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The Real Deal on Flying Non-Rev: A Guide to Traveling on a Buddy Pass 
How to do it right! 

There is nothing quite as thrilling — or as humbling — as flying on an airline employee’s 
buddy pass.  One day you’re imagining champagne in first class at a fraction of the price. 
The next, you’re sitting at Gate B12 watching your carefully chosen flight push back 
without you. 

Welcome to the world of non-revenue (non-rev) travel. 

If you are flying on an airline employee’s benefits — either on a “buddy pass” or listed as a 
dependent — you are traveling standby on a deeply discounted ticket. It can be a 
wonderful opportunity. It can also test your patience, flexibility, and good manners. 
For The Silver Traveler, who values both smart travel and a little dignity along the way, 
here’s what you need to know. 

What Flying Non-Rev Really Means 

When you fly on a buddy pass, you are not a confirmed passenger. You are placed on a 
standby list — and not at the top.  Airline employees and their eligible dependents are 
typically ahead of buddy pass riders. That means if seats are tight, you may be watching 
several names clear before yours is even considered. 

The golden rule of non-rev travel: Never travel on a buddy pass when you absolutely must 
be somewhere at a specific time. 

• Weddings? Maybe, (however I have seen people arrive at their destination after the 
wedding.) 

• Funerals? Probably not. 

• A flexible getaway? Perfect. 

How to Book Smart 

When you receive a buddy pass it will have an expiration date, usually three months from 
date of issuance.  You need to book prior to the expiration date. When booking, you may 
be allowed to book a travel date outside of the booking expiration date. (For example: 
Pass issued on January 1. It expires on March 31. On March 20th you can book a ticket to 
travel on May 1. ) It depends on the airline if your travel date can be outside of the 
expiration date.   Be sure to use it before it expires as it cannot be replaced.   

The buddy pass will include a discount code. To use it: 
1. Go to the issuing airline’s website. 
2. Begin the booking process. 
3. Enter the discount code when prompted. 

But before you commit, do your homework. 
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How to Check Your Odds 

You can ask the employee who issued the pass to check availability for you — but 
they may be busy or unable to monitor loads constantly. 
Here’s a practical workaround: 

• Start the booking process without entering the discount code. 
• Look at seat maps and available fare classes. 
• If the flight appears lightly booked, you may have a good chance. 
• Then restart the process and apply the discount code. 

It’s not foolproof, but it gives you a realistic picture. And always have a Plan B — and 
preferably a Plan C. 

Conduct Matters — A Lot 

This is the part many travelers underestimate. When flying non-rev, you are not a 
privileged traveler. You are representing: 

• The airline employee 
• The airline itself 
• And indirectly, the entire non-rev system 

Gate agents have discretion. If you are argumentative, inappropriately dressed, or 
disrespectful, you can be denied boarding — even if a seat is available. Worse, poor 
behavior can jeopardize the employee’s benefits. 

So: 
• Be gracious with gate agents. 
• Be kind to flight attendants. 
• Never argue about seat assignments. 
• Never demand upgrades. 
• Never assume entitlement. 

If you’re lucky enough to clear into first or business class and a meal is offered, try 
something like:  “I would love a meal if there’s enough.” You are not guaranteed premium 
services, even if seated there.  Grace travels well. 

Dress the Part 

Most airlines have dress codes for non-rev travelers. 
Avoid: 

• Torn or overly casual clothing 
• Offensive graphics 
• Beachwear 
• Anything that would draw negative attention 

Think “neat casual.” You don’t need a blazer, but you should look polished. You are, quite 
literally, a reflection of someone else’s career benefit. 
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Flying Non-Rev With Children – Think Carefully 

Flying on a buddy pass with children requires an extra layer of realism. Because you are 
clearing standby, seat assignments are often scattered. Even if multiple seats open up, 
they may not be together. That can mean: 

• One parent in row 10 
• A child in row 22 
• Another adult in a middle seat across the aisle somewhere else 

Airlines are not obligated to reseat revenue passengers to accommodate non-rev 
travelers. Gate agents will help if they can, but they are not required to rearrange the 
cabin. 

Preparing Children for Non-Rev Travel 

If you do choose to fly standby with children: 

• Explain in advance that seating may be separate 

• Practice airplane manners (quiet voices, polite responses, following crew 
instructions) 

• Pack plenty of entertainment — tablets fully charged, headphones, books, snacks 

• Teach them how to respectfully ask for help from a flight attendant 

Children seated next to strangers become a direct reflection of both you and the airline 
employee who extended the pass.  So ask yourself honestly:  Is your child mature enough 
to sit next to strangers for several hours?  If the answer is no — this may not be the right 
travel method for your family.  And here’s the hard truth: 

If a child is too young, too anxious, or too immature to sit independently without disturbing 
others, non-rev travel may create more stress than savings. 

For flexible families with confident, well-prepared kids, it can still work beautifully. But it 
requires thoughtful planning — and a very honest assessment of your child’s readiness. 
Sometimes the best travel decision we make as parents (or grandparents) is knowing 
when a confirmed seat assignment is worth the extra cost. 

Protect Your Belongings 

Some airlines limit liability for lost or stolen luggage when traveling on a buddy pass. 
Take valuables in your carry-on: 

• Medications 
• Electronics 
• Jewelry 
• Important documents 

Non-rev travel is not the time to test baggage policies. 
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Interline & Travel Perks 

Buddy passes generally do not allow interline discounts on other airlines.  However, many 
airline employees can refer you to platforms such as ID90travel.com, where you may find: 

• Discounted hotels 
• Cruises 
• Rental cars 
• Activities 
• Travel insurance 

It’s worth asking your airline friend if they can refer you. 

The Emotional Side of Non-Rev Travel 

Let’s be honest: flying standby can bruise the ego. 
You may: 

• Watch multiple flights leave without you 
• Change routes mid-journey 
• Spend unexpected hours in an airport 

But you may also: 
• Score an incredible seat 
• Visit somewhere you never planned 
• Save a substantial amount of money 

For flexible travelers — especially retirees or semi-retired adventurers — non-rev can be a 
delightful puzzle rather than a stressor.  The secret is mindset.  If you need control, book 
confirmed.  If you enjoy the game, non-rev might be for you. 

Flying Standby Survival Tips 

• Never travel on a tight schedule  

• Check loads before booking 

• Have backup routes ready 

• Pack light and carry valuables onboard 

• Dress neatly and respectfully 

• Be unfailingly kind to airline staff 

•  Keep the employee’s reputation in mind 

• Stay flexible — and keep your sense of humor 
Flying on a buddy pass is one of travel’s best-kept secrets — but only for those who 
understand the rules of the game. 
If you approach it with preparation, patience, and polish, it can open doors to remarkable 
adventures at remarkable prices. 
And as any seasoned traveler knows, sometimes the journey really does begin at the gate. 
 
TheSilverTraveler.com 
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