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Abstract

Inflight service is an important aspect of airline operations, especially from the viewpoint of retaining satisfied customers and attracting new ones. A lot of quantitative research has been done to understand passenger needs and wants aboard an aircraft. The total inflight experience includes several components ranging from inflight entertainment and food to cabin seats and the customer service from cabin staff. Increased competition and choice coupled with dwindling expectations of the level of inflight service, especially with catering has challenged airlines to bring back the glory days of high levels of personalized service. It is therefore imperative to understand how consumers make decisions when purchasing an airline ticket.

Introduction

Airlines spend significantly on inflight service. A massive industry supports the smooth implementation of inflight services, with the inflight catering industry’s annual turnover of US$15 billion (King 2001) and the inflight entertainment industry’s worth of US$1.5 billion (WAEA), forming 1% of a typical airline’s operational budget (IMDC). It is a crucial aspect of every airline’s marketing plan to attract new customers and more importantly, retain satisfied ones. The advent of budget airlines in recent years may have driven the emphasis and expectations of inflight service along with many customers away, but this trend in turn makes it all the more crucial for airlines to emphasise, innovate and market their inflight service to maintain a competitive advantage. Interestingly, competition was the cause (see United Airlines case in ‘Core Value and Benefits’) of improving inflight service and the consequence, for example, with general standardization (see ‘Assumptions’, point 3) such as the categorisation of airline seats into economy, business and first class across the board.  

Structure and theoretical framework

The first part of the paper will explain the core value and benefits of inflight service and the consumer’s decision-making process using a 5-stage model. The second part will highlight the key drivers of consumer behaviour. Finally, current developments and a set of marketing recommendations would precede the conclusion. Theories have been studied and adapted from 2 textbooks, one by Solomon and the other by, Antonides et al.

Assumptions

For the purpose of analysis in the paper, 

1) It is assumed that inflight service forms a significant part of the consumer decision-making process and that the balancing factor is price. Factors such as reliability of an airline in terms of time and safety, destinations covered, alternative choices such as budget airlines and airport lounges, especially for first and business class passengers are excluded.  

2) Choices are made at the specific level (Antonides 1998, page 250), where a customer will definitely travel by air, and has to only choose between different airlines.

3) Inflight service includes inflight entertainment and communication, food and beverages, and to a certain extent, the quality of cabin staff service and seat size and comfort. Other components such as duty-free shopping, provisions for infants and washroom facilities are fairly standardized, and as they do not significantly influence purchase decisions, are therefore excluded. 

Core Value and Benefits

Travellers not only seek to reach their destination safely, but also want to do so in comfort and style. This is essentially the core value and benefit of inflight service. Each of the several components of inflight service and the travel experience offer different levels of benefits depending on the relative importance the passenger gives to each of them and the type of passenger he or she is. We shall divide them broadly into business and economy class passengers.  

Business travellers, with their hectic schedules need plenty of rest, and thus the more comfortable the business class seats are, such as the SpaceBed offered by Singapore Airlines (SIA), the largest bed in business class, the greater the incentive to fly with them would be, despite the higher fares. Inflight entertainment and communication is also the most important to this group of passengers (Inflight Asia). Generally, IFEC is used to alleviate boredom, and keep passengers engaged. The fact that 90% of passengers use some form of IFEC on long haul flights (Inflight Asia) is testament to this belief. 

The greater concern for economy class passengers is the inflight catering, because unlike first or business class passengers, the quality or variety of meals cannot be taken for granted, especially if the passenger has special dietary preferences. However, food and beverages cater largely to psychological needs, such as fear of flying amongst first time passengers rather than just hunger and thirst (McCool 1995, page 47). Such a unique perspective could perhaps be explaining the overall effect food and beverages have in the physical and mental appeasement or relaxation of the passenger, considering the effects of reduced cabin pressure, a cramped environment and the like. Alcohol could in turn cause opposite effects such as dehydration. Therefore, although the commencement of the serving of alcohol in 1961 by United Airlines was to remain competitive with Pan-Am (McCool 1995, page 46), most airlines today warn passengers and even monitor their levels of alcohol intake.

