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About Jay Sorensen, Writer of the Report 

 

Jay Sorensen’s research and reports have made him a 

leading authority on frequent flier programs and the 

ancillary revenue movement.  He is a regular keynote 
speaker at the annual MEGA Event, spoke at IATA 

Passenger Services Symposiums in Abu Dhabi and 

Singapore, and has testified to the US Congress on 

ancillary revenue issues.  His published works are relied 

upon by airline executives throughout the world and 

include first-ever guides on the topics of ancillary 

revenue and loyalty marketing.  He was acknowledged 

by his peers when he received the Airline Industry 

Achievement Award at the MEGA Event in 2011. 

 
Mr. Sorensen is a veteran management professional 

with 30 years experience in product, partnership, and 

marketing development.  As president of the 

IdeaWorksCompany consulting firm, he has enhanced 

the generation of airline revenue, started loyalty 

programs and co-branded credit cards, developed products in the service sector, and helped 

start airlines and other travel companies.  His career includes 13 years at Midwest Airlines 

where he was responsible for marketing, sales, customer service, product development, 

operations, planning, financial analysis and budgeting. His favorite activities are hiking, 

exploring and camping in US national parks with his family.     
 

About Eric Lucas, Editor of the Report 

 

Eric Lucas is an international travel, natural history and business 

writer and editor whose work appears in Michelin travel guides, 

Alaska Airlines Magazine, Westways Magazine and numerous other 

publications.  Founding editor of Midwest Airlines Magazine, he is 

the author of eight books, including the 2013 Michelin Alaska 

guide.  Eric has followed and written about the travel industry for 

more than 25 years.  He lives in Seattle, Washington, where he 
grows organic garlic and heirloom corn; visit him online at 

TrailNot4Sissies.com.  

 

 

 

 

Disclosure to Readers of this Report 

 

IdeaWorksCompany makes every effort to ensure the quality of the information in this 

report.  Before relying on the information, you should obtain any appropriate professional 
advice relevant to your particular circumstances.  IdeaWorksCompany cannot guarantee, 

and assumes no legal liability or responsibility for, the accuracy, currency or completeness of 

the information.  The views expressed in the report are the views of the author, and do not 

represent the official view of CarTrawler. 

 

Eric, at his favorite summer retreat, Steens Mountain, Oregon. 

Jay, with sons Anton and Aleksei, on 

the North Fork Trail in North Cascades 

National Park in Washington. 
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2015 Top 10 Ancillary Revenue Rankings 
 

IdeaWorksCompany published the first ancillary revenue review of top-performing airlines 

back in 2008.  The top ten airlines, as rated by total ancillary revenue, generated $8.4 billion 

that year.  Fast forward to financial results from 2015 and the top ten tally has leapt to 
nearly $26 billion.  Back in 2008 the threshold was $245,000 for a top ten position in the 

ancillary revenue rankings.  Now, the top ten group is a billion-dollar club with annual 

ancillary revenue ranging from just over $1 billion to nearly $6.2 billion per airline. 

 

Table 1:  Top 10 Airlines – Total Ancillary Revenue (US dollars) 

Annual Results – 2015 
Ancillary 

Source 
Annual Results – 2008 

$6,199,000,000 United Various $2,200,000,000 American 

$4,718,000,000 American Various $1,600,000,000 United 

$3,775,102,000 Delta Various $1,500,000,000 Delta 

$2,165,996,840 Air France/KLM * Various $833,591,870 Ryanair 

$2,118,600,000 Southwest Various $611,343,126 Qantas 

$1,738,783,339 Ryanair Various $528,491,844 easyJet 

$1,493,634,397 Lufthansa Group * Various $350,000,000 JetBlue 

$1,465,956,723 easyJet * Various $276,328,421 Emirates 

$1,167,168,403 Qantas Airways Mostly FFP $246,456,904 TAM Airlines 

$1,092,000,000 Alaska Air Group Various $245,700,000 Alaska Airlines 

  $25,934,241,702                                                      $8,391,912,165                                                           

Currency exchange based upon rates in effect when financial information was reviewed for each annual period. 

2015 and 2008 carrier results were based upon recent 12-month financial period disclosures. 

* IdeaWorksCompany estimate based upon updated past disclosure and other sources. 

 

Financial documents for 135 airlines were reviewed 

 

Every year since 2008, IdeaWorksCompany searches for disclosures of financial results 

which qualify as ancillary revenue for airlines all over the globe.  Annual reports, investor 

presentations, financial press releases, and quotes attributed to senior executives all qualify 

as sources in the data collection process.  Of the 135 airlines reviewed, 67 were found to 
reveal financial results related to ancillary revenue.  This represents an increase from the 63 

airlines which disclosed ancillary revenue last year.  
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IdeaWorksCompany offers a definition of Ancillary Revenue 

 

Revenue beyond the sale of tickets that is generated by direct sales to passengers, or 

indirectly as a part of the travel experience.   

