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✔ Pick the shape before the brand

There are really only three shapes of card hardware: a little reader that pairs with your

phone, an all-in-one handheld you carry, and a countertop station that anchors a

counter. Figure out which shape fits how you sell, and the brand almost picks itself.

This guide walks you through all three in plain English.

Let's match the hardware to how you sell
The gear that takes the card seems like it should be the simple part — and it can

be, once you stop comparing model names and start thinking about where you

actually stand when a customer pays you.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. In 30+ years of helping folks

with their technology, I've set up card readers on shop counters, in food trucks, and at kitchen

tables, and the right answer is never about the fanciest device — it's about the one that fits

the space and the way you work.

I run my own shop on Square and bought a small reader for it, so I know that line best. But

Clover, Toast, and Shopify all make good hardware in the same three shapes, and I'll name

them fairly. I sell no processing and earn no commission — just honest advice about what to

put on your counter.

★ Tell me where you stand when they pay

If you tell me where you are when a customer pays you — behind a counter, in a

booth, at their table, in their driveway — I can usually point you to the right shape of

hardware in a sentence or two. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you'll choose the right hardware without

downloading five apps first.

❑ Three shapes: a phone/pocket reader, an all-in-one handheld, and a countertop station.

Match the shape to your space.

❑ Counter: a station. Truck or roaming the shop: a handheld. Table or on the go: a
pocket reader with your phone.

❑ Payment methods: tap (contactless/NFC), chip (EMV), and swipe (magstripe, now being

phased out). Take tap and chip; swipe only as a backup.

❑ Phone/pocket readers: Square Reader, Shopify Tap and Chip, Clover Go. Handhelds:

Square Terminal, Clover Flex, Toast Go, Shopify POS Go.

❑ Stations: Square Stand and Register, Clover Mini and Station, Shopify POS Terminal.

❑ Buy your hardware, don't lease it — and confirm current models and prices on the

company's own site before you buy.

✔ One question decides most of it

Ask yourself: where am I physically standing when someone pays me? Your honest

answer to that points straight at one of the three shapes. Everything else is detail.
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The three shapes of card hardware
Every brand sells the same basic family of devices. Learn the three shapes once

and you can read any company's line-up at a glance.

The phone or pocket reader

A small reader that pairs with your phone or tablet by Bluetooth. Your phone runs the app and

does the thinking; the little reader just takes the tap or chip. It's the cheapest, lightest way to

start, and it slips in a pocket or an apron.

The all-in-one handheld

A self-contained device — screen, card reader, and often a built-in receipt printer — that you

can carry around. No separate phone needed. It runs on a battery and connects over Wi-Fi or

cellular, so you can take it to the table or around the shop floor.

The countertop station

A device that anchors a fixed counter, often built around a tablet, usually paired with a cash

drawer and a receipt printer. It's the full-register experience for a staffed counter with steady

power and internet.

✔ You can mix shapes

Plenty of businesses own two: a station on the counter and a pocket reader for the

weekend market. They share one account, so your items and reports stay in one place.

Buying a second small reader is cheap insurance for selling in more than one spot.



TAP, CHIP, SWIPE BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 5 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Tap, chip, and swipe — the three ways a card pays
Before you pick a device, know the three ways a card can actually pay, because

you want hardware that takes the first two and treats the third as a last resort.

Method What it is and where it's headed

Tap (contactless / NFC) Phone or card held near the reader; fast, now
standard

Chip (EMV) Card inserted; very secure, widely used

Swipe (magstripe) Card swiped; older, less secure, being phased
out

Tap and chip are where the world has landed — they're fast and far harder to counterfeit.

Swipe, the old magnetic-stripe method, is on its way out: it's the least secure and the

networks have been steadily retiring it. Any modern reader takes tap and chip; keep swipe

only as a rare backup for an old card.

! Let the customer tap or dip, not swipe

Whenever you can, have customers tap or insert the chip rather than swipe. It's more

secure, and if a sale is ever disputed, a tapped or chipped in-person card is far easier

to defend than a swipe. Treat swipe as the method of last resort.
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The pocket readers — start here if you're small or
mobile
If you're just starting, or you sell on the move, a pocket reader and the phone

already in your hand is a complete register for a few dollars.

