
M aking Change
Pa y me n t s ,  Po l i t i c s ,  a n d  Pe r s p e c t i v e s



Introduction
Business owners and consumers across America are caught in a 
fast-changing payments landscape that?s evolved well beyond the 
tradit ional lens of cash versus card.  

Depending on where you live, the concept of ?cashless? is either a 
heated debate, the wave of the future, or a term you?ve never 
heard of. New Square data shows American consumers have 
grown less reliant on cash in the last four years, and the trend is 
spreading from coastal coffee shops to rural restaurants.  Yet 
according to business owners across the country, it  seems 
unlikely we?re cast ing cash aside any t ime soon. 

In this report, we share Square data on the current state of 
payments, new research into small business owners? thoughts 
about going cashless, and divided opinions on whether 
government should regulate the register. 

Re p o r t  Hi g h l i g h t s :

- 10% of Square sellers across the U.S. are ?cashless."
- Consumers at Square businesses paid with cash for only 

37% of transact ions under $20 in 2019.
- 83% of U.S. small business owners say they will never stop 

accepting cash. 
- 2 in 3 small business owners say their customers would 

react negatively if they went to a cashless business model.
- 56% of small business owners agree that the decision to go 

cashless is simply strategic. 
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A Cashless Society?
As more and more consumers use credit  cards and mobile 
payment technology? and more businesses accept them? there?s 
increasing chatter about America?s future as a cashless society.

Sweden is the global poster child for a cashless society. For years, 
we?ve read story after story about the country hurling itself 
toward a future sans cash. Now about half of the country?s 
retailers predict that they will stop accepting bil ls by 2025, 
according to The New York Times. Thirteen percent of Swedes 
reported using cash for a recent purchase, according to a 
nat ionwide survey in 2018, down from around 40% in 2010. 

In comparison, a study by the Pew Research Center found that 
70% of Americans st i l l  use cash on a weekly basis. The U.S. isn?t 
going totally cashless any t ime soon.
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Bu s i n e s s e s  Ta k e  t h e  Pl u n g e  a n d  
Ca u s e  Co n c e r n

Stil l, there are plenty of businesses that are experimenting 
with the idea of forgoing cash. Most visibly, Amazon tested 
cashless stores. So has Starbucks. Even your local lunch spot or 
favorite food truck may have stopped taking cash recently.

Businesses stop accepting cash in favor of card and digital 
payments (or never start) for a mult itude of reasons? the 
safety and security of their employees, the need to speed up 
register l ines, or a desire to reduce t ime and effort  spent to 
count, sort, and deposit  cash. Not mention the cost to secure 
cash is high: In the U.S., retail businesses lose about $40 
bil l ion annually due to the theft  of cash, according to Harvard 
Business Review.

?To take cash, you need extra security cameras; you have to 
purchase a safe; deal with more spreadsheets and report ing; 
determine when to get rolls of pennies, quarters, and dimes; 
set up a courier for large cash deposits. The general risk of 
having cash on the premises ?  for safety reasons ?  it  all 
makes me want to be cashless,? said Laura Leester, the owner 
of Pieces, a bar and  restaurant in St. Louis, MO. 

(Of course, taking credit  cards and mobile payments comes 
with its own costs, such as processing fees, hardware costs, and 
costs associated with compliance and security.)

But as more businesses consider going cashless, many worry 
that an economy without cash is an economy that doesn?t 
allow for equal part icipat ion. Those without a bank account, or 
who have an account but st i l l  use financial services outside the 
banking system, would be excluded from cash-free 
establishments.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/21/business/sweden-cashless-society.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/21/business/sweden-cashless-society.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/21/business/sweden-cashless-society.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/21/business/sweden-cashless-society.html
https://www.riksbank.se/globalassets/media/statistik/betalningsstatistik/2018/payments-patterns-in-sweden-2018.pdf
https://www.riksbank.se/globalassets/media/statistik/betalningsstatistik/2018/payments-patterns-in-sweden-2018.pdf
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/12/more-americans-are-making-no-weekly-purchases-with-cash/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/12/more-americans-are-making-no-weekly-purchases-with-cash/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/12/more-americans-are-making-no-weekly-purchases-with-cash/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-were-going-cashless-danny-meyer/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-were-going-cashless-danny-meyer/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-were-going-cashless-danny-meyer/
https://hbr.org/2014/06/the-hidden-costs-of-cash
https://hbr.org/2014/06/the-hidden-costs-of-cash
https://hbr.org/2014/06/the-hidden-costs-of-cash


L a r g e  Bu s i n e s s e s  L e a n  i n t o
( a n d  o u t  o f )  Ca s h l e s s

A number of large businesses have made national news
by opt ing out of cash, while others have gone back to it . 

