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The Pandemic, Technology, and the Environment
Are Changing Airline Business Travel
The travel industry is trying to recover
There is a hunger for travel; we all feel this as consumers and business people. As the
Roaring Twenties in the last century opened a surge of consumer spending and cultural
excess, the same will likely occur in our current century. However, the aggression by
Russia was not anticipated as an event hindering the recovery of the world from the
pandemic. Beyond the human suffering caused, this invasion will disrupt the economy of
Europe, place pressure on oil prices, and hinder the global airline business. How long this
conflict lasts, and how it is resolved, will either allow the recovery to continue, cause
regional disruptions, or trigger something worse. Let’s hope sanity and freedom prevail.
The prognosis for the Northern Hemisphere’s summer of 2022 has been very good. Large
domestic markets – free of border closure dramas – will see a surge of leisure travel by
road, rail, and air. International leisure travel will have selective success as determined by
border openings, resumption of flight
schedules, and an absence of regional conflict.
It could be a year in which the industry
recovers some of the profits lost during the
pandemic. That’s the picture for leisure
travel . . . the recovery of business travel is
complex and largely unwritten.
This report revisits the topic of business
travel trends assessed in the December 2020
report called “The Journey Ahead: How the
Pandemic and Technology Will Change
Airline Business Travel.” That 14-page report
anticipated a 19 to 36 percent drop in
United's Eco-Skies program supports sustainability in
business travel caused by the disruptive
many ways, one of which has created an alliance of
influences of “the pandemic and the
global corporations that collectively purchase sustainable
quickening embrace of technology the crisis
fuel to offset carbon emissions linked to business.
has spurred.” That 2020 prediction may still
Image: United Airlines
provide resonance as business travel
continues to lag behind the return of leisure travel. Added to the challenge is a stronger call
by corporations to reduce the carbon footprint of business travel. There are solutions for
these challenges and this report focuses on the new category of premium leisure travel as a
market offering tremendous potential to fill the gaps that may persist.
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Airlines are concerned about business travel
Delta’s presentation during its 2021 Capital Markets Day reflects overall conditions in the
airline industry. Domestic leisure travel is rebounding, while international travel has not
recovered. Domestic business travel is off 40 percent from pre-pandemic volumes. Other
carriers report similar results with
United Airlines disclosing a 40
percent business travel revenue
reduction and Air France a 50
percent loss of long haul
corporate revenue compared to
2019. 1 It’s a vast improvement
from the depths of the pandemic
when business travel ceased to
exist, but still lagging.
Commerce throughout the
pandemic has largely remained
strong. This has certainly not
been true for the travel industry,
and in particular for airlines.
Business activity marched on
Data from Delta’s December 2021 Capital Markets Day investor
without the benefit of salespeople, presentation compares December 2021 traffic to the pre-pandemic
period of December 2019. For example, business travel on domestic
buyers, technicians, trainers,
researchers, and board members routes was 40 percent below the pre-pandemic level.
traveling to factories, offices, and conferences for face-to-face meetings. This once oh-sonecessary activity was replaced with services such as Zoom, Meet, Teams, and Hangouts.
Work-from-home changed from an elusive perk for the few to an expectation for the many.
Travel, once a vibrant component of the corporate world, was sidelined by the swirl of all
these changes. Business travel is returning but it won’t come back the same. Too much has
changed during these 24 months, with the pandemic forcing companies to embrace online
meeting tools. Savvy airlines will anticipate the changes and tap new areas of consumer
spending for travel.
Corporate carbon budgets place business travel under a microscope
We are in an era in which corporations are actively engaged in climate change issues. CDP
is a not-for-profit charity that operates a global disclosure system for investors, companies,
cities, states and regions to manage their environmental impacts. Ten years ago, 3,500+
companies disclosed data to CDP; as of 2021 the number is more than 13,000.2 The list
includes top airlines in the world, which have climate change scores ranging from A- to F.
Environmental concerns were not included in the 2020 assessment of business travel trends;
it’s something which must be considered in 2022. Corporate attention all over the world
has turned to the issue of climate change and the reduction of carbon. For some
companies, airline travel represents the largest share of their carbon footprint.
1

4th Quarter Earnings Call, 21 January 2022, United Airlines and 2021 Results Presentation, 17 February, Air
France KLM Group.
2
Companies Scores page at the CDP.net website reviewed March 2022.
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The world’s commerce-based carbon producing activity is defined under three categories by
GHG, the Greenhouse Gas Protocol:
 Scope 1: Emissions from fuel burned in facilities controlled by companies, such as
buildings, vehicles, and equipment.
 Scope 2: Emissions produced by electricity, steam, heat, and cooling purchased for
facilities and production.
 Scope 3: This includes all other indirect emissions associated with a company’s
upstream and downstream operations. For most companies, this represents the most
significant contributor to a corporate carbon footprint because it includes things like:
–
–
–
–
–
–

Business travel.
Employee commuting – work from home delivers a big benefit here.
Waste generated in operations and waste disposal.
Purchased goods and services.
Transportation and distribution tied to suppliers and customers.
Emissions from the use of products and services sold to customers.