As of late 2026, the familiar pocket readers are the Square Reader, the Shopify Tap and Chip

Reader, and the Clover Go. Each pairs with your phone or tablet over Bluetooth and takes a

tap or a chip. Confirm current models and prices on the company's own site — these refresh

every so often.

The appeal is simplicity and cost: little to buy, nothing to lease, and it fits in an apron or a

glovebox. The trade-off is that your phone does the work, so you need a charged phone with

signal, and there's no built-in printer — receipts go by text or email, which most customers

prefer anyway.

A pocket reader tends to suit

• Market vendors, food stalls, and pop-ups setting up on a folding table.

• Home-service and trades folks taking a card in a customer's driveway.

• Any brand-new seller who wants to take a card today without a big outlay.

★ The easiest place to begin

If you're not sure where to start, a pocket reader is the lowest-risk first step: cheap, no

contract, and the same account grows with you later. I'm happy to help you get one

paired to your phone and take a test sale. (330) 200-8042.
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The all-in-one handhelds — carry the register with you
When you want to take payment wherever the customer is, but without juggling a

separate phone, a handheld is the sweet spot.

As of late 2026, the common handhelds are the Square Terminal, the Clover Flex, the Toast

Go, and the Shopify POS Go. Each is a self-contained device with a screen, a card reader,

and often a built-in receipt printer, running on a battery over Wi-Fi or cellular. Confirm current

models on the company's own site.

The handheld shines when you move but still want a 'real' terminal feel — a server taking

payment at the table, a shop owner ringing up a customer in the aisle, a tradesperson settling

up at the door. The trade-offs are cost (more than a pocket reader) and battery life to mind

through a long day.

A handheld tends to suit

• Food trucks and restaurants taking payment at the table or the window.

• Shops where staff ring customers up away from a fixed counter.

• Service businesses that want a printed receipt on the spot without a phone.

✔ Mind the battery and the signal

A handheld is only as good as its charge and its connection. Keep it on the charger

between rushes, and know its offline behavior before a day with spotty signal — our

offline-mode guide covers the risks of taking payments when you're off the grid.
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The countertop stations — the anchor for a staffed
counter
For a fixed counter with steady power and internet, a station gives you the full

register: a big screen, a cash drawer, and a proper receipt printer.

As of late 2026, the familiar stations are the Square Stand and Square Register, the Clover

Mini and Clover Station, and the Shopify POS Terminal. Some are built around a tablet (like

the Square Stand, which turns an iPad into a register); others are purpose-built hardware.

Confirm current models and prices on the company's own site.

A station is the right call when customers come to you and staff need something quick to learn

and hard to knock over. Pair it with a cash drawer and a receipt printer — our receipt-printers

guide helps you choose those — and you've got a counter that runs smoothly through a rush.

A station tends to suit

• Shops, salons, and cafes ringing customers up at a dedicated counter.

• Any business with steady power and a wired or reliable Wi-Fi connection.

• Counters where staff turnover means the register has to be easy to learn.

✔ Wire the counter if you can

A station lives and dies by its connection. A wired network connection is steadier than

Wi-Fi for a fixed counter; our guide on the register's network covers keeping it solid so

a dropped signal never stops a sale.
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Matching the shape to your place
Here's the whole decision on one page. Find your situation and the shape falls out

of it.

A counter

Customers come to one spot, there's power and internet, staff ring them up. That's a station,

with a cash drawer and printer. Keep a pocket reader in the drawer as a backup.

A truck

You're serving from a window or a mobile kitchen, on battery and cellular, and you want a

printed receipt and speed. That's a handheld. A pocket reader is a fine lighter alternative if

receipts can go by text.

A table

You go to the customer — a server at a table, a vendor at a market, a tradesperson at a door.

That's a pocket reader with your phone, or a handheld if you want the printer and don't mind

the cost.

★ Still between two shapes?

Lots of businesses sit on a line — a cafe with a counter and a patio, a shop that also

works the market. Tell me the two places you sell and I'll help you pick a main device

and the right cheap backup. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Buy your hardware — don't lease it
Whatever shape you choose, own it. This is the single most important money rule

in the whole guide.

