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Is cash still important on today’s railway? 
Summary 
Transport Focus has undertaken new analysis matching publicly available station ticket sales data with deprivation data. We found on average 
almost one in three transactions were made with cash at stations in the most deprived areas.  

This analysis highlights how some passengers, especially in more deprived parts of the country, could be disadvantaged if they could not use cash.  

Great British Railways’(GBR) must ensure the railway is accessible to everyone, including people that rely on cash. In developing their retail 
strategy for the future GBR should: 

• ensure that where cash is a payment option at a station this is maintained – so people can continue to access the best value fares via key 
products such as Railcards and Advance tickets which are not available to purchase onboard trains 
 

• consider enabling high street retailers, such as supermarkets, newsagents or post offices to sell rail products – to widen access and benefit 
people travelling from stations where key products cannot currently be purchased with cash   
 

• support people to access the benefits of buying online or using Pay As You Go - including simplifying fares so people can feel more confident 
changing how they buy and pay for their travel.  
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1. Passenger concerns about change 

Last year most train companies in England consulted on plans to close ticket offices. Each of the train companies’ proposals   
 varied, but all would have had some impact on access to the full range of products for people paying with cash. While the    
 proposals were ultimately withdrawn, at the time there was a lot of talk about changing purchase habits and people switching to   
 digital ticketing.  

For some people this seems inevitable and fits with expectations about a drift towards a more cashless society. Others    
 argued that removing cash would exclude some people from using the railway. These concerns came through loud  and    
 clear in the consultation. 

• “Closing the ticket offices will make travel impossible for people like me who are disabled, especially when it [is] hard to 
use the self [service] ticket machines, and when paying only by cash as [I] don't have any other forms of payments…” 
 

• “…I believe this will have a negative impact on disabled people, older people and low-income people who may be more 
likely to use cash to purchase tickets. I myself am trying to use cash more as a means of budgeting and this proposal will 
cause me difficulties.”  
 

• “I am writing to you on behalf of my 82-year-old neighbour, he doesn’t have internet, he doesn’t have a smart phone, he 
doesn’t have a credit card preferring to use cash saying you know where you are when you pay for things as you go 
along.” 
 

• “I always use cash and am concerned that this will restrict my ability to buy tickets and travel. I am over 60. Older people, 
poorer people, the vulnerable, are more likely to be adversely affected by these proposals.”  
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2. Evidence on reasons for cash usage 
What evidence is there about the reasons why people use cash? In 2023 The Financial Conduct Authority estimated that 1.1    

 million adults (approximately two per cent of the UK population) have no bank account so are ‘unbanked’. They found    
 notable demographic variations too. The proportion of 18-24 year olds unbanked is more than double that of those aged 25   
 and over, while 10 per cent of Muslims have no account and seven per cent of those without work1.  

People without a bank account will have little choice but to use cash. Other people use cash by choice, for example because   
 they find it helps them better manage their money to make ends meet. In recent years the ongoing decline in cash use    
 seemed inevitable and appeared to have been accelerated by hygiene concerns with cash during the Covid pandemic.    

Recent research for Link, the UK’s cash access and ATM network, found that nearly half (48 per cent) of those asked said  they expected a 
cashless society during their lifetime and the same proportion said they would find it problematic2. However, last year UK finance reported 
that the number of cash payments increased seven per cent in 2022 to 6.4bn representing 14 per cent of all payments.3 It seems the ‘cost of 
living crisis might be putting a brake on the long-term  trend towards cashless in the wider economy.   

3. Exploring station sales data 
We decided to explore this link between cash use and people struggling to make ends meet by matching station ticket sales   

 data with deprivation data for the local area for each station. This has limitations – we know that many people who live    
 outside this immediate area will still use the station – but importantly the Index of Multiple Deprivation4 provides high quality   
 data for every part of England.  

We used ticket sales data made publicly available last year during the ticket office consultation by Great Western Railway, Northern,  
 Southeastern, TransPennine Express and London North Eastern Railway. This data covers the number of tickets sold at ticket offices and 
 use of cash across 429 stations in total.  

 

 

 
1https://www.fca.org.uk/news/speeches/time-enlightenment-financial-inclusion   
2https://www.link.co.uk/about/news/five-years-on-from-the-access-to-cash-review-the-uk-is-still-not-ready-to-go-cashless/  
3https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/news-and-insight/press-release/half-all-payments-now-made-using-debit-cards  
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/english-indices-of-deprivation  

