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The following tutorial was written by John Rocco Pallante to help his loved ones begin to enjoy the benefits of 
“The Mileage Game.” (The text has been gently massaged primarily to remove personal references.) While card 
perks will change and your circumstances may differ, Vagabond Finances believes that every American Expat 
should at least be casually aware of “The Mileage Game.” 
 

The Mileage Game: A Tutorial 
 by John Rocco Pallante 
 
As you probably know, the frequent flier mileage game is a hobby of mine, because I love to help friends and family score 
great travel deals. Even if you do not travel much yourself, you can always use your miles to help others who may not have 
the wherewithal to travel on their own nickel. (I have a few nieces and nephews who fall into that category!) You can also 
donate your miles to various charities, including Make-A-Wish, Wounded Warriors, and dozens of others. Please note, most 
airlines use the term “miles.” Some credit cards use the term “points,” because they can be used for things other than airline 
travel. For purposes of this tutorial, I will use the terms interchangeably. 
 
Miles Needed to Fly: In case you are unfamiliar with frequent flier awards, here are some typical mileage requirements for 
roundtrip tickets on various routes with different airlines. All of these are at “Saver” levels, which have capacity controls 
and may not always be available on the exact flight you want. However, if you shop early and have a little flexibility, you 
can usually find a Saver award. Most airlines also offer “Standard” awards, which are available on almost every flight, but 
they cost double the miles, and that is not a very wise use of your hard-earned miles. Delta is impossible to predict, as they 
have done away with their award chart altogether. Recently, I have scored some decent domestic redemptions on Delta, but 
their international redemptions are ridiculously expensive. 
  

Mileage Requirements for Roundtrip Award Tickets  
Route 

 
Airline 

 
Economy 

 
Business/First 

 
U.S. Domestic 

 
United 

 
20,000 - 25,000 

 
50,000  

 
 
American 

 
15,000 - 25,000 

 
50,000  

 
 
Delta 

 
15,000 - 55,000 

 
52,000 - 100,000  

U.S. – Europe 
 
United 

 
60,000 

 
120,000  

 
 
Star Alliance Partners 

 
70,000 

 
140,000  

 
 
American / OneWorld Alliance 

 
57,500 

 
115,000  

 
 
Delta 

 
40,000 - 98,000 

 
172,000 - 366,000  

U.S. – Asia 
 
United 

 
70,000 

 
140,000 - 160,000  

 
 
Star Alliance Partners 

 
70,000 - 80,000 

 
140,000 - 180,000  

 
 
American / OneWorld Alliance 

 
65,000 

 
140,000  

 
 
Delta 

 
64,000 - 172,000 

 
220,000 - 540,000 

 
Bonus Miles: Nearly everybody already earns some airline miles, either the old fashioned way (flying) or through credit 
card spending. However, the greatest opportunities to amass big numbers come from chasing the sign-up bonuses that 
accompany new credit cards. Sure, you can earn 50,000 miles by spending $50,000 on your current credit card. OR....you 
could earn 50,000 miles by simply applying for a new card. Which would you prefer? I say do both, and earn 100,000 miles! 
 
How Many Cards Can You Get?: In general, Chase Bank has the best bonuses, and they offer many different cards. If you 
already have a Chase card, you can cancel it and then reapply for the exact same card a month later and get the bonus miles. 
Chase will permit this as long as you have not earned a bonus on the exact same card during the last 24 months, which 
means you can basically cancel and reapply for each card every 2 years. Chase also limits you to 5 total bonuses on all 
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Chase cards in a 24-month period. This is commonly called the “5/24 rule.” While the 5/24 rule does impose a limit, you 
can still rack up big numbers with Chase. Then you can move on to cards from other banks. 
 
Initial Spending Requirement: Most of the cards with big bonuses have initial spending requirements, typically $3,000 to 
$5,000 in the first 3 months. If you do not spend this amount, you do not get the bonus miles. Needless to say, I am assuming 
that you can meet the spending requirement and still pay off the card each month. If you cannot pay in full, and end up 
paying interest on your purchases, then none of this makes sense. If you are having difficulty satisfying the spending 
requirement, there are some simple steps you can take. Some of the tips listed below are targeted toward meeting the initial 
spending requirement, but some are good ideas to maximize your ongoing mileage earnings: 
 

 Pre-pay some of your regular accounts, such as cell phone, cable, health insurance, auto insurance, etc. 
 

 Load up on gift cards to your favorite grocery store. Recently, I was cutting it close on an initial spending 
requirement for a new card, so at the last minute I bought $1,000 in gift cards to King Soopers (Kroger), 
which is just like pre-paying my groceries for the next month. Aside from the miles, another benefit of 
buying grocery cards is that most grocers push their gift cards as a fundraising opportunity for non-profits. 
We have King Soopers cards that are linked to two charities we like. Each time we use the cards, 5% of the 
sale goes to these schools. Safeway does this also, and probably every major grocery chain, so you should 
look into helping a charity without any cost to you. BEWARE, prepaid Visa cards do not count as purchases, 
so you cannot use them to meet the initial spending requirement. In fact, they may be treated as a cash 
advance, so you might pay an additional fee. Also, most gift cards do not qualify as purchases, though I 
have discovered that gift cards to grocery stores are coded as “groceries,” so they do count as purchases. 

 
 You are dining out with friends, and some of them plan to pay for their share with cash. Collect your friends’ 

cash, and charge the entire bill to your credit card. 
 

 A friend is planning a major purchase, say a new laptop. If your friend does not care about miles, and plans 
to pay cash for the laptop, then take the cash from your friend and charge the laptop to your card. (Some 
cards offer additional benefits like theft protection, extended warranties, etc., so you may also be doing 
your friend a favor by charging the purchase.) 

 
 Some car dealerships will accept credit cards for a portion of a car purchase. There is usually a cap, and the 

highest I have seen is $5,000. If you or a friend are buying a car, keep your cash downpayment and charge 
as much as the dealer will allow on your credit card. 

