
When gauging influence 
and, yes, power, you can look at many factors. 
Business success is important. Sheer size of a 
company that an executive runs matters. But, 
there are intangibles, as well. Who is shifting 
strategies – and winning? Who is mentoring 
others in the market, and setting an agenda that 
many want to follow? 

These are the attributes we look at when 
choosing members of the annual Counselor 
Power 50. The 2012 group has all of the traits 
above – and then some. 

The people on the following pages set the 
agenda for the market, provide successful exam-
ples for others to follow, and ultimately, dictate 
how business is done in the ad specialty industry. 
You’ll find the 1-50 rankings along with reasons 
for why they place where they do on the list. 
Indicated along with each profile is where they 
placed on last year’s list, to reflect their chang-
ing influence on the market. Rankings are often 
based on a survey Counselor conducts, which 
asks the industry and the Power 50 themselves 
to rate whether each person on last year’s list has 
gained or lost influence over the past 12 months. 

Turn the page to see the 2012 Power 50, as 
well as five profiles of members of this year’s 
Power 50 class who stand out from the crowd. 
Plus, wondering how this group views the mar-
ket outlook, what they do in their spare time, and 
who they’d pay to hear give a speech? Check out 
the infographics that begin on page 68.   
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Meet the most influential executives in today’s 
ad specialty market. 
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1
Marty Lott
SanMar (asi/84863)
2011 Rank: 2
Leading a perennial Distributor 
Choice Award winner, as well as 
receiving overwhelmingly posi-
tive votes from both the Power 
50 and the industry, Lott moves 
up one spot to again capture the 
top spot on the list. If customer 
service is the key to industry 
success, then Lott is leading the 
way. He was also number one 
in 2008. 

2
Kevin Lyons-Tarr
4imprint (asi/197045)
2011 Rank: 3
The 2012 Counselor Person 
of the Year moves up one spot 
to number two after consecu-
tive years (2012 and 2011) of 
double-digit revenue growth 
for 4imprint. Providing a model 
of online and catalog business 
that others in the industry are 
trying to emulate, Lyons-Tarr is 
offering the industry a success 
roadmap. 

3
Michael Bernstein 
& David Nicholson
Polyconcept
2011 Rank: 1
Bernstein takes the place of 
Philippe Varnier and Yann Leca 
on the Power 50 list, after he 
was installed as CEO of Polyon-
cept earlier this year. Nicholson, 
president of Polyconcept North 
America (Bullet, Journalbooks, 
Leed’s, Trimark Sportswear), 
joins Bernstein, as PCNA repre-
sents the second-largest sup-
plier firm in the industry. 

4
Eric Bensussen & 
Jay Deutsch
BDA (asi/137616)
2011 Rank: 6
The duo at the helm of BDA jumps 
three spots after receiving high 
scores for improved influence from 
both the industry and the Power 
50. With more than $300 million 
in ad specialty sales, BDA has also 
grown its business by more than 
20% each of the past two years.

5
Greg Muzzillo & 
Vera Muzzillo
Proforma (asi/300094)
2011 Rank: 4
After growing revenues by double 
digits in recent years, the heads of 
Proforma retain their top-five spot 
on the Power 50. The tandem, 
however, received low scores 
for increased influence from the 
industry and move down just one 
spot on this year’s Power 50.

6
Marc Simon
Halo Branded  
Solutions (asi/356000) 
2011 rank: 5
Solidifying his place in the top 
10, Simon continues to oversee a 
growing operation at Halo, which 
completed two acquisitions in 
2012. Halo itself was also sold 
in May of this year, moving from 
equity firm Compass Diversified 
Holdings to PSP Capital Partners. 

7
Gene Geiger & 
Jo-an Lantz
Geiger (asi/202900)
2011 Rank: 9
Geiger and Lantz move up two 
spots in the top 10 after overseeing 
12% growth last year and showing 
a similar growth pattern in 2012. 
The company is also a model in the 
market for green operations, as it 
signed a carbon neutral deal with 
UPS in October to ensure the eco-
friendliness of all of its shipments. 

8
Rich Witaszak
Staples Promotional 
Products (asi/120601)
2011 Rank: 8
Witaszak, who oversees the 
promotional products division of 
office retailer Staples, retains his 
number-eight position after grow-
ing sales by 7% in 2011. The division 
has shown similar growth patterns 
this year, and is the largest distribu-
tor in the ad specialty market.

9
David Woods
AIA Corporation 
(asi/109480)
2011 Rank: 11
In growth mode for the past few 
years (including a 17% increase in 
sales last year), Woods and AIA 
have been shooting up the Power 
50 and Top 40. Woods jumps 
three spots after receiving positive 
influence ratings from both the 
Power 50 and the industry.

