
s the University of Missouri football 
team boarded the bus to the airport 
for its trip to the 2015 Citrus Bowl, 
Susan Hamilton felt the same nagging 
feeling she had experienced many 
times before.

“Here we were, sitting in a lobby, 
handing everyone boarding the bus 
an envelope containing hundreds of 
dollars,” recalled Hamilton, senior 
business support specialist for 
Mizzou’s athletics department. The 

cash advances in those envelopes covered each 
athlete and staff member’s per diem for the 11-
day trip. That didn’t count the additional cash 
that coaches and other operations personnel 
received for emergency and incidental expenses. 

“All I could think about is how many things could 
go wrong,” Hamilton said.  “A player could lose 
his cash, have it stolen or budget it poorly and, 
given NCAA rules, there was not a thing we could 
do. There had to be a better way.” 

Mizzou is not alone. Colleges and universities 
across the country have used similar methods 
to dispense per diem and petty cash to their 
athletics teams since time immemorial. In 
addition to being inherently risky, it’s a time-
consuming process that eats up administrative 
time in requisitioning cash advances and 
physically counting and disbursing funds to 
eligible players and staff prior to every trip.

A better way emerges 

Not long after the Citrus Bowl, Mitzi Clayton, 
Mizzou’s associate director of athletics 
compliance, was sharing concerns about the 
process with a banker from Commerce Bank 
(Kansas City, Mo.) The banker had an idea. 
Instead of handing out cash, she wondered if 
the university would instead consider providing 
athletes and staff with prepaid expense cards 
that the university loaded with their per diem. 
The cards could then be used like a debit card.

The university didn’t need much coaxing. “We 
jumped,” Hamilton said. Mizzou thus became 
the first college athletics program in the nation 
to pilot the Commerce Bank Prepaid Expense 
Card with its teams.  

It took several months to work through program 
logistics with the university’s NCAA compliance 
staff, accounting department, coaching and 
administrative staffs, Hamilton said.  But by the 
start of the 2015 basketball season, the program 
was ready to roll out. Soon the gymnastics and 
indoor track teams joined in, with the 2016 
spring and fall sports later following suit.  

How the program works

Today, everyone at Mizzou associated with a 
given team – including players, coaches, trainers, 
marketing and sports information staff – 
receives a reloadable Visa® debit card from the 
university’s athletics department.  

Prior to any given game or trip, Hamilton or her 
colleague, Jenny Griffith, taps into an account 
and electronically loads the appropriate amount 
of funds onto each eligible person’s card. 
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“We used to have to request a check for a cash 
advance a week ahead of time,” recalled Griffith.  
“Now there’s no cash to handle. We can drop 
money onto a card, and an athlete can use it five 
minutes later.” 

If a card is ever lost or stolen, the card can be 
deactivated and funds moved to a new card.

Cardholders are free to use their cards almost 
anywhere that accepts credit and debit cards, 
including ATMs.  It’s ‘almost anywhere’ because 
Mizzou has worked with its bankers to identify 
and block merchant codes for liquor stores, adult 
entertainment venues and other “off-limit” 
establishments. “If someone were to try to use 
the card at these places, it would be rejected,” 
explained Hamilton.

Coaches or operational staff typically receive 
additional funds on their cards for out-of-pocket 
expenses. “If a player is injured or there’s some 
other emergency, we can also load these cards 
with additional funds instantly,” Hamilton said.  
Any remaining incidental funds are removed 
from the card at the end of every trip.  

Early results:  Two Thumbs Up 

While change is never easy, Hamilton said the 
transition to the cards was fast and relatively 
pain-free.  “Students have grown up with debit 
cards, so this wasn’t anything new to them,” she 
said.  

“We anticipated pushback from some coaches,” 
Hamilton added.  “But when they saw how much 
the athletes liked the cards, they fell right in 
line. They also appreciated the fact that they no 
longer had the responsibility of carrying all the 
extra cash, which can be substantial.”  

The cards have provided extra peace of mind 
on extended trips, including the times Mizzou 
teams traveled to China and Italy in 2016, said 
Hamilton.  “We just called Commerce ahead of 
time to let them know a team was leaving the 
country and provided a list of those traveling.  
They had no problems accessing funds while 
they were gone,” she said.  

For long road trips, the cards also support good 
budgeting habits.  

“When you hand an athlete an envelope with 
two weeks of per diem, you just have to hope 
they will manage it well,” said Hamilton.  “Now 
we can arrange it so the cards receive funds every 
few days when a team is on an extended trip.”

Athletes can also check their account balances 
online.  “Basically, we want to help them budget,” 
Hamilton said.

The cards also support NCAA compliance rules.  
“From a compliance perspective, the program’s 
greatest value is that it gives us the ability to 
remove funds immediately from the card of an 
athlete who becomes ineligible,” said Hamilton.  
“That’s a lot easier than trying to track someone 
down and ask for the money back.” 

Looking Ahead

The Mizzou card program has now been in place 
almost a year and, as far as Hamilton and her 
colleagues are concerned, there is no looking 
back.

The university’s athletics department is now in 
the process of developing policies and procedures 
for the cards’ use.  “We’ve been mostly fine-
tuning our procedures to work with our existing 
approval and tracking processes,” said Hamilton.  

Because of the detailed reports available on 
card use, the new system comes with a built-
in audit trail. “The only people who must now 
turn in receipts are the individuals in charge of 
incidentals,” noted Hamilton.  

These and other efficiencies translated in time-
savings for the athletics department’s business 
office.   “Over the course of a year, it used to take 
hundreds of hours to process the paperwork for 
cash advances, make trips to the bank, separate 
the cash and get everyone’s signature on each 
and every disbursement,” said Griffith.  These 
activities are now automatically wrapped up in 
the system.

“Going in, we just really wanted to get out of the 
cash-handling business,” said Hamilton. “We’ve 
done that, and more.” 
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