Un i o n  Sq u a r e  Ho s p i t a l i t y  Gr o u p

In June 2018, Union Square Hospitality CEO Danny Meyer 
announced that the brand would stop accepting cash at
its locat ions. 

?In the old days, the controversy was that restaurants only 
took cash and wouldn?t let you use your credit  card because 
they didn?t want to pay the fee,? he said.  ?And so the irony is 
that now restaurants are wil l ing to pay more of a credit  card 
fee, often for the safety of their staff. It  is a very dangerous 
thing to have cash around a restaurant. That?s been the 
primary motive for us.?

Swe e t g r e e n  

In 2016, the salad chain announced a switch to cashless 
payments in an effort  to provide a safer, more efficient 
experience for its staff and customers. Three years later,
in April 2019, the company reversed its policy. 

?Ult imately, we have realized that while being cashless
has advantages, today, it  is not the right solut ion to fulfi l l  
our mission. To accomplish our mission, everyone in the 
community needs to have access to real food,? the company 
wrote in a blog post.
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Me r c e d e s  Be n z  St a d i u m

In March 2019, the home of the Atlanta Falcons announced its 
transit ion to a fully cashless operat ion, lowering transact ion 
t imes, wait  t imes, and concession prices for fans. Customers 
without a credit  or debit  card can load money onto a prepaid 
debit  card using kiosks (?reverse ATMs?) stat ioned around the 
stadium. Leftover money can be used outside of the stadium, 
anywhere debit  and credit  cards are accepted. 

Ama z o n

Amazon?s convenience brick-and-mortar locat ions, Amazon Go, 
were touted as the cashierless stores of the future. After test ing 
locat ions in three different cit ies, Amazon altered its business 
model in early 2019 to accept cash at every locat ion, at the 
request of customers. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-were-going-cashless-danny-meyer/
http://fortune.com/2019/04/06/danny-meyer-tipping-shake-shack/
http://fortune.com/2019/04/06/danny-meyer-tipping-shake-shack/
http://fortune.com/2019/04/06/danny-meyer-tipping-shake-shack/
https://spoonuniversity.com/lifestyle/sweetgreen-is-cashless-now-and-here-are-the-implications
https://spoonuniversity.com/lifestyle/sweetgreen-is-cashless-now-and-here-are-the-implications
https://spoonuniversity.com/lifestyle/sweetgreen-is-cashless-now-and-here-are-the-implications
https://medium.com/@sweetgreen/back-to-the-future-its-cash-dc1de3da437a
https://medium.com/@sweetgreen/back-to-the-future-its-cash-dc1de3da437a
https://www.ajc.com/sports/mercedes-benz-stadium-will-convert-cashless-operation/7GdA0UNpqYUrB5b4dpdNZI/
https://mercedesbenzstadium.com/card-mobile-payment/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/08/nyregion/amazon-go-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/08/nyregion/amazon-go-nyc.html


Ca s h l e s s  Ba n s  Sp r i n g  Up  
Ac r o s s  t h e  Co u n t r y

Over the last year, various cashless-business bans 
have spread from New Jersey to Washington, D.C., to 
San Francisco, with fines that range from $500 to 
$5,000 for small business owners who don?t comply. 
Local legislat ion is evolving each month. Now 
businesses in New Jersey and Massachusetts, and the 
cit ies of San Francisco and Philadelphia, must accept 
cash.

On a federal level, two bil ls have been introduced to 
Congress that aim to ensure that consumers can pay 
with cash for goods and services bought in physical 
retail stores. 

Federal, state, and local legislat ion has divided 
business owners almost down the middle, according 
to our own research.

