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INTRODUCTION
Cash matters. Cash is critical to the U.S. economy. Cash maintains
an important, even cherished, role within a diverse payments mix.

he 2018 Health of Cash Study – the fourth
annual examination of U.S. consumer payments
behavior by independent market research firm
Edelman Intelligence and Cardtronics – underscores
these statements. The study’s results showcase once
again that no single payment method dominates for
consumers – each payment method, cash included,
has its preferred use cases, and consumers demand
choice. In addition, the study finds that the intrinsic
attributes of cash haven’t changed in consumers’
minds since the annual survey began and that cash,
this steady, stable payment method, remains a go-to
for consumers of all ages and income levels.

While new mobile payment services pop onto the
payments stage with regularity, cash is a consistent
choice for consumers. In fact, four-in-five people
surveyed said they could not imagine a world without
cash. It appears that mobile payments, app payments,
and other digitally directed payments primarily shift
form factors from carded transactions to mobile
device transactions. So far these form factors have
had minimal impact on cash transactions in the U.S.
as opposed to their growing use in the U.K. and some
other countries.

Usage of different payment types naturally varies from
year-to-year and instance-to-instance. The Health of
Cash Study asked about payment usage across 14
different payment locations, from convenience stores
to farmer’s markets. Across categories, cash remained
in a statistical steady-state, showing
overall usage levels that varied little
Throughout the survey, questions were separately asked about mobile
from 2017 to 2018.
wallets, retailer mobile apps, mobile order & pay ahead, along with
both bank and non-bank person-to-person (P2P) payment apps. For the
purpose of this analysis, these results are often aggregated into “digital
payments.”
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PEOPLE WANT CHOICE IN THEIR
PAYMENT OPTIONS – AND CASH
CONTINUES TO BE AMONG THE MOST
PREFERRED OPTIONS.

C

onsumers in the U.S. demand choice in how they
pay, matching the payment method to the payment
occasion. Choice is part of the American way of life,
and choice in payments is no different. Ninety-two percent
of survey respondents like having the ability to use a
variety of payment methods, everything from cards to cash
to mobile app payment schemes. Consumers do not want
to be told how they should pay for a given transaction, it’s a
choice they reserve for themselves.
Payment options range from the tried-and-true to the
exotic, but despite having a range of options, consumers
gravitate toward what they know. Health of Cash
participants were asked which one payment method
they most preferred overall, to which they responded
with familiar choices – debit (37%) and cash (28%). Of
course, the payment method of choice is often situation
dependent, and varies by need.
The proliferation of new ways to pay, particularly via mobile
devices, has cluttered the payments landscape but has had
little impact on cash use in recent years. Among Health of
Cash respondents, 73 percent say they use cash regularly
despite having more payment options available. In fact,
37 percent of respondents indicate that they tend to pay
more often with cash than they did a few years ago, and
81 percent use cash as frequently or more frequently than
in 2017. Furthermore, a full 64 percent feel nervous when
they don’t have cash on them.
App-centric payment services have emerged to enable
easier person-to-person payments, but cash still leads
when it’s time to pay each other. In fact, despite increasing
use of mobile P2P options, seven in 10 people still prefer
using cash to pay back a friend or family member.
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Cash

Credit Cards

28%

20%

WHAT’S YOUR
MOST PREFERRED
PAYMENT
METHOD?

Digital

13%

Check

2%

Debit Cards

37%

73%

use cash regularly
despite having more
payment options

64%
feel nervous when
they don’t have
cash on them
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Consumers choose cash across a wide range of
purchase moments, but cash is heavily preferred
when it comes to smaller purchases such as a
quick bite to eat or grabbing a few items from
the convenience store. In fact, nearly six in ten
consumers prefer to pay in cash when making a
purchase under $10, while 56% pull out cash most
commonly for purchases between $20 and $30.

56%
$20

OF PEOPLE
USE CASH
FOR PURCHASES

BETWEEN

&

$30

Echoing the importance consumers put on payments
choice, the decision to use cash or electronic
payment, whether card-based or app-based, is
heavily dependent on the situation. Cash is the
preferred way to pay for smaller items according to
81% of survey respondents, while these consumers
tend to use other forms of payment when making
larger purchases – debit is a common payment
mechanism for medium-size purchases while nearly
half turn to credit cards for major purchases over
$200 and checks lead all other payment options when
paying the rent or mortgage.

