
 

ACS Submission: PSR Research into Cash Access, Use and Acceptance  

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Payment 

Systems Regulator research into cash access, use and acceptance. ACS represents 33,500 local 

shops and petrol forecourts including Co-op, McColls, BP and thousands of independent retailers, 

many of which trade under brands such as Spar, Nisa and Costcutter. Further information about ACS 

is available at Annex A.  

 

The Britain Thinks research commissioned by the Payment Systems Regulator clearly demonstrates 

that consumers value cash. The research shows that ‘the majority of consumers use cash regularly’, 

with 83% of consumers using a free-to-use (FTU) ATM within the past month and 67% of consumers 

using cash more than once in the past week1. Beyond cash use, cash is still preferred by one-in-four 

(28%) consumers and, even amongst consumers who prefer cards, 52% have used cash in the past 

month because the payee only accepted cash2. FTU ATMs are overwhelmingly the preferred method 

to access cash, and younger consumers (aged 18 – 24) are bucking the trend of declining preference 

for cash out of a desire for financial control3.  

 

We are concerned that the sample for the business survey is too focused on non-consumer facing 

businesses who are less likely to use cash. Sampling for the business survey should have focused 

on businesses that engage with consumers, trading on high streets and local shopping parades, for 

example those services deemed most essential by consumers through the ACS Community 

Barometer4.  

 

The ACS Community Barometer research ranks convenience stores as the third most essential local 

service for consumers, and retailers are investing in contactless (in 80% of stores) and mobile (63%) 

payments to meet demands5. However, cash remains the dominant payment method, used in 76% of 

local shop transactions according to consumers6. This long-term preference for cash had encouraged 

retailers to take on ATMs as banks withdrew branches and their associated ATM facilities – a FTU 

ATM was available in 46% of stores in July 20187.   

 

ATM provision in the sector is now dramatically changing as a direct result of reductions in LINK 

interchange fees, forcing ATM operators to convert considerable proportions of their FTU ATM estate 

hosted in independent retailers’ stores to pay-to-use (PTU). Reductions in interchange fees are 

reducing banking costs to the detriment of consumers and national payments infrastructure. We urge 

the Regulator to use its research to ensure retailers are not left to subsidise the network; by requiring 

LINK to set interchange fees at rates accounting for retailer and operator costs and properly enforce 

the Financial Inclusion Programme. 

For more information on this submission, please contact Steve Dowling, ACS Public Affairs 

Manager, via steve.dowling@acs.org.uk / 01252 533009. 

 
1 Britain Thinks. Access to cash research with consumers and small businesses July 2019.  
2 Britain Thinks. Access to cash research with consumers and small businesses July 2019. 
3 Britain Thinks. Access to cash research with consumers and small businesses July 2019. 
4 ACS Community Barometer 2019 
5 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
6 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
7 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
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Q1) Do you think there are key insights arising from the research or key aspects of 

consumers’ needs for cash that are not captured by this research?  

 

We recognise the key findings of the consumer research, that consumers; use cash often, prefer FTU 

ATMs to PTU ATMs even when they have to travel slightly further, and value the choice to use cash. 

The Britain Thinks research adds to the now widespread agreement and evidence on the importance 

of cash, after the Access to Cash Review found that 17% of the UK population would ‘struggle to 

cope’ in a cashless society, which would also present ‘real challenges’ for 25 million people, showing 

the value of cash beyond disadvantaged socioeconomic groups8.  

 

One-in-three (29%) businesses surveyed conduct business-to-business transactions only, making 

them unlikely to use cash9. We believe that the sampling for the business survey should have aimed 

to provide a greater picture about the importance of cash to businesses that serve consumers 

directly, for example those trading on high streets and local shopping parades where consumers are 

most likely to want to use cash. ACS’ Community Barometer shows which services are rated most 

essential by consumers, many of which are more likely to rely on cash payments10.  

 

Cash remains the primary payment method used in convenience stores and three-quarters (76%) of 

consumers indicate they paid using cash after visiting their local shop11. This reflects the low average 

store spend (£6.50) and the high cost of processing card payments for low value transactions 

causing 35% of stores to implement minimum spend policies for card payments12. Convenience 

stores provide access to cash through a variety of methods including cashback (58%), FTU ATMs 

(46%), Post Office counters (23%) and PTU ATMs (16%)13. Retailers typically recycle cash through 

business deposits at Post Office branches, directly to bank branches, by paying some suppliers or 

wholesalers in cash and in limited cases, self-filling an ATM.     

