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YMM looks at 
which major 
Australian 
airline offers 
its frequent 
flyers the 
best value for 
money. Heather 
Richardson 
reports  

Qantas v Virgin
Which frequent flyer program is best?
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Virgin is seeking to leave behind its status as a ‘discount’ airline and is taking the fight to Qantas to change public 
perceptions about its levels of service. It is currently ramping up its Velocity frequent flyer program. Meanwhile, here’s an 
overview of how the two airlines’ standard frequent flyer programs currently stack up.

Read on to page 62 for the YMM in-depth analysis of how you can earn and spend points under each program.

VIRGIN VERSUS THE BIG RED ‘ROO

 Virgin AustrAliA
 former budget airline currently remodelling itself to fit a 

new mould with its Velocity frequent flyer scheme
 Velocity general manager, Phil Gunter, claims the program 

is becoming relevant to everybody, not only budget flyers
 a similar range of options to Qantas for earning and 

redeeming points, but with fewer partners and countries
 more opportunities for redeeming points with fewer 

points required and the best reward seat availability in the 
Asia Pacific

 Velocity is undergoing changes and is aiming to improve 
platinum membership benefits

 free to join
 points expire after 36 months of inactivity

Points can be earned:
 flying with 12 airline partners
 six partners are Virgin carriers, eg Virgin Atlantic; others 

include Delta and Etihad. Singapore Airlines to join soon 
 more than 70,000 hotels in over 140 countries
 when booking with Hotelclub, members earn three points 

per dollar
 bonus points for Silver, Gold and Platinum members
 only three credit card providers, but all major banks offer 

points transfer
 AMEX Business earns one point per dollar

Points can be redeemed:
 Sydney to Melbourne, return, economy: 19,600 points OR 

13,800 points + pay $66
 flexi to premium upgrades avilable with Virgin Australia, 

Pacific Blue and Polynesian Blue
 Gold and Platinum members entitled to bonus points, 

priority check in, priority boarding, additional baggage 
allowances and access to over 150 partner lounges

 Shopping: can use Velocity rewards story and a Myer $50 
gift card costs 6,750 points
 

QAntAs
 one of 27 airlines in the oneworld alliance, which  

includes British Airways and American Airlines
 you can earn points with all 27 oneworld airlines and  

with over 400 Qantas partners worldwide, including 
hotels, credit card providers, car rentals, supermarkets  
and more

 Simon Hickey, CEO of the scheme, says the inclusion 
of Qantas’ budget airline Jetstar alongside the other 
international carriers, means the program “works for 
everybody”

 program costs $82.50 to join, but you can also join  
for free if you are signed up to Woolworths Everyday  
Rewards

 points expire after 18 months of inactivity

Points can be earned:
 at over 2,800 hotels in over 350 world locations, including 

Hilton and Hyatt
 three points per dollar spent on Australian partner hotel 

accommodation
 1,000 points per stay at international partner hotels when 

booking at Qantas.com
 guarantees you earn 1,000 points on even the shortest 

Qantas flight
 14 credit card providers and earn double points when card 

used in conjunction with other Qantas partners
 Amex Discovery earns one point per dollar

Points can be redeemed:
 Upgrades only available on Qantas and Jetstar flights. 

Domestic upgrades will be from economy to business; 
international will be from economy to premium economy, 
premium economy to business or business to first class

 The more you fly the higher your status: silver, gold and 
platinum membership gets you  extra points when you 
fly, priority check-in and preferred seating, extra baggage 
on Qantas flights; complimentary access to the Qantas 
Club and oneworld alliance lounge plus over 130 lounges 
worldwide for gold or platinum

 for shopping you can use the Qantas Frequent Flyer store
 a $50 Myer gift card costs 6,750 points
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Avoid points greed  
Frequent Flyer schemes are 
essentially loyalty programs and 
can stop you shopping around 
to find the best deal. Make 
sure you aren’t buying flights 
or using credit cards purely to 
build points – you might end 
up spending a lot more money 
than you would have been 
without your frequent flyer 
membership. 

Tip!