SITUATIONAL PAYMENTS: PREFER TO PAY CASH FOR...
Paying a babysitter

Donating money to charity, unexpectedly

78%

57%

67%

54%
Leaving a tip

Buying something from a small, locally run business

73%

45%

64%

42%
Impulse purchases

Donating money to charity, planned

70%

36%

67%

35%
Buying snacks

Buying gasoline

57%

23%

54%

22%

2018
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2017
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PAYMENT USAGE LOCATIONS
Consumers choose their payment method to match the situation, which often aligns closely to where the
transaction occurs. In locations where speed and convenience are major drivers and purchase prices tend to be
smaller, cash carries a greater share of payments.
Health of Cash participants were asked which payment types they used over the last six months across a range
of retail and service business categories. While every payment type was used in at least some instances in each
retail category, cash was the most cited payment method across fast-food establishments, convenience stores,
small/local businesses and specialty locations including farmer’s markets and salons. Compared to 2017 Health
of Cash results, the overall payments mix remained mostly consistent year-over-year across payment locations.

SMALL/LOCAL BUSINESS

FAST-FOOD RESTAURANT
60%

59%
54%

51%
35%

29%

32%
6%

2017

13%

8%
2018

10%

2017

MASS MERCHANDISER

58%

54%

2018

9%

50%

44%
27%

12%

7%
2018

60%

59%

42% 39%

41% 42%

35%

CONVENIENCE STORE

56%

52%

46%

38%

2017

30%

2018

GROCERY STORE

44%

2017

51%

46%

37%

23%
8%

9%

49%

45%

48%

44%

46%

44%

FAST CASUAL

2017

11%
2018

24%
9%

2017

5%
2018

Base: (n=1000)
L1. Which of the following types of payments have you used at each of the following locations within the past six months? For each
location, please select all payment methods you have used.
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CASH IS THE MOST COMMON
RETAIL PAYMENT CHOICE
Consumers enjoy choice amongst all payment methods at
physical retail stores, but cash remains the most cited way
to pay in physical locations. When asked which payment
methods were used over the past six months in physical
retail locations, approximately 9 in 10 had used cash,
followed closely by three-quarters using debit, while less
than a third had used a mobile device to make a digital
payment at a physical retail store.

PAYMENT METHODS USED IN
PHYSICAL RETAIL STORES 2018
88% 89%
75%

81%

62% 63%
45%
29%

CASH

Making up nearly a quarter of the U.S. population,
Millennials are a critical cohort driving a significant share
of payments. Millennials showed a marked increase in
the use of mobile payments, with nearly half of this group
having made a digital payment over the past six months.
However, despite the stronger use of digital, Millennial
consumers cited cash payments at retail just as frequently
as U.S. consumers overall at 89%.

CREDIT
CARD

OVERALL

DEBIT
CARD

DIGITAL
PAYMENT

MILLENIALS

PAYMENT METHODS USED
71%

FOR P2P 2018

78%

56%
34%

DEBIT AND CASH LEAD
MOST PREFERRED WAY TO PAY
Everyone has a payment
method they use as their go-to
solution. While the reasons for
these preferences vary, debit
cards lead as the most often
cited primary way to pay (37%)
with cash in a close second
(28%). Going beyond the most
preferred way to pay, cash is
the clear leader as the back-up
payment method of choice.

36% 34%

21%

CASH

BANK
P2P APP

NONBANK
P2P APP

CHECK

MOST PREFERRED PRIMARY AND BACK-UP PAYMENT METHOD
OVERALL

CASH

28%

CREDIT CARD

20%

DIGITAL PAYMENT
CHECK

15%
37%

DEBIT CARD
13%
2
%

MILLENIALS

29%

21%

23%

12%

PRIMARY
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40%

BACK-UP
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PHYSICAL RETAIL STORES 2018
88% 89%
75%

81%

62% 63%
45%
29%

CASH MAINTAINS LEAD IN PERSON-TO-PERSON PAYMENTS
CASH
CREDIT
DEBIT
DIGITAL
Cash
has historically
dominated
when consumers
pay each other. While peer payment apps such as Venmo and
CARD
CARD
PAYMENT
Zelle have proliferated and grown significantly in recent years, cash continues to be the most common way to
pay other people today.

