Cabin Check
An analysis of US consumer perception
towards the airlines sector
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Introduction
Air travel has evolved from simply being a mode of transportation. Today’s airlines are now
considered retailers; booking a flight is akin to signing up for an experience complete with
shopping and entertainment. YouGov’s latest data reveals that 48% of Americans say they will
book a flight at some time in the next year, signifying the market of potential customers.
As the sector continues to grow, targeting new consumers and retaining previous passengers
comes down to more than analyzing existing travel habits. Airline brands must drive their
decision-making on the basis of granular segmentation – ranging from demographics to world
view to favored brands outside the sector – to get a holistic picture of potential and current
customers.
Just within the last year, 27% of Americans report that they flew for leisure. Another 11% say they
used air travel to conduct business. Airlines that position themselves to better understand the
specific needs of these two different segments have the best chance of resonating with the
groups.
Air travel can be neatly bisected into two categories
LEISURE TRAVEL

BUSINESS TRAVEL

1 in 4 Americans flew
for leisure last year

1 in 9 Americans flew
for business last year

The following in-depth case studies look at successful brands in the airline industry. The first is a
look at Southwest and how some quick thinking on behalf of its pilot and marketing team
minimized any long-lasting impact on brand health. The second explores Emirates’ success and
reveals the metrics that helped the airline really take off over the years.
Examining subsets of the population, such as frequent business travelers, first class flyers,
and international vacation travelers and their specific attitudes and behaviors, provides further
insights into opportunities for growth.
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Airlines with the
highest Value perception
ACCORDING TO THOSE WHO TOOK A
DOMESTIC FLIGHT FOR VACATION LAST YEAR

Domestic vacationers comprise the largest share
of air travelers. The size of the group alone makes it
worthwhile to examine, and one of the most striking
characteristics about the people who belong to this
segment is their emphasis on value among other
purchase influencers.
The standings also show why the merger between
Alaska Air and Virgin America (which no longer flies
under its former branding) makes sense; both brands
are held in high-esteem for their Value proposition.

21%

of Americans
fly for leisure
domestically

YouGov Profiles allows for an even closer look at this group, particularly at the moment they decide
to book their flights. This segment usually books budget flights and says that value was the top
purchase influencer in its most recent vacation destination.

Retail attitudes regarding
travel

Among those who took a domestic flight for leisure last year

Airlines with highest Value perception
Which of the following airlines do you think represent good or bad value for
money? By that, we don’t mean ‘cheap’ or ‘expensive’, but that the brands offer
a customer a lot in return for the price paid. Scores range from -100 to +100 (%
positive - % negative)..
Asked of US adults who took a domestic flight for vacation last year

65%

I usually book
budget flights
(vs 47% of Nat Rep)

38%

Overall value for
money influenced
my choice of
vacation destination
(vs 22% of Nat Rep)

1

42

2

18

3

8

4

5

5

5
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Airlines with the highest
Quality perception
ACCORDING TO THOSE WHO TOOK AN
INTERNATIONAL FLIGHT FOR WORK LAST YEAR
Examining the top airlines among international business travelers shows that this group tends to
be critical of quality in many other areas of their lives. Nearly half in this segment say that they will
try to book luxury accommodations, such as world-class hotels, when possible.
This preference for quality is further underscored by their other retail attitudes, many of which
center around a preference for premium products and a willingness to pay more for high quality
offerings.

Retail attitudes regarding travel
According to those who took an international business flight last year

Which of the following airlines do you think represent good or bad
quality? Scores range from -100 to +100 (% positive - % negative).

