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S TA R T  H E R E

The whole system,
on one page
Points and miles are reward currencies: digital money you earn through credit cards and loyalty
programs. Airlines and hotels are the stores where you spend it. You are not changing what you
buy. You are changing how you pay and which card you use to do it.

Everyday spend
Groceries, gas, bills,

dining: things you were
already buying

›
The right card

Chosen for your habits,
paid in full every month

›
Points

Welcome offer + bonus
categories stack up fast

›
Transfer

Send to airline and hotel
partners for outsized

value

›
The trip

Flights and hotel nights
you did not pay cash for

Six ideas that hold everything up

1 · Pay in full, always
Treat the card like a debit card. Only put on it what
you were going to spend anyway, and clear it every
month. Interest destroys the value of any reward.

2 · Choose for you
The right card depends on your spending, your
tolerance for annual fees, and your travel goals, not
on what someone else carries.

3 · Flexible points win
Transferable bank points can move to many airlines
and hotels. Brand-only points lock you into one.
Flexibility is where the big value lives.

4 · Welcome offers first
A welcome offer is the fastest way to build a large
balance. Count only planned expenses toward it,
and never overspend to hit it.

5 · Match card to category
Every card earns more on some categories and a
base rate on the rest. Matching the two can add
20,000+ points a year at no extra cost.

6 · Aim at a real trip
Pick a specific destination, price it in points, and
work backwards. A goal turns an abstract balance
into a plan.

How this guide is organized
The guide is built like a Couch-to-5K: a little at a time, until you are running full speed. Each phase has one theme,
and every lesson builds on the last, so read it in order the first time through.

P H A S E L E S S O N S T H E M E

Phase 1 · Choose
You are here

1–4 + recap Finding the right credit card: know yourself, cash back vs. travel rewards, brand
vs. bank cards, annual fees, recap

Phase 2 · Earn Intro, 5–7 Earning points: welcome offers, bonus categories and card pairing, picking a trip
and running the numbers

Phase 3 · Redeem Coming up Redemptions: how to actually book flights and hotels with what you have earned

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O T H E  B I G  P I C T U R E

A Life Well Traveled Points & Miles: Starting From Zero · Phase 1 2



L E S S O N  1 Know yourself first
Your points and miles journey starts here

T L ; D R

Five questions will tell you everything you need to know before choosing a card.

Why bother with a travel card at all? Because with the right one you spend what you normally would, earn points,
and redeem them for trips that would otherwise cost real money: business class to Europe, flights to see family, an
all-inclusive getaway. The key word is strategic. To be strategic, you first need to know which card fits you.

1 Do you need to carry a monthly balance?
It should be no. Do not carry any balance on a travel rewards card. Put utilities and groceries on it, since
you were paying those anyway, and pay it off each month so no interest accrues. If you cannot pay in full or
you are working down existing card debt, you may not be ready yet, and that is perfectly fine.

2 How is your credit, and how would a new card affect it?
With good to excellent credit, a new card barely moves your score. It may dip about 5 points in the first
month because your total open credit went up (a $5,000 card plus a new $5,000 card means you could
now borrow $10,000). Why so small a dip? The percent of your available credit that you are using is one of
the most important parts of your credit score, and with $10,000 of open credit and the same spending as
before, that percentage actually drops. Used well, a card on normal expenses and paid in full will raise your
score over time.

3 How much do you spend, and where?
Estimate monthly bills, groceries, dining, and Amazon or online buying. Write the number down. It narrows
which cards fit and which bonus categories matter.

4 How do you feel about annual fees?
Some fee cards carry perks that cancel out the fee or exceed it. For this exercise, just decide whether a
$95-or-higher fee with useful travel perks sounds doable.

5 What are your travel goals?
One specific trip, or simply more travel?

Big-time luxury, or "just get me there"?

Must-see cities, or off the beaten path?

Staying close to home and flying to see family?

Existing airline or hotel loyalty, or a nearby hub
airport?

B O N U S  Q U E S T I O N

Would you prefer a simple card that earns the same on everything, or one that earns more on specific
categories and less elsewhere? Just mull it over. We will come back to this later!

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O P H A S E  1  ·  C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  C A R D

P H A S E  1  ·  L E S S O N S  1 – 4

Find the right card
Before you pick a card, you have to understand yourself. Phase 1 is a self-assessment, then a tour
of the card types.
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L E S S O N  2 Is cash back actually better?
Honest answer: it depends

T L ; D R

Cash back is fine, but travel rewards can stretch the same dollars several times
further if you use them right.

Cash back (or wait) if...
You carry more than about $2,000 month to
month. Travel cards carry higher annual
fees, and most (not all) charge a 20%–29%
APR. Interest wipes out the benefit.

Your credit is fair or below and you are not
new to credit or rebuilding it (with no card
debt, it can still be reasonable).

You want simplicity above everything else,
or you do not travel.

Travel rewards if...
You spend $1,000+ a month on regular
expenses, so a card turns what you already
do into free or discounted trips.

