Comprehensive Guide to Accepting
Credit Cards

Setting up credit card processing is a critical milestone for any business. This guide breaks
down the essential steps, required documentation, and hardware needed to transition from
cash-only to card-enabled.

1. Essential Equipment & Software

The hardware you need depends entirely on how you interact with your customers.

For In-Person (Retail/Restaurant)

e Credit Card Terminal: A standalone device used for "dipping" (EMV chip), "swiping"
(magstripe), or "tapping" (NFC).

e POS (Point of Sale) System: A more robust system (like Clover or Square) that includes
a tablet or computer, cash drawer, and receipt printer. These often manage inventory and
staff as well.

e Mobile Card Reader: Small devices that plug into or connect via Bluetooth to a
smartphone or tablet. Ideal for vendors at markets or mobile service providers.

For Online (E-commerce)

e Payment Gateway: This is the digital version of a card swipe machine. It securely
transmits data from your website to the processor.

e Shopping Cart Software: A platform (like Shopify or WooCommerce) that integrates
with your gateway to manage the customer’s checkout experience.

For Remote/Phone Orders

e Virtual Terminal: A web-based application provided by your processor that allows you to
manually type in a customer's credit card information on your computer.

2. Required Records & Documentation

When applying for a merchant account, processors conduct "underwriting" to assess risk. You
will typically need to provide:

Business Identity Records

e Employer Identification Number (EIN): Or Social Security Number (SSN) for sole
proprietors.
Business License: Proof that you are legally authorized to operate in your jurisdiction.
Articles of Incorporation/LLC: Legal formation documents.



e Utility Bill: To verify the physical location of your business.

Financial Records

e Business Bank Account: You must have a dedicated account for deposits. You will need
the routing and account numbers (often verified via a voided check).

e Bank Statements: Usually the last 3 months of business (and sometimes personal) bank
statements to prove liquidity.

e Processing History: If you are switching providers, they will want 3—-6 months of
previous processing statements to check for high chargeback rates.

Operational Records

e Marketing Materials: A link to your website or copies of brochures to verify what you
actually sell.
e Refund/Return Policy: Processors require a clear policy to mitigate dispute risks.

3. Step-by-Step Setup Process

1. Determine Your Needs: Decide if you are strictly online, strictly in-person, or a "hybrid"
(omnichannel).

2. Choose a Provider Type:

o Payment Service Providers (PSPs): (e.g., Square, Stripe, PayPal). Fast setup, flat
rates, no monthly fees, but higher transaction costs. Best for small/new businesses.

o Merchant Account Providers: (e.g., banks or ISOs). Lower transaction rates but
often come with monthly fees and contracts. Best for high-volume businesses.

3. Submit the Application: Provide the records listed in Section 2. Underwriting can take
anywhere from an hour (PSPs) to several days (Traditional Banks).

4. Hardware Installation: Once approved, order and sync your card readers or integrate
the gateway API into your website.

5. PCI Compliance Self-Assessment: You are legally required to follow the Payment Card
Industry Data Security Standard (PCI DSS). This usually involves filling out an annual
Self-Assessment Questionnaire (SAQ) provided by your processor to prove you aren't
storing sensitive card data improperly.

6. Test and Launch: Perform a small "test" transaction ($1.00) to ensure the funds reach
your bank account within the expected 24-48 hour window.

4. Understanding the Costs

Be prepared for three main types of fees:

e Interchange Fees: Set by card networks (Visa/Mastercard); these are non-negotiable.
e Markup Fees: What the processor charges for their service.
e Flat Fees: Monthly service fees, PCI compliance fees, or hardware leases.

Pro Tip: Avoid leasing equipment if possible. It is almost always cheaper to buy a $300



terminal upfront than to pay $40/month for a four-year lease.
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