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To Dean,

Being your dad has been the most epic journey of my life, and I am so lucky to get to experience the world again through your eyes.






Author’s Note

If there’s one thing I love about writing about the travel industry, it’s that it’s constantly changing. While that is great for job security, it presents challenges in writing a book, because inevitably, information will become outdated. However, I wrote this book to teach you how to get the most value from the travel ecosystem knowing that the system will change. While I stand by the content and had a third party fact-check the book for accuracy at the time of publishing, policies and loyalty programs do change.

My core lesson remains the same: Everyone needs to create a personal travel strategy that works for them and continue to evolve it as the industry evolves. In my experience, having redeemed airline miles since 1995, change often brings opportunity, specifically with new credit card launches happening frequently and competition for consumers by the banks at an all-time high.

Speaking of credit cards, I can’t stress enough that while credit cards can open up a world of travel, you need to play the game carefully and not get into credit card debt because the amount you pay in interest will far outweigh the amount you earn in points. As with all financial products, do your research and look at your personal situation to make the right decision for you.

And on a final note regarding transparency, this is a book by Brian Kelly, not The Points Guy, which is a company that I founded that is now owned by Red Ventures. The opinions in this book are my own, and any content here is intended for informational purposes only and shouldn’t be construed as professional advice or the official stance of The Points Guy LLC, Red Ventures, or any of their affiliated organizations.

I discuss a lot of products and companies, but none of them have paid me to be featured in the book. I do want to be clear that over the years I have invested in certain startups that I think are changing the consumer travel and finance worlds in meaningful ways. I mention some of them here because I firmly believe they can be hugely beneficial to travelers. They include: Bilt Rewards, Point.me, Timeshifter, Roame.travel. The Points Guy also has financial relationships with most major credit card companies and banks.

Now that the disclosures are out of the way, enjoy the book! And I hope to see you in a first-class lounge in the near future.

BK






Chapter 1 Welcome to the Platinum Age of Travel



Frequent flyer miles and credit card points aren’t a fad: They’re the future of travel.

—BRIAN KELLY



People always reminisce about the Golden Age of Travel as if it were this utopia of elegance and civilized behavior while flying—“They even served meals on fine china in economy!” But what if I told you that much of what you’ve been told about that age is distorted and possibly even false? Travel back then was an expensive affair reserved for the rich, and those images you probably have seared in your mind are not representative of travel during the time, which was time-consuming and downright dangerous.

Whether it fits the current media narrative or not, we’re living in the greatest period of travel that humanity has ever experienced. This is especially true if you know how to leverage the lucrative ecosystem of loyalty programs and credit cards, especially in the US. In this new age of travel, the haves and have-nots aren’t defined by those with or without money. The more important currency is knowledge: how to maximize the ecosystem and leverage it to your advantage. I call this new era the Platinum Age of Travel, which I firmly believe is better than the Golden Age in the areas that matter most to travelers, like safety, efficiency, and, yes, even comfort. Still don’t believe me? Let’s look at the data.

We can all agree that getting to our destination safely is the most important aspect of travel. While all modes of travel are safer than 50 years ago thanks to advances in technology and engineering, aviation safety has improved dramatically.



The year 2023 was one of the busiest for air travel on record, with more than 37 million flights, and it also happened to be the safest, with no fatal commercial jet crashes and only one propeller jet crash in Nepal killing 72.1 The chances of you dying on a commercial airplane are roughly 1 in 13.7 million, whereas your chances of dying on the road are 1 in 5,000.2 You would need to fly every single day for 103,239 years to experience a fatal accident, yet I know so many people who drive like maniacs (or ride in the backseat of cars without seat belts) but get anxiety the minute they step on a plane. Make it make sense!

Commercial air travel today is indisputably safe, but what about that fabled Golden Age of Travel? Let’s look at 1970, the year the 747 started service, which ushered in an even more luxurious era of widebody travel. In just 9.5 million flights, there were 78 fatal crashes and 1,475 deaths, or 1 in 122,000—still better than driving today. Not to mention that year there were 78 hijackings and seven related deaths from those incidents.3 Yes, hijackings were common in those days, yet you don’t hear people reminiscing fondly about them when waxing poetic about the Golden Age of Travel.

Next up is comfort, as there’s a misguided notion that the in-flight experience was so much more enjoyable in the Golden Age. While it is easy to be jealous seeing images of well-dressed flyers walking up stairs into opulent jets decked out with pianos and impeccably dressed stewardesses, it wasn’t all glamour and those planes were not on every route. That would be like saying that flying the Emirates A380 in first class, with unlimited Dom Pérignon and in-flight showers for all, would be the standard of flying today. We all know that is far from the truth, so you cannot let a few iconic images speak for an era. For much of the Golden Age, people flew on propeller jets that needed to make multiple stops, and it could take days in loud cabins to get to their final destination.

And people fail to mention that those fancy cabins were also death traps because they weren’t designed using modern computing technology with rigorous testing protocols to simulate in-flight situations. Often, cabins would become chaotic and dangerous scenes during turbulence, where glass walls would break because plane designers couldn’t simulate events such as turbulence.

For most of us, time is our most valuable asset, and travel is much more streamlined. Modern-day jets can crisscross the globe much more efficiently. Today, the longest nonstop flight in the world is Singapore to New York (JFK) at an astounding 9,537 miles on a specially configured and quiet Airbus A350-900ULR. When Singapore Airlines first started flying to the US in 1977, you had to fly via Hong Kong, Guam, and Honolulu before reaching San Francisco and on to New York City. I don’t care how nice the china is on board, time is money, and those awkward routings on more dangerous planes were much worse than your options are today.

Not only are planes more efficient and safe today but they actually provide much better passenger experiences than in the “old days.” Planes nowadays are much quieter (which in itself is healthier, as there are many studies that point to excessive noise as a health risk factor). Most intercontinental jets now have lie-flat beds, and some can fly more than 19 hours nonstop.

Modern-day business and first-class suites blow away their recliner-style, Golden Age predecessors. Now, first-class travelers often have privacy doors, fast Wi-Fi, and countless hours of movies, and some modern jets have onboard bars and even showers—and you don’t have to worry about sitting in a cloud of cigarette smoke from your fellow passengers while flying.

I admit the economy class experience today is less glamorous than it was in the past, but you can’t compare economy class in 1970 to today because economy was priced like first class is now. Modern-day economy seating at dirt-cheap pricing is a different product that didn’t exist during much of the Golden Age, and travel nowadays is cheaper and more accessible than ever before.

Pricing is currently the biggest driver of consumer travel choices. In the Golden Age, on average, it cost 5% of the average annual salary to book a round-trip domestic flight, whereas now that number is one-half of 1%. (The 2023 average domestic US flight was $381.53 according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.4 The average yearly salary is $63,705, and airfare prices mean that most people can afford to fly these days.)

Today 90% of Americans have flown; in 1971, it was just 49%. Not only is it more affordable when paying in cash, but air travel has become even more accessible with the proliferation of frequent flyer miles. Even if you don’t have miles, though, the cost of US domestic airfare in 2024 is down 28.3% since 2000, when adjusted for inflation.

I define the Platinum Age of Travel as 2010 to the present: an unprecedented time when the proliferation of loyalty programs and credit cards made loyalty programs one of the most valuable currencies in the world and a critical revenue stream for the travel industry.

This era created a new generation of winners for those who knew how to maximize the system. Savvy consumers can leverage their good credit to travel the world for a fraction of the cost. Enterprising college students can fly first class to study abroad for less cash spent than their classmates in the last row of economy. The points economy has made it even more egalitarian, with not the richest people traveling in first class but often the savviest. Not only did opportunities to redeem miles and points skyrocket, but airfares plummeted, so unlike during the Golden Age of Travel, when only the rich could participate, the Platinum Era of Travel is more inclusive than ever, bringing the joy of travel to those who never thought they could afford it.

Beyond affordability, the perks that come along with being on the inside track of the Platinum Age of Travel (expedited airport screening, comfortable airport lounges, and travel-interruption protections) make the entire travel process more seamless and in many cases, more enjoyable. But most important, we entered aviation’s safest and most efficient era, connecting the world like never before.



Winning at travel today depends on how you understand the current system and evolve with it as the industry adapts to record-setting traveler demand that shows no sign of abating.

As optimistic as I am about the current state of travel, I would be lying if I said that things are perfect, because they clearly aren’t—and it doesn’t take long at any airport to see the conflict and drama for yourself.

I’m a firm believer that there’s no greater ongoing sociological experiment than the modern-day airport. As a professional people watcher, I am thankful that my career allows me to spend so much time in airports, as they are bustling petri dishes of people from nearly all societal classes, all comingling and dealing with the same challenges, such as long lines and flight cancellations.

