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PROPOSAL:  Implement a ‘convenience fee’ for tuition and fee payments made by credit/debit 
card beginning July 1, 2016, as a better alternative to not taking credit card payments at all 
(which is what some institutions are choosing to do).  These card fees are already being paid by 
all students, since they come off the top of total registration fee and tuition revenue, regardless of 
whether students use credit cards or what level of credit card charges they process.  We believe 
these costs should be avoided and the savings redirected to UNLV academic priorities. 
 
WHY NOW? Implementing a credit card convenience fee was identified as a ‘best practices’ 
opportunity to recover the significant cost of providing the option for students to pay tuition and 
fees by credit card several years ago.  However, under the old funding formula, had we 
implemented a convenience fee, the majority of the fees collected would have simply reduced 
the level of state general fund support with no benefit to the campus.  Under the new funding 
formula, the campus will be able to fully retain the savings realized from implementing a card 
payment convenience fee.  By implementing a convenience fee, UNLV will be able to re-direct 
these funds to support student success in the form of additional GA support (see details at the 
end of the proposal relative to the use of these savings).  It is very important to note that all 
students pay for the credit card fees now, regardless of whether they use credit cards or what 
level of credit card charges they make.  These fees come off the top of the total registration fee 
and tuition income for UNLV.  Since there are no cost alternatives to making payments for 
registration fees and tuition (including electronic means) we would propose to avoid these costs, 
like many other institutions have already done, and redirect these savings to faculty and GA 
support. 
 
BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW OF PROPOSAL  Like many universities, UNLV 
accepts credit and debit cards for payment of student tuition and fees.  In FY14 (the most recent 
full year data available), UNLV incurred merchant service fees of approximately $1.2 million on 
all credit and debit card payment activity occurring on student accounts.  Approximately 
$698,000 of this amount reduced the state supported operating budget tuition and fee revenues 
and $468,000 reduced various self-supporting budgets (such as Summer Term, Athletics, Student 
Affairs, CSUN).  FY15 activity is tracking very consistently with FY14 with year-to-date fees 
being approximately $21,000 ahead of FY14 in the state fund through March 2015. 
 
Although the university enjoys a very favorable rate from its merchant services provider, the 
non-negotiable fees (interchange fees) charged by MasterCard, Visa and other payment card 
companies continue to increase.  Seeking to best manage limited budget resources, UNLV has 
identified a potential source of savings in the fee collection process - charging a convenience fee 
for the use of credit and debit cards when paying tuition and related fees (and this includes 
installment payments on our deferred payment plan for tuition and fees, if installments are paid 
by credit/debit card).   
 
It is desirable to offer students many options for making payments.  Credit and debit cards 
provide a convenient, efficient method for collecting student fees even though an increasing 
number of institutions of higher education are no longer allowing the use of credit/debit cards.  
However, as less expensive methods for processing payments electronically (such as ACH or e-
check) have developed, many universities have reconsidered the higher cost of accepting 



credit/debit cards.   Universities have taken several approaches to reduce the costs of receiving 
and processing tuition and fee payments including: 
 
• Not accepting payments by credit or debit card 

o This alternative eliminates the expense, but also restricts payment options.  We 
believe it makes more sense to keep options available, but to implement a fee paid by 
users of this payment option to offset the expense. 

• Accepting only debit card transactions which incur lower merchant fees 
o Similar to eliminating all credit/debit card options, this alternative eliminates payment 

options and our recommendation is to maintain the maximum payment option 
flexibility, but assess a reasonable fee to users of the high cost alternatives. 

• Accepting credit and debit cards, but charging the payer a convenience fee 
o Based on our survey of peer institutions, this is the most common approach to 

accepting card payments. 
 
Approximately 60% of student accounts have some portion of tuition and fees paid by credit or 
debit card, but 100% of the students end up paying for these charges.  Due to the popularity of 
the use of credit and debit cards for payment of tuition and fees, we would prefer not to eliminate 
that option for students even though an increasing number of institutions are doing just that.  
However, because of the increasing costs of the interchange fees incurred to provide this 
payment option, we recommend UNLV implement a convenience fee in order to offset this cost.  
Implementing a card payment convenience fee will ensure that those who are benefitting from 
having credit card payment options are covering the cost of providing this payment alternative.  
Other ‘fee-free’ transactions will remain available most notably on-line electronic check 
payment in addition to cash and check payments at the Cashier’s Office.  Credit card payments 
are only accepted via online self-service due to Payment Card Industry (PCI) data security 
compliance requirements. 
 