Flyer type Flights bought pa
Spend on partner 

credit card

Cost of flights bought Points earned

Qantas VirginQantas Virgin

Infrequent flyer
(Bronze member)

2 return domestic economy 
fares

$25k on Amex $740 $909 50,000 50,000

Regular flyer
(Silver member)

26 return international and 
domestic economy fares

$50k on Amex $16,863 $15,190 156,000 150,000

Very frequent flyer
(Gold member)

1 business class trip to each 
of Europe, the US and Asia; 10 
return domestic trips

$50k on Amex $47,517 $42,000 234,000 300,000

Extreme
(Platinum member)

2 business class trips to each 
of Europe, US, Asia, 20 return 
domestic trips

$100k on Amex $95,034 $83,000 514,000 600,000

*based on below table and online fares for the period 5 or 6 Nov 2011, returning 13 Nov 2011. The four flyer types assume Qantas’ Discount Economy, Economy, Premium Economy and 

Business offerings are equivalent to Virgin’s Saver, Flexi, Premium Economy Flexi, and Business respectively.

 HOW MANY POiNtS CAN YOu rACk uP EACH YEAr?

Both Qantas and Virgin points can 
be earned in a range of ways; it is not 
wholly dependent on how often you fly. 
However, flying will give you the best 
points-to-dollars ratio. After all that’s 
why airlines offer frequent flyer programs, 
to encourage you to fly…frequently. 

YMM looked at the spending patterns 
for four different types of flyer to assess 
how many points can be collected on 

an average annual spend on flights and 
credit cards in each airline’s frequent 
flyer plan. There’s very little difference 
between the airlines in terms of points 
that can be generated by infrequent flyers 
but very frequent or extremely frequent 
flyers can generate more points with 
Virgin. 

Research conducted by Galaxy on behalf of American 
Express found that for around a quarter of Australians, the 
benefits, features and rewards offered with a credit card are 
more important than the annual fees or interest rates.

Fast fact

Which airline is best for earning points?

Airlines own your points – if 
they go bust, you lose them all

Be aware of restrictions for 
redeeming – blackout dates 
and limited seat availability 

You cannot collect points for 
cancelled flights

The fine print

Now go 
to the 
table 
on page 
86 to 
see how 
much 
free stuff 
you can 
get with 
your 
points
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3. Credit cards
Most major credit cards now offer a frequent flyer partnership so you can 
build points while you spend. If you already use a credit card, it might make 
sense to switch to a frequent flyer card to collect points without changing 
your spending habits. If you don’t regularly use a credit card, having the 
opportunity to gain points might mean you spend more than you would 
normally, which could be a dangerous trap to fall into if you can’t make the 
repayments. The annual fees and interest rates are usually higher with frequent 
flyer cards too, so weigh up how many points you could earn against the extra 
you would spend on the card.

Qantas offers a number of co-branded credit cards, with the opportunity 
to earn double points if you use that card to pay for something from a Qantas 
partner. For example, if you use an ANZ Frequent Flyer Visa card to pay for a 
night in the Hilton Sydney, you would earn three points per dollar spent with 
the Hilton plus one point per $2 spent on your credit card. 

Virgin offers only three co-branded cards (Virgin Money, NAB and Amex), 
but has the largest range of credit cards in the market that offer point transfers. 
For example, with Commonwealth Awards two points will transfer into one 
Velocity point. The following frequent flyer credit cards currently represent 
good value for money: 

 Cards to consider

Best overall Qantas American Express Discovery Card as it has a $0 annual fee and the 
value is immediate on any rewards earned. Apply before 31 January 2012 
to earn up to 10,000 extra points

Very regular travellers Qantas American Express Ultimate Card, complimentary return economy 
domestic flight

Regular travellers American Express Platinum Edge Credit Card, 0% intro rate on purchases 
for six months

Domestic travellers Virgin Flyer Card. Buy a Virgin Australia domestic seat and receive a 
complimentary seat on the same flight up to four times every year

International business 
travellers

Amex Velocity Platinum Card. Two-for-one deal on Business Class Flexi 
fares with V Australia. Complimentary Virgin Australia domestic economy 
return flight between selected Australian cities after your first card spend 
every year

Source: www.creditcardfinder.com.au

Tips for frequent flyers
If you’re a frequent flyer, collecting miles 
will be a given and you should look at 
what else is offered: 
■ higher FF levels if you go for a higher 

level of membership – you will have 
more opportunities to earn points  
and more rewards to reap 

