
Interchange At a Glance 
 

What is Interchange? 
Interchange is the small fee paid by a merchant’s acquiring bank to a cardholder’s 
issuing bank as part of an electronic payment card transaction. This fee promotes a 
strong, competitive and efficient global electronic payments network for consumers, 
merchants and society by balancing the benefits and costs of the payments system 
among each of its participants. Electronic payments afford consumers the security and 
convenience of accessing their money anywhere at any time, and for merchants deliver 
faster service, guaranteed payment and increased sales. 
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A Fair and Balanced System 
Interchange maintains the equilibrium in the global electronic payments system by 
ensuring that each participant pays its own fair share of the costs for the benefits it 
receives. If interchange rates are set too high, merchants will choose not to accept 
payment cards because the cost is too great. If interchange is too low, issuing banks 
have no incentive to cover the costs and risks of issuing payment cards and developing 
new products.  
 
MasterCard periodically reviews all of its interchange rates to help ensure benefits are 
consistently maximized for all parties. MasterCard offers more than 100 different 
interchange rates in the United States to recognize differences between card programs 
and to incentivize new acceptance and innovative technologies.  
  

Interchange Promotes Efficiency in the Payments Industry 
Setting fair interchange rates in a free and open market promotes efficiency and 
balance in the payments industry, which in turn spurs competition and innovation. In 
2010, a decision by the United States Department of Justice affirmed that the U.S. 
payment card market is both fair and competitive.  
 
In countries such as in Australia, where regulators artificially set interchange rates by 
imposing caps, consumers are burdened with a more expensive payment system that 
delivers fewer benefits. In the United States, newly-enacted price controls are already 
hurting consumers, as banks reduce or eliminate cardholder benefits and levy higher 
fees on checking accounts and card use.  
 

A World without Interchange 
Evidence from other countries strongly suggests that imposing price controls in a free 
marketplace yields unintended consequences that threaten the efficiency of electronic 
payments. 
 



In the absence of interchange, or in the presence of artificially capped interchange 
rates: 

 cardholders pay higher fees;  

 rewards and benefits are trimmed or eliminated;  

 issuer innovation is stifled; 

 merchants are forced to cover the costs and risks of processing transactions; and  

 each transaction is slower and less secure. 
 
Interchange facilitates tremendous value for consumers, merchants and society as a 
whole.  Without it, electronic payments, including debit, credit and prepaid cards, would 
be less efficient and more costly.  
  


