
The Ultimate Guide to Cash Discount, 
Non-Cash Adjustment & Surcharging

Offering your customers a discount for paying with cash or check is nothing new. 
Neither is adjusting how much a customer pays if they use a payment type that results 
in higher processing costs for the business owner. While these concepts have been 
around for quite some time, they have recently been brought back into the spotlight.  

The card brands (i.e., Visa and 
Mastercard) are taking a closer look 
at how merchant services providers 
are running their programs, with 
the end goal being that business 
owners are compliant with legal and 
regulatory guidelines, as well as the 
card brands’ discount offer rules.

https://www.clearent.com/
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When you have the right provider, Cash Discount, 
Non-Cash Adjustment and Surcharging are perfectly 
legal ways to share your credit card processing fees 

with your customers.

These programs result in real profits that you can reinvest in your business and 
watch it grow. For example, Clearent saves business owners that participate in 
the Empower Program $17,000,000 a year in credit card processing fees. This 
breaks down to an average of $9,500 a year per business simply by sharing their 
processing costs with their customers.

Business owners’ average savings 
with Clearent’s Empower Program

$9,500 / YEAR$17M / YEAR
Clearent customers’ projected savings 

in credit card processing fees

https://www.clearent.com/payment-solutions/cash-discount-program/
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What is True Cash Discount?

What is a Non-Cash Adjustment?

A True Cash Discount is when a business offers a discount to customers who pay 
by cash, check or store-branded gift card, instead of with a credit or debit card. 

With a Non-Cash Adjustment, the merchant’s list prices have a built-in cash 
discount incentive.

• For example, if your credit card processing company charges you a 2% fee 
for each credit card and/or debit card transaction, you price your goods and 
services 2% higher to account for that fee.

• Customers who pay with cash are able to avoid that fee, therefore earning a 
2% discount on the listed price of products.

HERE’S AN OVERVIEW OF THESE PROGRAMS AND HOW THEY CAN
HELP YOU OFFSET YOUR CREDIT CARD PROCESSING COSTS. 

• Customers who pay with credit and Signature debit cards do not receive 
the discount and will notice a Non-Cash Adjustment on their receipt.

• Non-Cash Adjustments are often viewed as a hybrid pricing approach 
because they are typically structured like Cash Discount programs but 
follow Surcharging guidelines. For example, business owners must give 
the card brands 30 days’ advance notice when they decide to participate 
in such a program. They are required to display signage at the entrance 
of their business and at the point of sale and should also post both the 
cash price and the card price of each item so there is no confusion about 
how much an item costs.

• Business owners must also register online with Visa and Mastercard and are required to display 
signage to make sure customers are aware of their pricing policy. This is when the merchant’s 
list prices have a built-in cash discount incentive (i.e., all prices are cash prices). Customers 
who pay with credit or Signature debit cards do not receive the cash discount and a non-cash 
adjustment is added to the cost of goods and services.

• The amount of the Non-Cash Adjustment cannot exceed the business owner’s cost of accepting 
credit and Signature debit cards or 4%.

• Customers who pay with a debit or credit card, however, will pay the listed price with no discount. 
If you currently take credit card fees into account when pricing your products and services, offering 
a Cash Discount is simple. As long as those prices are posted, you can offer a discount on those 
set prices to customers who pay with cash. As the business owner, you can set the size of the 
discount to the amount that you choose. You can even offer a discount that is higher than your 
cost of accepting credit and debit cards.

https://usa.visa.com/Forms/merchant-surcharge-notification-form.html
https://www.mastercard.us/en-us/surcharge-disclosure-webform.html
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Notify the card 
brands 30 days 
before the 
program begins.

What is Surcharging?

Surcharging is when a business owner applies a fee to a customer who pays by credit. 

• It’s important to note that Surcharging is prohibited in six states 
and requires that business owners follow a few additional steps 
to make sure they are in compliance with the card brands. For 
example, businesses must notify Visa and Mastercard by filling out 
a quick online form. They must also notify the card brands 30 days 
before the program begins, follow receipt guidelines and not exceed 
surcharge maximums. 

• Business owners must also display signage at the entrance of their business, and at the point 
of sale. Certain states, like New York, require additional signage that is placed on or near each 
item and clearly shows how much customers will pay if they use a credit card or pay with cash.

https://usa.visa.com/Forms/merchant-surcharge-notification-form.html
https://www.mastercard.us/en-us/surcharge-disclosure-webform.html
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TRUE CASH DISCOUNT NON-CASH 
ADJUSTMENT SURCHARGING

Who receives discount 
off listed or stated prices Customers who pay with cash, 

check or store-branded gift card

Cost of payment 
acceptance is built into 
the merchants’ prices

Merchant’s list prices are 
the cash prices

Prohibited transaction 
types Prohibited on PIN debit; allowed  

on credit & Signature debit
Prohibited on debit (Signature & PIN) 

& prepaid cards; allowed
on credit only

National availability
All 50 states Prohibited in CO, CT, KS, ME,

MA & OK
Prohibited in CO, CT, KS, ME,

MA & OK

Discount/Surcharge
Minimums/Maximums Amount or % cannot exceed cost

of acceptance (4% max.)
Amount or % cannot exceed cost

of acceptance (4% max.)