In reviewing best practices at other public institutions, we have noted that it is common for 
institutions to charge a convenience fee when accepting card payments and the majority doing so 
assess the fee as a percentage of the payment amount which is consistent with how the 
University is assessed fees by the card companies.  In addition, we note that convenience fees 
assessed are generally non-refundable as merchant fees are not fully reversed on refunded 
payments.  Our proposal is consistent with these best practices and is based on an analysis of 
costs that is net of refund processing activity.  Of course we will allow for review and 
consideration on a case-by-case basis for reversal any convenience fees incurred in the event the 
assessment results in any unintended consequences or in the event of errors or corrections 
beyond a student’s control (similar to how concerns over late fees/late registration fees are 
handled). 
 
Also consistent with best practices as other institutions, this proposal is to apply only to  student 
tuition and fee payments collected through student accounts and not other sales and services 
processed by University in self-supporting units (such as ticket sales and event concessions).   
 
Summary of current merchant fees incurred by card type for FY15 is as follows: 
 



 
 
With the implementation of a service fee, it is expected that the distribution of card payments 
will shift toward credit card payments as debit card payments are expected to convert to e-check 
payments to avoid the convenience fee.   
 
In reviewing the fees assessed by the different card issuers, we also considered the option of 
eliminating cards other than VISA given its lower comparable rate.  However, since 25% of 
users are choosing other payment methods, the proposed rate is heavily weighted by the VISA 
rate and so we chose to maintain as many payment options as are currently available, but at a 
very slightly higher rate.  Merchant service agreements require that when a fee is assessed, it 
must be charged consistently to all card types, and systems are designed with this in mind such 
that it is not possible through our payment collection system to assess different rates for different 
card types. 
 
For the above reasons, we are recommending a convenience fee of 2.0%. 
 
RECOMMENDATION  Based on the University’s average cost of accepting card payments for 
tuition and fees, WE RECOMMEND A FEE OF 2.00% of the payment amount which will 
cover the direct cost of the merchant services fees and also provide for expected migration from 
debit card payments to either ACH (e-check) or credit card payments which will result in an 
increase to the average cost incurred by UNLV to process card payments.  In addition, since 
VISA and MasterCard update the interchange rates every six months, we should anticipate a 
routine increase in the average merchant fees.  A comparison of this proposed fee to other 
institutions surveyed that charge a card payment convenience fee, this rate is among the lowest 
charged (see fee comparison attached). 
 
With the high cost of accepting credit card payments, the University should consider 
implementing a convenience fee on tuition and fee payments made by credit and debit card.  
Assessing a fee for the use of cards will allow the continued maximum flexibility for students to 
make payments, but will also provide an incentive to avoid the fee by choosing a lower cost 
alternative to make payments and have users of the higher cost alternatives pay the fee to offset 
costs currently being covered by all students.   
 
Merchant fee rates vary based on the specific card being used (besides the brand, reward cards, 
global payment cards, corporate purchasing cards, etc. all result in varying merchant fees) and 
whether the card is a debit or credit card.  As noted previously, the PeopleSoft system process for 
accepting a card payment does not distinguish between debit and credit cards or the card issuer 
when assessing a convenience fee.  And in addition, merchant service agreements require a fee to 
be consistently applied to all card types.  As such we recommend a single fee for all card types.   
 

Card Average Fee %
Usage Combined Credit

Distribution Debit/Credit Only
Visa 75% 1.09% 1.90%
Mastercard 14% 1.88% 2.45%
Amex 8% 2.18% 2.11%
Discover 3% 1.92% 2.27%

Overall Average 1.38% 2.07%



If this proposed fee is approved, the fee will be implemented effective July 1, 2016 and will be 
communicated through the Cashiering and Student Accounts website and also through the 
MyUNLV portal beginning as soon as possible after approved. 
 
