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A

Executive Letter

 s a payment network with decades of experience, UATP  
  has witnessed every possible evolution of the global 
payments marketplace. So, believe me when I tell you that the 
current payments landscape is more exciting and diverse than 
anything that has come before it.

The interplay of user participation, innovation, and technology 
occurring right now has led to a dizzying array of payment 
options, levels of convenience only imagined a decade ago 
resulting in tremendous opportunities at every phase of the 
payment cycle. Nowhere is this truer than in the travel sector.

With leisure travel booming and corporate travel following 
closely behind, we wanted to look at the payment trends 
that will most impact these segments. There's no shortage of 
research covering payments in the leisure travel sector, but to 
gauge the mind of the corporate traveler, we commissioned
a study.

Our survey revealed several notable findings, including the 
fact that while conventional credit cards are still the number 
one most important payment method for corporate travel 
(according to 83%of respondents), digital wallets are on the 
rise, and 40%plan to use them more in the future. Read on to 
discover how our survey findings relate to larger trends in the 
payment ecosystem.

This is a singular time in the history of payments, and UATP is 
happy to be in the midst of it. Our transaction network leads 
the world in support for AFPs, and our corporate charge card 
provides more data and security than most other options on 
the market. We are the first name in airline payments and 
we’re proud of that leadership role.  

Whatever the next evolution of payment is, you can count on 
UATP to be ready for it.
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Whatever the next 
evolution of payment 
is, you can count on 
UATP to be ready for it.

- Ralph A. Kaiser



There is a tremendous amount of innovation and potential in a payments industry that has fully embraced 
digitalization. From the explosion of QR codes, cashless transactions, and contactless payments in 2020 and 

2021, to the sustained rise in popularity of digital wallets and the persistent utility of traditional credit cards, 
the payment landscape has never been as dynamic or option-rich for both the users and the companies that 
serve them.  
 
In the business and leisure travel sectors the full variety and scope of payment methods are in play, which 
translates to varied opportunities in each sector. For example, corporate travel still relies heavily on traditional 
credit cards, among which there has been plenty of innovation and plenty more yet to come in the form of smart 
cards and AI-enabled fraud monitoring.1 Leisure travelers have shown more affinity for alternative forms of 
payment (AFPs), which have proliferated nearly as rapidly as airlines and travel companies can roll out support for 
them. Identifying what payment-related opportunities exist in their respective sectors and how to seize them in 
an evolving payments marketplace is how travel businesses can set themselves apart.

Overview
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into the trend and beginning to lead the way. In 
2021, 38%of merchants reported expanding their 
digital payment options, and 53%plan to accept more 
digital payment options this year. Of those businesses 
planning to expand digital payments this year, 60% will 
add support for digital wallets, meeting the payment 
needs of the more than 4.4 billion global purchasers 
projected to make a purchase through a digital wallet 
by 2023.  As explained in the next section, UATP found 
a reinforcing trend in an original survey of corporate 
travel professionals, with a plurality of respondents 
planning to use digital wallets more in the future.

The Payments Landscape

Cashless Payments and 
Digital Wallets

Before drilling down into the payments-related 
opportunities available for travel companies and 

associated businesses, it's necessary to examine 
the payments industry as a whole and the dramatic 
changes it has undergone in the past few years. While 
the state of the payments industry is too broad a topic 
to cover in detail, there are three overarching trends 
that have defined the marketplace and dominated 
discourse recently:

Nothing has been more emblematic of the 
digitalization of the payments space than the 

proliferation of cashless options and the widespread 
use of digital wallets. The multi-decade era defined 
by hard currency and physical card readers has finally 
come to a close. And while it wasn't e-commerce or 
smartphones that directly and immediately rendered 
these kinds of payments obsolete (social distancing and 
contact minimization policies were the final straw), they 
prepared the average user well for the transition to a 
cashless global society.
 
