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Playing Your
Cards Right

A Valentine's Day quide to gift card purchases.

by KarenVon Der Bruepge

Chief Marketing Officer for Pioneer Services

ift cards are one of the most

popular tems gift tems with

the MNational Retal Federa-

Lo [NHI estimating that
consumers bought around $24 billion
worth this last holiday season.

For military families, gift cards are
practical. They are easy to include in a
greeting card (which saves on shipping)
and, since larger retalers often allow
cards to be used at any of their stores,
lecation doesnt matter:

But there are a few key considera-
tions since some have fees and condi-
tions that you should know beforehand.

CHECK FOR FEES

When buying a card, make sure to ask about
fees since you don't want to give someone a
$50 gift card, only to find out that it's only
worth $40. Some include;

= Purchase Fee - Added onto the amount of
the card when bought, these are either a per-
centage of the card's value or a flat fee. They
are also usually associated with bank-issued
cards; an NRF study found that 92 percent of
retailers don't charge purchase fees.

= Service and Maintenance Fee - Charged
each month the card is not fully redeemed,
these are deducted automatically. The recip-
ient will likely not know it until he or she goes
to make a purchase, only to find the amount
on the card is less than anticipated.

= Replacement Fee - Some issuers may
charge a fee for lost or stolen cards.
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CHECK FOR EXPIRATION DATES

Most retailers don't have these, and some
states have laws that prohibit them. That
does, however, leave thousands of cards that
do expire, and since more than a quarter of
gift cards given last year have not been used,
it's vital to check.

For most, an expiration date won't be a con-
cern since many people won't turn down free
money and a chance to go shopping. But if the
intended recipient is in the military, it could be
a problem since deployments, PCS or other is-
sues could make it difficult to use it the allot-
ted amount of time. S0 be sure to double check
expiration dates and inform the recipient.

ONLINE CONSIDERATIONS

The safest bet when buying an online gift card
is to buy one from companies with proven
track records. While there are many sites that
seem legitimate, there is no guarantee that
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they will be up and running next year, or even
next week. By choosing a retailer you're fa-
miliar with and that has been proven reliable,
you can rest assured that the card won't be-
come useless.

Also, if possible, choose a retailer with ac-
tual storefront locations. This makes it easier
for the recipient to return items, and also pro-
vides an easier avenue for resolving disputes.

ENJOY SHOPPING

None of these considerations should keep you
from buying a qift card. They can, however,
ensure that you are getting the best deal for
your money. And as a bonus, you can enjoy
an easy and enjoyable shopping experience,
while the recipient gets what he or she truly
wanted, making for a happier celebration for
everyone involved, Msu
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