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7. Products and Brands
7.1 The product
For an airline to differentiate its products from that of a competitor can be frustrating. Most of the innovations and improvements may initially be associated with the airline that introduces them but these are all easily copied by the competition, if they think it is worth doing. 

However what is the product an airline offers?  Mainly a service of transporting people and freight over a distance. One might consider that getting from origin A to destination B is the service an airline provides, but although being the most fundamental feature considered when choosing a carrier, this is only a part of an airline’s product. Other features include capacity, frequency, equipment, convenience, overall service standards, brands associated with certain products targeted at specific segments of the market and their relative perception. 

Airline products are made up of a combination of physical elements (e.g. equipment based) and services (people based). The way the different features are put together and presented to the market (packaging) will perform a vital selling and communication role, presenting the product, together with the company image, to past, present and potential customers. The partial intangibility of the product provided implies a large element of trust on the part of the buyer. This calls for a more active involvement of all those who participate to the delivering process in determining the outcome and re-assure the passenger (see chapter 11).

The elements which constitute an airline product and affect its choice are:

Routes

All the flight segments offered by an airline and their overall coverage (network). Alliances, are fundamental to increase the routes covered by a carrier and increase the possibility to be chosen.

Capacity and frequency

Capacity must be matched to routes and schedules, matching high demand periods with low demand ones is a complex challenge for schedule managers. Yet getting the best of aircraft utilisation and load factors is a vital task. Time of departure is a vital consideration for passengers. An airline maintaining frequency rather than capacity is more apt to capture a large market share, but will do so at a higher direct operating cost.

Equipment flown

Passengers prefer the newest, fastest and most comfortable aircraft available if given the choice. Airlines tend to adapt improved aircraft with performance maximisation. New aeroplanes must be ordered years in advance and finances must be planned accordingly. Maintenance procedures are a part of the product too in customers’ eyes.

Convenience

Convenience relates to all those aspect which make the passengers more likely to take a certain flight from a certain airport. It is given from an overall analysis of the benefits brought from all the aspects seen above (routes, schedules, frequency) plus facilities such as easier check in, short distances to walk or parking availability.

Service

Customer service is the main differentiator. As seen in chapter five, where companies match each other in terms of the basic elements, then a service oriented culture really make the difference between an airline and its competitors.

Brands

The brand is the aspect which assumes the highest profile in terms of communications. The brand communicates to the customer an image of a certain product which is specifically targeted at a particular audience.  

All these elements together contribute to build up customers’ perception of the airline  as the one having the most desirable schedules, frequencies, service and equipment and best matching the customer’s self perception (my airline!). This perception can be factual or imagined but it is the key motivating force when buying a ticket.

7.2 Product features according to Levitt’s model

If we look at the overall product/service in terms of benefits offered we can distinguish three areas:

· the core service which relates specifically to the customers’ need, the destinations offered and the provision of good interchange facilities at the hub airport, i.e. getting from London to New York;

· the expected service, which relates to customers expectations. Many of these features are offered standard by almost all carriers, i.e. seat selection at check in, a late check in facility, dedicated cabin crews, free newspapers, free drinks, and hot towels; enhanced service and separate executive lounge facilities for the business segment; in-flight entertainment and catering for the leisure segment;

· the augmented service, which includes all the features over and above the expected service that can be added to enhance the overall level of service, i.e. free limo, special lounge, beauty therapist on board, provision of passport and visa arrangements, arrival lounge facilities etc. (see Illustration 7.1).
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Illustration 7.1 - The service concept

Products in this industry are developed  targeting identified needs of particular markets, some of these are related to the distance flown or the purpose of the journey. The priorities for short-haul flights are safety, speed, price. For long-haul comfort and entertainment. For leisure passengers price is the first parameter to select an airline, for business passengers, punctuality, reliability, schedules and leg-room make the difference

7.3 British Airways and Virgin Atlantic product features

Routes

British Airways offer more than 150 destinations world-wide, including those offered through its network of alliances and code-sharing agreements. It often revises its network depending on new opportunities and local crisis.

Virgin Atlantic offers 18 destinations including those offered in conjunction with its alliances. New routes this year include Johannesburg targeted at both holidays and business segments and Washington targeted at the business and political market.

