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Bruce Korn, owner of Zakback Inc. (asi/365556): “Unless 
an organization or industry disallows receiving gifts, it’s 
never inappropriate. What is inappropriate often is the 
type and value of that gift. There’s a big difference between 
a nicely packaged pen/pencil set and an all-expenses-paid 
trip to Bermuda.”

DeAnn Wells, vice president of Exclusively Yours Advertis-
ing LLC (asi/522711): “Any time is appropriate, though most 
people wait until the end of the year to give a holiday gift or 
thank you for your business this year. Personally, I think they’re 
missing an opportunity because everyone does that, so yours 
might be lost in the avalanche.”

Campbell Brownkorbel, marketing manager for SwedaUSA 
(asi/90305): “The two best and most appropriate reasons to 
give business gifts are to express appreciation and to stay top of 
mind. Any time of year is a great time to express appreciation.”

Carolyn Keene, graphic designer and marketing for Jour-
nalBooks (asi/91340): “Many businesses also give gifts to their 

employees for anniversaries, to celebrate successes, as give-
aways at company events and for employee recognition.”

Shari Verrone, president of Stackable Sensations 
(asi/332999): “We suggest to our clients the element of sur-
prise always expands their brand awareness. When your 
recipients are not expecting something is when you will leave 
the strongest positive impression. One example we have sug-
gested or use ourselves is when you’re meeting a new contact 
or prospect for the first time and you want to differentiate 
yourself with a leave-behind. We like to get their logo in 
advance and do some spec samples of iwallets and put our 
business card in it and hand it to them. … A change of season 
and sending something that is useful for the new season is 
also a nice surprise and keeps you top of mind, tying in your 
company’s potential with the gift. For example, a foldable 
picnic blanket with a card that says: ‘Spring is on the way! 
Here is a blanket that’s unique and easy to use…just like us 
at Stackable Sensations!’”

Clueless on the essentials of business gift giving? To help, we brought 
in five distributors and suppliers with decades of experience to give 
the greatest gift of all: their knowledge.
By Tonia Kimbrough
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GIFT-GIVING QUESTIONS

CB: “The frequency with which you send 
gifts should really be driven by your busi-
ness goals. Most clients prefer annual gifting 
because it allows for budgeting flexibility.”

CK: “The frequency depends on each com-
pany; however, the average is usually a few 
times a year, with the bulk of gifts going out at 
the end of the year. Some companies have mul-
tiple events or hire new employees often and 
may give gifts throughout the year.”

BK: “To me, this depends upon the defi-
nition of a gift. People both in and out of our 
industry give imprinted merchandise away all 
the time. Is a low-end Bluetooth speaker a gift? 
Or a selfie stick? These are typically higher 
priced and have a higher perceived value. 
That could be seen as gift giving. But it really 
depends upon the recipient and what they may 
or may not be allowed to accept."

DW: “Well, how often do you like to be told 
thank you? Personally, I like to be told thank 

you more than once a year. Here’s how we do it: 
Every single client gets a thank-you card, hand-
written, from us. A new client that places their 
first order gets a teddy bear with tissue paper, 
mints and a note welcoming them to the fam-
ily. Clients that refer someone to us receive a 
smaller stuffed animal with tissue, mints and 
a note. It might be a stuffed fox with a note 
that says something like, ‘We’re crazy about 
your referral,’ or an eagle with a message that 
says ‘We are soaring with excitement.’ (We have 
multiple animals because we want multiple 
referrals.) And if their order is over $1,000, we 
send a larger animal with the full treatment 
and a thank-you note relating to the animal 
they receive, like, ‘We aren’t monkeying around 
with this order.’ We also have gift bags filled 
with little goodies to give to clients when they 
visit the office. In my mind, if we get to the end 
of the year and our clients don’t already feel 
appreciated, we have failed them.”

“When your recipients are not 
expecting something is when 
you will leave the strongest  
positive impression.”
Shari Verrone, Stackable Sensations
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Our Panel of Gift-Giving Experts

The promotional products business typically 
is all about logos, but at the holidays, be 
careful about your branding, cautions Larry 
Cohen, president and CEO of Axis Promotions 
(asi/128263). “There’s a difference between 
a promotional item and a gift. The bigger 
the logo, the more promotional the item 
becomes,” he says.

 Select a more discreet logo for gifting. 
This will convey that the gift is more of a 
thank-you than a promotional product. 
Also, consider your message. “Make sure the 
imprint or messaging on holiday gifts are 
not holiday-specific so they have a place on 
someone’s desktop, home or office year-
round,” suggests Suzi Senna, director of mar-
keting, Origaudio (asi/75254). – Jean Erickson

SV: “To their customers, potential custom-
ers or at events where they are trying to build 
new relationships.”

BK: “Client gifts are ideal for top custom-
ers, employees, referrals and even good pros-
pects. But it’s very important to know what’s 
allowable and appropriate to each audience.”