10
Dale Adams
Omnicom DAS
2011 Rank: N/A
Adams is the highest-ranked 
newcomer to the 2012 Power 
50. He oversees the division at ad 
agency giant Omnicom, parent 
to Group II Communications and 
TIC, two separate Top 40 distribu-
tors (ranked number four and 15, 
respectively) that are both growing 
and combined would total more 
than $300 million in annual sales. 

11
Bob Lederer,  
Jeff Lederer & 
Paula Shulman
Prime Line (asi/79530)
2011 Rank: 16
The Prime Line group is rated 
highly by both the Power 50 and 
the industry at large, and its mem-
bers oversee a growing operation 
(17% in 2011) that has successfully 
integrated new lines (Leeman, Built 
NY) into its offerings. 

12
Trevor Gnesin
Logomark (asi/67866)
2011 Rank: 12
After launching two new brands 
in the past couple of years (Val-
uemark and 99centpromos.com), 
Gnesin has successfully overseen 
his company’s move into new 
product lines. He has also turned 
his company into a technology 
leader in the market, following its 
introduction of interactive mobile 
apps.

13
Jonathan  
Isaacson
Gemline (asi/56070)
2011 Rank: 14
Isaacson moves up one spot on the 
Power 50 after receiving positive 
influence ratings from his fellow 
Power 50 members. A perennial 
Distributor Choice Award winner, 
Gemline has also become a go-to 
supplier in the industry.

14
Ross Silverstein
iPROMOTEu (asi/232119)
2011 Rank: 15
After growing revenues by more 
than 25% last year at his com-
pany, Silverstein jumps up one 
spot in the Power 50. iPROMOTEu 
continues to add distributors to 
its affiliate ranks (now with more 
than 700), and has increased its 
sales by 75% in the past five years. 

15
Jack Ma
Alibaba Group
2011 Rank: 13
Despite growing his company’s 
revenues by 60% in the first half of 
2012 (to reach $1.8 billion), Ma falls 
two spots on the Power 50. Also, 
while Alibaba had tried to make a 
splash last year with a U.S.-based 
ad campaign, the company’s U.S. 
business has stagnated. 

16
Ira Neaman
Vantage Apparel 
(asi/93390)
2011 Rank: 22
Neaman vaults into the top 20 this 
year after receiving high influence 
scores. His company is a leader in 
the imprinted apparel space, and 
is a consistent winner of Coun-
selor’s Distributor Choice Award. 

17
Bonni Shevin-Sandy
Dard Products 
(asi/48500)
2011 Rank: 23
Sandy, who also received high 
influence ratings from the indus-
try and other Power 50 members, 
jumps up six spots on this year’s 
list. She is a key industry player 
on the international stage, and 
is a trusted voice on global eco-
nomic and product safety issues. 

18
Glenn Chamandy
Gildan Activewear
2011 Rank: 20
While Gildan grew its revenues by 
32% last year, Chamandy jumps 
two spots thanks to his company’s 
acquisition of competitor Anvil 
Knitwear. Gildan is now an even 
bigger player in the apparel mar-
ket – as well as one of the largest 
companies represented on the 
Power 50. 

19
Bill Schmidt Sr., 
CJ Schmidt & Bill 
Schmidt Jr.
Hit Promotional  
Products (asi/61125)
2011 Rank: 27
The Schmidt family takes the 
largest jump on the Power 50, 
making a leap into the top 20 
after showing impressive sales 
growth (30% last year and 125% 
in the last five years), becoming a 
customer service industry model 
(double Distributor Choice Award 
winner this year) and receiving 
high scores for influence. 

“You’re not going to compare me 
to Michael Corleone, are you?,” 
laughs Michael Bernstein, the 

recently-installed chairman and CEO 
of Polyconcept, referring to the famous 
Godfather quote from Vito’s favorite son: 
“Just when I thought I was out, they pull me 
back in.” 

He’s asking because Bernstein, though 
he’s always retained a seat on the Polycon-
cept board, had, in fact, left the industry 
entirely three years ago to run his boutique guitar company and immerse himself in 
the music industry. But as of May of this year, he was back in the promotional prod-
ucts business and at the helm of the world’s largest supplier company.

The why of that is the real question. “The reality was that Polyconcept was facing 
significant challenges in Europe for a number of reasons, and the Board asked if I 
would get involved, and I thought I could potentially help,” Bernstein says, adding 
that he felt a sense of loyalty to the company, as his father founded Leed’s, the flag-
ship entity within Polyconcept North America. “The opportunity to transform the 
business model in Europe to more reflect what we’ve been successful doing in North 
America was a terrific challenge. Time will tell if everything we’re planning works, 
but from a business challenge standpoint, coming back to the industry felt like the 
right next step for me.”

When asked about his outlook for the industry in 2013, Bernstein points out that 
his perception is framed in an international context as he’s spent the majority of 
this year in markets outside the U.S. “While the North American market appears 
to be stable and could continue to grow at a moderate rate, the problems in Europe 
will continue into 2013 and possibly beyond,” he says. “We anticipate the European 
market to be down around 10% in 2013, after declines of approximately 15% overall 
in 2012 and 10% down in the second half of 2011. The European crisis is having a 
ripple effect throughout the world and poses significant risks to the North American 
market, so we’re taking an overall conservative approach to 2013.”

