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Q. Is there any difference between using a debit card and a credit card with 

respect to a fraudulent purchase? 
— Joyce in Robbinsville 

A. While the Brain loves using debit cards to avoid debt – you can only spend what you 

have in your account – consumers do generally get more protections with credit card 
purchases.  

When funds are stolen from a credit card or fraudulent purchases are charged to a credit 

card, the stolen funds belong to the bank and are not debited from the consumer’s account, 
said Brian McGinley of Identity Theft 911.  

Fraudulent debit card purchases can empty your checking account and cause more 

problems, such as bounced checks, because you no longer have funds in the account to 
cover them.  

"This oftentimes requires the closing of the impacted checking account along with the 

hassles of modifying services and notifying a host of outside firms to make account change 
notifications like direct deposit and pre-authorized bill payments," McGinley said.  

Margaret O’Meara, a certified financial planner with O’Meara Financial Group in Red Bank, 
said she’d choose credit card fraud over debit card fraud any day.  

"Federal laws better protect consumers and keeping cash in your bank account is king," she 
said.  

Federal law allows victims of credit card fraud to withhold payments from unauthorized 

merchants, and once the fraud is reported, you do not have any further liability for 

fraudulent charges, she said. Your maximum liability is $50 per credit card. For stolen 
account numbers and not cards, there is no liability, she said.  

You can also get your money back in cases of debit card fraud, but it’s harder and more 
time consuming. O’Meara said it can take up to 90 days to get your money back.  

In some cases, O’Meara said, you need to notify the bank much quicker of debit card fraud.  

"If you notify the bank within two days of discovering the theft, your liability is also $50," 

she said. "However, if you wait more than two days, your liability could rise to $500 or more 

depending on the situation."  

O’Meara recommends if you use a debit card, make sure it has a Visa or MasterCard logo 

because those are treated by card issuers the same as a credit card for fraudulent 

purchases – except that the money has still left your checking account and may take some 
time to get back.  
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