Credit card travel insurance is one of the great illusions of personal finance. It feels like you're getting
something valuable for free, and sometimes you genuinely are. But the gap between what cardholders
assume it covers and what it actually covers is enormous — and that gap is where people get into serious
financial trouble.

Let's do an honest comparison, benefit by benefit.

The Appeal of Credit Card Coverage

Premium travel credit cards — the ones charging $95-$695 in annual fees — bundle travel insurance as a

cardholder perk. On paper, the list of covered benefits can look impressive:

e Trip cancellation and interruption

e Trip delay reimbursement

e Baggage delay and loss

e Travel accident insurance

e Emergency medical and evacuation (on some cards)

e Car rental insurance

The key word in that list is "some." Not all premium cards include all these benefits, and the ones that do

often include them at limits and with conditions that severely restrict their practical usefulness.

Benefit-by-Benefit Breakdown

Trip Cancellation and Interruption

Credit cards: Most premium cards cover trip cancellation up to $10,000-$20,000 per trip (per card), but
only if you booked the trip with that card. Covered reasons are extremely narrow: typically your own severe
illness, death of an immediate family member, or severe weather. "Covered reasons" lists on card benefits
are 2-3 pages of exclusions.

Dedicated policies: Cover trip cancellation up to the total non-refundable trip cost. Better plans offer
"cancel for any reason" (CFAR) as an add-on, which reimburses 50-75% of costs regardless of reason. The
covered reasons list is significantly broader than any credit card.

Edge: Dedicated policy wins on limit flexibility and reason breadth. Credit card sufficient for modest,

straightforward trips.

Trip Delay

Credit cards: Most good cards reimburse $500-$1,000 per trip for delays of 6-12 hours or more, covering
meals, hotels, and incidentals. Chase Sapphire Reserve, for example, offers $500/ticket for delays of 6+

hours. This is genuinely useful coverage and credit cards often handle it best travel insurance well.

Dedicated policies: Cover similar amounts, sometimes with lower minimums (3-5 hour delays) and slightly

higher per-diem rates. Not dramatically different for most users.

Edge: Roughly equivalent, slight edge to cards for simplicity of claims on this specific benefit.
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Baggage Loss and Delay

Credit cards: Amex Platinum: up to $500 for lost luggage, $100/day for 3 days for delayed baggage. Chase
Sapphire Preferred: $100/day for 5 days for delays, $3,000 for lost luggage. The limits sound reasonable but

often have significant per-item sub-limits (electronics at $250-$500 even if the total limit is higher).

Dedicated policies: Similar overall limits but often more granular coverage and clearer sub-limit structures.

Better plans offer higher electronics sub-limits for travelers carrying professional equipment.
Visit website

Edge: Roughly equivalent for standard luggage; dedicated policies better for electronics-heavy travelers.

Emergency Medical — Where the Gap Is Enormous
This is where the comparison becomes stark.

Credit cards: Most travel credit cards provide no emergency medical coverage whatsoever. This is the most
common misconception. The "travel accident insurance" listed as a card benefit is accidental death and
dismemberment (AD&D) coverage — a lump sum paid if you die or lose a limb. It is not health insurance or

emergency medical coverage.

A small number of ultra-premium cards (Chase Sapphire Reserve, Citi Prestige) do offer emergency medical
coverage — typically $2,500-$10,000, which is sufficient for very minor incidents but woefully inadequate

for a serious illness or injury abroad.

Dedicated policies: Emergency medical is the core product. Coverage ranges from $50,000 on basic plans
to $500,000-$1,000,000 on comprehensive plans. This is what actually protects you from catastrophic

medical bills abroad.

Edge: Decisive win for dedicated policies. Credit card emergency medical coverage is either nonexistent or
trivially small.

Emergency Medical Evacuation

Credit cards: Almost universally excluded. Some cards offer "emergency evacuation assistance" —
meaning they'll coordinate the logistics — but they will not pay the bill. Air ambulance flights cost $50,000—
$200,000+.

Dedicated policies: Medical evacuation is a standard inclusion. Limits of $500,000-$1,000,000 on

comprehensive plans.

Edge: Dedicated policies only. Credit cards do not cover this.