Its expansion plan for the next three years include destinations such as Chicago, Bangkok, Singapore, Sydney, Cape Town , Nairobi, Las Vegas, Seoul, Osaka, Shanghai, Peking, Moscow, Mexico City and Buenos Aires

Capacity and frequency
Both airlines are biased towards the business segment, this makes them very much interested in matching business passengers expectations in terms of suitable schedules and availability of seats. Any attempt is made in planning terms to avoid the flexibility-related problem of overbooking.

Equipment flown
Both companies offer the best in terms of aircraft and other technology related accessories. Aircraft are the latest models and increasingly designed in order to enhance comfort. British Airways also fly the new Boeing 777 to a limited number of routes. 

Seating arrangements are more and more sophisticated offering from increased width and leg room up to full recline. British Airways’ business class in 1993 performed a 40” seat pitch (the distance  from the headrest of one seat to the headrest of the seat in front) against Virgin’s 55”.  Seat width was 20” for BA and 22.5” for Virgin. At the end of  1995 Club World featured 22” width and 32” leg room against Upper Class 22” width and 36” legroom.

In-flight entertainment is the new technology led feature which is going to involve more and more of airlines financial resources in the next year. This sector is in fact characterised by a high rate of innovation with airlines upgrading continually the standard of the service provided. Advances in interactivity contribute to the overall enhancement of the products. Passengers can now enjoy individual controlled videos, games and music programmes. Both airlines feature a 5 1/2 in TV set with sharp picture, good sound and several channels (16 for Virgin, 24 for BA new system), usual range of films and TV, with Virgin a little better for what concerns music channels. Virgin also serve ice-cream while the films are shown and offers a children’s channel and Nintendo games. An advantage to Virgin is that it provides all passengers, even those in economy class with a TV set, British Airways doesn’t. Data communication, satellite telephones and faxes are already available and the quality is constantly being improved, BT is developing an innovative range of data services which will reach passengers via a seat arm video screen. For communication facilities BA and Virgin are both clients of Skyphone a consortium formed by BT, Singapore Telecom and Telenor International.  

British Airways has adopted  Aerospace’s new interactive B/E 4000 multimedia digital distribution system (MDDS), featuring games such as chess, bridge and backgammon which can be played against the computer or a fellow passenger, video (up to 24 films which each passenger is able to start and stop) on demand (VOD), audio on demand (AOD), gambling systems (roulette, black jack and horse races) and shopping transactions. They can reserve a hotel room, rent a car, and do the shopping.  Passengers on BA’s long routes will be soon able to shop from their seats (a dozen retail stores, including Harrods, Liberty and Aquascutum, take part in the trial of a new interactive in-flight shopping system, where a catalogue of goods are scrolled on the personal video) and pay in cash or by credit card with the goods being delivered to their homes. Virtual reality shopping allowing passengers to browse through department stores is another service BA is planning to introduce.. Passengers will also be able to look at their own route map, view scenes of the world outside.

Virgin Atlantic’s Hughes Aircom 150 systems have been performing below expectation and is used without revenue-generating interactive elements, pending a solution of the Technical and reliability issue. 

The availability of gambling and telecommunication facilities and the introduction of the video on demand concept for movies non already shown in Britain can become a relevant source of extra revenue to the airline.

Convenience

British Airways and Virgin Atlantic are both focused on constantly improving convenience for passengers through excellent ground and in flight facilities and selected routes, airports and schedules.

Service

Service is here meant as all the physical and non physical attributes which constitute the expected and augmented parts of the overall product. It is mainly made of ground and in-flight arrangements. Both Virgin Atlantic and British Airways are well known for their departure and arrivals lounges and for the level of service on board. 

British Airways offers its best ground arrangements at Terminal 4 (Heathrow) with its Concorde/First and business (World and Europe) class lounges, featuring free newspapers, complimentary refreshments, work stations, telephones and showers, more check-in desks, much shorter queues and a more spacious and calm departure area. The only problem may be the connection with the other three terminals. It also has a lounge in Gatwick. British Airways is the only non American carrier to operate its own terminal at JFK and generally to provide special ground facilities for arriving business and first class passengers. 

British Airways also offer a health consulting activity through its network of Travel Clinics.

