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Jennifer Bailey, vice president of Internet software and services at Apple, presents 
the Apple Pay contactless payment service. Apple has launched it in Germany. 
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When people leave the house, they grab their keys, smartphone and 

wallet. Would it be such a disaster if they left that last one behind? 

 

In the not too distant future, it may not be. The physical wallet is on 

borrowed time.  

 

Think of why people carry a wallet in the first place. They have 

pictures in it. They have credit cards, debit cards and cash. They 

have a driver's license or other ID. Increasingly, however, most of 

these are being kept in digital form on a smartphone instead.  

 

At the airport, people can hand over their iPhone or Android handset 

instead of a paper ticket. The agent scans a digital boarding pass.  

 

Phones are scanned for entering ballparks and movie theaters. 

 

At many universities, students can use their smartphone as their 

student ID.  

 

In fact, lots of people are using their smartphones to pay without 

cash or credit cards. They do it with apps like Apple Pay and Google 

Pay. 

 

Not Yet a Cashless Society 

Nevertheless, the wallet is not going to disappear overnight. Habits 

like carrying a wallet are tough to break. For all the talk of a cashless 

society, physical currency is not going away anytime soon. 

 

Yet, 68 percent of smartphone owners say that smartphones will 

eventually replace wallets. SurveyMonkey Audience surveyed 1,218 

of them last month. Nearly half (45 percent) think wallets will be no 

longer useful in five years or less. 

 

Such an outcome remains far off for Seth Buchwalter. He works at a 

media company in Portland, Oregon. Yes, Buchwalter uses his 

iPhone for digital payments. Nevertheless, he also does not really 

want to get rid of his wallet entirely. 

 

He argues that people know what it is like to lose a phone or break it. 

They have had the battery run out. If their phone is their only wallet, 

what do people do when that happens? "Having that backup plan 

with cash or cards in their wallet is kind of a safety net," Buchwalter 

says.  

 

Concerns about security are one key reason people do not feel 

comfortable getting rid of their wallets. Fifty-eight percent of 
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SurveyMonkey respondents agree. They want better phone security 

before they stop using their physical wallet 

 

Smartphones Seem More Secure Than Credit Cards 

Of course, the concern about security may be just a perception and 

nothing else. After all, smartphones are arguably more secure than 

credit cards. 

 

"If I hand you my phone, and you hand me your physical credit card, 

who is going to have better luck running up some charges?" says 

Elias Guerra. He is the head of Popwallet, a mobile wallet company 

in New York. He argues that it is nearly impossible to unlock a 

phone that's not yours. A credit card, however, is easy to misuse.  

 

There's other resistance to retiring the wallet. Forty-three percent of 

the smartphone owners in the SurveyMonkey survey want to see 

longer battery life before they stop using their physical wallet 

altogether. 

 

Nearly half of those in the survey want the ability to store forms of 

digital ID on the phone.  

 

The early stages of making this happen are underway.  

 

The company IDEMIA began testing a Mobile Driver's License 

(mDL). They started in the state of Iowa in 2015. A test with 

Delaware came later and another will soon start up in Oklahoma. 

 

Developing Digital Driver's Licenses 

Gemalto, the global digital security company, has also started work 

on this. They are piloting smartphone-based digital driver's licenses 

in several places. These include Colorado, Idaho, Maryland, 

Wyoming and Washington, D.C. 

 

Of course, since people drive from one state to another, any digital 

license has to work in every state. This problem is still getting 

hammered out.  

 

Transit cards present another opportunity for the digital wallet. This 

would mean using a smartphone to ride buses and trains. Such a 

program is slow to catch on in the U.S., but Chicago, Illinois, and 

Portland, Oregon, are doing it. Soon, New York City will join them.  

 

No doubt about it, smartphones are replacing wallets. Leaving the 

house without a wallet might soon not be a big deal. Some 

smartphones even unlock your front door and your car. Maybe there 

is no reason to panic about leaving the keys behind, too! 