?I would say that the legislat ion being proposed right 
now is a temporary Band-Aid as opposed to a turning 
point,? said Professor Shelle Santana of Harvard 
Business School. ?It?s in response to the concern of 
having some people crowded out of the marketplace... 
It?s not good for society if 25% of consumers are 
marginalized and not able to consume. But the 
answer isn?t necessarily legislat ion that says you have 
to accept cash. The answer is legislat ion plus these 
other, more structural changes that allow more 
people to part icipate in different ways in the 
economy.? 

Ma p  s h o ws  wh e r e  l e g i s l a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  p r o p o s e d ,  
p a s s e d ,  o r  n o t  p a s s e d  a c r o s s  t h e  c o u n t r y  a s  o f  
Ma y  2 0 1 9 .
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https://www.marketwatch.com/story/two-democrats-introduce-legislation-in-congress-to-ban-cashless-stores-2019-05-17
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/two-democrats-introduce-legislation-in-congress-to-ban-cashless-stores-2019-05-17
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/two-democrats-introduce-legislation-in-congress-to-ban-cashless-stores-2019-05-17
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/two-democrats-introduce-legislation-in-congress-to-ban-cashless-stores-2019-05-17
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/two-democrats-introduce-legislation-in-congress-to-ban-cashless-stores-2019-05-17


Me e t  t h e  Pr o f e s s o r

Shelle Santana, an assistant professor of business administrat ion 
at Harvard Business School, researches behavioral pricing and 
how consumers respond to prices in the marketplace as well as 
the psychology of money (how consumers perceive, spend, and 
save money in all its different forms across society). 

We partnered with Professor Santana to contextualize our data.

?Oftent imes, people refer to Sweden as the most cashless place 
on earth, although there are many Asian markets that are equally 
as cashless. Their credit  transact ions are roughly around 85 to 
90% of all t ransact ions. When you compare that to the U.S., we 
are moving closer to that as a benchmark and as a standard, but 
we aren?t where Sweden is just yet," she said. "So when you look 
at the underlying data and the distribut ion of how people tend to 
pay, relat ive to, say, 2015, in 2018, fewer people were using cash 
solely as their means of transact ions, and more people were using 
credit  and debit  cards as their primary means of transact ions.?

Professor Santana added, ?I?m not sure that we are ever going to 
converge on zero cash being circulated in the economy but in 
terms of gett ing to maybe 50% or 60% or 70%, we are already 
there in a number of markets around the country, as you guys all 
know. But I would say it?s probably another five to seven years 
before we see sort of a large structural shift  in the economy 
toward a cashless society.?
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/21/business/sweden-cashless-society.html


PAYMENTS

Is the ?Cashless Society? 
All Hype?

While only 10% of Square sellers across the U.S. are current ly 
cashless, we are seeing a significant decrease in consumers 
choosing cash as their preferred payment method in the last four 
years. 

?It  used to be that credit  cards were for emergencies, big-t icket 
items, or big spending, then as the credit  card companies pushed 
consumers into thinking about using it  for everyday spending, it  
l i fted the st igma of using a credit  card for a small-dollar 
purchase," said Professor Santana.

Consumers paid with cash for 46% of transact ions under $20 in 
2015, according to Square data. In 2019, consumers paid with 
cash for only 37% of transact ions under $20. That's a 9% decrease 
in the number of people nat ionwide using cash at Square 
businesses. 
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Th e  Ne w No r m:  Pl a s t i c  o v e r  Pa p e r

Consumers are using cards for increasingly smaller purchases, with the dollar value at which consumers prefer paying with a card to
cash dropping dramatically since 2015. 

In 2015, half of consumers used their credit  card for a transact ion as low as $8. Just four years later, in 2019, the transact ion size has
been cut nearly in half. Now half of consumers use their credit  card for as l it t le as a $4.50 purchase.

The biggest shift  in behavior, the point at which consumers now reach for their cards more and more, is happening with transact ions 
between $10 and $20. In the past four years, we've seen a nearly 10% increase in credit  card usage for transact ions within that range. 