Just how conservative? “I think it’s a difficult period for the industry and global 
economy in general,” Bernstein says. “We’re expecting industry revenues in North 
America to be moderately up 1%-3% barring any major macroeconomic disruptions. 
For our companies, we’re looking at growth of 4%-8% before taking into account 
new initiatives such as our apparel launch into the U.S.”

David Nicholson, who oversees the company’s U.S. and Canadian business as 
president of Polyconcept North America, views the official launch of Trimark 
apparel into the U.S. market as the company’s major initiative next year. “This is our 
top priority for 2013 and we’re very excited to bring it to our distributors,” he says. 
“We will be hiring more employees next year to support the growth of our core busi-
nesses as well as our apparel expansion.”

With Bernstein’s main goal for next year to “increase profitability,” he aims to 
develop a truly global supplier company that gives Polyconcept an opportunity to 
leverage its scale and expansive geographic positioning. “It seems to be the time 
in the industry when scale is going to become more of an issue,” Bernstein says. “I 
don’t think the global industry is growing, nor do I think it has long-term growth 
prospects that are dramatic, so it comes down to being more efficient and doing 
things better to gain market share. In most industries that are mature like ours, the 
largest players who use their assets most effectively tend to be the winners.” – MB

Michael Bernstein & 
David Nicholson
polyconcept

The Stabilizers

Bonni Shevin-Sandy
DARD design

Michael Bernstein dave nicholson

3 17
“Innovation. Creativity. Uniqueness.” It’s the tagline of 

Dard Design International, but does a fair job describing 
what its president and CEO, Bonni Shevin-Sandy, brings 

to the table as well.
Dard Design was officially incorporated in March 2011, and at 

that time the company was generating a seven-figure sales rev-
enue. Shevin-Sandy had started doing custom work in the over-
seas marketplace 10 years earlier, as an offshoot of Counselor 
Top 40 supplier Dard Products, the third-generation company 
her family owns. But soon Dard Design became her sole focus 
and passion, and she made the unusual decision to separate it 
from the parent company. 

“This year we moved into our own facility 20 minutes from the supplier company 
we were once part of,” Shevin-Sandy says. “I only work with one distributor in each 
end-user account and partner with them to the fullest capacity – we don’t work with 
our partners’ competition, which is the key to our growth. Sometimes being more 
selective with clients is better – this is how to build a strategic alliance. As a Top 40 
supplier in the industry, Dard Products traditional business plan wouldn’t allow for 
the strategic alliances my select partners needed for growth.” Is her plan working? 
Apparently, as Dard Design tripled its revenue in 2012.

Consider that in 1993, with 10 years of formal education and training as a psy-
chologist, Shevin-Sandy was poised to work in that field. But her father, Cary Shevin, 
and grandfather, Jack – who founded Counselor Top 40 supplier Dard – urged her 
to give the family business a try for one year. “I had to work my way up, which was a 
challenge, but a good one as I learned all facets of the business,” she says.

But her real talent, perhaps because of her psych background, was selling. When 
her grandfather and father gave Shevin-Sandy a list of 12 accounts that weren’t 
doing much business with Dard Products at the time, she quadrupled their sales. 

Cut to 2001, when she opened up the import division within Dard and called it 
Dard Design International (DDI). “I grew it double digits every year,” Shevin-Sandy 
says. “DDI does a large portion of business in import sales, so I partnered with a 
design house and then opened a Hong Kong office. In addition, I was in charge of 
product development, so I’ve designed hundreds of items and patented over 40 
worldwide.”

Counselor named Shevin-Sandy its International Person of the Year in 2009, and 
she’s been living up to that title ever since. “When I started doing business abroad, 
my very first custom order was for $1.1 million,” she says. 

She’s overseas about six weeks out of the year, and despite a global economy that 
can most charitably be described as “tumultuous,” Shevin-Sandy’s gift for selling 
remains. “There are always opportunities, and every time I go overseas I make new 
connections and come back with new international clients,” she says. “Right now, 
we’re manufacturing, warehousing, fulfilling and shipping to more than 48 countries.”

More recently, inspired by her mother, Harriet, Shevin-Sandy decided to, as she 
says, take her company “to the next level.” “Earlier this year, Dard Design was given 
the designation of a Woman-Owned Certified Business,” she says. “It was always 
100% run by me, and managed by Danielle Torres, and we have several clients who 
have long-term relationships with Fortune 500 companies. It’s these corporations 
that have established supplier-diversity programs, and our distributor clients urged 
me to explore woman-owned certification. As a woman-owned company, DDI will 
now be able to meet the requirements of supplier-diversity initiatives in these larger, 
Fortune 500 accounts. We choose to partner, not just supply.” – MB

Bonni shevin-sandy

The Inter-
nationalist
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20
Nicolas Paillot & 
emmanuel bruno
Norwood & BIC Graphic 
North America
2011 Rank: 10
Emmanuel Bruno, who became 
vice president and general man-
ager for Norwood & BIC Graphic 
North America earlier this year, 
joins Nicolas Paillot on the list for 
2012. After the supplier’s sales 
fell by 9% in 2011 and by 35% 
over the past five years, though, 
the duo drops 10 spots in the 
Power 50.

