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How to Book Our Cheap Flight Deals … for Free
 




 Kyle Potter - December 30, 2019February 18, 2024 




 This post contains references to products from one or more of our advertisers. We may receive compensation when you click on links to those products. The content on this page is accurate as of the posting date; however, some of the offers mentioned may have expired. For more information check out our Advertising Disclosure. 

You know what's better than a cheap flight? A free flight.

We live for flight deals here at Thrifty Traveler, whether you're scanning the site for domestic deals or booking an international trip through Thrifty Traveler Premium. Saving you hundreds of dollars on your next plane ticket is our life's work.

But it does, in fact, get better. If you have some points or miles through a travel rewards credit card, you can use them to cover part of the cost of that flight or book it for free. It's one of our favorite uses of points and miles, and the only way to truly book a flight for free.

 



 
So if you've ever asked yourself, “Are points and frequent flyer miles even worth it?” here's your answer and your guide to do it.

 

Airline Miles vs. Bank Points

First, we need to draw an important distinction. There are two different types of currencies in this wide world of travel: credit card points and airline miles. And they're not interchangeable.

Airline miles are what you collect for taking a flight. There's Delta SkyMiles, American AAdvantage miles, and dozens more.

Airlines each set their own pricing for how many miles they charge. Most airlines do it based on zones, so a flight between the U.S. and Europe will cost a set amount and a flight from the U.S. to Southeast Asia will cost a different amount. A handful of airlines charge based on the distance of the flight you book. And then there's Delta, where the amount of SkyMiles you need can vary wildly. Read up on understanding Delta SkyMiles.

But the points that you earn through credit cards from banks like Chase, Capital One, or American Express are an entirely different animal. In many ways, they're even more valuable than airline miles.

Thrifty Tip: Read our guide on the questions you should ask yourself before applying for a credit card.

While airline miles are stuck with that airline, you can transfer many bank points to different airlines. Check out our master list of all the airlines and hotel partners to which you can transfer different bank points.

But you can also use bank points to book directly with the airline or through a designated travel booking portal. This way, you're basically using each point to cover a part of the cash fare. And sometimes, this can be even better than using airline miles directly for a few reasons:

	When you see a great flight deal, you can often save some serious miles by using bank points rather than airline miles to book
	You don't earn miles when you book a flight with airline miles. But you can keep earning miles when you pay with credit card points. 
	If you use airline miles to book an award flight, you'll always pay some cash fees – sometimes just $5 or so, but they can be exorbitant. Meanwhile, using bank points to book is the only way to get a truly free flight. 


And that brings us to the subject of this post, and some of our favorite ways to do it.

 

Get More Free Flights with Chase Ultimate Rewards

Most banks keep it simple when you use points to book flights. Each point is worth a cent toward your airfare, so a 50,000-point stash = $500 in free travel. But it's even better with Chase Ultimate Rewards.

If you get the Chase Sapphire Preferred® Card, each point is worth 1.25 cents. So the card's current 60,000-point welcome bonus is worth $750 in airfare. Have Chase's top-tier card, the Chase Sapphire Reserve®? It's even sweeter, as each point is worth 1.5 cents toward travel. So that card's same 60,000-point bonus is worth $900 in airfare.

Chase's Ultimate Rewards Travel portal is simple to use, as it's now powered by Expedia. And in general, most flights you see here or in your inbox through your Thrifty Traveler Premium subscription are going to show up. Read our full guide to booking flights directly with Chase Ultimate Rewards points.

Let's look at an example. A while back, we found great deals on flights to San Juan (SJU), Puerto Rico. It's one of our top cheap winter escapes, with fares from Minneapolis-St. Paul (MSP) as low as $297.

Punch in the dates that work, and here's what you'll find through Chase if you hold the Chase Sapphire Preferred card.

 







 

Under 24,000 points to fly to Puerto Rico and back. If you've got the Chase Sapphire Reserve card, it's better: You'd need just 19,850 points to book the round-trip flight. This method works whether you're flying to the Caribbean, halfway across the world, or just for a short, weekend trip.