Major card companies and payment industry analysts 
have had a front-row seat to this transition. Mastercard 
reported that card-not-present transactions surpassed 
card-present transactions for the first time in March 
2020 and have not shifted back since the pandemic.2  
Similarly, PwC found a 42%increase in global cashless 
transaction volumes in its latest report on the payments 
industry, and in the same report cashless transactions 
are projected to almost triple by 2030.3

 
While a good portion of the rise of cashless payments 
and digital wallets is attributable to a boom in adoption 
amid pandemic-era caution, businesses are leaning 
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1.   Continued rise of cashless payments and   
 digital wallets, accelerated by the
 COVID-19 pandemic 
2.  Explosive growth of buy now, pay later (BNPL)  
 options since 2020 
3.  Increased importance of payment-related data 

Of those businesses planning 
to expand digital payments 
this year, 60% will add 
support for digital wallets.2

60%
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The Importance of 
Payment-Related Data
 nother valuable asset – particularly for card
  issuers – is payment-related user data, the 
third trend of note in the broader payments market.  
According to PwC, 90%of banks' useful customer 
data comes from payments, far surpassing other first-
party data sources.3 This makes intuitive sense, as for 
organizations seeking insights into their customers' 
preferences and patterns, there is no more precise 
expression of customer behavior and intent than a 
completed purchase. 
 
But even that precision undersells the richness of data 
available from transactions. Particularly in the travel 
industry, where transaction data can include itinerary-
level information and granularity down to point of sale 
and currency type. The ability to harvest and manage 
this kind of data from travel transactions can unlock 
next-level analyses and insights for companies. 
 
All of these trends are especially well-represented in 
the resurgent travel industry, but there are differences 
between corporate and leisure travel payment trends, 
which means there are different opportunities for travel 
providers, travel planners, and payment companies 
operating in both spaces.

A

The BNPL boom is a boon for businesses in terms 
of incremental revenue and average transaction 
amount. Visa experts suggest that BNPL availability 
can translate into 20-30%higher conversion rates 
and 30-50%higher average ticket sales.6 McKinsey 
encapsulates BNPL's impact on incremental sales in 
its survey finding that indicates 29%of those electing 
to use it would have made a smaller purchase or not 
purchased at all had BNPL not been an option. The 
same survey found BNPL incremental conversion rates 
highest for discretionary categories like travel. At a time 
when inflation is impacting spending decisions across 
customer segments and categories, BNPL can be a 
valuable tool.

BNPL Boom Trends

of Americans have
used or are interested

in using BNPL4

44% of Gen Z and 37%
of millennials are likely to 
make a BNPL payment5

41%
44%

37%

 igital wallets and cashless payments might be  
 the most important macro-trend in the payments 
industry, but the newest and most headline-grabbing 
trend is the rapid expansion of buy now, pay later 
options. McKinsey found that 30%of US buyers have 
financed a purchase using a BNPL service, three 
percent more than did in 2020, though that may be 
underselling the popularity of the option.4 Further 
research indicated that 41%of Americans have either 
used BNPL or are interested in using it, a full seven 
percentage point increase over 2020, indicating
 that usage may be growing faster than penetration.

 This is supported by the fact that younger generations 
are more likely to make a BNPL payment, with 44%of 
Gen Z and 37%of millennials expected to use BNPL 
services this year, compared to 23%of Gen X and 9%of 
baby boomers.5

Explosive Growth of BNPL

D



of respondents think credit 
cards are still the number 

one most important payment 
method for corporate travel

83%

Demand for business travel rebounded at a slower 
pace than leisure travel demand but it is coming 

back, and with it increased payment volumes. But what 
kinds of payments? And how do those payments fit in 
with the larger payment industry trends at work? 
 
The best source for intelligence on the state of corporate 
travel payments is corporate travel professionals and 
companies. To that end, UATP conducted an original 
survey of professionals working or participating in 
corporate travel in June 2022. Respondents shared their 
views on how they or their company pay for travel, how 
they manage corporate travel payments, what they 
see as the future of payments, and what they prioritize 
when it comes to corporate travel payments.
 
To begin with, the professionals UATP surveyed 
anticipate corporate travel growing both in frequency 
and spending, particularly relative to 2020 and 2021. 
Business travel may have been slow to rebound, but a 
plurality of survey respondents (39%) expects corporate 
travel to increase to pre-pandemic levels soon. And 
perhaps more important from a payments perspective, 
the majority of companies surveyed plan to spend more 
than $500,000 on travel in 2023, and nearly 48%plan 
to spend more than $1 million. Business travel volumes 
will increase across the board.

How will those trips be paid for? It's perhaps 
unsurprising that in corporate travel, credit cards still 
are the dominant payment method. A vast majority 
of UATP survey respondents - 83%- ranked traditional 
credit cards as the number-one most important 
payment option for corporate travel.

