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All data is sourced from the aggregate gift card sales for 277 merchants 
between January 1, 2019 and December 31, 2021. These merchants all 
had at least six months of gift card sales data starting in July 2018.
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A Message from Our CEO

During the deepest shutdowns of the pandemic, gift cards represented hope. 
People purchased cards as a way to directly provide a lifeline to their favorite 

restaurants, but more than that, they represented a personal hope of each individual 
that they would return to their favorite eateries. It’s no wonder that as off-premises 
dining took off Quick Service Restaurants (QSRs) became the big beneficiaries. 

Now that we remain in the pandemic long after we expected, what started as 
something we needed to endure has become a new way of doing business. Gift 
cards continue to represent a sign of hope among consumers as the anxiety of 
Omicron is giving way to hopefulness. Gift card sales have bounced back from 
their 2020 low, and while sales have yet to return to 2019 levels, restaurants can 
be encouraged that their guests want to return and return in force. 

One key bright spot is gift card sales for sit-down, in-person restaurants, which 
demonstrates a desire to return to an in-person restaurant experience. We’re also 
seeing a continued emphasis on the importance of the holiday season for gift card 
sales. 

Expanding on a trend we’ve been tracking since 2018, we continue to watch a shift 
to e-gift and the role it plays in a complete guest experience. The rise of mobile 
apps, combined with loyalty programs that include such offerings as subscriptions 
and payments, along with rewards points, creates a much more frictionless guest 
experience. When all the pieces come together, they bring guests back more often, 
help them purchase more, and increase their long-term customer lifetime value. 

As restaurant guests redeem gift cards at establishments old and new, expectations 
have shifted. Guests are looking for great food and effortless experiences, and 
restaurants are rising to the challenge with better technology and thoughtful 
service. For restaurants and their guests, 2022 is looking hopeful. 

— Andrew Robbins

FPO
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About this Report

This report provides an in-depth look at annual restaurant gift card 
sales, with a focus on how the results from 2021 compare to those 

from the two previous years. It examines gift card sales throughout the 
year, sales during holiday periods, sales by channel and service type, and 
redemption rates.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic continues to disrupt life in many ways, 
total overall gift card sales in 2021 were up 22% from 2020, indicating a 
bounce back from the pandemic. However, the number of cards sold was 
still down 13% from 2019, so there is still additional room for recovery. 
Holiday card sales showed an even stronger comeback, with the number 
of cards sold up 33.9% from 2020 and down a mere 6% from 2019. 

These numbers signal a strong start to 2022, with consumers appearing to 
feel optimistic about going out in person. They also appear eager to treat 
themselves and others, snapping up gift cards for fine-dining restaurants 
in greater numbers during the Black Friday period. Fine dining also saw 
the largest year-over-year increase in the average card amount, more so 
during the nonholiday part of the year, indicating that the desire to return 
to a fine-dining experience was an enduring, as opposed to a seasonal, 
trend.

COVID-19’s initial impact on the restaurant industry in 2020 caused 
both the number of cards and the revenue generated by those cards to 
fall significantly in comparison to past years, but 2021’s numbers show 
recovery is underway, despite unforeseen hurdles such as the new Omicron 
variant.
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2021 Gift Card Sales Trends: By the Numbers

Total Overall Card Sales

-13%
from 2019

Sales, by Channel

45%

of market 
share held 
by in-store 
sales.

Digital sales were at their highest ever 
in 2021.

+24%

increase in 
third-party 
sales from 
2020.

+40% 

increase in discount third-party 
sales, the largest growth of all 
third-party channels.

45%
of all 2021 gift card sales 
occurred during the holiday 
season.

Holiday Sales

of all dollars loaded in 2021 
were loaded during the 
holiday season.

50%

+106% family dining from 2020

+22%
from 2020

-6%
from 2019

+33.9%
from 2020

Cards Sold, by Service Type

QSRs from 2020+7%

+57% fine dining from 2020
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Annual Restaurant Gift Card 
Sales Volume, 2019 – 2021

The total overall number of gift cards sold in 2021 increased by 22% year over 
year, showing a significant rebound from the same period between 2019 and 

2020, when year-over-year cards sold fell by 31.8%. Other trends, like per-card 
spending, remained relatively consistent when compared with previous years, with 
the exception of fine-dining establishments, which saw a year-over-year increase 
of 89% and exceeded 2019’s average card load by 6%. 

