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The Airline Industry Has Changed ð  

Convenience and Predictability Are Missing  

 
CarTrawler-sponsored analysis describes how border closures typify the problems that 

must be solved for air travel to prosper again. 

 

Contents  
 

The òdestinationó is the product ........................................................................................................... 4 

Six ways the airline business has changed ............................................................................................ 5 

1.  Network airlines will focus on leisure travel ................................................................................. 5 

2.  Business will be more a la carte and premium economy will grow ......................................... 8 

3.  Airlines will be enticed by branded fares and dynamic pricing. ................................................. 9 

4.  More effort will be made to improve buy-on-board food. ....................................................... 11 

5.  Carriers need to provide protection from uncertainty. ........................................................... 12 

6.  Border closures are here to stay. .................................................................................................. 15 

Work hard, fly right ................................................................................................................................ 15 

 

 

The free distribution of this report  

is made possible through the sponsorship of CarTrawler.  

 

CarTrawler is the leading B2B provider of car rental and mobility solutions to the global 

travel industry. We bring opportunities to life through an online marketplace connecting our 

partners, customers and mobility suppliers. 

 

CarTrawlerõs end-to-end technology platform expands our airline and travel partnersõ 

offering to their customers, creating substantial ancillary revenue opportunities. We provide 

unrivalled breadth and depth of content worldwide, including car rental, private airport 

transfer and ride-hailing services. 

 

CarTrawler creates innovative, data-led solutions for some of the largest travel brands in 

the world, including American Express, Alaska Airlines, easyJet, eDreams ODIGEO, 

Hotels.com, KLM, TravelStart and Emirates. As a B2B company we focus solely on helping 

our airline and travel partners build their brands, not our own. 

 

CarTrawler was established in 2004. Our headquarters are in Dublin, Ireland, with an office 

in New York. For more information visit www.cartrawler.com. 
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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 and sons Aleksei and Anton hiking on the Pacific Crest Trail 

in the Angeles National Forest in California. 
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The Airline Indu stry Has Changed ð 

Convenience and Predictability Are Missing  
 

The òdestinationó is the product 

 

There has been much debate for years about identifying the key feature of the air travel 

product.  Some have said itõs all about the price, or that the òscheduleó is a carrierõs true 

product.  The pandemic effectively delivered an answer ð itõs the destination that matters 

most.  Prior to the pandemic, we assumed the travel industry was an artesian well . . . 

forever nourishing an ever-growing supply of planes and hotels.  The pandemic has taught us 

that competition does exist for the air travel spending by leisure and business travelers. This 

report describes how the industry has changed and provides ideas on how revenue can be 

increased and more traffic can be captured.     

 

Relying on transactional product features, such as prices or schedules, readily invites 

competing solutions.  Letõs evaluate our two primary markets.  Leisure travel can be a form 

of entertainment, and business travel a type of interpersonal communication.  Airline 

consumers identified alternatives during the pandemic and the best of these solutions will 

have staying power for the future.  For those leisure travelers seeking fun, the purchase of a 

fishing boat or cottage, or spending more money at local restaurants, can provide long-

lasting enjoyment.  For business travelers, there are plenty of occasions when a Zoom call 

provides a proxy for a business trip.  Thatõs the 

challenge of competing purely on transactional 

terms; consumers have learned there are quicker, 
cheaper, and easier ways to meet their needs. 

 

Thatõs why the destination and the emotional 

value of òbeing thereó are crucial.  Being physically 

present with a friend or family member is a 

priceless experience, as is the splendor of the 

Grand Canyon, or dinner atop the Marina Bay 

Sands in Singapore.  There are business needs that 

have a proximity requirement, such as closing a 

sales deal, installing a piece of equipment, and 

attending a tradeshow. 

 

Airlines will face moments during 2022 that define whether they continue to struggle or 

return as robust providers of service to leisure and business travelers.  We need to work 

harder to become convenient and predictable partners in the lives of our customers again.  

The process begins with accepting that changes have occurred.   

The Sorensen family visiting the Grand Canyon in 

2008; a forever memories trip which is impossible to 

duplicate through technology. 
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Six ways the airline business has changed 

 

The global pandemic was declared by the World Health Organization on 11 March 2020.  

Thatõs more than 20 months of mayhem for the airline industry, with the likely addition of 

many more months for 2022.  Widely referenced research indicates habits can be changed 

in 18 to 254 days, for an average result of 66 days.1  We are far beyond those thresholds.  

Many of the habits formed by travelers during the pandemic will be enduring and are 

reflected in the perspectives covered in this report:   

 

1. Network airlines will focus on leisure travel. 

2. Business will be more a la carte and premium economy will grow. 

3. Airlines will be enticed by branded fares and dynamic pricing. 

4. More effort will be made to improve buy-on-board food. 

5. Carriers need to provide protection from uncertainty. 

6. Border closures are here to stay. 

 
Donõt panic.  The airline industry is not ending and consumer desire for travel ð though not 

necessarily involving air ð seems resilient.  The magic of surviving, and even thriving, is 

determined by how airlines adapt to what is new and maximize what will remain the same.   

 

1.  Network airlines will focus on leisure travel  

 

Look at the long-haul routes recently announced by United Airlines:  Amman, Jordan; Ponta 

Delgada, Portugal; Bergen, Norway; Palma de Mallorca and Tenerife, Spain.  When 

announced, United would be the only US airline 

flying to these destinations.2  Finnair is straying from 

its Helsinki home by opening new routes from 

Stockholm to Bangkok and Phuket in Thailand, and 

Miami in the US.  British Airways turned heads by 

seeking to begin a new low cost carrier at Gatwick as 

a method to compete with airlines shuttling holiday-

makers to Europe.  These markets lack the usual 

business travel component that help network 

carriers ensure profitable operations.   