Travel disruptions can test the patience and virtue of even the calmest, most even-keeled people, and I’ve witnessed the monster it can make out of an otherwise “normal” person. I’ve seen everything from grown men sobbing and “cool moms” becoming petulant Karens at the first hint of a flight delay—and taking their aggression out on the poor frontline employees who have absolutely no control over the current situation.

On the flipside, I’ve seen amazing situations, like an entire airport terminal cheering for a wish kid (a child who participates in the Make-A-Wish program) as they boarded their flight and airline ground staff paying tribute to the body of a fallen soldier.

While we often focus on the bad, a lot of good comes out of travel. People would be better, more understanding travelers if they knew how travel worked, gaining insight into the reason behind delays and seemingly arcane rules and how to navigate them, especially during adverse travel situations.

I believe that travel is a sport (my favorite one) and it takes training and the right equipment to excel at it. Would you enjoy learning how to play a new sport if you started your first day practicing with the top professional team? While a novelty at first, you’d quickly feel embarrassed and want to give up since you’re not trained to perform at their level.

I see the same happening in airports. Some understand the system and leverage it to their advantage. Meanwhile, newbies get jostled around and don’t know their rights or the tricks to get themselves out of bad situations. We’re all playing the same sport, on the same field, but the odds are stacked in favor of the team that’s not necessarily been playing the longest but has the most knowledge. The goal of this book is to give you the knowledge to perform better at the sport of travel, a game of acquiring knowledge in understanding how the system operates. You can’t win at a sport if you don’t know the rules of engagement.

Like sports, some people have natural abilities and some have the grit and determination to win, even if they don’t have superior physical traits. In travel, winning is far more a mental game, though at times travel can also test your physical fortitude.

So how does someone get the right training? We don’t learn how to travel at school or how to save for a school trip or a study abroad program. Those trips are more about cultural immersion than practical travel skills during the act of travel. Unless you grew up in a family that traveled, no one ever taught you how to travel and it’s up to you to figure it out as you go. If, like most Americans, you only have a couple weeks of vacation a year, chances are you’re traveling infrequently and you’re constantly in a novice state, especially as travel policies and technology change. You’re never really getting ahead.

So why do some people have a deep desire to travel and others not so much? My hunch was that the urge to travel is a genetic trait, so I began to research if there was a test to see if someone was predisposed to travel. And I quickly went down a rabbit hole on the dopamine D4 receptor (aka DRD4-7R), or the “wanderlust” gene.

This is a genetic marker that dates back 40,000 years, linked to nomadic populations. This genetic trait is far more popular in North America, where most of the population migrated to, than it is in Asia, for example, where there was far less mass migration of nomadic people coming from Europe.

I found an at-home lab company, Dynamic DNA, that tests for the DRD4 variant that has 48 letters in its sequence, linked to those who are more curious and adventurous. And after $49 and a quick dose of saliva later, I had the results.

I’m negative. I don’t have the gene for traveling, but I’m still an expert traveler.

This further motivated me to write this book, because travel is a skill you can learn, even if you aren’t genetically predisposed to be good at it or love it. While the internet and social media are helpful resources, we’ve gotten to a point where there’s just too much information (and rampant misinformation), making it difficult to figure out how to win at travel.

If you’re hoping to build a solid foundation for travel and learn how to travel better, more affordably, and savvier, this book is for you. I hope after reading this book you’ll at least begin to pick up the skills necessary to travel smarter, safer, and better.

This book is for everyone, from newbies to experts. Even if you don’t plan to travel frequently, winning at travel means you can save money on travel and use that money for the things that matter the most to you. This book will teach you how to analyze an ecosystem you might not be familiar with and learn how to get the most value from it for yourself. The fundamentals that I’ve learned in travel, points, and miles, I’ve used in other areas of my life, like getting the best mortgage rate or getting the best price on a new car. It’s not just about winning at travel; these strategies can help you win at life.


Why I Wrote This Book (and What You’ll Learn from It)

The main goal of this book is to save you money and time. To get your share of the system, you need to know how it operates. Companies make money at every step of the travel booking process, but you can cut out the unnecessary middlemen and put some of that money back in your pocket and, in many cases, also get better treatment.

Credit cards are a key part of the travel ecosystem, but you need to understand credit and have a good credit score to play the game. Understanding how credit works doesn’t just open up a world of nearly free points and miles; it also helps you improve your credit score, which opens up a lifetime of lower interest rates. If you employ the tips I share, not only should you see your points balances rise but also your credit score.

Travel should be fun, enjoyable, and memorable. You may think travel is horrible across the board, but it’s amazing when the system works for you. When I travel, I rarely wait in lines. I don’t pay for food and drinks in airports. You can do the same, and I’ll show you how.

You need to know how to troubleshoot and stand up for yourself when things go wrong. Unfortunately, most people start screaming at the employees they need to get on their side.

When travel disruptions occur, I don’t whine and let it ruin my trip; I turn it into an opportunity and often get points or vouchers that help pay for the next trip. When flights are canceled I don’t wait around and beg for the next flight—I’m often automatically rebooked. I usually know when a flight is canceled before the gate agents do, and I’ve already snatched the last seat on the next flight before you could even ask for it. This book will help you learn how to do the same.

I also want to help you get to know me better through the tips and personal stories and anecdotes, and, of course, iconic points redemption advice I provide. I always laugh when people find out there’s an actual Points Guy, and though I love travel, I’m much more than that. So while the book will mainly focus on practical information to make your life better, you’ll get to know me, and if that’s not enough, you’ll have to follow me on Instagram: @briankelly.

I hope to give you a level of travel fluency so you can speak eloquently about it and even become the travel expert in your group of friends or family. Just beware, once people know you’re an expert, they won’t stop coming to you for tips. But hey, you might be able to turn it into a career (or serious side hustle) just like I did.

But let me start at the beginning. How does one become The Points Guy?








Chapter 2 Becoming The Points Guy


I’ve always been a travel aficionado no matter the mode of transport. My poor mother found this out the hard way on March 7, 1983.

It was a chilly March afternoon on Long Island, New York, and I was a week away from my due date. My mom had her weekly OB-GYN checkup to make sure everything was looking good. I was her third baby, so she had childbirth down by this point.

But something happened on this routine visit—her water broke. She looked at her doctor and said, “What do I do?” And in typical 1983 fashion, he said, “Well, get to the hospital. You’ll be fine to drive yourself. North Shore Hospital is only 15 minutes away.”

Anyone familiar with the Long Island Expressway knows that nothing is ever guaranteed, especially at 3:45 p.m. on a Monday. My poor mother hurriedly hobbled into her 1973 Gran Torino and sped off to the hospital.

As she entered the LIE and hit the gas, intense and all too familiar pains started pulsing throughout her abdomen. I can only surmise that I felt the excitement of the moment and wanted to be a part of the fun. Luckily for both of us, there was no gridlock traffic that afternoon. When she pulled up to the ER, she left the car running and announced, “I’m having a baby!!!” I guess I’ve loved making an entrance since day one! They rushed her to a delivery room, and within 20 minutes, all 10 pounds of me came into this world (sans epidural—sorry, Mom), ready for an adventure any way I could get it.

After the drama of my arrival, I lived a low-key life with my three siblings and more cousins than I could count. My mom is one of 10 children and my dad one of four. Travel for us was crisscrossing Long Island visiting family and hitting up Robert Moses State Park all summer long.

In 1990, we moved to Bucks County, Pennsylvania. I got my first computer at age seven and fell in love with computing. I was captivated by what a computer could do, and in 1994, I asked for the internet for Christmas. Santa was good to me that year and left me a Prodigy Internet package under the tree, complete with a modem that I had to install myself and plug into a phone jack. After repeated busy signals, I finally heard a loud screeching noise, and I was magically on the internet. If kids nowadays only knew what we had to do to get online back then!

In 1995, my dad got an opportunity to work for a healthcare startup based in California, which meant he would have to work from home and frequently commute to the West Coast. While he had basic computer knowledge, I was the tech-savvy one in the family, so he leaned on me to book his travel.

It was my first job at age 12: booking travel for my dad. Travelocity had just launched, and I charged him $10 per booking. He thought it was a long and complicated process, but for me, each booking was simple and took only a couple minutes.

As a sales executive, he was on the road a lot. We all understood the sacrifice he was making and made sure not to guilt him when he missed big moments such as sports games or family events. And my dad always made it a point to go on one big family trip a year, usually to Florida but we’d switch things up and rent a lake house in Maine or a beach house in the Outer Banks of North Carolina.

My parents loved taking us places, but they weren’t big jet-setters. My dad grew up in a working-class family in Long Island, New York. His dad was a New York City firefighter in Brooklyn, and his family trips growing up in the ’50s and ’60s were all by car. My mom’s father was an accountant in Manhattan and survived one of the most deadly Long Island Rail Road crashes in history, so he refused to take their family of 12 on public transit from that point forward, which included planes. To make the travel logistics even more complicated, my mom’s mother didn’t have a driver’s license, so my grandfather would drive half the family to the Catskills, drop them off, and go back and get the other half of the family. That’s what I call dedication!