 
 Our Montessori school used to collect donations from parents that were used to buy REI gift cards for the 

teachers as end-of-year gifts. Naomi and I would always volunteer to purchase the gift cards. The school 
would give us a check for about $5,000, and we would charge the gift cards to our REI credit card. Back 
then, we were earning REI points, rather than airline points, but the concept is the same. This can extend to 
all types of charitable transactions. Suppose you are involved with a charity that is putting on a fundraising 
event. Depending on the event, they may be spending thousands of dollars on catering, hall rental, door 
prizes, etc. You can offer to charge these items on your card, and let the charity reimburse you with a check. 

 
 If you have a company credit card that does not earn points for you, see if your employer will let you use 

your own credit card and reimburse your expenses. 
 

 Just stop using cash! There is very little that cannot be paid with a credit card. For many years, I have used 
only credit cards for gas, groceries, dining, car repairs, dry cleaning, cell phone, haircuts, health insurance, 
etc. The only time I do not use a credit card is when the vendor assesses a fee. For example, our electric 
company and phone company (land line) both charge a credit card fee that comes out to 3-8% of the charge. 
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The potential miles are not worth this much, so I still write checks for these bills. I also make an exception 
for small local businesses, because I understand that the credit card fees can eat up a big portion of their 
revenue. When I buy donuts from our local bakery, I pay cash. If it were Krispy Kreme or Dunkin-Donuts, 
I would use my credit card. 

 
Cards With No Spending Requirement: There are a few cards that have no spending requirement, or a very low 
requirement. One of the best deals currently out there is the AAdvantage Aviator Red World Elite Master Card from Barclay 
Bank (Some of these card names are brutal!). This card is offering 60,000 American Airlines miles with no spending 
requirement. There is a $95 annual fee, so I view this card as if I am buying 60,000 miles for $95, or 0.16 cents per mile. 
As noted later, I think miles are worth 3-4 cents each, so this is a great deal. Another way to look at it is that you are getting 
two roundtrip domestic tickets on American Airlines, or one roundtrip to Europe, for $95. Any way you slice it, this is a 
screaming deal. 
 
Additional Users: Some cards charge an extra fee for adding authorized users. Most Chase cards do not charge a fee, and 
they will even give you 5,000 bonus points for adding an authorized user. However, if you want to generate maximum 
points, you should NOT add any additional users, because the extra card counts toward Chase’s 5/24 rule, and you do not 
want to max out over a measly 5,000 points. That said, if you are only playing the mileage game at half speed, it would not 
hurt to add a user and get a few extra points. Chase only requires a name for the authorized user, so you could get one in 
your kid’s name (or even your pet!). You should NOT add your spouse as an authorized user, because that will disqualify 
him/her from applying for that same card on his/her own and earning the bigger sign-up bonus. 
 
Spouses / Grandparents: You and your spouse can both apply for each card individually, effectively doubling the bonus 
potential. Another option is to get additional cards in a parent or grandparent’s name. If you have an elderly relative who 
cannot use the miles, there is no harm in asking grandma to get a card. The miles will go into her frequent flier account, but 
they can be redeemed for tickets in anybody’s name. Obviously, you need to have her permission, and you will need to pay 
any fees and satisfy the initial spending requirements. I think each of them would be happy to get new cards for the bonus 
points, and let their kids or grandkids use the miles. 
 
Choice of Airlines: Some cards are tied to a specific airline, which is called “co-branding,” and your miles are automatically 
transferred to your frequent flier account each month (e.g., Chase United MileagePlus Explorer, Amex Delta SkyMiles, 
etc.) With other cards, the points are treated almost as currency, and the bank strongly encourages you to use those points 
to buy travel or merchandise directly through their website. Examples include Chase Ultimate Rewards (CUR), Citi 
ThankYou Points (CTY), Capital One Rewards (COR), and American Express Membership Rewards (AMR). However, 
when you use the points as “currency,” they usually give you an exchange rate of 0.5 to 1.5 cents per point, which I consider 
a pretty poor exchange rate. Fortunately, with the exception of COR, you also have the option of transferring these points 
to several different airlines. You can get more value by transferring the points to an airline, and then booking an award seat 
through the airline. When you earn CUR, CTY, or AMR points, they stay with the card until you decide to transfer them to 
a specific airline, which you can do incrementally or all at once. In general, you should leave the points in place until you 
are ready to redeem them through an airline, since you may not know which airline you are going to fly. However, 
occasionally a card will offer a transfer bonus, and that can be a great time to move the points. For example, you can usually 
convert 1,000 AMR points to 1,000 Delta Miles, but sometimes they will offer a 25% bonus, so you can get 1,250 miles for 
the same 1,000 AMR points. You should jump on these opportunities. 
 
Collect Miles in Useful Increments: If you follow my plan for accumulating miles, you will end up with miles in multiple 
frequent flier programs, and probably in the names of multiple family members. Since you cannot combine miles from 
multiple FF accounts (without paying onerous fees), you should try to accumulate miles in each account in sufficient 
increments to be useful given your own travel needs. For example, the Chase Sapphire card will give you 50,000 bonus 
miles that you can transfer to any number of airlines. If you only fly domestically, then 50,000 miles is a useful increment, 
as you can get two roundtrip tickets for 50,000 miles. However, if you want to fly business class to Europe on United, you 
will need 60,000 miles for a one-way ticket. Thus, after you earn your 50,000 bonus miles, you should keep using this card 
until you have at least 60,000 miles in your UA account. On the other hand, there is little benefit to going over this level, 
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say to 65,000 miles, because you cannot really use the extra 5,000 miles, unless you plan to keep spending to reach the next 
useful increment. For my own accounts, I am content to continually accrue more miles. However, when I establish a new 
account in the name of my mother, or one of my daughters, I am cognizant of achieving useful increments. 
 