 

IdeaWorksCompany further defines ancillary revenue using these categories:   

1) a la carte features, 2) commission-based products, 3) frequent flier activities,  

4) miscellaneous sources such as advertising, and  
5) the a la carte components associated with a fare or product bundle. 

 

 

From this list, total airline revenue and ridership data were collected to determine the top 

ten airlines in overall ancillary revenue, as a percentage of company revenue, and on a per 

passenger basis.  The results for the 67 disclosing airlines will be released in September 
2016 as the annual CarTrawler Yearbook of Ancillary Revenue by IdeaWorksCompany. 

 

Ancillary revenue as a percent of total revenue favors low cost carriers 

 

It’s a logical corollary that airlines with low average fares achieve the best “% of total 

revenue” results.  Table 2 is dominated by the leading low cost carriers in the world.  Let’s 

examine the results for Spirit Airlines as an example.  The carrier’s systemwide total 

revenue per passenger was a very modest $119 for 2015.  Therefore, the $52 earned from 

ancillary revenue represents a crucial 43.4% of Spirit’s total revenue per passenger.     

 

 Table 2:  Top 10 Airlines – Ancillary Revenue as a % of Total Revenue 

Annual Results – 2015 
Ancillary 
Source 

Annual Results – 2008 

43.4% Spirit Various 22.7% Allegiant 

37.6% Allegiant Various 19.3% Ryanair 

36.4% Wizz Air Various 15.5% easyJet 

29.4% Jet2.com Various 14.8% Jet2.com 

24.0% Ryanair Various 14.1% Vueling 

22.3% Volaris Various 13.0% Germanwings 

21.3% Jetstar Various 11.0% Aer Lingus 

21.2% Flybe * Various 10.3% JetBlue 

20.8% Tigerair Various 9.3% American 

19.5% Alaska Air Group Various 8.9% AirAsia Group 

2015 and 2008 carrier results were based upon recent 12-month financial period disclosures. 

* IdeaWorksCompany estimate based upon updated past disclosure and other sources. 
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A frugal consumer can fly Spirit at minimal expense and add optional extras such as checked 

bags, seat assignments, and onboard treats.  Consumers embrace these a la carte methods; 

what else would explain how Spirit has grown from 5.5 million passengers in 2008 to nearly 

18 million in 2015?  Add up the slices of the pie in the adjacent chart and you will see how 

Spirit reaches the magic number of 43%.  Most of the other airlines in the top ten list deploy 
similar methods to encourage consumers to spend above the base fare.   

 
The growing market presence of Spirit, along with Allegiant and Frontier, has caught the 

attention of American, Delta, and United.  These global leviathans are becoming unlikely 

practitioners by offering basic economy fares that mimic the a la carte approach.  Regulators 

who criticize a la carte methods might pause to consider how the growing prevalence of 

seat-only fares is creating a new wave of deeply discounted options for consumers.  The 

same highly competitive environment already exists within Europe with traditional brands 

like British Airways and Air France offering basic economy fares to compete with the likes 

of easyJet and Ryanair.    

 

Global and low cost carriers earn top ancillary revenue per passenger 
 

The top performing airlines, when ancillary revenue is expressed on a per passenger basis, 

are a varied collection (Table 4 on the following page).  Global airlines are included as top 

performers with their presence assured by big revenue from checked baggage and high-

performing co-branded credit cards.  The definition of ancillary revenue includes the results 

produced by a carrier’s frequent flier program.  Banks pay airlines for the miles or points 

accrued by co-branded credit cardholders for consumer purchases.  For some airlines, this 

represents billions in revenue as shown in Table 3, and allows these airlines to remain 

competitive when ancillary revenue is measured on a per passenger basis.    

  

All other 
ancillary

4%

Checked bags
18%

Assigned 
seating

4%

Online and call 
center fee

14%

Sale of FFP 
points

3%Fare and other 
revenue

57%

Revenue Profile for Spirit Airlines - 2015
Fare, Ancillary, and Other Revenue

Source:  Spirit Airlines 2015 Form 10-K
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Table 3:  Ancillary Revenue Attributed to Frequent Flier Programs 

Program Name Total FFP Revenue Per Passenger 

United MileagePlus $2,999,000,000 $21.37 

Delta SkyMiles $2,400,000,000 $13.38 

Qantas Frequent Flyer $1,049,148,748 $38.38 

British Airways Avios $413,891,468 $9.85 

GOL SMILES $375,007,449 $9.55 

Aeroflot Bonus $184,830,893 $4.69 

2015 results based upon recent 12-month financial period disclosures and IdeaWorksCompany calculations. 

 

Low cost carriers rely upon a la carte activity by aggressively seeking revenue from checked 

bags, assigned seats, and extra leg room seating.  Some of the best in this category have 

extensive holiday package business with route structures built upon leisure destinations.  

Allegiant in the US and Jet2.com in the UK share the common bond of emphasizing leisure 

travel; the airlines essentially are holiday package companies that own an airline.  