49%

of this consumer
segment say they book
luxury accomodations
when possible
(vs 27% of Nat Rep)

Asked of US adults who took an international flight for
business last year

1

30

2

27

3

25

60%

4

24

(vs 33% of Nat Rep)

5

23

80%

I tend to choose
premium products
& services

62%
I have
expensive
tastes

(vs 34% of Nat Rep)

(vs 55% of Nat Rep)

I am willing to
pay more for
luxury brands

57%

Airlines with the highest Quality
perception

I am excited
generally to
spend more
when traveling

(vs 32% of Nat Rep)
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Airlines with the
highest Ad Awareness
ACCORDING TO THOSE WHO ARE LIKELY TO
BOOK A FLIGHT IN THE NEXT TWELVE MONTHS

Measuring a brand’s ad
penetration is an important
aspect of any marketing
strategy, and in the airline
industry, staying top-of-mind
year-round is especially
critical.

Airlines with the highest Ad Awareness

1

26

This is because nearly one in
two US adults say they are
likely to be booking a flight
within the next year. Here
are the average advertising
exposure scores over a oneyear span:

2

17

3

17

4

15

5

10

Which of the following airlines have you seen an advertisement for in the last two
weeks?
Asked of US adults who are in-market to book a flight in the next 12 months. %

48%

of Americans
are in-market to
book a flight in
the next twelve
months
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Airlines with the
highest Recommend scores
ACCORDING TO THOSE WHO ARE OR
WERE “EVER” CUSTOMERS OF AN AIRLINE

A customer’s account of their
experience can be a powerful
predictor of business growth. It’s
why some businesses use a Net
Promoter Score (NPS) and why
YouGov developed the Recommend
metric to better measure the people
recommending a brand (promoters) as
well as those who are telling people to
avoid the brand (detractors).
Airline customers appear to
recommend a mix of premium and
budget airlines in this ranking. This
further shows that in the airlines
industry, both Quality and Value
factor into a holistic view of customer
experience.
Emirates takes the top spot in this
metric, followed closely by Singapore
Airlines. Virgin America is also highly
recommended and despite no longer
flying under its own branding, its
position on the list serves as further
proof as to why Alaska Air will benefit
from the merger.

Airlines with the highest
Recommend scores
Which of the following airlines would you recommend to a friend or colleague or tell
them to avoid? Scores range from +100 to -100 (% positive - % negative).
Asked of US adults who are current or former customers of an airline

1

66

2

66

3

56

4

53

5

51
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Frequent
business travelers
THE PEOPLE WHO FLY FOR WORK AT LEAST TWICE LAST YEAR

Brands in the travel sector have to account for two types of travelers – those who travel for leisure
and those who do so for work. Each group has different priorities; business travelers, in particular,
have unique needs due to the frequency of their travel.

Characteristics that distinguish frequent business travelers from the
general population:
They tend to be highly
educated:

31%

Their annual family
income tends to be
higher:

earned a postgraduate degree
(vs 9% of Nat Rep)

21%
earned at least $150k
(vs 6% of Nat Rep)

46%
earned $60k to $149k
(vs 27% of Nat Rep)

They are more likely
to be men:

66%

They are more
likely to have young
children:

They are
more likely
to identify
as Hispanic
or Asian:

39%

19% 4%

identify as male

report children
under the age of 18

identify as
Hispanic

identify as
Asian

(vs 49% of Nat Rep)

(vs 29% of Nat Rep)

(vs 14% of Nat Rep)

(vs 2% of Nat Rep)

Two minority groups stand out among the YouGov dataset. Frequent business travelers overindex as Hispanic and Asian, making the segment more diverse than the general population. This
type of information is critical in understanding the mindset of someone traveling for work and will
help in anticipating their travel needs.
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Business travel &
loyalty programs
MORE THAN THREE-QUARTERS OF FREQUENT BUSINESS TRAVELERS
SAY THEY BELONG TO AN AIRLINE REWARD PROGRAM
Frequent business travelers often belong to an
airline rewards program (78%) or a hotel loyalty
program (68%).
Airlines hoping to recruit even more frequent
flier rewards members should know that while
the airline’s own rewards play a big part in why
business travelers subscribe, there are other
strong motivators as well.
Six in ten of this group (60%) find enough value in
“partner rewards”, or discounts and perks offered
to other retailers and brands. So while points
are a big part of the airlines rewards industry,
rewards members are also drawn by peripheral
offerings, and that make partnering with the right
brands all the more important.
Tracking how members collect and spend their
rewards points can explain which frameworks
appeal to the most people. For example, 46%
of business travelers who belong to an airlines
loyalty scheme say they collect and save their
points, meaning they are motivated by longterm benefits compared to immediate perks.

