Payments evolve into an always-on operating system driven by AI and seamless commerce
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If there was a single through line in PYMNTS’ 2025 conversations with card networks, banks and FinTechs, it was that “payments” is no longer treated as a discrete function but is being positioned as an always-on operating system for commerce, one where data, security and user experience are inseparable. According to PYMNTS, Visa, Mastercard, Discover, American Express and a range of banks and processors framed their 2025 strategies around this shift, describing payments as an orchestration layer that must deliver consistency across channels and continuous risk and liquidity management. [1][2]
Visa pushed that framing hardest, treating generative AI as a pervasive force across network services rather than an add-on. As Sam Hamilton, Visa’s head of AI and data, told PYMNTS, “I can’t think of one area that GenAI is not going to transform,” while stressing that the usefulness of that transformation depends on trusted inputs and governance. Visa’s public materials back this up: the company has published a whitepaper on Agentic AI and launched multiple initiatives, a $100 million generative AI ventures fund and an AI Advisory Practice, to accelerate secure, AI-enabled commerce. According to Visa, these moves reflect both investment in infrastructure and an explicit effort to govern agentic decisioning within consent, privacy and spending limits. [1][4][5][6]
Visa’s commercial message this year centred on “unified commerce”, removing operational seams so pricing, inventory, fulfilment and payments reliably line up whether the sale is decided on a phone or completed in store. PYMNTS quoted Visa Acceptance Solutions’ Matt Swatzell noting that merchants often underestimate that the decision can happen on a phone even when the sale is in-store, raising the bar for cross-channel consistency. Visa argues smaller merchants cannot out-scale retail giants but can collapse complexity to respond faster, and the company has announced pilot activity showing agent-initiated, secure transactions as part of that roadmap. [1][4][7]
Mastercard approached the era from a consumer-control and middle-market toolkit angle. According to Mastercard, its One Credential solution gives consumers a single digital credential able to present debit, credit, instalments and prepaid options so users can tailor payment preferences by expense and context. Bunita Sawhney, Mastercard’s chief consumer product officer, told PYMNTS that many consumers “have a high desire to have tools that help them become strong and confident money managers.” On the B2B side, Mastercard executives emphasised underwriting and richer data to address gaps in middle-market financing. [1][3]
Discover and American Express emphasised different balances between automation and judgment. Discover executives argued AI’s greatest benefit is turning transaction data into network-level visibility and faster decisioning, with direct gains for fraud reduction and speed. American Express framed AI as a tool to reduce internal friction while preserving human judgement: in comments reported by PYMNTS, Gary Kensey said “AI should work in service of people, not instead of them,” reflecting Amex’s intent to automate summaries and routing but keep humans available where customers need reassurance. [1]
Banks described payments as an operational imperative that reshapes treasury, supply chains and even cash logistics. Citi’s global head of liquidity management services, Stephen Randall, described a move to continuous, round-the-clock liquidity management rather than once-a-day processes. Bank of America tied its payments work into trade finance, tariffs and risk mitigation, while Fifth Third Bank highlighted why physical cash handling still matters and why automation in cash logistics is both a security and productivity issue. HSBC’s Andrew Fullam characterised the environment bluntly: “Uncertainty is probably the key word here,” pointing to tariff complexity and planning challenges. [1]
Processors and FinTechs signalled that speed and responsibility must be pursued together. Maverick Payments told PYMNTS that real-time fraud and bank oversight are “an artful balancing act,” arguing processors increasingly act as risk-and-compliance extensions of banks. Ingo Payments warned that treating instant payouts as a mere checkbox risks commoditisation and margin erosion, while other FinTechs told PYMNTS they are pivoting to partnership structures that reflect a more disciplined, risk-aware market. [1]
Taken together, the industry’s public statements and PYMNTS interviews sketch a payments ecosystem remade by AI, tighter governance and an expectation of continuous service. Visa’s investments and whitepapers make explicit claims about agentic commerce and a multibillion-dollar market opportunity, Mastercard is rolling consumer-facing credential innovations, banks are rewiring treasury and trade mechanics, and processors warn that speed without aligned economics invites a race to the bottom. The result is an industry betting that payments will increasingly act as an always-on commerce operating system, if companies can pair technological ambition with governance, data quality and sensible economics. [1][4][5][6][3][1]
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