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Do withdrawal 
trends provide 
insights into the 
future of cash?

The future of cash is one of those recurring topics in financial circles. It is 
endlessly debated, with protagonists forecasting either its imminent demise or 
proclaiming its enduring longevity. Such predictions are often based on shaky 
evidence at best.

Is there a reliable measure that can be used to give better insights into the 
future of cash? In mature payments markets, such as those in western Europe, 
ATM transaction volumes provide a reasonable measure, as most cash in such 
countries is obtained from ATMs. On this basis, RBR’s latest study of ATMs in 
western Europe reveals interesting and relevant insights (see page 2).

The headline figures are dramatic – the number of cash withdrawals in 
western Europe grew by only 0.1% last year, compared to 2-4% per year 
in the recent past. Six of the eighteen countries surveyed actually observed a 
fall in withdrawal volumes. Most notably the Netherlands, which witnessed a 
remarkable 16% decline, and followed by Greece, France, Sweden, Norway 
and Finland. With the obvious exception of Greece, this list has a northern 
European and Scandinavian bias, which correlates with the countries with 
high payment card usage and greater penetration of other types of non-cash 
payments.

It is also worth highlighting an apparent contradiction relating to the start of 
the economic crisis last autumn. At that time, there were multiple reports 
of increases in cash withdrawals, which it was argued were a reaction by 
consumers against credit cards and other payment tools. While this may well 
have been a short-term effect, it is now clear that the overall trend was in the 
other direction.

It is difficult to ascertain whether this levelling off in transaction volumes is a 
long-term trend, indicating a maturing of the cash payments market, or more 
likely a blip, at least in part relating to the economic crisis. Cash withdrawal 
volumes in 2009 will give further insight, but most likely we will have to wait for 
the 2010 results to provide more definitive insights into the future of cash in the 
region.

Dominic Hirsch, Editor
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