The reasons people sign up for
rewards/loyalty programs
Frequent business travelers who belong to a rewards
program

74
To benefit from in-store/online discounts & offers

60
To get discounts/rewards to other retailers/brands

53
To benefit from free products/services/experiences

32
To receive better services

29
To be among the first to know about the promotions/
discounts/news from the brand

8
To be part of the community

Three types of loyalty behaviors
Redeeming behavior of frequent business travelers who belong to an airlines loyalty program %

46
The Collectors

The most popular reward
behavior - they collect points
& save them to get a higher
value reward

19

19

The Regulars

The Early Redeemers

This group collects and
redeems points regularly to
avoid losing them

This group tends to use
up points at the earliest
opportunity
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Frequent business travelers

BUSINESS TRAVELERS WHO WORK
FULL-TIME FOR PRIVATE, FOR-PROFIT COMPANIES
Business travelers can be broken down even further. This level of granularity is helpful in
determining the type of company these travelers work for, measuring their involvement in the
booking process, and finding the right channels to stay top-of-mind among the segment.
What emerges is a subset of business travelers who work full-time for private companies and who
comprise 45% of business travelers in general.
What’s appealing about this sub-segment is that nearly all of them (95%) are in-market for more
air travel and will likely fly again in the next twelve months. Airlines who want to take advantage of
this group’s propensity to spend on business travel should know that the group is accustomed to
autonomy, with many in this segment setting their own work hours and having the responsibility
for booking their own travel.
They are also avid newspaper readers, reporting that they often frequent online publications like
The New York Times or The Washington Post. This type of information helps when it comes to
identifying the right messaging and moment to meet this type of traveler eye-to-eye.

Characteristics of business travelers who work for private companies
Employment status (%)
Other (15)

Full time (72)

Company type (%)

Private (59)

Part time (9)

Retired (3)

Full time private flyers
This segment comprises 45% of the total
frequent business travelers market
95% in the group are in-market to fly again
within the next year

Other (23)
NGO (10)
Self-employed (8)

60%

are the sole decision
maker in booking
their own travel

55%

30%

have some
influence in travel
booking decisions

read an online newspaper
in the last week
(vs 28% of Nat Rep)

56%

45%

have managerial
responsibility

choose their own
working hours

(vs 11% of Nat Rep)

(vs 17% of Nat Rep)

42%

36%

(vs 21% of Nat Rep)

(vs 21% of Nat Rep)

visited The New York
Times website

visited The Washington
Post website
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High-flying
jetsetters
OLDER MILLENNIALS SPUR AIR
TRAVEL TO NEW HEIGHTS
Older millennials make up a group of airline passengers whose predisposition to fly and tendency
to earn more than the average American makes it a desirable group to explore.
This group comprises about 8% of those in-market for air travel, and members of the segment
predict that they’re likely to fly the same amount or more next year as they did this year.

97%

They will most likely
book another flight
this year

43%

Two in five expect
to take the same
amount of flights

38%

One in three expect
the number of
flights they take to
increase

THIS GROUP IS DEFINED AS
25-39 years of age
Booked 2 or more flights in the last year
Earn more than $50k per year

Passengers in this group say their favorite airline is Delta followed closely by Southwest. Many
in this group also say that they belong to an airline loyalty program, but a close look at their
subscriptions finds that they’re actually not that “loyal” to any one particular scheme at all.
THEY PREFER TO FLY...

28%
13%

THEY ARE MEMBERS OF...

