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Executive Summary

The payments landscape continues to progress, driven by artificial intelligence, automation, and
increasingly higher customer expectations.

For vertical SaaS platforms, this transformation provides strong opportunities. Software providers
that strategically embed and optimize payment experiences within their platforms will unlock
powerful competitive advantages: increased revenue streams, deeper customer relationships, and
enhanced platform stickiness that translates directly to long-term growth.

The shiftis clear: it’s not just processing transactions. Now, it’s about creating frictionless
experiences, generating actionable intelligence, and becoming an invisible yet indispensable part
of how businesses operate.

Businesses now expect the same seamless payment experiences they encounter as consumers:
tap to pay convenience, digital wallet flexibility, and automated billing that just works.

As the boundaries between software, payments, and customer experience continue to blur, the
platforms that move decisively now will define the competitive landscape for years to come.

This white paper explores three defining trends shaping the future of payments, and how forward-
thinking Saa$S platforms can turn these trends into strategic advantages.

The State of Payments Entering 2026

As we enter 2026, the most significant shift is the explosive growth of embedded payments
across vertical SaaS platforms. The embedded payments market is experiencing remarkable
expansion, growing at a 23% compound annual growth rate between 2021 and 2026, reflecting a
fundamental reimagining of how software and financial services intersect.

This growth is driven by a decisive shift in merchant expectations. Today’s business owners are
looking for faster funding—having funds available days later doesn’t cut it anymore. They also
expect insight: data-driven intelligence that helps them understand customer behavior, predict
cash flow, and identify growth opportunities.

The rise of flexible payment methods has become non-negotiable across service industries.
Contactless transactions have grown significantly throughout the 2020s, with tap to pay
becoming the expected standard for mobile professionals and in-person service providers.

Meanwhile, the definition of “payment” itself is expanding. Auto-billing, subscription management,
installment options, and faster payouts are all becoming part of the core payment experience.

For SaaS platforms, this convergence creates both opportunity and urgency. Platforms that can
deliver sophisticated, embedded payment experiences gain powerful advantages in customer
acquisition and retention. Those that rely on fragmented or outdated payment solutions risk losing
ground to more integrated competitors.

The message is clear: in 2026, payments are about creating frictionless experiences, unlocking
financial flexibility, and turning transaction data into a strategic advantage.
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Trend #1: Evolving Payment Experiences

The payment experience itself has become a critical touchpoint in the customer journey.

Business owners and their customers now expect:

Automatic
billing

Effortless Seamless
tap to pay checkout

Merchants are now evaluating platforms not just on features, but on how smoothly money moves
through their business.

Tap to Pay and Contactless Expansion

Contactless payments have moved from novelty to necessity with remarkable speed. The
numbers tell the story: contactless payment transactions are projected to grow at a compound
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 19.1% through 2030, and in the U.S., nearly 90% of consumers now
use contactless payments.

For mobile professionals (personal trainers, home service providers, field technicians) tap on
phone has become the expected standard. The ability to accept payment anywhere, instantly,
without fumbling with card readers or cash, isn’t just convenient; it’s professional.

This shift has profound implications for SaaS platforms. Businesses want their software to enable
tap on phone capabilities natively, without requiring separate hardware investments or complex
integrations. The payment method that once seemed cutting-edge is now table stakes.
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https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2024/09/04/the-rise-of-contactless-payments-how-its-disrupting-the-way-payments-are-made/
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Invisible Payments

Perhaps the most significant evolution is the rise of “invisible” payments—transactions that
happen in the background, requiring minimal customer interaction. Examples include:

%

These invisible payments have become powerful service differentiators, as these seamless
experiences reduce administrative burden while improving cash flow predictability.

The psychology of invisible payments matters too. When payments fade into the background,
customers focus on the value they’re receiving rather than the transaction itself. This subtle shift
strengthens customer relationships and drastically reduces churn.

Unified Omnichannel Experiences

Today’s customers don’t distinguish between channels; rather, they expect consistency. A client
books a service online, pays in person with a tap, receives an automated receipt, and sees an
updated invoice in their account portal.

Any friction in this journey (mismatched payment options, manual reconciliation steps,
disconnected systems) creates frustration and erodes trust.

Businesses are demanding true omnichannel payment consistency: the same payment methods
available everywhere, unified reporting across channels, and automated reconciliation that
eliminates manual work.