Pre-Existing Conditions

Credit cards: Uniformly excluded. No credit card travel benefit covers medical events related to pre-

existing conditions.

Dedicated policies: Waivers available if purchased within 14-21 days of initial trip deposit. This is a critical

protection unavailable through credit cards.

Edge: Dedicated policies only.

Adventure Sports
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Credit cards: Excluded by all card travel benefits.
Dedicated policies: Often included in comprehensive plans; available as a rider on others.

Edge: Dedicated policies only.

Head-to-Head Summary Table

Coverage Area Credit Card Dedicated Policy Trip cancellation $10K-$20K, narrow reasons Full trip cost,
broad reasons, CFAR option Trip interruption Usually included Usually included, higher limits Trip delay Good
($500-%$1K, 6+ hours) Similar, sometimes lower threshold Baggage loss $500-$3K (per-item limits apply)
Similar, often better electronics limits Emergency medical Usually $0 (some: $2,500-$10K) $50K-$1M+
Medical evacuation Coordination only (not paid) $500K-$1M+ paid Pre-existing conditions Never covered
Waiver available Adventure sports Excluded Often included or available AD&D Often included Optional add-
on Car rental damage Often excellent Often included Annual cost $0 (bundled with card fee) $50-$400+
per trip

The Purchase Requirement Problem

Even where credit card travel benefits are competitive with dedicated policies, they come with a critical
constraint: you must purchase the trip with that credit card. More specifically, you often need to have
charged the non-refundable portion of the trip to the card for coverage to apply.

This creates several practical problems:

If you booked on a different card or paid cash, you're not covered

Split payments (some on card, some on points) create ambiguity

Booking through travel agents or third-party platforms sometimes breaks the chain

You need to keep the card active throughout the trip

Dedicated travel insurance covers any trip, booked any way, paid with any method.

When Credit Card Coverage Is Genuinely Sufficient

Credit card travel benefits aren't worthless — they're appropriate for a specific traveler profile:

You're healthy and under 40 with no chronic conditions. If emergency medical and pre-existing condition

coverage don't matter, the math changes.

You're taking a short domestic trip. Emergency evacuation is irrelevant domestically; emergency medical

is covered by your health insurance.

Your trip has minimal non-refundable costs. If you're staying with friends, flying on a cheap refundable

fare, and have no expensive tours booked, trip cancellation coverage matters less.

You're a frequent traveler who already pays for premium cards. The annual fee is a sunk cost; the
bundled benefits genuinely supplement your protection at zero marginal cost for the trips they cover

adequately.

When You Absolutely Need Dedicated Insurance



Any trip with significant non-refundable international bookings. If you've spent $3,000+ on flights and

accommodation, a $90 dedicated policy to protect that investment is elementary.

Any international trip where you rely on your health. Outside your home country, your domestic health
insurance typically doesn't apply. Credit cards don't fill that gap. Dedicated policies do.

Long-term travel or digital nomad lifestyle. Credit card benefits are designed for discrete trips. Extended
travel requires dedicated coverage — annual policies or nomad-specific plans. Resources like the best travel
insurance for digital nomads exist precisely because credit card coverage breaks down completely for this
travel pattern.

Pre-existing conditions. End of conversation. Only dedicated policies offer this protection.

Adventure activities. Same — end of conversation.

The Smarter Play: Layering, Not Choosing

For sophisticated travelers, the optimal approach isn't necessarily choosing between credit card and

dedicated coverage — it's understanding what each layer provides and filling gaps intentionally.

A Chase Sapphire Reserve card might provide solid trip delay and cancellation coverage as a baseline. A
dedicated comprehensive policy provides the medical, evacuation, pre-existing, and adventure sport
coverage the card doesn't touch. The total cost is lower than most people assume, and the combined

protection is genuinely comprehensive.

The mistake is assuming the credit card benefit alone is "probably fine." For most international trips, it isn't
— not because credit card insurance is bad, but because it was never designed to cover the things that

actually cost you serious money abroad.

Check your card's benefits guide. Read the exclusions. Then make an informed decision about what gaps

remain. Odds are good a dedicated policy is shorter and cheaper than you assumed — and covers risks you
hadn't considered.
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