
 
  

Visa's Invisible Payment Network 

Idea In Short

Visa does not issue credit cards, lend money or set the interest rate on your statement. It
runs the network that lets a card swipe in Tokyo get authorized by a bank in Ohio within
seconds, and it charges a small fee every time that happens. That distinction, easy to miss
because Visa's name sits on billions of physical cards, explains why the company reported
$40 billion in net revenue for fiscal 2025 without ever touching consumer credit risk. The
business started in 1958 as a struggling Bank of America card program, became an
independent bank cooperative in 1970, and went public in 2008 in what was then the largest
initial public offering in United States history. This article traces that path and breaks down
where Visa's fee revenue actually originates.
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A troubled bank card becomes a cooperative

Visa traces its roots to 1958, when Bank of America launched BankAmericard as one of the
first general-purpose consumer credit cards in the United States. The program nearly
collapsed under fraud and delinquency problems in its early years. In 1970, Bank of America
handed control to Dee Hock, a bank executive who organized the various BankAmericard
licensee banks into a member-owned cooperative called National BankAmericard Inc. 1
Hock's structure spread ownership across thousands of member banks rather than
concentrating control with any single institution, a governance model that shaped the
company for the next three decades.

Independence, a new name and international growth

The cooperative expanded internationally through the mid-1970s and in 1976 renamed itself
Visa, a word Hock chose partly because it was easy to pronounce across languages and
carried a connotation of universal acceptance. Visa introduced electronic transaction
authorization in 1979, replacing the paper-based verification calls that had slowed down
card purchases. The network kept expanding through the 1980s and 1990s, joining the PLUS
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ATM network in 1986 and sponsoring the Olympic Games starting with the 1988 Calgary and
Seoul games, a sponsorship relationship that continues today.

Trading cooperative ownership for public shares

Visa's 2008 initial public offering raised roughly $17.9 billion, the largest IPO in
United States history at the time.

Visa restructured from a bank-owned association into a publicly traded corporation and
listed on the New York Stock Exchange on March 19, 2008. 2 The restructuring gave Visa its
own board and management independent of the banks that had previously controlled it,
while member banks retained large equity stakes as shareholders rather than cooperative
owners. Ryan McInerney has served as chief executive since February 2023, succeeding
Alfred Kelly, with John Lundgren serving as independent board chair.

What actually happens when a card is swiped

When a customer pays with a Visa card, the merchant's bank sends the transaction details
to Visa, which routes the request to the bank that issued the customer's card for approval.
Once the issuing bank approves the purchase, Visa relays that confirmation back through
the network and funds move from the customer's account to the merchant's account,
typically within seconds. Visa itself never touches the money or decides whether to extend
credit; it operates the messaging and settlement rails that let thousands of banks trust each
other's transactions without a direct relationship. This four-party structure, connecting
cardholder, merchant, issuing bank and acquiring bank, is why Visa can scale to billions of
transactions without carrying consumer credit risk on its own balance sheet.

Where the $40 billion in revenue actually comes from

Visa reported net revenue of $40 billion for fiscal year 2025, the twelve months ended
September 30, 2025, up 11% from the prior year. 3 Data processing fees, charged for
authorizing, clearing and settling transactions, were the largest component at roughly $20
billion, up 13% on higher transaction volumes and pricing adjustments. Service revenue,
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charged to financial institutions based on payment volume, contributed about $17.5 billion,
while international transaction fees on cross-border purchases added roughly $14.2 billion.
Visa also pays out substantial client incentives, rebates and discounts to banks and
merchants that encourage card issuance and usage, which reduced gross revenue by about
$15.8 billion before arriving at the net figure.

Defending the network against fraud and new rails

Visa invests heavily in fraud detection and risk management, using tokenization, encryption
and machine learning models that screen transactions in real time before authorization. 4
These tools matter because Visa's entire value proposition rests on banks and merchants
trusting that a transaction routed through its network is safe, a trust that erodes quickly after
high-profile breaches. At the same time, Visa has expanded beyond traditional card rails into
account-to-account transfers and stablecoin settlement, launching U.S. dollar-backed
stablecoin settlement for bank partners in December 2025. 5 The company has also pushed
further into contactless and tap-to-phone payments, technologies that reduce checkout
friction and encourage more everyday purchases to run through its network rather than
cash.

Competing against card networks and digital wallets at once

Visa competes directly with Mastercard, the other dominant global card network, in a rivalry
that shapes pricing and incentive structures across the industry. It also faces competition
from closed-loop digital payment systems such as Alipay and WeChat Pay in China, which
route transactions entirely outside traditional card networks, and from PayPal, which
processes payments directly between consumers and merchants online. American Express
operates a smaller but distinct competing network that also issues cards directly, unlike
Visa's bank-issuer model. Regional players such as China UnionPay continue expanding
beyond their home markets, adding another layer of competition in cross-border transaction
volume that has historically been a lucrative segment for Visa. Despite that pressure, Visa
still ranks among the world's most valuable brands, a position Kantar's BrandZ study
attributed largely to consumer trust built over decades of network reliability. 6

Key Partners

Financial institutions that issue Visa-branded cards and acquiring banks that process
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merchant transactions form the core of Visa's partner network, since Visa itself does not
have a direct relationship with cardholders. Merchants of all sizes, from small retailers to
multinational chains, partner with Visa indirectly through their acquiring banks to accept
card payments. Technology partners, including point-of-sale system providers and mobile
wallet developers, integrate Visa's payment infrastructure into checkout experiences.
Governments and public sector agencies also partner with Visa to disburse benefits, tax
refunds and other payments electronically.

