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Today'’s business executives are
turning to corporate gift buyers to
help them select the perfect gift
for their most important customers,

partners and board members.
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The term “shop ‘il you drop” may be sweet music
to some ears, but to most corporate executives, it is
a slow dirge. Busy, top-level decision makers have
little or no time in their over-scheduled workdays
to worry about the minute details of business gifts.
Time constraints aside, business gifts have become
an essential element used by many corporations
to impress important clients, partners or board
members. Over the years, it has become more
prevalent for Corporate America to outsource this
social grace.

Ultimate product purveyors are savvy middle-
men offering a range of gift-worthy ideas from
personalized stationery to 31-foot sailboats, to the
latest fashion trend from Europe. On occasion, gift
buyers receive carte blanche from their clients to
find a one-of-a-kind stunner that even the most
jaded millionaire would appreciate.

But make no mistake, it's the thought that
counts — and that thought comes from the corpo-
rate executive. A gift buyer must have the savoir
faire to understand exactly what the executive
wants to convey to the recipient. It’s not about
passing the buck. It’s about making sure the perfect
gift is chosen. Whether it concerns one or 100
pieces, gifts are hand-picked and ultimately okayed
by the executive.

Regardless of the price point involved, the mer-
chandise buyer’s role is no longer as simple as find-
ing the perfect gift. To succeed, they must also offer
a turn-key operation of top-notch service including:
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buying, sourcing, customized wrapping, world-
wide shipping and knowing the latest merchan-
dise trends as well as international customs. The
cutting-edge in digital photography and com-
puter technology have made it possible for
clients to receive on-line product presentations
and make even committee-based decisions in a
matter of days.

Efficient as well as creative

“I don't have the time, I don’t have the band-
width, and I don't know where to go or what
to do” to uncover the right corporate gifts,
says Inder Narang, vice president and general
manager, Impresse Corp., Sunnyvale, Calif,, a
provider of platforms for procuring and manag-
ing resources to drive marketing programs.

Instead of hiring a full-time staff person to
concentrate on corporate gift buying and plan-
ning, according to Narang, outsourcing is the
way to go. “The key things I look for in a cor-
porate gift supplier are responsiveness, personal
attention, and that they don’t care how big or
small my request is,” she adds. Narang looks to
companies like Trims Unlimited, Los Angeles, to
do the planning, review the client’s profile and
make sure to convey Impresse’s message even
with inexpensive gifts, because every gift, no
matter what size, makes an impression.

Trims offers extensive, but exclusive, service to
top executives of Corporate America, especially in
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While Trims Unlimited, Los Angeles, has recently
expanded its scope of gift products to include all price
points, until about three years ago, it provided only
exclusive, high-end executive gifts, says Susan Roth,
owner. “It's no easy task to buy a gift for the rich and/or
famous. You've got to know a world of suppliers, find
out the recipient’s tastes and stick within the client's
budget,” she adds.

Even if the perfect product doesn't exist, there’s no
reason to accept defeat. The Directors Guild of America
requested a unique award to be created for a lifetime
achievement presentation to Steven Spielberg. Trims
commissioned Baccarat to design the award.

Occasionally the budget is sky high, especially when it
involves a gift for the person who has everything. In one
instance, Trims sent a bottle of wine on behalf of a client
to Steve Wynn, the owner of the Bellagio Hotel in Las
Vegas and a big wine collector. But this wasn't your
typical bottle of bubbly. It was a very rare La Vin de la
Victoire, 1945 Mouton in its original box, the first great
Bordeaux produced in France after World War |I.

Trims dispatched another awe-inspiring gift from a
movie studio executive to Tony Robbins, the motiva-
tional speaker. Robbins happened to be in Fiji when he
received the 31-foot Zodiac Yachtline boat plus dive and
nautical mappings, night vision machines and fishing
equipment. The amazing part? The whole package was
coordinated and shipped by Trims within nine days.

Wouldn't you know, Robbins began using Trims. He
wanted to send a token of his appreciation to the busi-
ness mogul Ron Perelman, a cigar aficionado. After a
little research, an executive at the tobacconist Dunhill
connected Trims' Roth to the majordomo of the Sultan
of Brunei. He led her to an unopened box of cigars made
by Dunhill before the Cuban revolution. The box had
been part of Yul Brynner's personal collection. "I bought
that box of cigars, had them wrapped and shipped to
Perelman, with its history attached,” says Roth.

How much do these over-the-top business gifts cost the
client? Roth demurred, but says, in these cases, the
amount of money spent is not the important thing, it is
the uniqueness of the item sent. “I am my clients’ advo-
cate in the marketplace,” she says.
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[tems that are accepted wholeheartedly in one culture
may be offensive in another. Give the wrong corporate
gift, and you may lose face, lose the recipient’s respect,
or worse, lose the business.

As the art of doing business grows increasingly more
global, international clients have become part of the
norm. Whether you do the research yourself or hire an
expert, knowing the cultural taboos of gift-giving
among certain countries or societies is now one of the
golden rules of the business game.

Roger Axtell, the author, dubbed the “international
Emily Post” by The New Yorker, has written A Guide to
International Behavior Do’s and Taboos Around the
World. Knowing international business protocol, includ-
ing the role of corporate gift giving, is his bailiwick.
“Even with commonplace things, in some countries
there are great taboos, and it is worth trying to do some
research,” says Axtell. Before taking the road to busi-
ness gift ruin, here are several principles Axtell sug-
gested in an interview with Ariba magazine.

Death be not proud. To the older generation of
China, clocks are an unfavorable gift. The Chinese
word for clock is very similar to the word for death. In
Japan, the word four is “shi,” which also means death.
It can be compared to the number 13 in the U.S., but
is taken much more seriously in Japan. Therefore, it is
wise never to give a Japanese person four of anything,
such as a set of four coasters, four glasses, or even four
pearls set in a ring.