21
Eric Belcher
InnerWorkings 
(asi/168860)
2011 Rank: 25
Growth and expansion are on the 
menu for this print and promo 
products company. InnerWorkings 
has filed record revenue growth 
for every quarter this year, aver-
aging more than 20% growth. 
Belcher is also overseeing the 
company’s international expan-
sion, after it recently acquired 
Merchandise Mania in the U.K. 
Also, it has grown its North Ameri-
can ad specialty revenues by 27% 
over the last five years to surpass 
the $100 million last year. 

22
Jason Black
Boundless Network 
(asi/143717)
2011 Rank: 18
Black falls four spots after receiv-
ing lower ratings for influence 
from both the Power 50 and the 
industry at large. His company, 
however, has grown into a $60 
million distributorship in just eight 
years, increasing revenues from 
$24 million five years ago. 

23
Billy Dolan &
Vivian Lo  
Camsing Global
2011 Rank: 17
The Camsing duo, which oversees 
supplier brands such as Senator, 
Adva-Lite and Toppers, drops six 
spots after receiving low influ-
ence ratings from both the Power 
50 and the industry at large. 
Camsing has also added the 
Avaline and Custom HBC brands 
to its stable this year. Current 
challenge: integrating all these 
lines into one operation. 

24
Sharon, Taly  
& Ely Eyal
ETS Express (asi/51197)
2011 Rank: N/A
Another newcomer to the 2012 
Power 50, the Eyal family heads 
up one of the fastest-growing 
large suppliers in the industry. 
Increasing revenues by more than 
200% in the past five years, ETS 
is now firmly entrenched in the 
Top 40 – and the leaders also run 
a company on the Counselor Best 
Places to Work list. 

25
Jack So
Hong Kong Trade 
Development Council
2011 Rank: 26
The HKTDC runs multiple trade 
shows that impact and service 
the ad specialty market, including 
the Hong Kong Gifts & Premium 
Fair. It’s a show that continues to 
attract the interest of domestic 
suppliers (and some distributors) 
that are looking to expand and 
source globally. 

26
Craig Callaway
eCompanyStore 
(asi/185782)
2011 Rank: 24
Callaway received lower scores 
for influence over the past year, 
but eCompanyStore increased its 
sales last year by 5%. Callaway is 
also a respected industry voice on 
economic and corporate strategy 
issues. 

27
Keith Walters
Ennis (asi/52493)
2011 Rank: 21
While Ennis is one of the larg-
est suppliers in the industry, the 
low-profile Walters received low 
scores for ad specialty market 
influence. The result drops him 
six spots this year. 

28
Alan Vaught
Evans Manufacturing 
(asi/52840)
2011 Rank: 29
Jumping one spot this year, 
Vaught runs a Counselor Distribu-
tor Choice Award-winning supplier, 
and has provided a paperless-
operation business model for oth-
ers to follow. His influence scores 
also improved this year. 

These are the facts. When Eric Belcher joined Inner-
Workings (asi/168860) in 2005, the company had 97% 
of its business based in Illinois. The company’s yearly 

revenue was $76.5 million. Today, the distributor has recorded 
seven straight quarters of growth; is on pace for revenue 
between $780 and $810 million in 2012; underwent a mas-
sive international expansion; and is knocking on the door of 
becoming a Top 10 distributor in the ad specialty industry. 
Says Belcher, who became CEO in 2009: “I, along with others 
at InnerWorkings, had the vision of becoming a major global 
player across all physical branded marketing materials.”

That’s about the biggest personal boast that can be elicited out of the company 
president and CEO. While Belcher staunchly believes in his company’s unique 
approach – “We’re convinced it’s the way of the future,” is a common sentiment of 
his – he nimbly deflects any notion of sole ownership for InnerWorkings’ rapid suc-
cess. For example, what effect has Belcher had on the culture of the company? 

“We ultimately measure ourselves based on our clients’ opinion of us,” says the 
44-year-old, mentioning the company’s 98% client retention rate. “That’s a big part 
of the culture. And that hasn’t changed, and I don’t expect it to change going for-
ward based on the way in which we manage our business.”

While many of the same values have been maintained on the inside, outward 
success has come quickly. The publicly-traded company grew its promotional 
product revenue by 27% from 2007 to 2011, and is slated to grow its overall revenue 
in 2012 by as much as 22% compared to last year. Belcher admits the company is in 
“full-blown growth mode right now.”