For corporate travel departments that often have 
longstanding policies and procedures governing 
business travel expenditures, the utilization of 
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of companies surveyed 
plan to spend more than 
$1M on travel in 2023

Corporate Travel

48%
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Corporate Travel Opportunity

The anticipated rise in corporate travel spend 
indicates plenty of opportunities for both travel 

brands as well as payment-oriented companies 
like credit card issuers. As small and medium sized 
businesses are among the first to resume corporate 
travel, travel brands that can meet their evolving 
expectations for payment methods can make early 
inroads. Likewise, financial services companies that 
offer credit cards with the right mix of reporting and 
cost control features can become the payment provider 
of choice for emerging businesses. 
 
Similarly, nearly half of the companies surveyed by 
UATP anticipated spending more than $1 million on 
corporate travel next year, likely reflecting the large 
size of the companies in the sample. As these big 
spenders get back out on the road, there is a significant 
opportunity to capture a greater percentage of their 
travel outlay by supporting the payments and features 
they need.

traditional methods of payment like legacy credit 
cards is a natural status quo. Corporate travel charge 
cards, especially closed loop cards like UATP’s, also 
provide corporations with a high degree of cost control 
and access to data and reporting tools, both of which 
are high priorities for companies seeking to be more 
efficient with their travel budgets.

A logical extension of traditional credit cards for 
corporate travelers is the adoption of digital wallets, 
many of which rely on conventional card information 
to complete payments. Digital and mobile wallets 
are the second-most important payment methods to 
overall corporate travel payment strategies, according 
to the UATP survey, just behind credit cards. And 
40%of corporate travel respondents plan to use them 
more in the future.

Correspondingly, digital and mobile wallets are also 
what most survey respondents identified as the 
source of innovation and disruption in the payments 
landscape. The implication is that as these enjoy more 
widespread usage in corporate travelers'personal lives, 
the expectation to be able to use digital wallets in a 
professional setting (including during business travel) 
becomes the norm. Companies will innovate to support 
this expectation and incorporate digital wallet-based 
payments into their travel policies.

of corporate travel survey 
respondents plan to use 
digital wallets more in the 
future

40%

Where has there been the most disruption 
and innovation so far in payments?
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While the corporate travel trends captured by the 
UATP survey tended to favor more traditional 

payment methods and technologies than broader 
trends, there was one common theme:  change 
is coming, and it's speeding up. Perhaps not as 
dramatically as the pandemic-accelerated adoption of 
cashless payments and QR codes, but most of UATP’s 
survey respondents expect a greater shift overall to 
AFPs (33%) or an influx of new payment providers and 
options (23%) within the next year.
 
Leisure travelers and buyers in general agree. The use 
of digital-wallet-based transactions grew globally by        
7%in 2020, according to the PwC report referenced 
above. That same report predicts that digital wallets will 
account for more than half of all e-commerce payments 
worldwide by 2024, as purchasers shift from card-based 
to account- and QR code-based transactions.3

 
The buy now, pay later phenomenon that is garnering 
so much attention among individuals making 
discretionary purchases is also impacting the leisure 
travel market. Major BNPL solutions like Affirm and 
Afterpay have been mainstay features of many OTAs, 
and travel-specific BNPL provider Fly Now, Pay Later just 
raised $75 million to fuel its global expansion earlier 
this year.7 In a recent report, Amadeus said that 75%of 
travelers were more apt in 2022 than in prior years to 
pay for a travel experience in installments.8

 
While "flexibility" is the most often-cited reason for 
choosing a BNPL option, the current inflationary 
environment makes it particularly attractive to leisure 
travelers with new cost considerations. The fact that, 

Leisure Travel

of travelers in 2022 were 
more apt to pay for travel 

experiences in installments

75%

Digital wallets will account 
for more than half of all 
e-commerce payments 
worldwide by 2024.



Opportunities in
Leisure Travel

Expanding support for digital wallets, contactless 
payments, and other alternative forms of payment 

may not be the differentiator it once was, but it’s 
critical to meet customer expectations. BNPL and 
virtual fintech products are the most resonant 
innovations of the past few years and have the most 
upside for companies catering to leisure travelers. 
By providing these convenience- and value-oriented 
options for leisure travelers, travel brands can set 
themselves apart from the competition and perhaps 
open new payment-related revenue streams in the 
process.