The process of quantifying carbon activity, gathering data, and assessing outcomes is
incredibly complex and represents an evolving science. The US Securities and Exchange
Commission proposed federal rules for climate-related disclosures for public companies on
21 March 2022.3 Provisions for disclosing Scope 3 emissions, such as business travel, are
included in the proposal.
This would make emissions reporting a required category for public companies, which will
have global impact. The US is not alone with these requirements as other regions in the
world have already adopted corporate reporting requirements, or are considering their
addition. The world’s largest consulting firms have identified carbon as a major opportunity.
Being service sector companies their Scope 3 and business travel activities represent a
significant portion of their carbon footprint. Perhaps that’s why they have also been vocal
about reducing business travel activities:
 Bain & Company: Reduce business travel emissions by 35 percent per employee
over the next 5 years.4
 Deloitte: Reduce business travel emissions by 50 percent per full time employee by
2030.5
 Ernst & Young Global: Reduce business travel emissions 35 percent by FY25
against a FY19 baseline.6
 PwC: Reduce business travel emissions 50 percent by 2030 (based upon 2019
baseline).7

3

SEC Moves Towards Requiring Corporate Climate Disclosures, article dated 21 March 2022, Financial Times.
Bain & Company press release dated 29 July 2021 at Bain.com.
5
“Teaming up with top airlines for sustainable fuel” article at Deloitte.com reviewed March 2022.
6
Ernst & Young Global press release dated 25 January 2021 at EY.com.
7
“PwC’s Environment Commitment 2021” report at PwC.com reviewed March 2022.
4
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PwC aggressively promotes its green policy credentials. The firm began to encourage the
switch from in-person meetings to online methods in 2012. More than 5,000 of its staff
have completed online training to promote the switch to technology over travel.8 PwC said
the results are impressive with per person online activity rising significantly after completion
of training.
Consulting firms are not alone, with other major companies also disclosing plans to curtail
business travel emissions:
 S&P Global: Reduce travel emissions by 25 percent by 2025. The company found
that 42 percent of its business class use was for internal meetings.9
 Salesforce: Maintaining business travel emissions by 50 percent below its 2020
baseline.10
 Zurich Insurance Group: Reduce business travel emissions 70 percent by 2029
below the pre-pandemic level.11
The Global Business Travel Alliance (GBTA) surveyed 220 travel managers in the US during
April 2021 and found 58 percent measure the carbon footprint of corporate travel
activities.12 In addition, 25 percent of the managers said they are reducing business travel
activity due to carbon mitigation policies. The reductions described for the corporations
listed above range from 25 to 70 percent.

Search by carbon or price made easy. Google Flights now displays carbon emissions along with fares. Displayed here
are five examples in the New York JFK – London Heathrow market.

Companies can use a variety of methods to reduce business travel emissions. This includes
choosing airlines that promise to use sustainable aviation fuels, purchasing carbon offsets,
substituting rail for airline travel, sharing ground transportation, booking fuel efficient cars
and green hotels, taking nonstop flights, downgrading from business class, and substituting
digital for actual travel. There are many alternatives for carbon reduction that don’t involve
cancelling business trips. Airlines and other travel suppliers that embrace these tools will
naturally capture a larger share of the business travel market.
8

