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At the same time with the development of market and consumer behavior of Romanians, the 

growth rate of cards market accelerated. Of course, infrastructure and acceptance network were 

very important, they are the factors that allowed the widespread use of cards. 

Currently, any natural person or legal entity is engaged in commercial relationships involving 

financial transactions, the electronic payments having an important role, representing virtually 

future transactions, both nationally and across borders. 

The financial institutions have made a more rapid segmentation of the portfolio of cards and 

began to focus increasingly on services and benefits situated behind the payment instruments. 

Meanwhile, cardholders were becoming more educated and sophisticated, knowing what to ask 

of cards. More, many financial institutions have adapted so that network to accept chip cards. 

On the Romanian market, the chip cards will increase which are much more effective in terms of 

security transactions, as well as for co-branded cards, that offers the possibility of the loyalty of 

the customers. They will try to get as many benefits from different types of cards, but at the same 

time, they will focus on niche products, business cards, cards for shopping or for payment of 

public services. 

The scientific paper aims to capture aspects that emphasize the fact that the permanent market 

monitoring and the continuous adaptation of it will become necessary for the next period. The 

current client is more demanding, more educated and less tolerant in the relation to the suppliers 

of any kind and especially with those of financial services. 

The tendency to use co-branded cards for everyday payments will increase as merchants and 

issuing banks will attach more and more benefits on these cards, which will ultimately increase 

trading volumes on the card to merchants. The bank clients benefited of the cutting - edge 

technologies, of dual cards functionality - debit and credit.  
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In a computerized society, on a global and strong competitive market, the spreading of the 

electronic transactions is very dynamic both in the economic and banking fields. The banking 

sector is characterized by a high dynamic of services and products offer (e-banking, e-payment, 

m-banking etc.).  The development of some commercial activities between the participants placed 

at large geographic distances can not exist without using electronic payment systems. The 

introduction and use of the electronic payment tools ensure a better administration of the 

companies business and cash in a shorter period of time and with reduced costs. The cards 

represent electronic (modern) payment instruments. 

To ensure the success of the banking activity to impose the cards as payment instrument in the 

Romanian economy, it might be necessary the achievement of the following objectives: (Vechiu 

et al. 2009: 106-107) 
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- the design and putting into place in a short period of time an « aggressive » promotion program 

of the card as a payment instrument. The concise and convincing articles launched in the writing 

press, the suggestive publicity clips presented many times on a day in the visual environment and 

other actions can generate the attraction of the individuals and legal persons in using the cards. It 

is unanimously recognized the fact that the success of one product launch is related, in proportion 

of 70% of the quality and efficiency of the implemented publicity campaigns. Taking into 

account the increased costs of the publicity activities, it is necessary an efficient message leading 

in mass-media. Throwing on the market, publicity slogans as “X card is the future but also the 

present” is on the detriment of that bank because no matter of the veracity of the message sent, 

the patterns create only the idea of some dangerous receiver leveling. In order to avoid such 

inconveniences, the bank must clearly define the product that will launch and also the market 

segment addressed to. In this manner, the product will be received especially by the target 

subjects and the product success will be immediately. 

The Romanian banks will succeed also using publicity campaigns, in a short time, the 

development of a new payment behavior in the economic environment; 

- setting-up of some specialized departments within the banks to ensure the design, 

implementation and administration of an integrated cards program. The activity involving cards 

needs specialized and sustained efforts, but also the twinning of work results of a strictly 

specialized personnel exclusively for this field (marketing, publicity, behavior sociology on the 

market, banking methodology). In order to obtained the estimated results, it is absolutely 

necessary a strictly specialization of the banking personnel working in this field. Solutions like 

borrowing staff from credits, payment or banking treasury departments mean only a superficial 

approach of this new field and the solutions can occur late due to the behavior lack of 

involvement. Without making the apology of the market behavior studies or of a «banking 

philosophy», it can be considered that a positive financial result will occur late if the banking 

personnel will not be responsible of the product optimal functioning as a result of the day by day 

activity.  

2009 was the first year of the Romanian cards market history when the number of valid cards in 

circulation was less than 2008. Nevertheless, in only 10 years, the number of cards in circulation 

increased more than ten times. In 2009, was the same situation also in other 13 European States. 

