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Gift-Giving

The original meaning of gift giving in Germany, schenken,  giving, meant ‘to pour, to give a drink,’ and as such was the oldest form of honor.  On the other hand, it was also synonymous with the term ‘bond’ because gifts were often directly bound or pinned to the body of the recipient, showing the idea of a tie established by the gift.  In archaic societies, this idea serves as a basis for gift giving: everything is linked to its original owner. Giving away a personal object means giving away a part of one’s spiritual essence and creates a bond between oneself and the recipient.


Gift giving is an oft overlooked after-sales function. Customs of giving gifts are complex and meaningful. In some countries, gifts are expected and the failure to present them is considered an insult; whereas in other countries, offering a gift is considered offensive. To the Chinese, the gift of a clock symbolizes that ‘time’s up,’  death, and as such is not usually an appropriate gift.  A gift of cutlery in Latin America conveys that you want to end a relationship, a handkerchief means that you wish the recipient tears;  their guests should never give thirteen of anything or give black or purple items as gifts.   Do not give handmade dolls to a Brazilian because they are associated with voodoo.  In Europe, chrysanthemums are associated with funerals and should not be given as gifts. Avoid the color purple when giving gifts in Italy, as it represents death. Photos, paintings and alcohol are to be avoided as gifts in Islamic countries. In Arab countries, visitors should never give gifts of alcoholic beverages or photographs, paintings, or sculptures depicting women. 


Gift-giving is a common custom in Poland.  In Hungary, small token gifts are acceptable at a first meeting, but once a business relationship has solidified or a genuine friendship has been established, more elaborate gifts can be given.  In many parts of the former Soviet Union, gifts are appropriate especially for the most senior members of the organizations with whom one is dealing. The Japanese cannot be outgiven, they lose face if they are outdone.  One never gives an unwrapped gift in Japan or visits a Japanese home empty-handed. Proper etiquette requires that one should give the gift with both hands in Japan. 


In Germany and Switzerland, local executives do not feel comfortable accepting gifts because they do not like being obligated. Gifts are rarely exchanged in Germany and are usually not appropriate.  Gift-giving is also not the norm in Belgium, France, Ireland, or the U.K.  In Denmark, modest, carefully thought out practical gifts from one’s own country is appropriate. One does not give gifts at the first meeting in Portugal and Greece; though business gifts are welcomed after the initial contact. It Italy, one gives a small gift to associates who have been particularly positive and helpful.  Flowers are acceptable gifts in the Netherlands.


In the U.S., it is acceptable for a boss to give a secretary roses to express appreciation for helping to close a big deal; in Germany and in many Latin countries, such action would be seen as a sign of romantic attachment and therefore inappropriate. In Japan, one should not wrap the gift in white, but one must wrap it (not wrapping it is considered an offense), but one must not unwrapped one’s own gift in the presence of the giver; one must also express appreciation for the gift at the next meeting.


The shigarami, or social obligation, is an intimate part of every Japanese life and is largely defined by consumer lifestyles and customs.  This concept manifests itself in the customs of summer gift giving (ochugen) and winter gift giving (oseibo) and in settai (client service). Sick persons who receive gifts while in the hospital must present gifts to those who remembered them. Motives for the immense quantity, emphasis on quality, and reciprocity in gift-giving include face and obligation factors. This is seen in the maintenance of proper relationships between people, especially between inferiors and superiors. Gifts are given in a very formal and elaborate way by inferiors to superiors to express thanks for favors received,  to pave the way for  favors  desired,  and  to build up a fund of obligations for the future.  Likewise, superiors give gifts to inferiors as a means of keeping their loyalty and cooperation. 

 
Japan’s major gift-giving times are twice a year: ochugen  (from the end of June to July 15) and oseibo  (from the end of November to the end of December), which coincide with companies’ bonuses.  Companies give gifts to their customers to express appreciation for past business and to attract future business. Companies also reward their employees at those times with large bonuses. Not only businessmen but also ordinary Japanese give gifts during these two periods—to friends, teachers, relatives, and any others to whom they feel indebted in some way or another.  


Gifts are viewed as an important aspect of one’s duty to others in one’s social group.  Each Japanese has a well-defined set of relatives and friends with which he or she shares reciprocal gift-giving obligations (kosai). Most durable goods such as electronic appliances are purchased during one of the two gift-giving seasons. The giver bestows a gift on the recipient, who, in turn, has a deep sense of obligation and  a burden of guilt from having accepted the gift.  The receiver reacts by buying something better than the original gift to repay the favor with interest. Giving a gift thus creates an obligation between parties: A reciprocal gift is required if you are given a gift32.  This can quickly spiral out of control as the reciprocal gift must be more expensive than the gift received.


