply choosing 
something people do not see at every event. 

The danger is copying the same safe choices as everyone else. A pen may still 
be right for your project, but it needs to work harder when there are fifty other 
pens in the same show bag. 

The strongest products balance distinctiveness with usefulness, Audience Fit 
and Brand Alignment. A memorable product that makes no sense for the 
recipient is not a win. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

If your merchandise looks like everyone else’s, your brand will be 
remembered like everyone else’s. 

8. Audience Fit: start with the person receiving it 

Audience Fit is about choosing for the recipient, not for yourself. 

Consider their work, lifestyle, age group, location and reason for receiving the 
product. An office-based team, a mining crew, university students, long-term 
clients and conference attendees all have different needs and expectations. 

The same product can be a success with one audience and a complete miss 
with another. A premium notebook may be ideal for a consulting firm’s new 
starters. A stubby cooler may be a great fit for a local sporting event. Neither is 
universally right. 

When the product fits the audience, it is more likely to be useful, kept and 
appreciated. That lifts several other Decision Drivers at once. 

Merch Matrix Insight 

Choose products your audience will value—not simply the ones you 
like the most. 

⸻ 



Putting The Merch Matrix into practice 
Let’s make the framework more practical. 

Scenario: a construction company open day 
A construction company is holding an open day for clients, subcontractors, families 
and local community members. It wants to build goodwill, make the day feel 
professional and give people something useful to take home. 

The team has a fixed budget and expects around 500 attendees. 

Their likely priorities might look like this: 

Now compare a few realistic options. 

Decision Driver Importance Why

Value 5/5
Budget needs to stretch 
across 500 people.

Durability 3/5
Ongoing use is valuable, but 
not the only goal.

Perceived Value 3/5
The product should feel 
decent, not extravagant.

Brand Alignment 5/5
It must reflect a practical, 
quality-focused business.

Usefulness 4/5 People should want to keep it.

Visibility 5/5
The event is partly about 
awareness.

Distinctiveness 3/5
Memorable is good, but 
relevance matters more.

Audience Fit 5/5
Recipients include tradies, 
families and local people.

Product option What works What to watch

Branded cap
Public visibility, practical 
outdoors, good audience fit, 
strong brand presence

Need a comfortable fit and a 
design people will wear.

Quality cooler bag
Useful for families and works 
well with the outdoor setting

Higher unit cost may limit 
quantity.

Metal drink bottle
Useful and durable, good 
perceived value

May be too expensive for 500 
people.

Cheap plastic keyring
Low cost and easy to 
distribute

Low usefulness and low 
chance of long-term visibility.



There is no one correct answer. The cap might be the strongest all-rounder. The 
cooler bag could be a good prize, VIP gift or staff item. The bottle might suit a smaller 
group such as key clients or project partners. The keyring could still be used as a low-
cost add-on for children if it supports the day’s objectives. 

That is the point of the Matrix: it helps you make deliberate choices rather than 
pretending every recipient needs the same thing. 

Scenario: an employee welcome pack 
Now take a different project. A growing professional-services firm is onboarding 40 
people across the next six months. It wants new employees to feel valued and part of 
the team from their first day. 

The priorities change immediately: 

• Usefulness: 5/5 

• Perceived Value: 5/5 

• Brand Alignment: 5/5 

• Durability: 4/5 

• Audience Fit: 5/5 

• Visibility: 3/5 

• Value: 4/5 

• Distinctiveness: 3/5 

In this case, a good drink bottle, quality notebook, pen and branded hoodie or tote 
bag could work together as a small kit. A cheap high-volume giveaway would miss 
the purpose. The goal is not maximum reach; it is a positive, useful first impression. 

The products do not need to be luxury items. They simply need to feel considered, 
useful and consistent with the employer brand. 



⸻ 
Choosing the right product category 

There is no category that wins every project. Still, it helps to understand 
the natural strengths of each one. 

Drinkware 

Drink bottles, reusable coffee cups and tumblers often perform strongly for 
Usefulness, Durability and Lifestyle Integration. They can also have good 
Visibility because they travel between home, work, gyms and events. 

They are especially useful for staff gifts, onboarding, health and wellbeing 
initiatives, client gifts and outdoor events. Consider whether the recipient is 
likely to carry the item, how easy it is to clean and whether the material fits 
your brand. 

Potential weakness: a premium bottle can be a poor fit for a very large, low-
budget giveaway. 