 

Letõs examine another notable development.  How 

airlines design aircraft cabins represents their vision 

of the future.  Designers were universally quoted in an Air Transport World article describing 

less space being allocated for business class seating.3  òAirlines and lessors that were 

working on introducing new or updated business class are either reducing its size or 

completely switching to denser seating configurations,ó said the business development 

manager for Air France/KLM Engineering and Maintenance.  Lufthansa Technik disclosed 

some customers are reducing first and business class cabins to increase economy and 

premium economy seating.  AAR, one of the worldõs largest maintenance, repair, and 

overhaul firms, also reported a general trend for fewer business class seats. 

                                            
1 òHow are habits formed: Modelling habit formation in the real worldó in the European Journal of Social 

Psychology, 16 July 2009. 
2 United press release dated 14 October 2021 at United.com. 
3 òTime to Refreshó article in Air Transport World, September 2021. 

United will start daily service in 2022 to Ponta 

Delgada, on an island in the Atlantic having a 

population of 140,000.         Image: Lacobrigo 
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Itõs all very revealing, and aligns with the December 2020 estimate by IdeaWorksCompany 

of an overall loss of airline business trips ranging from a low of 19 percent to a high of 36 

percent.4  The majority of business travel will return as the pandemic recedes but a portion 

of airline trips will be replaced by technology.  The emphasis on leisure destinations and 

planning smaller business class cabins reflects the direction network carriers are taking.  

Success will require stronger retail skills that go beyond the tradition of being mere order 

takers in the travel transaction chain. 

 

Airline websites remain 

transaction based and 

wait for consumers to 

input their origin, 

destination, and travel 

dates.  Home pages 

display iconic images of 

destinations such as 
Paris, Las Vegas, and 

Bangkok along with 

low-priced fares for 

departures from a city 

not your own.  This is 

not effective leisure 

retailing and it 

generates predictably 

poor take rates for 

hotel, car rental, and 

activity bookings.   

 

There is an abundance of work to be accomplished here with only a few helpful examples 

offered by the industry.  The self-service methods relied upon by websites require support, 

such as helping consumers plan vacations, to ensure optimum revenues.  EasyJet offers its 

òInspire Meó vacation engine which queries customers and delivers destinations based upon 

criteria which include airfare budget and trip type.  Qatar has a similar search engine which 

is also labeled òInspire Me.ó  These are good efforts, but the pages are not easy to find.   

 

Airbnb works to capture attention and generate mystique by grouping properties under 

these headings:  mansions, tiny homes, islands, yurts, and even shipping containers. The 

images are endlessly engaging.  Tablet Hotels (TabletHotels.com) says it assembled a 

collection of the worldõs most exciting hotels.  Their òTake Me Awayó page provides a great 

recommendation engine with an array of qualifying criteria to customize results.  òLocationó 

includes major regions of the globe and represents the start of the process.  This is followed 

by four criteria requiring consumer inputs: 

 

¶ Setting:  including countryside, desert, island, and mountains. 

¶ Interests:  17 choices such as Michelin restaurants, gambling, hip, and pampering.  

¶ Style:  Traditional, contemporary classic, modern design, or cutting edge. 

¶ Vibe:  Secluded, quiet, lively, or happening. 

                                            
4 òThe Journey Ahead: How the Pandemic and Technology Will Change Airline Business Traveló by 

IdeaWorksCompany issued 01 December 2020. 

EasyJetõs trip types include city explorer, adventure in the great outdoors, foodies, 

going solo, honeymoons and romance, inspired by movies and TV, and Instagram 

hotspots. 
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Itõs obvious Tablet Hotels has made a big effort to 

deliver curated results.  Selecting òEurope ð 

mountains ð pampering ð cutting edge ð quietó 

delivered a single location:  the 7132 Hotel in Vals, 

Switzerland.  By every indication, the recommended 

hotel clearly delivers on the criteria selected.   

 

Equally important is the feature of the 

recommendation engine to ònotó deliver results.  

This provides evidence of credibility by not designing 

a recommendation process that merely attempts to 

sell, sell, sell.  The best salesperson sometimes 

admits, òIõm sorry, we donõt have anything that meets 

those needs.ó  Recommendation engines are one 

example of how airlines can become better travel 

retailers.  The overall effort must be credible and 
engaging to ensure better take rates by consumers. 

 

Visit AirAsia.com and click on the Explore tab to view a powerful example of airline retail 

potential.  Consumers are greeted with these menu choices:  Travel, Food, and Lifestyle.  

Large panoramic images move across the screen providing a sense of excitement for travel.  

The entire page is filled with editorial content about recipes, hotels, fashion, and 

destinations.  In fact, itõs all a bit overwhelming and has the feeling of a very busy shopping 

bazaar.  But this is okay, because it represents a breakthrough from the humdrum of airline 

websites which predictably position a booking query box in a prominent position. 

The AirAsia Explore section doesnõt scream òbook nowó but rather provides consumers 

every opportunity to ògo someplace.ó  This is a work-in-progress and AirAsia will 

undoubtedly refine this offer as consumers browse and buy their way through its many 

pages.  Kudos to this airline for taking time during the pandemic to reengineer its website 

and relationship with consumers.  Creating a similar experience for delivery by its mobile 

app will be a big challenge. 

   

Pampering at this Tablet Hotel includes a 

thermal spa and a 2-star Michelin restaurant. 


