“Managing our travel emissions” article at PwC.com reviewed March 2022.
Analysis: Corporate business travel 'carbon budgets' loom for airlines, 11 October 2021, Reuters.com.
10
News and Insights article dated 02 February 2022 at SalesForce.com.
11
Zurich Insurance press release dated 07 September 2021 at Zurich.com.
12
“Remaking of Business Travel” survey by Emburse, in collaboration with GBTA, April 2021.
9
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Who travels for business and why?
Airline CEOs, who have an obvious interest in a robust return of business travel, often
comment how “being there” is crucial to securing the sale. This is certainly true. However,
there are some business activities that don’t require a physical presence or involve
customers.
It’s relatively easy to find data which lists business travel activity by industrial sector, such as
financial services, construction, and manufacturing, or by geographic region. But if you want
to determine how technology can replace the need to take a business trip, you need to
identify the business activity and audience. The physical need to be present, which might be
required for audits, installation of equipment, or to observe manufacturing operations, is
difficult to accomplish via online communication such as Zoom. But there are plenty of
business activities that don’t require a physical presence or involve customers. This report
identifies seven reasons (or categories) why employees take business trips. These
categories are reviewed in Table 1 on the following page.
The analysis offered in this report derives from a mix of collaboration and research. This
includes four travel industry experts who have met online since the start of the pandemic.13
These weekly discussions led to the definition of business travel categories. Subsequent
work by Jay Sorensen identified reports which guided the assignment of percentages to the
categories.
Prior to the original report’s publication, the results of this work were reviewed by the
group of four and feedback was sought from more than 15 executives working at airlines,
trade organizations, hotel companies, and travel management companies. The same group
of four met online during 2022 to discuss how the pandemic may have changed the
percentages of the seven categories.
Broadly speaking, the categories focus on interactions with customers, or on internal
operations. The percentages were reviewed by the 15 industry executives back in 2020.
The absence of business travel for much of the pandemic rendered the collection of new
data an impossibility. However, a recent traveler survey sponsored by Airlines for America
touched on three of the categories and provided results that support the earlier assessment.
The survey conducted by Ipsos (a market research firm) in February 2022, on behalf of
Airlines for America, reached 934 business flyers. A set of three questions was designed to
determine the relative size of three business travel categories. The survey categories were
coordinated to align with those used in the 2020 report. The results were very similar to
this report’s assumptions and the percentage point difference is listed for each:
 Sales and Securing Clients: Survey was 3.7 percentage points lower.
 Conferences and Trade Shows: Survey was 0.8 percentage points higher.
 Intra-Company Meetings: Survey was 2.8 percentage points higher.

13

Ben Baldanza – former CEO, Spirit Airlines; Charlie Leocha – Travelers United president and co-founder;
Scott McCartney – former Wall Street Journal senior writer and columnist; and Jay Sorensen –
IdeaWorksCompany.
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Table 1: Airline Business Trip Purpose
Categories

Definition and Types
Focus on Customer Audience

Business development activities, such as prospecting,
Sales and Securing Clients presentation, and negotiation visits with new and existing
customers.
Support of Existing
Customers

Sales and account support of a non-technical nature to
existing customers by sales staff.

Conventions and Trade
Shows

Two sub-categories: 1) participants attending conventions
and trade shows, and 2) services to support events.

Professional Services –
Clients and Research

Three sub-categories: 1) client support including finance,
insurance, legal, medical, advertising, and consulting, 2) market
research including on-site data gathering for product and
service development, and 3) higher education including
research, collaboration, and presentation related to college
degree or professional designation.
Focus on Internal Audience

Technical Support –
Equipment and IT

Two sub-categories: 1) installation, repair, and maintenance
of physical equipment and facilities and 2) installation,
maintenance, and upgrading of on-site software and programs.

Intra-Company Meetings

Two sub-categories: 1) C-level meetings such as board and
senior annual and quarterly meetings, and 2) general meetings,
which are all other meetings for the primary benefit of
internal staff (not public events).

Commuters by Air

Regular pattern travel between two airports; from home to a
headquarters. The cost of this travel can be paid by the
company or employee. The category does not include
remote workers; their travel is distributed among the other
six categories.

These are major categories in terms of size, and the close alignment of survey results
indicates the original assumptions are sound. After a recent review by the group of four
airline experts, the percentage distributions have been maintained for 2022. Readers may
assume the activity described is composed of business travel by air from all sources such as
corporate, private enterprise, self-employed, government agencies, non-profit, and
academia.
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Chart 1: Airline Business Travel Activity by Trip Purpose
Approximate shares of airline traffic
Sales and
Securing Clients,
25%

Commuters by
Air, 5%
Intra-Company
Meetings, 20%

Support of
Existing
Customers, 10%
Technical Support
– Equipment and
IT, 10%
Conventions and
Trade Shows, 20%
Professional Services –
Clients and Research,
10%

Percentages based upon a review of reports from various sources with assessments made by a group of
travel industry professionals coordinated by IdeaWorksCompany.

