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Certif-A-Gift: From Catalog Supplier To Business-Solution Provider

any industry suppliers offer awards and recognition

products, but Certif-A-Gift Company (UPIC: CERTIF)

in Arlington Heights, Illinois, offers these products in
a different way—through catalogs showing a variety of

lifestyle merchandise
as well as travel, gift
certificates and gift
and reward cards.
“Since our founding,
our intent has been
to provide gifts and
awards that recipi-
ents have the oppor-
tunity to select
themselves. This
ensures they want,
need and will appre-
ciate the products,”
says Andy Tobutt,
executive vice presi-
dent. “Our award and
recognition packages
work well because
they meet all differ-
ent tastes and inter-
ests.”

When Certif-A-
Gift was founded in
1954 by Randy Tobutt
and Brandon Decker,
the original concept

for distribution was to offer high-quality merchandise gift
booklets to businesses to use for holiday gift programs. Soon,
however, award and incentive programs were added to mini-
mize the seasonal sales cycle. In 1959, when the company dis-
covered the special-

ty advertising
industry and its
distributor net-
work, a nationwide
sales staff and
national exposure
opened up for the
owners. “Since
then sales efforts
have been directed
toward our distrib-
utor partners
through education,
lead development
and complete sales
support,” says Trish
Decker Duh, presi-
dent.

Partner input is
vital for Certif-A-
Gift because it
allows the company
to continue to pro-
vide new services
and product offer-
ings to meet the
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Certif-A-Gift Celebrates Its 50th Anniversary
History At A Glance
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Certif-A-Gift catalogs are designed to fit all budgets.

industry’s ever-changing demands.
Duh says, “New products that offer
additional profit avenues to our part-
ners allow us to provide a fresh mix
for them to present to their clients,
show new ideas and ensure continued
client loyalty. We have grown from
selling our company as a catalog sup-
plier to selling it as a business-
solution provider.”

Fifty Years Ago

When Randy Tobutt worked for the
Detroit-based H.L. Joynt Company, a
provider of gift booklets of multiple
selection magazine subscriptions and
gift baskets, he suggested that the
company expand into merchandise—
but the company declined. As a result,
he moved to Evanston, Illinois, to pur-
sue his dream of beginning his own
multiple selection merchandise gift
booklet company. There he met
Brandon Decker, who had attended
Kendall College before joining his
father in the real estate business.
Decker helped Tobutt find an apart-
ment in the tight housing market after
World War II and soon agreed to join
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him in his new venture. Because both
men enjoyed a play on words, they
felt Certif-A-Gift was a clever name
for their new company that offered
certificates for gifts.

These entrepreneurs were now the
owners, sales staff and buyers for a
business that originated in the apart-
ment Randy rented from Brandon,
and the merchandise was shipped
from Brandon's Park Ridge basement.
They along with some neighbors (who
worked for sandwiches and beer) pre-
pared the merchandise for shipment,
applied postage stamps and drove the
packages to the post office in
Brandon's station wagon. The growing
business moved in 1955 to larger
facilities in Evanston with a store-
front and warehouse; and in 1959, the
company moved to Schiller Park to an
even larger office and warehouse
facility.

After 1960 and with the develop-
ment of more advertising specialty
distributors, which changed the com-
pany's focus of business from a local
company to a national company, sales
personnel and other staff members

were added. Four regional sales
offices were opened, and a second
warehouse and office were leased to
accommodate the growing business.
Continued growth required another
move in 1998 to an even larger facili-
ty in Arlington Heights, Illinois.

The Second Generations
Both Andy Tobutt and Trish Decker
Duh, the owners’ son and daughter,
grew up involved with the company.
Tobutt, who eagerly came on board
full time as a salesperson immediately
following high school graduation, had
spent his early years helping in the
warehouse and working the printing
press. Duh worked summers during
her college years as the receptionist
as well as in the billing, order entry
and customer service areas. She grad-
uated with a BS degree in education
from Northern Illinois University and
worked several years as a claims
supervisor with Allstate Insurance
before joining her father’s company.
Since Tobutt and Duh had grown
up in the business, knew all facets of
its sales and operations, and shared




In 1998, Certif-A-Gift moved to its current headquarters in
Arlington Heights, lllinois.

similar goals for its growth and suc-
cess, they were ready in 1978 to take
over the company’s daily management
after their fathers’ retirements.

With Tobutt’s two sons, 18 and 14,
and Duh’s 15-year-old son learning
the business, a definite possibility
exists for Certif-A-Gift to remain a
family-operated business through a
third generation.

Challenges For
Certif-A-Gift

Duh says the greatest challenge for
the company has been the introduc-
tion of multi-million dollar direct cat-
alog firms. “We have seen huge firms
enter the promotional products arena
and grab market share—only to disap-
pear a few years later. For the past 50
years, we have stayed true to our com-
mitment to support our partners,
while trying to maintain margins for
both of us in spite of the increased
direct competition.”

Another challenge for Certif-A-Gift
is standing above the competition by
helping its partners solve their clients’
performance needs. “The feedback our
partners provide us plus our passion
for helping businesses motivate,
improve and recognize performance
drive our development of technology
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and services so we can build better
results,” says Tobutt.

Measuring Success

Certif-A-Gift has been successful as
a result of remaining focused on its
core business, developing relation-
ships and partnerships, and support-
ing and enhancing the products and
services it provides to its partners.
“We must meet our clients’ expecta-
tions every day by offering quality
products and service as a measure of
our success,” says Duh. “Our goal for
2004 is to continue to emerge from
the slowdown we have all experienced
the past two years and to review and
reinvest in our people and processes
so we can excel for the next 50 years.”

The company’s general goal is to
provide a positive experience for pro-
gram participants from the moment
the program begins until they have
received and enjoyed their gifts or
awards. “We realize these people are
the most important asset the client
has,” explains Duh, “and their satis-
faction is our responsibility and our
number-one concern.”

Success has come to Certif-A-Gift
because of its understanding of the
partner side of the sale. “We strive to
learn the obstacles our partners face

and how to assist them in assessing
their clients’ needs. We want to pro-
vide a solution that is right for their
clients and profitable for our partners
and our company,” says Duh.

Technology And The
Bottom Line

An industry change Certif-A-Gift
has noticed is the desire for more
choices in awards for program partici-
pants and the flexibility to customize
the selection of awards. “There has
been a demand for more technology
and information for customers to man-
age their incentive programs.
Producing and managing an awards
catalog has become significantly easier
with the use of the Internet,” says
Tobutt. “We are able to effectively pro-
vide tools such as peer-to-peer recogni-
tion, quizzing and sales reporting. We
can give back efficient, insightful and
useful information to build better
results for the customer.”

In recent years, Certif-A-Gift has
put a substantial investment into its
technology capabilities, which have
attracted clients who demand state-of-
the-art technology, such as interactive
Internet catalogs with shopping cart
functionality and Web-based order
redemption. “Our technology has
increased efficiency through electronic
data transfer, which provides more
prompt and accurate order processing
and improved information flow,” says
Tobutt. “This has all definitely resulted
in an increase to our bottom line.”

During the past 50 years, Certif-A-
Gift has grown from a mere idea of
including merchandise catalogs in
award and gift programs to a stable,
profitable business that has weathered
lean years, recessions and increased
competition. With its focus on helping
its partners build incentive programs
to motivate, improve and recognize
their clients’ program participants,
Certif-A-Gift is sure to be successful
for the next 50 years. PPB

Anne Pechuls is an associate editor
for PPB.