Mix & Match Accounts: In general, your credit card rewards will go into your frequent flier account, and your spouse’s 
rewards will go into his/her account. There are at least two useful exceptions: 
 

 Chase Ultimate Reward Points (CUR): You can transfer CUR points to another household member who is 
also an authorized user. If you have one of Chase’s business cards, then you can also transfer points to a 
co-owner who is an authorized user. Points can be transferred either to the person’s CUR account or directly 
to a frequent flier account. (As noted above, if you are trying to maximize your miles, then you should not 
have your spouse as an authorized user, but this may be OK if you are just playing the mileage game at a 
casual level.) 

 
 American Express Membership Rewards (AMR): You can transfer AMR points to the frequent flier account 

of anybody who is an authorized user on your Amex account. Since it usually costs money to add an 
authorized user to an Amex card, this may not be a particularly attractive option. However, some Amex 
cards, such as the Gold Card (which I have), permit you to get up to five additional cards without paying 
any additional fees. Some time back, my sister-in-law needed a few extra miles to book an award ticket, so 
I added her as an authorized user on my Amex card, and I was then able to transfer my AMR points into 
her airline account. This is a nice benefit of the Gold Card, but it also comes with a hefty annual fee ($250), 
so it is not for everybody. 

 
Adding a user to my Amex card has also helped in another way. Since my in-laws stopped traveling a few years ago, my 
mother-in-law gave me her remaining American Airlines miles. These miles can be used to redeem award tickets in 
anybody’s name. However, there are also booking fees for award tickets, ranging from $6 for a domestic flight to a few 
hundred dollars for some international flights. American is the only airline I know of that requires these fees to be paid with 
a credit card in the AA account holder’s name, regardless of who is flying. Rather than asking my mother-in-law for her 
credit card info to pay the booking fees, I simply ordered another Amex card in her name, which I only used when I was 
redeeming her AA miles. (I did not provide her SSN or personal info, so I am not co-mingling her credit with mine.) 
 
Buying or Gifting Miles: Most airlines will let you “gift” miles to a friend, but they charge ridiculous fees. Transferring 
10,000 United miles to another person’s account will set you back $180, or 1.8 cents per mile. American Airlines is slightly 
more palatable at $140. You can also buy the 10,000 miles, but that would cost about twice as much. All airlines offer 
occasional promotions to make gifts/transfers a little less painful, but it still represents a significant devaluation of your 
miles. In general, you should not buy/gift/share miles, unless you want to book a valuable award ticket today and you are 
just a few miles short. 
 
Alliances: Most airlines are members of large international alliances, such as Star Alliance (United), OneWorld (American), 
and SkyTeam (Delta). In general, you can use points from any airline to book award flights on any other airline in the 
alliance. For example, United is part of the Star Alliance, which includes 27 airlines, most notably Lufthansa. I live in 
Denver, which is a hub for United, but I often find it difficult to find international award seats on United flights. Fortunately, 
Lufthansa has direct flights from Denver to Frankfurt and Munich, and there are usually lots of award seats available. So I 
can use my United miles to book award tickets to Europe on Lufthansa. 
 
For accumulating frequent flier miles, my airline of choice is United, mostly because my home airport is a United hub, but 
also because Star Alliance has the best award availability for international travel. My Chase United MileagePlus card puts 
points directly into my United account. The other Chase cards accumulate Chase Ultimate Rewards, which I can then 
transfer to United, or a number of other airlines. The Citi ThankYou Premier card offers a nice sign-up bonus, but it does 
not allow me to transfer CTY points to United. Fortunately, it does allow transfers to EVA Air and Singapore Airlines, both 
of which are members of Star Alliance. Chances are I will never even fly EVA or Singapore. Nevertheless, I can transfer 
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my CTY points into one of these programs, and then use those miles to book an award seat on a Lufthansa flight from 
Denver to Frankfurt. The takeaway here is that the airline where you accumulate your points is not necessarily the airline 
that you will actually fly on an award ticket. For our next family trip to Europe, I expect that we will all have award tickets 
on the same Lufthansa flight to Frankfurt, but I will probably need to redeem points from at least 3 different FF accounts, 
none of them Lufthansa. 
 
FICO Issues: One component of your FICO score is the “Average Age of Accounts,” and longer is better than shorter. It is 
not good to cancel a new card as soon as you earn the bonus miles. It is better to keep it open, even if you stop using that 
card. I plan to keep each account open for at least one year. When the annual fee comes due, I will request that it be waived, 
which they routinely offer to anybody who calls to cancel a card. If they will not waive the fee, then I will probably cancel 
that card; otherwise, I will keep it open as long as they continue to waive the fees. It is probably a good idea to keep using 
each card at least a little bit each month. If you do not want to keep track of this detail, just set up one or two recurring 
monthly charges on each card. For example, I use my Chase Ink card for auto payment of my cell phone and Yahoo small 
business charges, because that particular card gives 3x points for all internet and phone charges. I use a different card for 
auto payment of my health insurance premium, and yet another for Netflix. 
 
Another helpful tip for your FICO score is to keep your oldest accounts active. For example, I have had my AMEX card 
since 1987. I will never cancel that card, because 30+ years of activity has a significant positive influence on my AAOA. 
 
With Chase Bank, being an authorized user has no impact on that person’s FICO score, because Chase does not even ask 
for a SSN, and the account number on the card is identical to the primary user’s card. The situation is different with some 
other banks, so read the fine print before co-mingling your credit with somebody else’s. 
 