Growing up in an upscale suburb of Philadelphia, I was always jealous of families that got to go to London or Paris during summer break or the Caribbean at Christmas. My best friend Haley’s family loved Hawaii and every year would invite me—all I had to do was pay for the flight. I asked my parents one year if I could pull from my college fund to go to Hawaii, and they incredulously asked me if I was serious. “Yes! Traveling to Hawaii would be an educational experience, therefore I should be able to use college funds to pay for it.” They weren’t buying it. Hawaii would have to wait. While I resented my parents for being “cheap,” their insistence that I learn how to work for whatever I wanted is one of the best lessons they’ve taught me.

My dad became a road warrior, and I started to notice our family began traveling differently. My dad started banking a lot of frequent flyer miles, earned elite status, and got hooked on travel perks like lounge access. Being treated well while traveling for work took the sting out of being away from home.

Traveling with my dad was always an experience. He exuded confidence and he taught us early on to not misbehave in the airport as it was a privilege to be able to travel. I remember going into the US Airways club with him at the Philadelphia airport. You would have to buzz a fancy doorbell and wait to be allowed in. I remember the lounges were much more exclusive in those days, but all they really had was coffee and peanuts. I never got the fuss and much preferred to be in the chaotic terminal, watching the planes come and go and trying to guess where each one was going based on how the passengers looked.

In 1995, my dad challenged me to use his assortment of airline miles to take our family of six on vacation. He thought we’d be lucky to get to Florida one way using his points and that maybe we could road-trip home if that was the case.

I started to solve the Rubik’s Cube that is booking travel with multiple points currencies and a tight budget. What are the odds that the award availability on two different airlines could line up and we could find affordable lodging?

I accepted this challenge, calling the airlines and deepening my 12-year-old prepubescent boy voice to sound like my dad. I’ll never know if the phone agents knew I was a 12-year-old and decided to be helpful or whether it was pure luck, but I realized that being sweet to phone agents was the key to getting what you wanted. That’s still true today.

I hadn’t told my dad, but my dream destination was the Cayman Islands. I had just read The Firm by John Grisham, and a portion of the story takes place in the Cayman Islands, which sounded exotic and dreamy. So when I was given the freedom to plan the trip, I decided Grand Cayman was the goal. Doesn’t every 12-year-old dream of visiting a Caribbean island known mostly for being a tax-safe haven?

An agent on the phone told me that in January, US Airways flies nonstop from Philadelphia to GCM, the main airport on Grand Cayman. With some flexibility, she could get four of us on the nonstop if we left on a Saturday and returned the following Sunday. My dad had said a week, but eight nights is the same, right?

But this still left two of us stuck in Philly with a small pile of AA miles. I hopped on the phone with American Airlines, and an agent was able to find flights via Miami that roughly aligned with the US Airways flights, but we would arrive a couple hours later. I figured my mom and I could take the Miami flight while my dad and three siblings took the US Airways flight.

I booked the trip and then told my dad so he wouldn’t have the chance to say no. A bold move for a 12-year-old, but it worked. He did briefly panic because we didn’t have passports, and he wanted to make sure Grand Cayman was safe, but after some research, he got on board with what would be the first of many trips I would book for my family using his points.

Next came lodging. My dad only had enough Marriott points for one room for seven nights. Luckily I was also savvy at AOL searching, and I found a website called Vrbo—Vacation Rentals By Owner—that had just launched. It was a groundbreaking marketplace that would match vacation homeowners with guests. I searched until I found the perfect two-bedroom house, Maiden Plum Kai, that was on the beach and just $1,300 for eight days, which was less than half the price of what two mediocre hotel rooms would cost.

The night before the trip, I panicked. What if it all went wrong? I was 12 years old, and my parents let me book an international trip to a new destination to stay at some random person from New Jersey’s vacation house. I remember going to bed thinking, “Either this is going to be epic or I’m grounded for a long time.”

When we landed at Owen Roberts International, the hot, humid tropical air hugged us. My blood pressure started rising. When we saw my dad on the other side of immigration, would he be furious at me for screwing up what would have been an easy and predictable Florida trip? Or would I be hailed as a hero?

After a seemingly endless line to get through immigration and get our bags, we walked through the doors to the terminal, and my dad was standing there with the biggest smile I think I’ve ever seen. I ran up and hugged him, and he hugged me back and said, “Brian, you knocked it out of the park. It’s like a dream here.”

We spent the next eight nights in our cozy beach cottage, bonding as a family and learning that you shouldn’t forget to put sunscreen on your back when snorkeling!

We cooked dinner most nights and played cards until we couldn’t keep our eyes open. The villa didn’t have air-conditioning, but we didn’t care. We fell asleep with the waves crashing in the background on humid Caribbean nights. On numerous occasions, my dad said, “I just can’t believe we get to experience this for less than what most people pay to go to the Jersey Shore.”

To this day, after visiting 80-plus countries, that trip lives on as one of my most memorable vacations. I’ll always remember January 1996 as my first successful points redemption of many to come, though little did I know how much this niche would change my life.

Fast-forward to my college years. My second week of freshman year at the University of Pittsburgh was in September of 2001 and I remember the horrific events of September 11 clearly. Rumors spread around campus that the hijackers were aiming for skyscrapers in Pittsburgh. Being a resident of Tower B, the tallest dorm on campus, I encamped to my brother’s house off campus as we as a nation watched the events unfold.

Aviation changed forever that day. Many of the big airlines faced funding shortages and 9/11 was one of the events that triggered the consolidation of the aviation industry in the 15 years to follow.

This shock to the aviation industry also allowed a new crop of low-cost carriers to fill the void. Southwest Airlines expanded to Philly, and, as a college student, I started using the airline to take flights that cost $40 each way, down from the $300-plus US Airways would charge when it had a near monopoly on the route.

Back then, Southwest’s frequent flyer program was rather straightforward: fly four round trips, get the fifth one free. So, my own loyalty program hacking started in 2002. I would take eight $40 one-way trips then use my free trip to get a pricey $400 trip, like going to Tucson, Arizona, to see friends. I got more value from my rewards than it cost to accrue them!

My junior year I found a cheap fare to Dublin for spring break and then studied abroad in Spain that summer. Somehow, I ended up with US Airways Gold status. Surely this was a mistake, as I had booked super-cheap fares and was flying on a handful of inexpensive flights from Pittsburgh to Philadelphia. How could I, a broke college student flying on the cheapest fares, have mid-tier elite status?

Curious as to what “Gold status” meant, I started searching on the internet and stumbled onto FlyerTalk, an online community of people obsessed with maximizing airline miles, hotel points, and credit card points and miles. I threw myself full force into the points and miles world, which wasn’t the easiest task, as there was (and still is) significant gatekeeping. But somehow, I always managed to weasel my way into the forums that had the juiciest information. I also learned that you had to give to get.

I would share whatever I could, like my experiences applying for credit cards as a college student, taking advantage of low-cost carriers, such as Independence Air (which folded during my college years), and more. Even though I wasn’t a road warrior, people appreciated me helping where I could, and I was bestowed with a lot of information on how to maximize the loyalty world.

I graduated in 2005 and moved to NYC to “make it,” whatever that meant. I ended up getting a job at Morgan Stanley in 2007, thinking I would make a ton of money. But shortly after I started, the 2008 financial crisis hit, which did not bode well for my compensation (especially being in HR, far from the trading desk or investment bank). My yearly bonuses were, “Congratulations, you weren’t laid off. Come back again next year.” What was a twenty-six-year-old to do?

I was a pretty efficient recruiter, but it was a challenging sell to try to get a top-tier MIT computer science graduate student to join a bank when the industry was melting down. The bank was going through mass layoffs, and compensation was grim year after year. But I learned I could increase my compensation in a different way—through maximizing my work travel. I was already earning airline miles and hotel points for my travel, but I wasn’t earning any points by spending on my corporate American Express card.

My favorite tip in life is “It never hurts to ask,” so I called American Express and asked if I could earn points on my corporate card, and they said, “Yes, Mr. Kelly, but it’s $95 and you need to have a personal card enrolled in Membership Rewards, so most people decline this option.” I knew I was spending $50,000 per month on career fairs and travel alone, so I signed up after doing the quick math of 600,000 points a year at a conservative 2 cents per point valuation = $12,000 a year for $95. Yes, yes, yes, yes, and yes!

As my Amex points balance boomed, so did my other balances. From 2008 to 2011, major travel companies like Starwood Hotels (my forever loyalty program love that later merged with Marriott, RIP), Hyatt, and Delta launched lucrative promotions, battling to gain loyalty from whatever business travelers were still traveling.