The small readers are cheap to buy outright, and even the handhelds and stations are a

one-time purchase you own. A lease, by contrast, bills every month for years and can cost

many times the hardware's price — often non-cancelable and personally guaranteed. Our

terminal-leases guide is a whole walkthrough of why 'free' equipment usually isn't.

Owning your gear does more than save money: it keeps you free to switch processors if your

rate creeps up, because you're not chained to a leased, locked machine. Buy from the

processor's own store or an authorized seller so it registers cleanly to your account.

! A 'free' terminal is rarely free

If someone offers you a free terminal, ask what pays for it — a higher rate, a longer

contract, or a lease — and whether it's locked to that one processor. Nearly always,

buying a cheap reader you own outright is the smarter move. See our terminal-leases

guide before you sign anything.
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Two kinds of small business, two setups
The right hardware for a tidy storefront is usually the wrong hardware for a vendor

working a market from a folding table. Let's match the shape to each.

If you sell from a fixed counter or shop

You ring customers up at a fixed counter with steady power and internet, so a countertop

station is your anchor — big screen, cash drawer, receipt printer, quick for staff to learn. Keep

a cheap pocket reader in the drawer for backup or a line out the door.

• A station (Square Stand or Register, Clover Mini or Station, Shopify POS Terminal)

anchors the counter.

• Pair it with a cash drawer and receipt printer (see our receipt-printers guide).

• Wire the network connection if you can — steadier than Wi-Fi for a fixed counter.

• Keep a pocket reader as a backup so a station hiccup never stops a sale.

If you sell on the go — markets, trucks, house calls

You sell from a booth, a truck, or a customer's living room, on a battery and your phone's

signal, so light and portable wins. A pocket reader plus your phone is a full register in a tote; a

handheld adds a printer if you want one.

• A pocket reader (Square Reader, Shopify Tap and Chip, Clover Go) plus a charged phone

is the lightest kit.

• An all-in-one handheld (Square Terminal, Clover Flex, Toast Go, Shopify POS Go) adds a

built-in printer.

• Know your offline rules before a day with spotty signal (see our offline-mode guide).

• Buy the gear outright — cheap readers are no place for a lease; see our farmers-market-kit

guide for a full packing list.

★ Selling in two places?

A shop that also works the weekend market can run one account across a station and

a pocket reader, so your items and reports stay together. Tell me both places you sell

and I'll help you kit out each. Call (330) 200-8042.
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How the hardware connects — and why it matters
A reader that can't reach the internet can't take a card. Knowing the connection

options keeps you running when one wobbles.

• Bluetooth: how pocket readers pair to your phone or tablet. Keep them charged and

paired.

• Wi-Fi: the usual connection for handhelds and stations. Convenient, but only as steady as

your signal.

• Wired (Ethernet): the steadiest for a fixed counter — a cable to the router beats Wi-Fi for

reliability.

• Cellular: some handhelds take a SIM or use your phone's hotspot, so they work away

from Wi-Fi.

For a counter, prefer a wired connection where you can; for a truck or a market, lean on

cellular and know your offline behavior. Our guide on the register's network goes deeper on

keeping the connection solid so a dropped signal never costs you a sale.

✔ Have a plan B for the signal

The internet will drop someday, usually at the worst moment. A pocket reader on a

phone's cellular data makes a great backup for a Wi-Fi counter. Decide your plan B

before you need it, not during a rush.
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The accessories that make it work
The reader is only part of the kit. A few supporting pieces turn a card reader into a

smooth-running checkout.

• Cash drawer: for a counter, pairs with a station so cash and card live in one till.

• Receipt printer: fast paper receipts at a busy counter; handhelds often build one in (see

our receipt-printers guide).

• Stand or dock: holds a tablet-based station steady and swivels to the customer to sign or

tip.

• Charger and spare battery: essential for handhelds and pocket readers through a long

day.

• Barcode scanner: useful for a retail shop with many packaged items.

You don't need all of these on day one. Start with the reader and add accessories as your

counter or your routine calls for them. Each brand sells its own, and many standard printers

and drawers work across systems — confirm compatibility before you buy.

✔ Buy the accessories that save you time

A receipt printer and a good stand earn their keep at a busy counter by shaving

seconds off every sale. A barcode scanner pays off once you're ringing up lots of

packaged goods. Match the accessory to your actual bottleneck, not to the catalog.
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A word on restaurant hardware
Food service has its own hardware needs, and one brand in particular built its gear

around them. Worth a page if you serve food.