So, how has the Chicago-based distributor done it? It starts with its method of 
doing business – offering an array of branded services, which include promotional 
products as well as print management, direct mail, signage, fulfillment and more. 
The offering, Belcher says, is unique and enticing to its clients, even if it takes some 
effort to convince corporations that they should look to a single provider for all of 
these services. 

“It takes quite a bit of education and trust,” he says. “Yet it’s a logical approach, 
and therefore, once we have an opportunity to show a client what we mean, how it 
works and our track record … it can be a very convincing and persuasive argument.” 

Next, Belcher spearheaded an aggressive expansion. InnerWorkings raised 
its national profile and then made a global jump, rising from selling in just a 
half-dozen countries a couple of years ago to 44 countries today, with flagship 
offices in Brazil and France. Its strategy is to expand to the international mar-
kets in which its Fortune 500 clients are located to help service them better. (For 
example, InnerWorkings is now working with one high-level client in 15 different 
countries.) Besides some additional planned expansion in Asia, the distribu-
tor is focusing on fleshing out the international strongholds it has built. “I don’t 
think we’ll be looking to grow from 44 countries to 200 countries in the next two 
years,” Belcher says. “It’s more about growing with existing and new clients in 
markets where we’re established but not currently supporting them.”

What else is on Belcher’s plate? Additional collaboration across countries. Diver-
sifying its client portfolio by working with middle market-sized companies. And, 
establishing internal creative studios, as it did for one Fortune 500 company. With 
no signs of let-up, the company’s rapid rise validates the vision set forth years ago. 
It even allows Belcher to indulge in a moment of pride. “We’ve been thinking big all 
along,” he says. “Along the way, we were told our approach wouldn’t work, particu-
larly from people within our industry.  But we hear that a little less now.” – CJM

Eric Belcher
InnerWorkings

The Grower

eric belcher
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39
Kim Newell
World Wide Lines 
(asi/98290)
2011 Rank: 37
Newell falls two spots after 
receiving lower influence ratings 
this year. Newell, though, is one 
of the foremost respected voices 
in the industry on the topics of 
product safety and compliance.  

40
Paul Lage
Gill Studios (asi/56950)
2011 Rank: 40
In an election year, Lage and Gill 
are at the forefront of the signs, 
labels and stickers market. He 
retains the same spot he held last 
year, as many in the market look 
to him for guidance and advice. 

41
Derek Block
Touchstone 
(asi/345631)
2011 Rank: 48
Making one of the biggest leaps on 
the list, Block jumps seven spots 
this year after receiving positive 
influence ratings and closing a deal 
with Cintas that has Touchstone 
managing the Top 40 distributor’s 
enterprise promotional marketing 
client relationships.  

42
Ray Titus
United Franchise 
Group
2011 Rank: 33
The head of the EmbroidMe and 
SignARama franchises drops nine 
spots on the list, as he has ceded 
day-to-day responsibilities of the 
organizations to other executives. 
He is a major cog in his company’s 
international expansions. 

43
Paul Bellantone
PPAI
2011 Rank: 45
After receiving positive influence 
ratings from both the Power 50 
and the industry at large, Bellan-
tone jumps two spots this year.  

44
Eric Rubin
Blue Generation 
(asi/40653)
2011 Rank: 35
Rubin falls nine spots after garner-
ing low industry influence ratings. 
A big player in the uniform market, 
his company’s sales increased by 
6% last year. 

45
Chris Vernon
The Vernon Company 
(asi/351700)
2011 Rank: 42
Following a 16% revenue drop over 
the past five years, Vernon falls a 
few spots. The company showed 
growth, though, last year of 3%. 

46
Fred Parker
Activate! Promotions + 
Marketing (asi/141964)
2011 Rank: 43
Parker has successfully steered 
his company through a total re-
branding effort this year. Activate 
(formerly Bluegrass Promotions) 
has grown by double digits in 
recent years. Parker, however, 
received lower influence ratings.

47
Dov Charney
American Apparel 
(asi/35297)
2011 Rank: 49
In a year (2012) in which Ameri-
can Apparel has increased its 
sales each month and has stabi-
lized its finances, Charney moves 
up two spots on the Power 50.

48
Maribeth Sandford
Bag Makers (asi/37940)
2011 Rank: 41
Bag Makers rode the wave of bur-
geoning reusable tote bag sales 
to a 50% sales increase over the 
past five years. However, sales 
were flat last year.

49
Larry Zavadil
American Solutions 
For Business (asi/120075)
2011 Rank: 47
The leader of the 13th-largest 
distributor in the industry falls 
two spots after receiving lower 
influence ratings. 

50
Daniel Tsai &  
Jennifer Tsai
Tri-Mountain 
(asi/92125)
2011 Rank: 50
These apparel supplier leaders 
retain their spot on the Power 
50 after posting a 15% sales 
increase. Glenn Oyoung left the 
company earlier this year to 
begin an outside endeavor.