Hyatt used to give a free night at any hotel after two stays at any hotel. Two nights at a rural $79/night Hyatt Place got you a free night at a top-tier property, like the famed Park Hyatt Paris-Vendôme, which was an $800-plus per night. You could easily get four times the return on capital for relatively minimum work since you didn’t actually need to sleep in the cheap hotel after check-in.

As the banking crisis got worse, my recruiting never slowed down, because the bank knew it had to build the future tech talent of the company or else they’d never be able to compete when the crisis was over.

This is probably why I never lost my job and even started traveling more after Morgan Stanley opened a technology center in Montreal. They needed someone from New York to help build a technology college recruiting program in Canada. I started taking weekly trips to Montreal, becoming a VIP guest at the W Montreal and raking in more valuable Starwood points than ever before.

I was banking over a million points a year by maximizing promotions and my corporate card spend, which began covering the travel expenses for the hundreds of college students we would fly in for interview days. I gladly put down my Amex for 50 broke college kids staying in hotels in New York City, getting reimbursed for the expenses. It was chaotic chasing down the folios, but I knew each one I expensed got me one step closer to my next free luxury vacation.

This era is what I call the points-rich, cash-poor period of my life, which certainly beat being just poor. I was able to fund a separate lifestyle of flying in first class and staying in hotel suites on weekends, but my bank account was often in the red. Everyone at work started to ask questions. “Are you a trust fund baby and didn’t tell us?” And I even had a fellow colleague ask, “Tell the truth, you’ve got a sugar daddy! Does he have a brother?”

I laughed and responded that Amex was my sugar daddy. And no, I wasn’t racking up huge credit card bills to fund my travels; I used points.

I had a reputation in the HR division for being “the guy who will do expenses,” which they all thought was because I was being nice. Back in 2008, I had to fax paper receipts to an expense division, which would then pay Amex directly. It was excellent for me since I didn’t have a single dollar to float until getting reimbursed, so I was able to rack up huge points without any financial hit.

All day long, I would hear, “Hey Brian, do you mind putting this $25,000 career fair on your card since you don’t mind doing expenses? You’re the best!” “No, you’re the best, Karina, because you just paid for a free flight to Los Angeles with that single expense,” is what I said in my head. I knew if I told them how valuable the points were, my gravy train would be over.

I did eventually “pay back” my coworkers by sharing my points expertise and helping them book trips for free using their points. As young 20-somethings, we all had more weddings than we could afford to attend, and I remember getting hugged so hard after helping one colleague book a simple trip to Savannah, Georgia, when she said, “Thank god this flight is free, now I can afford to buy the hideous bridesmaid dress.” I laughed, but it felt amazing to help people travel and save money so they could make room for the other expenses in their lives.

Soon enough, I had the managing director of the technology division coming to my cubicle for points consultations. I remember him bragging about using his Amex points to buy a grill.

Yes, a Weber grill, one of the worst value redemptions I had ever seen. This was a computer scientist and managing director of the most high-tech division at Morgan Stanley with a PhD, and even he was confused about how to use points. I started to realize that something that came so easily and naturally to me was foreign to so many. I knew there was an opportunity for me to take this skill and do something with it.

I started a blog called ThePointsGuy.com in June 2010, and by the spring of 2011, I had about 50,000 unique visitors per month. While I started blogging about points, I expanded to all matter of travel and how to maximize the entire travel ecosystem to your advantage.

One day when I was randomly checking my spam inbox, I saw an email from Seth Kugel at the New York Times. He was the “Frugal Travel” columnist and was a staunch opponent of frequent flyer miles and credit cards, telling his huge audience to book the cheapest flights and don’t even bother with loyalty. He was reaching out because his audience was increasingly telling him about The Points Guy. I implored him to meet me so I could change his mind.

We met in March 2011 for about three hours, and I changed his mindset on points and miles. I even helped him book a free flight to Brazil with miles he had (that he thought were useless). I didn’t know if he’d end up writing anything.

The next month, he wrote an article about how reading The Points Guy should be a key step for anyone who wants to get in on the points game. He even included a screenshot of the site and a valuable link, which temporarily crashed the site but, more important, gave the website valuable Google SEO juice. The New York Times had essentially endorsed The Points Guy as an expert in travel, increasing the website’s search ranking and traffic for many years to come.

I resigned from my job at Morgan Stanley that day, April 12, 2011, just nine months from hitting publish on my first blog post, and I remember my boss at the time saying, “Good for you; this is your calling.” She was right.

Since the day I left my job in corporate America, in 2011, this fun side project, ThePointsGuy.com, has grown into a powerhouse consumer travel site. Since the first blog post in 2010, over 100 million people globally have consumed TPG content on the website, plus countless millions more on social media.

The purview of The Points Guy has expanded greatly over the years to include budget, family, theme parks, cruises, and so much more. I couldn’t be prouder of the billions of dollars the site has saved consumers by sharing the best deals and strategies for maximizing every aspect of the travel system. But there’s still more work to do.

My goal for this book is to be that starting place and explain the foundations of the travel industry so you can better navigate it. I’ve brought in experts to help me explain certain points, especially in areas where I have little expertise, such as the fear of flying.

To my fellow travelers, this book isn’t just for newbies. There are many tips and strategies that will save you time and money, so don’t close the book just yet.






Chapter 3 Turning Travel Goals into Reality: How to Budget, Research, Plan, and Protect Your Dream Trip



Travel is the only expense that makes you richer.

—UNKNOWN



One of the biggest generational mentality shifts I’ve seen that shows no signs of changing is the emphasis on valuing experiences over things. Young people more than ever are willing to spend on concerts and trips even if it means buying cheap clothes or foregoing buying a first home. Posting a picture of a Birkin bag on social media is showy, but posting a reel jumping off a boat in Croatia is cool (and may even inspire people to book their next trip to Croatia). Even a bad trip can make you appreciate what you have at home and give you a much-needed perspective change. And an amazing trip can change your life in so many ways, like introducing you to a new hobby or even a future spouse. I believe the best gift we can give ourselves is the ability to explore this great earth and make deep connections with people from different backgrounds.

But turning ideas into vacations takes time, effort, and money. Here’s how to begin.


How to Set a Yearly Budget for Travel

There are countless philosophies on how you should spend your money, but one of the most widely accepted is the 50/30/20 budget. This model suggests that you should spend up to 50% of your after-tax income on needs and obligations (rent, mortgage, groceries, schooling or daycare, and other necessities), and the rest should be split between savings and debt repayment (20%), and then everything else that you might want (30%).

But how much of that 30% should be on travel?

Only you can make that decision, but according to a Cornell University study, people get greater satisfaction from buying experiences than they do from material objects.1 A trip, even one that just lasts a weekend, may be more happy-making than a stereo or a pile of new clothes. Taking trips to new destinations can not only give you that needed mood boost but also foster creativity, empathy, energy, and focus.

So when thinking about where travel should be when you prioritize your budget, remember that taking a trip can be an investment in your mental and physical health. I reached out to my friend Haley Sacks, aka Mrs. Dow Jones (@mrsdowjones), a Zillennial finance expert, for her advice.

“The best way to spend your money is on experiences… which is why travel is so thrilling. It makes you happy to look forward to a trip and of course, to actually get away! But please don’t get into debt for a trip.”

Sacks also recommends using the 50/30/20 budget, and in order to get the most out of your travel spend, she suggests keeping that money in a high-yield savings account so it accrues interest at a much higher rate than a savings account. Set a budget for your trip from the time you leave your house to when you return, and try to stick with it. Even if you don’t stick to it exactly, having a visualization of what you want to spend will help you stay on track and not overspend.

Based on this rubric, I’ll calculate spending 10% of your income on travel. I’ll break it down for someone earning $50,000 per year in after-tax income.

If you’re taking home $50,000, that means, by allocating 10% for travel, you’ll have $5,000, which goes quickly considering the average domestic flight in 2024 was $370 and that can increase dramatically if you live near a less competitive airport or travel internationally. I’ll get into the details more in the points chapters, but getting a single travel credit card can often net at least $750 in tax-free travel, increasing your yearly travel budget by 15% with just a few clicks. If you wanted to increase your travel budget by $750 keeping your 10% of take-home rule, you’d have to make $7,500 more in take-home salary, which at a 30% tax rate would be $10,714 extra in your pretax salary. I would argue it is much more efficient to get a credit card sign-up bonus than to figure out how to boost your salary by over $10,000, but more on that in chapter 6.




Tips for Sticking to Your Travel Budget

In order to stick to a budget, you need to first track your income and expenses. There are many money-tracking apps out there that can help with this. I’d include taking a good look at your points and miles account balances during those sessions. Sacks also explains the importance of not dipping into other areas of your finances for travel.