Romania was rated on the third place with a diminution of 5% of the number of cards in 

circulation (also in Bulgaria), after Greece (13%) and Irish (8%). 

In 2008, the cards market was characterized by important launches being also continued the trend 

started in 2005-2006 which marked the diversification of the financial institutions products 

portfolio and the issue of different types of credit cards: standard, co-branded or premium. The 

financial institutions introduced a more accelerate segmentation of the cards portfolio and started 

to emphasize the services and the benefits of the payment instruments. In the same time, the cards 

holders were more and more trained and sophisticated knowing what to ask about cards. 

Moreover, in 2008, most of the financial institutions adapted their network in order to accept 

cards with chip.  

Otherwise, out of the 25 new programs launched by the MasterCard in 2008, only 2 programs 

were debit cards (the debit card „Marea Unire” launched in partnership with Leumi Bank – 

special edition and a debit card in euro launched in partnership with the „Carpatica” Commercial 

Bank), the rest were credit cards, special editions, with chip or co-branded. 

In comparison with 2008, 2009 was the year of reduction the operating costs, materialized 

through the diminution of the cards portfolio – through closing the inactive accounts – till the 

renouncing of some acceptance contracts with traders which didn’t generate transactions. So, in 

the end of 2009, although the issuing activity was not stopped, the valid cards portfolio in 

circulation was about 12.8 mil. of cards, with approx..3.5% less than the level registered in the 

end of 2008. 
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The most sever contraction was registered at the credit cards, which beginning with March 2009 

until June 2009, were reduced with almost half of a million. Practically, in only 3 months, it was 

negated the increase registered in an entire year (March 2008 – March 2009).  This portfolio 

„cleaning” had instead a benefic effect because led to the increase level of activation, regarding 

the cards weight that generate transactions in the total number of valid cards, from 81.6% in 

September 2008 at 89.1% in September 2009. Also, another crisis reaction was the adjustment of 

the portfolio for the traders by keeping only the ones with activity. 

Despite the heavy economic context, the market of the bank cards had actually a positive 

evolution. In the end of 2009, the Romanian National Bank statistics showed that the number of 

the payment transactions by the debit cards reached 16.3 mil. Euro, from 14.33mil. Euro in the 

first quarter of 2009 and the number of the payment transactions by the credit cards reached 4.22 

mil. Euro, from 4.03 mil. Euro in the first trimester. 

Due to the crisis, the total card portfolio (banks and non-banking financial institutions) decreased 

during December 2008 – December 2010, with one million cards until approx. 12.6 mil. 

In 2010, the Romanian cards market continued to be active in all aspects – issuing, acceptance, 

transactions – that led to a significant increase of the main indicators in the field. The innovation 

and the thematic segmentation represented important landmarks for the non-cash payment 

activity. The bank clients benefited of the cutting- edge technologies, of dual cards functionality 

– debit and credit. The operators from these fields attached to the cards additional loyalty 

benefits, such as: discounts to the traders, opportunity of cash back, favored access in the waiting 

rooms from the airports, insurance offers, assistance services. 

According to the RomCard, the electronic commerce with on-line payment increased in 2010 

with 38% in comparison with 2009 and the volumes of the transactions were twice compared 

with 2008 reaching 127.8 millions euro. 

In 2010, the contraction trend of the cards issuing was maintained, thus in the end of 2010, from 

the total number of the cards issued, the number of the valid cards was about 12.58 mil, of which 

2.1 mil. were credit cards. The cards total number decreased with 2.2% in 2010, but the number 

of the credit cards decreased with 5.6% in comparison with 2009 and with 22% in comparison 

with 2008. 

Taking into account the heavy economic environment, most of the credit cards holders focused 

on buying essential products. The average amount of the transactions using the credit cards 

decreased with 11.6% underlining that the Romanian citizens reduced the large amounts of 

expenses, in other words, they are not buying any more expensive products like they did in other 

years. The segment of business cards registered a positive trend on all the indicators, there were 

issued more Visa business cards (+12.5%), the transactions on those cards were increased 

(+25.7%) and the number of transactions to the traders was also increased (+26%) which indicate 

the increased interest of the companies to use cards. 