 

Cuts to interchange fees had forced retailers to review their ATM offer; either to retain their ATM at a 

loss, switch from FTU to PTU, or remove their machines completely. These decisions are now being 

taken out of many independent retailers’ hands as leading ATM operators switch machines from FTU 

to PTU as a direct result of interchange fee cuts. Two-thirds (63%) of convenience retailers trade 

from rural or suburban locations, meaning these interchange fee cuts are disproportionately affecting 

ATMs in secondary locations, not the target clusters of ATMs in urban locations. The Britain Thinks 

research also indicates that rural consumers are more likely to have to travel out of their way to 

access cash, despite the Regulator’s previous statement that ‘whether consumers need to travel out 

of their way to access cash’ is a key indicator for the suitability of ATM provisions14. 

 

ACS recognises the wider shift in overall consumer preferences on payment methods and two-thirds 

(68%) of retailers do not handle more cash in their business than they did five years ago15. However, 

the research does not provide insights into the economic value of cash for local parades and high 

streets. A Localis survey of 100 key local government stakeholders has demonstrated the value of 

cash to high streets, finding that 80% believe cash is important or very important to the economic 

vitality of their local area and three-quarters believe local economic growth would suffer if access to 

 
8 Access to Cash Review. Access to Cash Review: Final Report March 2019. 
9 Britain Thinks. Access to cash research with consumers and small businesses July 2019. 
10 ACS Community Barometer 2019  
11 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
12 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey: February 2018 
13 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
14 Payment Systems Regulator. Considering the incentives to deploy free-to-use ATMs in the LINK network. June 2019. 
15 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey: May 2018 
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cash was reduced16. Cash also provides a vital backup payment method when digital methods fail, 

such as after the recent Visa card failure17.  

 

This clearly demonstrates the importance of long-term access to cash and underlines why retailers 

must not be expected to subsidise the ATM network. Consumers agree that banks should provide the 

funding to sustain the FTU ATM network18 and LINK has committed to review the impact of its July 

2018 and January 2019 cuts to interchange fees before implementing further reductions19. The 

Payment Systems Regulator must proactively work with LINK to ensure interchange fees are set at a 

level which accounts for the operating costs and commercial viability of hosting an ATM to prevent 

gaps in provision.   

 

Q2) Do you agree with the emerging theme that the number of people wholly reliant on cash is 

small whilst a significant number of consumers prefer digital payments although many of 

these also continue to use cash for certain transactions? How do you think this may change 

in the future?  

 

The number of people wholly reliant on cash remains sizeable and changes to payments systems 

infrastructure should not adversely affect their financial inclusion. The House of Lords Financial 

Exclusion Committee found that there are more than 1.7 million20 people living without a bank 

account, while around half of people with a basic bank account choose to manage their money in 

cash21. LINK should be able to maintain the FTU ATM infrastructure to meet these demands, 

especially as the amount of cash in circulation is at record levels with the Bank of England estimating 

the total value of all notes and coins has now reached £80bn22. 

 

Retailers are investing significantly in digital payment methods to respond to consumer demand (see 

Figure I). This demand from consumers for efficient service means contactless and mobile payments 

suit the convenience store business model and can speed up transactions for retailers. 

 

 

 
16 Localis? Is Cash King? Examining the Importance of Cash for Local Communities. 23 May 2016 
17 The Guardian. Visa admits 5m payments failed over a broken switch 19 June 2018 
18 Britain Thinks. Access to cash research with consumers and small businesses July 2019. Slide 70 
19 LINK. LINK update to Interchange rate implementation 16 July 2018.  
20 House of Lords Financial Exclusion Committee. Time to act on 'unacceptable' level of UK financial exclusion 25 March 
2017. 
21 http://www.financialinclusioncommission.org.uk/facts  
22 Positive Money. The Future of Cash. March 2018. 

