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The Pain of Paying

FIGURE 1  /  WHEN THE COST ARRIVES
for cash, the getting and the paying land together. The card moves the paying weeks later and diffuses 
it. The subscription severs the two entirely.

In Kalk Bay, a small harbor town south of Cape Town, sometime in the nineties,  
a man at a market stall counted his banknotes twice before paying for fish. I 
watched him do it. On the second count his mouth tightened, the way a mouth 
tightens when something is being surrendered, and for a moment the fishmonger 
and the buyer both held the money at once, and then only one of them did.

Thirty years later and half  a world away,  in a  coffee shop in Alpharetta, 
Georgia, a woman paid eleven dollars for two drinks with a wave of her wrist, in 
the middle of a sentence she did not pause. Her face did nothing at all. Alpharetta, 
north of Atlanta, is in the center of the American payment acceptance industry: 
much of the machinery that moves the country’s money is run from that area. 
The feeling of paying had been engineered away, and she felt nothing.

Two people, performing the same act, thirty years apart. I watched both of 
them, and the industry that lives in the gap between their faces has been mine 
for twenty-eight years. This chapter is about what that industry built in the gap, 
and what it took from you to build it.
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What the industry actually sells
Ask anyone in payments what the business does and they will tell you it moves 
money. This is the industry’s sincere self-image, and it is wrong. Computers move 
money. What the industry actually moves is the feeling of money leaving, and 
that distinction, small as it sounds, explains almost everything you are about to 
read.

Electronic payments as you know them took shape in the late eighties and 
early nineties, as the machines that define the modern checkout spread from 
novelty to default. In the three decades since, every terminal, every card, every 
tap, and every app has pushed the feeling of paying in one direction: down. 
Nobody planned this, and nobody held the meeting. Having spent those decades 
inside the industry, across thirty-six countries and every seat at the table, I can 
report that the meeting never happened. The market simply kept whatever hurt 
less and retired whatever hurt  more,  and after thirty years of that  selection 
pressure the product is anesthesia, evolved rather than designed, the way natural 
selection evolves camouflage.

Nor  was  the  market  only  cardholders.  Banks  and  networks  pushed  card 
acceptance, but merchants pulled from the other side. Consider a retailer with a 
thousand  locations,  each  keeping  only  two  hundred  dollars  in  change:  two 
hundred thousand dollars is committed to tills before the first sale of the day. 
Then the cash must be counted, reconciled, guarded against error and employee 
theft, protected from robbery, deposited, and transported. Cards did not eliminate 
those costs; they changed their form, converting a physical operating burden into 
a  contracted fee.  For large merchants  especially,  acceptance was not  merely 
something the banking system imposed. It was something their own economics 
helped demand.

From here on, I appear mostly as a witness. The evidence, mostly, is you.

The first myth
Ask people what matters most to them about payments and they will say security. 
The finding is remarkably stable: survey after survey, across markets and years, 
puts security at or near the top, which is why every payments conference has a 
security  track  and  every  product  brochure  carries  a  padlock  icon  that  no 
consumer has ever consciously seen.

Then consider what the same people do. You have handed your card to a waiter 
in a US restaurant who disappeared with it for four minutes and thought nothing 
of it. You have saved your card in every app that asked. You have tapped terminals 
you had never seen before, in countries whose currency you could not convert in 
your head. And at least once this month you have abandoned a checkout because 
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it asked you for one extra step, in the name of the very security you would tell  
any survey you wanted.

Consider one more piece of evidence. If a stranger’s hand took eleven dollars 
out of your pocket, you would spin around. This morning a terminal took the 
same eleven dollars with a beep, and you kept talking.

Nobody wants security. Security is work. What people want is absence of 
consequence, which is a different product altogether. Security asks you to do 
something: type a code, wait for a text, perform a step. Absence of consequence 
is a promise someone else keeps: that when something goes wrong, it will not be 
your problem. The card system runs on the second product while advertising the 
first. Zero liability is not a security feature; it is an anesthetic. It does not prevent 
the loss, it prevents you from feeling it, and consumers, who are collectively 
smarter than the surveys built to study them, concluded long ago that a pain you 
will never feel is not worth preventing.

