
Executive Summary
In 2016, an estimated 8.7 million employees received their wages on payroll cards, compared with 5.5 million employees who 
received their wages through paper checks.1 For many employees, particularly those in low-paying or hourly jobs, payroll cards can 
serve as valuable financial tools to help them manage their hard-earned money. 

However, there has been much discussion about the quality of payroll cards. High-profile lawsuits, negative press, and a wave of 
state regulatory actions have contributed to a lack of dialogue and understanding among stakeholders. Concerns have been raised 
about employees’ understanding of options for receiving their pay, their ability to access wages without paying fees, the clarity  
and transparency of account terms and fee schedules, the convenience of ATMs to employees’ residence and work, and the  
accessibility and affordability of customer service.

To contribute to this dialogue, CFSI offers its first quality assessment of the payroll card industry. Using the Compass Guide  
to Payroll Cards as our lens, we have awarded the payroll card industry the following grades across the three levels of  
recommendations outlined in the Compass Guide.

Finding 1.  Payroll cards allow employees to perform many basic activities for free, such as 
receiving their full net wages and accessing important information about their accounts.

 
Finding 2. While fee schedules are provided to cardholders, few program  
managers provide additional tools to help cardholders avoid unnecessary fees. 

 
Finding 3. Customer service is accessible, but customer service representatives do not  
routinely offer proactive guidance to help cardholders gain the most value from their cards.

 
Finding 4. There is an opportunity for program managers to offer “Stretch”  
and “Next Gen” features – such as savings and budgeting tools – that can help individuals 
build financial health.

What we found was encouraging: payroll cards offer many of the basic features and functionality to be considered high-quality 
products. But, there remain opportunities for program managers to stretch beyond the basics by offering additional features that 
can help cardholders build long-term and lasting financial health. 

In this report, we explore the following findings and highlight areas where providers can improve the quality of their programs. 
CFSI hopes that industry stakeholders, consumer advocates, policymakers, and regulators will use these findings as the basis for  
a constructive dialogue about the future of the payroll card industry.
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2017 Payroll Card Industry Grades

Four Key Findings in Payroll Card Quality 

2017 Payroll Industry Scorecard: 
Assessing Quality in the Payroll Card Industry  
with CFSI’s Compass Principles

For the full 2017 Payroll Scorecard, go to http://bit.ly/2oGfJIb.

http://cfsinnovation.org/research/the-compass-guide-to-payroll-cards/
http://cfsinnovation.org/research/the-compass-guide-to-payroll-cards/
http://bit.ly/2oGfJIb


The 2017 Payroll Scorecard (Abridged)
CFSI awarded the payroll card industry A- on Core practices, B+ on Stretch practices, and C- on Next Gen practices. Cards  
were rated on the extent to which they adopted recommendations outlined in CFSI’s Compass Guide to Payroll Cards (2015). 

Note: Some categories were not graded. Choice (employees are offered a choice about how to receive wages; and employees are 
provided clear information about how to receive wages); and Credit (if credit is offered, providers offer affordable options based on 
ability to repay.) See full report for explanation. 

Category and Guideline Grade
CORE FEATURES A-
Security A
Cardholders’ funds are fully insured (A)  
The cardholder’s liability is limited and the cardholder has effective procedures to resolve disputes (A) 
Affordability B+
Cardholders can access their full net wages each pay period without cost (A) 
Cardholders can perform basic functions without incurring unreasonable fees (B)
Acccess A-
Cardholders can make purchases and payments to a variety of businesses (A-) 
Wages are available for immediate use on payday (A) 
Cardholders can make withdrawals at convenient locations (A-)
Transparency B+
Employees receive communications prior to enrollment outlining account terms and fees (B) 
Upon enrolling in a program, cardholders receive clear Terms and Conditions (A)
Information and Support A-
Cardholders have multiple ways to view balance and transaction history (B+) 
Cardholders can easily obtain customer service assistance (A)
Personalization A
If an employer offers instant cards, a personalized permanent card can also be issued 
STRETCH FEATURES B+
Convenience B
Cardholders can send money to other cardholders from their card (C) 
Cardholders can register for secondary cards to provide to friends or family (A) 
Cardholders can split their wages between a payroll card and another account (no rating) 
Sub-accounts are offered for budgeting or saving (B-)
Mobile A
Mobile platforms allow cardholders to perform transactions and access information
Education C
Advice is provided to cardholders about how to best use their cards
Portability A
Cardholders can receive deposits from multiple sources on their cards
NEXT GEN FEATURES C-
Budgeting C
Personal financial management (PFM) tools are offered
Savings D
Cardholders can access a savings account offered alongside the card


