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1) EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The emergence of brand safety in digital marketing has advertisers and media buyers perplexed and 
searching for answers. On the one hand, digital media advertising is on the rise. On the other hand, 
there is a legitimate concern for challenges posed by ads that appear alongside material that may 
be considered offensive to some. While the focus 
on content placement is a legitimate concern for 
brands, it is not the only consideration marketers 
face. 

When viewed holistically, brand safety is about 
much more than content placement. It encompasses 
every aspect of a brand’s image. In reality, brand 
reputation is exposed anywhere a company logo, 
name, tagline and so forth are located. Whether or 
not the results of exposure are positive or negative 
is dependent upon the awareness of risks associated 
with each medium and the actions taken to mitigate 
the associated risk. Focusing on digital media alone 
is short-sided and dangerous. 

Branded merchandise provides an example of the 
most common form of advertising with logos. Nearly every organization uses branded merchandise 
in one way or another. Brand reputations are tied to these products the same way they are tied to 
digital media. 

Unfortunately, many advertisers are not aware of the potential pitfalls and risks associated with 
branded merchandise that could expose their organization to similar risks related to digital marketing. 
Fortunately, there are ways users of branded merchandise can protect themselves. This white paper 
provides awareness and guidance that will help to protect and grow your brand. 

The products are not the problem. Rather, the manner in which they are sourced is what causes the 
most significant concern.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewstephen/2017/07/30/brand-safety-digital-ads-adjacency/#7a43b43e5361
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2017/08/14/brand-safety-do-you-know-where-your-content-is/#47568c361f70
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2017/08/14/brand-safety-do-you-know-where-your-content-is/#47568c361f70
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2) THE PROBLEM 

Branded merchandise carries brand reputations. The responsible sourcing of branded merchandise 
(often referred to as promotional products) presents a brand safety issue when marketers do not 
implement responsible sourcing best practices.   

Promotional Products Association International (PPAI) defines promotional products as, “products 
usually imprinted with a company’s name, logo or message—include useful or decorative articles of 
merchandise that are utilized in marketing and communication programs. Imprinted products that are 
distributed free are called advertising specialties. Imprinted items given as an incentive for a specific 
action are known as premiums. Business gifts, awards and commemoratives are also considered 
promotional products.”   

The problem starts with the fact that branded merchandise is typically not designed, manufactured 
or managed by the brand whose reputation is attached to the product. Often, the brand using these 
promotional items does not have visibility into where or how the product is manufactured. 

Think of branded merchandise as a consumer product that has been altered 
to carry a message. Just like any consumer product offered for sale via 
retail channels, these promotional products are subject to state and federal 
regulations. A growing number of product safety issues and related recalls 
associated with goods primarily being manufactured in China has resulted 
in stricter requirements and standards for products we all use every day. 
Branded merchandise is no exception. 

Unfortunately, compliance with product safety laws, social responsibility best practices, and 
adherence to quality and environmental standards is typically not a consideration for brand 
managers, though it should be. Compliance with these requirements is not an option for anyone in 
the chain—including marketers.  

The problem is two-fold. 
1. In the past, there was an absence of a standard for compliance and product safety within the 

branded merchandise industry.
2. There is a potential risk that product safety issues and recalls from foreign manufacturers 

can damage not only end-buyer/consumer brands but also the reputation of the branded 
merchandise industry as a whole.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
http://ppai.org/association/faqs/
http://ppai.org/
https://www.cpsc.gov/PromotionalProducts/
https://www.cpsc.gov/PromotionalProducts/
https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls 
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This problem is exacerbated by many advertisers not being fully aware of the associated benefits and 
risks posed by branded merchandise. When considering branded merchandise, the average advertisers 
tend to focus on price, “cool factor” and quantity—typically in that order. However, when used 
correctly, branded merchandise is an essential component of the marketing mix—not an add-on or 
afterthought and not a commodity where all factors are equal. 

Also, brand safety requirements were thrust onto the promotional products industry as Fortune 1000 
companies tend to treat the medium with the same respect as their direct spend categories. The result 
was that branded merchandise industry manufacturers and importers—the entry points for products 
into the marketplace—were in search of a way to address Fortune 1000 product safety concerns and 
compliance requirements effectively. 

3) THE HISTORY 

Branded merchandise itself is more than 
just an ad. It is an advertising medium 
that allows for, “advertisers to break 
through the everyday noise of traditional 
and digital advertising to get in touch with 
consumers in tangible, useful, creative 
and meaningful ways,” according to 
PPAI. Learn more about the value and 
effectiveness of branded merchandise.

In a world where consumers have the 
power to block your digital advertising, 
branded merchandise often results 
with the recipient of an advertising 
message saying “THANK YOU.” No other 
advertising medium can make this claim.

“Promotional products are built to leverage the greatest reach, drive recall and fiercely 
resonate to engage the best reaction among consumers, relative to any other advertising 
channel,” according to this study from PPAI.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
http://ppai.org/
https://vimeo.com/223384999
https://vimeo.com/223384999
http://ppai.org/media/2321/ppai2017consumerstudysummary.pdf
https://vimeo.com/223384999
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Many vital customers of the branded merchandise industry are household names that seek to 
promote their corporate brand identity with promotional products that embody their principles. 
Consumer-facing brands have a low threshold for bad publicity, particularly when it is not a product 
they, themselves, manufacture.