People say security, and they do convenience. This book is a collection of gaps 
like that one, and the money, every time, is on the do side.

The science of the feeling
In 1996, a doctoral student named Ofer Zellermayer gave the feeling its name: the 
pain of paying. Two years later, Drazen Prelec and George Loewenstein published 
the  paper  that  supplied  the  machinery,  and  that  machinery  is  worth 
understanding because the entire industry is built on top of it without knowing 
it.

Every purchase runs two accounts in your mind at once:  the pleasure of 
getting and the pain of paying. What determines how a transaction feels is not 
the price but the coupling, meaning how tightly the two accounts are bound 
together in time. Cash couples them completely; you feel the cost in your hands 
while you hold the thing you bought. A card loosens the weld, moving the pain 
weeks away and diffusing it across a statement you will skim at best. Prepay a 
vacation and the coupling is severed entirely: by the time you are standing on the 
beach, the beach feels free.

You already know all of this, even if you have never seen it written down. It is 
why the all-inclusive resort feels free by day three. It is why airport money never 
feels like real money. It is why your January credit card bill reads like it was run 
up by a stranger, because in the only sense your nervous system understands, it 
was.

The evidence deserves care, and it points one way. In 2001, Drazen Prelec and 
Duncan Simester auctioned tickets to a sold-out Boston Celtics game among MIT 
students, telling half the bidders they would pay in cash and half that they would 
pay by card. The card bidders were willing to pay up to twice as much for the 
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same seats in the same arena; the study was small and the exact multiple is 
uncertain, but the direction of the effect has held. The only variable was the 
instrument of payment. Six years later, neuroscientists watching shoppers inside 
an fMRI scanner found that when a price struck a subject as too high, the insula  
fired,  a  region  deeply  involved  in  registering  physical  pain  and  disgust. 
Overpaying, as far as your brain is concerned, runs through the same circuitry as 
pain. Activity in that circuit predicted the purchase decision before the shopper 
was aware of having made one.

So paying hurts, the hurt is physical, and the dial that controls its intensity is 
the payment method itself. The question that remains is who has been holding 
the dial.

The oldest ritual you perform
For almost all of human history, payment was the moment two strangers decided 
to trust each other.

A coin is a strange object when you look at it honestly. It’s a promise made of 
metal: worthless to eat, useless to wear, valuable only because everyone within a 
thousand miles has agreed to keep believing in it tomorrow. That agreement, 
renewed one transaction at a time, is arguably the most successful collective 
fiction  humanity  has  produced.  Empires  enforced  it,  temples  blessed  it,  and 
ordinary people rehearsed it several times a day, hand to hand, at market stalls 
like the one where a man once counted his notes twice before surrendering them 
for fish.

Notice what the ritual required: presence. For five thousand years, in every 
civilization that kept records, the renewal of the agreement could be felt. Weighed 
silver, counted shells, stamped coins, folded notes. The feeling was not a side 
effect. It was the mechanism. You knew the promise was real because parting 
with it cost you something, and everyone watching knew it too.

Then,  inside  a  single  human  lifetime,  an  industry  made  the  ritual 
imperceptible.  Not  gradually,  the  way  rituals  usually  fade,  but  deliberately, 
competitively, one product cycle at a time. The oldest daily ceremony humanity 
performs did not end. It went under anesthesia, and nobody was appointed to ask 
whether it should ever be woken.

You were there for this. It happened between your first wallet and your current 
phone.

Thirty years, one direction
There is a longer pattern underneath the hardware, and the industry inherited it 
rather than inventing it. Every time the form of money changes, what money can 
do changes with it. The tally stick could remember a debt. Salt could store a season 
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of work. The coin could cross a border. The check could move a sum no pocket 
could carry. The card could spend money its holder did not yet have, the tap could 
pay inside the width of a sentence, and the token, the card number dissolved into 
software, can pay with nobody present at all. Each new form arrived carrying 
new capabilities, and each new capability arrived carrying a little less feeling. 
Function up,  feeling down,  every single  time:  that  is  the  trade  the  last  five 
thousand years have been making. The modern industry did not invent the trade. 
It industrialized it.

