
Updated Travel Rewards Programs Rankings Methodology  

U.S. News & World Report ranks travel rewards programs in two categories: airline frequent flier 

programs and hotel loyalty programs. These rankings will be updated once a year.  

Airline Rewards Program Rankings 

Selecting What to Include on the List 

For now, we only rank frequent flier programs offered by airlines based in the United States. Ten 

programs have been evaluated for the Best Airline Rewards Program rankings. 

Calculating the Rankings  

The frequent flier program rankings are based on a scoring algorithm, which computes an Overall Score 

based on the following components: 

Ease of Earning Free Round-Trip Flight (45 percent weight): In order to evaluate the ease of 

earning a free round-trip flight, U.S. News analyzed two components: ease of earning and ease of 

redemption. The Ease of Earning a Free Round-Trip Flight score is a 50/50 composite of each a 

program's earning and redemption scores.  

Each program's earning score measures the typical miles or points earned by a U.S.-based flier on 

an average flight within or to/from the U.S. To identify the typical cost and miles required for the 

average flight, U.S. News analyzed price and mileage survey data published in the Department of 

Transportation's Domestic Airline Consumer Airfare Report, the Bureau of Transportation 

Statistic's Annual U.S. Domestic Average Itinerary Fare in Current and Constant Dollars and 

TransStats.  

The redemption score represents the average value an airline rewards program offers in points 

required for a free flight. The calculated redemption scores are based on searches conducted by 

U.S. News in June, 2015. U.S. News analyzed 12 of each airline's highly trafficked routes within 

three round-trip mileage categories: short domestic (400-500 miles), medium domestic (2,300-

2,600 miles) and long (4,800 to 5,000 miles) for three different round-trip dates between July and 

September to determine the average number of award points needed for a free round-trip flight 

across each airline. (Note: For airlines that did not receive an Airline Quality Rating in 2015, the 

Ease of Earning a Free Round-Trip Flight score carries a 47 percent weight.)  

Additional Benefits (25 percent weight): The Additional Benefits score comprises the number 

of ways members can earn and use points (other than for booking flights), whether or not points 

expire and additional perks that come from membership. Programs can earn a benefits score 

between 1 and 5 depending on whether points can be acquired through hotel stays and credit card 

purchases and used to cover cabin upgrades and hotel costs. Programs can also earn credit 

depending on how many miles program members must fly to take advantage of benefits like free 

checked bags and complimentary upgrades. Additionally, programs that do not require a 
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combination of qualifying segments or miles and cash to achieve elite status benefits can earn a 

higher Additional Benefits score. (Note: For airlines that did not receive an Airline Quality 

Rating in 2015, the Additional Benefits score carries a 26 percent weight.) 

Network Coverage (10 percent weight): The Network Coverage score represents the breadth 

and diversity of routes offered by each airline and its alliance network. The score is based on the 

total percent coverage each carrier offers in major regions across the globe (i.e. Europe, Asia, 

Africa & the Middle East, the Caribbean, Mexico, Central & South America and North America). 

U.S. News referred to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics to determine the percentage of cities 

within each region serviced by each airline and its partners. Each region's percentage of coverage 

was weighted proportionally to the number of U.S.-based passengers who fly to the region 

annually. Programs that service a larger number of cities in the most-visited regions receive a 

higher Network Coverage score. If a carrier offers 100 percent coverage in top-visited cities 

analyzed across Europe, Canada, the U.S., the Caribbean and Mexico, then the Network 

Coverage Score would be a 5, while a program that offers flights to fewer than 50 percent of the 

cities evaluated would receive a score of 1. (Note: For airlines that did not receive an Airline 

Quality Rating in 2015, the Network Coverage score carries an 11 percent weight.) 

Award Flight Availability (10 percent weight): The Award Flight Availability score represents 

the number and variety of award flights that can be purchased at a low cost using points or miles. 

In order to calculate this score, U.S. News compared the number of award flights available to 

program members at a lower threshold of point redemption (defined as flights that are at or below 

the average number of miles required to redeem across all airlines for a given mileage category). 

U.S. News calculated the percentage of award flight options available at a low point value for 12 

of each airline's highly trafficked short, medium and long routes on three different round-trip 

dates between July and September. (Note: For airlines that did not receive an Airline Quality 

Rating in 2015, the Award Flight Availability score carries an 11 percent weight.) 

Number of Daily Flights (5 percent weight): The Number of Daily Flights is awarded a score 

between 1 and 5 with 5 being the highest score. The score is directly related to the number of 

domestic flights the airline operates, which reflects the level of opportunity a program participant 

has to earn or use rewards. If an airline offers between 500 and 1,000 domestic flights per day, 

then the airline Number of Daily Flights score would be 2 out of 5, while a carrier that provides 

more than 2,000 domestic flights per day would be awarded a 5.  

