
With rush requests now the norm, can suppliers and distributors keep up? 
By Jennifer Billock

THE NEED

Not that long ago, getting 
an order of promotional 
products from PO to com-
pleted delivery often took 
two weeks or more. That’s 
just the way it was. Emailed 

proofs and virtual spec samples hadn’t 
quite caught on yet, camera-ready artwork 
still needed to be mailed to suppliers, and 
every quick turnaround required a rush fee.

But clearly times have changed. In the 
past few years, requested order turnaround 
times have narrowed to the quickest in 
industry history. Counselor State of the 
Industry data shows roughly 40% of dis-
tributors are commonly seeing requested 

turnarounds of five days or fewer, and some 
suppliers are fielding a huge rise in over-
night to two-day turnarounds.

“We had triple the amount of rush 
requests in one month,” says Nathan Robson, 
director of promotional sales at Raining Rose 
(asi/80489). “Just over the last 12 months, 
we’re seeing significant spikes. Our average 
turnaround time is 48 hours on a rush. Right 
now our standard turnaround time is three 
days. We’re pretty much getting close to 
‘can’t go any faster.’ But we are seeing more 
and more 24-hour requests as well.”

Keisha Tompkin, director of opera-
tions at distributor Bankers Advertising 
(asi/131650), has seen a similar increase – 

even in orders where the rush isn’t actually 
needed.

“Over the past few years rush production 
seems to have become the norm,” she says. 
“So many suppliers offer it that customers 
and salespeople often request the quick 
turn or 24-hour service, even in cases where 
it is not required to meet an event date. 
Many have started to view it as standard 
production instead of an option to use only 
when absolutely necessary.”

The Amazon Effect
What’s the big reason for the need-it-now 
shift? Suppliers, like Robson, believe it all 
stems from Amazon. Buyers, he thinks, 
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are so used to being an Amazon Prime 
customer that they expect that same level 
of prompt service in the B-to-B arena. 
Consumers are also moving to a more self-
service style of working. They’re more than 
happy to go onto a website, design their 
logo, upload it, and submit it all online 
at their own pace – without any desire to 
interface with customer service or sales, 
or wait for a company to put the wheels in 
motion for them.

Although many distributors and sup-
pliers can and do meet these short time-
frames, it’s definitely not without road-
blocks. Customers often want to see a proof 
before the order even goes into production, 
but that can add an extra day or more to 
prepare it and wait for customer approval.

Artwork just to get the proof can be a 
concern as well. Mary Dobsch, owner of 
The Chest (asi/44830), says it’s like pulling 
teeth. Customers take their time preparing 
it, getting it approved, submitting it to the 
distributor – they don’t realize that nothing 
can move forward without artwork, even if 
they sent in an order weeks earlier. 

Another major issue, Tompkin says, is 
that often both customers and salespeople 
don’t understand the process or what steps 
are needed to get an order produced and 
shipped. “We see requests for same-day or 
next-day production, but the time required 
to process the order, make the screens 
and print the goods often doesn’t allow for 
that,” she says. “In some cases it may lead 
to poor quality imprints or issues during 
packing and shipping.”

Errors tend to happen more frequently 
on rush orders – from incorrect artwork 
to a missed check causing things like text 
typos to bad imprints – because people are 
working at a faster than normal pace. Every 
error along the way slows production time.

Location can also be a problem. Carol 
DeVille, president of Canada-based The 
Branding Company (asi/145018), has a few 
customers in the Canadian oil fields – but 
only a few services ship there. If any of 
those customers try to place a rush order, 
they’re setting themselves up for failure, 
DeVille says.

AZ-based distributor Prickly Pear has 
a challenge it routinely faces: it can take 
up to five business days for products to 
be shipped in from a supplier on the East 
Coast. But that’s not the biggest problem 
Prickly Pear deals with. Owner Toby Mann 
says that most order issues result from sup-

pliers not keeping inventory anymore. She 
says about 50% of her vendors don’t carry 
as much in stock as they once did.