 

Table 4:  Top 10 Airlines – Ancillary Revenue per Passenger (US dollars) 

Annual Results – 2015 
Ancillary 

Source 
Annual Results – 2008 

$51.80 Spirit Various $26.66 Allegiant 

$50.84 Jet2.com Various $22.86 United 

$49.94 Allegiant Various $19.95 Aer Lingus 

$44.16 United Various $19.67 American 

$42.70 Qantas Airways Mostly FFP $19.04 Jet2.com 

$38.35 Korean Air Various $15.97 JetBlue 

$36.08 Virgin Atlantic Mostly FFP $15.83 Qantas 

$35.01 AirAsia X Various $14.45 Ryanair 

$34.25 Alaska Air Group Various $14.14 Delta 

$32.74 Wizz Air Various $14.06 Vueling 

Currency exchange based upon rates in effect when financial information was reviewed for each annual period. 

2015 and 2008 carrier results were based upon recent 12-month financial period disclosures. 

* IdeaWorksCompany estimate based upon past disclosure updated for current report. 

 

The best per-passenger result from 2008 wouldn’t reach a top ten position in 2015.  Much 

has happened in these eight years with some industry stalwarts dropping from the list and 

new carriers appearing.  Aer Lingus was once a #3 performer principally on the strength of 

its a la carte services; today the carrier does not place in the top 15.  Spirit Airlines made an 

amazing transition when it switched to the a la carte model in 2006 and now ranks as top-

ranked worldwide.  United has nearly doubled ancillary revenue per passenger by growing 
bag fees, developing its Economy Plus product, and stretching the revenue boundaries of its 

MileagePlus frequent flier program.  There is plenty of activity to suggest ancillary revenue 

will continue to grow in total, as a percent of airline revenue, and on a per-passenger basis.   
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Ancillary revenue will continue to expand by every measure 

 

Global network airlines struggle with the rise of low cost carriers in the Americas, Europe, 

Africa, Asia, and the Middle East.  Multiple strategies have been deployed, such as Air 
France/KLM pushing its low fare surrogate Transavia into more markets, Delta introducing a 

Basic Economy product, and Qantas and Japan Airlines cooperating to start a low fare airline 

as they did with Jetstar Japan.  But the relentless onslaught by low cost carriers to offer 

rock-bottom fares combined with optional extras has entered a new era with the arrival of 

an airline that is upsetting the status quo on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. 

 

Norwegian offers 40 nonstop routes from the US to London, Paris, Scandinavia, and the 

Caribbean; the carrier claims to provide more US routes than any other based in Europe.  

The airline has committed to add 50 new long haul Boeing 787 aircraft to London Gatwick 

in addition to other gateways.  Norwegian didn’t place in the top ten rankings, but it did 
post very respectable ancillary revenue of $430 million for 2015.   

 

The airline, along with others such as Icelandair, Jetstar, and Scoot, is dedicated to an a la 

carte mission on long haul flights.  For example, on the nearly 11 hour flight from Los 

Angeles to Stockholm, seat prices starting at $210 one way (which includes taxes and 

surcharges) could be found for December 2016.  That price does not include the meal and 

checked bag typically offered on other carriers.  For $90 more Norwegian offers the 

LowFare+ option which adds a checked bag, meal service, and assigned seating.  Even the 

“all inclusive” price of $300 was far below the rates offered by global network airlines 

between the same cities.  IdeaWorksCompany believes the outcome is very predictable – 
basic economy will eventually be offered on long haul markets by carriers with names like 

American, Lufthansa, KLM, and United.  And from there, it’s only a matter of time before 

the practice is adopted worldwide. 

 

Some may mourn the passing of simpler times when a long haul ticket price included the 

promise of a checked bag, seat assignment, and an oftentimes inedible meal.  But consumer 

behavior supports the popularity of seat-only tickets that deliver a lower price.  The array of 

choices provided by a la carte methods allows these consumers to click and pay a premium 

for more comfort and convenience.  Ancillary revenue represents the safety net which 

determines whether low fares can coexist with airline profitability.  Even with a dramatic fall 
in oil prices, ever-present competition requires successful airlines to be ever-innovative in 

the quest for revenue.  The potential for adding 10%, or even 43%, more revenue to the 

bottom line ensures ancillary revenue will continue to grow.  

 

 

 
Please note:  CarTrawler and IdeaWorksCompany will release a 90+ page compilation of results and overall 

rankings from the 67 disclosing airlines during September 2016.  A companion report, scheduled for 

November 2016, will use these results to extrapolate the amount of ancillary revenue generated by a global list 

which exceeds 180 airlines.   

 

Airlines disclose financial information in a variety of currencies.  The information provided in this report is 

based upon US dollars, which requires the conversion of results for airlines reporting in other currencies.  

Exchange rates are based upon 01 July 2015.  Many of these currencies significantly fell in value against the US 

dollar for 2015 which dramatically changed US dollar based reporting for 2015.   
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