Virgin which originally has not been able to match BA’s ground arrangements, as a smaller airline it had a smaller ground infrastructure and its big advantages were enjoyed mostly when airborne, today offers one of the best lounges in the world at Heathrow Terminal 3, its Club House, built at a cost of £1m and often used for private parties and other social events, offering a true health spa (including massage, aromatherapy, and hair dressing), an extensive library, a wood panelled music room, or everything you need to do some work. One can be chauffeur driven there and play on a nine hole golf course. Virgin has also opened the airline’s first clubhouse at JFK in NY Terminal 1A. Another centre has been opened at Gatwick. .

It also offers something BA doesn’t: a free door to door limo or motorbike service to take passengers to and from the airport (within a 40 miles radius).  

Catering which is by definition an expected service can be transformed in something different adding variety and imagination. British Airways which claims to offer the first airborne restaurant “a la carte”  has stolen a march on some of its competitors by being able to offer Expresso, Cappuccino and fresh toasts thanks to a technological breakthrough.

Virgin Atlantic offers an airborne lounged area with bar where passengers can socialise and have a drink. All classes can also enjoy special and dietary meals. Both airlines  tend to have an edge in food and drinks (both in terms of quality and choice) offer among the other airlines with the notable exception of Emirates on Middle East routes.   

Flight attendants and ground personnel as said before play a major role in customer satisfaction, with British Airways staff often seen as enthusiastic and Virgin Atlantic staff as warm, cheerful and attentive. Things such as a prompt response to a call or a quick reaction to solve a customer’s problem highly contribute to the high reputation of the two airlines. Consistency of behaviour throughout the airline which before was seen as a mean of ensure a desired and standardised level of service (predictability of the service), has now being revised with airlines allowing their staff to put more of their personality in 

the job. It is interesting to note that on average VAA deploy 6 extra staff on board than the average airline.

Extras such as amenities given by the companies especially on long routes almost match for most of the companies. Extras such as on board beautician and masseuse clearly make an airline such as Virgin Atlantic stand higher than any other competitor.

Another factor in terms of service which particularly affects British Airways is the perception of an increased need to meet passengers of different cultures or languages on their ground. BA is hiring staff who can speak the language and better understand the culture of non English passengers. Even in-flight entertainment can be affected through a more multi-ethnic approach to the selection of programs offered.

7.4 Branding in the airline industry
The concept of branding is a tool available to management to give a company an edge in the marketing environment. All branding is fundamentally an attempt to create customer loyalty building success upon the fact that passengers perceive flying with an airline as in some way better than flying with competitors. Airlines brand their products, especially those targeted at premium passengers.  

Most of the airlines have a three class configuration: First Class, Business Class (often known by individual brand names) and Economy Class. Other companies, such as Virgin Atlantic take a different approach to the class system. Considering that full fare first class is a very small market Virgin opted for scrapping the first class concept and insist on an enhanced business service marketed as “a first class service for the price of a business one” offering a two class configuration.  In 1992 Virgin recognised higher status to economy passengers paying the unrestricted full fares in respect to those taking advantage of promotional offers, by the setting up of a Premium Economy class,  resembling some others airlines’ business class circa late 1980’s. No other airline seemed to be interested in the fourth class concept. BA tested its  Economy Select class and then scrapped it after one year. 

BA is keeping the first class and has recently relaunched it. But it is dropping it on long-haul services out of regional airports. It also has separate brand names for business and economy class depending on the distance flown. 

The main focus of an airline marketing effort is to fill its business class seats. Full fare business class travellers are much greater in number and the profits are pretty big. A 747 can operate profitably if every business class seat is occupied and the entire first and economy class cabins are empty. This is why airlines devolve much of their marketing and communication efforts to this segment.

Premium class passengers provide BA with more than a third of total airline revenues while accounting for only 15% of all passengers carried. The Pareto principle is one 

which often applies to the airline industry: 20% of the routes contribute 80% of revenues, 20% of passengers contribute 80% of revenues.

All the profits are made up on the premium price passengers, and often for this reason airlines undervalue or reserve less consideration for those travelling at the back of the aircraft (economy). The reality is that without the people down the back one probably wouldn’t have an airline as those remarkably contribute to cover fixed costs in good and in bad times.

7.5 Brands
British Airways

BA’s brands are developed and improved by brand teams consisting of brand representatives from many departments across the airline to ensure that every aspect of the journey experience receives expert attention. A brand relaunch typically take 12-18 months to complete and involves significant investment in new product and service development. Brand benefits are then communicated by means of TV, press and poster advertising and direct mail. British Airways has two brands for business class and two brands for economy class due to a distinction between the service offered on short and long haul services, and the unique, with the exception of Air France, Concorde brand.   

