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Amrod is in its 15th year in business. 
I heard that you guys worked out 
of tiny offices near Sandton City 
in 2000 when you started. Did you 
ever imagine Amrod boasting over  
1 000 employees 14 years later?
Craig: When we imported our first 

shipment – selected from one supplier’s 

range of products, and photographed 

on our boardroom table using a basic 

digital camera – we had very little insight 

into the workings of the promotional 

gift market. Looking back, we dove in 

head-first without really being aware of 

any obstacles lurking below the surface, 

relying on luck and hoping that there 

would be a market for the items we 

were importing. The first thing we did 

was design and print a catalogue (an 

awful one in hindsight) and exhibited at 

SARCDA. Fortunately, a few resellers liked 

the products and over time we imported 

our second shipment and then third. We 

now receive more than one container a 

day on average.

What led to your success?
Amit: Firstly, I would say luck. Luck always 

plays a part for any successful company 

and for us the largest fortune was that 

our competitors took no notice of us back 

then. They were confident we would fail. 

That, together with the fact that many of 

them became complacent at the time, 

gave us a chance.

Secondly, we were young and carefree 

to some extent and so we took risks. The 

products on offer in the market at the 

time were conservative – available largely 

in black, navy, maroon and forest-green. 

We sought to change that and imported 

products that were unconventional, 

colourful and fun. Our two most successful 

products at the time were the bubble and 

flexi clock. I’m sure that many of our clients 

reading this will remember those two 

items – they kept us in the game. 

Thirdly, we figured out early on that we 

could not supply our reseller-clients as well 

as compete with them by directly targeting 

the end-user customer at the same time. 

In 2002, when our reseller and end-user 

business was roughly 50/50, we decided 

to change tactic and become a trade-only 

supplier. At the time it was a tough call to 

make but was probably the single best 

decision we have ever made. Competing 

with your clients, even at two price tiers, 

simply makes no sense.

Fourth, and most important, once we 

decided to supply to resellers only, we 

made it a priority to understand their 

profile. By understanding our clients, we 

quickly figured out what they wanted and 

that was quality and innovative products, 

excellent service and convenience.

What has been your biggest 
innovation?
Nimrod: Our online stock check. There 

are barely any clients these days who 

don’t rely on our online stock check. It’s 

a no-brainer and a lot of our competitors 

surprisingly took many years to adopt it. 

Our clients don’t only work during office 

hours. Why should they have to wait for us 

to be open to check stock?

Was the environment more  
competitive then than it is now?
Amit: It has been competitive throughout 

but we view competition as healthy. Strong 

competition motivates us. 

For a number of years, when we were 

a lot smaller, one of our competitors had 

a plan to crush us and their strategy was 

to threaten that they will copy our entire 

catalogue and undercut our prices. For a 

small company like ours, that was quite 

concerning. At the end of the day though, 

we chose to be the best we could be, work 

with integrity and continue to innovate. They 

chose a copying strategy and ultimately 

we outgrew them many times over. It was a 

great lesson. We could have played them 

at their own game or simply sat back and 

been eaten up by their copying strategy, 

but we chose to stay calm and out-think 

them and it worked for us. 

If you stop innovating then you will 
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likely disappear. That’s happened to a 

number of printers and importers in this 

industry and will happen to us if we stop 

innovating, get arrogant or complacent.

Everyone knows that branding is 
extremely difficult. Why offer it then 
as an in-house option?
Nimrod: We had a choice to take the 

easy route: to simply sell gifts and add 

no further value. But, how then would we 

have differentiated ourselves from our 

competition? 

We carefully researched what the big 

players in the US were doing and noted 

that all of them were branding in-house. 

We visited them and were given clear 

access to their facilities, providing us 

with an insight into the challenges and 

complexities associated with branding 

in-house.

