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Outline
• Why look at loyalty programmes and gift cards?

• Existing material

• Questions, issues, options and recommendations

• Questions for the AEG
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Why? – Long history
Loyalty programmes

• Ancient Egyptians already had one similar to 
modern frequent flyer programmes

• First frequent flyer programme was started in 
1970s

Gift cards

• Invented in 1930s by large American 
department stores

https://loyaltyrewardco.com/the-true-history-of-loyalty-programs/
https://www.sellmymiles.com/look-history-frequent-flyer-programs/
https://blog.reloadly.com/blog/past-present-gift-card-future/#:%7E:text=It%20can%20be%20dated%20all,its%20own%20Christmas%20gift%20certificates.
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Why? – Growing variety
Loyalty programmes Gift cards
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Why? – Size
Loyalty programmes

•                           nearly 190 million members at 
of  31 March 2024

•                           over 196 million members as of 
31 December 2023

• Any cross-border implications?

Gift cards
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Why? – Partnerships provide more opportunities to earn 
miles and points

Co-branded credit cards Attractive sign up bonuses

• Earn 175,000 Hilton Honors 
points if you spend US$6,000 
in purchases on the card 
within first six months of card 
membership

Double dip
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Why? – Brokers have emerged
Frequent flyer miles and hotel rewards Gift cards
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Why? – Are redeemed products free of charge?
Are products that are acquired by redeeming rewards in loyalty programmes “free of charge”



Statistics Division 9

Why? 

Other developments
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Why? – 14th AEG meeting
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Why? – Some loyalty programmes are worth more 
than parent corporations

US$22 billion US$10 billion

>>
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Why? – Lots of miles and points are being earned

Delta’s CEO

Consumers charge 
nearly 1 percent of US 
GDP to co-branded 
American Express credit 
cards alone

What will the figure look 
like if we add other co-
branded credit cards?

How are the miles and 
points recorded in 
macroeconomic 
statistics?
Are they statistically 
homeless?

https://www.fastcompany.com/90934980/how-much-do-we-charge-to-our-delta-air-american-express-cards-its-a-lot
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Why? – IMF working paper

What does this imply for household distributional 
accounts?
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Why? – Politicians are talking about them
Prime Minister of Japan United States Transportation Secretary

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100652749.pdf
https://www.marketplace.org/2024/05/10/transportation-secretary-pete-buttigieg-airline-points-credit-card-rewards/
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Why? – Buying assets also earn loyalty programme 
rewards 
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Features of loyalty programmes 
and gift cards
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Features of loyalty programmes
Direct purchases are possible Miles or points may expire
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Features of loyalty programmes
Flexibility in redemption 

• Members can redeem rewards for products other than 
those produced by businesses operating the loyalty 
programmes

• Example: You can redeem frequent flyer miles for car 
rentals,, electronics, appliances, fashion, etc. in 
addition to flights

Reward certificates instead of points may be issued

• Issued for meeting certain requirements such as 
spending thresholds

• Can be redeemed for products produced by the 
business operating these programmes

• Typically expire one year from date of issue,  which can 
be extended at the discretion of issuer (YMMV)
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Features of gift cards – three groups
Closed loop (merchant) gift cards

• Can only be redeemed at merchant 
listed on the card

• No purchase fees
• May have expiration date, which 

cannot be extended

Open loop gift cards

• Can be redeemed almost 
everywhere

• Typically have activation and 
inactivity fees

• Have expiration date

Hybrid (multi-store) gift cards

• Can be redeemed at any of the 
stores associated with the card

• No purchase fees
• May have expiration date

If we buy gift cards with, say, currency and deposits, what are we getting in return?

Available in physical and digital formats
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Existing material
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Existing material – Statistical manuals
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Existing material – Statistical manuals
Statistical manuals Loyalty programmes Gift cards

Draft 2025 SNA Paragraph 7.162 x

CPI Manual Paragraphs 2.184, 2.188 and 5.16 x

Draft BPM7 x x

External Debt Statistics Guide x x

MFSMCG x Paragraph 4.39 (prepaid cards)
Paragraph 4.40 (store cards)

Manual on MFI balance sheet statistics x Page 70 (prepaid cards)

No specific or comprehensive guidance on how to treat rewards and gift cards in macroeconomic statistics 
Paradox? You can see miles, points and gift cards everywhere, but in macroeconomic statistics 
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Existing material – paragraph 7.162 of draft 2025 SNA
Why only 

goods?