“This will lead to unmet financial goals or bills not getting paid. On social media, there’s a YOLO mentality around spending on travel. All over your feed, you see influencers encouraging you to just spend whatever now because the memories are priceless. And I am here to assure you, memories are not priceless. They are, in fact, pricey. So follow the 50/30/20 budget to make sure you save ahead for your trip and can fully afford your next adventure,” Sacks advised.

I polled my Instagram audience recently, which tends to skew 35-plus with six-figure incomes (mostly people that are skilled with leveraging credit card points and miles), about how they budget for travel, and the most common response I got was, “I have no set number because I spend what I need to spend to travel how I want. I can do that because my frequent flyer miles and credit card points do the heavy lifting and pay for a majority of travel, so I’m able to travel as much as I have the time and will splurge on the things that matter most to me.”

Sounds nice, right? The goal of this book is to get more of you in that camp—accruing enough points to pay for travel without having to go into debt or make huge sacrifices to the quality of your everyday living.




Leverage the Strong US Dollar and Avoid Currency Scams

It’s important to pick a destination where the US dollar stretches far to make the most of your money. Sometimes, it can be cheaper to take a vacation to a destination like Argentina or the Dominican Republic than it is to go to Florida, especially if you’ve used points and miles for the flight. Once you’re there, everything is cheaper as your US dollars go further.

The dollar has remained strong globally, but here are some top destinations that allow you to maximize a weaker local currency and incredible travel experiences: Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Egypt, Indonesia, India, South Africa, Turkey, Hungary, Argentina, Ecuador, Peru, and Colombia.

Save by considering what style of trip you want to have and picking the right type and level of accommodation. If you want a relaxing beach trip where you really chill out and recharge, it may be worth spending on that fancier hotel. But if you plan to be out of the hotel, touring and taking excursions, you might get away with booking somewhere less fancy and more affordable. Weighing how much you want to eat out and cook can also be the deciding factor between a hotel or home rental.

When spending abroad, make sure to use a US credit card that doesn’t have foreign transaction fees. Most travel credit cards have gotten rid of them, but some credit cards still have them, and they’ll charge an extra 3% of the transaction, which adds up and is avoidable.

Retailers and hotels often give the option to make the purchase in US dollars or the local currency. When in a foreign country always choose to have a purchase processed in the local currency and not in USD. For example, if you’re in Spain and you have the choice to buy an item in euros or dollars always choose euros. This way, the bank runs the conversion, giving you the best rate.

I always recommend having some local currency in cash, especially in small bills, so you can tip or buy small items as needed. It’s a major nuisance to get caught with no cash and need to pay a park or museum entry fee, and the credit card machine isn’t working.

You can take out foreign currency at your bank before you leave, but you’ll usually get the best exchange rate when using your debit card abroad at an ATM. Just watch out for conversion scams where they ask you to run the ATM withdrawal in your home currency—it’s a horrible deal. Always let your bank do the conversion and withdraw in the local currency. So when withdrawing yen in Japan from an ATM, if the machine gives you a conversion option in dollars, reject it and withdraw in yen. Always reject the conversion, whether you’re at a store, hotel, or ATM. It’s best to withdraw just once (perhaps a larger quantity) to avoid multiple ATM trips and extra fees.




Travel Insurance Versus Credit Card Protections

Deciding how to protect your vacation comes down to many factors, including your age, risk factors, cost of trip, destination, and style of trip. The biggest mistake you can make as a traveler is assuming that the travel provider, whether that is airline, hotel, cruise, or tour operator, will automatically refund you if things go wrong, like a natural disaster. I listen to endless stories of people railing against airlines: “How dare they not give me a refund! My grandmother is sick!”

What people don’t realize is that when you buy nonrefundable airfare, you agree to restrictions, including that you’ll eat the ticket (or get a lesser-valued voucher) if you can’t use it—even if something bad happens to you, like you get sick, or a family member goes into the hospital. Some airline agents might be nice and have mercy, but it isn’t the standard on nonrefundable tickets. The same thing happens when natural disasters break out, like in Hawaii. Hotels don’t have to refund you if you can’t make it to the hotel due to a storm or natural disaster. This is where travel insurance and credit card protections come into play. You cannot expect to buy the cheapest travel packages and then be upset when incidents happen that are your responsibility to pay for.

Generally, airlines have gotten much more flexible with flights, even in basic economy, so if you need to change or cancel you can usually get a voucher. If you want a full refund on a nonrefundable ticket, it is your responsibility to either protect your trip by buying travel insurance or using a credit card with trip cancellation coverage. These protections will cover most emergency expenses and refund you for nonrefundable flights, hotels, and tours should a covered incident occur.

If you can afford it, buy travel insurance for peace of mind. Comprehensive coverage that protects from most incidents that will derail a trip (such as sickness, death of a family member, strikes, weather) will cost about 5% to 10% of your trip. Frequent travelers might want to buy a yearly policy, which can be as cheap as $250.

If you use frequent flyer miles and hotel points and have elite status that allows you to make frequent changes, I wouldn’t pay for insurance on domestic trips as your elite status and credit card coverage will cover most incidents. However, I would recommend medical insurance for all trips abroad, especially to countries with poor public healthcare systems where you’d want evacuation coverage if anything went wrong. I would still buy a comprehensive policy for trips that have huge nonrefundable portions, such as cruising, a safari, and other expeditions.

Remember: The point of insurance is that you hope not to have to use it and that it gives you peace of mind in case something unexpected were to derail your plans. When you need it, you will really wish you had it. Even young, healthy people will likely need it at some point. For much of my life, I felt invincible, and for the most part, I was lucky, but now that I am a dad, I buy a yearly comprehensive policy, especially since I frequently travel internationally.

However, don’t buy travel protections through airlines, hotels, and credit card companies. You’re almost always better off buying a policy with a reputable provider through an insurance marketplace, such as InsureMyTrip.com, where you can compare and contrast policies and read the fine print. Take the time and read the policies as the most expensive policies often don’t have the best coverage.

Spending the additional 5 to 10% to protect yourself from an increasingly unstable geopolitical world with a rise in unpredictable weather patterns that can upend even the most well-laid-out plans can be a good idea.

In general, travel insurance will reimburse you for expenses if you need to cancel a trip due to a covered reason or get you home, should that be necessary. It often covers nonrefundable aspects of your trip, as well as medical insurance if you get sick or have an accident abroad.

Every policy is different, but a good policy should cover:


	Sickness/death (you or a close family member)

	Airline/tour goes bankrupt

	Job loss

	
Strikes

	Weather

	Jury and military duty

	Stolen passport



It often doesn’t cover:


	Preexisting conditions, including pregnancy issues (if you knew you were pregnant when you purchased the trip)

	Incoming storm (a storm named before the policy is created)

	Accidents from being drunk or doing drugs

	Extreme sports (such as scuba diving, skydiving, and parasailing, though you can purchase special policies for these)

	Fear of flying

	Elective medical procedures (your hair transplant in Turkey goes left)



You’ll want to consider risk assessment here. Are you traveling abroad with elderly people who could easily become ill? Does your destination have unstable weather patterns, or is it prone to strikes (Europe, especially in the summer)?

If you want the ability to cancel your trip for any reason, that coverage is called CFAR—Cancel for Any Reason—and will generally cost 25% of the trip price that you are insuring. I would only recommend this kind of policy if you have a number of known variables that could cancel a trip, such as sick family members or if you are interviewing for new jobs that would potentially require you to cancel your trip if you got the job.

If you do want to buy a policy, it’s best to do it sooner than later—shortly after booking. This way, you can take advantage of all the coverage you get before you even travel, which may include trip cancellation.




Credit Card Insurance

Many credit cards come with various trip protections, such as trip cancellation/interruption, trip delay, lost baggage, baggage delay, car rental insurance, and other helpful protections. Each credit card has its own protections and coverage limits, and it’s important to read the fine print on exclusions. Trip delay coverage kicks in when your flight is delayed (usually 6 or 12 hours) or if you have to spend an overnight due to a delay. This coverage will pay for hotels, meals, medication, and transportation as well as any other “reasonable costs.” Most policies cap coverage at $500 per traveler, though some some credit cards have higher limits, so check on this and then make sure to use that card to pay for the trip.

I find that credit card coverage is often sufficient for cheap trips or domestic trips, but trying to get them to reimburse you if you miss an expensive cruise with multiple family members becomes more complicated. The key is to review the coverage and requirements of the credit card, as some will make you pay for all related travel on that credit card.

If you’re using points, make sure you at least put any taxes or fees on that credit card, and the coverage should kick in. In general, it is harder to get reimbursed by a credit card company than a reputable travel insurer, so just understand the risk you are taking, especially when you book nonrefundable hotels and tours. Paying a 5% premium to know you’re covered for most instances is generally a cost I would recommend building into your travel budget, as the world is becoming more and more unpredictable, especially with extreme weather events.