Receipt requirements Receipt must show discount
being removed

Receipt must show Non-Cash 
Adjustment being added

Receipt must show Surcharge
being added

Signage requirements
Must be displayed at

entrance of business & POS; all 
business owners must show cash 
price & card price for each item

Must be displayed at entrance of 
business & POS; business owners

in NY must post credit price &
cash price for each item

Advance notification 
requirements Must notify the card brands

30 days in advance
Must notify the card brands

30 days in advance

True Cash Discount vs.
Non-Cash Adjustment vs. Surcharging

Because these programs are so similar, it can be tricky for business owners to decide which 
one is best for their business – and their customers. This comparison chart provides you 
with important information about each program.
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With a wide variety of programs available in the market today, it’s no wonder many 
business owners question if these programs are legal.

Here’s a breakdown of the legislation that made these two programs possible.

The Changing Regulatory Landscape

The answer is an unequivocal YES.

2010

2017

2013

The Durbin Amendment, which was part of the 2010 Dodd-Frank 
law, allows business owners to pass on all or a percentage of their 
processing fees to their customers. Thanks to the amendment, 
businesses can legally offer a discount to customers who pay by cash 
or check instead of with a credit or debit card.

Surcharging credit card transactions was made possible by a 2013 
Visa settlement. Initially Surcharging was prohibited in 10 states. 
But a March 2017 Supreme Court ruling stated these bans could be 
challenged in courts for impeding business owners’ free speech. As 
a result, the surcharge ban was challenged and has been lifted in 
California, Texas, Florida and New York.

Currently only 6 states prohibit Surcharging:

1. Colorado
2. Connecticut
3. Kansas
4. Maine
5. Massachusetts 
6. Oklahoma
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4. POST SIGNAGE on the door or window at the entrance of your  
    business and at the point of sale. Additionally, depending on the type    
    of program you are running and where you are located, you may be   
    required to list the card and cash price, or credit and cash price,     
    for each item you sell.

3. REGISTER with the card brands by completing these brief online  
    forms with Visa and Mastercard.

2. NOTIFY the card brands 30 days before you apply a Non-Cash  
    Adjustment or start Surcharging.

Running a legal, compliant Cash Discount, Non-Cash Adjustment or Surcharging 
program will keep your customers happy and keep you out of hot water with the card 
brands. Staying compliant isn’t complicated, but it is critical. There are a few things 
you’ll need to do to ensure compliance:

Deciding whether or not to implement a Cash Discount, Non-Cash Adjustment or 
Surcharging program depends on several factors, including:

If you’re not sure which program is right for your business, taking a closer look at the 
pros and cons can help you decide.

Your customers’ preferred 
payment methods 

The type of business 
you run

The types of products 
and services you sell

Stay Fully Compliant

Picking the Best Program for Your Business

1. CLEARLY LIST all Non-Cash Adjustments and Surcharges  
    on your receipts. 

https://usa.visa.com/Forms/merchant-surcharge-notification-form.html
https://www.mastercard.us/en-us/surcharge-disclosure-webform.html
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THE PROS

1. Cash keeps things simple. When 
your customers pay with cash you 
don’t have to worry about fees or 
compliance.

2. Offering a discount can drive 
business and increase sales.

3. Sharing credit and debit card fees 
with your customers can yield 
significant cost savings for your 
business.

4. You’ll have more money in your 
pocket at the end of each month 
to reinvest in your business. 

THE CONS

1. Not all customers carry cash. 
Depending on the type of 
customer, they may prefer to pay 
with credit or debit cards.

2. Customers are less likely to make 
a larger purchase when they pay 
with cash. 

3. Cash can mean a greater security 
risk for small business owners 
as it can’t be as easily traced if it 
goes missing.

4. Accepting cash isn’t free. You’ll 
need to take into account the cost 
to transport and count it, as well 
as the cost of preventing it from 
being stolen. 

Cash Discount, Non-Cash Adjustment
& Surcharging



Thank you for reading!

Ready to learn how Clearent can 
help your business thrive?

Sharing your credit card processing costs with your customers is a great 
way to help defray your expenses and put more money back in your 

pocket each month. By evaluating the key points covered in this guide 
you can decide which program is best for you and your customers.

https://www.clearent.com/
https://www.clearent.com/get-started/
https://www.clearent.com/get-started/
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