Are you sold on the value of Chase Ultimate Rewards and need a card to open? Our favorite card for getting started with points and miles is the Chase Sapphire Preferred. You'll get a 60,000-point welcome bonus after spending $4,000 within three months of opening the card. You also earn 3x points for every dollar spent on dining, and 2x points per dollar spent on travel. You won't be charged pesky foreign transaction fees when you use the card abroad.

If you're a frequent traveler but haven't dabbled in Chase Ultimate Rewards cards, the Chase Sapphire Reserve® could be a great fit. The $550 annual fee may seem hefty, but this card comes with some unbeatable benefits. That includes $300 in annual credits that cover any travel expense, a $100 credit to sign up for Global Entry or TSA PreCheck, a free membership in Priority Pass Select that will get you into 1,000-plus airport lounges, and more. You also earn 3x points for every dollar you spend on travel and dining.

 



 

Learn more about the *chase sapphire reserve*.

 

Use the Capital One Venture Card to Cover Your Flight Costs 

There's no simpler way to take a cheap flight and make it free than the Capital One Venture Rewards Credit Card.

The card's 75,000-point sign-up bonus is good for $750 in free travel. Much like Chase, you can navigate through Capital One's travel portal and use those points to cover the cost of your flight. But there's an even easier way. Read up on how to save $750 on your next flight with the Capital One Venture Card.

Capital One has a unique “Purchase Eraser” feature you can use to go back and cover any travel purchase with points. And it's insanely versatile.

	You can use as many – or as few – points as you'd like to cover all or part of a travel expense. Every point is worth 1 cent.
	Book direct through the airline or through an online travel agency (OTA) like Priceline, Expedia, Kayak, and more – it doesn't matter! You'll still be able to go back and cover the purchase with points.
	Flights? Sure. Hotels? Why not! Uber? Go for it. A cruise through the Caribbean? OK! Any travel-related purchase will work.


All you need to do is log in to your Capital One account and navigate to the “Cover Your Travel Purchases” tab to get started. Capital One recently took a page out of Chase's book and introduced the ability to transfer these points to more than a dozen different airline partners. But there's no easier way to make a flight free than using the purchase eraser function.

 





You can pay for even your Thrifty Traveler Premium membership with Capital One points!
 

That makes the Capital One Venture Card a mainstay in many traveler's wallets. But there are other great perks, as well.

First, you'll get 75,000 points after spending $4,000 in the first three months with the card. You'll also earn 2x points for every dollar you spend, no matter what. The card also covers up to $100 in application fees for Global Entry or TSA PreCheck. And yet the annual fee is just $95, and that's waived in the first year.

 















 

Click Here to learn more about the Capital One Venture card. 

 

Bottom Line

Cheap flights are great, but free flights are better. Mixing the allure of the flight deals you see here with points and miles is a powerful combination. Get started with travel rewards credit cards, and you can make that next great fare deal even better.

 




Stop overpaying for travel!

Get our daily email for the latest in travel, flight deals, and how to save on your next trip.
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Kyle Potter
Kyle Potter is the executive editor of Thrifty Traveler, covering everything from aviation news to travel deals to in-depth guides on using airline miles. A professional journalist, he joined the company in November 2018 after five years covering state and national politics for The Associated Press and working at several newspapers across the country.

 

He typically flies more than 100,000 miles a year and has visited 25 countries, but his passion is helping others understand the confusing world of travel, airlines, and points and miles. 



He's also been featured as a travel expert in The New York Times, the Washington Post, ABC News, National Public Radio, Axios, PBS NewsHour, several podcasts, and many local TV stations across the country.

 

Got a story idea or a tip? Email him at kyle (at) thriftytraveler (dot) com 
 







Editorial Disclaimer: Opinions expressed here are the author’s alone, not those of any bank, credit card issuer, airlines or hotel chain, and have not been reviewed, approved or otherwise endorsed by any of these entities.
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