“This is the first time I’ve really seen this 
come up, just in the last three years,” Mann 
says. “We have to be very careful in prom-
ising our clients anything until we speak 
directly with the vendor to make sure they 

have the items in stock. People just don’t 
want inventory, not knowing where and 
when it’s going to sell. That’s an extra step 
we’ve had to initiate in our company in order 
to get the product to our client in time.”

Dobsch puts much of the financial chal-
lenges in short turnarounds squarely on the 
shoulders of customers. She says that many 
seem to want to hold their money until the 
very last minute, setting the whole process 
behind for both suppliers and distributors. 
“The customers are insisting on hanging 
onto their money and then they want it 
instantaneously,” she says.

Ideas & Solutions 
Despite the ballooning list of speed-related 
issues, there are certainly solutions to 
these complications. It’s possible to shrink 
the order process and delivery cycle – it 
just takes a bit of extra planning. Nancy 
Gudekunst, owner at MARCO Ideas Unlim-
ited, has had to make a few process changes 
in her business in order to accommodate 
the requests. Like other distributors, she’s 
developed a partnership with several trusted 
suppliers, ones she knows will respect her 

“The closer 
you can move 
your product 

manufacturing to 
your customers, 

the easier it’s  
going to be.”
Joe Adamski, A.T. Kearney

Speed Test
Ever wonder how web-based, on-demand companies 
stack up to a true industry professional? For a session 
at the 2016 Power Summit, ASI staffers ordered mugs 
from Amazon, Café Press, Alibaba, Vistaprint, and an 
industry supplier. Here’s what we learned.
• Shipping windows ranged from two to eight days, and every 
company delivered their product within the timeframe they 
laid out at the start.
• The promo industry supplier and Alibaba could not 
accommodate small orders. All others had a minimum 
order of one mug. The supplier’s minimum was 48, and 
Alibaba required one carton of 36.
• Alibaba could not imprint the mugs, and only shipped blank 
white ones. The majority of them arrived broken, as well, in a 
bubble wrapped box but with no internal support.
• Café Press, Amazon and Vistaprint were the most 
responsive with customer support.
• Café Press was the least expensive at $70.75. The industry 
supplier cost the most, at $211.90.
• The imprint, across the board, wasn’t the best quality. Café 
Press’ imprint was grainy, faded and on the wrong part of the 
mug. Amazon’s colors were faded, though all other aspects 
were acceptable. Vistaprint also produced a grainy and faded 
imprint, and the industry supplier’s imprint quality was 
inconsistent – some were crisp and others were grainy.



Carol DeVille, The 
Branding Company 
(asi/145018): Could you 
imagine how many drones 
that would be? It’s exciting 
and it’s definitely fun, but 
how far is a drone going 

to go? Is it going to sit in a geographical 
50 km range, and the customers at 51 km 
don’t get drone delivery? When a drone 
gets to your delivery dock, how do they get 
anything signed? If you’re at a hotel at an 
event, does your drone get in the elevator 
and come up? What would be the weight 
capacity of the drone? How do you insure 
your package? What kind of traffic control 
would there be? Logistically I’m not sure 
how this would be managed.

Nancy Gudekunst, MARCO 
Ideas Unlimited: I don’t 
know what the future may 
bring, but I have an issue 
right now where a client 
needs a time-sensitive 
order. I wanted them to see 

a sample of the product before the proof is 
approved. Well, the sample is in their town 
right now, I tracked it, but they can’t get it 
up the hill through three feet of snow. So 
I’m thinking, ‘Gosh, maybe a drone would be 
good in this situation.’ Because shipping is 
holding up this important order and the cli-
ent’s getting nervous about it – but a drone 
could certainly get it there. Who knows 
what the future might bring?