To address the issue, the national trade association (PPAI) launched an 
industry-wide education initiative - Product Safety Aware. This program 
is intended to make promotional products professionals aware of their 
responsible sourcing obligations and the need to further develop their 
supply chains.  

At the same time, many branded merchandise companies began to 
implement various versions of responsible sourcing programs on their 
own while others stood on the sidelines and did little or nothing.  

The leading companies in the branded merchandise industry could not continue, and didn’t want to 
continue, to address this topic in a reactive nature; yet there was a marked absence of an industry-
specific compliance standard.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
http://ppai.org/
http://ppai.org/members/product-safety-aware/
http://ppai.org/media/2321/ppai2017consumerstudysummary.pdf
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4) THE SOLUTION

People like to get stuff and people keep stuff. Thus, recipients of branded merchandise are exposed 
to your messaging, chemicals contained in the makeup of the product, and the usefulness of the 
product. Responsibly sourced branded merchandise mitigates risk to brands and engages 
the target audience in ways that other advertising mediums simply cannot. 

While there are several organizations serving the branded merchandise industry, none of them 
specialized in developing compliance programs. Additionally, the wide range of business models and 
the desire to find a one-size-fits-all solution tended to steer the industry toward the lowest common 
denominator as opposed to a standard that Fortune 1000 companies 
find acceptable. 

To address these concerns, an independent, not-for-profit, organization 
developed an accreditation program to elevate the standards by 
which industry firms that import and/or manufacture branded 
merchandise provide consistently safe, high-quality, socially compliant 
and environmentally conscientious merchandise. The accreditation 
established a comprehensive industry standard (the five pillars of 
compliance) based on a combination of state and national laws, 

international standards and industry-accepted 
best practices that are recognized for their 
strength and effectiveness.

Nonbiased validation is built in through 
required, independent, third-party audits that 
confirm the compliance programs are in place 
and have the ability to detect and deter unsafe 
or non-compliant products. The result is an all-
inclusive program that keeps inferior goods 
from entering the U.S. marketplace and reduces 

potential harm not only to end-buyer brand equity but also end-user client health. 

There are many good suppliers in the branded merchandise industry. Any company may choose to 
implement manufacturing compliance policies and procedures. However, they are usually self-regulated, 
do not fully encompass all pillars of compliance and are rarely verified by an independent, third-party.  

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
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Accreditation is one of the highest honors an organization can receive. It provides validation that 
an organization continuously meets and exceeds standards for quality and excellence. Moreover, 
accreditation offers assurances for brand safety. 

When you insist on branded merchandise from accredited companies, you have the advantage of 
knowing these firms have invested many resources in compliance processes and continuously subject 
those processes to independent, third-party review.

These processes continue to be reviewed each year on a random basis. Accredited companies continue to 
demonstrate their commitment to assuring compliance with the biannual renewal of their accreditation. 
The result: Brand safety through the responsible sourcing of branded merchandise.

5) THE BENEFITS
Certification and accreditation are necessary components of business operations today; they are 
quite simply the “new normal.” More and more, large companies are only interested in vendors who 
understand the importance of safety and compliance and who insist on it in relation to every component 
of the manufacturing and import process. 

Accreditation is the component that allows companies to take the next steps to greater, more robust 
processes and controls. It provides ongoing education for manufacturers and distributors of branded 
merchandise and their clients.

Professionals in marketing, procurement and compliance do not always have the time or resources 

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
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necessary to manage brand safety adequately. Accredited sources of supply for branded merchandise 
offer a simple solution for brands at no additional cost or effort.  
By incorporating accredited supplier requirements into your marketing and procurement strategy, you 
boost the level of your brand safety program and mitigate risk without increasing workload or costs.  

On the other hand, for those brands already performing audits of the branded merchandise supply 
chain on their own, using accredited sources of supply will yield significant time and cost savings as it 
will no longer be necessary to conduct these additional audits. 

6) THE CALL-TO-ACTION 
Accreditation mitigates risk and provides 
brand safety assurances above and beyond the 
average self-regulated compliance program in 
the branded merchandise industry. 

1. Demand greater transparency from 
your branded merchandise vendors. 
They should be stewards of your brand. 

2. Review your company’s code of 
conduct and values statement and 
align your company’s values with your 
promotional materials. 

3. Update your compliance, marketing 
and procurement policies to include accredited sources of supply for your branded 
merchandise. 

Learn more by clicking here.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
https://vimeo.com/327479590
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7) ABOUT “COMPANY”

The Quality Certification Alliance (QCA) was formed in July 2008 as a group of industry thought 
leaders to address the safety, compliance and social responsibility needs of the branded merchandise 
industry. By providing the tools required to help companies within the industry, QCA puts the 
necessary processes in place to deliver consistently safe and safely produced merchandise with an eye 
on corporate and social responsibility.

QCA is an independent, non-profit organization dedicated to helping branded merchandise suppliers 
provide safe and compliant products. QCA’s purpose is to protect brand reputations and the 
promotional product industry by certifying the processes involved in product quality, product safety, 
supply chain security, social accountability, and environmental stewardship.

Opinions expressed by QCA Contributors are their own.

http://www.qcalliance.org/
http://twitter.com/ducttape 
https://www.qcalliance.org/
https://www.qcalliance.org/participate
https://vimeo.com/340739062
https://twitter.com/qcalliance
https://www.facebook.com/QCAlliance
https://www.linkedin.com/company/978817/?trk=tyah
https://vimeo.com/qcalliance 