Since nobody was branding in-house 

on a professional level, we felt that doing 

it properly would give us a competitive 

edge and thus took a strategic decision 

to acquire a major printer. Overnight 

we grew our staff complement from 30 

to 100 and quadrupled the complexity 

of our business. We were no longer a 

supplier of boxes, but a supplier of a 

branded product. 

Unfortunately our service levels 

suffered temporarily as we got to grips 

with branding but we have put a lot of 

effort and tens of millions of rand into 

people, machines and consultants 

to ensure that we lead the way in the 

branding game for a long time to come. 

To brand properly and within acceptable 

lead times requires significant floor 

space, correct flows, lots of machinery 

and suitably experienced and qualified 

operators. We didn’t have sufficient 

space until June last year. We now 

operate out of a world-class branding 

facility, branding over 125 000 products 

and 600-plus orders daily. 

The majority of our clients who order 

products from us also have them branded 

in-house and we hope to get this to the 

95% level pretty soon. 

How much more competitive has 
this facility made your business?
Nimrod: We feel that ultimately all 

importers will be branding in-house. 

The convenience to the reseller is 

obviously the driver. As I mentioned 

already, we have invested so much into 

our branding setup over the past five 

years and paid tons of school fees. 

At the moment , our branding setup is 

significantly larger than any other on this 

continent . The volumes that we brand 

daily at the moment match up with 

many of the top suppliers in the world. 

There is no question that at the moment , 

In April 2000, three 25-year-old friends had an idea to source and supply gadgets to the South 
African market. Having saved up R300 000 between them, and admittedly not doing as much 
research into the local promotional product market as they probably should have, the three 
would-be entrepreneurs ordered their first shipment of clocks and business card holders and set 
out to sell them to both corporates and resellers.
David A Steynberg speaks to founders Amit Brill, Craig Friedman and Nimrod Barlev about 
Amrod’s success.

Amrod's production facility 

housing over 600 staff in eight 

different branding departments.
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we have a competitive advantage 

regarding our in-house branding facility. 

You are leaders in the gifting space. 
Why did you then choose to get into 
the tough clothing space?
Nimrod: We listened to our clients. At the 

time they were buying gifts from us and 

clothing elsewhere. Since it was primarily 

the same client base buying both, we felt 

that if we could source the right clothing 

range our clients would consider us as 

a clothing supplier. We have been very 

aggressive in expanding our collection 

and our brands. Thankfully, most of our 

styles have been very successful and we 

are now considered their primary clothing 

supplier by many of our clients. Our aim 

here once more is to be a leader in this 

space. 

A pen is a pen is a pen. Or is it?
Craig: We don’t think this is so and this is 

why we have survived. As a supplier, you 

can choose to play purely on price, or 

alternatively offer benefits other than price 

alone. Our sizeable overhead structure 

prevents us from being the cheapest in 

the industry, but this is not where we have 

ever positioned ourselves. We firmly believe 

that most of our clients are after quality, 

service and convenience and that price is 

important but not the determining factor. 

By offering our clients a total solution we 

believe that our clients ultimately save 

money and time. Naturally we have to 

ensure that we are competitively priced but 

when we source products we do not look 

for the cheapest supplier, rather, we seek  

innovative designs, quality products and 

suppliers who are interested in long-term 

relationships. 

Clients complain that there is 
nothing new out there. How do you 
respond to this?
Craig: We try extremely hard not to pick 

items directly from our suppliers’ 

catalogues. We are sourcing all year 

round and aim to constantly think out of 

the box for ideas. We have introduced 

many new products in the last few years 

as well as multiple new categories and 

global brands. This year, we have focused 

heavily on the technology category which 

we feel will be a major hit. We are 

introducing numerous new powerbanks, 

headphones, speakers and general 

technology accessories, and because they 

are useful products, they will make for 

excellent corporate products. 

Growth cannot continue forever. Do 
you expect to slow down now?
Amit: Our turnover has seen significant 

growth for many years but in order to 

maintain that and to ensure that our 

service levels don’t drop as our volumes 

increase, there are lots of areas that have 

required upgrading and improvement.