In 2011, Visa encouraged even more the card use for traders through awareness raising 

campaigns, promotions, products and new services and will continue to enlarge the acceptance 

network also for the local and central public authorities in order to be possible to pay the taxes 

and other contributions using the card. 

During the financial crisis, the banks are looking for solutions, in this matter, in 2010, 

MasterCard Europe developed a study in Romania focused on the market cards that analysed the 

habits related to the cards use by the persons aged over 15 years. The study indicated that during 

the crisis, people are paying more attention to their expenses and the cards holders try to benefit 

of those products advantages. For example, 27% of those people, started to search more 

information about the financial products, 13% of the persons told that they are paying their 

buying in the grace period, 11% searched information about the loyalty programs, 10% are 

paying frequently with the card to the traders in order to avoid the cash withdrawal fee and 9% 

started to find a credit card with the possibility to pay in several installments without interest.  
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At national level, 41% of the Romanian citizens hold a credit card and at urban level, the 

percentage is about 54%.  The percentages are very much influenced by the education level, from 

20% of the persons with primary education until 86% of the high-educated persons. 

Most of the Romanian citizens buy a credit card as a result of the bank offer – 39%, in order to 

have any time at their disposal an amount of money – 34%, but also in order to facilitate the 

transactions – 27%. Regarding choosing one credit card or another, the most important are the 

small commissions and interests – for the 63% of the people and the issuing bank – for 53%; the 

grace period is important for 38% and the maximum credit allowed for the 36%. The high-

educated persons are even more interest on those aspects: for 78% of the persons asked, there are 

important the interests and the commissions, for 50%, the grace period and for 46%, the 

maximum credit allowed. 

The Romanian marked registered important steps, 17% of the holders said that they are paying by 

card even for the amounts less than 100 RON. 21% of the credit cards holders agree on this kind 

of payment. For the amounts more than 1000 RON, the percentages increase at 27% and 32% for 

the credit cards holders. 

In the same context, the study “saving and investment” developed by the Romanian GFK Market 

Research Institute, on a panel of 1,200 persons from urban area which use at least one financial-

banking instrument, shows that in our country, the most used banking product is the debit card. 

This, with the exception of the current account is hold by three quarters of the banking clients. 

Lately, the banks target was not only the increased number of the debit cards but the customers 

training for using them and also the credit cards. 
 

Table no. 1. The main operators of card market at 31.12.2011 
 

Bank Total 

number 

of cards at 

31.12.2011 

Credit 

cards 

number (at 

31.12.2011 

New 

credit 

cards 

number 

in 2011 

Debit cards 

number (at 

31.12.2011) 

New debit 

cards 

number in 

2011 

Total 

number of 

transaction

s in 2011**** 

ATM 

number at 

31.12.2011 

POS 

number at 

31.12.2011 

BRD-GSG 2.239.328 45.311 0 2.194.017 2.676 63.854.416 1.527 23.953 

BCR 2.000.000 160.000* n/a 1.840.000 n/a n/a 2.400 16.000 

Banca 

Transilvania 

1.906.000 170.000 34.500 1.736.000 408.000 50.000.000 840 16.634 

Raiffeisen 

Bank 

1.825.284 350.000 98.000 1.475.284** n/a 57.294.349 1.128 10.718 

ING Bank 

Romania 

1.000.000 30.000 7.000 970.000 300.000 34.721.571 441 3.727 

CEC Bank 953.701 46.236 2.208 907.465 218.031 12.271.755 981 3286*** 

Bancpost* 660.000 60.000 n/a 600.000 n/a n/a 700 8.500 

UniCredit 

Tiriac Bank 

434.611 51.056 12.753 385.555 102.568 13.592.265 545 11.775 

Credit Europe 

Bank 

415.000 325.000 n/a 90.000 n/a n/a 168 10.000 

Garanti Bank 230.000 111.250 n/a 118.750 44.262 n/a 194 7.340 

Alpha Bank 

Romania 

216.000 64.000 16.500 152.000 50.000 n/a 226 4.100 

BC Carpatica 84.162 2.343 991 81.819 24.094 1.369.172 232 595 

Banca 

Romaneasca 

64.450 15.704 5.204 48.746 16.900 1.219.615 153 0 

ProCredit 

Bank 

17.786 0 0 17.786 n/a 618.835 58 n/a 

* Financial market estimation; ** natural persons: 1.425.284 legal entity: 50.000; *** of which 1.192 desks agencies, and the rest to 

