
Cash use in the UK



Cash use in the UK – do the facts add up?

 “Cash is declining”. This statement feels intuitively true to most 
British people, as it does to many across the world. How many 
of us can say that we use cash the same way as we did 20 years 
ago – or even five years ago, before contactless technology really 
took hold?

First chip & pin technology, then contactless, and now myriad 
forms of mobile payments are playing various roles in eroding 
cash’s traditional position as the chosen payment method for 
low to medium value transactions in the UK.

This fits with the shift to a more digital, connected world. 
Society in 2005, when cash accounted for almost two of every 
three transactions in the British economy, was a world without 
iPhones, widespread social networking, high speed broadband, 
3G mobile internet or chip & pin debit cards – let alone 
contactless. The most revolutionary payment technology was 
the Oyster card, launched two years earlier in July 2003. 

Today, the focus is on bringing an ever-increasing convenience, 
speed and connectedness to our day-to-day lives. From 
map-reading to shopping, fitness to photography, countless 
industries and activities have been revolutionised by technology 
– and payments are no different.  

A common perception is that cash is part of the ‘old world’ – 
alongside CD collections, film cameras and road atlases – whilst 
card and mobile payments satiate the needs of a society hungry 
for progress. 

But cash retains its advantages, even in 2017. During times of 
historically low interest rates and inflation, as well as uneasy 
confidence in banks, it holds its value and provides an absolute 
certainty of possession not available elsewhere in the modern 
banking system. It remains the only payment mechanism that 
can be accepted instantly by anyone, anywhere without the 
need for electricity or the internet. A cash transaction is usually 
anonymous and untraceable, in a world of growing suspicion of 
the use of personal data by big businesses.

So – is cash an outdated relic, a cassette in an MP3 world? Or 
will the cashless society turn out the same as the paperless 
office, where in the end, both paper and electronic play a 
significant role? 

Three versions of the truth

The headline figure which is reported every year to demonstrate 
the death of cash in the UK is the proportion of the number of 
cash payments in the economy – in other words, cash’s share of 
the payment pie. This figure has dropped from 64% in 2005 to 
45% in 2015, and is presented as clear and unequivocal proof 
that cash is declining. 
However, this measure is not the whole truth, and its relevance 
subjective. It does not incorporate value, nor does it reflect very 
real and obvious barometers of cash usage such as physical 
notes in circulation or the British public’s use of ATMs. Not to 
mention the fact that despite its decline, there were still 70% 
more payments made by cash in 2015 than by debit card. Debit 
card usage is not predicted to exceed cash usage until 2021. 
Depending on how you measure it, cash usage might indeed be 
in a terminal decline – or it might be growing rapidly, or it might 
be staying about the same. All of these statements could be 
seen to be true, based on solid evidence from reputable sources:

1. Cash usage is declining rapidly in the UK.  
Evidence:

•	 64% of all payments were made by cash in 2005. This figure 
had dropped to 45% in 2015. (Payments UK)

•	 The total number of cash payments decreased by 28% from 
2005 to 2015, from 24.0bn to 17.2bn. (Payments UK) 

2. Cash usage is growing in the UK.  
Evidence:

•	 The value of Bank of England notes in circulation rose by 
80% from 2005 to 2015, from £35.4bn to £63.8bn. (Bank of 
England)

•	 More cash was withdrawn from ATMs in 2015 than in any 
other year – £194bn, up 13% from 2005. (LINK)

•	 There are more ATMs in the UK than ever before – 70,270, up 
21% from 2005. (LINK) 

3. Cash usage is staying about the same in the UK. 
Evidence:

•	 The value of all payments made by cash decreased by only 
3% from 2005 to 2015, from £261bn to £253bn. (Payments 
UK)

•	 The number of cash withdrawals from ATMs increased by 4% 
from 2005 to 2015 (LINK)
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Consistently inconsistent

The inconsistency across this range of evidence highlights 
the difficulty in measuring the behaviour of a population, 
particularly when two key features of the attribute you are 
measuring are its anonymity and its difficulty to trace. 
In reality, it is impossible to construct a convincing argument on 
the future of cash by using only one of these facts in isolation, 
and without considering the wider context. 

