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Purchasing and Use of Gift Cards Guidelines 
Gift cards are considered cash equivalents by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the 
University System of Georgia (USG). Because of the increased risk related to tax reporting, 
internal controls, and potential misuse, KSU strictly limits the purchase and use of gift 
cards. This guideline establishes KSU specific requirements to ensure compliance with 
USG, IRS, and KSU fiscal and compliance standards. 

At Kennesaw State University: 
• Gift cards must not be used as: 

o Compensation, awards, or incentives for faculty or staff, including: 
▪ Temporary employees 
▪ Student employees 

o Prizes or giveaways for faculty or staff events 
o Gifts for morale, recognition, celebrations, retirements, or personal 

milestones 
• Gift cards may be permitted only in limited circumstances, primarily for: 

o Human Study Subject Participants  
o Students, including incentives, competitions, and approved student door 

prizes 

Gift card use is the exception—not the norm—and must always have a documented 
business purpose. 
 

Required Pre-Approval  
All gift card purchases must be approved in advance by Financial Compliance prior to 
the purchase of gift cards. 
Pre-approval request must include: 

• Business purpose and justification 
• Recipient population (e.g., research participants, students) 
• Approved IRB Submission for Human Study Subject Participants 
• Dollar amount per card and total purchase amount 
• Funding source 
• Distribution and safeguarding plan 

Departments may not purchase gift cards without documented approval through 
ServiceNow or a Project Advance Fund request. 
 

Allowable Uses at KSU 

Research Participant Incentives 

Gift cards may be issued to human subjects participating in IRB approved research 
when all the following conditions are met: 

• The incentive is disclosed in the IRB protocol and informed consent 
• The value is reasonable and non‑coercive 
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• Incentives accrue based on participation and are not contingent upon completion 
of the entire study 

• An allowable funding source is used 

Note: For additional requirements, approval processes, and procedures related to 
research participant incentives, departments must also refer to the Human Participant 
Incentives – Office of Research. 

Student Incentives, Awards, and Door Prizes 

Gift cards may be issued to students who are not acting in an employment capacity for: 
• Participation in surveys or focus groups 
• Approved student events 
• Performance‑based competitions (e.g., writing contests, artistic or skill‑based 

competitions) 
• Student door prizes, provided no service is required 

Conditions: 
• Participation must be open to all eligible members of the identified student group 
• Awards must be documented and tied to participation, performance, or event 

attendance 
• Student door prizes may not exceed $100 
• Performance‑based prizes may not exceed $500 
• The Office of Fiscal Services may review high‑value or unusual awards on a 

case‑by‑case basis 
• Supporting documentation (event description, contest rules, eligibility criteria) is 

required 
 

Prohibited Uses 
Gift cards may not be purchased or distributed: 

• To student employees as compensation or recognition 
• As prizes or door prizes for faculty or staff events 
• As incentives tied to employee performance or attendance 
• For departmental goodwill, appreciation, or morale activities 

Allowable Funding Sources for Gift Cards 
Gift cards may be purchased only when pre-approved by Financial Compliance and when 
using an allowable funding source below: 

Incentive Payments for Research or Survey Participation 
• Sponsored Project or Grant Funds (only if sponsor allows and included in approved 

budget) - Fund 20000 
• KSU Foundation Funds (subject to donor restrictions) - Fund 20000 
• Auxiliary Enterprise Funds (aligned with auxiliary mission) - Fund 12xxx 
• Departmental Revenue or Sales and Services Funds – Fund 14xxxx 
• State appropriated funds or state general operating funds – Fund 10xxx 

o 10500 is allowable only if no other funding is available. Generally, tuition 
funds should not be used to purchase gift cards.  

https://campus.kennesaw.edu/offices-services/research/resources/research-integrity/compliance-committees/institutional-review-board/participant-incentives.php
https://campus.kennesaw.edu/offices-services/research/resources/research-integrity/compliance-committees/institutional-review-board/participant-incentives.php
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• Indirect Cost Recovery Funds – Fund 15000  

Student Prizes and Awards 
• Student Activity Fees – Fund 13000 
• Auxiliary Enterprise Funds (aligned with auxiliary mission) - Fund 12xxx 
• Sponsored Project or Grant Funds (only if sponsor allows and included in approved 

budget) - Fund 20000 
• KSU Foundation Funds (subject to donor restrictions) - Fund 20000 

 

Purchasing and Control Requirements 
Once pre-approval is obtained, the department is responsible for: 

• Purchasing gift cards 
• Safeguarding gift cards (locked storage recommended) 
• Maintaining custody until distribution 

Gift cards must not be purchased for unspecified future use or transferred between 
departments. 
 

Approved Purchasing Methods 
 

Gift cards may be purchased using one of the following methods: 
• Project Advance Fund Request 

o Departments may request a project advance in accordance with KSU 
Accounts Payable financial procedures. 

o All unused funds must be returned and reconciled timely. 
• Personal Funds with Reimbursement 

o Employees may purchase gift cards using personal funds only after 
Financial Compliance pre-approval. 

o Reimbursement will be processed after the gift cards have been fully 
distributed, with all required documentation. 

• Electronic Gift Card Vendor Platform (i.e. Prolific or Amazon) 
o Additional approvals may be required. 

 

Vendor and Card Type Considerations 
 

• Departments should use reputable vendors that provide: 
o Clear receipts or invoices 
o Order confirmations 
o Delivery tracking (especially for digital gift cards) 

• Gift cards should be selected to ensure: 
o Ease of tracking 
o Clear value and minimal fees 

 

Prohibited Purchasing Practices 
 

Gift cards must not be: 
• Purchased prior to Financial Compliance pre-approval 
• Purchased in bulk without a defined and approved distribution plan 
• Purchased in advance through the KSU Bookstore or via P-Card 
• Retained for future use or redistributed between departments 

https://campus.kennesaw.edu/offices-services/fiscal-services/procurement-payment-services/accounts-payable/forms-resources.php
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Distribution and Purchasing Documentation 
Payment or reimbursement will not be processed without documentation verifying that all 
gift cards purchased were distributed. 

The following must be retained and submitted with the Payment Request: 
• Receipt or invoice showing:  

o Vendor name 
o Date of purchase 
o Number and value of gift cards 

• Proof of payment (as applicable) 
• Copy of Financial Compliance pre-approval 
• A Gift Card Distribution Log is that includes: 

o Recipient name or approved identifier 
o Gift card amount 
o Date issued 
o Recipient signature acknowledging receipt* 
*For electronic or digital gift cards:  

▪ Documentation must demonstrate that the gift card was successfully 
delivered to the intended recipient.  

▪ Departments must retain email confirmations or system‑generated records 
showing the delivery status and, when available, confirmation of receipt or 
activation. 

▪ This documentation must be retained with the Gift Card Distribution Log and 
submitted with the Payment Request. 

*For studies involving sensitive information: 
▪ Departments may retain a confidential internal log 
▪ A de‑identified participant log (ID number or random identifier) may be 

submitted as the supporting documentation. 
▪ Records must be retained for audit purposes. 

 

Audit and Compliance 
Gift cards are subject to increased audit scrutiny. Failure to comply with this guideline 
may result in: 

• Denial of payment or reimbursement 
• Required repayment 
• Audit findings 
• Disciplinary action in accordance with KSU and USG policies 

 

Tax Reporting Responsibilities 
• Gift cards are taxable income to recipients. 
• Departments are responsible for tracking distributions. 
• If a non‑employee receives $2,000 or more in gift cards in a calendar year, KSU is 

required to report the payment for IRS purposes. 

Departments must coordinate with the Office of Fiscal Services as needed. 