7.5.1 Concorde
Concorde offers the ultimate in time management. The world’s only supersonic passenger aircraft crosses the Atlantic in under four hours. Ground service is designed to minimise time spent at airports and includes exclusive check-in areas. A dedicated lounge for Concorde passengers is available at Heathrow and New York, offering the opportunity to relax before departure. The aircraft also offer priority transfer and baggage service. The fleet of seven aircraft has undergone a complete interior refurbishment to offer greater passenger comfort on board with new ergonomically designed seats, more space for hand baggage and a new inflight CD audio system. Concorde started its services in 1976 and since then used for scheduled and non BA operated charter operations. 80% of Concorders are loyal travellers (about 500,000): stars, bankers, assorted money men and women, fat cat doctors and allied trades who clearly enjoy having the extreme wealth to be part of a privileged elite.  

7.5.2 First 

Designed to create an individual style of service giving the passenger choice and flexibility, First Class has been relaunched at the beginning of 1996. It was originally launched in its rebranded format in 1989 with the brand name of First Class with a further range of enhancement in 1991, which included personal video systems and  a more flexible style of catering. The airline then introduced a Sleeper Service on overnight intercontinental flights and opened a new lounge for passengers flying from Heathrow Airport. Other features of the service were extensive range of ground and in-flight services from sleeper seats and gourmet cuisine to fast-track facilities and exclusive lounges world-wide, including arrival lounges at Heathrow and Gatwick featuring shower and breakfast facilities. 

As part of a 3 year £500 million overhaul of all BA brands (Insight program) first class has been relaunched as First early this year. The relaunch has brought in new features to enhance the exclusivity of this class in the overall attempt to dominate the first class market while making the airline more human and more responsive, after a thorough research showed customers wants and needs (privacy, especially for women, flat surface, flexibility etc.).

First already offered dining facilities on the ground in the first class lounge at JFK, sleeper seats with a duvet, a glass of milk, a special set of pyjama in alternative to multicourse meal available in flight. £50 million have now been invested in a new concept consisting in new seat allowing every passenger to invite a guest into his compartment to talk business or to share dinner. Passengers are served individually  by the crew to convey the feeling  of a smart restaurant. The seats then become individual mini-sleeper cabins, complete with a full-length 6ft 6 in  flying bed. The change takes place within the seat own exclusive space, partly shielding individual passengers from their fellow travellers in that they repositions themselves transversely to the previous position. The number of first class seats on a 747 have been reduced from 18 to 14 to allow for new space requirements.  

7.5.3 Club World
British Airways long-haul business class was the first brand developed by the airline in 1988. The aim is to deliver the intercontinental traveller to his destination as relaxed and refreshable as possible. New features in 1996 include new “cradle” seats with ears which comfortably lock the head in one position, offering adjustable  lumbar support, an additional footrest and 25% more leg room, an eight channel in-flight video entertainment system with individual seat-back screen and a more flexible catering service. Club World flights offer privileged ground facilities such as fast-track channels, a priority reservation and check-in service and Club World lounges in selected airports, including arrival lounges at Heathrow and Gatwick which feature shower, suit pressing and breakfast facilities. Putting individuals first is the new philosophy for the 90s. Airline jargon is being eliminated along with fixed meal times and standard greetings in favour of a more personal approach and more flexibility. Pilots are also asked to bin their scripts and bring their own personalities into announcements. The trolley meal service, scrapped in First, will continue in business class but passengers will be able to help themselves with snack. Seats will have a sheet sewn on the back. The last relaunch happened in 1993 as a part of a £100m “Well Being in the Air” program to enhance the airline’s longhaul premium brands. 

7.5.4 Club Europe
The short-haul premium class of BA designed to enable frequent travellers to enjoy an efficient, seamless service in Europe. Launched in 1988, it was upgraded in September 1991 (£7m), and included the opening of Europe’s largest business lounge at Heathrow’s Terminal One. This lounge enhanced the extensive ground service which includes dedicated check-in and express parking at Heathrow, together with fully flexible tickets and improved in-flight service. It was successfully relaunched in October 1994.

7.5.5 World Traveller

Launched in January 1991 to replace long-haul economy class and to offer an excellent in-flight experience, representing value for money for passengers. It offers improved inflight service and includes an award winning four course menu with a complimentary bar service, enhanced in-flight entertainment offering the latest box office releases, and complimentary comfort pack.