This isn’t about having multiple payment options; it’s about having one cohesive payment
experience that adapts seamlessly to whatever context the customer is in.
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Trend #2: Al and Automation Transforming Payments

Artificial intelligence is actively reshaping how transactions are processed, protected, and
leveraged for business intelligence.

The integration of Al and automation into payment infrastructure is solving longstanding
challenges while unlocking entirely new capabilities that were impossible just a few years ago.

Fraud Detection Powered by Al

Payment fraud remains one of the most persistent challenges for businesses and payment
providers alike. Traditional rule-based fraud detection systems, while useful, often create
frustrating false positives that decline legitimate transactions and damage customer
relationships.

The cost s significant: businesses lose revenue from blocked sales, customers abandon
purchases out of frustration, and the manual review process consumes valuable resources.

Al-powered fraud detection represents a fundamental improvement. Machine learning models
can analyze hundreds of variables in real-time, such as:

Transaction Device Behavioral Historical
patterns fingerprints signals data

This allows Al to have the ability to distinguish genuine transactions from fraudulent ones with
far greater accuracy than rule-based systems. These models learn continuously, adapting to new
fraud patterns as they emerge and becoming more precise over time.

This can result in reduced chargebacks, fewer false declines, and improved authorization rates
that translate directly to increased revenue.

x p I o r pqy.co m © 2025 Clearent, LLC (operating as Xplor Pay) is a registered agent for Central Bank of St. Louis, MO; Citizens Bank, N.A., Providence, RI; and Pathward, N.A., Sioux Falls, SD. 6



Data Intelligence: From Transactions to Insights

Every payment carries information about customer behavior, business performance, and
growth opportunities. The challenge has always been extracting actionable insights from this
data at scale.

Al unlocks these insights hidden in transaction data. Advanced analytics can identify patterns
that predict customer churn, find opportunities for upselling or cross-selling, optimize pricing
strategies, and forecast cash flow with increasing accuracy.

These insights have the power to transform payments from a passive processing function into
an active business intelligence tool. Consider the possibilities:

A fitness platform that identifies members at risk of cancellation
| o |2 based on declining visit frequency and payment patterns,
enabling proactive retention efforts.

\}' A field services platform that recognizes high-value customers
A and suggests premium service offerings at optimal times.

A childcare management system that helps centers forecast
B] enrollment and revenue with precision.

The software providers that leverage this intelligence gain decisive advantages in customer
retention, revenue optimization, and strategic planning.
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The Rise of Agentic Commerce

One of the most transformative Al developments in payments is the emergence of agentic
commerce: a fundamental shift where Al agents can autonomously discover, compare, and
complete purchases on behalf of users.

The global market for agentic commerce is estimated to reach approximately $136 billion by
2025, with projections showing growth to $1.7 trillion by 2030, reflecting a compound annual
growth rate of 67%.

More consumers are beginning to use Al when searching the internet, and what starts as Al-
mediated discovery increasingly carries through to execution, as Al agents compare options,
assemble carts, and complete checkout.

Major payment networks are racing to build the infrastructure: Mastercard launched Agent Pay
with enhanced tokenization technology that enables payments to be initiated through chats with
an Al agent, while Visa developed a Trusted Agent Protocol to help retailers distinguish legitimate
Al shopping agents from malicious bots.

For service-based businesses and SaaS platforms, agentic commerce presents an interesting
opportunity. Imagine Al agents that can do the following based on user preferences and budgets,
completing entire transactions autonomously:

( )
\\Oﬂl Book salon appointments and spa treatments
\_ J
( )
E Reserve equipment rentals for events

Schedule pet grooming and veterinary services

The technical requirements are evolving quickly: structured data that Al agents can parse, secure
authentication protocols, tokenized payment credentials, and APIs that support agent-initiated
transactions.
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Trend #23: Faster, Real-Time, and Embedded Payouts

The traditional payment settlement cycle, where businesses wait days to access funds from
transactions, is becoming increasingly out of step with modern business realities.

Small businesses, contractors, and service providers operate in a world of immediate expenses
and tight cash flow margins. The ability to access funds instantly isn’t just a convenience; it’s a
competitive necessity that can determine business survival and growth.

Instant Access to Funds

Cash flow constraints represent one of the most significant challenges facing small
businesses.

However, instant payout capabilities are addressing this roadblock. Businesses can now access
funds from transactions within minutes rather than days, fundamentally changing their financial
flexibility.

