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Executive Summary

As Covid-19 spread across the globe in early 2020, plummeting 
airline operating statistics heralded the transition to a new and 
challenging era for the travel industry. Since then, there have been 
many predictions made for the slope of the recovery curve, with 
speculations running high as to the exact point in time when 
travel activity will reach pre-pandemic levels.

This report adds a new and unique perspective based on bank 
customer behavioral data from the world’s largest global 
exchange for frequent flyer miles, TransferConnect. The analysis 
demonstrates that consumer confidence in the travel recovery 
has strengthened considerably in recent months and is gaining 
rapidly. The data also reveals that hotel chains were able to 
sustainably increase their level of engagement with loyalty 
program members as a result of the pandemic, since customer 
travel patterns shifted from air travel to local stays due to lock-
down and border measures.
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Frequent flyer schemes emerged as one of the 
early heroes of the pandemic, providing some 
desperately needed revenue continuation for 
airlines thanks to their external accrual partners, 
who buy airline miles on an ongoing basis to 
reward their customers. In addition, many carriers 
were quick to capitalize on the hidden asset value 
of their loyalty programs for the securitization of 
massive stimulus packages, such as the ones 
taken on by the major US carriers1.  The news 
headlines surrounding these deals placed an 
unexpected spotlight on the business of airlines 
selling their loyalty currencies.

The largest buyer segment for frequent flyer 
currencies is constituted by banks and card issuers, 
who use the miles as regular rewards on 
co-branded cards as well as for the transfer of 
proprietary bank points to airline programs. The 
latter transfer mechanism represents a billion 
dollar market of its own, with many banks offering 
their customers the ability to exchange points not 
only into frequent flyer miles but also into hotel 
points. The premise of these transfers is one of 
value creation: exchanging one loyalty currency 
for another one that has greater utility for a 
particular customer, for example to access a 
flight or hotel stay at significantly better value per 
point compared to a purchase eraser or 
cash-back redemption.

Exchanging one’s bank points into frequent flyer 
miles is hence an active validation of the perceived 
value of the airline’s reward currency. This makes 
transfers a relevant leading indicator for consumer 
confidence in the travel recovery. However, until 
now, the industry has not had visibility to 
broad-scale data on frequent flyer mile transfers 
due to the fragmented nature of the ecosystem. 

In this report, we publish for the first time a new 
unique data source for global consumer points 
transfer behavior and show how it sheds light on 
the industry’s pace of recovery. Ascenda’s 
TransferConnect network is the world’s largest 
back-end platform powering loyalty currency 
exchange for banks into airline and hotel loyalty 
programs. The network enables banks across 40 
markets to connect with 50 major airlines and hotel 
chains, delivering access to real-time points 
transfers for 1.2 billion consumers worldwide, and 
thus enabling a representative global analysis for 
this report.

To construct the analysis, we extracted the monthly 
number of frequent flyer miles and hotel points 
transferred from banks globally using the 
TransferConnect exchange during the period from 
January 2020 to June 2021, and compared it against 
2019 as the pre-pandemic reference year. Total 
currency volume, rather than number of transfer 
transactions, was the metric of choice as it reflects 
changes in the depth of customer engagement.

The data was normalized to strip out, among other 
factors, any impact of time-limited tactical bonus 
offers that can cause temporary spikes in transfer 
activity. The effects of banks, airline and hotel 
partners joining as new participants on 
TransferConnect during the analysis period was 
also neutralized. 

We compared the evolution of frequent flyer mile 
transfers over the course of the pandemic to the 
equivalent development of monthly Passenger 
Revenue Kilometers (RPKs) as published by IATA2. 
Ticket sales would have actually been a preferable 
benchmark metric, as they provide a similarly 
leading view on travel activity as transfers. 
However, in the absence of a reliable public source 
of ticket sales across airlines, RPKs are a 
reasonable alternative.

To generate representative trendlines without 
unnecessary noise from outliers, we focused on the 
breakdown of data into two geographic subsets: 
worldwide (without the US), and the US. 

Frequent Flyer Miles
to the Rescue

Analysis Methodology
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Until now, the industry has not 
had access to broad-scale data 
on frequent flyer mile transfers 
due to the fragmented nature 

of the ecosystem
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Transfers are 
Accelerating ahead of 
Passengers Carried  

The first observation is that frequent flyer mile 
transfers and RPKs plummeted similarly in March & 
April of 2020, falling 90% vs. the same time during 
the previous year. Global uncertainty at its peak 
wiped out not only actual passengers carried, but 
also any forward-looking anticipation of upcoming 
trips for which miles might have been valuable.