The wrapping of the gift and the manner of presenting it are just as important as the gift itself (in fact, in many cases it is as important or more so than the economic value, the economic value being secondary to its symbolic meaning). The gift might be soap, but it has a different value to the receiver depending on whether it comes from a prestigious department store or the local supermarket. In the latter case, the receiver is thinking: “If you are not prepared to go to a decent store to get my gift, then you can’t think much of me.” In Japan, the gift must retain the original department store wrapping paper to be of any value. If you do not go through the effort of selecting the product from a respectable store, you are considered lackadaisical about your intentions. Nestle was in tune with the need in Japan for a premium brand of instant coffee for gift giving purposes; as a result, it holds two-thirds of the Japanese market.


Gifts are beautifully wrapped, but without the ornate bows and other decorations typically used in the West. The color of the wrapping should  be  consistent  with the occasion:  red, gold, and white for happy events; black and purple or black and white for other occasions.  Bold colors should be avoided; rice paper is preferred. Bold logotypes printed on the gifts should be avoided.  Certain brands  of products are most acceptable and appropriate for business gift giving. The Japanese do not open a gift in front of the giver (so it will not be necessary to hide one’s possible disappointment with the present). Favorite gifts include imported liquor, consumables of high quality, and any designer-made products. Anything that cuts (scissors, letter openers) and handkerchiefs should not be given as gifts, as these items in Japan symbolize the severing of relationships. 


This tradition of giving gifts warrants that certain conventions be observed. You do not give old items of little value.  Rather, you attempt to match the recipient's status, and the dues given are what he deserves. Over- and under-giving can cause embarrassment and be counterproductive. In gift giving, as in everything else in Japan, attention to rank is essential. Gifts must be graded according to rank. If the president  receives a gift equal to that given to the vice-president, the former will feel insulted and the latter embarrassed. It is also helpful to keep a record of all gifts given because a gift should never be repeated. The gift could be a small thanks for the opportunity to meet the person or to utilize the service, and it could also act as a reminder; gifts are considered a lubricant in human relations. Gifts must be ornate, but not so high in value as to make the receiver feel obligated (although usually the response will be a gift in return). If so obligated, the recipient either returns the gift by mail or delivers to the giver a present of equivalent value immediately; this is considered to cancel out of the original gift and release one from any future obligations. Gifts presented after returning from an extended trip are called omiyage, especially when visiting acquaintances in a distant place.


Gift giving can become arduous.  On Valentine’s Day, most of the chocolate is purchased by women, especially office ladies (OLs), and given to men, particularly unmarried, rising salaryman.  Knowing that gifts received must be repaid in Japan, Japanese candymakers launched a second holiday a few days after Valentine’s Day called White Day. This is the day men could (and by obligation must) buy white chocolate  (giri choco, “duty chocolate”) and give it to all those from whom they had received chocolate on that previous Valentine’s Day.  Young, single, and popular male managers may receive Valentine’s Day chocolates from a dozen or more office ladies, all of whom must be given reciprocal chocolate on White Day that exceeds the value of the chocolate given on Valentine’s Day.


When Japanese managers are invited to weddings, they incur obligations that are reflected in the gifts they must give:  cash, not any other type of gift. The cash must consist of unused bank notes, in denominations of up to 20,000 yen;  the higher the manager’s rank is, the more he must contribute, the exact sum expected being understood ahead of time. The gift must be placed in a special envelope. Large contributions cannot be put into envelopes designed for small contributions or vice versa.  The cord around the envelope must be red and white or gold and silver; no other combination is acceptable. The gift must be presented to the couple on the actual day of the reception, not before or after.  In return, the couple is obligated to give a gift, an article, not money, that must be roughly half the value of the cash received, given on the actual day of the reception, not before nor after.  Any violations are viewed as serious gestures of ill will. The consequence  of  not  fulfilling  these  social  rules  is  the  loss  of trust and support not only of the party directly affected, but of any observers as well; thus, every favor, no matter how small or insignificant, is remembered by both the giver and the receiver, and they both calculate the appropriate reciprocation. 

 
The would-be renter pays a real estate agent’s fee of 50 to 100 percent of one month’s rent, makes  a deposit of several months’ rent, and then gives a gift of one to several months’ rent to the landlord (rights money or key money) at the same time to thank him for providing the opportunity to live in his apartment. There are many holidays and occasions on which gifts are given.  Department stores and gift manufacturers are always on the lookout for new chances to promote gift giving.  For important occasions in Japan, no expense is spared when giving gifts. 


Not only gifts but the gift-giving time is important.  Germans start planning their Christmas shopping in October and begin buying at the end of November.  St. Nicholas’ Day (December 6) is the traditional day when Christmas presents are given. The trend in the UK and France is to squeeze the Christmas period into a shorter giving season, the last week in December. Christmas buying in Hungary has traditionally been on “golden” Sunday, the last Sunday before Christmas Eve.  January 7 is Christmas Day for members of the Eastern Orthodox church. An appropriate gift given at the inappropriate time can be worse than no gift at all. 