TOTAL CARDS SOLD BY YEAR

Figure 1: Total number of gift cards sold, 2019 – 2021.

20202019 2021

Up 22% from 2020

+22%
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Sales, by Channel
This section examines the four main channels for selling restaurant gift 
cards: digital (e-gift and web), corporate, in-store, and third party.

DIGITAL SALES  — This channel consists of all digital consumer gift card 
purchases made via a restaurant’s website ( i.e., e-gift ) or web app.

CORPORATE SALES  — These sales include gift cards processed in bulk 
orders as business-to-business sales, such as via restaurants’ websites.

IN-STORE SALES  — This segment consists of all gift card sales at the 
individual store level, where guests visit a location and purchase gift cards 
in person.

THIRD-PARTY RETAIL SALES  — Blackhawk and InComm are the 
primary partners for this sales channel. Each provides a system that allows 
the restaurant chain to make its gift cards available for purchase at other 
retail locations, such as grocery and convenience stores.

	l Discounted Third-Party Retail Sales: In this report, discounted third-
party retail sales are a subset of overall retail sales. These sales occur 
through discount retailers like BJ’s, Costco, and Sam’s Club.

While the total number of restaurant gift cards sold in 2021 was 22% 
higher than in 2020, sales did not increase evenly across channels, and 
most channels were still off from their 2019 highs. Digital card sales in 
2021 were the notable exception, as digital card sales were the highest 
they’ve been in the years included in this report. In 2021, digital gift card 
sales were driven by the purchase of e-gift cards, particularly for fine-dining 
restaurants. Corporate sales were also up, while third-party sales and in-
store sales made gains but were still down 19% and 14%, respectively, 
from 2019.

In-store sales held the biggest share of all restaurant cards sold in 2021, 
accounting for 45% of all cards sold in 2021. Third-party sales, while still 
below 2019 levels, saw the sharpest rebound from 2020. Discounted third-
party cards, sold mainly at wholesale retailers such as BJ’s, Costco, and 
Sam’s Club, drove this trend. Meanwhile, corporate sales, which typically 
represent only a small proportion of gift card sales each year, gained some 
ground lost in 2020 and were only 7% lower than in 2019.

TOTAL CARDS SOLD, BY CHANNEL

Figure 2: Total gift cards sold through each channel, 2019 – 2021.

   2019    2020 2021

Corporate

+72%

Third-Party

+32%

In-Store

+10%

Digital

+18%
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Third-Party Retail Channels
BLACKHAWK & INCOMM  — These competitors in the gift card 
industry manage the sale of gift cards through a variety of retail 
locations, including grocery and pharmacy stores. They enable the 
restaurant brands they serve to add incremental sales by increasing 
the number of outlets where physical cards are sold.

DISCOUNTED THIRD PARTY — These are retailers, such as BJ’s, 
Costco, and Sam’s Club, that sell gift cards at a discounted rate.

OTHER THIRD PARTY — These are other channels, such as online 
reservation sites that sell gift cards to customers directly.

Blackhawk Network

	l Number of cards sold increased by 27% year over year.

	l Share of all digital third-party sales slightly decreased by about 1.5%.

InComm

	l Number of cards sold increased by 29% year over year.

	l Share of all digital third-party sales mostly held steady with an increase of <1%.

These figures are based on Paytronix data and are not indicative of all Blackhawk and InComm sales 
in 2021.

Discounted Third Party

	l Number of cards sold increased by 40% year over year.

	l Share of all digital third-party sales increased by about 2.4%.

CARDS SOLD BY THIRD-PARTY CHANNEL

Figure 3: Total gift cards sold through each third-party channel, 2019 – 2021.

   2019    2020 2021
Blackhawk

+27%

Discount

+40%

Other

+15%

+29%

InComm
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PROPORTION OF CARDS SOLD, BY SERVICE TYPE

2019 2020 2021

17%

14%

14%

15%
9%

16%

63%71%61%

7% 6% 7%

Figure 4: Proportion of gift cards sold, by service type, 2019 – 2021

Casual

Fine

Family

QSR

Card Sales, by Service Type
Family and fine-dining restaurants both saw the biggest gains in 2021 
as compared to 2020, with 106% and 57% increases in gift card sales, 
respectively. Casual restaurants also proved popular, with a slightly smaller 
but respectable year-over-year increase of 28%. QSRs saw the smallest 
losses from 2019 to 2020 and grew by only 7% in 2021.