https://www.fca.org.uk/news/speeches/time-enlightenment-financial-inclusion
https://www.link.co.uk/about/news/five-years-on-from-the-access-to-cash-review-the-uk-is-still-not-ready-to-go-cashless/
https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/news-and-insight/press-release/half-all-payments-now-made-using-debit-cards
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/english-indices-of-deprivation
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4. What did we find? 
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We plotted each station in the sample according to the local area’s index of multiple deprivation ranking at almost all stations in the most 
deprived areas at least 20 per cent of ticket transactions were made with cash. On the other hand, few stations in the least deprived areas 
had cash usage above this threshold.  
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On average almost one in three transactions were made with cash at stations in the most deprived areas. There is considerable variation in 
the levels of cash usage at stations at both ends of the spectrum, but on average the proportion of cash transactions at stations in the most 
deprived areas is twice that at stations in the least deprived areas. 
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Looking closer at those stations in the most deprived areas of England, we can see these areas include some significant mainline stations. 
Doncaster had the most journeys, with 3.6 million entries and exits in a year. Many of these busy stations are in the North of England. 
Gloucester, Chatham and Hastings are the exceptions, and these three stations also stand out because they have a lower proportion of cash 
transactions than the stations in the North.  
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So, is this a different story when comparing the North and South?  It’s important to acknowledge we don’t have data for every station across 
the whole country but do have pretty comprehensive coverage across the North of England. The trend lines in the charts above show that in 
the two Northern regions the more deprived an area is the greater the likelihood of higher levels of cash usage. In contrast in the South East 
and South West - for the stations for which we have data - the relationship between cash usage and deprivation is much weaker, with on 
average only slightly more cash usage in the more deprived areas. This illustrates that, other local factors, such as the availability of Pay As 
You Go ticketing, are likely to play a role in levels of cash usage too. 
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Looking more closely at St Helens – one of the stations with the highest level of cash usage - we can see that while levels of deprivation vary 
the central areas around the station are among the most deprived in England. At almost all stations in our sample online ticket sales are 
greater than at the ticket office, but here nearly twice as many tickets are bought at the ticket office compared with online.  
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This might in part be due to Merseyrail services not accepting e-tickets on a smartphone. People travelling towards Liverpool, and changing 
onto MerseyRail services, who buy their ticket online either have to print their ticket off themselves or collect it from a station. This 
unsurprisingly makes buying online less attractive. However, it is also telling that almost half of ticket office transactions used cash. Clearly 
the option to pay with cash remains very important for St Helens’ rail passengers. 

5. Change on the railway 
Ticketing has been changing gradually for years, but the process has accelerated recently with barcode tickets on a smartphone now the 
dominant ticket format across much of the network. Meanwhile Pay As You Go options are slowly rolling out around outer London and pilots 
planned in the West Midlands and Manchester next year.  

These changes are hugely welcome and, in some cases, long overdue. However, this analysis shows that cash is still important and 
highlights where some passengers could be left behind if they could not use cash. The railway should be accessible to everyone – that 
includes the minority of people that rely on cash.  

The train companies’ public consultation on ticket office closures generated a huge response, Transport Focus and London TravelWatch 
together received more than 750,000 responses. We objected to the proposals and the proposals were subsequently withdrawn. Concern 
about access to key rail products, including Advance tickets and Railcards, was one of the reasons we objected to the proposals at some 
stations.  

While stations would still have had ticket machines, they do not all accept cash, and none could sell Railcards. We believed it was important 
people paying with cash could still access these key products and therefore the best value fares.  

Our research Passenger views on rail ticket retailing – their experience and attitudes to change found that resistance to booking online or 
using apps often comes from uncertainty and a lack of confidence, exacerbated by the complexity and variety of ticket options available.  

Ticket retailing will need to continue to evolve in future, but the railway needs to help and support people to change their habits too. The 
railway could learn from good practice in other sectors, for example the Barclays Digital Eagle education campaign, but it will also still need 
to maintain access for people paying with cash.  

 

It should also be remembered that most of Britain’s stations do not have a ticket office, and many have ticket machines that only accept card 
payment. Enabling high street retailers to sell rail products could widen access across the whole network. Transport for Wales has been 
offering a limited range of tickets from Payzone retailers since 2022.  

https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/publication/passenger-views-on-rail-ticket-retailing-their-experience-and-attitudes-to-change/
https://digital.wings.uk.barclays/
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The railway should build on this good practice and expand this type of offer. You can complete an application for a passport or driving licence 
(and pay with cash) at a post office, so why not purchase a Railcard too? Part of the answer could also be in wider availability of  smartcards 
which people can top-up with cash. There are almost 4,000 Oyster ticket stops across London, usually local convenience stores, where 
people can top up their Oyster card with cash. 

Our sister organisation London TravelWatch has done some great work on the risks of a ‘digital first’ transport network in London5. In the 
march towards digital – and the cost savings that this can bring - the railway needs to be careful not to leave people behind. Some newer 
products have been offered as ‘digital only’ and so are not always available to people without a bank card.  

This includes the 26-30 Railcard and the ‘Flexi Season’ which can generally only be purchased online. The target markets for these products 
are much more likely to be ‘digital natives’, but some extensions of Pay As You Go also now only use Contactless bank card payment, with 
no smartcard alternative. This means the benefits of daily and weekly capping are only available to people with a bankcard,  excluding 
children or people with a Railcard. Care is needed to avoid an increasingly fractured landscape with different costs depending on how you 
pay for your travel. 

 

We’re increasingly looking to make use of existing data like this too and exploring how we can help bring this to life. It would be great if 
data was available from all train companies, so we could see if our findings with this sample apply to the whole network.  

What do you think about our findings on cash and the railway?  

We’d be interested to hear from you. 

  

 
5 https://www.londontravelwatch.org.uk/campaigns/digital-exclusion/  

https://www.londontravelwatch.org.uk/campaigns/digital-exclusion/
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