The resulting division between customer and internal audiences is approximately 65 and 35
percent respectively. That’s a meaningful distinction, that two-thirds of business travel is
customer-facing and thus difficult to replace with technology. The pie chart represents a
first-ever attempt to categorize airline trips by business activity. It’s a global template
covering many types of organizations from public to private.
This brings us back to the December 2020 report which predicted a 19 to 36 percent drop
in business travel due to the effects of online meeting technology. Developments since then
continue to support the prior thesis, along with a new emphasis on the carbon emissions
produced by business travel. Projecting reduced levels of business travel should include
another caveat. The global economy could come roaring back with a dramatic increase in
overall commercial activity above the 2019 baseline.
This rising tide would lift all boats, and airline travel could increase above pre-pandemic
levels. Whether this increase would be enduring or temporary is yet another unknown.
The most likely outcome has the global economy gradually rebounding with a three- to
four-year delay before achieving net growth above 2019 levels. The continuance or
escalation of war in Europe and any future Covid variant activity would reduce economic
growth and business travel activity.
“Being there” remains a component of conducting business
Everyone agrees that selling begins by showing up at a prospective client’s front door. Sales
people have been forced to rely upon online methods for solicitation, product
demonstrations, and negotiations during much of the pandemic. But Zoom, Meet, Teams,
and Hangouts are poor substitutes for the in-person sales advantages gained through close
observation of facial expressions, the instant ability to react to a sigh of boredom, or the
wide-eyed positive reaction to a product feature.
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It's also true that customer support, trade show participation, and providing services to
clients rely heavily on travel and person-to-person contact. These are all business travel
activities which airlines can highlight to
discourage technology from nipping bits and
pieces of the travel pie.
Recent comments of Sebastien Bazin, the
chairman and CEO of the Accor hotel chain,
during the company’s 2021 results
presentation describe how business travel is
changing in the hospitality industry. The
group consists of 5,200 hotels and includes
major brands such as Fairmont, Ibis,
Novotel, and Sofitel. Of its global activity, 20
percent is international business travel and
40 percent domestic business travel, with
the remaining 40 percent being leisure.
When Jazeera Airways signed an aircraft order valued at

Mr. Bazin sees companies cutting back on
$3.4 billion, you can be certain there was plenty of travel
long distance air travel and instead focusing
between France and Kuwait. Pictured are Christian
Scherer, head of Airbus International and Rohit
on regional meetings, rather than gathering
Ramachandran, CEO of Jazeera.
everybody together in one large city. He
Image: Airbus, Luce Borrel
added a prediction about the loss of business
travel, “I keep repeating today that we stand to lose 25 percent of that international
business travel forever” with online services replacing the need for “going on a very long
journey.” For Accor, “being there” in a business travel sense, is now affiliated with
attracting travelers who want to stay “closer to home.”
The Accor CEO accepts the change as representing “the world of tomorrow” because he
sees an opportunity to capture more leisure travelers and at higher margins. The new
emphasis on premium leisure travelers can also be a strategy for the airline industry to
replace any loss of business travelers.
Global airlines find their premium economy verve
Airlines are already making the
configuration change from
business class to premium
economy. A recent headline in
the London Sunday Times
proclaimed: Airlines ditch first
class but offer fliers more legroom
in ‘premium economy.’ The
article includes the graph
(displayed at right) to display
the onward march of an
industry adding more premium
economy seats.
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It’s a functional solution that fills the passenger gap created by the loss of business travelers.
It’s also an elegant solution because it creates an opportunity for leisure travelers to
upgrade from economy fares. Premium economy also provides lower cost luxury and a
smaller carbon footprint, when compared to business class. The airline industry offers these
global examples of the embrace of premium economy as an exit strategy for the pandemic:
 British Airways: Will more than double the size of its World Traveller Plus cabins
fleet wide, with up to 56 seats in its new Airbus A350 aircraft.14
 Delta: Introducing a new product called Delta Premium Select to the transatlantic
marketplace.
 Emirates: Adding premium economy with plans to retrofit the entire fleet.
 Lufthansa Group: Creating larger premium class cabins reducing its first and
business class capacity by 30 percent courtesy of aircraft retirements.15
 Singapore Airlines: Adding 20 percent more premium economy seats to its A380
aircraft.16
The largest market potential for premium economy is offered by upscale leisure travelers.
Glen Hauenstein, president of Delta Air Lines, said, “We believe that through the pandemic,
we've created kind of a new class of customer which is a high end consumer who wants
these products.”17 This is a bold statement
because new types of travelers are a rare
bird in an industry that’s more than a
century old. Mr. Hauenstein makes the
argument that the loss of business
travelers during the pandemic created the
opportunity for wealthy consumers to
book premium seats, which were
traditionally held for corporate customers
at high fares.
Airline executives are enthusiastic about
the revenue to be gained by mining this
treasure of leisure passengers. The
president of Delta added more rationale
for the focus on leisure, “Demand for
premium products is actually exceeding
our coach products with the business
traveler out. The big epiphany for us was
there's a much broader demand for this
than just business travelers.” He closes the
argument by predicting the initiative will
produce attractive profits.