Gr a p h i c s  s h o w t h e  c h a n g e  i n  c a s h  a n d  c a r d  u s a g e  
f r o m 2 0 1 5  t o  2 0 1 9  wh e n  c o n s u me r s  a r e  p a y i n g  f o r  
$ 5 ,  $ 1 0 ,  a n d  $ 2 0  t r a n s a c t i o n s .
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Af t e r  n o t i c i n g  8 0 % o f  h i s  t r a n s a c t i o n s  we r e  ma d e  wi t h  a  c a r d ,  Tr a v a s  Cl i f t o n ,  o wn e r  o f  Mo d Cu p  Co f f e e  
Co .  i n  J e r s e y  Ci t y ,  NJ ,  d e c i d e d  t o  s h i f t  h i s  b u s i n e s s  t o  c a s h l e s s .  Bu t  Ne w J e r s e y ? s  c a s h l e s s  b a n  i n  
Ap r i l  h a s  f o r c e d  h i m t o  s t a r t  a c c e p t i n g  c a s h .
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Ca s h l e s s  I s  No  L o n g e r  J u s t
a n  Ur b a n  Tr e n d

Gone are the days when mobile wallets and cashless 

businesses only appeared in urban, coastal 

environments. The payments trend that started in 

tech-friendly cit ies has slowly made its way to suburbs 

and rural areas across the U.S.

In the last four years, the transact ion amount at which 

consumers prefer their cards to cash dropped from $8 to 

$5.50 outside of the top 25 metropolitan markets, 

according to Square data. The decline isn?t quite as steep 

inside the top 25 metros; the transact ion amount at 

which consumers used their cards only dropped from $5 

to $4 over those four years. 

?What this says to me is two things," said Professor 

Santana. "The trend is consistent whether you?re in a top 

market or a secondary market. The trend is in the same 

direct ion in both of those markets. And there?s just a 

t ime lag that is occurring. Right now those next 25 

markets are basically where the top 25 markets were 

three to five years ago. So I can see, if the data holds, if 

this trend holds, there?s a wave occurring that wil l move 

across the country."

Ch a r t  a t  wh i c h  p o i n t  c o n s u me r s  s wi t c h  f r o m 
c a s h  t o  c a r d  i n  2 0 1 5  a n d  2 0 1 9 ,  b o t h  wi t h i n  
a n d  wi t h o u t  t h e  t o p  2 5  me t r o p o l i t a n  ma r k e t s .
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L a u r a  L e e s t e r ,  o wn e r  o f  b o a r d  g a me  b a r  a n d  r e s t a u r a n t  Pi e c e s  i n  St .  L o u i s ,  MO,  l a u n c h e d  h e r  b u s i n e s s  
wi t h  a  c a s h l e s s  p a y me n t  mo d e l ,  b u t  u l t i ma t e l y  s wi t c h e d  t o  a c c e p t i n g  c a s h  a f t e r  b a c k l a s h  f r o m 
f r u s t r a t e d  c u s t o me r s .  
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St a t e  b y  St a t e :  Wh e r e  Ca r d  I s  Ki n g  o r  Ca s h  St i l l  Re i g n s

We looked at Square transact ions across the U.S. to gauge which states st i l l  rely heavily on cash, and which favor card payments. Utah, 
Virginia, Colorado, Washington, and California are the states that favor credit  cards transact ions; At least 66% of transact ions used a 
credit  card in these states. Wisconsin, Delaware, Iowa, West Virginia, and Hawaii rely more on cash than any other states.

While states that favor credit  cards see quite a big discrepancy between cash and card payments  (67% card versus 33% cash in Utah),  
cash reliant states l ike Wisconsin see a much more even split  between payments types (52% cash versus 48% card).
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Ma p s  s h o w t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  c r e d i t  c a r d  t r a n s a c t i o n s  b y  s t a t e  ( l e f t )  a n d  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  c a s h  
t r a n s a c t i o n s  b y  s t a t e  ( r i g h t ) .