29
Kurt Kaeser & 
Gregg Emmer
Kaeser & Blair 
(asi/238600)
2011 Rank: 28
Power 50 stalwarts drop one 
spot after receiving slightly lower 
influence ratings. The company, 
though, is the 18th-largest dis-
tributor in the industry and grew 
its sales by 7% last year. 

30
Mike Rhodes
Bodek and Rhodes 
(asi/40788)
2011 Rank: 32
The head of the sixth-largest 
supplier firm, Rhodes jumps two 
spots on this year’s list after 
receiving positive influence ratings 
from the industry at large. Also, 
Bodek and Rhodes increased its 
revenues by 18% last year and 
30% over the past five years. 

31
David Thompson
National Pen 
(asi/281040)
2011 Rank: 30
Thompson drops one spot after 
his company posted a 3.5% sales 
gain last year but a 9.4% drop 
over the past five years. The low-
profile industry newcomer also 
received low influence ratings 
from the industry’s voters. 

32
Joe Fleming
Hub Pen (asi/61966)
2011 Rank: N/A
New to the list in 2012, Fleming is 
the head of Counselor’s Supplier 
of the Year award winner earlier in 
2012. As a supplier with very high 
ratings from distributors, Fleming 
runs an organization that’s highly 
valued by industry companies. 

33
Alan Chippindale
BrandAlliance 
(asi/145177)
2011 Rank: N/A
Another newcomer, Chippindale 
oversees the second-largest 
distributor firm in Canada. It’s 
a company that came together 
after it merged a group of mid-size 
Canadian distributors. And, now 
it’s focused on more growth, as 
it created a partnership with U.S. 
distributor Activate Marketing + 
Promotions this year to help both 
expand into the other’s geographic 
markets.

 34
Garry Hurvitz
Ash City (asi/37127)
2011 Rank: 36
Hurvitz jumps two spots after 
winning Counselor’s International 
Person of the Year award in May, 
and receiving positive influence 
ratings from his Power 50 peers. 
Ash City also grew its revenues by 
3% last year to reach $123 million. 

35
Merle Hinrichs, 
Spenser Au & 
Tommy Wong
Global Sources
2011 Rank: 31
The trio that leads Global Sources, 
a media and trade show company 
in Asia that helps domestic sup-
pliers source products overseas, 
falls four spots after receiving 
low influence ratings in the U.S. 
industry. Global Sources, though, 
has brought its Gifts & Premiums 
China Sourcing Fair to the U.S. 

36
Jim Hagan & Peter 
Seidler 
Sweda (asi/90305) & 
Seidler Equity
2011 Rank: 39
The head of Sweda and the 
company’s equity partner pair 
together to jump three spots 
this year, as Sweda posted a 6% 
increase in sales in 2011. 

37
Dan Craig
Accolade Promotion 
Group (asi/102905)
2011 Rank: 34
Craig, the head of the largest dis-
tributor firm in Canada, falls three 
spots after posting a 3% sales 
increase last year. However, the 
company, which is owned by large 
Canadian retailer Golf Town, is on 
a fast growth track over the past 
five years: sales increase of 56%. 

38
Bill Korowitz
The Magnet Group 
(asi/68507)
2011 Rank: 38
After leading a successful buy-
out of The Magnet Group from 
Seidler Equity late last year, 
Korowitz retains his position on 
the Power 50. While Magnet’s 
revenues have been flat in recent 
years, Korowitz is a leading 
economic expert in the industry 
and is looked to as a resource by 
other suppliers and distributors.

“The roar of the crowd and the singing of My Old 
Kentucky Home.” Those will be the lasting memo-
ries of the 2012 Kentucky Derby for Maribeth 

Sandford, CEO of Bag Makers Inc. (asi/37940). Unlike the 
majority of people who notice those early May staples from 
the comfort of their own couches, though, Sandford had a 
decidedly different view. She was in the grandstands watch-
ing the race not as a mere spectator, but as the owner of an 
up-and-coming colt named Take Charge Indy. 

With a favorable pedigree, accomplished trainer in Pat-
rick Bryne and three-time Kentucky Derby-winning jockey 

Calvin Borel on board for the ride, the day started out promising. “We had an 
animal that was exceptional,” says Chuck Sandford. But, it didn’t end so well. 
The horse finished last after succumbing to an injury to its leg – a bone chip 
that would need surgery and put the horse’s career in jeopardy. 

The Sandfords’ business, though, with Maribeth at the helm, has been run-
ning quite well over the past five years. Buoyed by an increase in the popular-
ity of reusable bags, Top 40 supplier Bag Makers grew its sales by nearly 50% 
between 2007 and 2011. And, while its sales leveled off a bit last year (growing 
by 2% from 2010 to 2011), the company is having a bounce-back year in 2012. 