QSRs’ share of the market fell by 9% year over year but still held the biggest 
market share at 63%. Meanwhile, the market share held by casual, family, 
and fine-dining restaurants held steady compared to 2020.

TOTAL CARDS SOLD, BY SERVICE TYPE

Figure 5: Total gift cards sold, by service type, 2019 – 2021.

QSR

   2019    2020 2021

Family

+106%

Fine

+28%

+57%

Casual

+28%

+7%
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AVERAGE DOLLARS LOADED, BY SERVICE TYPE

Figure 6: Average dollar amount loaded onto gift cards, by service type, 2019 – 2021.

   2019    2020 2021

FineFamilyCasual QSR

$39.66

$48.11

$113.69

$21.26

Fine-dining restaurants 
saw a 22% increase in the 
average load per gift card in 
2021 as compared to 2019.

+22%

How Much Value Is Initially Loaded onto a Gift Card?
The average dollar amount loaded onto each card across all cards has remained consistent 
since 2019, even amid 2020’s total overall sales losses. However, fine-dining restaurants 
were the exception, seeing a 22% jump in average card load over 2019.
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E-Gift Card Sales
The average load of restaurant stored value in 2021 was higher 
on e-gift cards than physical cards for all service types, except for 
QSRs, where the average load was about the same for each card 
type. Fine-dining restaurants saw the biggest jump in average load 
amount on e-gift cards in 2021, increasing 89% over 2020. Fine 
dining was also the only concept type to exceed 2019’s gift card 
sales, with a 6% increase from 2019 to 2021.

Figure 7: 2021 average dollar amount loaded onto e-gift vs. physical gift cards, by service type. 
Note: These numbers are sourced from a data set that includes only merchants that offer e-gifts, 

which accounts for 68 merchants.

CASUAL

PhysicalE-Gift

FAMILY

PhysicalE-Gift

FINE

PhysicalE-Gift

QSR

PhysicalE-Gift

2021 AVERAGE LOAD AMOUNTS FOR E-GIFT 

VS. PHYSICAL CARDS

$73.24

$44.60

$92.24

$174.55

$67.61

$45.65

$24.21 $18.79
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Gift Card Sales, by Six-Month Increments
Because holiday sales account for nearly half of all sales each year, it is 
unsurprising that the number of cards sold in the second half of the year was 
significantly higher across 2019, 2020, and 2021. Cards sold from July to 
December of 2021 rebounded by 26% year over year. Although still down 11% 
from 2019, this increase further suggests that consumers have an optimistic 
outlook heading into 2022.

From January to June of 2021, the number of cards sold was up about 14% 
relative to the same period in 2020. 

TOTAL CARDS SOLD DURING 

FIRST VS. SECOND HALVES OF THE YEAR

Figure 8: Total cards sold during first vs. second halves of the year.

SECOND HALF

2019 2020 2021

2019 2020 2021

FIRST HALF

+26%
Up 26% from 2020
Down 11% from 2019

Up 14% from 2020
Down 18% from 2019

+14%
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Moms, Dads, and Grads
Restaurants of all sizes and concepts typically sell the bulk of their gift cards 
during the winter holiday season. With the time between Black Friday and 
New Year’s Eve accounting for an average of 45% of annual gift card sales, 
second place belongs to the months of May and June, when card sales get 
a healthy boost from the convergence of Mother’s and Father’s Days and 
commencement ceremonies.

Gift card sales during 2021’s Moms, Dads, and Grads period demonstrated 
a tremendous rebound from 2020. The number of cards sold in May and 
June of 2021 was up more than 54% over the same period in 2020. That 
represents 91% of 2019 gift card sales for the same two months, indicating 
a healthy recovery from last year with potential for further recovery. 

