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PERSONAL FINANCE

Erankx Consumer / By Charles Passy

Custom Cards for the Holidays

This winter, greeting-
card makers want
gou to think oulside
the b,

With many com-
panies offering new
ways o make person-

alized holiday

cards—even Hewlett-Pack-
ard, the computer maker, is in the
fray—we decided this vear to get a jump
on our own mailing list. Instead of buy-
ing vet another box of off-the-rack cards
and canned sentiments, we thought
we'd order up some customized ones.
Custom cards are a growing slice
of the $7.5 billion greeting-card in-
dustry, which does a quarter of its
business during the winter holidays.

American Greetings, No. 2 in the

printed-card business behind Hall-

mark, launched a paid service that

lets you customize card templates on-

line; so far, nearly two million peo-

ple have paid the $11.95 annual fee

in less than a vear since it started.

Hallmark sells software for about

350, while H-P offers its help free.

We also hired a free-lance artist to

see If a human is any better at meet-

ing our demands, which were simple

enough: Give us an image that's cheer-
ful but not specifically religious, and
since we live in Florida, no snowmen,
crackling fireplaces, etc.

Soon enough, the headaches started.

Before we could find a suitable free-

lancer, we had to reject some pretty off-

the-mark ones—including one who did
cards for Vegas showmen Siegfried &

Royv. (The hon-and-tiger thing didn't ex-
actly say “season’'s Greetings™ to us.)
And in the case of H-P. it offered so
few choices we were forced to break
our “Florida”™ rule and settle for a win-
try scene.

H-P also had some technical snafus.
When we logged on to its Web site,
which offers free templates (even if vou
don’t own their brand of printer, or buy
H-P-branded paper}, we were given just
a couple dozen choices, and ended up
seftling for a bizarre snowman that

A look ot some of the results.

brought to mind Picasso’s Cubist period.

Printing was a hassle, too. We
never could figure out how to center
the image on the paper, and the op-
tions to personalize the design were ba-
sically limited to changing the greeting
and adding names. An H-P spokes-

woman says the company plans to un-
vell “fresher” projects in a few weeks.
We did slightly better with American
Greetings” online program. Although it
offers myriad choices, we couldn't find
a card with a Floridian flavor, Still, its
selections were amusing, such as one
celebrating the “12 Days of Redneck
Christmas.” (Second day: “Two new tat-
toos.”) It offers more personalization as
well: You can create your own text mes-
sage and tweak the design by fiddling
with fonts or adding a family photo,
Hallmark's program olfered the
most flexibility of the print-it-yourself
methods we tried. It has a huge bank
of 3,500 customizable designs, in
themes from Kwanzaa 1o birthdays. You
can also create a card from scratch, us-
ing provided clip art. Within a couple
hours, we had a tropical card replete
with a drawing of a sand bucket and
wishes for a “warm” holiday,

since printing on our home PC
took as long as four hours for just
100 cards, we also tried Hammond
Greetings, which lets you customize a
card online —then does the printing
for you. It even offers a beach set-
ting, and it cost only about §160 for
100 cards, including rush shipping.
But since Hammond has lots of corpo-
rate clients, the cards felt a bit ge-
neric even when personalized.

Finally, we hired a designer on
Elance.com, which matches customers
to free-lancers in many fields via a

bidding process. In just a few days, we
had more than a dozen bids on our
project. After studying résumeés, we set-
tled on a fellow who promised 100 cards,
plus envelopes, in just a couple weeks,
for $350. He came up with a retro Palm
Beach-in-the-1930s design we liked, but
only after a few false starts—including
one design that referred to Florida's
election snafus, which we voted down,
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bels. Rush ship-
ping was extra.

Web site, to the
tirme we got the
cards.

ing Florida’s elec-
tion snafus. )

But we liked the one
we finally picked; he
was flexible and re-
sponsive,