Credit Card Fees: Most cards have an annual fee, typically $95, though it is often waived for the first year. Some cards 
(e.g., Chase Sapphire Reserve) have annual fees as high as $450, and I doubt they would ever waive this fee. However, 
when you review the benefits offered with this card, the high fee should not necessarily be a deterrent. For example, you 
immediately get a $300 credit toward travel expenses, which is as good as cash if you do any traveling at all. There are also 
other valuable benefits. The Points Guy did a recent comparison of the Chase Sapphire Preferred Card (first year waived, 
then $95) and the Chase Sapphire Reserve Card ($450). Depending on your spending habits, and whether you would use 
some of the card benefits, he demonstrates that many people would be better off taking the Reserve card and paying the 
higher fee. I was hoping to get both cards and double my bonuses, but Chase recently changed the rules so you can only 
earn the sign-up bonus on one of the two Sapphire cards. www.thepointsguy.com/2017/05/should-you-choose-csr-over-csp 
 
Targeted Spending: In addition to sign-up bonuses, each card offers different point earnings for different categories of 
purchases. After you review the features of each card in your wallet, you will realize that Card A is best for travel expenses, 
Card B for groceries, Card C for dining out, etc. Just to add to the confusion, these categories can change from time to time. 
One card may announce “3x points on groceries for the month of September,” or “5x points on gasoline for the summer.” 
If you really want to maximize your points, you should watch for these short-term specials. They will send you emails 
announcing these offers, so you do not need to seek them out. I sometimes put post-its in my wallet to remind me “use Citi 
Platinum for groceries through June.” This may seem like a bit of a hassle, but you will appreciate it when you and your 
honey are enjoying pre-departure champagne in a first/business class seat en route to some exotic destination! 
 
Spending Through Airline Portals: Most airlines have shopping portals that you can use to make online purchases from 
retailers, and you can earn substantial mileage bonuses. United and American both cooperate with hundreds of retailers, and 
you are probably already shopping at many of them. Delta has a shorter list, though there are still plenty of opportunities. 
Chase also has their own shopping portal to earn Chase Ultimate Rewards points. Interestingly, even though these portals 
are all run by the same third-party operator, the mileage bonuses offered from each store can vary from day to day and 
between airlines. For example, I recently purchased a new Dell computer system at a cost of roughly $2,500. If I bought it 
through the United shopping portal, I would earn a bonus of 5 miles per dollar. Through the American Airlines portal, the 
bonus was 6 miles per dollar. Since I was pursuing both UA and AA miles at the time, I bought the machine through AA 
and earned a bonus of 15,000 miles. This is on top of the miles I earned from the credit card I used for that purchase. 
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The most outrageous bonus I have seen through an airline portal is United’s offer of 30 miles per dollar at 1800flowers. In 
case you did not know, 1800flowers owns Harry & David. Each Christmas, I spend about $2,000 on gift baskets for clients, 
mostly from Harry & David. This year, I went through the United shopping portal, and I earned 60,000 bonus miles. That’s 
enough for a roundtrip ticket to Europe! I simply made the same purchases I make every year, but by starting at United.com 
instead of HarryandDavid.com, I earned an additional 60,000 miles. The funny part is that Harry & David is listed separately 
on the United shopping portal, but the bonus for linking to H&D is just 4 miles per dollar. 
 
Below are direct links to the shopping portals for the three major airlines, just so you can see the participating stores. (You 
cannot view the Chase Bank portal unless you already have a Chase account, because you need to log in.) To actually earn 
the bonus miles, you need to start at the airline homepage and log into your FF account. Then you follow links to the 
shopping portal, and then to your specific store. Usually, the vendor will recognize that you were referred from the airline 
site, and the bonus miles will be credited automatically. However, sometimes there is a coupon code that you must enter at 
check out. When you click on a specific store, the details of the offer will appear. 
 
United:  https://shopping.mileageplus.com/b____.htm 
American:  https://www.aadvantageeshopping.com/b____.htm# 
Delta:  https://www.skymilesshopping.com/b____.htm 
 
As with the other techniques described herein, I would not recommend increasing your spending just to earn points. 
However, if you are already buying clothes for your kids at The Gap, or office supplies at Staples, then why not visit these 
stores through an airline portal and earn some bonus miles along the way? 
 
United Airlines Shopping App: United has an app called MileagePlus X that can score great bonuses at tons of stores and 
restaurants. In essence, the app generates an electronic gift card for the participating store. For example, Bass Pro Shops 
offers a bonus of 4 miles per dollar for using the MileagePlus X app. Suppose you are shopping at Bass Pro and your bill is 
$100. The app already knows your location, so it immediately leads you to a link for Bass Pro Shops, and a number pad 
appears on the screen. You simply enter $100, and the app creates a bar code that is scanned by the checker. You have just 
purchased a Bass Pro e-gift card for $100, and then immediately redeemed it, while earning 400 bonus miles. 
 
www.thepointsguy.com/2017/02/tip-triple-earnings-mileageplus-x/ The Points Guy wrote an article on how to “triple dip” 
with the MileagePlus X app. I described above how to use the app at a brick-&-mortar location, but you can also use it when 
shopping through an airline portal, which was described previously. Through the United shopping portal, Bass Pro Shops 
offers a bonus of 3 miles per dollar. Thus, if you shop at Bass Pro through the United portal, and then use the app to generate 
a gift card, you will earn a bonus of 7 miles per dollar (4 for using the app + 3 for shopping through the United portal). But 
wait...there’s more! The third dip is that you also earn 1 point per dollar from whatever card you used to pay for the gift 
card, bringing your total bonus up to 8 miles. TPG calls this a triple dip, but you can actually turn it into a quadruple dip. If 
you have the Chase United MileagePlus Explorer card, which should be one of your first cards, you get a 25% bonus on all 
purchases made through the MileagePlus X app, even if you use a different card to pay for the purchase. Thus, the app 
bonus becomes 5 miles, and your total bonus for this online purchase increases to 9 miles. On a $100 purchase, you have 
just earned 900 miles. Assuming a yield of 3-4 cents per mile, these miles are worth at $27-36. Is that worth a couple extra 
keystrokes to use the app and shop through an airline shopping portal? My example uses the United shopping portal, but 
you can use the MileagePlus X app at any airline portal, as long as the store also participates with the app. 
 
I realize this may sound complex for a newbie, but once you have done it a couple times, you won’t even think about going 
to gap.com, staples.com, or target.com to shop. You will just get in the habit of going directly to the shopping portals run 
by United, AA, Delta, or Chase. I keep these portals bookmarked, so it takes just a few seconds to see which one is offering 
the best bonus at a particular store on that day. 
 