27%
10%

4%

•

AAdvantage by American Airlines (33%)

•

Rapid Reward by Southwest (31%)

•

SkyMiles by Delta (30%)

•

Mileage Plus by United Airlines (20%)

•

TrueBlue by JetBlue (16%)
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High-flying jetsetters

THEIR VACATION HABITS AND TRAVEL INTENTIONS FOR 2018
Knowing who people in this group tend to travel with, where they tend to go, and what purchase
influencers are at play while they book their vacations are all critical to forming a full picture of
these people. Below are a few insights into their travel habits:
High-flying jetsetters
Nat Rep

They are more likely to travel
with their spouse and children

While value matters most,
climate plays a factor as well

Vacationed with their spouse last year

Overall value for money influenced recent vacation
choice

80%

39%

Climate influenced recent vacation choice

Vacationed with their children last year
21%

50%

22%

39%

43%

19%

Their next 2018 vacation will
likely be a beach destination

Recent leisure trips include

Plan to go on a beach vacation

Canada

7%

41%

21%

7%

41%

Asia

Continental US

Plan to visit a city
16%

7%

38%

7%

4%

Mexico

Hawaii

According to data collected
around their booking habits,
July and January emerge as
the months people in this
group are most likely book
their trips. Campaigns that
run during those months
may have a higher degree
of penetration amongst this
group of travelers.

10%
Europe

Caribbean or
West Indies

In 2017, this group booked their vacations in...
% who say they booked in the following month
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7

1

1

Jan.

Feb.

3
2

Mar.

8
6

7

6

8

6
4

4

5

2

Apr.

May.

High-flying
jetsetters

Jun.

Jul.

Aug.

Sep.

Oct.

Nov.

Dec.

Nat Rep
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How to make an in-flight
experience truly soar
BRAND FAVORITES AMONG PASSENGERS WHO FLY
BUSINESS OR FIRST-CLASS
How people spend their time while flying has changed throughout the years. Today, small
monitors populate the backs of seats and passengers can pass the time with on-demand food,
drinks, films, and games.
The range of in-flight entertainment options expands in business-class and first-class, with
passengers who tend to have a higher propensity to spend money, and have a taste for expensive
products.
Attitudes & behaviors of those who upgraded to business or first-class last year
THEY ARE MORE LIKELY TO BE UP-TO-DATE WITH NEWS,
TECH, AND POP CULTURE

68%
59%

THEY ARE MORE WILLING TO CONSIDER OR BUY
EXPENSIVE PRODUCTS

“I enjoy discussing current events
& topics that are in the news with
friends, family & people”
(vs 48% of Nat Rep)

“I am often first among my friends
to try new technology products &
services”

“I tend to choose premium
products & services”
(vs 55% of Nat Rep)

“I will buy some brands without
even looking at the price”
(vs 36% of Nat Rep)

“I only buy the best known
brands”

(vs 33% of Nat Rep)

(vs 29% of Nat Rep)

53%

“I like going to trendy bars &
restaurants”

“I spend a lot on clothes”
(vs 20% of Nat Rep)

(vs 31% of Nat Rep)

78%
61%
50%
41%

Bolthouse Dressings
El Charrito
Organic Valley

Skyy
Absolut
Beefeater Gin
Tanqueray

FREEBIES

Skinny Cow

Grand Marnier

Anthroplogie
Pacific Sunwear
LOFT
The Limited
Chanel

Ed Harris

New Order

Mandy Patinkin

The Black Keys

Jane Curtin
Priyanka Chopra
Gérard Depardieu

MUSIC

SNACKS

Liberté

ACTORS

Airlines can leverage that
type of data to inform their
decision-making when it
comes to choosing brands
or celebrities to partner
with. The following are the
brands and people that
resonate most with this
group compared to the
general public, according to
YouGov Ratings.