DW: “It’s appropriate to give gifts to the 
person who’s allowed to receive it and in lieu 
of that, to a cause they can appreciate. Some 
companies, especially recently, have cracked 
down on anything that might be perceived as 
inappropriate, and you definitely don’t want 
to give someone a gift that will get them in 
trouble. In those cases, I would do some-
thing else, like send a card with a picture of 
a bear or blanket with a message that says 

we’re donating this bear to the fire and police 
department to use in emergencies. Or cooling 
towels to the cancer center, or lunch boxes to 
local schools, whatever is going to match their 
branding effort the best.”

CB: “There are opportunities to give busi-
ness gifts to customers at every stage of the 
relationship, from enticing potential custom-
ers to rewarding the loyalty of long-term cus-
tomers. Aside from that, clients have oppor-
tunities to build stronger relationships with 
their employees, vendors, media contacts 
and business partners through gifting. Usu-
ally gifting lists contain a combination of a 
client’s best customers and the people they 
want to thank, even if they might not be 
direct customers.”

“How often do 
you like to be 
told thank you? 
Personally, I like 
to be told more 
than once a 
year.”
DeAnn Wells, Exclusively Yours Advertising

The best gifts don’t have to be overwhelmingly expensive or insanely complex. It just has to serve a useful 
purpose. For example, Exclusively Yours Advertising (asi/522711) works with the owner of a beauty sup-
ply company who gives out bank bags every year. “Having a place to put your money is a big deal, so her 
stylists love these,” says Vice President DeAnn Wells. “She puts a variety of little goodies in the bags, but it 
is all about the bag. I love that it’s the perfect gift and people look forward to it year after year. It is small 
but so perfect.”
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DW: “It’s a little like deciding on Christ-
mas: Obviously, we’re not going to spend as 
much on Uncle Joseph as we are on our own 
kids, right? So if one department is sending 
you tons of business and another department 
just ordered business cards, it’s reasonable to 
give one more, the other less. Just be on the 
lookout for crazy office politics. Sometimes 
it’s easier to give the loudmouth business card 
ordering bloke a nice gift just to keep him 

from tromping though the halls complaining. 
So when making recommendations to clients, 
I ask: ‘What’s your client base like in general? 
Are they more Uncle Joseph Zen types or a 
bunch of Gus Gimme Stuff types?’ ”

BK: “Most clients already have a dollar fig-
ure in mind. We always ask for a price range so 
as not to show them something beyond their 
budget. We also always try and show them 
great gift ideas for under their budget.”

CK: “It’s less often that a client will have no 
budget. If that’s the case, we give product sug-
gestions from a few different price ranges and 
see which option they love most.”

SV: “Gifts don’t have to be expensive. … 
It’s really the thought that counts, but please 
make sure whatever you do is good quality, as 
it’s a reflection on you and your business.”

DW: “There are so many items to choose 
from in this industry, it’s easy to get over-
whelmed. At the end of the day, we must 
know the client’s why and their purpose. Why 
are they giving this gift? What do they want 
to happen? How do they want the recipi-
ent to feel? Do they want them to take some  
kind action? The basic questions we ask on 
every single project, day in and day out, apply 
here just like they do to every other project 
year-round.”

CB: “Of course, make sure that you’re 
selecting a gift that’s appropriate for the mes-
sage you’re trying to express! Everything 
about the gift (from the quality of the item to 
the final packaging) should help convey your 
message authentically. Business gifting, espe-
cially holiday gifting, is an opportunity for 
clients to show their creativity in addition to 
saying thank you. … Another thing to remem-
ber is the timing of holiday gifting – very few 

people are in the office between the Christ-
mas and New Year holidays. Place your orders 
early so your gift doesn’t end up collecting 
dust while everyone is out of the office!”

BK: “Presentation is key. For example, a 
mug is just a mug. But place some candies in 
the mug, wrap it in color saran wrap and tie 
a bow on it, and it’s now a very nice-looking 
gift. You don’t have to spend a lot to make a 
great impression. In addition, suggest items 
that people would like to have, but would not 
necessarily buy for themselves. An outdoor 
Bluetooth speaker is something many people 
might like, but not on their radar to person-
ally purchase.”

CK: “[We] will work with clients to get the 
budget, target audience and theme. We use 
that information to offer [JournalBook] sug-
gestions that will excite the client and work 
within their budget and needs. For example, 
a construction company may want a rugged 

cover material, while a tech company will 
most likely go for a sleek modern cover.”

SV: “Some key questions to ask: Do they 
want the gift to reflect their company or their 
client’s company? If for an individual, do you 
know their hobbies? Is this for shared group 
consumption? Is there a certain message they 
would like to convey? And from there you can 
see if tech, home, office, travel would be best 
for them. When we do a baby gift, we always 
include a onesie with a logo or decoration, 
including ‘Future [Name of the Company] 
Executive,’ or a bib as well. We like to do an 
edible along with a hard good so they have 
something to consume along with a keepsake. 
We suggest sticking with a clever theme and 
including an interesting gift that coordinates 
with it.” 

Tonia Kimbrough is a contributing writer  
for Advantages
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