Apparel and uniforms 

Apparel can be one of the highest-visibility forms of merchandise because 
people wear it in public. Polos, T-shirts, hoodies, jackets, caps and bucket hats 
can become mobile branding tools. 

Fit, comfort, fabric quality and decoration are critical. If the garment is 
uncomfortable or looks overly promotional, people will not wear it. For 
uniforms, think about the working environment and how often garments will 
be washed. 

Potential weakness: sizing, stock availability and lead times require more 
planning than many other product categories. 

Bags 

Tote bags, backpacks, cooler bags and laptop bags can offer excellent 
Visibility and Usefulness. They travel. They also provide a generous branding 
area without needing an oversized logo. 

Choose the type of bag around the recipient’s real life. A conference attendee 
may appreciate a simple tote. A professional employee may value a laptop 
backpack. A family audience might like a cooler bag or picnic-style option. 



Potential weakness: a low-quality bag that fails quickly damages Value and 
Brand Alignment. 

Stationery and desk products 

Notebooks, quality pens, desk mats and chargers can have strong private 
visibility and regular use, especially for office-based audiences. They can be 
practical additions to welcome packs, client gifts or conference kits. 

They may not be seen widely in public, but high-frequency use can still make 
them effective. 

Potential weakness: generic desk products are easy to forget, so 
presentation and Audience Fit matter. 

Technology 

Charging products, cables, speakers and other tech accessories can have 
high Perceived Value and Usefulness when they solve a genuine problem. 
They can work well for client gifts, employee recognition and premium 
campaigns. 

Check quality carefully. Technology that feels cheap, fails early or becomes 
outdated quickly is rarely good value. 

Potential weakness: compatibility, safety requirements and quality 
variations make samples especially important. 

Event giveaways 

Giveaways can be low-cost, fun and effective. The objective is often reach, 
immediate engagement or a simple reminder of the event. 

Do not judge them by the same rules as an executive gift. A modest item can 
be perfect if it is easy to distribute, relevant to the setting and supports 
awareness. 

Potential weakness: products selected purely because they are cheap can 
become waste, which is bad for both budget and brand. 
⸻ 



A note on sustainable merchandise 

Sustainability is increasingly part of the conversation around branded 
merchandise, and rightly so. But it is worth approaching it with the same 
practical thinking as everything else in this guide. 

An “eco” label on its own does not make a product a good choice. 

The better questions are: will the recipient use it, how long will it last, what is it 
made from, and does it genuinely support the values your business wants to 
express? A reusable product that is used for years can be a stronger choice 
than a novelty item made from a more sustainable material but forgotten 
after a week. 

This is where several Merch Matrix Decision Drivers overlap. Brand Alignment 
asks whether the product reflects your values. Durability asks whether it is 
likely to remain in use. Usefulness asks whether it has a place in real life. Value 
asks whether the decision makes sense beyond the upfront price. 

For example, an insulated drink bottle, a quality reusable coffee cup, a 
recycled-fabric backpack or a well-made organic cotton garment may all be 
good options. But they are only good options if they suit the audience and the 
project. Do not choose a product just because it has a sustainable story; 
choose it because that story, the product and the purpose all line up. 

Be careful with vague environmental claims too. If sustainability matters to 
your business, ask clear questions about the material, certifications where 
relevant, product life and packaging. It is better to be accurate and specific 
than to make a broad claim you cannot explain. 

Practical rule: the most sustainable promotional product is often the one 
that is useful enough to be kept, durable enough to last and appropriate 
enough to be used again and again. 

⸻ 



A practical process before you request quotes 

You do not need to know the exact product before speaking with a supplier. In 
fact, it is often better if you do not. A good brief gives you more useful options. 

Here is a simple process to follow. 

1. Define the project 

Write down the objective, audience, quantity, budget and required delivery 
date. Include how the products will be distributed. A product handed out at a 
conference may need to be easy to carry. A product mailed to employees 
needs to be practical to pack and send. 

2. Choose your top three Decision Drivers 

You do not need to treat all eight drivers equally. Decide what matters most. 

For example: 

⁃ A trade show: Value, Visibility and Audience Fit 
⁃ A client thank-you gift: Perceived Value, Brand Alignment and 

Usefulness 
⁃ A uniform program: Durability, Brand Alignment and Comfort/

Usefulness 
⁃ A sustainability campaign: Brand Alignment, Usefulness and Value 

3. Build a shortlist, not a single-product fixation 

Ask for two or three options at different price points. This makes it easier to 
compare trade-offs. You may discover that spending a little more dramatically 
improves durability or perceived value. Or you may find a simpler option that 
does the job just as well. 