■ upgrades – the holy grail of flying; 
Virgin has less opportunities for 
upgrades. If you are looking to use 
your points for an upgrade, then look 
to the bigger, international carriers

■ lounge access – as with upgrades, 
there will be more opportunity to  
find lounges with the bigger airlines 
and alliances 

■ consolidate your miles – choose the 
airline you use the most, ie one that 
has a hub near to where you live, to 
make the most of your miles and  
status benefits 

Tips for infrequent flyers
If you don’t fly that often, you need to 
look at other earning opportunities: 

■ credit cards – most credit cards offer 
rewards, so look at which one will best 
suit your needs. It is more than likely 
that your current credit card provider 
(if you have one) has a FF scheme card 
to which you could easily switch 

■ shopping – many supermarkets allow 
you to collect points on your grocery 
bill. Woolworths offer Qantas FF 
members one point per $1 over $30 in 
a single transaction 

■ expiry – points often expire if the 
account has been left inactive for a 
certain amount of time. With Qantas, 
points expire after 18 months if no 
points or status credits have been 
earned or redeemed. Velocity resets 
the point balance to zero if the account 
is inactive for 36 months  

Other ways to earn points
1.shopping

  Points earned with Qantas Points earned with Virgin

Woolworths and Safeway 
Supermarkets

1 point per $1 spent over $30* zero

Apple Store zero 1 point per $1 spent

Big W 1 point per $1 spent over $30 zero

Ebay.com.au zero 2 points per $1 spent

*Free Qantas FF membership with Woolworths Everyday Rewards. Notes: Data assumes cash not credit card is used

2. Mobile phones
  Points earned with Qantas Points earned with Velocity

Optus 2 points per $1 on most individual 
services

zero

Virgin Mobile zero 3 points per $1 on eligible 24 month 
post-paid mobile or 12 month 

mobile broadband plans (excludes 
all prepaid and BYO services)
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Flyer type infrequent flyer regular flyer Very frequent flyer Extreme

Award Qantas
50,000pts

Virgin
50,000pts

Qantas
156,000pts

Virgin
150,000pts

Qantas
234,000pts

Virgin
300,000pts

Qantas
514,000pts

Virgin
600,000pts

One-way flight Sydney to Brisbane

Economy 4 5 12 15 18 30 41 61

Premium economy na 3 na 11 na 22 na 45

Business 2 3* 7 10* 11 21 25 43*

One-way flight Melbourne to Singapore

Economy 1 1 5 5 7 10 17 20

Premium economy 1 na 3 na 5 na 11 na

Business 0 0 2 2 3 5 8 10

First 0 na 1 na 2 na 5 na

One-way flight Sydney to London

Economy 0 0 2 2 3 4 8 9

Premium economy 0 0 1 1 2 3 5 6

Business 0 0 1 1 1 2 4 4

First 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 3

$250 voucher Crown Hotel Melbourne 1 1 4 4 6 9 15 18

$100 voucher Intercontinental, 
Rendezvous or Marque hotels

3 3 11 11 17 22 38 44

$100 cruise voucher 3 3 9 10 14 20 32 40

Woolworths $100 gift voucher 3 na 10 na 16 na 35 na

Coles $100 gift voucher na 3 na 10 na 20 na 41

* +$16 cash per flight   ^Taxes and surcharges payable in cash   Note: Virgin Velocity international flights with partner airlines

 WHAt YOu CAN rEdEEM YOur POiNtS FOr^

There is very little difference between 
the Qantas and Virgin programs if 
you are an infrequent or regular flyer. 
In fact, there’s not much point being 
a member of a frequent flyer program 
if you only take a couple of domestic 
flights per year. A total of 50,000 
points accumulated with either Qantas 
or Virgin would, at best, entitle an 
infrequent flyer to a couple of return 
domestic flights per year, a $250 Crown 
Hotel (Melbourne voucher), three $100 
vouchers towards the cost of a stay at an 
Intercontinental, Rendezvous or Margue 
hotel or three $100 vouchers towards the 
cost of a cruise.