41%

27%

51%

71%

50% 51%

80%

63%
58%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Contactless Mobile Payments Cashback

Figure I: ACS Local Shop Report - Payment Services

2016 2017 2018

http://www.localis.org.uk/research/is-cash-king-examining-the-importance-of-cash-for-local-communities/
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/jun/19/visa-admits-5m-payments-failed-over-a-broken-switch
https://www.psr.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/PDF/PSR-Access-to-Cash-full-report-July-2019_0.pdf
https://www.link.co.uk/about/news/link-update-to-interchange-rate-implementation/7
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/financial-exclusion/news-parliament-2015/financial-exclusion-report-published/
http://www.financialinclusioncommission.org.uk/facts
http://positivemoney.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Positive-Money-Future-of-Cash.pdf


The increasing use of alternative payment methods and availability of these in convenience stores 

does not undermine the importance of cash accessibility and cash as a payment method for 

consumers. Changes to LINK interchange fees are arbitrary and precipitating changes in consumer 

preferences rather than responding to them. The Access to Cash Review found that cash will remain 

relevant at least fifteen years into the future. Notably, the benefits of cash, including its tangibility and 

visibility as identified in the Britain Thinks research, will remain cash-only benefits, and one-in-three 

(32%) of consumers say they have less control over their expenditure when they use digital payment 

methods23. This supports the Bank of England perspective, which recognises that “demand for cash 

continues to grow” and “while reliance on cash is less significant than in the past, it is still crucial to 

everyday life”24. 

 

Q3) 80% of those surveyed prefer free-to-use ATMs over current alternatives. When cash 

access options which might become more important in future (Post Office, cash delivery, 

cashback) were put before focus groups, there was still a strong preference for ATMs even if 

there were to be fewer of them. Do you have views why this might be and what could be done 

to make alternatives more acceptable to consumers? 

 

The strong preference for FTU ATMs is driven by their strategic location, privacy and security. The 

overwhelming majority (98%) of cash withdrawals are carried out at FTU ATMs and retailers are 

reporting significant pushback from consumers when their cash machine switches from FTU to PTU, 

even where cashback or Post Office services may be available25.  

 

Retailers are reluctant to provide cashback due to the added costs they incur through card acquirer 

fees, impact on queues and impact on employee productivity by requiring a member of staff on the 

till, while Post Offices cannot provide sufficient access to cash nationwide. Access to cash should be 

supplied by a truly national ATM network, paid for through ATM interchange fees and an effectively 

implemented Financial Inclusion Programme funded by LINK members. 

 

Cashback 

 

Moving to cashback would switch the associated costs with supplying cash access onto retailers from 

banks, despite limited clarity about when retailers can charge for cashback services after the 

Payment Services Regulations 2017 took effect. Retailers pay for cashback through their card 

acquirer fees. Cashback results in higher value transactions through retailer tills and therefore 

increases these fees for retailers. Consumers may therefore be required to purchase an item to 

access existing cashback services.    

 

Retailers are unlikely to move to providing cashback only transactions in store without some financial 

incentive for managing the transaction26. Retailers are also working hard to improve productivity to 

mitigate rising business costs, but the labour demands associated with managing additional 

cashback transactions would increase employment costs and queuing times.  

 

Cashback would also present further challenges and costs for retailers by increasing the threat of 

robberies from holding more cash on the premises and increasing insurance premiums. ACS’ Crime 

Report estimates there were almost 12,500 robberies across the sector over the past year, costing 

 
23 Cardtronics. Britain Taking Note: The Value of Cash in UK Wallets. January 2018. 
24 Bank of England. Insights into the future of cash 13 June 2017 
25 https://www.psr.org.uk/psr-focus/access-to-cash/uks-atm-network 
26 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey: February 2018 
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£466 on average per incident27. These incidents occur when offenders know or suspect there is a 

large amount of cash handled on the premises. Fewer ATMs and more cashback facilities would 

reduce the security around cash and increase the risk of robberies.  

 

Post Offices 

 

While Post Offices are an important part of the access to cash framework through their Everyday 

Banking services, they cannot provide a direct replacement for ATMs. Consumers can only access 

cash through Post Offices during shop opening hours and the Post Office network cannot provide 

nationwide cash access.    

Retailers that host Post Office counters (23% of stores) will handle a higher proportion of cash than 

other retailers due to the business banking services they offer, whereby businesses can deposit at 

least £2,000 at a Post Office counter and domestic customers can make cash withdrawals28. In 

‘Local’ branches where Post Office services are offered over the counter alongside retail services, 

cash must be manually transferred from the till to the safe, which can still create risk for the colleague 

and shop.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
27 ACS Crime Report 2019 
28 ACS Local Shop Report 2018 
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