“We’re up. We’re strong,” says Chuck Sandford. “We’re presently up around 9%.”
Of course, Bag Makers, like many in the industry, has been forced to face 

increasing numbers of plastic bag bans in the United States. While this has cer-
tainly presented new opportunities for sales of reusable bags that many super-
markets and retailers are beginning to sell or give away, it has also put a dent in 
the traditional plastic bag business.

That’s where Bag Makers has found itself in an advantageous position. One 
reason the company’s sales of plastic bags has not been in decline is that it manu-
factures a thicker bag that does not fall under the many restrictions. “We haven’t 
closed on any press because of the bans,” Maribeth Sandford says.

And, the Sandfords believe their company will continue to grow, as it expands 
its bag offerings even further. “We’ve never had a down cycle,” Chuck Sandford 
says. Steady sales growth can also be attributed to a product category that sees 
about 40% in reorders. 

Maribeth believes that the bag market will find even more opportunities for 
expansion, as more customers who used plastic bags are now moving to nonwo-
ven, she says. And while plastic bags remain Bag Makers’ top seller, nonwoven 
bags are coming on strong. “People have also gone back to the use of paper bags,” 
Maribeth says.

With her business career thriving, Maribeth still looks forward to more suc-
cess on the horse race track. Originally from Louisville, she had been to the 
Kentucky Derby many times before arriving as an owner this year. But the dif-
ferences are stark: This race, she was afforded a concierge to guide them through 
the day’s events. And as for the tradition of the hats, well, Sandford designed a hat 
that was over the top. “I went a little bit beyond the style of the hat that’s tradi-
tional,” she says. 

The story ends well for Take Charge Indy, too. After successful surgery, he has 
returned to the track and even ran in the Fayette Stakes in late October. – JH

BrandAlliance arrived on the 2012 Top 40 list at number 
30 with $44.8 million in sales. The company, helmed by 
Alan Chippindale, is the second-largest distributor in 

Canada, and it approaches business in a unique way. 
“Back in early 2008 there was a group of people – four 

distributors – and we started talking about creating a unique 
business model on the distributor side,” Chippindale says. For 
months the principals involved spent time getting to know each 
other, the nuances of each company and what each offered its 
client base. The discussions focused on eventually creating a 
company that was different in how it approached business, the 

value it offered its clients and the idea that there was real business value to the entity 
beyond being a purveyor of promo products. 

The merger of the four was announced to personnel a year and a half before it 
took place. They wanted to grow the BrandAlliance brand from the ground up, creat-
ing a mission statement and core values on which to build the new company. One of 
the themes that emerged was that distributors are in business to create brands for 
clients, but too often they don’t consider themselves to be a brand. That changed 
with BrandAlliance.

The merger finally happened in March 2010, and when the new entity opened its 
doors, a new idea was born. “Our tagline is ‘Build Your Brand Together,’” Chippindale 
says, noting that there isn’t a focus on products; the focus is on a culture of collabo-
ration with clients. For him, the difference between a good client and a bad client is 
that the good client actually believes in the word “together.” Chippindale says that 
while there is not one person in charge of attaining goals, it’s a collective effort and 
the leadership team is built from within and that it will continue to grow.

Operating in the Great White North isn’t all that different from the U.S., Chip-
pindale believes. “I think there is less difference than people say there is,” he says. In 
fact, it’s his opinion that Cleveland is more similar to Toronto than it is to cities on 
the West Coast. The one major difference is that everything is bilingual in Canada, 
and the company’s success is due to the nationalistic approach it takes toward the 
marketplace. For instance, when the new company’s original name did not translate 
well into French, leaders shortened it to BrandAlliance. 

Other reasons for success include organic growth, account penetration and team 
selling – as well as further alliances. “We are strategically pursuing mergers and 
acquisitions,” Chippindale says, noting that the company made three acquisitions 
this past summer in order to cement a stronger presence within a needed market.

The outlook for 2013 is conservative, yet Chippindale is forecasting growth. “We 
think the industry is going to be flat, although we do think it has stabilized,” he says. 
“We’re budgeting for growth.” – JH

Alan Chippindale
BrandAlliance

The Newcomer
Maribeth Sandford
Bag Makers

Striding to 
Success33 48

maribeth sanfordAlan Chippindale

“The difference between a good 
client and a bad client is the good 
client actually believes in the word 
‘together.’”
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What’s your  
outlook for the 
industry in 2013?

86%

14%

positive

uncertain

What will be the industry’s biggest challenge going forward?

24%

12% 9% 9% 6% 6% 6% 6%

Slow 
Economic 

Growth

Margin 
Pressures

Product 
Safety

Government 
Regulations

Sourcing 
Issues

Online 
Adaptability

Improving 
Value To 

Customers

Reacting 
Faster To 

Trends

*All other responses received one vote

*All other responses received one vote

Power 50’s 
projected 
industry sales 
increase for 
2013

4.3%
increase

What’s your number-one 
goal for your company  
in 2013?
35%

Sustain Sales 
Growth 

Deliver Better 
Service

Better Efficiency Increase Profitability Execute Strategic 
Plan

23%

10%
6% 6%

Who would you pay to hear speak?