Toast is restaurant-focused, and its hardware reflects that: the Toast Go handheld for

tableside ordering and payment, kitchen display screens that show orders to the cooks, and

self-order kiosks. Square and Clover also offer restaurant-oriented setups and kiosks. If you

run a sit-down or fast-casual spot, the hardware is part of a whole workflow, not just a card

reader.

The same buy-don't-lease caution applies, but restaurant gear is where financing is most

common and sometimes genuinely the plan — so if you do finance, know the term and the

exit. Our choosing-a-system guide weighs the restaurant-versus-retail decision in full.

✔ Match the kitchen, not just the counter

In a restaurant the card reader is the easy part — it's the kitchen screens, table

management, and tips that decide your day. Pick the system whose whole workflow fits

your service, and the right hardware comes with it.
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Secure hardware makes compliance easier
The right hardware doesn't just take cards — it keeps card data out of your hands,

which is exactly what keeps you safe and compliant.

Modern readers from Square, Clover, Toast, and Shopify encrypt the card data the instant it's

tapped or dipped, so the raw number never sits on your device or your books. That's good for

your customers and good for you: using a processor's listed hardware does most of the PCI

security work, so you usually complete only a short self-assessment. PCI DSS v4.0.1 is

current as of late 2026; confirm your exact questionnaire with your processor.

Your job is the easy part: keep your account secure with a strong, unique password and

two-step sign-in, and never write down or store a full card number yourself. Our

statement-reading guide covers the PCI fees you might see for all this.

! Never store card numbers yourself

The fastest way to turn a simple setup into a serious problem is to jot a customer's full

card number on paper or in a file. Don't. Let the reader handle the card and the

processor hold the data. If you think you need to store a card, call me first and we'll find

a safe way.
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What to spend — and what not to
You don't need the top of the line. You need the device that fits your space, bought

once and owned outright.

As a rough guide as of late 2026, a pocket reader is the cheapest way in, a handheld costs

more, and a full countertop station more again — all one-time purchases you own. Confirm

current prices on the company's own store, since these change. Resist buying a bigger device

than your counter or your routine actually calls for.

The money trap isn't spending too much on a reader — it's leasing one. A modest device you

own beats a fancy one you're renting for years. Put your dollars into owning the right shape,

and your spare dollars into a cheap backup reader, not into a lease.

★ I'll help you buy the right size

It's easy to be talked into more hardware than you need. Tell me how you sell and I'll

help you pick the right shape and skip the upsell — then get it set up and take a test

sale with you. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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Getting a new reader working
A new reader is usually quick to set up. Here's the short path from box to first sale.

• Create or sign into your processor account and add your bank details so money has

somewhere to land.

• Charge the device fully, then pair a pocket reader to your phone or connect a handheld or

station to your network.

• Enter a few items and set your sales-tax rate (your county's rate — see our sales-tax

guide).

• Run a small test sale on a real card and refund it, so you've seen the whole round trip.

• Set up receipts (text, email, or printed) and practice once before a real customer is waiting.

Give yourself an unhurried half-hour to do this before your first busy day. Taking one test sale

and refunding it teaches you more than any manual, and it confirms the money reaches your

bank.

✔ Test before the crowd arrives

The worst time to learn your reader is with a line of customers watching. Do your test

sale on a quiet morning. Once you've seen one sale go through and land in your

account, the nerves disappear.
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Common mistakes people make
A few avoidable missteps lead to buyer's remorse. Now you'll know them in

advance.

• Leasing the reader instead of buying it — paying for years what you could own for a little.

• Buying the wrong shape — a big station for a business that sells on the move, or a

pocket reader for a busy counter.

• Overbuying — a top-tier device with features a small shop will never touch.

• Ignoring the connection — relying on shaky Wi-Fi with no cellular or offline backup.

• Clinging to swipe — taking magstripe out of habit when tap and chip are safer and faster.

! The costly one is the lease

Every mistake here wastes some money, but the expensive one is leasing a reader

you could have bought. If you take one thing from this guide, buy your hardware

outright — and read our terminal-leases guide before you sign any equipment deal.
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Keeping your hardware running
A reader is a tool, and a little care keeps it working when you need it most. None of

this is hard.