For example, the all-time record for ATM withdrawals in the UK 
was broken on 23rd December 2016, as £730m was withdrawn 
in just 24 hours. But whilst ATM usage rises, overall cash 
acquisition is offset by a continued decline in cheque, counter 
and cashback withdrawals, and the total value of cash acquired is 
down – although only marginally – from its peak in 2011. 

And whilst the absolute value of cash payments has decreased 
by only 3% since 2005 in nominal terms – suggesting a broadly 
stable trend – inflation has, of course, decreased the real 
value. A product costing £10.00 in 2005 costs £13.46 in 2015 . 
Applying this more widely, the £261bn spent in cash 2005 has 
an equivalent real value of £352bn in 2015, and the decrease 
in the value of cash payments becomes 28% in real terms – 
commensurate with the similar measure on the number of 
payments – rather than 3% in nominal terms.

The table below summarises the varying conclusions drawn 
from some of the different metrics which could logically be used 
to measure cash usage.

Measure 2005 2015 Trend

Proportion of number of cash payments in the economy 64.3% 45.1% -30%

Proportion of value of cash payments in the economy2 4.8% 3.4% -29%

Absolute number of cash payments2 24.0bn 17.2bn -28%

Absolute value of cash payments2 £261bn £253bn -3%

Number of notes in circulation 1.9bn 3.2bn +63%

Value of notes in circulation3 £35.4bn £63.8bn +80%

Number of cash withdrawals from ATMs 2.7bn 2.8bn +4%

Value of cash withdrawals from ATMs4 £172bn £194bn +13%

Number of ATMs4 58,286 70,270 +21%

Number of total cash withdrawals 3.2bn 3.1bn -2%

Value of total cash withdrawals5 £219bn £227bn +4%
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What this means?

What does all of this mean for the future of cash? There is no 
one single ‘right’ measure to consider, and the measure to which 
you pay the closest attention depends on your position and 
priorities.

From the perspective of an ATM operator, it may be a stretch to 
claim cash is booming, but it is certainly not showing signs of 
an imminent death. Record withdrawals (by value) are being 
made from a record number of ATMs, whilst the number of 
transactions is broadly stable over the past ten years.  

From the perspective of a business, however – say, a retailer 
– cash is declining. Significantly fewer people are paying with 
cash, whilst significantly more are paying with debit card and 
other payments. Vaultex’s large clients are typically paying 
in less cash – as a proportion of total takings – year on year. A 
leading supermarket decreased from 32% cash to 30% in 2016 
against 2015, whilst a leading quick service restaurant operator 
decreased from 65% to 61% and a fashion retailer from 30% 
to 28%. In total, however, wholesale industry volumes have 
declined by only 3% since 2011, indicating that whilst larger 
businesses are tending to use less cash, the shortfall is being 
made up – to an extent – elsewhere in the economy. 

It is true that by most measures, cash usage in retailers is 
declining. But it is worth stating that with the absolute value 
remaining similar – £253bn in 2015 versus £261bn in 2005 – 
practically the same number of physical banknotes and coins 
must be handled, counted, verified, stored, deposited and 
reconciled. Regardless of the real value in 2016, the effort 
required to manage cash in retailers is very similar, even though 
the cost may have declined through process optimisation and 
supplier innovation. 

But the most important perspective is also the most confusing. 
The general public is apparently withdrawing more cash from 
ATMs than in 2005 (in nominal terms at least), and 89% of 
consumers withdraw cash from an ATM at least once a month. 
Access to cash is at an all-time high, and similarly there are 
more notes in circulation than ever before. However, far fewer 
cash transactions are being made, and the growth of alternative 
payments indicates a declining interest in cash.
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RIP Cash?

So – is cash dead or alive in the UK? The truth lies somewhere in 
the middle. It is difficult to argue against the idea that spending 
habits are, in general, moving away from cash – particularly 
amongst younger people. Equally, however, strong growth in 
ATMs and notes in circulation cannot be ignored. 

Much like how the print industry has reached a world where both 
paper and electronic have their place, it may well turn out that 
the payments industry of the future finds room for cash, card 
and mobile. 

What is your view? How does cash usage in the UK compare with 
your country?
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