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The Winds of Change

Wherever we look around the payments industry, we see change. Some 
changes are more significant than others, of course, and those that 
begin with the four major card companies tend to be more significant 

than most. Visa, Mastercard, American Express and Discover sit at the top of our 
business hierarchy and so, whatever happens there tends to flow down through 
the rest of the payments world.

This month’s cover story takes a look at some of the changes going on among 
the card companies and their relationships to the rest of the acquiring world. 
Some of the changes are positive; some no doubt will seem a bit threatening. The 
trend, as writer Dick Gamble points out, is pretty clear: The 
card companies’ ways of doing business are starting to look 
remarkably similar. As Mastercard and Visa eye the possibility 
of dealing directly with the largest merchants—the model 
that Discover and Amex began with—Amex and Discover are 
expanding the number of banks that issue their cards and to 
bring at least some ISOs on board under terms in line with 
what Visa and Mastercard have long offered.

There is a term that biologists use—convergent 
evolution—that applies to situations in which two totally 
different creatures evolve to fill the same niche in nature by independently 
developing the same characteristics or capabilities. Now that all the card compa-
nies are essentially public companies, we probably shouldn’t be surprised if their 
businesses begin to resemble one another.

In just a few weeks, U.S. voters will select a new president, not to mention a 
new House of Representatives and one third of the Senate. With that uppermost 
on many minds, we thought it might be interesting to look at how the voters’ 
decision might affect our business.

Of course, neither candidate has much to say directly regarding the acquiring 
business. Still, both are on the record on a number of topics that are close enough 
to give us a sense of what might lie ahead. Both Sen. McCain and Sen. Obama 
have laid out policies that touch on monetary policy, banking, and the general 
economy that may well determine whether the number and size of the transac-
tions pulsing through the electronic payments networks will grow or shrink. 
What we found begins on page 26.

In this issue of Transaction Trends, we also take a look at risk, but from a 
slightly different angle than you’ve seen before in our pages. The question we 
pose is simple: When it comes to risk at the level of ISOs and MSPs—whether 
public or private—what does your board (or your owners) need to know? Writer 
Julie Ritzer Ross takes on the subject in a feature on page 18. And if that’s not 
enough (and we hope it isn’t) you can see a live panel on the subject at next 
month’s Strategic Leadership & Networking Forum at the Fairmont Chicago.

The Forum’s organizers, as always, have assembled a great opportunity for re-
charging your strategic batteries and connecting with friends and colleagues. It’s 
going to be filled with knowledgeable speakers and important topics. You won’t 
want to miss it, and I hope to see you there.

Sincerely,
Nick Baxter

Nick Baxter serves as president 
of ETA and is senior vice president of 
First National Bank, Omaha, NE.
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