How Long to Travel

Even if you can afford to travel, finding the time to do it can be the biggest challenge. The United States doesn’t mandate paid time off on a national level like most countries, and the countrywide average for paid time off is a measly 11 working days, just over two weeks. Our European friends have the most flexible policies, with solid base time off plus many public holidays. The United Arab Emirates grants most workers 30 days plus 14 paid holidays. Taiwan offers 30 days of paid leave for those with 10 years in the job; Finland, 25; Iceland, 24; and Denmark, 20. Zimbabwe offers 22 days base, and Mongolians get 15 days, while Mexico requires 12 days off of paid leave.

Don’t feel bad about taking what little time you have off. Trust me, the company will survive, even if you think your job is important. I know so many people who stress about “letting their teams down,” but know that you’ll be a better employee once you’ve had time to step away and reset.

I suggest taking two full weekends for a weeklong trip and incorporating holidays into your trip in smart ways. Traveling to Europe over Thanksgiving is an amazing way to avoid the busiest airport moments at US airports by taking a bit of extra time off but maximizing the days you do have off. Traveling on Christmas Day is another way to save money and avoid crowds but also take advantage of the time you already have off work.

You can stretch 11 days of paid time off by combining them with weekends and public holidays. In 2024, since many public holidays were on Mondays, you could turn 11 days into 44 with the right selection of PTO on the Friday before the holidays, or Tuesday after, or the Friday after Thanksgiving.

If you aren’t boxed in by school calendars, traveling even just a week after the peak holiday dates can mean you’ll get much better prices. Mid-December and mid-January often see massive drops in airfare. And, if you’re traveling abroad with a foreign air carrier on points, remember to check its peak calendar. Thanksgiving won’t mean peak dates on many international airlines, so you may be able to get some excellent award deals.

Make sure to give yourself time to adjust after coming back. I don’t recommend the late Sunday night flight. While I recommend maximizing your time, you should also consider a transition day at home as part of your vacation. Getting back late on a Sunday and going straight into work on a Monday can undo much of the relaxation you built up during your vacation.

For shorter trips, be mindful of jet lag. While it may be tempting to do long weekends in Europe or a quick week in Asia, understand that the quality of your trip could be impacted by the time difference, which I’ll cover more in chapter 12. I try to travel for longer if I’m heading to a time zone farther from home.

If you’re all about a long weekend trip or one shorter than a week, consider destinations within the US, Mexico, Canada, or the Caribbean—perhaps even some spots in Latin America, especially if you’re located in a southern hub such as Miami or Dallas, which offers lots of nonstop flights to destinations in Central and South America. You won’t have to deal with as much jet lag and can better maximize your time.




How to Pick Travel Companions

Who you travel with can make or break a trip. I’ve learned after many group trips (some wildly successful, some epic disasters, and many a bit of both) to be selective with your travel companions. Once I realized that, no, I didn’t have to travel with my friends or even my family, I found even more joy in travel.




How to Handle Group Trips

In my 20s, I used to take a yearly party trip to Mykonos, with a group that got bigger and bigger every year. Eventually, the trip got too crazy—it was like herding cattle, nearly impossible to handle the logistics on an overcrowded island in the peak summer season. There were couples fighting, drunken blowouts, and just general irritation on every step of the trip, from getting taxis to finding beach club reservations. I gave myself permission to bow out as I reached my 30s, and felt relief and happiness. Travel with people that like the same things as you and make travel easy, restorative, and fulfilling.

You don’t have to say yes to every trip or take trips with people out of convenience. Take trips with people whom you love and enjoy spending time with. Don’t just go on a trip because someone is organizing one.

The key to the best group trips is to make sure everyone is on the same page (preferably before you even leave) and that your own needs are met. Here’s how to do it.


Agree on a philosophy on scheduling and flexibility.

Some of the best trips are easily ruined when over-planners and under-planners don’t communicate or agree on trip organization ahead of time. Get it in writing. Send a group email out with a proposed schedule, including where there’s flexibility and where there’s not (e.g., this tour starts at 8 a.m. sharp, but the next day is an entirely free day). Have everyone respond, “I commit.”

Don’t travel with friends who are perpetually late to everything. If you’re this person, try to be respectful and show up for dinner reservations on time. And remember, be kind to the planner, even if everything doesn’t go perfectly or it isn’t the way you would have planned the itinerary. The planner is doing a lot of work and deserves a big thank-you.




Agree on a budget.

You don’t want to be forced out of your comfort zone financially or, on the other end of the spectrum, not be able to enjoy the luxuries of vacation the way you want. Travel with people committed to the same style of trip as you. Don’t be the person who orders the lobster then wants to split the bill.

Try to find travel companions that not only respect your financial boundaries but have similar ones. Decide what splurges you’ll do as a group on the trip and where you can save. Using an app such as Tricount, Splitwise, Tripcoin, or PocketGuard can help you stay organized with money and who owes whom what during group travel.

And remember, a great way to earn more points is to pay for it all and then have everyone pay you back for their portion.




Set personal boundaries.

Even if you’re taking a group trip, you don’t have to share a room or even stay in the same house as the group. I once took a group trip to Thailand, where the other nine people stayed in a shared villa, and I booked a hotel room for myself. I had the best of both worlds: a place to retreat when I needed quiet or alone time and a fun spot to hang out with the group at the shared house.

Protecting your space is especially important as you get older, as you often are able to recognize your nonnegotiable needs—extra sleep, alone time. Sleep is especially delicate, and you don’t want to end up sharing a room with someone who snores or watches TV and keeps you up, which takes away from your ability to be rested and enjoy your trip.






Traveling Alone Can Be Amazing

The joy of a solo trip is real, even if you have a family or are in a relationship. Solo trips build confidence and allow you to focus on whatever you want to do. An easy way not to feel alone when taking a solo trip is to sign up for group tours and activities that allow you to be with others while still enjoying your time how you want.

Every year, I take at least one week to do an absolute “me” trip on my own. I find solo vacations especially helpful when needing to make big life decisions, as these types of trips give me the space and insight to consider my next steps and choose the right path.




The Joy of a Multigenerational Trip

Some of my most memorable vacations have been taking my parents and my son on vacation. Spoiling my parents with luxury travel is a gift I never imagined I could give them. From a trip with my dad to Jordan to taking my mom to Easter Island, traveling with family is special and something I never take for granted.

I’m also getting real joy out of taking my son to new places such as Portugal and Japan. He’s still probably too little to remember, but I’ll always have those memories, and there are plenty of photos to prove it. A great gift for your young children is to create a journal from all of your travels and include pictures and key memories that you can give them when they’re older.




How to Choose the Right Destination and Time to Travel

It’s hard to balance trying something new versus doing what you know will be a good time. However, travel is also about pushing yourself, leaning into uncomfortable moments, staying open-minded, and experiencing new things. Many of us plan travel based on what’s easy and comfortable and what we know or what our friends are doing. But maybe that’s because we don’t know what else is out there, or it feels scary to do something new.




Picking the Right Season

You can save money, avoid crowds, and have an easier travel experience by visiting destinations during their shoulder season. The high season is summer in the Mediterranean or winter in the Caribbean. The low season is winter in the Mediterranean (cold, with seasonal concessions closed) and summer and early fall in the Caribbean (rainy and muggy with the possibility of hurricanes). Remember, the southern hemisphere’s seasons are flipped. Summer in Sydney, Australia; Cape Town, South Africa; and Buenos Aires, Argentina, is from December to March.

The season in between high or peak season and low season is called shoulder season. It’s when you can often count on decent weather, but it’s not high season, which brings crowds and higher prices, or low season, where weather can be unpleasant and you may not even get a feel for the destination because many seasonal spots are closed. It’s much more enjoyable to tour cultural sites in temperate weather and getting into top restaurants is easier in the shoulder season. In my experience, whether it’s Disney World over Easter or Tulum over New Year’s Eve, you’re paying a huge premium to get a worse experience than what you’d get just a couple weeks before or after.

Think about climate change and how locals live. Visiting a European city like Madrid or Paris in August not only means you’ll be met with extreme heat but also the absence of many locals, who flee the city in search of the beach. Many smaller shops and businesses close for the entire month, and you may end up having an uncomfortable experience that doesn’t allow you to enjoy the more authentic delights of these cities.

Off-season can be cheaper, too. If you look at prices for a trip to Mexico over Christmas and New Year’s, then check pricing for the following weeks in January, you might be able to save hundreds, even thousands, of dollars.

Traveling in the shoulder season brings perks you might not even realize, besides being more affordable with fewer crowds. It also means, in many cases, that you can travel on what airlines and hotels consider off-peak dates, and you may find better and more affordable award availability, especially with loyalty programs that don’t bother with dynamic pricing and have published award charts with peak and off-peak rates.