OVERALL

MILLENIALS

PAYMENT METHODS USED
71%

78%

FOR P2P 2018
56%
34%

40%

36% 34%

When asked what payment methods had been used to
give or get money from another person over the past
six months, Health of Cash respondents cited cash at
71% overall, while nearly 8 in 10 Millennials had given or
received cash. With a strong showing of 40% broadly and
56% among Millennials, non-bank person-to-person app
use did not reach the ubiquity of cash, but made strong
inroads into the person-to-person payment mix.

21%

CASH

BANK
P2P APP

OVERALL

NONBANK
P2P APP

MILLENIALS

CHECK

Usage and preference go hand-in-hand, with Health of Cash
respondents consistently showing a preference for cash
over digital when giving or receiving funds. Respondents
indicated that cash was the preferred way to pay a friend
or family member 70% of the time, versus 18% preferring
digital app payments. When receiving money, 65% of
respondents preferred to receive cash versus 23% who
preferred digital app-based payment.
While digital apps have taken their place in how people
prefer to exchange money, cash still leads as the most
desirable way to pay and be paid by friends and family.
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CASH PERCEPTION TOPS FOR CONSUMERS
Health of Cash participants were asked to rate payment options across a range of value statements, exploring
everything from ease-of-use to security and privacy. While virtually all payment options received high marks
(agree or strongly agree) on convenience and ease-of-use, cash separated from the pack among perceptions of
security, scoring high marks for safe to use, feeling of security, and privacy. Cash was also clearly set apart when
consumers were asked if a payment method was available for everyone, was accepted everywhere, and was able
to help with budgeting/responsibility.
Digging deeper, participants were asked to identify which single payment method best described or aligned
with each value statement. When asked to select the best fit, cash was cited more often than any other payment
option across each statement, edging out debit and credit for convenience and ease-of-use while becoming the
clear choice for safety, privacy, and overall availability to use everywhere and by everyone.

07

CASH

CREDIT

DEBIT

MOBILE
WALLET

BEST
OPTION

Convenient

90%

90%

86%

81%

CASH (37%)

Easy to use

96%

90%

87%

77%

CASH (43%)

Safe to use

90%

67%

73%

69%

CASH (50%)

Feel secure

80%

62%

65%

64%

CASH (42%)

Private

89%

28%

33%

50%

CASH (66%)

Available to all

94%

57%

67%

60%

CASH (60%)

Accepted everywhere

87%

77%

76%

51%

CASH (51%)

Helps Budget

75%

44%

67%

59%

CASH (42%)
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THE GROWING DIGITAL
PAYMENTS LANDSCAPE
The growing digital payments landscape reflects a natural evolution
of technology – not the elimination of cash. In fact, cash is the
durable foundation of America’s digital economy.

T

here has been an explosion in the number of mobilecentric and app-based payment methods available to
consumers, but the introduction of these options has not
significantly shifted how U.S. consumers pay. Health of Cash
respondents were asked how they most preferred to pay across
a range of payment situations. Across all instances, mobile
payments were never favored by more than 10 percent of
respondents for any retail payment scenario surveyed including
making impulse purchases (5% digital, 70% cash), splitting a
restaurant bill (8% digital, 51% cash), buying snacks (5% digital,
57% cash), and making big ticket purchases (5% digital, 43%
credit card). Furthermore, nearly half of respondents said the
use of digital payments was not applicable to them, while 76%
said they were uncomfortable with the idea of depending on
their phone as a form of payment.

81%
of digital payment
users try to keep
cash on hand

Usage of digital and mobile payments
may be increasing, but users haven’t
shied away from cash. In fact,
consumers who have embraced mobile
digital payments continue to use cash
widely and expect its acceptance. In
one finding, 55 percent of digital users
(as well as the same percent of all
respondents) said they get upset when
retailers don’t accept cash, and eight in
ten tried to always keep cash on hand.

LIKELIHOOD TO HAVE CASH ON HAND
IN CERTAIN SITUATIONS
Going away for the weekend
86%
83%
83%
Going on a road trip
85%
85%
85%
Emergencies
85%
82%
Going on vacation
85%
85%
85%
Going out on weekends
81%
80%
80%
Going to a bar or restaurant
79%
79%
76%

When asked what payment methods
you would use in the future, cash tallied more votes than any
other payment method with 94 percent of consumers likely to
use cash over the next six months.
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2017

2016
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CASH IS THE ONLY PAYMENT OPTION
AVAILABLE TO ALL, ALL THE TIME.

