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A Few Minutes With 
Charles Horton:
PRESIDENT AND CEO OF FASTBUCKS, INC.  | BY RICK LYKE

Since that initial store, there are
now more than 70 FastBucks stores
in 12 states. FastBucks has been on
Inc. magazine's list of the 500
fastest growing privately held U.S.
companies for the last two years.
Horton, 36, is single and enjoys
traveling to Belize, Australia, 
Hawaii and Fiji to scuba dive. 

Q: TELL US A LITTLE BIT 
ABOUT FASTBUCKS.

A: FastBucks has more than 70
stores in 12 states, primarily in
the western U.S. Although we are

headquartered in Dallas, our strongest base of business is in New
Mexico. The majority of our stores are company owned; however,
we are using franchising as way to expand more rapidly. We have
commitments for 35 new stores in 2006.

Q: WHAT TYPE OF BUSINESS PEOPLE ARE THE BEST FASTBUCKS
FRANCHISEE PROSPECTS?

A: Our best candidates are people who are successful in other
types of businesses or have been executives in mid-size or large
companies. We want people who have operations experience and
understand how to be successful as a franchisee. We recently
signed a deal for a couple of stores in Shreveport, LA, with the
operators of Taco Bell fast food restaurants in the area.  

Q: WHAT DOES FASTBUCKS OFFER TO POTENTIAL FRANCHISEES?
A: Our program requires a fairly moderate investment when com-
pared to other franchise businesses. In return, we offer site selec-
tion assistance, ongoing training, operational support, as well as
advertising, marketing and promotions. However, the key benefit
is our proprietary software, which makes the credit decisions.
This eliminates the need for a manager to have a financial back-
ground in order to run the store. Each manager is sent through
our one-week training program to learn the operational basics and
use of the software. We have a proven business model that fran-
chisees can follow to be successful, even if they have never been
in the financial services sector.

Q: WHAT ATTRACTED YOU TO THE PAYDAY LOAN INDUSTRY?
A: I was looking to invest the money from the sale of my check
guarantee business and investigated several opportunities, but I
got very excited about the companies in the payday loan industry. 

Q: WHY DID YOU DECIDE FASTBUCKS WAS GOING TO BE A MONO-
LINE PAYDAY LENDER INSTEAD OF A MULTI-LINE COMPANY
THAT OFFERED OTHER SERVICES SUCH AS CHECK CASHING?

A: There are a number of reasons, but primarily we wanted to have
a service where we didn't have cash in the store. That allows us to
have a counter with no bulletproof glass between store employees
and customers. I don't think relationships can be formed from
behind bulletproof glass. Our operating model does not allow us to
keep any cash in our stores. We do all transactions one of three
ways: We make an electronic transfer to the customer's account;
place the funds on a pre-loaded debit card; or simply give the cus-
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Charles Horton got his first taste of the financial service industry as a 16-year-old entrepreneur when he began cashing

personal checks at a flea market, a business that grew rapidly to the point where he was cashing as many as 300 checks

per week. From that experience, he launched Smart Check, a check guarantee business that he sold when he was 30

years old. In 1998, Horton used his experience to launch a payday lending store and coined the name “FastBucks.”
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tomer a check. These procedures allow us to have a much lower
level of security in the stores, which makes for a more comfortable
situation for our employees. The end result is more contact with our
customers. There is much less risk in payday lending than in the
traditional check-cashing business.

Q: HOW SO?
A: There are quite a few fraudulent checks out there. You can lose
more money to bad checks in a week than you could make in a year
in some check-cashing stores. You also have to worry about employ-
ee theft and robberies. There is substantial risk in operating a check-
cashing business.

Q: SO WHAT ARE SOME OF THE POSITIVES OF BEING IN THE 
PAYDAY LOAN BUSINESS?

A: In the payday loan business, customers love you. Our average
customer comes back several times over the years. People come
into the store in a bad mood and they leave happy and smiling
because we have made their borrowing experience easy.  This is
really a needed service.  We help people every day.  We emphasize
customer service training at FastBucks and it pays off.

Q: WHAT DO YOU SEE AS CHALLENGES FOR 
YOUR BUSINESS AND THE INDUSTRY?

A: Our biggest challenge comes in the form of unknown changes on
the legislative end.  We understand that if some of our customers
abuse their borrowing, it is not good for them or us.  We adhere to
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the industry's best practices, and we want to work with the legisla-
ture in developing a bill that allows us to make a reasonable profit
in New Mexico.  We work with lawmakers on various solutions.
Our customers are typically middle-class people, with jobs, who
need the service we provide.  There are some anti-business advo-
cates that put out untrue and undocumented information about
the industry. 

Q: WHAT IS FASTBUCKS DOING TO FIGHT THE SPREAD OF FALSE
INFORMATION?

A: First of all, we operate very attractive stores that you can be
proud to have in your community. We also try to educate legisla-
tors about our customers. When we are at hearings, we present
testimonials, show pictures of existing stores, and try to explain
our business. We also have a lawyer who works full-time monitor-
ing proposed laws and lobbies for our cause. We are really a small
player when compared to others in the industry, but we are very
active advocates for payday lending.

Q: WHAT IS YOUR REACTION TO THE KIND OF LEGISLATION 
THAT WAS PASSED IN GEORGIA THAT EFFECTIVELY MAKES IT
ILLEGAL TO PROVIDE PAYDAY LOANS?

A: When a state goes black, it is troubling. It is not good for anyone.
Obviously, it is bad for the industry, but consumers need our prod-
uct. They suffer when the product is banned. What is needed is
smart licensing and regulation. States should decide on rules and
enforce them. The truth is that the need for payday loans still exists
in Georgia, and consumers are going somewhere to fill that need.

Q: IS THE NEED BEING FILLED THROUGH THE INTERNET?
A: That might be happening in some instances, but most cus-
tomers prefer to do business in the stores.

Q: BEYOND PAYDAY LENDING, IS FASTBUCKS GOING TO EXPAND
INTO OTHER SERVICES?

A: We are testing a number of products. We have launched a pro-
gram to do tax returns where customers can get their money on
the spot. We also have a program for customers to buy computers
through weekly payments. We are considering a consumer loan
product that would be paid off over the course of a year. This
would target people who might have three to four payday loans
and allow them to consolidate the loans and make fixed payments.
It would help resolve the issue created by people who misuse the
payday loan product.

We are evaluating our customers and deciding what other finan-
cial services and products are needed. We want to offer products
that add value for our customers.

Q: WHAT IS THE FUTURE OF PAYDAY LENDING?
A: FastBucks has been enjoying strong growth and we feel the
industry will continue to grow. We believe there are going to be
fewer small players in the industry over time. We also believe that
any remaining unethical companies will be weeded out. The future
involves good players leading the industry who follow the industry's
best practices on ethical behavior. It is likely that interest rates on
our products will go down over time, partly because of competition
and perhaps, regulatory factors. There may also be products in the
market that offer consumers the option to gradually pay down the
principal on loans. The reality is that we provide a very necessary
service. You may see some changes, but consumers want to have
access to the service we provide.  ■

Rick Lyke is a senior partner with Eric Mower and Associates, a public
relations firm.
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