The interesting observation for the writer of this report is
how similar long haul premium economy is to the business
class of yesteryear. Displayed here is Delta's Premium
Select seating.

14

Airlines ditch first class but offer fliers more legroom in ‘premium economy’ article dated 27 February 2022,
The Sunday Times (London).
15
Lufthansa Investor Presentation, January 2022 at Lufthansa.com.
16
Airlines ditch first class but offer fliers more legroom in ‘premium economy’ article dated 27 February 2022,
The Sunday Times (London).
17
Delta Air Lines 3rd Quarter Conference call, 13 October 2021.
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In an investor call for the following 4th quarter of 2021, Mr. Hauenstein added more praise
for premium economy, “We've got big plans for our long-haul premium leisure sector . . .
early returns on that are phenomenal, far above our expectations.”
The leadership of Lufthansa agrees. The
airline is already moving to cut the size of its
first and business class cabins through
retirement of aircraft. In its January 2022
investor presentation, the group described
its attraction to the focus on upscale leisure
travel. The financial margin provided by
premium economy is 39 percent higher per
square meter of cabin configuration. The
group also revealed how “leisure
destinations” increased 58 percent since the
pandemic began, with 101 served as of
August 2021.
There is a lot happening here with significant
changes to cabin configurations, excitement
for premium economy, and the apparent
discovery of a new type of upscale leisure
traveler. This is evidence of an airline
industry which continues to learn how a
multi-year pandemic has affected its business
and at the same time is eagerly seeking
solutions to recover lost revenue. There
Lufthansa Group believes leisure travel presents new postwill undoubtedly be more adaptations, with pandemic opportunities in its January 2022 investor
presentation.
changes likely for business and economy
class cabins.
Technology rewired the world during the pandemic
The president of Mayo Clinic’s online platform observed that the pandemic sped Mayo’s
digital transformation by ten years.18 It’s a big statement from one of the world’s most
highly rated hospital systems. We all saw the quick and necessary embrace of telehealth for
Covid testing, doctor consultations, and mental health appointments. Suddenly a member of
the Oglala Lakota Nation in rural South Dakota had the same online healthcare access as a
taxi driver in London, England. The digital transformation entered so many areas of our
lives as we were physically separated from each other by Covid.
Of course, this revolution began before 2020. It seems the entire population of the planet
now carries a mobile phone providing instant and almost everywhere access to a global
network of communication, data, and images. We are connected to the very best and very
worst of each other.

18

“Pandemic sped up Mayo's digital transformation by 10 years, Dr. John Halamka says” 06 July 2020 article in
Becker’s Hospital Review.
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A father fighting for his country in Ukraine
can take comfort in seeing images of better
times stored safely on his smartphone. Or a
mother hiding in the basement of an
apartment flat in Kyiv can share images online
– potentially to a global audience – of the
latest atrocity wrought by Putin’s forces.
Physical distance is no longer a factor for so
many of our activities.
The challenge for the airline industry is to
emphasize those activities for which “being
there” offers advantages far beyond the digital
alternative. It’s a pity that a savvy airline CEO
didn’t see the arrival of Zoom before the
pandemic as a complement to the business of
The good side of our embrace of technology. Volunteers
travel . . . and purchased the company.
in Moldova post an image online to Facebook to solicit
Somehow the industry needs to move past
clothing donations for refugees fleeing war in Ukraine.
treating its online communication cousin as a
Image: Peace Corps Moldova
threat. Until that time, airlines should work
to ease the current effort required to conduct commerce by air. Carrier websites have had
plenty of time to become smooth running engines to support business travelers seeking
guidance on border closures, entry requirements, electronic vaccination documentation, and
access to Covid testing. The airline industry needs to improve its efforts here.
Premium leisure travel has been introduced as a blue ocean opportunity. What seems like a
new opportunity is actually as old as when travel was largely limited to the rich. Airlines
have spent decades chasing business travelers for the front of the plane, and luring ultralow-cost consumers for the back. Suddenly we have discovered a middle way – and this
nicely balanced approach seems to be the perfect anecdote for our troubled times.
Innovation and resilience saved airlines during the pandemic, and these same traits will allow
airlines to adapt to the changes wrought by new communication technologies and carbon
emission concerns. Ours is an industry which knows how to persevere and serve.
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