Savings resulting from implementing the convenience fee attributable to the state supported 
operating budget (approximately $750,000) will be re-directed to support student success in the 
form of additional GA support.  This will provide a direct benefit to both graduate students and 
undergraduate students as more GA awards will be available which will result in more teaching 
assistant positions which generally support undergraduate courses. 
 
SUMMARY OF PAYMENT OPTIONS available after this proposal is implemented: 
 
Payment Method    Fee Charged 
Electronic Check (online)   None 
Credit/Debit card (online)   2.0% of payment amount 
Wire transfer (contact Cashiers Office) None 
Check (in person at Cashiers Office)  None 
Cash (in person at Cashiers Office)  None 
 
 
SUMMARY COMPARISON OF UNLV PROPOSAL to credit card acceptance policy at 
WICHE peer institutions (4 year public, high/very high research): 
 
35 WICHE peer institutions: 
29 accept credit card payments 
23 of the 29 charge a convenience fee 
4 charge a flat fee per transaction ranging from $3 to $35 per transaction  
19 charge a fee as a percentage of the payment amount from 2.24% to 2.9% avg. 2.7%.   
 
UNLV Proposal:  UNLV Proposes convenience fee of 2.00% of payment amount ($18.60 on 
average credit card payment of $930) 
 
 
Attachment: 
WICHE Peer Institutions Comparison of Card Payment Policy and Convenience Fees 
 



  
Comparison of Card Payment Acceptance Policy and Convenience Fees 
WICHE Institutions - 4 Year Public & High/Very High Reasearch 

 
   Institution Cards Accepted Fee 

U of California, Davis Discover, online only $12 / transaction 
U of California, Santa Barbara No NA 
U of California, Santa Cruz No NA 
U of California. San Diego No NA 
U of California, Irvine No NA 
U of California, Riverside Amex,MC, Discover, online only 2.75% 
U of California, Berkeley No NA 
U of California at Los Angeles VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
U of Washington, Seattle VISA, MC, online only 2.24% 
Washington State U VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.50% 
Arizona State U VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.50% 
U of Arizona VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online None 
U of Colorado, Boulder VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
U of Hawaii-Manoa VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online None 
Northern Arizona U MC, Amex, Discover, online only 2.75% 
U of Oregon VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
Colorado State U VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.90% 
Portland State U MC, Amex, Discover, online only 2.75% 
U of Colorado, Denver VISA, MC, Amex, Discover 2.75% 
Oregon State U Visa, MC, online only $35  
U of South Dakota VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
South Dakota State U VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
North Dakota State U MC, Amex, Discover, online only 2.75% 
U of North Dakota MC, Amex, Discover, online only 2.75% 
U of Utah VISA, MC, Amex, Discover $3 online only 
San Diego State U MC, Diners, Amex, Discover, online 2.90% 
Montana State U, Bozeman Yes, online & in person None 
U of Idaho Yes, online only 2.50% 
New Mexico State U at Las Cruces MC, Diners, Amex, Discover None 
U of New Mexico Yes, online & in person None 
Idaho State U V, MC, Diners, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
U of Montana Visa, MC, online only $10  
U of Alaska, Fairbanks Visa, MC, Discover, online only None 
Utah State U VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.75% 
U of Wyoming Visa, MC online & in person None 

   UNLV (proposed) VISA, MC, Amex, Discover, online 2.00%* 
   

 
  



FY17 - Credit Card Convenience Fee use plan to support 
Academic Affairs priority needs 

 
 
 
Graduate Assistants Support 
(Allocated to all GA stipends at ~$1,000 increase per year) $750,000 

  
 
 
 
 
Note: FY14 actual merchant fee expenditures that reduced tuition and fee revenues to the state supported 
 operating budget were $698,000.  The amount outlined above for increased GA support exceeds this amount;  
 however, by implementing a fee to recover these expenses, the savings will be fully realized in the state 
  supported operating budget even if card volume declines as expected as the merchant fees would now be  
 covered by the user fee.   

  

     
 
 