Better to be blessed. The number two, on the other
hand, is a positive number. The word for two has a dou-
ble meaning in Chinese and Japanese for prosperity or
to be doubly blessed. For example, giving a pen set is
better than a single pen, and writing is highly regarded
among Asians as well as those in the Mideast. To them,
writing is the symbol of knowledge. But because of
individual writing styles in each society, the pen’s point
size is quite important. For example, Mideast residents
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like fine and extra fine points while Germans prefer
broad points.

Parting is such sweet sorrow. In Latin America, giving
a set of knives as a gift suggests the cutting of a rela-
tionship. Similar gifts such as letter openers or Swiss
army knives will make the same piercing impression. In
the Mideast, a gift of a handkerchief suggests tears and
parting.

The smell of success. When giving flowers to a Central
European, red roses are an unfortunate choice. Why?
Giving red roses to a hostess portends a secret mes-
sage or a sign of romance. This gift may be miscon-
strued as a pass at your client's spouse.

Walk the sacred path. Cows are sacred in India, so
leather gifts are a definite no-no. A gift of leather from
the U.S. is also problematic in Brazil and Uruguay, since
they produce some of the finest quality leather in the
world. U.S. leather can't begin to compare.

Keep under wraps. Don't give any gift that shows even
slightly suggestive figures of women to a Saudi Arabian.
Saudi women are kept under wraps and covered at all
times. In this case, sending a picture or copy of Venus
d'Milo would be quite regrettable.

"Generally, there is no one gift category that is perfect,”
says Axtell. “You have to be careful with color, nature,
symbolism as well as words. The best gift is the gift of
thoughtfulness,” he explains, adding that a savvy U.S.
business person (or his or her gift supplier) will be aware
of individual clients and what interests them.

Because it is difficult to find one gift that fits all, especially
on an international level, it is more effective to individ-
ualize and personalize as much as possible, says Axtell.

“The final word on gift giving is to do your homework,”
says Axtell. When in doubt, check it out. Good ways to
check out do's and taboos of gift giving are contacting a
country’s cultural attaché in Washington, D.C., or reading
a number of books and Internet sites regarding customs.
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the entertainment and computer
industries, says owner Susan Roth.
While lots of corporate gifts are
available through the Internet, cat-
alogs or premium suppliers, Trims
seasoned, well-traveled staff brings
a level of knowledge and experience
to the process. Most important,
Trims has access to its vendors seven
days a week, adds Roth.

“It is impossible for our clients
to know the latest trends,” concurs
Janine Haughney, vice president,
Donaldson Gifts, Brewster, N.Y.
“Our skill and creative energies go
to senior-level events such as off-
site meetings, which includes a lot
of customization,” she adds. While
executives at the top level are busy
running their businesses, “We
maintain a source of high-end
products — Coach for example —
though we can, as an incidental,
run the gamut of price points.”

Buyers from Donaldson and
Trims shop a multitude of mer-
chandise trade shows as well as
other sources to find the most
appealing and trendiest gifts in the
marketplace. “Our clients put their
faith and belief in us,” Haughney
asserts.

Haughney’s staff recently pre-
sented one of the newest European
fashion trends as the perfect gift for
the hosting chairman of a Fortune
500 company to give 15 influential
meeting attendees. Unavailable in
any retail catalog, a rugged, water-
proof, waxed barn jacket imported
from England was just the ticket for
this particular client.

Forging an identity
Corporate identity or branding
plays a major role when a recipient
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receives a gift. “With Baccarat crys-
tal or an item from Tiffany received
in its trademarked blue box, you
get both the name and the presen-
tation. For those products that
don’t require the branded name, we
still provide the presentation,” says

island as a departing gift.

Going digital

The ability to use digital pho-
tography and PowerPoint soft-
ware has revolutionized the way
Donaldson Gifts does business in

hile lots of corporate gifts are available

through the Internet, catalogs or premium suppliers,

Trims’ seasoned, well-traveled staff brings

it level of knowledoe and experience to the process.

Trims’ Roth. For example, all of
Ariba corporate gifts are first
wrapped at Trims with custom
logoed tissue, ribbon and gift cards
to provide a distinctive corporate
identity immediately recognizable
to the recipient. “It looks great when
it leaves here, or it doesnt leave,”
says Roth.

In the same vein, “we create a
defined look to gift packaging,”
says Donaldson Gifts' Haughney,
adding, “The presentation is usual-
ly thematic to the meeting’s desti-
nation.” To illustrate this idea, the
25-30 members of Pepsi’s board of
directors meeting in London last
September each received a Tumi
weekender tote and duffel bag as
well as umbrellas and passport
cases. Members of Pepsi senior
management meeting in Puerto
Rico each received a tote bag with
logoed apparel inside, destination-
specific gifts, and a set of commis-
sioned and framed prints repre-
senting various landmarks of the

the field. Electronic presentations
provide a faster, easier and cleaner
way to submit gift choices com-
pared to the labor-intensive method
of sending samples and setting up
multiple meetings nationwide. The
electronic product presentation
lands on the client’s laptop. A set of
gift options with pricing can then
be passed on electronically to deci-
sion makers within the corpora-
tion. “It is very efficient,” explains
Haughney. But in this type of busi-
ness, one rule of thumb is impera-
tive, especially when dealing with
high level, and easily disappointed,
clients. Haughney explains: “Before
we present anything, we do a pre-
check screen with the supplier so
we are positive that the merchan-
dise is in stock and available.” M

Deborah Hauss Baron is a West
Orange, N.J.-based freelance writer.
Contact her at In-Hauss Strategies,
Inc., www.nowa.orglin-hauss.