COCKTAILS

In-flight favorites

Rick Ross
Echosmith
PARTYNEXTDOOR
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Are airline customers a
flight risk after a crisis?
MONITORING THE AFTERMATH OF SOUTHWEST’S EMERGENCY

Just one week after Southwest
Airlines won multiple accolades as
part of Trip Advisor’s Travelers’ Choice
awards, including Best Airline in the
US, a Southwest plane flying out
of New York made an emergency
landing in Philadelphia. The Boeing
737’s left engine exploded after one
of the fan blades broke off, but its
pilot managed to gain control of the
situation and land the plane.

Southwest’s Buzz perception
80
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
-10
-20

From the day the emergency
garnered attention, Southwest’s
positive Buzz and Quality fell amongst
three key groups: the general US
population, those who are in-market
to book a flight, and recent Southwest
customers.
Buzz proved to be the most sensitive
metric and briefly took a dip into
negative territory amongst the three
groups. Just one month after the
event, Southwest’s Buzz begins to
recover, especially amongst its recent
customers, suggesting that strong
brand loyalty is at play.
Southwest’s Quality perception also
dropped right after the event but
the scores never entered negative
territory. Similar to its Buzz score,
Southwest’s Quality seems to
rebound by mid-May.

 S
 outhwest incident
occurs and prompts an
emergency landing

70

March 2018

Nat Rep

April 2018

In-market to fly

May 2018

June 2018

Southwest recent customers

Southwest’s Quality perception
90

 S
 outhwest incident
occurs and prompts an
emergency landing

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
March 2018

Nat Rep

April 2018

In-market to fly

May 2018

June 2018

Southwest recent customers
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Are airline customers a flight risk after a crisis?

AFTER THE INCIDENT SOUTHWEST’S BRAND HEALTH RECOVERS NICELY
The metric that is most telling of the
incident’s effect is also one that YouGov
uses as an indicator of potential
sales revenue. Southwest’s Purchase
Consideration remains relatively stable
after the event and especially with the
brand’s key stakeholders – its recent
customers – Purchase Consideration
barely budges.
So while Southwest’s Buzz and
Quality scores see a marginal decline
before eventually rebounding, the
brand’s Purchase Consideration stays
steady through the same time period.
This could be due to positive press
around Southwest’s flight crew, who
was widely lauded for its post-event
heroics, particularly the pilot who
successfully landed the plain with just
one working engine.

Southwest’s Purchase Consideration
120

 S
 outhwest incident occurs and
prompts an emergency landing

100
80
60
40
20
0
March 2018

Nat Rep

One person died on a Southwest Airlines flight
after an engine came apart mid-air, the first
passenger death on a US commercial flight
since 2009.
Do incidents like this change how likely you
are to fly?
Asked on April 18, 2018 and
showing % who say “No, I will
still fly”

50

Nat Rep

69

In-market to
book a flight

80
recent
customers

April 2018

In-market to fly

May 2018

June 2018

Southwest recent customers

YouGov Omnibus offers a more direct
explanation for the outcome of the
event. When asked whether events like
Southwest’s have an effect on whether
people are likely to fly, half of respondents
(50%) say they would still fly and less than a
fifth (15%) say that it would make them less
likely to fly.
What’s notable is the increasing number of
people who say that events like this don’t
affect their decision to fly, particularly when
recent Southwest customers and those inmarket to book a flight are asked. Of those
two groups, 80% and 69%, respectively, say
that crises like Southwest’s do not dissuade
them from flying.
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Case study:
how Emirates
dominates the skies
TRACKING THE RISE AND SUCCESS OF THE DUBAI-BASED CARRIER
When Emirates was founded in 1985, the international carrier started transporting passengers
with just two aircraft. Today, Emirates oversees the largest fleet of Boeing 777s and services
over 78 countries. Its achievements are often tied to operating excellence, and its high Quality
perception distinguishes it from other airlines.
Emirates’ improving brand health is particularly apparent when viewed next to that of other
international carriers. Over the span of three years, Emirates’ Index score, a measure of overall
brand health, increased by +7 points. It was the only airline among its competitors to show that
rate of growth.
What’s notable is the diminishing gap between Emirates’ Index score and that of British Airways
and Lufthansa, who were ahead by at least 10 points in 2014. That gap is now reduced to just 3
points, a testament to the airline’s commitment to improvement, while its competitors remain
relatively stable.