2021 May and June sales rebounded 
to 91% of their 2019 numbers during 
May and June.

91%
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Gift cards sold in 2020 were redeemed at a higher rate in the initial seven 
weeks after purchase, as compared to 2019 and 2018. But after the nine-
week mark, 2020 gift cards were redeemed at a rate that was slightly lower 
than 2019 and significantly lower than 2018. Six months after purchase, 
63.6% of the gift cards sold in 2020 had been redeemed, whereas the 
figure was 64.5% for 2019 and 69.2% for 2018.

Because most gift card sales occur in the last two months of the year, it’s 
likely that cards purchased in 2020 were more difficult to redeem because 
of the restaurant closures and dining restrictions that persisted throughout 
the year and into early 2021.

Six months after purchase, 63.6% of gift cards sold 
in 2020 had been redeemed, whereas the figure was 
64.5% for 2019 and 69.2% for 2018.

64.5%
2019 

69.2%
2018 

63.6%
2020 

YEAR OVER YEAR SIX MONTH REDEMPTION CURVE

Figure 9: Year over year six month redemption curve, 2018 – 2020.

Gift Card Redemption

The redemption profile of gift funds is important for several reasons. 
It helps restaurants predict traffic after gift cards have been sold and 

helps accounting teams understand when the balance of a gift card is 
unlikely to be redeemed, allowing them to either claim breakage as revenue 
or escheat the value to states that require it.

Redemption activity is rapid early on and tends to level off at about six 
months from purchase. 

14
Restaurant Gift Card Sales Reportwww.paytronix.com



Redemption by Card Type
Guests tend to use their e-gift cards sooner than they use physical ones. 
The data shows that e-gift cards were more likely to be redeemed in the 
five days immediately following purchase. After the sixth day, physical gift 
cards had higher redemption rates.

About 4.9% of e-gift cards sold in 2020 were redeemed on the day of 
purchase, as opposed to about 2.7% of physical cards. Six months after 
purchase, 62% of e-gift cards and 64.1% of physical cards had been 
redeemed.

Physical stored-value 
cards sold in 2020 
were more likely to be 
redeemed than e-gift 
cards, though only by 
about 2%.
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Redemption by Restaurant Segment
In addition to being the most successful at sustaining sales of gift cards in 
2020, QSRs saw redemption rates decline the least. Although gift cards 
sold by QSRs in 2020 were redeemed 3.6% less often through six months 
when compared to 2019, this difference was considerably smaller than 
those for casual-dining and fast-casual restaurants, which saw redemption 
rates fall by 5.4% and 5.8%, respectively.

Quick-service gift cards are the 
most likely to be redeemed of any 
restaurant segment, and 70.9% of 
those sold in 2020 were redeemed 
within six months. 

70.9%
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Holiday Gift Card Sales
Gift cards sold in November and December traditionally account for nearly 
half of all gift card sales for the year. In 2021, holiday card sales showed a 
strong comeback, with the number of cards sold up 33.9% from 2020 and 
down a mere 6% from 2019.

PROPORTION OF CARDS SOLD, NONHOLIDAY VS. HOLIDAY

Holiday

Nonholiday

2019 2020 2021

41.54% 41.16% 45.17%

58.46% 58.84% 54.83%

Figure 10: Proportion of e-gift cards sold during the holiday 
vs. nonholiday periods.

TOTAL CARDS SOLD, NONHOLIDAY VS. HOLIDAY

2019 2021

NONHOLIDAY

2020

Up 14% from 2020

+14%

Figure 11: Total gift cards sold during the holiday vs. nonholiday periods, 2019 – 2021.

2019 2020 2021

HOLIDAY

+34%
Up 34% from 2020
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Black Friday Card Sales
While a longer period between Thanksgiving and Christmas Eve benefitted 
holiday gift card sales, day-to-day sales were still on par with 2020’s sales. 
Paytronix data consistently shows that gift card sales begin increasing in 
mid-November, with a noticeable spike on Black Friday.

Holiday card sales showed a strong comeback in 2021, with the number of 
cards sold up 33.9% from 2020 and down a mere 6% from 2019.

Figure 12: Total Cards Sold from Black Friday to Christmas Eve.