Services Fines Miles instead 
of interest
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Existing material – International statistical classifications
ISIC Rev. 5
• Classifies the administration of loyalty 

programmes in “other business support services 
activities” (8299) 

• Classifies operation of platforms that facilitate the 
sale of miles for a commission in “intermediation 
service activities for passenger transportation” 
(5232) 

• Classifies operation of platforms that facilitate the 
sale of gift cards for a commission in 
“intermediation service activities for business 
support activities, n.e.c., except financial 
intermediation” (8240)

CPC Rev. 3
• Distinguishes between commissions and 

fees with respect to financial and non-
financial services at the one-digit section 
level

• Explanatory notes do not specifically 
mention the fees and commissions paid 
for transactions in rewards and gift cards

Done before this issues note was prepared
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Existing material – IFRS 15 (Revenue from Contracts 
with Customers)

Transaction price
(two obligations)

Revenue
(Delivering the purchased product)

Rewards (contract liability)
(Providing goods/services in future 
when loyalty points are redeemed)
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Questions, issues, options and 
recommendations
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Questions, issues, options and recommendations
Key questions

• Are the rewards and gift cards assets?
• If yes, are rewards and gift cards 

financial or non-financial assets?

Rewards = frequent flyer miles, reward points or reward certificates

If rewards and gift cards are financial assets

• Are the products acquired by redeeming rewards free 
of charge?

• In which category of financial instruments to classify 
rewards and gift cards?

• What is the sector classification of the units which 
operate loyalty programmes or issue gift cards?

• What is the sector classification of brokers in rewards 
and gift cards?

• How to classify the fees?
• How to record expired rewards and gift cards?
• How to assess the implications for macroeconomic 

statistical manuals if the recommendations for rewards 
and gift cards are adopted?
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Key questions
Are the rewards and gift cards assets  (issue 1.1)?

• Holders of rewards and gift cards derive clearly 
identifiable economic benefits from them

• Frequent flyer miles can be redeemed for air 
tickets

• Hotel loyalty points can be redeemed for stays in 
hotels

• Gift cards can be used to make purchases at the 
stores listed on them

• Satisfy definition of assets as defined in paragraph 
11.108 of the draft 2025 SNA

• Recommendation: Classify as assets

Are rewards and gift cards financial or non-financial 
assets (issue 2.1)?

• IFRS 15 recommends recording rewards and gift cards 
as liabilities in the balance sheet

• Suggests that they have characteristics of financial 
assets

• A financial claim appears to be established the 
moment units become holders of rewards and gift 
cards, which is reduced as the rewards and gift cards 
are redeemed

• Recommendation: Classify as financial assets



Statistics Division 29

Key questions
Implications of classifying rewards and gift 
cards as financial assets (issue 2.1)

• Direct purchases of rewards and gift cards are 
purchases of financial assets

• If the purchase of a product earns rewards, the 
purchase value of the product should be 
reduced by the value of the earned rewards

• Value of these rewards be recorded as financial 
assets (liabilities) in the financial account of the 
purchasers (issuer of the rewards).

• Adopting this recommendation will have an 
impact on the draft 2025 SNA, draft BPM7, 
MFSMCG and CPI manual

Purchase value

Revenue Financial assets 
/liabilities
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Questions
Are the products acquired by redeeming 
rewards free of charge (issue 3.1)?
• Can be considered as means of payment as 

described in paragraphs 12.9-12.11 of the 
draft 2025 SNA

• Acquired products are not free
• Recommendation:  2025 SNA should  

explicitly say so
• The Annual Civil Aviation Survey conducted 

by Statistics Canada classifies passengers 
who travel with tickets purchased through 
the redemption of loyalty points or miles as 
revenue passengers

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/statistical-programs/document/2713_D3_V7
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In which category of financial instruments to classify 
rewards and gift cards?

Classification of funds related to prepaid gift cards 
like Visa, Mastercard and American Express gift 
cards  and hybrid gift cards (issue 4.1)

• Typically issued by financial corporations (for 
example, Pathward Financial) which classify funds 
associated with them as deposits

• Two options
• Option 1 – transferable deposits (AF22) as they 

can be used to make third party payments
• Option 2 – other deposits (AF29) due to 

restrictions (for example, cannot be used outside 
the issuing territory) 

Classification of funds related to other types of 
gift cards such as merchant gift cards, and 
rewards (issue 4.2)

• Cannot typically be used to make third party 
payments

• Typically reported in accounts of issuers as accrued 
liability or deferred liability

• Recommendation:  Classify as other accounts 
receivable/payable (AF89)

https://www.pathward.com/
https://s201.q4cdn.com/819850033/files/doc_financials/2023/ar/pathward-2023-annual-report.pdf


Statistics Division 32

What is the sector classification of the units which 
operate loyalty programmes or issue gift cards?