Key Activities

Visa's core activity is operating and maintaining the global payment network that authorizes,
clears and settles transactions between banks in seconds. Fraud detection and risk
management run continuously alongside transaction processing, screening for suspicious
activity before a purchase is approved. Sales and business development teams work to
expand the number of financial institutions issuing Visa cards and merchants accepting
them, since network value grows with both sides of that equation. Product development
activities extend the network into new use cases, including tap-to-pay, digital wallets and
account-to-account payment rails.

Key Resources

Visa's global payment network infrastructure, capable of processing tens of thousands of
transactions per second, is its most valuable resource and the hardest for a competitor to
replicate. Its brand, recognized and trusted across nearly every country with a banking
system, gives merchants and consumers confidence in accepting and using Visa-branded
cards. Transaction data collected across billions of purchases feeds fraud detection models
and gives Visa insight into consumer spending patterns that it can package into services for
bank and merchant partners. Long-standing relationships with thousands of issuing and
acquiring banks represent an accumulated resource that would take a new entrant years to
rebuild.

Value Propositions

For consumers, Visa offers a card that works at millions of merchants worldwide, whether
they are shopping locally or traveling abroad. For merchants and banks, Visa provides a
reliable, fraud-monitored settlement system that removes the need to build direct trust
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relationships with every other bank in the network. Security tools including tokenization and
real-time fraud screening protect all parties from unauthorized transactions. Continuous
investment in new payment methods, from contactless cards to stablecoin settlement,
keeps the network relevant as payment preferences shift.

Customer Relationships

Visa maintains transactional relationships with the billions of consumers who use its cards,
though those relationships are managed day to day by the issuing banks rather than Visa
directly. With financial institutions and large merchants, Visa operates more as a long-term
partner, negotiating incentive agreements and providing dedicated support to encourage
card issuance and usage growth. Service-based relationships extend to smaller merchants
through Visa's network of acquiring bank partners. Subscription-style relationships exist
within Visa's value-added services, such as data analytics and fraud prevention tools sold to
bank and merchant partners.

Channels

Financial institutions serve as Visa's primary channel, since they are the ones that actually
issue cards, set terms and interact with cardholders. Merchants and their point-of-sale
systems form a second channel, accepting Visa payments at physical and online checkout.
Online and mobile platforms, including digital wallets that store Visa card credentials, have
become an increasingly important channel as more purchases move away from physical
card swipes. Government payment programs represent a smaller but steady channel for
distributing benefits electronically through Visa-enabled accounts.

Customer Segments

Financial institutions, including large banks, credit unions and smaller lenders, form Visa's
principal customer segment, paying for access to its network to issue cards to their own
customers. Merchants ranging from small local shops to global e-commerce platforms make
up a second segment, paying fees for each transaction processed through the network.
Individual consumers who carry Visa-branded cards represent the largest segment by
headcount, even though they do not pay Visa directly. Governments and businesses of all
sizes round out the customer base, using Visa's commercial payment products to manage
disbursements and expenses.
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Cost Structure

Client incentives, the rebates and marketing support Visa pays to banks and merchants to
encourage card issuance and usage, represent one of the largest deductions against Visa's
gross revenue. Network and data processing costs, including maintaining data centers
capable of handling enormous transaction volumes, form a significant ongoing expense.
Research and development spending supports new products such as fraud detection tools
and emerging payment rails. Compliance, regulatory and litigation costs remain substantial
given the intense scrutiny payment networks face across different national regulatory
regimes.

Revenue Streams

Visa's largest revenue streams are data processing fees for authorizing and settling
transactions and service fees charged to financial institutions based on payment volume.
International transaction fees on cross-border purchases add a further significant stream,
reflecting currency conversion and cross-border network costs.

1Dee Hock and the founding of the Visa cooperative structure
2Visa's 2008 initial public offering and corporate history
3Visa fiscal 2025 annual results and revenue breakdown
4How Visa uses artificial intelligence to combat billions in fraud
5Visa launches stablecoin settlement in the United States
6Visa ranked among the world's most valuable brands

Summary

Visa's business depends on a simple fact staying true: that moving money electronically
through its network remains cheaper and more reliable than the alternatives banks and
merchants could build themselves. That assumption is under more pressure than at any
point since the 2008 initial public offering. Real-time bank transfer systems, stablecoin
settlement and closed-loop wallets from Alipay to PayPal all offer ways to move money that
bypass card rails entirely. Visa has responded by pushing into the infrastructure behind
those alternatives too, processing stablecoin settlements and offering account-to-account
payment tools rather than only card transactions. Whether that strategy preserves its toll-
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collector position or simply delays disruption by another decade will depend on how quickly
banks, merchants and regulators decide that new payment rails are worth the switching
cost.
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