Line  up  every  generation  of  payment  hardware,  from the  machine  your 
parents remember to the tap you made this morning, and ask what actually 
improved with each one. It was not speed, which has wandered up and down 
with every added security check. It was not security, which arrived mostly when 
liability rules forced it. It was not cost. What improved, every single time, was 
the anesthesia.

The knuckle-buster, the manual card imprinter that predates the electronic 
era, made you watch the whole operation: the roller dragged across your card, 
the  carbon copies,  the  signature.  And for  larger  purchases  came the  call  to 
authorize, the merchant picking up a telephone and reading your card number 
aloud to a stranger in a distant office while you and everyone behind you waited. 
Paying had weight, noise, duration, and witnesses. The magstripe terminal made 
the money itself invisible, numbers moving between computers while you held a 
pen,  but  it  preserved  the  ceremony of  swipe,  wait,  and sign.  The signature 
deserves a moment of attention, because it secured almost nothing and survived 
for decades anyway. It was never really security. It was the last moment the 
system asked you to perform your own consent, and you already know how it 
ended: somewhere in the past fifteen years your signature became a squiggle, a 
line with a bump in it drawn with a fingertip on glass, and no cashier ever stopped 
you, because there was nothing left to verify and everyone knew it. You watched 
a security measure quietly retire in your own handwriting and never thought 
about it once.

Chip and PIN is the exception that proves the rule, twice over. Where the 
world adopted it, consumers complained about the added seconds wherever it 
landed, which tells you the direction the current naturally flows. America then 
held out against it for a decade, and when the chip finally arrived it came without 
the  PIN,  as  chip  and  signature  and  eventually  chip  and  nothing.  The  most 
security-obsessed market on earth, measured by survey, chose the least secure 
implementation on offer, because the alternative asked three hundred million 
people to feel one extra step. The say-do gap, operating at continental scale.

The tap cut the last thread. A contactless payment is sub-second and nearly 
silent, a gesture small enough to fit inside a sentence without interrupting it, and 
the wallet never opens, so the pain has nowhere to attach. The tap deserves one 
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more look, because when the industry finally did hold meetings about contactless, 
your comfort was not on the agenda. The networks pushed the tap hardest at the 
purchases cash still owned: the coffee, the sandwich, the parking meter, the coins 
in your pocket. Share of wallet, the strategy called it. The convenience was real, 
but it was the bait rather than the purpose; the purpose was to give the smallest, 
most habitual payments of your day a home on the rails, and the feeling you lost 
along the way was not even the point. Even the terminal itself is now dissolving: 
with tap-to-pay software, the machine that defined the checkout for thirty years 
is becoming an app on the merchant’s phone, one more object made invisible. 
And beyond the tap lies the vanishing act itself: the ride that pays for itself as you 
step out of the car, the subscription that renews at three in the morning while 
you sleep, the card number stored somewhere you’ve never seen, standing in for 
a card you no longer carry. The transaction moment, the thing the man at the fish 
stall inhabited so completely, is gone. The pain of paying is approaching zero, and 
spending, the weight of the evidence suggests, has risen to meet it.

Whether that is a gift or a theft is a harder question than it appears, and it  
deserves better than a slogan. Part Four of this book exists to answer it properly.

The face at the register
This book reads every actor in the payments machine from the outside in, asking 
four questions the industry almost never asks together: what do they say, what 
do they do, what do they think, and how do they feel. The first actor is you.

You say that you care about security, and you mean it  sincerely. Surveys 
interview the careful, deliberate mind, the one that knows fraud exists and knows 
what a responsible person is supposed to answer. But that mind does not buy 
coffee. It is not even awake for the coffee.

You do whatever is fastest. The paying self is a creature of habit that reaches 
for the same card every time and taps before the amount has finished rendering. 
Checkout experiments find the same thing, over and over: each additional second 
and each additional step sheds real customers, including the ones who swore in 
writing that security came first.

You think, at the moment of payment, nothing at all, and this is the industry’s 
true masterpiece. Payment has acquired the cognitive status of a door handle, an 
object noticed only when it fails. Three decades of engineering, and the crowning 
achievement is a product that is absent from its user’s mind at the precise moment 
of use.

