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Gift Items: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly  

 

Finding good gift items and finding them at the right time is a big challenge.  Here is a suggestion on what to stay 

away from: frogs dressed as Easter Bunnies (see above) and the ever popular, but not profitable, initial and name 

programs.  These alphabet-reliant programs are inventory-heavy: 24 letters (excluding Q and X) times six of each 

quickly adds up to 144 items.  If each initial cost is $1.50, then the cost of the assortment is $216.00 with a retail 

total of $532.00.  The reality is that initial programs have an unequal balance of good and poor selling letters; to 

add to the confusion, naming trends change every generation. 

 

For example, here are the top five female and male names for the years listed below (from the Social Security 

Administration): 

 

1955: Mary  Deborah  Linda  Debra  Susan  Michael  David  James  Robert  John = 3Ds, 2Js, 2Ms 

1975: Jennifer  Amy  Heather  Melissa  Angela  Michael  Jason  Christopher  James  David = 3Js, 2Ms, 2As 

1995: Jessica  Ashley  Emily  Samantha  Sarah  Michael  Matthew  Christopher  Jacob  Joshua = 3Js, 2Ss, 2Ms 

2005: Emily  Emma  Madison  Abigail  Olivia  Jacob  Michael  Joshua  Matthew  Ethan = 3Es, 3Ms, 2Js 

2013: Sophia  Emma  Olivia  Isabella  Ava  Noah  Liam  Jacob  Mason  William = 1 S, E, O, I, A, N, J, M, W 

 

Let’s do the math.  Apparently, Ds, Js, Ms, Es and Ss are the rock stars of initials.  Twenty percent of the letters 

equals 80 percent of the sales.  To make money from an initial or name program, you first need to sell 50 percent 

of your stock before you break even.  That means your display will need to be half empty before you see a 

positive cash flow.  Unfortunately, a half-filled rack is most likely going to be out of the best sellers.  It’s now time 

to reorder, pushing any positive cash flow even further back.  Most of these initial programs are a guaranteed sale 

– and they should be.  However, many times you are given credit only after shipping back the unsold items and 

only for reorders.   Just say NO. 
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Note: The cost for most displays/racks is offset with free goods.  That means you are billed for the display but are 

given free product to sell that totals the retail value of the display.  Remember, each time you sell one of the free 

goods, the profit is paying for the display.  The free goods equal only half the cost of a rack.  The first 50 percent 

was free; the second 50 percent should have been your profit.  Keep in mind that most racks are not shipped 

freight-free, either.  

 

-- Gabe Trahan, NCPA Senior Director of Store Operations and Marketing 

 