Ca n d i c e  Co x ,  wh o  o wn s  Ca n Di d  Ar t  Ac c e s s o r i e s  i n  Oa k l a n d ,  CA,  s a y s  wh i l e  9 5 % o f  h e r  s a l e s  a r e  o n  
c r e d i t  c a r d s ,  mo s t  o f  h e r  s e n i o r  c u s t o me r s  s t i l l  p r e f e r  p a y i n g  wi t h  c a s h ,  a n d  s h e  wi l l  a l wa y s  a c c e p t  
i t  f o r  h e r  h a n d ma d e  j e we l r y .   
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PERSPECTI VES

Talking Tender with 
America?s Business 
Owners
From Kenosha, WI, to Kappa, HI, no two businesses are exact ly 
alike, nor are their perspect ives on what type of payment is best 
to accept at their business. We spoke with small business owners 
across the country to uncover their thoughts, concerns, and 
frustrat ions with a changing payments landscape. Each business 
owner?s preferred payment method is t ied to unique motivators: 
business efficiency, safety, technology, and appeal to both digital 
and tradit ional consumers. 

We also wanted to better understand how small business owners 
across the U.S. feel about recent legislat ion in New Jersey, 
Philadelphia, and San Francisco that bans cashless businesses. 
Would they support something similar in their own hometown? 

Overall, business owners are divided on the fine l ine between 
making autonomous decisions and protect ing consumers. 
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?In that forward- looking, sci- f i 
wor ld, I  do think that society is 
going to go cashless. I t  seems 
safer, or  more convenient, or  
whatever. But I  don?t want to head 
that way before I  have to, because 
cash is free.?

ANNI
Sma l l  To wn  Co f f e e
Ka p p a ,  HI

?We have never  heard of the idea 
of a cashless society, per iod. 
M aybe that might be something 
my six-year-old son will have to 
think about when he is running a 
business, but I  don?t think it  is 
something I  am going to see in 
W isconsin in my lifet ime.?

KEL L Y
El s i e  Ma e ? s  Pi e s  a n d  Ca n n e r y
Ke n o s h a ,  WI  

?W hen you look at what is 
happening in the marketplace, 
business owners shouldn?t f ight the 
inevitable. They should embrace the 
change, because it?s only going to 
help them grow their  business... 
I  think our  smar t phone transact ion 
rate tr ipled last year? and even 
though it?s a small percentage, it  
shows that the consumer  is deciding 
how they want to do business.
We shouldn?t f ight that.?

GARY
Ke v a  J u i c e
Re n o ,  NV 
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?I  think it?s over reach personally.
I  think it?s rather  un-Amer ican 
that you can tell a small business 
how they have to accept payment 
for  their  goods.?

TRAVAS
Mo d Cu p  Co f f e e
J e r s e y  Ci t y ,  NJ  

?I  don?t think it?s fair  for  someone 
to not be able to purchase 
something because they don?t 
have a bank account. W hen I  
think of the elder  generat ion, 
some of them do have bank 
accounts but they prefer  to pay 
with cash. So I  feel like that 
should be the way it  is? if you 
want to pay in cash, pay in cash.
I f you want to pay in credit ,
pay in credit .?

CANDI CE
Ca n d i d Ar t  Ac c e s s o r i e s
Oa k l a n d ,  CA 

?We?ll go where customers want to 
go. I f they want to use cash or  a 
credit  card or  some new payment 
system? like if bitcoin really 
catches on? then we will accept 
it?  because it  is a means to an 
end for  us.?

NI CHOL AS
Fo s t e r  Co f f e e
Fl i n t ,  MI  
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?W hen I  opened my business there 
were so many balls rolling and 
things in play that I  didn?t really 
reflect on how I  could be isolat ing 
a group of people in my 
community by not accept ing cash. 
So as a responsible business 
owner  and an individual who 
wants to share my goods and 
services with all socioeconomic 
levels, I  felt  i t  was my duty to
star t  accept ing cash.?

L AURA
Pi e c e s
St .  L o u i s e ,  MO

?Aust in is already a place that has 
implemented a lot  of cashless 
systems, and it?s a really, 
tech- fr iendly city, so it?s k ind of 
natural for  that to be here and if 
something were to disrupt that it  
would cause some issues.  I  
actually had no idea there has 
been legislat ion to ban cashless 
places? that just  sounds crazy
to me.? 

MONI QUE
ATX Ea t s  a n d  Tr e a t s
Au s t i n ,  TX

?We are sur rounded by legislat ive 
nonsense for  small businesses?
it  seems we get hit  most with 
legislat ive changes. The 
government has no business telling 
us how to take payments?
I  mean, what?s next, we have to 
bar ter? I f we want to do tax 
returns someone comes in and 
trades us a few chickens?
that has to be the law??

