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6. The integrated marketing and communication mix
6.1 Integrated marketing communications
The core part of the dissertation starts with this chapter. Both British Airways and Virgin Atlantic have a strong marketing orientation putting customers at the centre of their activities and benefiting from this approach. The marketing mix traditionally referred to as the “four P’s” will be extended to a fifth p essential in marketing services, people. 

Integrated marketing communications represents all the elements of an organisation’s marketing mix that favourably influence an organisation’s publics. Organisations communicate with their promotional tools but also through their product, pricing, distribution and staffing strategies (see Illustration 6.1). 
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Illustration 6.1 - Integrated marketing communications

6.2 Marketing an airline
Marketing an airline means converting available seats into revenue seats. It is the revenue producing side of the air carrier operating statement, it interacts horizontally across many departments and vertically through all the layers of the organisation. In order to provide the company with revenues an airline has to determine passengers need and demands, formulate strategies and provide total customer satisfaction collecting in the same time feedback on its performance (see Illustration 6.2). The marketing objective is to create value for a potential ticket buyer in open competition with similar offerings. In the airline industry the value is created through corporate image and brands image. For this reason airlines invest huge sums of money on corporate advertising and develop brands which tends to distinguish from others. The differentiation in customers’ perception make the difference when two offerings are almost the same.
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Illustration 6.2 - The marketing process

Virgin and British Airways are two of the most famous brands in the world and both  market themselves as consumer focused, brand led companies which strive to make a global imprint. 

Marketing of both airlines relies on prompt information, marketing alliances such as code-sharing agreements and other promotional tie-ups. Co-operation and co-ordination 

are key among airlines in order to develop fruitful sinergies. There are around 400 alliances in the world-wide industry. 

However there are some problems related to marketing alliances. One of these is mostly related to code-sharing and the level of service provided by the partners. Most of the alliances fail for reasons ranging from conflicting objectives to failure to align the standard of different flights (consistency). An alliance with the highest success usually goes beyond code-sharing, joining marketing and frequent flyer programmes and network co-ordination to include equity stakes as seen in chapter 3. A second problem is related to customer perception in relation to the concept of code-sharing itself and the fact that the passenger flies on two carriers with a different corporate identity.  

The problem of consistency of image can be solved by wet lease agreements or franchising where the partner airline uses the colour of the main company but it remains in simple code-sharing agreements.

The BA-USAir alliance, even if including equity ownership, is limited in that the code sharing works only inside America as BA passengers are transferred to USAir flights.

Virgin Atlantic has a code-sharing block-booking arrangement on Virgin flights across the Atlantic.

Both companies allow their frequent flyer scheme members to collect points on allied carriers.

6.3 British Airways
The overall aim of BA’s marketing activity is to meet the needs of its customers in order to ensure that BA is the first choice airline. Meeting customers needs in a fast changing, increasingly competitive market place means constant improvement and innovation, as well as offering excellent value for money. The most important differentiation, however, is excellent customer service throughout the network. Constant focus is kept on this through performance monitoring and staff training programmes. Substantial efforts have been made to match the research feedback detailing the characteristics of an ideal global airline. This feedback is being used to provide an increasingly global and seamless service. Market research, staff feedback and customer comments (also videobox where can make their complaints on cameras and these are screened by marketing, customer services and human resources) ensure that changing customer needs are understood and responded to quickly. In order to meet the needs of different customer segments more precisely the airline introduced the concept of branding to the industry in 1988. This created sub-brands such as Club World, Club Europe, World Traveller and Euro Traveller, which are carefully developed to meet differing customer needs, whilst reflecting the airline’s values throughout. The Executive Club Frequent Flyer Programme launched in 1991, recognises the value of customer loyalty by rewarding customers with mileage awards and additional service benefits. The benefits of choosing BA are then communicated to customers through co-ordinated mass media advertising, which focuses on broad image of BA, and direct mail campaigns, which communicate specific  service and product benefits. Finally the Customer Relations department receives and responds to customer comments and complaints and this information is fed back into the Marketing Department to influence product development and customer communication.

6.4 Virgin Atlantic
Virgin Atlantic is the most successful independent airline in the world, its marketing efforts stress the service element as a major differentiation. The airline is very close to its market, it revolutionised the common tripartite configuration of classes offering first class service at the price of business class. Sub brands are the well known Upper Class, Premium (formerly Mid Class) and Economy. It rewards loyalty through its Freeway loyalty scheme and communicate to the market through its leader improvisations, advertising campaigns focusing mainly on products and direct marketing. Its Customer Relations Department (formerly Steering Group) is key to maintain full customer satisfaction.

Because the market is the key to success it is essential airlines keep in contact with it, continually monitoring and collecting feedback. Virgin Atlantic do this through several channels:

· sales teams, sales reps, reservation agents and in-flight supervisors;  

· quarterly analysis of customers’ expectations through its On Board Surveys which cover such areas as check-in, lounge facilities, cabin seating, entertainment, catering and cabin crew; 

· industry surveys (syndicated) which give data on the company versus the competition; 

· staff in-flight survey questionnaire (150 questions) to check standards and act as an ideas generator for improvements; 

· Richard Branson actively participate to research talking to passengers on board and  inviting members of Freeway scheme to unique venues for a day.  

· occasional tailored research for corporate customers; 

· focus groups on specific issues to capture passengers who are not members of Freeway scheme (four at a time with 6-8 members in each group); 

· on board “Comment Book” designed to ensure every Upper Class passenger has the chance to comment quickly and easily at any time when it is passed around the cabin by a flight attendant; 

· mystery customer research often used to test the service provided;

· customer relations department to receive direct complaints or suggestions.

All this feed-back permits the company to be fully aware of the degree to which it delivers to customers expectations and it also permits a quick reaction to fill in perceived gaps or satisfy new needs. When supported by a proper use of information technology it helps the airline to stay closer to its customers speeding up operations and supporting several aspects of the delivery: customer service, distribution activities, revenue maximisation, communications, overall planning and so on as will see in the next chapters.  

6.5 Customer relations

Customer relations are a key part of an airline’s marketing activity as they ensure all the needed follow-up initiatives, assessing the overall performance and providing useful hints on improvements. They supports and enhances the overall product offered by an airline keeping open a two-way communication channel with customers and incorporating their expectations in the airline management. Customer Relations together with a Total Quality Management culture and a Marketing Orientation ensure, or better prepare the ground for, the building up of  long-term relationships with loyal customers (see Illustration 6.3). Relationship marketing in fact is about retaining customers after a sale has been completed rather than simply trying to attract new ones.  This implies a clear directional focus on relationship building throughout the formulation of strategies and their implementation.
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Illustration 6.3 - Relationship marketing


This requires also a focus on customer retention, orientation, customer benefits, long time scale, higher customer commitment, high customer contact and quality must be the concern of all the people in the organisation.

British Airways’ Customer Relations department was established to recover breakdowns in customer service and to ensure customer retention. The department focuses on preventing the future recurrence of customer problems by feeding key issues back to the business, having received customer comments and complaints by letter and telephone. It is supported by sophisticated imaging technology which scans letter received to ensure a paperless environment. Customer Relations also constantly monitors its own quality of service, making every effort to resolve a problem and leave the customer feeling satisfied.

Virgin Atlantic relies on its Customer Relations Team, formed to train staff in the appropriate skills and encouraged them to respond to complaint letters and telephone calls by phone. Telephone is preferred as it permits cutting through the generally lengthy letters to establish the specific concerns, arriving more quickly at mutually agreeable solutions, giving a more personal response and relative follow up. 
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