• Keep handhelds and pocket readers charged — a dead battery is a closed register.

• Let the app and the device update; updates keep the reader secure and compatible with

new cards.

• Keep a cheap spare reader on hand — a backup pocket reader is cheap insurance against

a bad day.

• Wipe the reader gently; crumbs and grime in a chip slot cause misreads.

• Know your support path — how to reach the processor and how to reach me — before

something goes wrong.

Hardware rarely dies without warning, but when it does, your business can't pause. A charged

spare reader and a known support number turn a crisis into a shrug.

✔ A spare reader is the best insurance

A second pocket reader costs little and lives in a drawer until the day your main device

won't cooperate. For the price of a slow afternoon's lost sales, you can own a backup

for years. Buy the spare.
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Adding hardware as you grow
You don't have to buy everything at once. Most systems let you start with one

device and add more on the same account.

Begin with the one shape that fits how you sell today — often a pocket reader — and add a

handheld or a station when your counter or your crowds call for it. Because the new device

joins your existing account, your items, prices, and reports stay in one place; you're adding a

tool, not starting over.

If you expect to add a second register, a second location, or staff, pick a system now whose

hardware line covers that next step. Our choosing-a-system guide weighs which systems

grow most gracefully.

★ Plan one step ahead

Buy for how you sell now, but with half an eye on the obvious next thing — a second

reader for busy days, a station when you open a storefront. Tell me where you're

headed and I'll help you buy something with room. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Setting honest expectations
A little perspective before the questions, so the hardware meets your real needs

and not a salesperson's catalog.

A card reader will take payments quickly, keep a tidy record of each sale, and — with the right

shape — fit your counter, your truck, or your table. It won't run your business, and the fanciest

device won't sell more than a simple one that suits you. The goal is hardware that gets out of

your way.

Expect a short learning curve, a day or two of feeling for the rhythm, and the occasional

reboot. A week in, taking a card will feel like second nature. That's normal, and worth the

small effort of setting it up right.

✔ Fit beats features

The best reader for you is the one that matches where you stand when customers pay,

bought outright so it's truly yours. Everything past that — the extra features, the shinier

model — is a nice-to-have, not the decision.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most from owners choosing a reader or terminal, answered

plainly.

Q: Which shape should I buy — reader, handheld, or station?

Match it to where you stand when customers pay. A fixed counter wants a station; a truck or a

roaming shop floor wants a handheld; a table or selling on the go wants a pocket reader with

your phone.

Q: Do I still need a device that swipes?

Barely. Tap and chip are safer, faster, and standard; swipe (magstripe) is being phased out.

Any modern reader keeps swipe as a rare backup for an old card — but take tap or chip

whenever you can.

Q: Should I take the 'free' terminal a rep offered?

Usually no. 'Free' is often paid back through a higher rate, a longer contract, or a lease, and

the hardware may be locked to that processor. Buying a cheap reader you own is nearly

always smarter — see our terminal-leases guide.

Q: Can I use one account across more than one device?

Yes. Most systems let a station and a pocket reader share one account, so your items, prices,

and reports stay together. That's how a shop also works the weekend market without doubling

up.

Q: How much should I spend?

As little as the right shape costs, bought outright. A pocket reader is cheapest, a handheld

more, a station more again — all one-time purchases. Confirm current prices on the

company's own store, and don't overbuy.

★ Not sure what to put on your counter?

This is a quick, satisfying thing to sort out together — tell me how and where you sell

and I'll help you pick the right shape, skip the upsell, and take a test sale. Call or text

(330) 200-8042. No processing to sell, no commission.
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You don't have to figure this out alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person who speaks plain English

is one call away.

I hope this guide made choosing card readers and terminals feel a little less daunting and a lot

more doable. Keep it with your other business papers, come back to a page whenever you

need it, and don't feel you have to memorize a thing.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your shop or your kitchen

table, work at your pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a

flat $99, and for the parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for

$49. Every visit comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't sell payment

processing and I earn no commission from any company — so the advice you get is just

honest advice. For the tax and legal fine points, I'll point you to your accountant or attorney.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-person tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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