4. Ask for samples where it matters 

For apparel, drinkware, bags, technology and premium gifts, samples are 
often worth the effort. Hold the item. Test the closure. Check the fabric. 
Consider the weight and finish. A catalogue photo cannot tell you everything. 

5. Check decoration and artwork early 

The same product can look completely different depending on the decoration 
method. Screen printing, embroidery, laser engraving, de bossing and digital 
print each have strengths and limitations. 



Ask what will work best for your logo, the product material and the number of 
colours in your artwork. Also confirm whether the branding area is large 
enough for the detail in your logo. 

6. Do not leave the timeline to the end 

Lead time is part of the product decision. A fantastic product that cannot 
arrive in time is not the right product for this project. Build in room for artwork 
approvals, production, freight and unexpected delays. 

⸻ 
Common questions about promotional products 

What are the best promotional products? 

There is no universal best product. The best choice depends on your 
objective, audience, budget and the Decision Drivers that matter most. A 
drink bottle may be excellent for onboarding and a cap may be better for an 
outdoor event. 

Should I choose the cheapest promotional product? 

Choose the product that gives the best value for the project. For a high-
volume awareness campaign, the cheapest suitable product may be right. For 
a long-term client gift or uniform program, a low upfront price can become 
poor value if the item is not kept or does not last. 

How much should I spend? 

Start with what the project needs to achieve, then work backwards from the 
budget. It can be smarter to give a smaller group something genuinely useful 
than give everyone an item with no chance of being kept. But that depends on 
whether depth of impact or breadth of reach is your goal. 

Are eco-friendly promotional products always better? 

Not automatically. Sustainability should be credible and suited to the 
product’s purpose. A reusable product that is actually used for years can be 
more meaningful than a so-called eco alternative that is thrown away 
immediately. Consider material, longevity, use and how the item aligns with 
your brand values. 



How early should I order? 

Earlier than you think. Allow time for product selection, samples, artwork, 
approval, production and freight. Lead times vary by product and decoration 
method. If your deadline is tight, make that one of the first things you discuss. 

Is Is it better to use a big logo? 

Not necessarily. A logo should be clear and visible, but people are more likely 
to use products that look good. The best branding treatment depends on the 
item, audience and purpose. A subtle engraved logo can feel more premium 
than a large print; a high-energy event giveaway may need something bolder. 

The final checklist before you place an order 
Before you approve a product, run through these questions: 

• What are we trying to achieve? 

• Who is receiving this, and what will they genuinely value? 

• Which three Decision Drivers matter most for this project? 

• Will the product be used once, occasionally or every day? 

• Where will it be used, and who else is likely to see it? 

• Does it reflect our brand and the experience we want to create? 

• Does the purchase price represent good value over the product’s likely 
lifetime? 

• Is the product distinctive enough to be remembered, while still relevant? 

• Have we checked a sample if quality, fit or finish matters? 

• Does the decoration method suit our logo and the product material? 

• Is there enough time for artwork, production and delivery? 

If you can answer these questions confidently, you are already ahead of most 
promotional product purchases. 

⸻ 



Final thoughts: choose with purpose 

Promotional products work because they can do something most advertising 
cannot: become part of someone’s real life. 

A useful bottle travels to the gym. A comfortable hoodie is worn on weekends. 
A quality pen stays on a desk. A client gift creates a moment of appreciation. 
A well-planned uniform helps a team look and feel part of the same business. 

But none of that happens by accident. 

The strongest merchandise projects begin with the right questions. They 
understand the objective, respect the audience and compare options based 
on more than price. 

That is what The Merch Matrix is here to help with. 

There is no perfect promotional product. 

There is only the product that best aligns with your project’s objectives. 

⸻ 

Continue your Merch Matrix journey 

If this guide has helped you think differently about choosing merchandise, the 
next step is to put the framework into practice. 

Download The Merch Matrix Project Planning Workbook — a practical 
worksheet to help you define your project, prioritise the eight Decision Drivers 
and compare your shortlist. 

You may also like: 

⁃ The Merch Matrix: Decision Driver Quick Reference 
⁃ The complete Merch Matrix article series 

Educational note: The Merch Matrix™ is a decision-making framework. It is 
not a universal product-rating system. The right product will always depend 
on your objectives, audience, budget and project requirements. 
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