CARL OS
L o p e x  Ta x  Se r v i c e
Sa l i n a s ,  CA  

1 7



An n i  Ca p o r u s c i o ,  o wn e r  o f  Sma l l  To wn  Co f f e e  Co . ,  e s t i ma t e s  t h a t  s h i f t i n g  t o  a  c a s h l e s s  b u s i n e s s
mo d e l  i n  h e r  t o wn  o f  Ka p p a ,  HI ,  wo u l d  l e a v e  b e h i n d  r o u g h l y  h a l f  o f  h e r  c u s t o me r s .  Sh e  c a n ? t  f a t h o m 
ma k i n g  s u c h  a  d r a s t i c  d e c i s i o n .  Ca p o r u s c i o  s a y s  mo s t  o f  h e r  f e l l o w b u s i n e s s  o wn e r s  i n  Ka p p a  t a k e
t h a t  s a me  a p p r o a c h .
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Go i n g  Ca s h l e s s  I s  t h e  Ex c e p t i o n ,  
No t  t h e  No r m

Eighty-three percent of small business owners across the U.S. say they 
will never stop accepting cash, according to new third-party research 
of 1,000 small business owners across the U.S., conducted by Wakefield 
Research and commissioned by Square. 

The majority of small business owners are skeptical of a cashless 
future, with 73% of small business owners saying that America will 
never go fully cashless. Why? Customer sat isfact ion: Two out of three 
small business owners say their customers would react negatively if 
they went to a cashless business model. 

These numbers are consistent across geographies (cit ies, suburbs, and 
rural areas) as well as age groups, with only baby boomer business 
owners (54?72 years old) trending slight ly higher toward expecting a 
negative customer react ion.

(Only five percent of Square sellers say they plan to go cashless in the 
next five years, cit ing business efficiency and avoiding risks l ike 
employee theft .)

Some business owners view being cash-only as a part of their legacy.

?We?ve had this restaurant for 54 years, since 1966. We?re cash-only 
because we haven?t changed anything in this place. We aren't  trying to 
keep up with the whole internet and millennial thing. We?re trying to 
keep it  where it?s at,? said Fadi Shawa, owner of Sam?s Pizza and 
Burgers, San Francisco, CA.

1 9

2  o u t  o f  3  b u s i n e s s  o wn e r s  s a y  t h e y  wi l l  
n e v e r  b e c o me  c a s h l e s s .



Sa m? s  Pi z z a  a n d  Bu r g e r s  i n  Sa n  Fr a n c i s c o ,  CA,  h a s  b e e n  a  c a s h -o n l y  e s t a b l i s h me n t  s i n c e  1 9 6 6 .  Own e r  
Fa d i  Sh a wa  h a s  n o  p l a n s  t o  c h a n g e ,  d e s p i t e  b e i n g  i n u n d a t e d  b y  t e c h -f r i e n d l y  c o n s u me r s .  
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I s  Go i n g  Ca s h l e s s  El i t i s t ?

While the majority of small business owners support accepting cash, 
they also support their fellow business owners? decision to do what?s 
best for their unique business? with the majority of small business 
owners agreeing that the decision to go cashless is a strategic one 
rather than elit ist . 

For Kelly Kim, cofounder and executive chef at Yellow Fever in Los 
Angeles, CA, going cashless was an easy decision. In 2013 she 
received 40% of payments in cash, which dropped to fewer than 20% 
by 2015. Once her bank started charging for cash deposits, it  put the 
nail in the cash coffin.

?From a pract ical standpoint as a business owner, not having cash 
simplifies my life 100%. All three of our locat ions are cashless. 
Different communit ies are more sensit ive to it  than others. At two of 
our locat ions, it?s a non-event. But at the third, we have a number of 
customers who are not happy. And it  goes both ways. We also have 
people say, ?That?s so smart.? But for the vast majority of customers, 
they simply don?t care,? said Kelly.

Ag e  a n d  Ge n d e r  De n o t e s  Ca s h ( l e s s )  
Pr e f e r e n c e s  

A business owner?s age significant ly influences whether they are more 
likely to consider cash crit ical or obsolete. Millennial business owners 
(21%) are twice as l ikely as baby boomer business owners (9%) to plan 
to go cashless in the next two years.