13%

13%

Warren Buffet

richard 
branson

bill clinton

6%

9%
Others receiving votes: Tim Tebow, Mark Cuban, Colin Powell, Marissa Mayer, 
Condoleezza Rice, Indra Nooyi

Do you plan 
to increase, 
decrease or 
keep your 
employee 
head count 
the same next 
year? 

76%
increase

3%
DEcrease

same = 21%

What book  
are you reading 

right now?

20%
Creativity

3%
Aggressiveness

3%
Responsive-
ness

3%
Being 
Professional 3%

Attention To Detail

20%
Trustworthiness

14%
Flexibility

7%
Focus

7%
Relationship

Building

7%
Intelligence

7%
Commitment

3%
Desire

3%
Resilience

What company 
trait most  

determines  
success in the ad 

specialty  
business today?

★ “for old folks and companies, too!”  
– Bill Korowitz, The Magnet Group

★ “like hip-hop music. Still here and  
appealing to a wide audience.”  
– Craig Callaway, eCompanyStore

★ “old news.” – Paul Lage, Gill Studios 

★ “more fragmented along the lines  
of people’s interests.”  
– Joe Fleming, Hub Pen

★ “simply called media.”  
– Michael Bernstein, Polyconcept

★ “more properly valued and viewed as 
a success accessory.”  
– Greg Muzzillo, Proforma

★ “surpassed by yet another technolog-
ical advance that we have not yet even 
dreamed up.”  
– Marc Simon, Halo Branded Solutions

★ “different and targeted.  Rather than 
a shotgun approach, we will see more 
filters, privacy issues will be a factor, 
and we will see more circles or groups.”  
– Jo-an Lantz, Geiger

★ “overtaking our world!”  
– Eric Rubin, Blue Generation

Finish This Sentence
In five years, 
social media 
will be …

Steve Jobs: A Biography

Other top responses: The Hunger Games, Moneyball, On China, Fifty Shades of Grey, Green Eggs And Ham

Power Poll
the

Power 50 members give their views on everything from industry trends to travel to technology.
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Industry High – 

125,000
Bill Schmidt, Sr.

How many miles 
have you flown  
in 2012?

Which TV character is most like you?

Average of responses – 52,415 miles

Others receiving votes: PapaJohns.com, Deadspin.com, WeatherUnderground.com, pifexperience.org

Where is the best restaurant you’ve ever been to?

What would you do with 30 minutes of free time?

What is your favorite non-industry website?

What’s the first thing 
you do when you get 
into a hotel room?

Other responses: exercise, check out supply of pillows and towels, locate the nearest department store to buy 
things forgot to pack

Other responses: wedding planner (Jennifer Tsai, Tri-Mountain), making wine (Derek Block, Touchstone), foreign news 
correspondent (Gene Geiger, Geiger) 

Personal Recommendations: Scalini in London (Trevor Gnesin, Logomark), Wild Ginger in Seattle (Jay Deutsch, BDA), Bukhara in New Delhi 
(David Nicholson, Polyconcept), Fourways Inn in Bermuda (Ross Silverstein, iPROMOTEu)

Call family
Go to the bathroom
Check temperature

Go on the Internet
Unpack

Look out the window
Sanitize TV remote

Turn on TV
Check messages

Charge electronics

9%

6%

3%
29%
Spend time 
with family

24%
Exercise

15%
Read

9%
Play musical

 instrument

6%
Walk 

on beach

*All other responses 
received one vote

Europe U.S. East 
Coast

U.S. West 
Coast

U.S. Midwest Asia Canada Caribbean

19%

15% 15% 12%
4% 4% 4%

Where was the last 
place you went on 
vacation?

If you weren’t in the ad specialty business, 
what would you be doing?

Ca
rib

be
an

 Is
lan

ds

Ne
w 

En
gla

nd

Me
dit

er
ra

ne
an

Flo
rid

a

Ca
na

da

13%

9%

6%

Phil Dunphy
(Modern Family) 

21%
MacGyver
(MacGyver) 

11%
Meredith Grey
(Grey's Anatomy) 

25%
Peggy Olson

(Mad Men) 

25%

Other responses: Prague (Jeff Lederer, Prime Line), LegoLand (Kim Newell, Worldwide Lines), Maui (Bonni Shevin-
Sandy, Dard Products), Istanbul (Dan Craig, Accolade Promotion Group)

AMONG MEN AMONG WOMEN

Google.com

9%

Bloomberg.com
6%

TheOnion.com
6%

Amazon.com
6%

Ted.com
6%

Ebay.com
6%

ESPN.com
6%

Technology 
entrepreneur

Golf industry Real estate Coaching high 
school sports

13%

7% 7% 7%
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