
S ix and a half years ago, a Bull & Bear was written about using sign-up bonus-
es offered by credit card companies to pay for free vacations.  Back then there 
was not even a name for the activity that is now called “credit churning” or 

the “points and miles hobby,” which has really taken off with the younger generation.  
The percentage of Americans that carry a credit card balance has declined from 65% 
in 2018 to 60% in 2020 to now about half of Americans.  Surprisingly, Gen Z is less 
likely to carry balances, as only 42% do.  Credit cards are a trap for roughly half of 
American card holders as they pay interest that averages 20% to those corporations, 
up from 15% in 2018.  For these people, credit cards should be torn up to facilitate 
paying down debt.  For the other half of Americans, credit cards are used wisely for 
convenience purposes, paying off their balances every month.  If you have shown 
discipline having credit, have a high credit score, and have not carried a balance on 
revolving debt for over five years, then those same corporations can pay for a free 
vacation. 

Card companies still covet two kinds of customers: those who hold balances and are 
charged usurious interest rates and those who pay off their balances every month but 
engage in many transactions.  The only group of non-defaulters credit companies do 
not like are people who pay their balances off every month and rarely use their cards.  
To entice individuals who pay off balances to use their cards, rewards programs have 
evolved.  Originally started as up to 1% cash back with Discover in the 1980’s, re-
wards programs have exploded into a bidding war between card issuers.  It is not un-
usual to offer hundreds of dollars’ worth of airline miles or hotel points for new card 
sign-ups with some offers going over a thousand.  Those miles can be used to pay for 
domestic airline fare for two or hotel accommodations.   

As an example:  First, an individual signs up for loyalty programs where miles and 
points can be used.  For example, if American Airlines offers routes from a local air-
port to a destination you desire, open up an American Advantage account, and if you 
like Marriott-branded hotels open a Marriott Bonvoy account.  It is free to join their 
reward programs, and there are no fees.  Then choose credit cards that offer large 
sign-up bonuses for those programs.  For instance, the AAdvantage Platinum Select 
MasterCard credit card by Citi gives 50,000 in bonus sign-up miles for opening the 
card and spending $2,500 within the first three months and includes a free checked 
bag and priority boarding for cardholders with the $95 annual fee waived for the first 
year.  So Citi partnered with American to give you enough miles for two free airline 
tickets.  After you receive your bonus miles from the airline card, you can move on to 
the hotel portion. 
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Please remember that past performance is no guarantee of future results.  Different types of investments involve varying degrees of risk, and there can be no assurance that the future performance 
of any specific investment, investment strategy, or product (including the investments and/or investment strategies recommended or undertaken by Valicenti Advisory Services, Inc. [“VASI]), or 
any non-investment related content, made reference to directly or indirectly in this commentary will be profitable, equal any corresponding indicated historical performance level(s), be suitable 
for your portfolio or individual situation, or prove successful.  Due to various factors, including changing market conditions and/or applicable laws, the content may no longer be reflective of 
current opinions or positions. Moreover, you should not assume that any discussion or information contained in this commentary serves as the receipt of, or as a substitute for, personalized invest-
ment advice from VASI. No amount of prior experience or success should not be construed that a certain level of results or satisfaction if VASI is engaged, or continues to be engaged, to provide 
investment advisory services. VASI is neither a law firm, nor a certified public accounting firm, and no portion of the commentary content should be construed as legal or accounting advice. A 
copy of the VASI’s current written disclosure Brochure discussing our advisory services and fees continues to remain available upon request or at www.valicenti.com.  Please Remember: If you 
are a VASI client, please contact VASI, in writing, if there are any changes in your personal/financial situation or investment objectives for the purpose of reviewing/evaluating/revising our 
previous recommendations and/or services, or if you would like to impose, add, or to modify any reasonable restrictions to our investment advisory services.  Unless, and until, you notify us, in 
writing, to the contrary, we shall continue to provide services as we do currently. Please Also Remember to advise us if you have not been receiving account statements (at least quarterly) from 
the account custodian. Historical performance results for investment indices, benchmarks, and/or categories have been provided for general informational/comparison purposes only, and general-
ly do not reflect the deduction of transaction and/or custodial charges, the deduction of an investment management fee, nor the impact of taxes, the incurrence of which would have the effect of 
decreasing historical performance results.  It should not be assumed that your VASI account holdings correspond directly to any comparative indices or categories. Please Also Note: (1) perfor-
mance results do not reflect the impact of taxes; (2) comparative benchmarks/indices may be more or less volatile than your VASI accounts; *Please Note: Ranking Limitations. Neither rankings 
nor recognitions by unaffiliated rating services, publications, media, or other organizations,  nor the achievement of any professional designation, certification, degree, or license, membership in 
any professional organization, or any amount of prior experience or success, should be construed by a client or prospective client as a guarantee that the client will experience a certain level of 
results if the investment professional or the  investment professional’s firm is engaged, or continues to be engaged, to provide investment advisory services. A fee was not paid by either the 
investment professional or the investment professional’s firm to receive the ranking. The ranking is based upon specific criteria and methodology (see ranking criteria/methodology). No ranking 
or recognition should be construed as an endorsement by any past or current client of the investment professional or the  investment professional’s firm.  ANY QUESTIONS: VASI’s Chief 
Compliance Officer remains available to address any questions regarding rankings and/or recognitions, including the criteria used for any reflected ranking. 
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For the hotel, earlier this year the Marriott Bonvoy Boundless card by Chase and the Marriott Bonvoy Card by Ameri-
can Express were offering five free night certificates after completing the spend requirement.  Currently, the best offer 
is the Marriott Bonvoy Card by Chase, which will give you 125,000 bonus points after spending $5,000 in the first 
three months, with a $95 annual fee.  That many bonus points is enough for four to five free nights in Marriott’s lower 
reward tier of hotels.  Someone with patience would wait for Chase or American Express to bring back the five free 
night certificate as they have done the past two years.  The value of those certificates on a trip is over $1,500 in ex-
change for the $95 annual fee.  These bonus offers apply only to new cardholders that do not currently have these cards 
nor had them in the past four years.  Also, these offers do not apply to individuals who have opened five or more cards 
in the past 24 months. 

With some advanced planning, an individual or couple can get two of these credit cards if they can meet the spending 
obligation and have airfare for two plus hotel covered on a domestic vacation from free points and miles.  When the 
first year of waived credit card fees ends on the Citi card, just cancel the card to avoid the annual fees.  We are not en-
couraging spending to meet these bonus thresholds, but individuals who spend such sums already might as well be re-
warded for the spending that they already engage in.  It goes without saying, for those who carry balances, the interest 
charges would overwhelm any benefit from bonuses, and, therefore, this is not for you.   

For those of you worried about your credit score, don’t be.  When credit score metrics were adjusted over a decade 
ago, the impact of new credit applications was adjusted to only be a 10% factor on your score, and the impact of clos-
ing an account that has been open a year was also minimized.  As highlighted in the beginning, if you have paid off 
your balances in full for the last five years, you will have a solid credit foundation that will allow for these point and 
mile maximizing tactics with little negative impact. 

There are dozens of credit cards out there offering miles or points, which would be impossible to cover here; there is 
even one card that at times offers 100,000 points equal to four domestic airfares.  It is an interesting hobby to become 
involved with for spending you already engage in.  This hobby has created multiple websites discussing tactics and 
current offers for the online community.  This is the one time the moneylenders can pay you for borrowing their mon-
ey for the month.   