economic agents; **** including own cards 
Source: Commercial banks 
 

Despite the crisis which affects the banks cards portfolio, on 7th of June 2011, at NOCASH Gala 

for the banks activity in 2010, the cards industry awarded BRD-InstantPay “The pioneering in the 

payment industry without cash” and “The year opening” was considered the money transfer 

service at ATM launched by Western Union in partnership with “Transilvania” Bank. 
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The Commercial Banks competed on a restrained market due to the financial crisis, but even so, 

they obtained important results, for example: 

- the best promotion. The competition was between the Romanian Commercial Bank-Bucharest 

Autonomous Transport Administration (RATB) with the campaign « We keep your place for an 

year » for the promotion of the operations regarding the charge/recharge of the RATB transport 

card in the Romanian Commercial Bank network; the BRD with the campaigns « A la carte » - 

« Create a card as original as you », « Point Card » and « Instant Pay » - « Live in speed, pay in 

super speed » ; The Romanian Bank with the campaign « A smart card for intelligent buying » ; 

the “Transilvania” Bank with the campaign « Pay by card the local taxes and contributions » ; 

Garanti Bank – Bonus Card campaigns for the product increased use and to build the brand on 

the market ; Raiffeisen Bank with the campaigns – Multishop – bonus and installments without 

interest program and «Studentocard – it fits perfectly to your lifestyle ». The winner was 

GarantiBank – “Bonus card Campaign”, because after the promotion campaigns, GarantiBank 

obtained the following increase in 2010 in comparison with 2009 : cards portfolio with 52% 

increase ; active cards with 62% increase ; the number of transactions with 230% increase ; 

transactions value with 270% increase. 

- pioneering in cards industry registered BRD – Instant Pay – for the first development of an 

application that allows the travel payment in the public transportation using the « contactless » 

technology ; The Romanian Commercial Bank – for the opportunity to recharge the Active 

Transport Card directly to the ATM placed at the Subway. 

- the Year Bank on cards market is « Transilvania » Bank. In 2010, the bank registered the most 

important increase of the valid cards portfolio in circulation and of the POS terminals network. 

Also, the « Transilvania » Bank was the most active bank as regards the products and services 

launch in the market without cash payment 
 

Table no. 2. The results of the « Transilvania » Bank between 2009-2010 
 

Indicators 2009 2010 Increase 

Cards 1,706,874 1,804,294 97,420 

Cards accounts 1,570,432 1,667,307 96,875 

No of ATM 766 805 39 

No of POS 11,717 14,770 3,053 

Contracts 9,619 9,223 - 

Products launched The card for doctors Visa Gold Rotary;  

MC Gold Debit; 

Money transfer ATM 

 “BT”  application for  

iPhone and Android ; 

ADS implementation 

 

No. of transactions 

with own cards 

40,836,093 44,806,455 3,970,362 

Source: www.nocash.info.ro 
 

- co-branded Card is still a solution for the financial crisis, this fact was also proved by the 

competition of the most important banking players for this product. Thus, the most successful 

card and co-brand program was Raiffeisen – Vodafone with the following results: number of 

transactions in 2010 – 1,760,000; the transactions value in 2010 - 220 mil. Lei; new card 

accounts in 2010 – 1,100. A similar success had: « Transilvania » Bank – Rotary ; BRD – ISIC ; 

GARANTI-AVON. 
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In this way, the banks are permanently looking for solutions and products to stimulate the 

customers interest for using the card for acquisitions, as a response to the traditional credit that 

was discouraged due to the financial crisis. 

On the Romanian market, the banks offer cards with chip, more efficient as regards the 

transactions security, also in the case of co-branded cards which offer the possibility to reward 

the loyal customers. They will try to obtain as much as possible advantages from the diverse 

range of cards, but, in the same time, they will concentrate on the niche products, business cards 

for purchases or payment of public services. 