Using Miles 
Spend Your Miles Wisely: Once you have accumulated a bunch of miles, the next step is to spend them as wisely as possible. 
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Each month, The Points Guy estimates the value of award points from the various programs, and he estimates the value of 
most airline miles at 1.0 to 1.5 cents. If I believed my points had such little value, I would not even bother chasing miles, 
and I would simply use credit cards with a cash-back option. Ultimately, the value of airline miles depends on how you 
choose to redeem them. Personally, I will not use points for a flight unless I am getting at least 2 cents per mile, and 
preferably 3-4 cents. For example, if a domestic roundtrip ticket is 25,000 miles, I will not use miles if I can buy that same 
ticket for $375, because the yield is just 1.5 cents per mile. However, if the cash price of that ticket is $625, then I might 
use the miles, because the yield is now 2.5 cents per mile. In my experience, the best way to maximize the point yield is to 
use them for international flights, especially in business/first class, where the yield is routinely 3-4 cents, and sometimes 
higher. In January 2019, I used 85,000 AA miles to fly the spectacular Qsuites on Qatar Airways from Sydney to Barcelona. 
The cash price for this ticket would have been $4,000, so the yield was 4.7 cents. Score!!!! 
 
Which Airline Should You Fly?: With some exceptions, you can use miles from one airline to fly on any airline in their 
alliance. However, there may be differences in the number of points required, and the additional fees can vary. For example, 
United charges 60,000 miles for a one-way business class ticket to Europe, but this only applies to flights operated by 
United. If you use United miles to redeem an award ticket on a Star Alliance partner, it will cost 70,000 miles each way. 
The point level is tied to the overseas segment, so if you fly United over the Atlantic, and then make an intra-European 
connection on Lufthansa or Swiss, you still get the 60,000 mile price. 
 
If you book an award through American Airlines, all business class tickets to Europe are 57,500 miles each way, regardless 
of which OneWorld member you are flying. However, there can be HUGE differences in the additional fees assessed. These 
fees are not dictated by AA, but rather by the partner airline, with British Airways being the worst offender. For example, 
if you fly American roundtrip from Denver to Paris, a business class seat will cost you 115,000 miles, plus $136 in fees. If 
you use your AA miles to fly British Airways on this exact same route, you still need 115,000 miles, but the fees skyrocket 
to $1,344. So much for your “free” ticket! American Airlines can be a good choice if you are flying AA metal, but be wary 
if you are considering one of their OneWorld partners. These types of fee discrepancies are common among all the alliances, 
which is another reason I favor United, as they tend to have the lowest fees, regardless of which partner you are flying. 
 
One-Way vs. Roundtrip: If you follow my recommendations for accumulating miles, you will end up with miles in multiple 
frequent flier programs, and you may not have sufficient miles with one airline to get a roundtrip ticket. Fortunately, all 
airlines allow you to book one-way award tickets at half the miles of a roundtrip, so there is no mileage penalty for getting 
one-way awards. This is different from buying a cash ticket, where you are often punished for buying a one-way ticket, 
which can cost just as much as a roundtrip ticket. While one-way award tickets are an option, there are at least four reasons 
to book a roundtrip award if you can. 
 

1) Unless you have premium status with an airline, you will need to pay substantial fees to change or cancel 
a reservation. If you book two one-ways, that counts as two itineraries. If you need to change both the 
outbound and inbound, you must pay the change fee twice. A roundtrip counts as just one itinerary, so there 
is just one change fee. 

 
2) On international awards, the “carrier fees” imposed can vary significantly depending on the point of 
origin. For example, if you fly Delta roundtrip from Denver to London, the fee for an economy award ticket 
is $192. If you fly roundtrip from LHR to DEN, the fees jump to $485. If you booked this as two one-ways, 
the fees are $6 for DEN-LHR and $308 LHR-DEN, for a total of $324. As you can see, you might work 
this to your advantage by taking the DEN-LHR for a $6 fee, but then finding a different return option, either 
from a different city or on a different airline. 

 
3) This does not apply to all airlines, but United offers the Excursionist Perk, which gives you a free leg on 
a multi-city journey under certain conditions. For example, suppose you want to fly Denver to Copenhagen, 
Copenhagen to Barcelona, and Barcelona to Denver. Through United, the middle leg from Copenhagen to 
Barcelona will be free, and the total miles required will be the same as a simple roundtrip or two one-ways. 
By contrast, if you used American Airlines miles for this trip, the middle leg would cost an additional 
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12,500 miles (22,500 in business class), or about $140 for a cash ticket. 
 

4) If you are traveling with multiple one-way itineraries, you may not be permitted to check in on-line for 
some international destinations. Most countries welcome visitors, but they want to make sure that you have 
plans to return home. I recently flew to New Zealand on a United award, but I departed New Zealand on an 
AA award. I had to check in at the airport, at which point they required evidence that I had booked flights 
to depart New Zealand. This was not a major obstacle, but better to know in advance what to expect. 

 
More Opportunities for Free Travel - Oversold Flights 
It is common practice for airlines to oversell flights, because they know that there will usually be some no-shows on each 
flight. I have heard many people complain about this practice, bemoaning the fate of “those poor passengers who are bumped 
from a flight.” I suspect these complainers have very little experience with flying. Notwithstanding a highly publicized (and 
over-hyped) incident on United Airlines, it is extremely rare to get bumped against your will. In 40 years of flying, I have 
never seen it happen. Typically, the gate agent announces that the flight is oversold, and they offer a travel voucher to 
passengers who are willing to volunteer their seats and take a later flight. More often than not, there will be a rush of willing 
volunteers. For domestic flights, the offer for a voluntary bump usually starts at $300 if they can fly you out later that day, 
or $500 if you must spend the night. However, they will sweeten the pot if they do not get enough volunteers. Maybe you 
are not willing to volunteer your seat at $300, but at $500 it starts looking rather attractive. All volunteers will receive the 
maximum offer, even if you volunteered your seat at a lower price point. 
 