Very frequent or extremely frequent 
flyers need to think about what’s 
important to them before deciding 
on Virgin or Qantas. Both standard 

Which airline is best for redeeming points?
frequent flyer programs require you to 
pay (with points or cash) for club lounge 
membership and for upgrades. If you 
spend many hours in the air, those perks 
may be more important to you than 
the number of Woolworths or Coles 
vouchers you can acquire in a year. Club 
lounge membership will cost you less 
points with Virgin but Qantas requires 
you to spend less points for upgrades 
than Virgin.

Qantas, because of its higher number 
of partner airlines, also provides more 
opportunities for points redemption. 
However, Virgin is working hard at 
giving its Velocity members more 
bangs for their buck. For both the very 
frequent and extremely frequent flyer, 
Virgin membership will enable you to 
redeem more domestic and international 

flights, hotel, cruise and shopping 
vouchers than Qantas for the same 
annual spend. 

From 
table 
on 
page 
84
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For a very frequent flyer, perks like 
lounges are probably going to be high 
on the list of what you’ll look for in 
a program. You can use your points 
to access lounges worldwide – the 
more points you have, the better 
your membership will be with access 
ranging from a guest pass to a four-year 
membership.

The Qantas Club allows access to 

over 130 lounges worldwide and you can 
join using your points or the straight-up 
joining fee (see table below). Qantas 
Club membership also includes Qantas 
Frequent Flyer membership, normally 
$82.50. 

The Virgin Australia Lounge can be 
found at Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, 
Canberra, Adelaide and Perth domestic 
airport terminals. 

Velocity Gold and Platinum members 
are also eligible for access to over 150 
partner lounges around the world. 
Qantas Gold and Platinum members 
receive complimentary membership to 
The Qantas Club. 

Frequent flyers may want to consider 
an international membership, such as 
Qantas’, which clearly has more options 
in the lounge department. 

Points needed for lounge access

  QANtAS Club VirgiN AuStrAliA lOuNgE

Joining fees

1 year: 150,000 points/$840 
2 years: 215,000 points/$1,220 
4 years: 340,000 points/$1,980 
Guest card for 1 year: 50,000 
points/$320 

1 year + joining fee:  100,000 
points 
1 year (Silver members): 40,000 
points 

Renewal fees
1 year:  75,000 points/$470  
2 years: 150,000 points/$850  
4 years: 275,000 points/$1,610  60,000 points 

What about points + pay?

Both Qantas and Velocity offer a 
‘Points + Pay’ option. This means you 
can use your points, and pay for the 
remainder of the cost in cash. But 
is this method of redeeming points 
good value for money? 

Qantas’ Classic Awards (offered 
with 34 airlines worldwide) and 
Velocity’s Reward Seats (available 
with 12 airlines) are better value 
for points, as they are based on 
mileage and have a set rate, whereas 
‘Points + Pay’ redemption rates vary 
throughout the year just like the 
price of normal flight tickets.

The ‘Points + Pay’ option is great 
for discounted flights and if you have 
a lower point balance. ‘Points + Pay’ 
is also available on all seats, so it can 
be useful for customers who have 
missed out on Classic Award seats 
(Qantas) or Reward seats (Velocity).

lounging around 

  QANtAS^ VirgiN*

0-600 miles
Economy to Premium Economy: 2000 points 
Economy to Business: 5000 points 
Business to First: 5000 points

Flexi to Premium: 4,900 points

     

3,601-4,800 miles
Economy to Premium Economy: 10,000 
points Economy to Business:  25,000 points 
Business to First: 25,000 points

Flexi to Premium: 24,900 points

     

9,601-15,000 miles

Economy to Premium Economy:  24,000 
points 
Economy to Business: 60,000 points 
Business to First: 60,000 points

na

                                             * with Virgin Australia, Pacific Blue 
and Polynesian Blue 

^ with a QF flight ticket    

upgrades
Don’t be tricked here. Qantas FF members are only eligible for upgrades if they’re 
flying Qantas, Jetstar or with a QF ticket. Don’t necessarily expect an upgrade when 
flying with partner airlines. CEO of Qantas Frequent Flyer Simon Hickey says 
Qantas currently has a 75% success rate with people who apply for upgrades and is 
working on improving this percentage.

Qantas, because of 
its higher number 
of partner airlines, 
also provides more 
opportunities for 
points redemption. 
However, Virgin 
is working hard at 
giving its Velocity 
members more 
bangs for their buck 