Having cabin staff is beneficial for the obvious reason of space constraints and thus the absolute impracticality of self-service. The important issue however is that of patronage, and the fact that most of them are female, perhaps implies the satisfaction of the typical male passenger at the subconscious, if not the conscious level. Customer service and attentiveness are no doubt important but the female sexuality of air-hostesses could tie in more with the caring, patient and understanding image of a woman, and thus generally appeal to all types of passengers. However, the extent to which this issue makes an impact on the specific choice of passengers, in the same way additional benefits such as inflight telephone and exercise videos (although the issue of deep vein thrombosis is a major headache; see Airlinequality.com in references) might do, is very much debatable.  

The Decision Making Process (Solomon 2002, Chapter 11)

The decision making model to be discussed has a level of analysis that requires considerable amount of effort to go into the decision. According to Solomon (2002), purchases could involve habitual decision making or extended problem solving or anywhere in between these two extremes. The purchase of airline tickets should be considered at the higher end of this continuum. 

The five stages in consumer decision making include ‘problem recognition’, ‘information search’, ‘evaluation of alternatives’, ‘product choice’ and finally, ‘outcomes’ (Solomon 2002). 

The consumer recognizes a problem when he or she sees a significant difference between his or her current state of affairs and some desired or ideal state (Solomon 2002). In the context of this report, making choices at a specific level already establishes the need to travel from one point to another, and hence requires no further insight.

The next stage involves acquiring sufficient information to solve the problem. Information search is the process by which the consumer surveys his or her environment for appropriate data to make a reasonable decision (Solomon 2002). Inflight service however, may be experienced and perceived at a highly individualistic level, and unless one is strictly looking for the best value for money (read optimizing as an ideal instead of   the more common behaviour of satisficing; Antonides et al, page 261) i.e. involving the balancing factor of price, majority of the search would be internal. Internal search involves scanning our memory banks and drawing on prior experience while external search is information obtained from advertisements, friends or watching other people (Solomon 2002). Feedback from friends is the most common source, while surfing the Internet for complaint forums is also another option (Airlinequality.com, 2). Most external search is often carried out for long haul flights, especially with the latter option. Advertising as a means to reaffirm existing reputation(s) or build new ones usually has a long-term effect and is more relevant to the third stage.   

Airline routes have been on a very rapid rise. The number of airlines and choices has also increased steadily. The evaluation of alternatives entails the greatest amount effort in the purchase decision, and the ranking of criteria involved in narrowing these alternatives down depends on the extent of problem solving the consumer undertakes (Solomon 2002). Solomon categorises all alternatives into the evoked, inert or inept set. The evoked set includes alternatives actively considered by a consumer and comprises products already in the memory or the retrieval set and products prominent in the environment. Due to the relatively small number of choices when choosing an airline on a specific route, personal experiences derived from the retrieval set, whether positive or negative, could override the prominence (reputation) of the brand in the market. For example, Singapore Airlines for surprisingly bad service, or Air India for unexpectedly high levels of service.  The alternatives that the consumer is aware of, but will not consider buying, form part of his or her inert set, whereas the rest of the unknown alternatives form the inept set. From a promotional perspective, advertising should be most aggressive in the inert set because of negative consumer opinions. Advertising within the evoked set aims to maintain existing positive opinions by reaffirming or highlighting the services aspect of the airline’s reputation. 

The penultimate stage where an actual decision is made, is influenced by a combination of factors mentioned in previous stages, namely prior product experience, external and current information at time of purchase and beliefs about the quality of service to expect that have been created by advertising (Solomon 2002). If the evaluative criterion is solely the quality of inflight service, for example, with affluent business or first class passengers, then they are most likely to have had formed a loyal brand following. They would be able to fly the same airline most of the time, as all successful major airlines with a high quality of inflight service have extensive route networks. If there are multiple evaluative criteria, including the most common one of price, then the decision is much more complex. Decision rules can help explain the weighting of multiple criteria. Compensatory decision rules that give a product a chance to make up for its shortcomings (Solomon 2002) are generally uncommon with the evaluation of inflight service, unless the consumer is willing to be compensated for, say, flight delays, with excellent inflight service. In hindsight however, an airline with an excellent punctuality record may have poor inflight service but the reverse is rarely true. Amongst non-compensatory rules, the lexicographic rule, where a brand that is the best on the most important attribute is selected (Solomon 2002), could be used by many consumers. If food and beverages were important, then the airline with the best meal offerings would be selected. If two or more airlines are equal on this front, then the next important attribute is used and so on. 