Male and female business owners both consider going cashless, but 
for different reasons. Female business owners are more likely than 
men to consider going cashless to increase t ime efficiency. Male 
business owners are more likely than women to consider going 
cashless to eliminate risks to employee safety. 

44%
EL I TI ST

56%
STRATEGI C
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Ga r y  Th o ma s ,  o wn e r  o f  Ke v a  J u i c e  i n  Re n o ,  NV,  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  c a s h  wi l l  o n e  d a y  b e  o b s o l e t e .  Bu t  f o r  
n o w,  h e ? s  me e t i n g  h i s  c u s t o me r s  o n  t h e i r  t e r ms .
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Ke l l y  ( n o t  p i c t u r e d ) ,  t h e  o wn e r  o f  El s i e  Ma e ? s  Ca n n e r y  a n d  Pi e s  i n  Ke n o s h a ,  WI ,  s a y s  mo s t  o f  h e r  
c u s t o me r s  a r e  h e a v i l y  r e l i a n t  o n  c a s h  a n d  o f t e n  s u r p r i s e d  t h a t  s h e  a c c e p t s  c r e d i t  c a r d s  a t  a l l .  Sh e  
b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  U. S.  wi l l  n e v e r  b e  a  f u l l y  c a s h l e s s  s o c i e t y .
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POL I TI CS

The Cashless (R)evolution
From New York to San Francisco, the cashless conversat ion is 
controversial, part icularly when it  comes to unbanked or 
underbanked (those without a bank account, or who have an 
account but st i l l  use financial services outside the banking 
system) individuals who may be excluded from cash-free 
establishments.

?As we progress through this cashless evolut ion, I think we need 
to consider how it  impacts two dist inct groups: people who get 
left  out, meaning they want to be cashless but are unable to due 
to lack of access to credit  cards and mainstream financial 
inst itut ions, and the segment of people who simply opt 
out? meaning they simply prefer to use cash for whatever reason. 
How do we ensure we account for each group," said Professor 
Santana.

According to the 2017 FDIC National Survey of Unbanked and 
Underbanked Households, 6.5% of Americans are unbanked and 
18.7% are underbanked. In short, this means they would be 
excluded from a cashless society, since they rely heavily on cash, 
either by choice or force. 
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Ni c h o l a s  Pi d e k ,  o wn e r  o f  Fo s t e r  Co f f e e  i n  F l i n t ,  MI ,  wa n t s  t o  b e s t  s e r v e  h i s  s o c i o e c o n o mi c a l l y  
d i v e r s e  c o mmu n i t y ,  a n d  t h a t  me a n s  a c c e p t i n g  a n y  k i n d  o f  p a y me n t  t h a t  c o me s  a c r o s s  t h e  c o u n t e r .  He  
b e l i e v e s  Mi c h i g a n  i s  f a r  a wa y  f r o m e mb r a c i n g  a  c a s h l e s s  e c o n o my .  
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Me e t  t h e  Co u n c i l  Me mb e r

In early 2019, NYC Council Member Ritchie Torres, who 
represents the Central Bronx, formally introduced legislat ion that 
would require every restaurant and retail establishment in New 
York City to accept cash. 

According to the FDIC, nearly 8.4 mill ion U.S. households do not 
have a bank account, presumably relying on cash for daily 
purchases. In New York City, 25% of residents are underbanked; 
in the Bronx, that number rises to 30%. 

As Council Member Torres sees it , ?Even if a cashless business 
model appears to be neutral on paper, it  has a real-world 
exclusionary effect.?

?The strongest argument for a ban on cashless business is 
consumer choice. I am not advocating the eliminat ion of credit  or 
debit . I am suggesting that credit  or debit  should be one option 
among many, not the sole opt ion. Consumers should have the 
power to choose their preferred method of payment,? said Torres.
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We took a closer look at how income level, based on U.S. Census 
data, correlates with cash and card usage at Square businesses 
across five New York City boroughs, where proposed legislat ion to 
protect the underbanked is being debated. 

