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There is no science to flying cheap. There 
is no magic wand to wave at jaw-dropping prices 
and no prayer to the travel gods that will help cut 
airfare. Whether you embrace the bliss of planning 
ahead, or you feed on the adrenaline of last-minute 
procrastination, armed with these practical tips, 
your next trip out of the heartland could cost next to 
nothing.
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The planner
Socks? Rolled. Boarding passes? Stashed and labeled. 
All liquid containers meet Transportation Security 
Administration guidelines? Exactly 3.4 ounces. You are 
a planner. You buy tickets early, pack a week in advance 
and arrive at the airport four hours before your flight. 
Despite your arduous preparation, you can still save 
time and money.

Fuel prices have a huge influence on airfare. An 
increase at the pump means an increase at the airport. 
There are ways to save money, though. “The big thing 
is checking your dates and being flexible,” says Paula 
Thomas, a travel consultant at Great Southern Travel. 
Most carriers have a 24-hour window before charging 
for the ticket, so details can be changed after booking. 

Travelers can plan flights anywhere between 10 
months in advance to the day before departure, but 
the best time to start booking is three to six months 
ahead of time. This is especially true for trips during 
the holiday season. It’s best to purchase tickets at least 
seven days in advance, Thomas says. After that, options 
are slim.

Regardless of how far in advance you’re planning 
a trip, a couple of valuable online tools are available 
to help you quickly find your way through the messy 
labyrinth of travel sites and locate good deals. A good 
place to start is kayak.com, a travel search engine that 
aggregates flight info. If you want to try your luck at 
bidding below industry prices on flights and hotels, 
check out priceline.com.

It’s also worth looking at local airports for pricing 
differences. Columbia Regional Airport works well 
with booking in advance and also has free parking. 
Depending on the airline and destination location, 
some flights heading east are cheaper from St. Louis, 
and flights heading west are sometimes cheaper from 
Kansas City.

The procrastinator
It’s down to the wire, and unfortunately there aren't 

many options left. Hair disheveled, fingers typing 
furiously, you search travel sites for the best deal 
and start hoping for bargains. “Flight full” are two 
words that easily invoke rage-filled tantrums. For 
most travelers, the greatest enemy is time. Sometimes 
waiting just a day can send airfare prices skyward. 

In order to fill flights, carriers are known to drop 
prices dramatically in hopes of selling empty seats, but 
airlines have caught on and have been booking fewer 
one-stop flights to increase the amount of passengers, 
Thomas says. But with some help, you can find these 
fare sales at airfarewatchdog.com and yapta.com. 

Also, if time is running short, a good strategy is 
to search surrounding airports for flights. If the 11:20 
to San Francisco is completely booked, check flights 
heading to Oakland. The prices are often similar, and 
the vacation is saved by at least getting a ticket.

According to the Wall Street Journal, the best 
times to purchase airline tickets are on Tuesdays and 
Wednesdays. Monday nights typically have some pretty 
good deals. Some airlines are known to update prices 
during the night, but price changes can also occur 
during the day. 

Even the most adventurous travelers could be 
deterred by airfare prices, but with these helpful sites, 
the world is within reach.
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