While it fluctuates from year to year, I probably average about $3,000 in free travel from volunteering my seat on oversold 
flights. If my plans are flexible, I will approach the agent as soon as I reach the gate and let them know I am available if the 
flight is oversold. Sometimes they quietly accept my offer, and none of the other passengers will even know that the flight 
was oversold. 
 
Before I volunteer, I always make sure I am aware of my options. As a matter of habit, I try to avoid booking the last flight 
of the day. That way, if my flight is oversold, there is a chance they can re-book me on the next flight just an hour or two 
later. I am also aware of flight availability on other airlines. For example, suppose the 6:00 PM flight on United is oversold. 
I want to volunteer, but they tell me that the 8:00 PM flight is also sold out, so they cannot fly me home until the next day. 
Since I have done my homework, I inform them that American has a 7:30 PM flight with seats available. In most cases, 
they will book me on the American flight. (FYI, they will not book you on flights with Southwest or Frontier, but most of 
the major airlines have reciprocal ticketing agreements.) 
 
In my experience, gate agents truly appreciate cooperative volunteers, and they will try to help you as much as possible. 
About half the time I have volunteered, I have successfully talked myself into a first-class upgrade on the later flight. As 
with most situations in life, a friendly smile and a positive attitude go a long way, and the “lowly” gate agents have more 
authority than you might think. When the agents are re-booking me on a later flight and they ask “aisle or window,” I always 
tell them “anything in row 1-4 will be fine.” More often than not, they chuckle at my stale joke, and then give me that seat 
in first class. One additional bonus: On at least one occasion when I was re-booked on a different airline, I got mileage 
credit for the flight I gave up, as well as the replacement flight. I’m not sure if that is policy, or an oversight, but it happened. 
 
If you volunteer your seat and the next available flight is the following day, the airline will give you hotel and meal vouchers. 
I do not usually volunteer in these situations unless the offer is substantial, but I always pack an extra pair of socks and 
undies just in case. Several years back, our family of four was flying home from Orlando to Denver, and connecting through 
Houston. The first leg to Houston arrived early, so I enquired about taking an earlier connecting flight to Denver. They 
wanted a change fee of $150 per person to get on a flight that would depart just one hour earlier. We opted to save the $600 
and spend another hour in the airport. Fast forward one hour, and our scheduled flight was oversold. We volunteered our 
four seats and got $1,200 in vouchers. There were no other flights that day, so they put us up in a nice hotel, gave us generous 
meal vouchers, and upgraded all four of us to first class the next morning. (The airline would have been better off just 
putting us on the earlier flight that departed with empty seats, but they really hate to budge on those change fees!) 
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Your schedule will not always allow you to volunteer your seat on an oversold flight, but if you keep your ears open and 
have some flexibility, you can earn lots of free travel, and I consider that as good as cash. As I write this, I have two vouchers 
totaling $600 hanging on my refrigerator. I was retrieving a family member from summer camp, and she and I were flying 
from Detroit to Denver. The early morning flight was oversold, so we accepted vouchers of $300 each to take another flight 
six hours later. This raises another point: If your travel is delayed, whether by choice or not, make the most of it. Since I 
grew up in Detroit, we took advantage of the delay to rent a car and drive around the old neighborhood. We enjoyed a little 
spontaneous adventure together, and we still got back to Colorado in time for dinner that night, with an extra $600 in our 
pockets. 
 
In October 2017, my brother and I both traveled to Michigan to see a football game in Ann Arbor. On the way home, both 
of our flights were oversold. He got $900 for volunteering his seat to Houston, and I got $800 for volunteering my seat to 
Denver. They gave us hotel and meal vouchers, and we both flew home the next morning. For my flight, the offer was 
actually $500, but I jokingly told the gate agent that I felt he was taking advantage of me, because my brother was just a 
few gates away getting $900 for his Houston seat. When the agent printed my voucher, he made it for $800 instead of $500! 
The agent also gave me a meal voucher, which my brother did not get. Again, this demonstrates that the gate agents have a 
lot of flexibility in accommodating passengers, and a positive attitude always helps. 
 
Sample Mileage Accumulation Plan 
It may seem a little confusing and inconvenient to continually apply for new credit cards, only to cancel them a year later, 
or to keep different cards for different types of purchases. However, with just a moderate amount of effort, you will quickly 
find yourself traveling for free on a regular basis. I keep a simple spreadsheet to track my cards, the bonus points earned, 
and the date when I can cancel and reapply for each card to earn additional bonus miles. 
 
The chart on the following page illustrates how an individual can accumulate 287,500 miles in just 12 months, including 
270,000 in bonus points alone. I have not included cards that are only available to business owners. If you run your own 
business, your bonus points in Year One could easily approach 400,000. All these figures are for an individual. If your 
spouse also gets the same cards, you could conceivably double these totals. The biggest hurdle for some people may be 
satisfying the initial spend requirement for so many cards. For a business owner, this is probably not an issue. 
 
For the most part, this plan assumes average monthly charges of $1,000, which most families can easily meet. For those 
cards with a more aggressive initial spending requirement, I have assumed you will spend the minimum needed to qualify 
for that bonus. If you cannot easily reach these levels with your regular spending, refer to the tips presented earlier. 
  