You travel a few times a year (or want to) and
will spend a little time learning redemptions.

You want business class or a nicer hotel
without paying cash. You do not necessarily
need an annual-fee card: some cash-back
cards convert to points.

Cash back vs. travel points: the math
W O R K E D  E X A M P L E

Spend $1,000 a month on Amazon and earn 5% cash back. That is $12,000 a year, so $600 in cash
back. There is nothing wrong with that, but $600 will always be $600. Run the same spending through
a travel rewards card and that same amount of rewards might buy $2,400 of airfare (a 4x redemption)
or $1,800 of hotel stays (a 3x redemption).

Cash back at a fixed rate

Same rewards at 3x value

Same rewards at 4x value

Illustrative figures. Redemption value depends on the trip and partner.

Three kinds of reward, three kinds of value
R E WA R D  T Y P E H OW  I T  WO R K S T Y P I CA L  VA L U E

Cash back Earns at the fixed rate in the card terms. Simple, predictable,
capped by design.

Fixed

Fixed-value points Booking through the card's own travel portal. About 1¢ per point

Transferable points Move points to airline and hotel partners, where the same
points can be worth far more.

2¢ or more, up to 8x!

There is no wrong way to use points. But transferring is usually where the outsized value is.

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O P H A S E  1  ·  C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  C A R D

$600

$1,800

$2,400
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L E S S O N  3
Not all travel cards are the same
Brand loyalty cards vs. bank rewards cards

T L ; D R

Brand loyalty cards lock you in. Bank rewards cards keep your options open.

Brand loyalty cards
One brand only

Co-branded airline or hotel cards (American
Airlines, Hyatt, United, Delta, Southwest). Points
and rewards work with that one brand only. Great
if you are chasing status with a single airline, but
they will not take you much further.

Bank rewards cards
Transferable

Points earned with the bank (Chase, Capital One,
and others) can be sent to dozens of airline and
hotel partners. Far more flexibility and usually more
value than a co-branded card.

E X A M P L E :  A  $ 1 , 0 0 0  A I R  F R A N C E  T I C K E T

Pay with any card and, as a base-level Flying Blue member, you earn 4,000 Flying Blue miles for flying.
Those are yours regardless. Pay with the Capital One Venture X card and you also pick up 2,000 Capital One
miles. Same ticket, same trip, different card at checkout.

The card does not replace what you earn from flying. It adds to it, on every purchase, whether a flight or
groceries.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

Frequent-flyer points are great for chasing status with one airline, and not much else. Transferable bank
points can move to dozens of airlines and hotels.

A welcome offer on the right card can earn nearly 20x what a single $1,000 flight earns.

Two reader-favorite starter cards
Both earn transferable points and have no foreign transaction fees. The Sapphire Preferred carries a $95 annual
fee. The Venture X carries $395, with credits and perks built to offset it.

C H A S E  S A P P H I R E  P R E F E R R E D  ·  $ 9 5 CA P I TA L  O N E  V E N T U R E  X  ·  $ 3 9 5

Currency Ultimate Rewards points, one of the
most valuable currencies out there

Capital One miles, earning 2x on everything

Transfers
to

United, Hyatt (now at 4:3), Southwest,
British Airways, and a solid list beyond

A good lineup of airline partners, including Air France/KLM,
British Airways, Turkish, Singapore, Qatar and Finnair

Perks $100 annual hotel credit; up to $120
Global Entry / TSA PreCheck
reimbursement (every four years)

$300 annual credit for travel booked through Capital One Travel;
10,000 bonus miles each year on your anniversary; lounge
access; up to $120 Global Entry / TSA PreCheck credit

Standout A welcome offer "worth paying
attention to"

Premium perks with a fee those perks can offset if you use them.
Simple fixed-value redemption (1¢ per mile against travel bought
through the card) if you do not want to hunt for award availability

Card terms, credits and offers change; confirm current details with the issuer before applying.

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O P H A S E  1  ·  C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  C A R D
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L E S S O N  4 Wait, you want me to PAY for a credit card?
Annual fees are a trade-off, not a trap

T L ; D R

Annual fees are not a trap. They are a trade-off. Use the perks and the card
pays for itself.

Rewards cards often carry higher APRs and an annual fee, and it can feel like insult on top of injury. Here
is what is going on: banks compete with one another by partnering with brands to give members better
perks. Those perks, with companies like DoorDash, Hulu, Uber, Disney and Lululemon, are designed to
offset the annual fee.

W H AT  T H E  F E E  B U Y S

Partner perks (DoorDash, Hulu, Uber, Disney,
Lululemon and more) that offset the fee

Travel benefits such as Global Entry / TSA
PreCheck reimbursement

In short, a trade: you pay a fee, the card hands
back perks

R U L E S  O F  T H U M B

A credit you would use anyway, like Hulu+ or
DoorDash, can cover a big part of a $95 fee.

Higher fee means better perks, but only if you
will actually use them.