As some of that uncertainty eased, with data on 
infection and mortality rates solidifying and 
vaccine development delivering results, the two 
metrics began a slow and gradual recovery 
through the remainder of the year. Both showed 
similar gains to finish December 2020 at 60-70% 
below the prior year.

The remarkable turning point came as 2021 got 
underway. With various states of lockdown coming 
and going across nations, RPKs stagnated due to 
continued border restrictions. Miles transfer activi-
ty, however, began to accelerate. With vaccines 
getting deployed increasingly rapidly and countries 
such as Israel demonstrating how to open up 
safely, travel anticipation has clearly been building 
ahead of the American and European summer 
period. By June, frequent flyer mile transfer activity 
had recovered to more than 50% of pre-pandemic 
levels, with the slope of recovery still increasing.
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Slow recovery of RPKs and mile 
transfers at comparable pace

Acceleration of miles 
transfers ahead of RPKs
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Travel anticipation has
clearly been building ahead of 
the American and European 

summer period
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Recovery of Airline RPKs vs. Frequent Flyer Transfers (US Market)
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Both RPK recovery and the rise in transfer activity 
are particularly pronounced for the US, which 
offers a larger domestic travel market and as of 9th 
July had administered 328 million vaccine doses3 at 
an average of 1.12 million per day.

Frequent flyer mile activity has been trending up 
visibly since the beginning of the year and 

A return of US passenger numbers to 2019 levels is 
within reach sooner than previously anticipated“ ”

surpassed pre-pandemic levels for the first time in 
April 2021. This rally provides strong validation of 
returning consumer confidence, as customers only 
transfer points to frequent flyer programs when 
they intend to book a trip within 1-2 weeks or if 
they are actively saving up for a trip in the medium 
term, within a maximum 3-6 month timescale. The 
data demonstrates that a return of US passenger 
numbers to 2019 levels is within reach sooner than 
previously anticipated.

US Market is Leading 
the Charge

Frequent Flyer Transfers Revenue Passenger Kilometers (RPKs) 
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TransferConnect supports not only the exchange of 
points into airline programs, but also provides 
access for banks to numerous top-tier hotel chain 
programs. Adding the global data for hotel points 
transfers into the overall analysis revealed a 
surprising additional insight, namely that hotel 
chains have capitalized on the pandemic to 
sustainably grow their engagement with loyalty 
program members well into the future.

Following the onset of the pandemic, transfers into 
hotel points had naturally gained relative share as 
consumers were forced to opt for local vacations: 
hotel points represented less than 10% of currency 
transfer volume in January 2020 and then 
increased their share three-fold by April 2020 to 
30%. What is truly remarkable is that this behavior 
change has persisted during the recent months of 
accelerated recovery, with hotel points transfers 

having stabilized at approximately 20% of the 
overall transfer market - double the pre-pandemic 
figure. The lodging rewards programs have thus 
sustainably grown their level of engagement with 
consumers in tandem with the recovery of transfers 
to airlines.

Hotel Loyalty Programs 
are Benefiting for the
Long Term
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Transfers to Airlines vs. Hotel Chains (Global)
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Conclusion

Travel is back. After a brief collapse of the global points transfer 
ecosystem in early 2020, customers across geographies are now 
exchanging their bank and credit card rewards points for frequent 
flyer miles at levels rapidly approaching or already exceeding 
pre-pandemic levels. As a strong indicator of customer 
confidence in the travel sector, this trend in transfer activity 
demonstrates that the global travel recovery is accelerating and 
we are likely to see a return to 2019 passenger numbers sooner 
than anticipated.

Hotel rewards programs have capitalized on the trend towards 
local vacations in a unique way and are capturing an increased 
share of total points exchanged. This shift is persisting even as 
global transfer volumes continue to recover, suggesting that the 
hotel chains have sustainably increased their engagement with 
loyalty program members.

While the industry has experienced significant turbulence, our 
data on global points transfer activity provides an encouraging 
new perspective on the trajectory of the recovery. The rollout of 
vaccinations is moving forward at scale and driving increased 
customer confidence. Lockdown measures and other COVID-19 
restrictions have only fueled consumer aspirations for travel, an 
effect which is highlighted by the fact that recent points transfer 
volumes are significantly exceeding pre-pandemic levels in some 
geographies. 
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Aviation Week:
https://aviationweek.com/air-transport/airlines-lessors/loyalty-programs-lifelines

IATA Air Passenger Monthly Analysis:
https://www.iata.org/en/publications/economics/\

Bloomberg U.S. Vaccine Tracker:
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/covid-vaccine-tracker-global-distribution


