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If you’ve heard me talk about the gift 

card industry, you’ve probably heard 

me compare it to the Wild West. It’s 

surprising how fi tting that analogy is. 

People coming from miles around, all 

over the world, interested in trying 

their hand to pan for these newfound 

riches. People that have been here a 

while are skeptical about whether they 

can hang on for long, after knowing 

that gift card looks shiny and sweet 

on the outside, but is hard work, 

and takes grit to make real progress 

happen. As some of these miners 

fall away on to easier pastures, the 

ones that last become grizzled and 

one of us, constantly looking for new 

opportunities and rich veins.



ust like the Wild West 
changed over time, this 
industry is similarly 
changing. Funnily enough, 
some of those people that 
have fallen away have 
come back, bringing new 

technology or ideas from other 
industries. The amount of people 
that come through this industry 
is high—with an average of 1–3 
years for merchants in the gift card 
program manager role, we have 
fresh blood and 
new ideas almost 
constantly. 

As the benefi ts 
of these new 
ideas have 
seeped into our 
culture, we’re 
starting to see 
the effects of technology and 
other industries in a much more 
real way. As the Wild West did, 
we are starting to see the signs of 
industrialization and automation. 
Here are some examples of new 
trends in the gift card world, 
and where those ideas may 
have originated.

Aggregator Consolidation 
and Increase Competition:
We continue to see the large 
aggregators buying up smaller 
competitors and concepts that 
drive search engine optimization, 
technology, and know-how. As 
these smaller companies get 
bought, more entrepreneurs are 
attracted to the space, looking to 
get acquired. There is a fresh new 
round of concepts being introduced 
to the gift card space, rich with 

opportunity.

We’re also seeing 
aggregators 
being bought by 
processors, and 
merchants being 
purchased by 
aggregators. 
This concept 

in business is called “Backward 
Integration” and it allows the buyer 
to lower costs and get greater 
access to its products while limiting 
those products to its competition. 
We’re also seeing aggregators 
purchasing their distributor 
partners, which gives them 
exclusive distribution rights within 

As the Wild West 
did, we are starting 
to see the signs of 
industrialization 
and automation. 

Everyone pans for gold independently, staking out their 
territory and fi ghting it out, while still honoring people’s 
expertise and market position. Sometimes there are fi ghts, 
drunken brawls in the saloon, and we occasionally have bad 
guys dressed in black, obvious and egotistical about their 
position and expecting everyone else to respect them and 
do their bidding based on their own self-promotion. We’ve 
had snake-oil salesmen, talking about new concepts that will 
“take over” and leave us burned and skeptical when their 
concept simply doesn’t make it.
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a distribution point, and limits their 
competitor from selling there.

The end result of this is more 
complicated aggregator partners, 
where they might actually become 
a competitor of the product they 
now produce, while possessing 
knowledge of the business terms 
and competition of the other 
products they distribute.

This is common in the consumer 
space, with retailers creating their 
own non-name brands and offering 
them cheaper than name brands in 
their stores, for anything from soup 
to allergy medicine.

Gift Cards Leveraging
New Currencies:
As gift card is an easy, already- 
integrated fi nancial instrument, 
more and more programs that 
work with cryptocurrencies are 
eyeing it in order to convert these 
newer fi nancial instruments 
into the everyday POS providers 
that retailers use, without a 
costly integration. Retailers have 
been skeptical of the origins of 
these funds, but with the rise of 
cryptocurrency as an accepted 
form of payment, there are a 
number of merchants asking 
themselves why not?

More Gift Card Malls
of Different Kinds:
In the online retail space for 
products, we’re seeing higher traffi c 
going to online concepts. This is 
similar for gift cards, as digital sales 
continue to grow. We’re seeing 
about 10% of cards sold are digital 
for merchants, while a whopping 

50-60% of incentive and reward 
sales are going that way. This makes 
logical sense as digital cards are 
easier and cheaper to send to a 
consumer by email, and can be sent 
in real-time instead of having a 
customer wait.

The digital cards we’ve seen have 
had so much growth—some of 
the virtual packaging is a really 

great experience, and the digital 
providers are continuing to 
improve their offering 
exponentially. We anticipate 
digital growth to continue. There 
are fun new concepts, and different 
form factors, some of which are 
really very insightfully created. 
We love the consumer fun being 
created in the digital mall space.
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Greater Access to Inactive 
Gift Cards:
The “activate at home” trend 
continues, with a number of 
providers offering that service. 
Apparently consumers like having 
a stash of gift cards to give out 
at birthdays and events without 
having to go shop for them. 

This opens up a whole new 
world that we’re just starting to 
understand. Real-time activation 
of cards, both physical and digital, 
allow consumers to be thoughtful 
in real-time and create convenience 
that we’ve never had before. 
Expect to see more entrants and 
more thoughtful, brand expressive, 
versions of activate at home.

More Card
Retail Launches:
Yep—there’s more coming.
We’ve moved past traditional 
retailer launches, as most large 
retailers have already launched 
programs, and are looking more
to expanding them, but we’re 
seeing newer companies, online 
focused with a millennial audience, 
taking the stage, and launching 
programs. Often these concepts
 are nontraditional, such 
as crowdsourcing rides and 

Be ready for brand
new concepts, where 
retailers based on gift 
cards are emerging, 
offering experiences, 
new services, and 
putting out non-
traditional gift card 
concepts or setups that 
push our expectations 
for how the world
should work.

apartments. They bring 
groundbreaking assumptions
to our industry, with high 
expectations of growth and 
technology. We do not disappoint!

Be ready for brand new concepts, 
where retailers 
based on 
gift cards are 
emerging, offering 
experiences, new 
services, and 
putting out non-
traditional gift 
card concepts or 
setups that push 
our expectations 
for how the world 
should work.

There will be more 
updates coming—
if you want to 
have good, healthy 
conversation about 
these or other 
subjects, feel free to reach out to 
our team. We’d love to hear your 
thoughts and talk through the 
impact of industry updates to 
your business.
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