23

20
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2014

22

20

22 21

12

2015

15

Emirates improves its
overall brand health
year-to-year
2016

Even in Purchase Consideration,
a good indicator of potential sales
revenue, Emirates is a trendsetter.
While the average of its four
competitors improved by just +2
points in total over three years,
Emirates’ own score ticks up by at
least +2 points each year.
Emirates

20 20
17

Average of other 4
(British Airways, Lufthansa, Air
Canada, and Air France)

2017

Emirates’ growing purchase consideration
18
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Case study: how Emirates dominates the skies

TRACKING THE RISE AND SUCCESS OF THE DUBAI-BASED CARRIER

In 2014, two metrics stood out as Emirates’
strongest: Reputation and Quality. The
airline’s competitors still had it beat in every
measure of brand health at the time, and its
low Satisfaction, Recommend, Value, and
Impression scores emerged as the biggest
areas for improvement.

Emirates’ overall brand health 2014
2014 Emirates’ Index

2014 Competitors’ Average

Impression
30
25
20
Recommend

15

Quality

10
5
0

Satisfaction

Value

Reputation

Three years later, Emirates has managed
to surpass its competitor average in
three of those four areas, marking its
transformation into a true industry leader.
The airline’s success seems to come down
to building upon its already strong Quality
and Reputation perception while placing
an emphasis on other metrics like Value
and Recommend. Those improvements are
echoed by the numerous awards it won last
year in those same areas.

Emirates’ overall brand health 2017
2017 Emirates’ Index

2017 Competitors’ Average

Impression
30
25
20
Recommend

15

Quality

10
5
0

Satisfaction

Value

Reputation
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Key findings
Mapping the passengers who spur air travel comes down to more than just knowing where they
are flying. Below are a few key insights:

Brand health rankings
As with most industries, a number of leaders emerge in areas where they establish a competitive
difference.
Southwest Airlines, for example, started as a domestic low-cost carrier and despite
growing in fleet size and revenue in recent years, still emerges as the top airline for its
Value among customers who fly domestically.
Emirates, on the other hand, dominates all others in Quality perception among
international business travelers. The Dubai-based aviator is also highly recommended
amongst its customers, something not all airlines can claim.

Consumer segments
It’s no surprise that people who fly for leisure and business have very different
needs, purchase motivators, and world views.
The frequent business traveler tends to be more affluent than the average American.
Identifying their behavior towards loyalty programs and knowing that they are the ones
booking their own business flights can be critical in crafting the right call-to-action.
Passengers who upgrade their seats and service to business- or first-class tend to let
their preference for luxury seep into other areas of their lives. Knowing the brands and
celebrities that these premium passengers prefer can guide airlines in curating the best
possible in-flight experience.

Case studies
Two core applications of YouGov’s daily brand tracking tool are on full display in these sections.
The Southwest example showcases the effectiveness of the tool in tracking a crisis and if
further action on behalf of the brand is necessary.
Emirates is rapidly catching up to its other international competitors and a look through
the years reveals the metrics in which it commits the most effort.
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About YouGov
Plan & Track
YouGov’s Plan & Track service combines the detailed audience segmentation
power of YouGov Profiles with the brand tracking capabilities of YouGov BrandIndex.
The segmentation and media planning elements run on data collected in the
YouGov Cube – our connected data vault which holds 280,000 variables, collected
from over 200,000 YouGov panelists in the United States.
The brand tracking portion of this service provides an authoritative measure of
brand perception, monitoring thousands of brands across dozens of sectors. We
interview thousands of consumers every day, yielding over 2 million interviews a
year. This tool operates at national and international levels, allowing you to track
brand perception in one country, compare across multiple countries or monitor a
global picture.

CONTACT YOUGOV
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