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What You’re Actually Paying For 

Every time you run a card, you’re paying a fee — not just to one company, but to multiple players in 

the background. And those fees vary based on how the transaction happens. 

Let me explain. 

The biggest piece of the fee goes to the issuing bank — that’s the bank that gave your customer 

their credit or debit card. This cut is called the interchange fee, and it’s set by the card networks 

(Visa, Mastercard, etc.). It’s non-negotiable, but it isn’t fixed either — it changes based on a few key 

factors: 

●​ The type of card (credit, debit, rewards, corporate)​
 

●​ How the card is accepted (chip, swipe, manual entry, online)​
 

●​ Your business category (industry matters)​
 

●​ The card brand itself — Amex typically charges the highest rates​
 

Most businesses see average interchange costs between 1.5% and 2.5%, though some premium 

card transactions can go higher. 

Next, the card network — Visa, Mastercard, Discover — takes a small assessment fee. It’s usually 

around 0.1% to 0.15%, and it applies to every transaction you run. This is essentially a licensing fee 

to use the card network’s rails. 

So before your processor even touches the transaction, you’ve already lost up to 2.6% of the sale. 

 

That brings us to the markup — the part you can negotiate. 

Processors charge a premium above the base cost to cover their own operations and profit. Some 

offer flat-rate pricing (e.g., 2.9% + $0.30), which is simple but often padded to protect their 

margins. Others use tiered pricing, where only “qualified” transactions get the best rates — and 

everything else gets routed into a higher-cost bucket. 

Even if you’re on interchange-plus pricing — which is more transparent — processors often layer 

in extra monthly or per-transaction fees behind the scenes. 

In other words, most processors charge you a blended rate high enough to cover their costs across 

the board — and quietly pocket the difference when your actual transaction costs less. 



 

Enter Zero-Fee Processing 

In a zero-fee model, all those processing costs — interchange, assessment, markup — are passed to 

the cardholder at checkout in a compliant way. 

You collect 100% of the sale. 

There’s no per-transaction processing cost to your business. Instead, you pay a simple monthly 
platform fee that covers your access, service, and support. The processor still makes a margin, but 

it doesn’t come out of your top line. 

You protect your revenue, keep your pricing predictable, and stop paying for the convenience of 

taking cards. 

 

 

 

What Zero-Fee Processing Actually Is 

Zero-fee processing isn’t a gimmick — it’s a legally compliant pricing model that’s been cleared in 

all 50 states since 2022. It gives business owners a way to stop eating processing fees and start 

collecting 100% of their ticket price. 

Here’s how it works: 

When a customer chooses to pay by credit or debit card, a small surcharge (typically 3.5%–4%) is 

added to their total at checkout. If they pay by cash or ACH, no fee is applied — it’s their choice. 

You keep the full base amount of the sale, and the surcharge covers all processing costs. 

Instead of losing 2%–4% on every swipe, you retain your margin — and your costs are reduced to a 

simple, flat monthly service fee that covers your terminal, support, and software access. No 

per-swipe surprises. No guessing what you’ll pay each month. 

 

Flexible by Design 

Zero-fee setups aren’t rigid. A good provider will give you room to tailor the setup to your 

business. For example: 



●​ You can apply surcharges only to credit card transactions​
 

●​ You can choose to split the fee with your customers, rather than passing 100%​
 

●​ You can run it in parallel with your old system during a phase-in period​
 

●​ You can apply it selectively — for some product lines, services, or customer groups​
 

Bottom line: you’re not locked in. You can use the structure that fits your revenue model best — 

and adjust over time. 

 

When It Makes Sense 

Zero-fee processing is a strong fit when: 

●​ Card volume makes up a large share of your revenue​
 

●​ You want to improve margins without raising listed prices​
 

●​ You’re tired of unclear rates, junk fees, and inconsistent costs​
 

 

Common Concerns (and Why They Don’t Hold Up) 

“It’ll turn off customers.” 

Most won’t flinch at a 3–4% card fee — especially if they’re buying convenience, and they know 

cash is an option. Retailers, government offices, and service businesses have been doing this for 

years. 

“We’re stuck in a contract.” 

You can phase out gradually, or work with a provider who can help absorb or offset the transition. 

You don’t have to make the switch overnight. 

“We already price in our processing fees.” 

If you’re padding prices or manually tacking on a charge, a zero-fee system automates and cleans 

that up — making it compliant, consistent, and customer-transparent. 



How to Audit Your Fees 

Your processor likely isn’t overcharging you by accident — they’re counting on you not checking. 

If you want to know what you’re actually paying, don’t look at the quoted rate. Look at what hits 

your account. 

Take your total monthly processing fees and divide them by your total monthly card volume. 

That’s your effective rate — the real percentage being pulled from every card sale, no matter what 

your rep told you. 

Example: 

$1,720 in fees on $43,000 in volume = 4.0% effective rate 

If you’re anywhere above 3.25%, you’re probably not on the best structure. Flat-rate plans (like 

2.9% + 30¢) and tiered pricing models tend to pad the margin on most transactions — especially 

high-reward cards. You’re likely overpaying across the board. 

Once you’ve done the math, skim your statement for these red flags: 

●​ “Non-qualified” transaction charges​
 

●​ PCI non-compliance fees​
 

●​ Annual “membership” or “technology” fees​
 

●​ Platform or service charges with no clear explanation​
 

If any of that’s showing up, you’re not on a clean plan — and it’s time to rethink what you’re really 

getting for what you’re paying. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What This Actually Means for You 

Zero-fee processing isn’t a trend or a trick — it’s a structural shift in how smart operators are 

protecting margin and controlling cost. It’s fully legal, increasingly common, and often the fastest 

way to recover 3–4% of monthly revenue without changing a single product or price. 

But this guide isn’t a pitch to make you switch. It’s a resource to give you clarity. 

You now understand what those processing fees actually are, where the money goes, and how to 

calculate your true rate — not the one you were quoted. That knowledge alone is power. It lets you: 

●​ Push back on padded contracts​
 

●​ Catch vague pricing tactics and buried fees​
 

●​ Negotiate better terms or even call your rep’s bluff​
 

●​ know when you’re already getting a fair deal​
 

For some, that’s all you need — no change required. 

But if you’re in the group of business owners paying over 3.5%, stuck with junk fees, or just tired of 

margins getting thinner every time a card gets swiped… zero-fee isn’t just an option, it’s probably 

the right move. 

Whether you roll it out all at once or phase it in gradually, the end goal is the same: more control, 

more transparency, and a business that runs leaner without cutting corners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you’re ready to have a real conversation — with someone who isn’t here to push product — reach 

out. We’ll talk through what makes the most sense for your business, even if that means sticking 

with your current setup. 



Scan below to request a Consultation: 

 

 

 

 

 

https://executiveconomics.com/contact-request-form/
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