The Romanian citizens started to use co-branded cards which are actually credits. Their number 

increased rapidly to 300,000.  Apparently, the banks which work with the co-branded cards are 

not obtaining major profits because if the loan is paid in less than a month, the interest is zero. 

But sooner or later, everybody is late and the bank has also other advantages: it is promoted 

outside the branch and has cards sold through shops. In the business world it is a word „to sell on 

co-branded card means to sell more and better”. The trend to use the co-branded cards for usual 

payments will be accelerated when the traders and the issuing bank will give more benefits on 

those cards and in the end it will lead to the increase of the transactions volumes on card to the 

traders. Moreover, in the last period of time, the banks are negotiated with many retailers, 

reductions for their clients. 

In a crisis period, the creativity was also tested in terms of cards. The careful products 

segmentation – personalized cards, photo cards, offers for young people or women was one of the 

cards market characteristics. 

The card from the wallet can be more than a payment instrument. Custom with the client picture, 

perfumed or decorated with a small mirror, the plastic card becomes a real accessory. The 

everyday polyvinyl chloride (PVC) is more attractive if it has something different, a reason for 

the holder to take off more often from the wallet. Actually, they are payment instruments that can 

be used for shopping, to on-line payment or to POS of taxes and contributions but also to the 

simple withdraw of cash from ATM. Moreover, in the case of the cards with photo, the holders 

identity can be easily checked by the traders. 

Also, with the support of the member banks, the Local Office of Visa Europe will introduce 

innovative products to meet the clients needs, as follows: contactless cards, cash back service, 

on-line payment of the taxes and contributions. 

For the development of cards use at traders and of the co-branded card, the banks must better 

explain the card advantages starting from the way of working and to the convincing of the 

obtained advantages accepting as payment the banking card. Also, the bank must play the client 

« role » and to think viable reasons to determine the trader to accept the card, to convince that in 

this way, the selling will be increased. The mentality of each trader is the same no matter of its 

typology or size: it presents a well-known product and he knows that it will be sold; 

- paying more attention on the products/services quality and also on the quality of the client-bank 

interface (the easy access of the bank) 

- in this period of time when the clients are paying more attention at what they pay and what they 

get, the remote electronic channels have great chances of promotion due to the efficiency, 

accuracy and the decreased operational cost; 

- it is necessary the compensation of incomes from interests with those from commissions. It will 

be necessary to increase the level of cards use and to develop the offer of higher added value for 

client; 

- the cards industry will oscillate between two approaches – to continue independently, at the 

level of each issuing/acceptant body, on the basis of some bilateral arrangements with partners 

from different fields or to make the step to a systemic collaboration, in national projects to solve 

major clients expectations (the unitary payment of taxes and contributions, invoices, penalties, 

health services etc.). On this trend of collaboration, there must be speculated the serious 
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opportunities for the enlargement of the actual EMV technology (global standard for the debit 

and credit cards based on chip technology) with connection to the contactless, which may cover, 

for example, the public transport and also all the payment applications of small value that need a 

big execution speed. (Moga et al. 2011: 38-44) 

The banking business with cards, in general and with the co-branded cards, in particular, 

represent an important potential to obtain profit in the case of the banks which are engaged in the 

design and administration of some cards integrated programs. Taking into account the permanent 

interest of the Romanian banking companies to modernize their activities and to adopt the world 

techniques to operate at the medium level of payments from our country, it is for granted that the 

payments by cards will become a daily reality in a short period of time. 

The Romanian cards market was characterized in the past years by an increase of two digits, 

being one of the most active from the region, on all its components: cards issuing, dynamic of  

setting-up of new POS and ATM terminals, payment transactions volume or cash withdraw. 

Although the first cards were issued in Romania about fourteen years ago, the behavior of the 

cards holders is specific to the incipient market, respectively, only 12.5% of the transactions 

volume are performed to the traders (the rest being cash withdraw from ATM). 

As a conclusion, the period in which any actor in the market had rapid and consistent results on 

the base of classic patterns is coming to an end. There will survive only the ones that will 

combine the quality with the price, the technology with the efficiency and the imagination with 

the implementation speed. 
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