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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Through selection and presentation, gift givers communicate to 

the recipient about the strength and nature of the relationship (Ca-
plow 1982; Joy 2001) and ultimately reinforce or reformulate the 
social tie (Ruth, Otnes, and Brunel 1999). Most research examines 
gifts given from a giver to the recipient in a relatively usable, final 
form (see Sherry 1983). Yet a gift card is different; the recipient must 
take additional action to finish the gift and make it symbolically suc-
cessful. Despite pervasive use of gift cards in the marketplace, little 
research has looked at the role of the social relationship in card use. 

Imagine that John receives a bookstore gift card. Will he buy 
videogames, what he really wants, even though the giver clearly 
wants him to buy books? Would he re-gift it for his sister? What if 
the giver is his close friend, or someone rarely seen? Our research 
focuses on the different ways in which gift card recipients finish the 
gifting process and the social drivers of their actions. 

We hypothesize that gift recipients will be more affected by the 
intentions of the givers (communicated via visual cues on the gift 
card: card merchant, overall theme, giving occasion) when the giver 
and recipient are in a close relationship. When completing the gift, 
close (vs. distant) recipients will try harder to subtly ascertain and 
fulfill the giver’s intentions, at times overriding their own desires 
and making less economically rational decisions by spending more. 
Our theorization suggests that in the case of the gift card, relation-
ship reformulation does not fully occur on gift receipt (Sherry 1983); 
instead, the process is extended while recipients finish the gift physi-
cally and symbolically. 

In study 1, participants read a scenario about a girl receiving 
a bookstore gift card with a book picture on it from a close vs. dis-
tant giver. It indicated that the girl did not have time to read but she 
enjoyed music. Then participants described how she should spend 
the gift card. When it came from a distant giver, none of partici-
pants thought the recipient should buy books (vs. the intended gift). 
When it came from someone close, 14% indicated that she should 
buy books, even though it wasn’t what she wanted. Participants were 
more likely to use moral language as guiding their imperative for her 
to use the card on herself when it was from a close giver. 

In study 2, a 2 Relationship (Close vs. Distant) x 2 Store Theme 
on Gift Card (Generic Store/No Picture vs. Sports Store) design was 
used. Participants identified either a close friend or someone with 
whom they were not close who then ended up giving them a $75 gift 
card for Kleine’s, a new store. The gift card either displayed no pic-
ture or a sports theme. Participants were taken to Kleine’s store web-
site to choose among 9 products, 3 categories (sports, cameras, lug-
gage) x 3 three price levels (high, equal, low). For close givers, the 
sports themed card led to significantly higher preferences for sports 
goods; for distant givers, the card format did not affect the choice of 
sports goods. When the givers were close (vs. distant), more recipi-
ents spent above the value of the gift card out of pocket. 

In study 3, students were given a $50 Generic vs. Birthday 
Theme Target gift card by their “significant other” and told that they 
go the store to use the card. However, the jacket they wanted to buy 
is $57 at Target and available for $45 elsewhere. Participants were 
further informed that they also needed to purchase a grill for a friend. 
When the gift card had a birthday theme, participants were more like-
ly to pay the premium, purchasing themselves the jacket as a birthday 
gift. The non-birthday themed card almost doubled the number of 
recipients who chose not to fulfill their significant others’ intentions, 
using the gift card for someone else. 

In sum, over the course of three experiments, we revealed that 
implicitly recipients take on additional relational work to fulfill the 
giver’s intentions when they feel close to the giver. To do this, recipi-
ents use three visual cues to interpret the givers’ intentions for the gift 
cards’ use: store/merchant of the card, general theme, and gift occa-
sion.  Although some might claim that economically the gift card is 
only a vehicle for transferring funds, this study shows that in certain 
cases the card becomes infused with meaning and becomes a sym-
bolic vehicle. Yet only recipients who feel close to the giver feel a 
moral obligation to do additional relational work to ascertain and ful-
fill the givers wishes even when it is incongruent with the recipient’s 
own desires and is the less economically rational use of the funds.
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