   2019 (26 days)

2020 (28 days)

2021 (29 days)

+22.6%
Total Black Friday sales:
Up 22.6% from 2020
Down 22.3% from 2019

+16.6%
Average amount loaded per card:
Up 16.6% from 2020
Down 19.1% from 2019

Second 
Monday

Cyber 
Monday

Black 
Friday

Third 
Monday

Small Biz 
Saturday

Fourth 
Monday

TOTAL CARDS SOLD FROM BLACK FRIDAY TO CHRISTMAS EVE
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Holiday Sales, by Channel
In 2021, in-store sales had the strongest performance of any channel, 
during both the nonholiday and holiday periods. In-store sales accounted 
for 44% of all gift cards sold from January through October and 46% of 

all cards sold in November and December. However, the proportion of in-
store sales made during November and December in 2021 fell by nearly 
10% over 2020, while all other channels saw year-over-year increases.

Figure 13: Proportion of gift cards sold by each channel during the holiday 
vs. nonholiday period, 2019 – 2021.

PROPORTION OF CARDS SOLD, BY CHANNEL, NONHOLIDAY VS. HOLIDAY

NONHOLIDAY

2019 

11%

37%

8%

44%

2020

9%

33%

12%

46%

2021

10%

34%

11%

44%

2019 2020 2021

In-Store

Corporate

Third Party

Digital

HOLIDAY

5%

33%

7%

55%

31%

10%

56%

8%

36%

10%

46%

4%
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Holiday E-Gift Card Sales
The gap between the holiday and nonholiday periods remained small. This 
is the fourth year in a row that Paytronix data found a difference of less 
than 10%.

Figure 14: Proportion of e-gift cards sold during the nonholiday
 vs. holiday periods.

PROPORTION OF E-GIFT CARDS SOLD, 

NONHOLIDAY VS. HOLIDAY

2019 2020 2021

Holiday

Nonholiday

41.54%

58.46% 58.84%
54.83%

41.16%
45.17%
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Glossary

The language of gift cards is derived from state and federal accounting laws, 
sales channels, and the unique processes involved in selling gift cards. 

Below are some common terms used to describe important elements related 
to gift card sales.

GIFT CARD SALES UNITS   are the number of stored-value accounts activated 
by a Paytronix customer in the time period identified..

THIRD-PARTY RETAIL SALES are gift card sales that occur in retail 
establishments not owned by the restaurant brand. InComm and Blackhawk 
are the leading providers for this sales channel, which is common in grocery, 
convenience, and drug stores.

DISCOUNTED THIRD-PARTY RETAIL SALES are gift card sales that occur 
in retail establishments such as membership warehouses, where members 
receive a discount off the face value of the gift card. BJ’s, Costco, and Sam’s 
Club dominate the market for discounted third-party retail sales. 

OTHER SALES CHANNELS may include online gift card sales sites and 
channels that are not frequently used across the industry. Since their sales 
volumes are not enough to impact gift card sales planning and reporting, we 
have aggregated them into one category.

REDEMPTION PROFILE is the term applied to the time it takes for the 
owner of a gift card to redeem its full value. Redemption profiles are used by 
accounting groups to establish liability profiles and escheatment policies.

BREAKAGE is an amount of unredeemed gift card value after a certain period.

ESCHEATMENT involves the return of unused funds. Gift cards sold in 
particular states may not be held on the books as liability by the merchant for 
an indefinite period, nor can the merchant claim the unused funds as breakage. 
Instead, the value of the gift card liability must be given to the state after a 
certain period. In general, 12-15% of gift card balances are never redeemed.
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In-Store Sales
Make it convenient for guests to purchase gift cards at any of your locations. Get 
creative by designing cards for every season and special occasions. 

Retail Sales
Add a third-party retail channel to your sales strategy, and enjoy a lift in total gift 
card sales.

Discounted Retail Sales
Sell gift cards through BJ’s, Costco, and Sam’s Club. Let us handle discount tracking 
so that you can post the expense at precisely the right moment for your accounting 
requirements.

On-the-Go Sales
Fulfill last-minute gift-giving needs by letting your guests order and send physical 
and virtual gift cards online via your app.

For more information, visit www.paytronix.com or call 617-649-3300, ext. 5.       
Or visit www.paytronix.com/resources for more tips on how to boost your gift         
card sales. 

Crush Your Gift Card Sales with Paytronix
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