In general, high context cultures tend to view gift giving as a requirement; for these cultures, the custom of gift giving is a complex, traditional, meaningful activity  that becomes an important communications element and part of the relationship building process. In contrast, gift giving is an optional, peripheral, and sometimes inappropriate activity in low context cultures such as Germany,  the United Kingdom, or the United States..

*              *       *

Japanese Consumer Behavior

The Japanese consumer views products much more as valuable in and  of themselves, not in the instrumental (utilitarian) manner of a Westerner. For a Japanese consumer, the beauty of a stereo set lies not only in the functional aspects, but also in the appearance, the size, and so on. Whether product features are ultimately functional or not is much less important than to the Westerner; products have an intrinsic  value  and  can  thus  be enjoyed in their own  rights. The Japanese shopper can be found in the store examining products for a longer time than his or her Western counterparts, and shopping becomes a kind of leisure.


Consumers also tend to place emphasis on the appearance of products and on packaging. The Japanese won’t buy something if it has a small scratch on the package—Americans will, if there’s no problem with its function and particularly if they can get a discount on the item.  Food products must look fresh as well as be fresh.  One American food company was forced to develop new packaging for Japan in order to guarantee product freshness. This new packaging was such an improvement, however, that the company subsequently introduced it in other markets. Many complaints about merchandise center around scratches and other exterior damage to daily necessities and household goods. This has prompted retailers to take extra care in handling merchandise to prevent any damage.


Four groups that represent distinctly different experiences and value orientations in regard to family and work include the obedient dreamers (teenage girls still living at home, but preparing to go to college), the trend seekers  (young, single, working women twenty-three to twenty-five who live at home and have high  disposable incomes; they tend to be adventurous and wealthy consumers), the information absorbers (their male peers who have joined the work force; they have an extraordinary interest in information and related technology), and the adaptive realists (hard-core salaryman, the polar opposites to the trend seekers; these are mainstream company employees who graduated from college, married, and typically have a full-time housewife and children).

“Value added” is the name of the game in the Japanese consumer market and gifts are no exception.  Valued added is important not just in the product itself, but also in the service that accompanies it. In durables, consumers seek enrichment of daily life through value-added variety; in food, the quest for variety continues with the use of the microwave oven and with the spicy taste boom.  Consumers are also prepared to pay extra for convenience. For the newly rich, a plethora of investment products, from gold coins to real estate, exists. Men are at last emerging as a segment worth pursuing in order to sell fashion and personal care products. The proliferation of small, successful culture and recreation businesses augurs well for the restructuring of Japan.   There is 

also the profound influence of working women;  well over half of the married Japanese women work in some capacity.  Even if most of the jobs are part-time, the new value these workers place on convenience and out-of-home activities, together with the ability to absorb new things discussed earlier, will continue to spur consumer spending. Japanese consumers spend more time shopping than do American consumers in part because staying at home in cramped houses or apartments is less attractive and in part because shopping is a type of leisure activity. They tend to take considerable time selecting stores and products.  As a result, they show considerable store loyalty. 


The Japanese are in general interested in new and more sophisticated features for such products as refrigerators, sound equipment, television sets, autos, and cameras. This stimulated Japanese companies to incorporate many features that competing foreign products did not have. Then, because of space restrictions and costs, Japanese consumers encouraged manufacturers to adopt a compact design and resource efficiency philosophy, which proved to be popular in many global markets. Nonetheless, the level of consumer awareness of “quality of life” is considerably different  from that seen in the West and often does not enter into the purchase decision. Due to their frenetic lifestyles, the Japanese are avid users of vending machines, which dispense virtually all of life’s necessities, plus many luxuries people in other countries would not consider obtaining from a machine: jewelry, fresh flowers, frozen beef, business cards, and underwear.



Japanese Consumer  Characteristics


•knowledgeable about products;

•careful about buying;


•eager to maintain close relationships with stores;


•unwilling to stand out, but rather wants to belong to a peer group;


•interested in new things;


•insensitive to price as an inducement to try a new product (but sensitive to word-of-mouth recommendations from a peer);


•adverse to the hardsell, especially on the television, or through the mail or by phone;


•the king with the store owners;


•willing to try a foreign product that has been endorsed by peers;


•expects quality to be emphasized, the product supported, and service prompt;


•not overly concerned with price as other factors;


•more concerned with convenience;


•poorly served by business and government: When they save, they 
receive little interest; when they spend, they have little choice among products; and,


    •resigned to accept most of the status-quo: “It has always been done this way and it can’t be changed.”

         


*