This isn’t merely about speed. It’s about enabling business models that were previously
impractical. For example:

% Gig economy contractors can receive payment immediately after
completing work

{3} Seasonal businesses can manage volatile cash flow periods more
= effectively
é Growing businesses can reinvest revenue more quickly without
waiting for settlement cycles

Merchant demand for faster funding is clear and growing. For SaaS platforms, offering quicker
payout options becomes a powerful differentiator that directly impacts merchant satisfaction
and retention.
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Real-Time Payment Networks

The U.S. payment infrastructure continues to modernize itself with the expansion of real-time
payment networks. FedNow, launched by the Federal Reserve, and The Clearing House’s RTP
network have seen significant enhancements in 2025 that expand their capabilities for business
use.

RTP increased its transaction limit from $1 million to $10 million effective February 2025,
opening new possibilities for high-value commercial payments. FedNow followed suit, initially
raising its limit from $500,000 to $1 million earlier in 2025 and then recently announcing they
would match RTP at $10 million, effective November 2025. This signals the maturation of instant
payment infrastructure for enterprise-scale transactions.

Adoption is also accelerating rapidly. RTP’s daily transaction volumes surpassed 1 million
transactions in Q2 2025, while FedNow’s average daily volume reached a high of over 27,000

payments by Q3 2025.

The implications extend far beyond faster settlement. Real-time payment networks enable
entirely new use cases:

Instant refunds that
improve customer
satisfaction

Immediate disbursements
to contractors and
vendors

Real-time account
funding that
eliminates delays

Embedded peer-
to-peer payment
capabilities
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Embedded Finance Ecosystems

The convergence of payments, banking services, and financial management within SaaS
platforms represents one of the most significant structural shifts in business software.

This embedded finance evolution encompasses multiple layers. Payment processing forms the
foundation, but the ecosystem expands to include:

Lending and financing Expense management
options integrated at the and card programs for
point of sale business spending
( ) (" )
Working capital access Comprehensive financial
based on payment history reporting that unifies
and revenue patterns payment data with
broader business metrics
G J . J

The boundaries between software, payments, and financial services continue to blur, creating
opportunities for platforms that move decisively into this space.

Payments Predictions for 2026

As we look ahead through 2026, we believe payments will become more intelligent and deeply
interconnected with every aspect of business operations.

B2B Payments Will Become More Frictionless

The ideal payment experience is one that customers barely notice, and payment infrastructure
will improve to extend more invisible payments to the B2B sector. B2B payments, contractor
disbursements, and vendor settlements will progress towards automated, intelligent processing
that requires minimal human oversight.
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Intelligence Drives Everything

Al and machine learning will increasingly drive payment operations at every level.

O Q

Fraud detection Cash flow Customer Pricing
becomes more forecasting behavior optimization
accurate and less gains precision. predictions happens
intrusive. improve. dynamically.

Interconnected Financial Ecosystems

The boundaries between payments, banking, lending, and business intelligence will continue to
dissolve. The connectedness will create ecosystems where data flows freely, insights emerge from
combined datasets, and merchants manage their entire financial life through software platforms.

Building the Next Era of Vertical SaaS

Payments in 2026 will be defined by convergence: where software, financial services, and
customer experience merge into seamless ecosystems. The three trends explored in this white
paper aren’t isolated developments; they’re interconnected forces reshaping how businesses
operate and how platforms deliver value.

Improved payment experiences have set new baseline expectations. Al and automation unlock
intelligence that was previously inaccessible. Real-time infrastructure eliminates constraints that
businesses once accepted as inevitable. And embedded finance ecosystems create opportunities
to deliver comprehensive solutions that extend far beyond traditional software boundaries.

For SaaS platforms, the strategic opportunity is clear: payments can be a powerful accelerant for
growth, customer satisfaction, and competitive differentiation, or they can become a vulnerability
that limits potential and creates friction.

Xplor Pay partners with platforms that choose acceleration. We provide the infrastructure,
expertise, and support to turn payment complexity into competitive advantage. Our approach
prioritizes partner success: white-labeled experiences that maintain your brand, flexible
implementation that respects your timeline, transparent economics that align our incentives with
yours, and ongoing innovation that keeps you ahead of market shifts.

We are committed to ensuring our partners are positioned not just to keep pace, but to lead.
Let’s shape the future of vertical SaaS together by delivering frictionless payment solutions that
empower software providers and their end customers alike.
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