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Gift Cards

Gift certifi cates and gift cards are a popular gift-giving 
option.  Gift cards make the gift buying process less 
stressful for the gift-giver, and the recipient can use it to 
purchase something they want. As easy and stress-free 
as they may seem, some gift card recipients have experi-
enced problems in the form of fees and expiration dates. 

Many recipients of gift cards unhappily discover that their 
cards have expired when they want to use them or that 
they are worth less than their original value because fees 
have been deducted. Others are disappointed to fi nd out 
that if the items they purchase with the card cost less than 
the amount on the card, the remainder is not refunded as 
cash. Some fi nd that their gift cards can only be used at 
the retail store, not online. 

For consumers purchasing gift cards in Maryland, many 
of these problems were resolved with the passage of a 
Maryland law in 2006, and changes to the Federal Credit 
CARD Act of 2009.

What You Should Know

Store-Specifi c Gift Cards 

Store-specifi c gift certifi cates or cards are those that may 
be used to buy merchandise only from a particular store 
and its affi liates.  Under Maryland law, store-specifi c gift 
cards may not expire for at least four years after the date 
of purchase and the issuer may not impose fees or charges 
of any kind during that four-year period. Federal legisla-
tion stretches expiration protection to fi ve years; however, 
consumers may be charged fees during this fi fth year and 
any year thereafter.   

Any terms or conditions concerning an expiration date or 
fee must be printed clearly in a visible place on the front 
or back of the card, on a sticker permanently affi xed to 
the gift card, or on an envelope containing the gift 
card.  Typical fees include service charges, fees for 

inactivity, maintenance fees, and reload fees. These fees 
cannot be charged more than once a month, and require 
that there is at least one year of inactivity on the card prior 
to being initially assessed. It is also important to note that 
these terms and conditions may not be changed after the 
date of purchase or issuance unless the change benefi ts the 

consumer.
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Gift Cards Issued by Banks or General Purpose Cards 

Gift cards issued by banks are cards that are processed 
through a national credit or debit card service, such as 
Discover, MasterCard, or Visa. These cards can be used 
to purchase goods or services from unaffi liated stores. 
Although the advantage of these cards is their fl exibili-
ty – they can be used in most stores – they do not always 
have the same protections as store-specifi c cards. If the 
cards are reloadable, these cards are not limited by law as 
to how long they must be in effect.  The law only requires 
that the expiration date be clearly disclosed, as well as 
all fees, including service fees, dormancy fees, account 
maintenance fees, cash-out fees, gift card replacement 
fees, activation and reactivation fees, and fees for online 
and phone orders.  If the card is not reloadable, the Credit 
CARD Act prevents expiration in less than fi ve years, but 
fees may still apply once a month if there has been at least 
one year of inactivity on the gift certifi cate or card.     
 

Here are some tips when purchasing 
gift cards: 

• Ask questions.  When purchasing any gift 
certifi cate or gift card, read the disclosures and 
ask questions so that you know all the terms and 
conditions, including the expiration date and all 
fees that may apply.

• Purchase gift cards only from reputable 
sources.  Cards sold by individuals or at auction 
sites often turn out to be stolen or counterfeit. 
Purchasing gift cards directly from the store is a 
better option. You can always check out a busi-
ness by calling the Consumer Protection Division 
at 410-528-8662 or 1-888-743-0023. In addition, 
you may check with the Better Business Bureau 
by visiting http://greatermdbbb.org/Find-Busi-
ness-Reviews  

• Encourage immediate use.  Especially if the 
gift card is for a small business, encourage the 
recipient to use a store-specifi c gift card sooner 
rather than later – you never know when a busi-
ness may close, potentially leaving the recipient 
empty-handed! 

• Check on purchase exceptions.  Can the 
recipient use a store-specifi c gift card at 

either the physical store or the store’s web site?  
Are there any catches for general purpose gift 
cards?  Reading the fi ne print can help answer these 
questions. 

• Treat your gift card like cash. Keep your card in 
a safe place. If your card is lost or stolen, generally, 
you are out of luck. Some retail chains will issue a 
new card, but others won’t. Some general purpose 
gift cards can be replaced, but often for a fee. 

• Proof of Purchase. Keep the receipt in case some-
thing is wrong with the card. 

• Be wary of gift card scams.  Examine the card for 
any signs of tampering. Crooks sometimes copy 
numbers from cards accessible to the public in 
stores, then use them to make purchases over the 
Internet after the card has been activated. Some 
store employees have been caught pocketing newly 
purchased cards and giving customers blank ones.  
At the time of purchase, have the store employee 
scan the gift card in front of you. This will verify 
the correct amount has been added to the card.

 

Consumer Protection Division
200 St. Paul Place, 16th Fl., Baltimore, MD 21202

• General Consumer Complaints: 410-528-8662
Toll-free: 1-888-743-0023  TDD: 410-576-6372
9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday-Friday
www.marylandattorneygeneral.gov/Pages/CPD/

• Health Consumer Complaints: 410-528-1840
Toll-free: 1-877-261-8807  TDD: 410-576-6372
9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
www.marylandcares.org

• For information on branch offi ces in Largo, Salisbury, 
Hagerstown, and a full list of offi ces across Maryland, visit: 
www.marylandattorneygeneral.gov/Pages/contactus.aspx
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