7.5.6 Euro Traveller

Launched along World Traveller in January 1991 to replace short-haul economy, this brand offers value for money to over 50 European destinations with a choice of fares to suit all requirements. The new product sits alongside World Travellers and offers enhanced catering, complimentary drinks and morning and evening newspapers.

7.5.7 Super Shuttle
Offering greater flexibility for the time constrained passengers, Super Shuttle provides a number of benefits compared with other domestic services. Super Shuttle was introduced in 1989 and has since undergone continuous improvement with the introduction of ground benefits such as telephone check in for all tiers of the Executive Club, Hertz chauffeur drive services, discounted paring at Terminal One and AA roadwatch. On board meals and/or refreshments are offered throughout the day.

7.5.8 World Cargo

In October 1992 BA rebranded its cargo business British Airways World Cargo. World Cargo is a separate profit centre and is regarded as one of the world’s more efficient airline cargo carrier even if subject of shipper complaints over issues such as freight handling delays and lack of capacity on some routes (guaranteed delivery times is the key selling point in air cargo operations). Boeing predicted that the world air cargo market will treble by the year 2014 based on annual growth of about 6% a year. 

British Airways is opening a new Cargocentre (the largest automated air cargo in Europe) in 1998 to cope with this increase and improve handling delays.

Virgin Atlantic Airways

Virgin strategy is one of affordable quality, not the lowest possible price. There are fewer seats to give more legroom, on board services are superior, and prices are generally lower or in line with the major airlines. Virgin is dedicated to provide excellent service for premium passengers and match the other airlines for economy.

Virgin Atlantic brands have been developed in time and rely very much on the umbrella brand Virgin, even if a brand such as Upper Class can easily stand alone. In its pursue for excellence in service the airline continually revise and enrich its brands features to please and deliver maximum customer satisfaction. Brands (especially and recently almost exclusively Upper Class) are sustained by TV and press advertising featuring the newest services, famous testimonials and Branson himself, Branson’s PR activities and joint promotions.
7.5.9 Upper Class 

“Relax, save the time and take the hassle out of travelling, Upper Class offers a unique range of complimentary services designed to help you to do all these things”. Upper Class, introduced since the beginning of the airline in 1984 was a revolutionary concept as it offered first class comfort, luxury, style, privilege and excellence with prices in line or slightly above business class. The key word has always been “to please” passengers with the most high quality and unexpected frills. There is no doubt Upper Class is Virgin Atlantic leading brand, attracting most of the airline resource and efforts. It offers oasis of luxury on the ground, both when departing and at arrival, and entertainment and fun in addition to maximum comfort (always leading the leg-room  pitch it now features 55”). Elements of the augmented service are door to door limo or motorbike service, free first class rail ticket to Gatwick, in-flight beauty therapist and pyjama service on selected flight. 

Virgin night time travellers are invited to eat in the airport lounge before boarding and then to take a seat in the designated Snoozone (the first dedicated sleeping cabin. 

7.5.10 Premium Economy

“The world’s best economy service, with more space, bigger seats and extra legroom for passengers buying a fully flexible ticket, with a separate check in and cabin”. Premium Economy was introduced in April 1992, with the brand name of Mid Class, after having perceived a gap in the offering at that time for those paying full economy fares (the fare has no minimum/maximum stay or advance booking requirement and its fully flexible) and desiring to reward these customers with an improved service half way from the economy and the business standard services offered by other airlines. It was then re-brands Premium Economy in 1994. It offers separate check in, pre take-off drink, 38” legroom, inflight entertainment, 3 entrees (including a vegetarian option), priority duty free service, newspaper and priority baggage handling.

7.5.11 Economy

“Economy offers superb value for money, and a wide range of inflight services”. Since the origin it has been the alternative to those not flying Upper Class. Even if being an economy class it has always been superior to other airlines economy class, featuring a unique personal seatback video, with relative entertainment, no one else offers economy passengers. Of course there are no red carpets, and the leg room is standard, but several extra facilities are offered for passengers carrying kids.

7.5.12 Virgin Cargo
Virgin Cargo is the brand for Virgin freight operations which started from the very beginning in 1985 as a separate undertaking. Its route network covers 18 destinations, having own cargo terminals at JFK, Miami and Los Angeles. 
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