Betting Against Mother Nature: Rainy, Hurricane, and Monsoon Seasons

Do your research because some destinations have cheap low-season rates because you’re taking a gamble on Mother Nature. I don’t recommend planning an advance special occasion, like a honeymoon, to the Caribbean in September. However, I’ve booked last-minute trips to the Caribbean during hurricane season and had a fabulous time with few crowds and cheap hotel rates, so it’s all about the occasion and the perspective—and booking refundable travel whenever possible.

It’s important to really understand what the high, shoulder, and low seasons in certain destinations mean. How bad is monsoon season, really? Does hurricane season just mean a heavy tropical shower at 4 p.m. every day or possible catastrophic consequences to an area without proper infrastructure to handle severe storms?

The first time I went to the Maldives in October, it rained five out of six days. While I didn’t mind (I could still scuba dive in the rain), my traveling companion was not so pleased we flew halfway around the world to get rained on.

Weather can be a bummer, and even wreak havoc on getting home. I generally don’t recommend using precious vacation time during hurricane/monsoon season. But know that in many destinations, weather patterns are changing, so even if you go during a “normal” season, it doesn’t guarantee a perfect trip. And if bad weather disrupts your destination before your trip, many travel insurance policies will allow you to cancel or rebook free of charge.




How to Assess Risk and Safety When Planning Travel (and Traveling)

I’m often asked by travelers, from beginner to advanced, if certain destinations are safe to visit. I’m not an expert on every country in the world, but what I can tell you is that America is one of the more dangerous industrialized countries in the world.2 Do you find it scary to travel around most places in America? I don’t. I know that there are places I should avoid and I should do my research before going to any new city to make sure I don’t put myself at risk for areas known for violent activity. Use the same logic for other countries and you should generally be okay.



I haven’t been to every country, but I’m friends with a bunch of people who have, including Jessica Nabongo, the first Black woman to visit every country in the world. I wanted her perspective on how to assess risk when traveling.

After working for the UN and visiting every country on Earth, Nabongo found the world to be much safer than many people think. Here’s some of the advice I gleaned from our conversation.




Lean on Locals

Nabongo often uses Google as a resource to find local, on-the-ground tour guides for countries, especially those with reputations for being “dangerous.” “At the end of the day, the people living in those countries are the experts. That person will know more about their country than anyone else.”

Remember, people and politics are two different things. People are people, no matter where you are in the world. She references a specific experience when visiting Afghanistan, a country many people would balk at visiting due to safety concerns. But Nabongo knew the way to go would be to experience it through the eyes (and help) of locals.

“I found a guy who started a tour company—the name was Let’s Be Friends—so cute. He once worked as a security advisor for the UN. He met me at the border and brought me clothes to change into. We went to breakfast and the car broke down. We waited 30 minutes, and I said that I could just pay for a new car. The guide said no. He trusted this driver, and he wasn’t going to hire a driver he didn’t know. He never told me I was in danger, but I could tell he was controlling the situation in the way that he could to ensure our safety. The moral of the story is you have to trust the right local people to help keep you safe.”




Use Your Intuition

She also suggests using intuition as a key way to figure out if something is wrong, which has occasionally happened to her. “If something doesn’t feel right, trust that energy and get out,” she advises. I couldn’t agree more and some of my friends call me callous, but I generally don’t interact with people on the street in crowded tourist destinations. I like to think of high tourist areas as the African savanna and the tourists are prey for the predators who constantly analyze the pack and decide to go for the weakest links. Often pickpockets will distract you while their counterparts quickly bump into you and steal your belongings before you even realize what happened. By all means I encourage you to meet locals wherever you go, just avoid it at most tourist traps, which are where most pickpocketing and criminal activity happens (like the Trevi Fountain in Rome and Las Ramblas in Barcelona). Scammers will often ask you innocent questions like where you’re from and before you know it you’re having drinks with them at a local bar where they’re in cahoots with the bar owner and they charge you $1,000 per drink or else they’ll threaten to call the cops on you (who may or may not be in on the scam). This happens more often than you’d think, so I highly recommend keeping to yourself and avoiding contact with random people in high tourist areas. Here are some other tips to avoid being pickpocketed:


	
1. Use a money belt around your chest under your shirt for your valuables.

	
2. Never use your cell phone in public in a high tourist area—someone could come up on a bike or motorcycle and snatch it out of your hand.

	
3. Never store anything in your back pockets.

	
4. Backpacks should be turned forward on your chest when worn in public areas (thieves will slice the bottom of your bag and you’ll never know it’s been emptied).

	
5. No expensive watches or jewelry—organized crime rings will steal it off your hand in a matter of seconds—in broad daylight in major cities.

	
6. Always leave your passport and extra credit cards/cash in your hotel room safe when possible. (However, this isn’t 100% secure as hotel safes can be breeched by employees and thieves.)

	
7. Never hire random cars—always use a ride service app or arrange through a hotel.






Stay at Hotels

Stay at hotels if safety is a concern or if you’re traveling alone. “If I have to run in, I know there’s going to be someone at the front desk. If you’re solo, I recommend a hotel or hostel because there are other people there,” Nabongo said.




Make Smart Choices and Be Prepared

When it comes to general travel safety, use your head. Don’t be showy with jewelry or cash, especially in certain destinations. And know that much of what could happen abroad could happen at home.

During Carnival celebrations in Rio de Janeiro in 2019, I was at a local outdoor party in Ipanema (the neighborhood near the famous beach) and heard gunshots that were very close by. My group of friends had to scatter and run as the shots kept happening, which was pretty traumatic. We eventually found each other, and luckily none of us were harmed and we just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time—a robbery went awry near us and fortunately the victim lived. If you’re being robbed, don’t try to be a hero and fight back—things can be replaced, your life can’t.

If you are approached by a group of young people, don’t underestimate them, as coordinated youth gangs can inflict damage quickly. And just as this can happen abroad, it can also happen in the US, so it’s best to take precautions no matter your location. I recommend always being aware of the exits, especially in hotels. Imagine smoke filling the hallway and you have to crawl to find the exit. Whenever you check into a hotel, make a mental note of where the stairwell is from your room. Hopefully you never have to know, but in the off chance you do, that piece of information could save your life. Also, 911 is not the global number for emergency services; finding the local emergency phone number in the country you’re visiting takes a minute and having it on hand will be useful if you need to call it quickly.





Strike the Right Balance Between Getting Scammed and Supporting Locals

There’s a tricky balance between being a gracious tourist and holding your ground, especially in countries that are wildly different from the United States.

Nabongo suggests playing the cultural game, like bartering at local markets, because, well, it’s fun. “I often talk to guides or drivers to understand more about a price range. I didn’t do this on a trip to Morocco, and I went in blind. They really got me at the leather tannery and, later, at the souks. When I realized they’d overcharged me three times as much as normal prices, I went back. And they gave me money back, plus other goods. Negotiate, but also tip and don’t try to cheat locals. I tip a lot, like if someone walks me somewhere or offers kind service. I recognize the economic disparity. Always have the local equivalent of one US dollar, so that if you want to tip, you can.”




Travel Safety Resources

The US State Department travel advisories are valid resources, but you must use the information and warnings offered with a knowledgeable outlook. In many cases, countries as a whole are marked with high-level travel warnings due to public health concerns such as outbreaks of infectious diseases or violence in a specific area that’s nowhere near where you might be headed. Familiarize yourself with the regions of a country and understand that an issue in one area doesn’t necessarily mean you can’t safely visit other parts.

Nabongo also says to think carefully about certain travel advisories, as sometimes the dangers are irrelevant to tourists and are “politically charged/biased or based on specific local violence.”

She suggests some “starter” countries in the Middle East and Africa that those who want to explore, but not get in too deep, can try: “Jordan and Oman are great starter Middle Eastern countries. In Africa, Kenya, Tanzania, Egypt, Morocco, and Ghana. For something more off the beaten path, Algeria and Tunisia.”





Natural Disasters

When it comes to natural disasters, do the research, and don’t just count on one source or hearsay from friends. Find out where the flooding or wildfires are, take serious considerations if a country is facing political instability, but try to find unbiased information. If you can reach someone on the ground there or someone who’s visited recently, this work can help you get more accurate information.

You should never go to a disaster area where your visit would detract from the welfare of the local population. Once in recovery, however, your visit may do some good, so try to support local businesses as much as possible so your tourism dollars go into the local community more than a publicly traded company’s bottom line.

I took a trip to Puerto Rico 90 days after Hurricane Maria to assist with the recovery, and the island was in desperate need of tourism again. Visiting these destinations can aid in recovery, but it can be a fine balance. I recommend talking to locals, but even then, you’ll find differing opinions. In general, if you’re torn on whether to visit a destination, I recommend doing it in the future and going somewhere else this trip instead. There’s no shortage of incredible places to visit where your presence won’t be a drag on limited resources.




