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Column: Watch Out for Gift Card Scams  

 
It seems like every year there are new scams to watch out for, but one scam that has become increasingly 

common involves gift cards. Scammers ask people over phone or by email to pay back taxes or 

outstanding bills with gift cards, often asking the victims to read the PIN number off the back of the card. 

This is becoming popular because transactions can remain anonymous and are largely irreversible and 

untraceable. In light of these scams, it is important to understand how to better protect yourself from 

them.  

 

Often, people who fall victim to gift card scams are contacted over the phone or email by someone who 

seems to be a part of a trustworthy organization. The scammer may pose as tech support attempting to 

remove viruses from your computer, or as the IRS demanding immediate payment for back taxes. Victims 

of this scam are often directed to buy gift cards for popular stores like Walmart or Target, but iTunes and 

Google Play gift cards have become common as well. 

 

It is important to know and remember that you will never be directed to pay bills or taxes with gift cards. 

Gift cards are not for making payments unrelated to the card, and if someone demands to be paid with a 

gift card or prepaid debit card (also called a reload card), they are attempting to scam you. 

 

This is not the only scam out there, but many patterns emerge between them. Often, scammers pose as 

trusted entities—government agencies like the IRS, well-known businesses like Microsoft, your local 

utility company, family members or friends. Common indicators of a scam include requests for personal 

information, requests for payment of any kind (especially through gift cards or by wiring it), threats and 

urgency, and requests for secrecy.   

 

Would-be scammers usually want your money, your personal information or access to your computer 

system. The most important thing you can do to prevent a scam is simply to validate who the caller is. 

Government agencies will only contact you through mail, and few, if any, companies will demand instant 

payment over phone or email. It can also be helpful to delete emails from unknown senders or to let calls 

from unknown numbers go to voicemail.  

 

There are many ways to prevent any of this from happening to you. Overall, be cautious.  Many scams 

happen because the victims panic and don’t analyze the situation. 
 
Joan Ballweg is the State Representative for the 41st Assembly District. You can contact her Capitol office 
at (608) 266-8077; by mail at P.O. Box 8952, State Capitol, Madison, WI 53708; or email at 
Rep.Ballweg@legis.wi.gov. You can also like her Facebook page at 
https://www.facebook.com/WIRepBallweg.  
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