Mary Dobsch, The Chest 
(asi/44830): Drone delivery 
is premature. We need to 
give it five years. It’s defi-
nitely going to happen, but 
right now there’s not enough 
history there. I don’t think 

we can be the trendsetters. It’s going to have 
to be the Amazons first and we will have to 
learn from their mistakes. We all need to 
pay very close attention to what’s happen-
ing. Once we see something successful, we 
have to get on board. And that’s how we can 
stay ahead of the game. By watching what 
the people out there doing something similar 
to us are doing and seeing how we can take 
advantage of their knowledge.

Nathan Robson, Raining 
Rose (asi/80489): It feels 
like another world when you 
talk about drone delivery of 
packages, but it’s already 
happening. I do think that’s 
what we’re looking at 

because of the rapid advancement of tech-
nology. It’s not out of the question that in a 
decade we could see drones carrying tank-
ers from overseas and delivering it here. 
And that’s kind of a scary thought, but I 
certainly think it’s something that’s going to 
impact our industry in some shape or form.

Keisha Tompkin, Bankers 
Advertising (asi/131650): 
I’m not really sure about 
this one. It may be pos-
sible in some areas, but it’s 
something I’d need to see 
done for a while to be 

comfortable with it.

As speed becomes more important, are 
drones the future of deliveries?

company and she can respect theirs.  
She’s culled such a good relationship with 

them that at this point, she can send rough 
POs directly to the manufacturer just to 
get the orders started in advance. She only 
does it sparingly though, because it requires 
cutting out interoffice staff that check cus-
tomer orders to make sure everything looks 
perfect. But even before sending over the 
PO, she gets on the phone with the supplier 
to make sure everything is in stock and the 
production time can be met. She gets it in 
writing to share with her client, too; that way 
no one ends up disappointed and all expec-
tations are out there from the start.

DeVille runs a similar type of operation. 
She works on orders with a “supplier pool” 
– a group of suppliers that she knows can 
accommodate what she needs in a short 
timeframe. She provides those options to 
her customers, who then pick from within 
the pool.

Joe Adamski, a senior manager in the 
Strategy and Top Line Transformation prac-
tice of A.T. Kearney, a global strategy and 
management consulting firm, encourages 
distributors to bring these types of partner-
ships to their websites, while also guiding 
the order process online to help customers 
find what they want in a realistic timeframe.

“You want to have a high-quality website 
that allows people to put in the design they 
need, but also pushes them in the direction 
you want them to go in terms of what you 
know you’re able to produce quickly,” he 
says. “Highlight any kind of breakpoints 
in quantity, where you can get customers 
something now based on the amount. Are 
there particular clients or items you can 
feature on the website in order to allow 
people to get their products faster?”

That means giving preference to nearby 
suppliers, ones that manufacture and ship 
from a location close to the customer. Both 
Robson and Dobsch note that because 
their items are produced locally, it allows 
them to streamline the process for every 
order. They don’t have to wait for supplies 
to come in, or for something to get through 
customs because it’s made overseas – and 
that makes everything easier and quicker 
for them and for the distributor waiting for 
product to ship.

“At the end of the day, there’s always a 
trade off between the cost of producing 
something and the time it takes to be able 
to produce it,” Adamski says. “There’s a bal-
ance there. You have to play the scenarios 

forward and do the risk assessments in 
order to know the best place to produce 
your products. The closer you can move 
your product manufacturing to your cus-
tomers, the easier it’s going to be.”

Overall though, the best way to decrease 
lead times and meet those tight turn-
arounds is simply increasing transparency. 
Ensure every salesperson and staff member 
knows the process and what to expect from 
each supplier or distributor. Get comfort-

able enough with clients to predict their 
ordering habits and needs. Know the prod-
ucts inside and out. Have every expectation 
set out up front.

“This way, the customer can receive the 
goods, the supplier can execute at the level 
you know they can, and you as the distribu-
tor can commit to making sure the process 
works as a one-step solution,” DeVille says. 
“Ensuring success for everybody means 
knowing the data up front.”–JB