Sample 12-Month Accumulation Plan 
 
Month 

 
Card 

 
Initial Fees 

 
Charges 

 
Miles from 

Charges 

 
Bonus 
Miles 

 
Total 
Miles 

 
1 

 
Barclays AAdvantage Aviator 

 
$95 

 
$0 

 
0 

 
60,000 

 
60,000 

 
Chase United MileagePlus 

 
$95 

 
$1,000 

 
1,250 

 
 
 

1,250 
 

2 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,000 
 

1,250 
 

 
 

1,250 
 

3 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,000 
 

1,250 
 

50,000 
 

51,250 
 

4 
 
Chase Sapphire Reserve 

 
$450 

 
$1,333 

 
1,666 

 
 
 

1,666 
 

5 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,333 
 

1,666 
 

 
 

1,666 
 

6 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,334 
 

1,668 
 

50,000 
 

51,668 
 

7 
 
Citi AAdvantage Platinum 

 
$0 

 
$1,000 

 
1,250 

 
 
 

1,250 
 

8 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,000 
 

1,250 
 

 
 

1,250 
 

9 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,000 
 

1,250 
 

60,000 
 

61,250 
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10 Citi ThankYou Premier $0 $1,333 1,666  1,666 
 

11 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,333 
 

1,666 
 

 
 

1,666 
 

12 
 
 

 
 
 

$1,334 
 

1,668 
 

50,000 
 

51,668 
 
Totals 

 
$640 

 
$14,000 

 
17,500 

 
270,000 

 
287,500 

 
Under this spending plan, the first year fees total $640. However, the Chase MileagePlus card gives you a $50 statement 
credit in the first month, and Chase Sapphire Reserve gives you a $300 travel credit. Both of these are as good as cash, 
effectively bringing the first year fees down to $290. If you sign up for Global Entry or TSA Pre , Chase will pay the $100 
cost, bringing the effective fees down to $190. Distributed over 270,000 bonus miles, that is just 0.07 cents per mile. Since 
I value my miles at 3-4 cents, I will take that action all day long. Looking at it another way, the 270,000 bonus miles can be 
redeemed for about 11 roundtrip domestic flights. Wouldn’t you like to get 11 domestic trips for $17 each? 
 
My Personal Best: In 2017, I obtained 9 new credit cards over a 7 month period, including 6 in my name, 2 for my wife, 
and 1 for my 18-year old daughter. The bonuses from these cards totaled 565,000 miles, and that does not count the miles 
earned by actually using the cards. If you use the miles wisely, the bonuses alone could cover roughly 23 domestic roundtrips 
in economy, or 5 roundtrips to Europe in business class. I took a breather in 2018, but in 2019 I will probably cancel and 
reapply for most of the same cards to earn a similar number of bonus miles. This is not difficult; you just need to be aware 
of opportunities that are there for the taking. 
 
Best Cards Available? 
I casually track the credit cards that offer big sign-up bonuses. In the chart on the following page, I have prioritized the best 
cards based on the current bonus, fees, overall benefits, and preferred airlines. All bonuses are subject to change, but most 
of these have been around for some time at the same or similar levels. 
 
In addition to sign-up bonuses, some of the other card benefits are significant, and they may determine which card you use 
for a particular purchase. For example, some cards offer purchase protection (theft and damage) and extended warranties, 
which can be very valuable if your new laptop gets stolen. Some of the travel benefits can also be very useful, such as lost 
or delayed baggage coverage, collision damage waiver, no foreign transaction fees, etc. Most of the airline co-branded credit 
cards give you additional benefits when you fly that airline. 
 
It really pays to read the fine print for each card to see where you might get some extra value. It would also be sad to suffer 
a loss, only to discover later that it would have been covered if you had simply used a different credit card: 
 

 All co-branded cards will give you at least one free checked bag when you fly that airline. This benefit also 
applies when you book an award ticket, and it often applies to other people on the same itinerary. 

 
 I seldom buy food or drink on-board, but some cards give you a discount on any food or drink you may 

purchase. The discount may also apply to on-board wi-fi. (I think United gives you a 20% discount.) 
 

 If you have the Chase United Explorer card, then United will open up award seats that are not available to 
somebody who does not have the card. American Airlines does not alter award availability for cardholders, 
but they charge fewer miles if you have their credit card (alas, only on roundtrips). 

 
 I use my Chase Ink card to pay our cell phone bill, partly because they give 3x miles, but also because it 

provides free insurance for cell phones against theft or damage. I know many people who pay an extra $5-
7 per month to protect each phone, when Chase Ink provides this benefit for free. Every dollar saved is 
another dollar I can share with my family or my favorite charity (www.pendalouan.org). 



 

 
Bank 

 
Card 

 
Bonus 

 
Airlines 

 
Spending 

 
Fee 

 
Other Benefits  

Chase 
 
Chase Ink Business Preferred Visa 
 
Business owners only. Beyond the biggest initial bonus offer, this 
is hands-down my favorite card, and I use this for nearly 
everything but dining and gas, where you can do a little better 
with some other cards. I love the cell phone insurance. 

 
80,000 

 
British Airways 
Air France 
Singapore 
United 
Virgin Atlantic 

 
$5K/3 months 

 
$95 

 
1) 3X on all travel 
2) 3X on internet, cable, phone 
3) Collision damage waiver on rent cars 
4) No foreign transaction fees 
5) Trip cancellation/interruption insurance 
6) Purchase protection (120 days theft or damage) 
7) Extended warranty (1 extra year) 
8) Cell phone insurance (theft or damage)  

Barclays 
 
AAdvantage Aviator Red World Elite MC 
 
This is a no-brainer. No minimum spend requirement; just make 
one charge and pay the $95 fee to get 60K miles. 

 
60,000 

 
American 

 
1st purchase 
+ paid fee 

 
$95 

 
1) 2X on AA purchases 
2) Collision damage waiver on rent cars 
3) No foreign transaction fees 
4) Free checked bag on AA  

Chase 
 
Chase Sapphire Reserve* 
 
Don’t be scared by the annual fee; you will get most of it back in 
a travel credit. See the article below to help you decide between 
the Reserve and Preferred card based on your own spending. 
You can only get one of these two cards. 
 
www.thepointsguy.com/2017/05/should-you-choose-csr-over-csp 

 
50,000 

 
British Airways 
Air France 
Singapore 
United 
Virgin Atlantic 

 
$4K/3 months 

 
$450 

 
1) 3X points travel & dining 
2) Collision damage waiver on rent cars 
3) No foreign transaction fees 
4) Trip cancellation/delay insurance 
5) Lost baggage coverage 
6) Purchase protection (120 days theft or damage) 
7) Extended warranty (1 extra year) 
8) $300/Yr travel credit (greatly offsets annual fee) 
9) $100 every 4 years toward Global Entry or Pre  
10) Lounge access via Priority Pass Select  

Chase 
 
Chase Sapphire Preferred* 
 
See notes above to choose the right Sapphire card. 