Understanding Your Personal Risk Profile

There is always risk in traveling, and you need to make the best decision for yourself and your family. At the most extreme, you don’t want to become a political prisoner, because we’ve seen adversarial nations such as North Korea and Russia detain American citizens to use them as bargaining chips. Don’t be naive and downplay the risk of kidnapping in countries with elevated risk warnings.

If you have a medical condition that might require specific doctors or equipment, it’s on you to make sure that it’s available at your destination. If you love scuba diving like me, you should understand where the nearest hyperbaric chamber is in case you get decompression sickness, which can happen on a normal dive.

As a single gay father, I research each destination I visit, especially with my son, and I always have proof that I’m the only parent on his birth certificate. I understand that this is not the norm in most countries, and immigration agents may want to screen me more to make sure I’m not trafficking a child.

A destination may have a low level of violent crime, but there may be a large amount of undocumented crime against women or LGBTQ+ people. As an openly gay traveler, I always do my due diligence and understand both the laws and societal norms of where I’m going. It’s my perspective that it’s not my duty to be an activist everywhere I go, and as a visitor, I agree to abide by the local laws and customs while visiting.

While I don’t agree with the laws of many countries I visit, I’ll still abide by them. I fully understand those LGBTQ+ travelers who don’t want to do that, and I respect that. But I also disagree with boycotting countries that have anti-LGBTQ+ laws, as I have traveled to many and often the tourism industry is the only place where the most marginalized LGBTQ+ members can work, so boycotting directly harms the people you’re trying to help.

You never want to put yourself in a situation where you could be at risk of violating local laws. While the US government may help connect you with a local lawyer, never expect the local embassy to rush to your defense, especially if you do something avoidable. The freedom of speech we enjoy in the US is not universal, and many American tourists have learned this lesson the hard way.

In 2020, traveler Wesley Barnes, who was working in Thailand, faced up to two years in prison in Thailand for violating their strict anti-defamation laws. He left a 1-star Tripadvisor review on the Sea View Resort on Koh Chang Island, stating, “The staff was not friendly. Nobody could smile. The restaurant manager was rude and very full of himself. There are other hotels with better, friendlier staff. Avoid this place as if it were the Coronavirus!” Thankfully the authorities released him after a short detainment (he had to issue a public apology), but it serves as a warning that your sense of humor may not translate abroad, especially on social media, where it can be quickly misconstrued, so your best bet is to keep your mouth shut and at least wait until you’re back in the US to voice your potentially controversial opinions.

This should go without saying, but never get mouthy or handsy with airport workers. Elizabeth Polanco De Los Santos learned that the hard way when she allegedly tapped a security guard’s arm when they asked her to take off a compression garment when undergoing security at Dubai airport. The guard perceived it as assault, and the 21-year-old college student was fined and detained for months while her case worked its way through the UAE’s complicated legal system. Fifty thousand dollars and two months later, she was allowed to leave, but she could have faced up to a year in jail.

While these two cases are outliers—they are reminders that international travel can bring many positives—it is still your responsibility to act respectfully.

When traveling to a foreign country, take two minutes and register with the US Department of State’s STEP, Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (https://mytravel.state.gov/s/step), so you can receive important updates. This program allows the US government to contact you should any geopolitical or weather situations arise. I was recently in Guatemala and was notified about national protests that would close major highways around the airport. Luckily I had several days’ notice and moved my return flight up by a day, which saved me from being stranded in the country for five days as airport operations ground to a halt because employees couldn’t arrive or depart. If there are natural disasters or political unrest, STEP will connect you with critical government resources, and in dire situations the US government may even expatriate you. I highly recommend registering even when you’re in “safe” countries, as situations can arise out of nowhere and escalate quickly. Getting the right information is critical and being registered in STEP is easy to do.

If you’re still feeling apprehensive about a destination even after you research or connect with a local, save the trip for another time. There are plenty of places to visit and some destinations will require a higher tolerance for risk that might be more suitable to visit after you’ve traveled more.




My Points Bucket List with Top Points Hotels

These are some of my favorite destinations to visit on points that are a great value and have changed the way I view the world and travel.



Culture and Food


	
1. Japan: Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka (bonus winter add-on: skiing in Niseko) Edition Ginza, Park Hyatt Kyoto, St. Regis Osaka

	
2. Thailand: Bangkok and Koh Samui
JW Marriott Bangkok, Conrad Koh Samui



	
3. Argentina: Buenos Aires and Mendoza for wine
Palacio Duhau - Park Hyatt Buenos Aires and Park Hyatt Mendoza



	
4. Paris, France:
Park Hyatt Paris-Vendôme, Prince de Galles, a Luxury Collection Hotel, The Westin Paris-Vendôme, or the Kimpton St Honoré








Relaxation


	
1. The Maldives:
The Ritz-Carlton Maldives, Fari Islands, the St. Regis Maldives Vommuli Resort, and the Waldorf Astoria Maldives Ithaafushi



	
2. Hawaii:
Kauai or Maui Grand Hyatt Kauai Resort or the Andaz Maui at Wailea Resort - A Concept by Hyatt



	
3. Cabo San Lucas:
Waldorf Astoria Los Cabos Pedregal or The Cape, A Thompson Hotel, by Hyatt








Adventure


	
1. Dubai:
Park Hyatt Dubai or Conrad Dubai plus a desert safari with a stay at Al Maha, a Luxury Collection Desert Resort & Spa



	
2. South Africa:
Cape Town and safari at Kruger or wine country (Stellenbosch or Franschhoek) Westin Cape Town and Hyatt Regency Cape Town (there aren’t any luxury traditional points hotels in the bush but splurge on any Singita; I love Sabi Sand). Or, tack on a safari at Cheetah Plains or at the JW Marriott Masai Mara Lodge in Kenya



	
3. Iceland:
Edition Reykjavik, Hotel Ranga (Hilton)














Chapter 4 How to Win at Booking Travel



The key is flexibility and knowing when and where to purchase travel.



I first became fascinated with airfare during a segment on 60 Minutes where the reporter interviewed everyone on a plane and showed the widely varying amounts passengers paid for essentially the exact same thing. I couldn’t believe how much airfare cost and I vowed to never be the poor guy who paid three times as much as the person sitting next to him did. What a fool! (And what a fool I would become many times in my life when left to buy expensive fares due to my loathing of planning in advance.) While airfare seems to make no sense, once you understand how it works you can then begin to hunt for the cheapest deals and avoid the things that make airfare so expensive. There are so many factors that go into the price of an airline ticket and if you watch fake experts on social media, they’ll spread false tips like “using incognito browsing” or shopping on a certain day to get the cheapest fares (that used to be the case many years ago, but modern computing now allows airlines to update pricing almost immediately). While I love a conspiracy theory, airlines do not price airfare based on your individual session—they use much larger datasets, primarily demand, which is triggered when someone buys a ticket. And if it’s the last ticket in a fare class, the price will likely rise. Your simple act of browsing didn’t trigger the change—it’s very likely that someone else bought (or canceled) a ticket that caused the price change. To become a pro at finding cheap fares, you need to understand the basics of airfare.

As stressful as it can be, there’s nothing more satisfying than getting an amazing deal on a trip. I remember my first cheap flight booking as if it were yesterday: the excitement of seeing something too good to be true, the frantic call to my college roommate to see if he wanted to go to Ireland on spring break for $300. Everyone that year was going to Acapulco, but those pricey packages were too steep for me. But $300 was doable, especially since I had a friend studying abroad in Ireland who assured me we would “pregame” (drink cheap booze in his dorm room) before going out to minimize how much we spent at the pubs. Frat boy math at its finest! We would be staying in hostels, so we figured we could do it all for $800.

After squeezing into a regular US Airways 767 economy seat (window seat, always) and taking NyQuil to distract me from the imprints my knees made in the seatback in front of me, I remember landing in the Manchester airport on a grim March morning but thinking it the most magical place in the world. A utopia where everyone was drinking at the airport at 9 a.m.! I hadn’t even gotten off the plane when I declared my undying love for international travel.

After arriving in Dublin, we packed into a double-decker bus that took us straight to our hostel in Temple Bar. Everyone was so nice! Everything was so green! I could live here!

The Ireland trip was an epic success, and I craved more of Europe. I decided to squeeze in a six-week study abroad that summer in Madrid, and I aimed to find another flight deal. But unlike my flight to Dublin (via Philadelphia and Manchester) in March, the dates—May to early July—contributed to the wild seasonality of fares, especially when the study abroad department sent the bill: $1,800 for airfare for the “discounted group rate.” Luckily, they said, “Feel free to book on your own, but you won’t find better than this.” Challenge accepted.
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