Sector classification of institutional units which 
issue prepaid gift cards like Visa, Mastercard and 
American Express gift cards  and hybrid gift cards 
(issue 5.1)
• Funds related to  gift cards are deposits
• Units holding these deposits are classified in deposit-

taking corporations, except the central bank 
subsector (S122)

Sector classification of units which issue other 
types of gift cards such as merchant gift cards 
(issue 5.2)

• Funds are other accounts receivable/payable (AF89) 
and these funds are held by the issuing corporation 
rather than separate institutional unit

• Classify issuing corporation as units are classified in 
the financial or non-financial corporations sector, 
depending on activity of issuing corporation
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What is the sector classification of the units which 
operate loyalty programmes or issue gift cards?

Deciding if units which operate loyalty 
programmes are institutional units (issue 5.3)

• Option 1 - treat these units as artificial subsidiaries as 
they only provide services to their parent 
corporations. Thus, classify as establishments

• Option 2 -  treat these units as institutional units as 
they have autonomy to  manage the loyalty 
programme with their own governance and financials 
and  complete set of accounts, including a balance 
sheet 

Sector classification of units which operate loyalty 
programmes if they are institutional units (issue 5.4)

• Option 1 - Classify these units in the same institutional 
sector as their parent corporations because rewards can 
only be used to acquire the products of the parent 
corporations and activities are meant to support the 
activities of their parent corporations

• Option 2 - Nature of the transactions of these units with 
their members matters. Services provided (such as 
updates on rewards) appear similar to those provided 
by other financial corporations such as updates on bank 
accounts. Classify  in the captive financial institutions 
and money lenders subsector (S127)
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What is the sector classification of brokers in rewards 
and gift cards (issue 6.1)?

Option 1

• These units merely facilitate the transfer of the 
right to redeem rewards and gift cards, which 
happens to be represented by underlying 
financial instruments such as deposits and 
accounts receivable/payable

• Transfer of this right does not appear to be a 
financial activity.

• Classify them in the non-financial corporations 
sector

Option 2

• Characteristics of assets that they deal with 
should be taken into account

• Classify them  
• As financial corporations since they deal with 

rewards and merchant gift cards which are 
represented by financial assets

• In the financial auxiliaries subsector (S126) 
as they merely facilitate transactions in these 
financial assets without taking economic 
ownership of them
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How to classify the fees (issue 7.1)?

Option 1

• Sector classification of the institutional units 
which receive these fees should determine 
whether these fees are payments for non-
financial or non-financial services. 

• If a unit is classified as a non-financial (financial) 
corporations, classify the fees receivable as 
payments for non-financial (financial) services

Option 2

• All  these fees are related to transactions in 
financial assets, they should be considered as 
payments for financial services, regardless of 
whether the units which receive these fees are 
classified as financial corporations or not
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How to record expired rewards and gift cards 
(issue 8.1)?

Option 1

• Record any forfeiture of expired rewards and 
funds related to expired gift cards in the 
revaluation account

• Similar to guidance on expired financial 
derivatives in paragraph 13.46 of the draft 2025 
SNA

Option 2

• Record forfeiture in other changes in volume of 
assets and liabilities account

• Similar to guidance on  treatment of claims 
resulting from debt write-offs and write-downs 
because there is no mutual agreement between 
the parties in paragraph 13.43 of the draft 2025 
SNA
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How to assess the implications for macroeconomic statistical 
manuals if the recommendations are adopted?

Assessment

• Recommendations for gift cards seem straightforward
• Recommendations for rewards may have significant 

impact on SNA and
• Balance of payments
• International statistical classifications
• Monetary and financial statistics and 
• Price statistics 

• Note only discusses conceptual issues; practical 
implementation issues will have to be addressed in 
due course

• Topic is not formally on the list of issues for 
consideration in the update of the 2008 SNA

Assessment

• A good outcome? If an agreement with the key 
parties as to the appropriate way of treating loyalty 
programmes and gift cards can be reached

• Suggest to seek agreement from the balance of 
payments, international statistical classifications, 
monetary and financial statistics and prices 
communities 

• Bring final proposal back to AEG for endorsement in 
the coming months,  taking into account the AEG 
discussion and broader consultation proposed above
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Questions for the AEG
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Questions for the AEG
Questions

• What are your views on the questions and issues in the note?
• What are the practical issues you are likely to encounter when 

implementing the recommendations in the note if they are endorsed?
• Do you agree that the note should be circulated to the other communities 

such as the balance of payments, international statistical classifications, 
monetary and financial statistics and price statistics communities for 
consultation so that a proposal on the appropriate approach to treat loyalty 
programmes and gift cards in macroeconomic statistics can be presented to 
the AEG for endorsement?
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Thank you for your attention

sna@un.org

mailto:sna@un.org
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