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This paper analyzes 1,038 gift related advertisements by Japanese department stores in newspapers collected in every five year from

1963 to 2008. Our goal is to understand the dynamics of the shared meaning of seasonal gifts in Japanese society. The analysis

suggests that it has shifted from commitment to detachment.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
This paper analyzes 1,308 gift related advertisements by Japa-

nese department stores in newspapers collected in every five years 
from 1963 to 2008. Our goal is to understand the dynamics of the 
shared meaning of seasonal gifts in Japanese society. In Japan, there 
is a tradition to send gifts to people to whom one is indebted, such as 
superiors, clients, matchmakers, parents, and relatives on both sum-
mer (ochūgen) and winter (oseibo) gift occasions. Starting in 1964, 
Japanese department stores opened temporary “gift centers” in their 
premises for these seasonal gifts, and they have played a pivotal role 
in developing and maintaining such gift giving rituals in post war 
Japanese society (Mitsukoshi Honsha 2005).

Gift giving has been an important research topic within the Con-
sumer Culture Theory tradition (Arnold and Thompson 2005). How-
ever, contemporary Japanese gift culture has rarely been explored 
in spite of its importance in the society, with some exceptions (Ito 
2011; Minami 1998; Minowa and Gould 1999; Minowa, Khomenko, 
and Belk 2011; Rupp 2003). Also, while most of the extant research 
in consumer research has been at a micro level, there is a paucity of 
research on commercially constructed representation of gift giving at 
a macro level. This paper tries to open this line of inquiry. 

The advertisements were collected from the Newspaper Adver-
tisement Small Edition, which compiles the advertisements by indus-
try published in major newspapers each month. We checked every 
page of the Small Editions from 1963 to 2008, every five years, and 
collected all the gift related advertisements by department stores. 
There were 581 ochūgen and 522 oseibo advertisements. Other gift 
occasion promoted by department stores include Christmas, Fathers’ 
Day, and Mothers’ Day. These advertisements were also compared 
to examine the distinctiveness of the seasonal gift advertisements.

We also conducted interviews about gift-related marketing with 
store personnel of the eight major national chain department stores 
in Tokyo in order to check the plausibility of our interpretations of 
the advertisements. We asked questions concerning the meaning of 
gift giving culture for Japanese society over the past fifty years. This 
helped to place the findings from our analysis of advertising within 
the broader context of societal change.

Two main findings emerged from our historical analysis. First, 
there has been a coexistence of Japanese and Western cultural refer-
ences in the advertisements, regardless of year, although seasonal 
gift giving is deeply rooted in Japanese culture. The apparent reason 
is that department stores in Japan have been important gatekeepers 
introducing Western things to Japanese consumers (Creighton 1992). 
The items introduced in the advertisements have been both from Ja-
pan (e.g., Kikkoman soy sauce) and from the West (e.g., Twinings 
black tea). Also, the advertisements sometimes use both Japanese 
and Western cultural elements (e.g., a Japanese woman costumed in 
kimono with pasta and ham).

Second, some of the gift items appearing in the advertisements 
until the 1970s are durable gifts for adult men, such as socks, under-
wear, and shirts, which then began to be replaced by nondurable gifts 
for anybody, such as sweets, coffee, and canned foods. Men’s wear 
was popular due to the economic needs of consumers for such “ne-
cessity” gifts during the 60s and 70s. Then there was a resurgence of 
food items as dominant seasonal gifts, while food has generally been 

regarded as the important gift item throughout Japan’s history (Ito 
2011). The change may imply that the symbolic meaning of the sea-
sonal gift giving ritual has shifted from commitment to detachment. 
Sending durables for seasonal gifts requires givers to expend efforts 
to carefully consider the recipients’ needs and tastes because it is pos-
sible that the recipients do not like the gifts but cannot abandon them 
easily as they feel guilty. On the other hand, food gifts are called 
kiemono, defined as “gifts that will disappear after consumption -- 
such as food, seasonings, detergents, and bathing powder” in Japa-
nese dictionary. Kiemono gifts carry a smaller psychological burden 
than durable gifts for both givers and recipients. If the recipient does 
not like these things, he or she can give them to somebody else as 
osusowake (sharing with others what has been given) or discard them 
because they are expected to disappear by virtue of their perishable 
nature. The decline of communal values as a result of urbanization, 
the shift of family structures from extended to nuclear, the decline of 
corporate culture, and the abundance and accumulation of material 
objects at home contributed to a decrease in the amount of obliga-
tory seasonal gift giving and allowed people to revert to kiemono 
gifts rather than durables. This is strikingly evident in seasonal gift 
advertisements. The progressive dominance of such kiemono gifts is 
markedly different from other gift giving occasions like Christmas, 
Mother’s Day, Father’s day, and Valentine’s Day. Our interpretation 
complements that of Daniels (2001) who interpreted the practicality 
of consumable gifts in Japan merely due to limited space. 
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