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The Best Frequent-Flier Awards Programs of
2019

Airlines have finally figured out that they need to make free seats more available—here’s who gets the
job done, and who's lagging behind

By Scott McCartney

June 26,2019 5:30am ET

Those stingy airlines have had a change of heart with their frequent-flier programs. They’ve
made more award seats available, and are bringing down the prices in miles or points, too.

United and American both had economy seats available at their standard saver award level on
about 85% of searches in an annual survey of award-seat availability conducted by consulting
firm IdeaWorks. Two years ago, American had seats open only about half the time on dates and
routes IdeaWorks queried, and United was only at 65%.

The laggard to the trend: Delta. The Atlanta-based carrier had seats available on 62% of
searches this year, down 10.1 percentage points from 2018.

Travelers often complain that airlines don’t have seats available at their lowest award levels,
and individual searches still frustrate frequent fliers, especially for peak travel periods. But the
survey shows prices in miles or points really are coming down at U.S. airlines.

American’s average domestic coach ticket, for example, required more than 29,000 miles five
years ago in the survey. Now it’s 23,700 miles, IdeaWorks says. Overall, average award prices
for trips within the U.S. are down to 18,243 miles round trip, a 17% drop compared with five
years ago. But flier beware: At some airlines, reduced-mileage awards come with more
restrictions than higher-mileage tickets.



IdeaWorks president Jay Sorensen says award programs have needed to become more
generous. Among the biggest factors: They’re feeling pressure from credit card companies that
buy billions of dollars of miles from airlines each year as rewards on credit cards. If it’s too
difficult to redeem the miles, consumers will switch to other cards with rewards they can
actually use.

“This really has been forced upon them,” Mr. Sorensen says.

A survey found Deltais going in one direction toward skimpier award-seat availability, while United is going in the other
direction by making more seats available for mileage awards. PHOTO: JOHN GRESS/CORBIS/GETTY IMAGES

People now earn more miles on the ground than from flying, largely through credit cards.

Airlines get paid for those miles, so the seats are no longer considered “free” at airlines.
Considering them as paid seats has made it easier for airline revenue managers to boost
availability.

“For domestic economy travel, these programs seem to be working really well now,” Mr.
Sorensen says. “If you go beyond that to international business class, we know the story is not
rosy.”

In March, IdeaWorks searched for two award seats together on various travel dates between
June and October on each airline’s busiest routes. Seats have to be available at the airline’s
lowest everyday price—typically 25,000 miles round trip for a domestic coach ticket. The
company made nearly 4,000 queries.

The survey confirmed what any traveler knows: Award seats are hard to score in the summer.
July and August had the lowest success. It got noticeably easier to find seats in the fall, when
demand for tickets weakens and prices get cheaper. You can find the same tight supply for
award seats around winter holidays, when even though many airlines no longer have blackout
periods, they make few seats available at their lower award levels.



ARLINE | PERCENTAGE OF ‘ POINT CHANGE Southwest topped the survey once again, with
Al AYRILARILITY | Fechladia JetBlue close behind. Both airlines price awards
Southwest | 100% | No change directly on what the cash fare would be. For
W= domestic coach tickets, IdeaWorks looks for
JetBlue | 98% | 3.7 round-trip seats at 25,000 miles or points—the

')‘ traditional “saver” level.
United | 85% | 9.3

= Southwest had seats cheaper than 25,000 points
American | 84% | 1.9 round trip on 100% of the flights searched;
P JetBlue had 98%.
Alaska | 78% | 8.7
= Several international airlines showed strong
Delta | 62% | -10:1 availability as well. Abu Dhabi-based Etihad and

Yo

Turkish Airlines both had seats available better
than 98% of searches; Lufthansa , Singapore and
Air Canada, all partners of United, had seats open on better than 90% of searches.

U.S. airlines benefit from strong availability from partners, since members of their
frequent-flier program can redeem miles on allied airlines. United says trans-Atlantic
passenger traffic on frequent-flier awards increased 10% on its partners in the past year.

Mr. Sorensen says that in broad terms, about one-third of the availability increase seen at U.S.
airlines came from partners and two-thirds from their own flights opening up more seats.

United and American say they started a major effort to make miles more usable for customers
two years ago.

United says it changed its award pricing to be more flexible than strict award charts, which had
domestic coach tickets at either 25,000 miles or 50,000 miles round trip. It changed the top
level to 65,000 miles. But many seats on flights came down in price, too, says Michael Covey,
managing director of United’s MileagePlus program.

More have come down than gone up, and the number of domestic saver awards redeemed by
customers has gone up 10% year-over-year, he says.

While international business-class awards can be very difficult to score, Mr. Covey says United
is focusing on award seats in the economy cabin. Even frequent fliers with big mileage-account
balances often want to take family and friends on trips with their miles. They’re liable to look
for three and four coach seats rather than a business-class ticket that may cost three or four
times as much as a coach seat.

In November, United will do away with its award chart completely. “The constraints of the
award chart didn’t really match supply and demand,” Mr. Covey says.



American had a huge jump in the IdeaWorks survey last year, vaulting to 82% from 54% and
moving from lowest availability among U.S. airlines to No. 3 behind Southwest and JetBlue.

This year American inched up a bit more.

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

What would your ideal frequent-flier program look like? Join the conversation below.

American
saysit
has been
targeting
increases
in award-

seat availability to flights that have the highest demand for award seats. Some of those are long
flights to Europe and Hawaii. In 2012, American had award seats available on only 17% of trips

surveyed that were longer than 2,500 miles. This year, seats were available on 82% of long-haul

flights studied. And that was up from 71% last year.

“We’ve got to take our customers using their miles where they want to use them,” says Bridget
Blaise-Shamai, American’s vice president of customer loyalty. “The continuing refinement of

that is bearing out in these results.”

Delta’s overall seat availability was its worst since 2015. The carrier had been consistently
increasing availability until this year. For long-haul awards, Delta had seats available on only

46% of queries, down from 51.4% in 2018.

In a statement, Delta said it has seen a record number of members redeeming award travel so

far this year and is focusing on giving customers new ways to use miles, such as the recently

launched ability to use miles for seat upgrades after you buy a ticket.

Write to Scott McCartney at middleseat@wsj.com

How the Airlines Stack Up

Alook at carriers’ frequent-flier programs:

AIRLINE PROGRAM TOTAL AVAILABILITY POINT CHANGE FROM 2018 AIRLINE PROGRAM TOTAL AVAILABILITY POIN T CHANGE FROM 2018
Southwest Rapid Rewards 100% No change Korean Ail Skypa B84% 154

Etihad 99% New for 2019 British Airways Executive Club 80% 17.¢

JetBlue 98% 37 Alaska Mileage Plan 78% 87

Turkish Miles&Smiles 98% 3 Emirates Skywards 745 83

Air Canada Aeroplan 95% -1.4 Air Franca/KLM Flying Blue 72 al
Singapore KrisFlyer 94% New for 2019 Cathay Pacific AsiaMiles 66 46
Lufthansa/SWISS/Austrian Miles & More 92% 06 Delta SkyMiles 62 -10.1

Qantas Frequent Flyer 85% =57 LATAM LATA 625 7

United MileagePlus 85% 93 Scandinavian EuroB 56 81
American AAdvantage 84% 19 Qatar Privilege Club 465 New for 2019
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