While "flexibility" is the most often-cited 
reason for choosing a BNPL option, the 
current inflationary environment makes it 
particularly attractive to leisure travelers 
with new cost considerations. 

1 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/banking-matters/technolo 
 gy-led-shifts-and-opportunities-in-card-based-payments
2 https://www.globalpayments.com/commerce-payment-trends
3 https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/financial-services/publications/financial-services-in-2025/ 
 payments-in-2025.html
4 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/banking-matters/new- 
 trends-in-us-consumer-digital-payments
5 https://www.emarketer.com/content/almost-75-of-bnpl-users-us-gen-z-millennials
6 https://www.rbccm.com/en/insights/tech-and-innovation/episode/2021-outlook-massive-shift-in- 
 e-commerce-spend
7 https://www.pymnts.com/news/investment-tracker/2022/fly-now-pay-later-snags-75-million-dol 
 lars-global-expansion/
8 https://amadeus.com/en/insights/research-report/consumer-travel-spend-priorities-2022
9 https://www.phocuswire.com/four-trends-shaping-travel-fintech-in-2022

according to the McKinsey survey data, most BNPL 
spend occurs at the expense of credit/charge cards 
(39%) or because it is perceived as a "lower cost 
financing option" (31%) signals that the BNPL trend 
may be more closely tied to inflation than is  
typically recognized.
 
That said, flexibility is a key priority for many leisure 
travelers, as reflected by their desire to pay through 
whichever payment method they find most convenient. 
And many virtual fintech products offered by travel 
companies provide additional flexibility to leisure 
travelers. Fare or rate freezing as an ancillary service 
has emerged as a popular option, with nearly 56%of 
Hopper customers electing to buy this service that 
hedges against future price drops.9 Like BNPL and 
support for AFPs, this sort of fintech product offers 
convenience and value to the leisure traveler, who is 
often seeking both.

The final leisure travel payment trend that seems 
perennially on the cusp of breakout is support for 
cryptocurrency payments. Crypto penetration has 
increased, but only 21    of cryptocurrency holders cite 
making purchases as a reason for owning it. There 
will almost certainly be an increase in supporting 
crypto for travel payments, as many travel brands 
have been moving this direction for years, but it will 
not be as explosive as BNPL or support for other, more 
mainstream AFPs.

%
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The digitalization of the payments landscape is nearly complete. Even in sectors where traditional 
payments are common – B2B, corporate travel – there is an acceleration toward digital payments. 

Mobile and digital wallets, alternative forms of payment, installment features, and contactless payments 
are all familiar and becoming commonplace. Even for established corporate travel departments that don’t 
want to rock the boat (and the travel and financial services brands that cater to them), it may not be long 
before expectations for digital payment capabilities thrust evolution upon them. 
 
That said, there are still opportunities for conventional closed-loop credit cards in the corporate travel space 
as it rebounds. Increased spending on business travel means increased reconciliation and accountability, 
which some corporate cards can help ameliorate with advanced data and reporting capabilities. For 
corporate travel planners, integrating these into digital wallets may be the “best of both worlds” scenario. 
 
For companies targeting leisure travelers, support for a wide range of payment options remains the best 
strategy for reaching the largest audience and creating seamless customer experiences. Leisure travelers 
want value and convenience, and options like BNPL and rate-freezing services can deliver on those priorities. 
 
Payments are the critical component of any transaction, travel or otherwise. In a rapidly changing 
landscape, optimizing a payments strategy can be the path to profitability for travel brands the world over.

Summary

To learn how UATP, the only 
global corporate travel payment 
solution owned and operated by 
the world's airlines, can help your 
brand optimize its payments mix, 
contact marketing@uatp.com.

Learn more:

mailto:marketing%40uatp.com?subject=


1629 K Street NW Suite 300

Washington, DC 20006

+1 (202) 774-5065

marketing@uatp.com

www.uatp.com

The UATP Advantage

We’ve been laser-focused on delivering 
high-performance payment solutions to 
the airline industry for many years. Our 
proven reputation, combined with our 
extensive industry expertise, enables 
us to design, create, and implement 

specific solutions for the travel industry. 
Supported by company ownership of 

the airlines we serve as customers, 
we bring you the most reliable airline 
transaction network in the world at a 
competitive cost, without sacrificing 

quality of service.   

mailto:marketing%40uatp.com?subject=
http://www.uatp.com