W

hether ensuring that unbanked and underbanked consumers
don’t get left behind, helping children learn the value of
money, or serving as the payment option always available
when electronic commerce falters, cash plays a meaningful role in
addressing societal needs. Why? Because cash is the only payment
option that is available for everyone – regardless of age or economic
background – and available any time. Underlining this statement, 94
percent of survey respondents think cash is available for everyone to
use, and 60 percent consider it the payment most available to everyone.
Furthermore, greater than 90 percent of respondents believe cash is an
essential method of payment for those who do not have a checking or
savings account.
• Over nine in ten (91%) think that cash is an essential form of
payment for those who do not have a checking or savings account.
• 94% of people think cash is available for everyone to use, and 60%
of people think cash is the payment that is the most available for
everyone to use.
• 85% of people think cash is for someone like them.

Perception of cash
Available for everyone to use

94%

of respondents
agree
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For someone like me

85%

of respondents
agree
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CASH IS A POWERFUL TOOL

CASH TEACHES EVERYONE
FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Society also relies on cash as more than just another
form of payment – it can be a powerful tool for financial
education. Ninety-five percent of survey respondents
believe cash is useful in teaching a child financial
responsibility, and 82 percent think cash helps teach
everyone, regardless of age, financial responsibility.

82%

of respondents agree

Cash serves as a financial management tool as well, with 61
percent of respondents saying they have used cash to help
them stay on budget, up from 58 percent in 2017. Seventy
percent say they waste less money when spending cash.

CASH IS ALWAYS THERE
WHEN PEOPLE NEED IT

Beyond its many emotional and societal benefits, cash is
dependable and always there when people need it. A full
85 percent of survey respondents keep cash for emergency
use, and another 85 percent are likely to have cash on
hand when traveling or taking a road trip. Nine in 10 feel
that cash is safe and a whopping 95 percent view cash as
reliable. The fact is, when the lights go out, cash just works
as it has for thousands of years.

85%
of respondents keep
cash for emergency
situations

TOP PAYMENT METHOD PER BENEFIT
HELPS ME BUDGET EASILY

18%

28%

25%

2017

50%

47%

42%

40%

10

KEPT ME FROM OVERSPENDING

16%

15%
2018

15%

23%
13%
2017

HELPS PUT ME IN CONTROL
OF MY FINANCES

45%

49%
40%

37%

29%

26%
15%

10%
2018

14%

13%
2017

15%

15%

2018
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SUMMARY

The 2018 Health of Cash Study illuminated several key findings:
• Consumers value choice in how they pay
• Consumers consistently include cash within their payments mix, even with a proliferation of digital payment
options
• Cash is available to everyone, young to old, rich to poor
• Cash leads the payments pack for security, financial responsibility, and accessibility
As a foundational element to virtually every consumer’s wallet, cash is resilient and enduring. While various
payment options jockey for position in consumers’ physical and virtual wallets, cash remains steadily available
and steadily used.
In short, cash matters.
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METHODOLOGY & DEMOGRAPHICS

C

ardtronics partnered with Edelman Intelligence, an independent market research company, to conduct
a 20-minute, online survey among a nationally representative sample of n=1,000 U.S. adults ages 18+.
Respondents were asked about their in-person (not online) payment preferences and habits either in
brick-and-mortar stores or with other individuals, with results occasionally being split into groups based on what
payment methods were used. Throughout the survey, separate questions were asked about mobile wallets,
store-specific apps, bank P2P apps, and non-bank P2P apps. For the purposes of the analysis, these results were
often aggregated into the category of “digital payments.” The margin of error for this sample is +/-3.1% at the
95% confidence level. The survey was fielded between June 18 and June 27, 2018.

GENDER

EDUCATION

Male

49%

HS or Less

34%

Female

51%

Some College

18%

College Grad

36%

Post Grad

11%

AGE
Millennial

30%

Gen X

34%

LIFESTYLE

Boomer

36%

Urban

31%

Suburban

49%

Rural

20%

EMPLOYMENT
Full-Time

36%

Part-Time

14%

ETHNICITY

Retired

20%

Home-maker

9%

Caucasian/ White, 55%
not Hispanic

Student

5%

Unemployed

13%
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Black/African
American

18%

Asian/Pacific
Islander

5%

Native American

1%

Hispanic

14%

Other

7%
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