 
50,000 

 
British Airways 
Air France 
Singapore 
United 
Virgin Atlantic 

 
$4K/3 months 

 
1st year $0, $95 

 
1) 2X points travel & dining 
2) Collision damage waiver on rent cars 
3) No foreign transaction fees 
4) Trip cancellation/delay insurance 
5) Baggage delay insurance 
6) Purchase protection (120 days theft or damage) 
7) Extended warranty (1 extra year)  

Chase 
 
United MileagePlus Explorer Visa 
 
Use the link below. Other portals will only give you 40K bonus. 
 
www.unitedexplorercard.com/inflightoffer 

 
50,000 

 
United 

 
$3K/3 months 

 
$95 

 
1) 2X points on United.com 
2) 2X on restaurants 
3) 2X on dining 
4) 2X at office supply stores 
5) Collision damage waiver on rent cars 
6) No foreign transaction fees 
7) Trip/Baggage delay insurance 
8) Lost luggage reimbursement 
9) $100 every 4 years toward Global Entry or Pre  
10) Purchase protection (120 days theft or damage) 
11 Extended warranty (1 extra year) 
12) 1 free checked bag on United (+1 companion) 
13) 2 United lounge passes per year 
14) Better award availability 
15) Priority boarding on United flights  

Citi 
 
Citi ThankYou Premier MC 
 
Good bonuses on travel and gas. No transfers to the big 3 US 
airlines, but partners of the three main alliances are included, so 
you can use these points on Delta, UA, and AA. 

 
50,000 

 
Cathay, EVA, 
Singapore, Air 
France, KLM, 
Turkish, Qatar, 
Etihad, Qantas, etc... 

 
$4K/3 months 

 
1st year $0, $95 

 
1) 3X on travel 
2) 3X at gas stations 
3) 2X dining 

       



 

 
Bank 

 
Card 

 
Bonus 

 
Airlines 

 
Spending 

 
Fee 

 
Other Benefits 

Citi CitiBusiness AAdvantage Platinum Select World MC 
 
Business owners only. 

70,000 American $4K/4 months 1st year $0, $95 1) 2X on AA purchases 
2) Worldwide car rental insurance 
3) Travel accident insurance 
4) No foreign transaction fees 
5) Purchase protection (90 days theft or damage) 
6) Extended warranty (1 extra year) 
7) Reduced mileage awards  

Chase 
 
United MileagePlus Explorer Business Card 
 
Business owners only. 

 
50,000 

 
United 

 
$3K/3 months 

 
1st Year $0, $95 

 
1) 2X points on United.com 
2) 2X points on dining 
3) 2X points at gas stations 
4) 2X points at office supply stores 
5) Collision damage waiver 
6) No foreign transaction fees 
7) Trip delay insurance 
8) Baggage delay insurance 
9) Lost luggage reimbursement 
10) Purchase protection (120 days theft or damage) 
11) 1 free checked bag on United (+1 companion) 
12) 2 United lounge passes per year 
13) Priority boarding on United flights  

Citi 
 
Citi AAdvantage Platinum Select World Elite MC 
 
Supposedly, you can only get one personal Citi AAdvantage card. 
However, as soon as I got the personal Platinum, they sent me an 
offer in the mail for the Gold, and the Gold offer had a higher 
bonus than offered on line (65K v 25K). 

 
60,000 

 
American 

 
$3K/3 months 

 
1st year $0, $99 

 
1) 2X on AA purchases 
2) 2X on dining 
3) 2X at gas stations 
4) No foreign transaction fees 
5) Reduced mileage awards 
6) 1 Free checked bag on AA (+4 companions) 
7) Priority boarding  

Citi 
 
Citi AAdvantage Gold World Elite MC 
 
Hold off on this one until they offer you a more generous bonus. 

 
25,000 

 
American 

 
$750/3 
months 

 
1st year $0, $50 

 
1) Reduced mileage awards 

 
AMEX 

 
Platinum Card 
 
Nice bonus and great 5X earnings on most travel. Steep fee, but 
maybe worth it if you spend a lot on travel and can utilize the 
other benefits. You can only get one AMEX bonus, so weigh this 
against Gold Rewards Card below. 

 
60,000 

 
Delta, British 
Airways, Air Canada, 
Hawaiian, JetBlue, 
ANA, Virgin 
Atlantic, etc. 

 
$5K/3 months 

 
$550 

 
1) $200 Uber credit ($15/month + $30 in 
December) 
2) 5X on airfare through airline or AMEXTravel 
3) 5X on AMEXTravel hotels 
4) $100 credit for TSA Pre or Global Entry 
5) Access to 1,000+ lounges 
6) Bonuses at Fine Hotels & Resorts7 

 
AMEX 

 
Business Gold Rewards Card 
 
High fee and not such great benefits. I would probably cancel this 
one after first year. 

 
50,000 

 
Delta, British 
Airways, Air Canada, 
Hawaiian, 
JetBlue, ANA, 
Virgin Atlantic, etc. 

 
$5K/3 months 

 
1st year $0, $175 

 
1) 3X on airfare purchased direct from airlines 
2) 2X on gas stations and most hardware/software 

 
AMEX 

 
Gold Delta Skymiles 
Generally, AMEX only lets you earn a bonus on one card. 
However, you can also get the Delta co-branded card and earn a 
second bonus. Delta sent me an offer in the mail to earn a 75K 
bonus on this card. When Olivia turned 18, they sent her an offer 
with a 50K bonus. I would not get this card for a 30,000 bonus; 
just watch for a better offer. 

 
30,000 

 
Delta 

 
$1K/3 months 

 
1st year $0, $95 

 
1) 2X on Delta purchases 
2) No FTF 
3) Free bags 
4) $50 statement credit with Delta purchase in 3 
months 

 