In the past three years we have moved 

our branding facility and palletised two of 

our warehouses, introduced a new 

warehouse management software 

system with advanced barcode 

scanning, moved our Cape Town branch 

to much larger showrooms/offices and 

recently completed our expansion of our 

Johannesburg showroom – offering our 

clients a world-class environment to 

which they can bring their end-user 

customers. Additionally, we opened an 

office in Hong Kong and employed staff 

to manage our purchasing and quality 

control requirements in Asia. We feel that 

we have built the infrastructure to enable 

us to grow further and hopefully our 

clients will continue to support us. 

It seems to be a very competitive 
landscape for promotional compa-
nies. Do you have any suggestions 
for them to remain competitive?
Craig: Because there are just about no 

barriers to entry, this industry will likely 

always be extremely competitive. To 

be successful, one needs to not only 

work hard, but also work smart. I am 

not convinced that they need to be the 

cheapest to excel but being able to buy 

at better pricing does help. Our Amrod 

Loyalty Programme has shown us that 

those resellers who favour only a few 

suppliers are more successful as they 

inevitably end up on a higher discount 

tier and are therefore able to be more 

competitive on price.

We have plenty of top-spending 

clients who are one or two man/woman 

companies. A small workforce does not 

mean that you cannot be successful. On 

the contrary, this industry proves that it’s 

possible to excel irrespective of size – but 

part of being successful is aligning with 

those suppliers who offer the best product 

and service bundle. 

Where do you see this industry in 10 
years’ time?
Nimrod: The past 10 years have seen 

unbelievable changes in our industry and 

I feel most of them have been positive. 

Significant competition on the supplier 

side has led to many improvements 

and an incredible selection and depth of 

stock on hand. The addition of in-house 

branding and shorter lead times has 

enabled end-users to choose not to 

plan well ahead of time as they are 

now comforted by the fact that stock is 

available and their job will be completed 

in the time they need. If the speed of 

change and improvement over the last 

10 years in this industry is equalled in the 

coming decade, we’re confident that there 

is a lot to look forward to.

What are you most proud of and do 
you have an exit strategy?
Craig: I think we are most proud of being 

able to build a company to this size while 

maintaining high levels of integrity. It is 

easy to take short cuts but our philosophy 

has always been a long-term one and all 

decisions we make follow that principle. 

The three of us are very different 

personalities but we have been partners 

and friends for nearly 15 years and that’s 

quite an accomplishment. Most people 

would like to grow a company to a point 

where a willing buyer will offer them a 

good price. For the time being, we still 

love what we do and are as motivated as 

ever to make Amrod a better place for our 

staff and our clients, and thus have no 

intention to exit.

What are your thoughts on PPPSA?
Amit: We feel that it has come at the 

right time and this is why we are very 

supportive of it . It is run by two men with 

a ton of experience in our industry and 

their intentions are to professionalise the 

sector. This will benefit all stakeholders 

and we really do encourage our clients to 

become members as it will transform the 

industry positively for all stakeholders – of 

that we are sure! 

We feel strongly that a proper, well-

run association with good corporate 

governance and that has the best interests 

of all players at heart is necessary in 

ensuring the evolution of our industry.

Having spoken to many suppliers and 

resellers in the US, Europe and Australia, 

it’s clear to us that an industry association 

benefits end-users, resellers as well as 

suppliers and we don’t see why South 

Africa should be without one.

Any last words from the three of you?
Craig: The last 15 years have been a 

crazy, fun, exciting ride. Above all, we 

believe that our clients are our partners 

and we look forward to working closely 

with them to achieve success for both 

parties, while continuing to innovate and 

maintain high levels of integrity.

A section of Amrod’s new 1000m2 showroom, 
with five glass meeting rooms, a coffee counter 
and every item from their collection on display.


