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Introduction
Visa Inc. is a name synonymous with global commerce, digital payments, and financial
connectivity. Everywhere from the world’s largest cities to the smallest villages,
millions recognize the familiar blue, white, and gold logo as a trusted symbol of
modern economic exchange. Yet behind this everyday convenience lies an
extraordinary corporate journey—one that has shaped how money moves, how
economies grow, and how technology bridges nations and people.

The story of Visa Inc. is a quintessentially American tale, steeped in innovation,
competition, and ambition. It begins in the postwar boom of the late 1950s, when a
single bank in California took a bold bet on a new idea—plastic cards that could move
money more easily than ever before. What began as Bank of America’s
BankAmericard was not merely a product innovation but the first step in an ongoing
revolution in payments technology and global finance.

Across every era of its existence, Visa has had to navigate an evolving landscape of
competitors, regulators, and new technologies. In the early years, it fought to establish
trust in a new kind of credit and fought off rising competition from rivals. As its reach
extended across continents and its technology improved, the company moved to unify
global payments under one powerful, all-encompassing brand. In doing so, Visa not
only grew with the rise of the credit card era but also helped define it, pioneering new
forms of debit, online, and mobile payments as the world marched toward digitization.

This book examines the multifaceted history of Visa Inc., tracing its origins from a
California experiment to a multinational financial giant. Through corporate
transformation, milestone innovations, strategic expansions, and the largest IPO of its
time, Visa has continually reinvented itself within a rapidly changing world. Today, it
processes trillions of dollars annually, connects billions of users, and powers
commerce in over 200 countries and territories. Its business model—connecting
cardholders, merchants, banks, and governments into one seamless network—remains
unique in the global financial landscape.

Yet even as Visa has soared, it has faced challenges on multiple fronts. The company
has had to grapple with regulatory scrutiny, antitrust actions, litigation from
merchants and rivals, and the constant threat of technological disruption. By
examining these challenges and the company’s responses to them, this book also
offers a window into the broader dynamics of modern financial services, data security,
corporate responsibility, and digital innovation.

As we look at Visa’s present position and future prospects, this book seeks to
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illuminate not just the facts of its history, but the forces that drive change in business,
technology, and society. Whether you are a student of economics, a business leader,
or simply a curious reader who has ever swiped, tapped, or clicked “Pay with Visa,”
this journey through the story of Visa Inc. will show how one American company
helped shape the intertwined worlds of finance and technology for generations to
come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of Modern Payments:
BankAmericard’s Beginnings
The story of Visa Inc. doesn’t begin with a grand corporate strategy meeting in a
gleaming San Francisco skyscraper, but rather in the more unassuming city of Fresno,
California, in the late 1950s. At that time, consumers primarily relied on cash or store-
specific charge accounts for their purchases. Imagine the clutter in a wallet if every
shop had its own card, each with its own billing cycle and payment due date. It was a
fragmented and often inconvenient system.

It was against this backdrop that Bank of America (BofA), then a dominant force in
Californian banking, began to eye a new frontier: the general-purpose credit card. The
idea wasn't entirely novel; Diners Club had introduced a charge card for restaurant
meals in New York. But BofA envisioned something far more ambitious: a universal,
revolving credit card that could be used at a wide array of merchants and allow users
to carry a balance, paying interest on the outstanding amount. This was a significant
leap from the "pay-in-full-monthly" model of existing charge cards.

Under the leadership of Joseph P. Williams, who headed BofA’s Customer Services
Research Group, the bank meticulously planned its entry into this untested market.
Their choice for a pilot program was Fresno, a city selected for its manageable size, a
significant percentage of BofA customers, and its relative isolation, which would allow
for a contained experiment. The stage was set for what would become known, with a
touch of dramatic flair, as the "Fresno Drop."

On September 18, 1958, Bank of America officially launched the BankAmericard credit
card program in Fresno. The launch was, to put it mildly, unconventional. Instead of
applications and credit checks, BofA simply mailed out 60,000 unsolicited credit cards
to residents, each pre-approved with a $500 credit limit – a substantial sum at the
time, equivalent to roughly $5,000 today when adjusted for inflation. The reaction was
a mix of bewilderment and, for some, delight at this unexpected windfall of purchasing
power.

Initially, the experiment seemed fraught with peril. The sheer volume of unsolicited
cards, coupled with a lack of understanding from some recipients about how the new
"revolving credit" worked, led to immediate challenges. There were instances of fraud,
and some consumers simply chose not to pay their bills, leading to a 22% delinquency
rate in the first year. The program lost a staggering $20 million in its initial year, which
translates to approximately $150 million in today's dollars, a sum that sent shivers
down the spines of BofA executives and led to the program manager's resignation.
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Despite the rocky start, Bank of America remained committed to the BankAmericard.
Within three years, the program began to turn a profit, demonstrating the underlying
potential of the credit card concept. The initial losses were a tough but ultimately
valuable lesson in the complexities of introducing a truly novel financial product to the
masses. The bank learned that simply dropping cards into mailboxes wasn't enough;
education and robust fraud prevention would be crucial.

The success of BankAmericard in California soon attracted attention, and not just from
admiring peers. In 1966, a new competitor emerged: Master Charge (later to become
Mastercard), formed by an alliance of several regional bankcard associations. In
response to this nascent competition, and due to federal restrictions that prevented
BofA from expanding directly into other states, Bank of America began a new strategy:
licensing the BankAmericard program to other financial institutions across the United
States.

This licensing model marked a pivotal shift. Instead of a single bank controlling the
entire operation, the BankAmericard system began to evolve into a network of
independent banks, each issuing its own version of the card under the BankAmericard
umbrella. This expansion rapidly increased the card's reach and acceptance
nationwide. By the late 1960s, Bank of America had also started licensing the program
to banks in other countries, though these international cards often carried localized
brand names such as Barclaycard in the United Kingdom, Chargex in Canada, Carte
Bleue in France, and Sumitomo Card in Japan.

However, the rapid growth and decentralized nature of the licensed program soon
created operational complexities. Bank of America, while still the licensor, was
increasingly removed from the day-to-day management of the growing network. By
1970, BofA made a strategic decision to relinquish direct control of the BankAmericard
program. This led to the formation of a cooperative among the various BankAmericard
issuer banks.

This cooperative, named National BankAmericard Inc. (NBI), was established in June
1970 as an independent Delaware corporation. Its mandate was clear: to manage,
promote, and develop the BankAmericard system within the United States. This
transformation effectively turned BankAmericard from a franchising system into a
jointly controlled consortium, mirroring the structure of its emerging competitor,
Master Charge.

Concurrently, a separate entity, the International Bankcard Company (IBANCO), was
formed in 1974 to administer the BankAmericard program internationally. The goal
was to unify the disparate international licensees under a more cohesive structure.
The groundwork was being laid for a truly global payment system, though the
BankAmericard name, with its clear association with a single American bank, would
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eventually prove to be a limiting factor for its international aspirations. The
decentralized, yet increasingly interconnected, system of the BankAmericard laid the
crucial foundation for the global payment giant that would eventually emerge.
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