Airline Quality Rating (5 percent weight):The Airline Quality Rating score is based on each 

airline's quality rating as determined in the annual Airline Quality Rating report published by 

Dean Headley, of Wichita State University, and Brent Bowen, of Embry-Riddle Aeronautical 

University. The ratings represent each airline's performance in regard to on-time arrivals, lost or 

mishandled baggage rates, involuntary denied boarding rates and consumer complaint rates. Each 

airline with a frequent flier program represented in our rankings receives a score of 1 through 5 

based on its AQR score: Airlines with an AQR score of -0.4 or higher receive a 5, while AQR 

scores of -2 and lower translate to a score of 1. (Note: Airlines that are not included in the 2015 
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AQR report will have their frequent flier programs evaluated using alternate weightings in the 

other five categories.) 

Hotel Rewards Program Rankings 

Selecting What to Include on the List 

U.S. News Travel ranks 18 loyalty programs associated with major hotel brands that have properties in 

the United States. For a loyalty program to appear on the list, it must allow potential members to join 

without any prerequisites. For example, a potential member should be allowed to join a loyalty program 

even if he or she has never stayed at a participating hotel. All programs that appear on our Best Hotel 

Rewards Programs list offer members the ability to earn rewards and privileges each time they stay at a 

participating property. 

Calculating the Rankings  

We compute each hotel program's Overall Score using an algorithm that comprises the following 

components: 

Ease of Earning Free Night (45 percent weight): Each program is awarded a score of 1 through 

5 based on the average number of paid nights members must accumulate to earn a free night in 

each of the 20 destinations referenced in the Geographic Coverage score. Because hotel rates 

change frequently and vary by travel date, all research for this scoring category is conducted on 

the same day for the same travel dates — arriving Saturday and departing Sunday four weeks 

from the research date. We calculate the average number of paid nights required to earn a free 

night in each destination based on the average price in points of a one-night stay. (Programs that 

do not allow members to earn free nights receive a score of 0.)  

Additional Benefits (25 percent weight): The Additional Benefits score comprises the number 

of ways members can earn and use points apart from hotel stays, whether or not points expire and 

complimentary services offered to elite members. Programs can earn an Additional Benefits score 

between 1 and 5 depending on whether points can be earned for flights and credit card purchases 

and used to cover room upgrades and additional amenities and services. Programs also earn 

Additional Benefits points for offering the following member perks: complimentary nights (that 

don't require any form of payment, whether in dollars or points), free room upgrades, priority 

check-in and check-out, complimentary amenities and member discounts. Programs that offer 

these benefits receive additional credit for making them available to basic members as well as 

elite members. 

Geographic Coverage (15 percent weight): A program's Geographic Coverage score refers to 

the presence of participating hotels in the U.S. and abroad. This score represents how easy it is for 

members to take advantage of the program when traveling domestically and internationally. For 

our Geographic Coverage score calculation, we counted the number of participating hotels in 20 

major business and leisure travel destinations in the U.S. and abroad. Points are awarded for each 



destination that contained a participating hotel, and additional credit is assigned to programs that 

feature more than nine participating hotels in a given destination.  

Number of Hotels in Network (10 percent weight): Each program is assigned a score of 1 

through 5 depending on how many properties are in the hotel group's portfolio — the more 

properties that participate in the program, the more opportunities members have to earn and 

redeem rewards. For example, a program that features more than 1,000 participating hotels 

receives a score of 5, while a program with only 100 or fewer participating hotels earns a score of 

1. 

Property Diversity (5 percent weight): The Property Diversity score represents a variety of 

property types that participate in the program. A loyalty program that can be used across multiple 

property categories offers members more choice and flexibility in terms of style and price than a 

program that is only valid for one kind of hotel. We looked at each program to see what locations 

(beachfront, airport, city) and price ranges (luxury, mid-range, budget) are available within the 

program's network. A program can earn up to 8 diversity points, with 1 point awarded per 

applicable category. Programs with 8 points receive a Property Diversity score of 5, while 

programs with 2 or fewer points receive a score of 1. 

Please Note: For each Ease of Earning a Free Night score for programs that reward members on a stay-

by-stay basis rather than a dollar or nightly basis, we translated the number of stays needed into the 

number of nights needed assuming that the average stay equals 2½ nights. According to the American 

Hotel & Lodging Association's 2014 Lodging Industry Profile, 60 percent of business travelers and 50 

percent business and leisure travelers stay two or more nights during each hotel stay.  

For the 2015-16 rankings, the Ease of Earning a Free Round-trip Flight score and Additional Benefits 

score were weighted higher than previous years. This was done in recognition of the increased importance 

of ease of earning free flights and nights and attaining membership benefits. After determining the factors 

that matter most to our readers through a user survey and receiving feedback from rewards experts after 

last year's release, we've adjusted the Ease of Earning a Free Round-Trip Flight component from 30% to 

45% and the Additional Benefits component from 10% to 25%. As a result, other scoring component 

weightings were reduced. 

U.S. News Travel Rewards Program Awards 

U.S. News has identified the best airline and hotel rewards programs; programs that score in the top 20 

percent receive a U.S. News Best Travel Rewards Program award. These awards are scheduled to be 

released annually at the time the rankings are updated.  
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