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| recently bought a birthday present for my niece. She was
turning 17 and, in my haste to get her something in time for
her birthday dinner (yes, last minute purchase), | defaulted
to something that most people would probably advise me to
get: a handbag. Now, | am sure that she already has several
handbags, and although she showed much sincere
appreciation for this new one, in a few years, or worse, a
few months, it may end up at one of the many second hand
stores in the country. | realised afterwards that | had fallen
into the trap of giving a “default gift, something safe,
expected and easy to buy.

It got me thinking about why we give gifts in the first place
and how often the things we choose don’t truly add long
term value to the recipient’s life. If we want our gifts to be
more meaningful, perhaps it’s time to rethink not just what
we give, but how we give.

Why we give gifts

Gift giving is as old as humanity itself. From ancient offerings
to modern birthday presents, gifts have always been a way
to express love, gratitude, and connection. At its best, giving
is about showing appreciation, celebrating milestones,
honouring traditions and strengthening bonds. Yet, in
today’s consumer-driven world, the true meaning of gift
giving often gets lost. Too often, we unwrap items that end
up at the back of cupboards, re-gifted or worse, sent straight
to landfill.

Surely, there must be a better way. By rethinking how and
why we give, we can make our gifts more meaningful and
sustainable.

Giving is less about the present
itself and more about the

message it carries.

Giving is less about the present itself and more about the
message it carries. But in the rush to “just get something,”
the deeper meaning can get lost. Instead of thoughtful gifts,
many of us reach for quick clicks on shopping apps and
mass-produced items that don’t carry the same weight.

The problem with default gifts

There’s a pattern to the types of gifts we give. Children
receive toys or clothes, teens unwrap fashion or electronics,
adults get perfume, gadgets or alcohol, and seniors often
receive books, flowers or gift cards. These gifts do bring joy,
however, they are often what we might call “default”
choices: convenient, expected, and sadly not always
meaningful. They rarely surprise us and just as often, they
do not last.

The environmental and ethical costs are even greater.
Default gifts end up as clutter and waste, with many ending
up in landfill. Fast-shopping apps encourage impulse buying
of cheap, poor-quality items that often break quickly. Worse
still, these platforms hide exploitative labour practices and
modern slavery behind glossy marketing and “bargain”
prices. Each thoughtless click risks supporting industries that
harm both people and the planet.

Normalising homemade and edible gifts

Homemade or edible gifts should never be seen as “less
than.” In fact, they are often the most cherished. A jar of
homemade jam, a basket of cookies, or infused olive oil
reflects genuine care. Handwritten recipe cards can become
treasured family heirlooms. Presented in reusable jars, fabric
wraps, or baskets, these thoughtful gifts are as beautiful as
they are meaningful.

The overlooked gift of service

One of the most powerful, sustainable gifts is also one of the
most overlooked: the gift of service. A voucher for a front
yard reset, 3 hours of housekeeping, organising or
decluttering, or even an in-home chef dinner can be
priceless. In today’s busy world, the gift of time and care is
valued above anything wrapped in paper and made in a
factory somewhere halfway around the world.
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