No-fee cards can still earn solid rewards. It
depends on your habits.

T H E  P R E M I U M  E N D

Some cards run well over $700 a year (one example: $795). Seasoned points travelers carry them
and work the perks hard. The trick is a simple break-even calculation: add up the perks you will
genuinely use and compare the total against the fee.

Your job: think about how much you travel and which perks would matter most, then choose the card.

R E CA P Phase One recap: what you learned
Before the earning strategies begin

L E S S O N T H E  TA K E AWAY  TO  K E E P

Lesson 1 · Know yourself Pay in full every month; be honest about credit, spend, fees and goals.
Strategic beats impulsive.

Lesson 2 · Cash vs. travel Over ~$2,000 in monthly balances means wait. Cash back stays cash back;
points can be worth 2x or more.

Lesson 3 · Card types Brand cards lock you in; transferable bank points keep options open. Start with
one flexible card, such as the Sapphire Preferred ($95) or the Venture X ($395).

Lesson 4 · Annual fees Fees are a trade-off. Count only the perks you will truly use.

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O P H A S E  1  ·  C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  C A R D
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R E F E R E N C E

Phase One vocabulary, decoded
Points / miles
Reward currencies. Think of them as digital money
earned via credit cards and loyalty programs.

Transferable points
Bank-issued points (for example Chase Ultimate
Rewards or Capital One miles) that you can move to
many airline and hotel programs.

Transfer partner
An airline or hotel program that a bank lets you send
points to.

Brand loyalty card
A co-branded airline or hotel card. Its rewards are
usable only with that one brand.

Bank rewards card
A card earning the bank's own flexible points rather
than one brand's.

Cents per point (CPP)
What each point is worth in cash terms. About 1¢ via a
portal; 2¢ or much more via transfers. A common way
to compute it: cash price of the trip ÷ points required ×
100. (Standard formula.)

Portal
The bank's own travel booking site, where points are
typically worth about 1¢ each.

Annual fee
A yearly cost, often offset by credits and perks that you
actually use.

APR
The interest rate if you carry a balance. Many travel
cards run 20%–29%. Another reason to pay in full.

Statement credit
A reimbursement applied to your bill, such as up to
$120 for Global Entry or TSA PreCheck.

Elite status
Tiered airline or hotel benefits earned by loyalty, which
is the main thing brand cards are good for.

The numbers worth remembering
N U M B E R W H AT  I T  M E A N S

$0 balance Pay in full every month. Never carry a balance on a travel card.

~$2,000+ If you carry that much month to month, wait before opening a travel card.

$1,000+ a month Regular spending at which a travel card starts to make sense.

20%–29% APR Typical interest on most travel cards.

$95 / $395 Annual fee on the Sapphire Preferred / the Venture X. The Venture X's credits
and perks are built to offset its fee.

Up to $120 Global Entry / TSA PreCheck reimbursement on both starter cards (Chase: every
four years).

1¢ vs. 2¢+ Approximate point value via portal or fixed redemption vs. via transfers (up to
8x).

4,000 vs. 2,000 Example: flying miles vs. extra card miles on a $1,000 Air France ticket.

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O R E F E R E N C E
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P U T  I T  T O  W O R K

Your Phase One action plan
Every step below comes straight from the lessons. Work through them in order.

Confirm you can pay in full. No monthly balance over about $2,000, and a plan to clear the card
every month.

Check where your credit stands. Good to excellent is the sweet spot; if fair or lower, hold off
unless you have no debt and are building or rebuilding.

Write down monthly spend across bills, groceries, dining, Amazon and gas.

Decide your annual-fee comfort. Is a $95 fee, or more, with real perks doable? Which perks would
you use?

Name your travel goals. Luxury or just-get-there? Big cities or off the path? Any loyalty to a brand
or hub?

Decide: simple flat card or category bonuses? Then compare the two starter cards, and check
which airlines and hotels each card transfers to.

Two mistakes to avoid in Phase One
Carrying a balance. Interest of 20%+ erases
every reward.

Forgetting transfer compatibility. Check that
your card reaches the airline you want.

W H AT ' S  N E X T

Next up: Phase 2, Earn. You will learn how welcome offers work, how to match the
right card to the right category, and how to pick a real trip and run the numbers.

P O I N T S  &  M I L E S  ·  S TA R T I N G  F R O M  Z E R O R E F E R E N C E
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Well Traveled

Ready for
Phase 2: Earn

Choosing the card is the first half of the job. Phase 2 is where the
points start to pile up. If you would like a hand narrowing down the
right card for you, I would love to help.

Michael Smith

michael.smith3@fora.travel

Instagram @alifewell_traveled

About this guide. This is a summary of an introductory points-and-miles course, condensed and reorganized in my own words with worked examples
and reference tables. Figures such as card fees, credits, transfer partners and point costs are as presented in the source material and change
frequently, so confirm current terms with the issuer or program before applying or booking. This guide is educational and is not financial advice.