And you feel only failure. Here is a small experiment. Try to name the last five 
things you paid for; almost nobody can. Now recall the last time your card was 
declined in front of other people. You remember the store, and you remember the 
cashier’s face, and you may well remember what you were wearing. A thousand 
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successful transactions leave no trace at all, while a single public decline is filed 
among your most durable memories.

I have watched that moment on four continents, and the one I cannot forget 
happened at a big-box self-checkout in Florida. The machine declined the card 
and the man’s anger arrived instantly, fully formed, which is how you knew it 
had been waiting: he had suspected the decline was coming, and it still was not  
his fault, and both of those things were true at once. There was no cashier to 
absorb it, only a self-checkout attendant who had authorized nothing and could 
fix nothing, and he argued with her anyway, not about the card but about the 
unfairness  of  the  whole  arrangement,  and  then  he  walked  out  and  left his  
shopping standing at the checkout. Somewhere in a risk model, that event was 
logged as a correct or incorrect decision costing a few basis points. On the floor 
of that store it was a person, publicly accused by a machine, with an audience, 
and  anger  is  simply  what  shame  looks  like  when  there  are  witnesses.  The 
abandoned basket tells its own story too: everything in it was a sale the merchant 
made and then lost in the space of one beep.

Read the map again as a whole.  The industry anesthetized every positive 
feeling a payment ever produced and left the worst one at full strength. Nothing, 
and nothing, and nothing, and then humiliation: that is the emotional product we 
actually ship, and no one designed it, and no one is responsible for it, which is  
why it persists.

The rewards alibi
One more myth belongs in this chapter because it hides inside the same gap 
between saying and doing.

The myth is that rewards drive card choice. The reality is that habit drives card 
choice, and rewards are the story told afterward. You know your favorite card’s 
cash-back rate, possibly to the decimal. The harder question is when you last 
actually chose it, because the same card comes out for every purchase, including 
the  categories  where  it  earns  nothing,  while  a  better  card  for  that  exact 
transaction sits one slot away in the same wallet. The industry’s own name for 
the prize gives the game away: the battle is for top of wallet, not top of mind, 
because the fight was never for your reasoning. It is for your reflex. Rewards exist 
so that your deliberate mind can approve of what your hand already decided, 
which makes them the alibi, not the motive.

Two faces
Return, finally, to the fish stall.

It would be easy to cast the man counting his notes as the wise one and you 
as the cautionary tale, and a good deal of commentary about money does exactly 
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that. Resist it. His pain was not mindfulness; it was a tax, the daily cost of a cash 
life, paid in counting and worry and the tightening of a mouth. Offer him your 
wrist and he might well take it. Anesthesia, any doctor will tell you, is one of the 
great humane inventions; nobody wishes to feel more than a moment requires.

But medicine also knows the other half, which is why every dose comes with 
someone watching the monitors. Pain is information, the body’s ledger, and a 
person who cannot feel a cost cannot catch it in time. You gave up a signal the  
man at the fish stall still had, and nobody asked you, because the taking happened 
one hardware generation at a time, administered by an industry that does not 
know it is holding the dial.

One clarification,  before  the story leaves  the register,  because the book’s 
honesty depends on it. To say that nobody designed the anesthesia is not to say 
that nothing was designed. The system evolved: the market kept whatever hurt 
less,  authorless  and  unplanned.  But  inside  that  evolution,  every  individual 
optimization was deliberate, tested, and paid for, from the contactless strategy 
meetings to the checkout screens tuned to the pixel. Selection wrote the story; 
people wrote every sentence of it. Both things are true at once, and the chapters  
ahead hold them together, because the comfortable mistake is to see only one.

You were only the first. The merchant who sold you this morning’s coffee is 
being soothed by the same machinery, and the salesman who sold that merchant 
the card machine has biases of his own, and this book will work through all of 
them in turn. But stay at the register a moment longer, because there is an object 
on that counter we have not yet examined. It is beige or black, it beeps, you have 
touched it within the past week, and you have never actually seen it. It is the  
most psychologically loaded piece of hardware in your daily life, and the next 
chapter is about what it is doing to you.
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KEEP READING.
Chapter 1 began with the hidden feeling inside every payment. The rest
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and the industry that built them.

Payment moves money. It also moves feeling.
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