Finally, the outcome of the inflight experience, and whether a consumer is satisfied or dissatisfied is closely linked to repeat purchase and long-term loyalty. A good or bad experience may be one-off, but that is up to the consumer to perceive, and up to the airlines to influence via advertising. Subjective aspects of inflight service include the service of cabin staff, while objective and factual aspects could include inflight entertainment and communications. As such, opinions formed about the former are more difficult to change for the future. Attitudes and individual personalities play a role in such scenarios. The next part would focus on these key drivers of consumer behaviour.
Limitations of the model

The model discussed may not work under extraordinary circumstances such as terrorist events or the outbreak of communicable diseases such as S.A.R.S
. and/or cyclical effects of economies in recession, all leading to a cut back in travel.

Also, if budget airlines become the norm, the need for inflight service on short flights could be totally phased out. 

Key Drivers of Behaviour (Solomon 2002, Chapter 7)

According to Solomon, a consumer’s behaviour is what he or she ultimately intends to do with regard to an attitude object. Behaviour and attitudes are closely inter-related, with each explaining the other. Attitudes toward a product and service are long lasting, and can satisfy 4 functions (Daniel Katz in Solomon, 2002, pages 198-199)- ‘utilitarian’, ‘value-expressive’, ‘ego-defensive’ and ‘knowledge’. These compare, represent and highlight choices between basic pain and pleasure, core values related to the self, protection from external threats or internal feelings and finally, the need for order, structure or meaning respectively (Solomon 2002). The level of inflight service sought is mostly a reflection of one’s utilitarian or value expressive function. Attitude also encompasses feelings (affect) and beliefs (cognition), (Solomon 2002).  First time or infrequent travellers may believe that flying Singapore Airlines would give them immense satisfaction. They may then carry out the behaviour, and finally form feelings about their experience. Whether positive or negative, powerful feelings could cause the consumer to behave differently in the future. They may then base their behaviour on their feelings and not their beliefs, complicated further by their perceptions to external stimuli like advertising. This order of attitude formation is known as the experiential hierarchy, which is based on emotions while the former is known as low-involvement hierarchy, where the consumer does not have strong brand preferences (Solomon 2002). 

Inflight service taken on its own has little scope to explain the effect individuality has on behaviour. In today’s modern world, social class and status are not portrayed through one’s travel preferences. A lot of top business executives and celebrities or sportspersons deliberately travel economy class to portray a ‘down to earth’, thrifty or simplistic living attitude. However, under extraordinary circumstances, when an individual’s threshold of tolerance is tested, such as a strict vegetarian being served meat then perhaps, he or she may take drastic action and never fly the same airline again. The reverse is also true, but rare, because humans tend to remember negative experiences more than positive ones.  

Current Developments and Recommendations

Inflight service can only get bigger and more varied. The A380 jet from Airbus, to begin operations in 2006 will carry 555 passengers, and with 49% more floor space could include a gym or a seating bar. The need for market research on consumer needs remains relevant as Airbus interviewed over 1200 travellers from various nationalities to fine-tune their cabin (Airbus). Smaller airlines that cannot afford this jet will have a tough time. 

Marketers have to advertise innovatively, stressing little aspects of their inflight service and magnify their importance. Maintenance of high levels of service is crucial as the consumer is king as far as the availability of means to air grudges or complaints is concerned. Internet forums, word of mouth or worse, negative media reports can heavily influence consumers (see Air India in Airlinequality.com, 2). To improve their image, airlines could publicly acknowledge and promise to improve upon their past shortcomings. Less radically, but significantly, airlines could investigate the sexual connotations of female stewardesses and vow to be more ‘reasonable’ while recruiting. However, the success of the Singapore Girl campaign for Singapore Airlines could encourage others to ignore this approach (Solomon 2002, page 143).

Conclusion

Inflight service is not simply an intangible product offering, but a vital part of airline operations, especially in the context of neck to neck competition, where competitive advantages don't lie in low costs anymore, as to remain profitable, one needs to expand its network and fleet size regularly. Neither do they in pricing (read the success of budget airlines). Consumer behaviour can be heavily influenced by advertising and personal attitudes formed, especially after a positive or negative experience. Marketers and researchers have to be on their toes to continuously innovate and accurately assess consumer needs. If airlines want to enter a new market, or target a new segment by introducing additional inflight services, they need to effectively educate and/or convince consumers of new 'wants' and be confident of their maverick approach.  
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