New York City transact ion data reveals a correlat ion between 
median household income and reliance on cash. For the most 
part, lower median income translates to increased cash usage. The 
one outlier? Staten Island. This is the only borough that bucks the 
trend, which we attribute to the unique geography (isolated from 
the rest of New York) and demographic makeup (slight ly older 
median age) of the borough. 

When we shared this data with NYC Council Member Ritchie 
Torres, he said it  highlights the extreme disparity that exists 
amongst New Yorkers. 

?I guarantee if we had neighborhood-level data on each of these 
boroughs, the disparit ies would be even more striking. Even in 
Manhattan, where the median income is $142,000, a quarter of 
the residents there continue to use cash. In the Bronx, 48% use 
cash but that?s in the aggregate. If you were to view 
neighborhood-level data in a neighborhood like Fordham or 
Belmont or Monthaven, I would suspect you have an 
overwhelming majority who continue to use cash," said Council 
Member Torres. ?There continue to be deeply entrenched barriers 
to accessing debit  and credit . And the trend toward a cashless 
business model is racing ahead of most consumers in New York 
City.? 

A Ta l e  o f  F i v e  Bo r o u g h s
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L o c a l  Re g u l a t i o n  L e a v e s  ( Sma l l )  
Bu s i n e s s  Di v i d e d  

According to new third-party data by Wakefield Research, 
commissioned by Square, small business owners across the 
country are split  on the idea of local leaders banning cashless 
businesses.

Fifty-one percent of small business owners would support a 
regulatory requirement that they accept cash, and 49% would 
oppose it .

The research also revealed that small business owners on the 
West Coast are the most l ikely region to oppose government 
regulat ion, whereas more business owners in the Northeast would 
approve of the legislat ion, compared to the rest of the country. 

Hispanic business owners were also 10% more likely to approve of 
the legislat ion compared to non-Hispanic business owners. And 
urban business owners were 12% more likely to approve the 
legislat ion, compared to those in the suburbs. 
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 51%
SUPPORT

L EGI SL ATI ON

 49%
OPPOSE 

L EGI SL ATI ON
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Ca r l o s  L o p e z ,  wh o  o wn s  L o p e z  Ta x  Se r v i c e  i n  Sa l i n a s ,  CA,  s a y s  i t ? s  i mp o r t a n t  t h a t  h e  c o n t i n u e
t o  c o l l e c t  c a s h  f o r  t h e  4 0 % o f  h i s  c u s t o me r s  wh o  a r e  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  l o w i n c o me  a n d  p r e f e r  t o  p a y
wi t h  c a s h .
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Conclusion
As the company that made it  easy to accept credit  cards, one 
would think Square would be the loudest advocate for a cashless 
economy. We?re not.

The first  integrat ion we ever launched for our point of sale was 
connectivity with a physical cash drawer, because we want 
business owners to be able to accept whatever form of payment 
comes across the counter. A Square seller should never miss a 
sale, which is why we?ve made it  easy for sellers to accept cards, 
swipes, chips, taps, mobile payments, and, yes, cash. 

We learned a lot in our explorat ion of how business owners view 
the changing payments landscape, and one thing stood out above 
all: Today, a decade after Square started, cash is st i l l  an integral 
part of a small business owner?s income, and an overwhelming 
majority of small business owners wil l cont inue to accept cash, 
despite the fact that fewer customers are using it .
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Ab o u t  Sq u a r e

Square has all the tools you need to start , run, and grow a 

business, whether you?re sell ing in person, online, or both. 

And we?ve made all our tools work together as one system, 

saving you t ime, money, and effort . So you can get back to 

doing the work you love and focusing on whatever?s next. 

L e a r n  mo r e

Me t h o d o l o g y

The data for this analysis includes mill ions of transact ions from 
January 2014 to March 2019 from nearly 100,000 Square sellers 
across the U.S. who have accepted a minimum threshold of cash 
and card payments. We supplemented Square transact ion data 
with self-reported survey data from a random sample of 2,400 
sellers in March 2019. 

In addit ion to Square seller metrics, Square commissioned a 
survey in March 2019 of 1,000 U.S. small business owners 
(excluding franchise owners), conducted by Wakefield Research. 
Quotas have been set for ~80% urban respondents. The small 
business owners surveyed represent a payment-processor-
agnostic cohort, not l imited to Square. 
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