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How Airports Can Improve Their Marketing to Airlines

Introduction

We have been conducting market research among Airlines for over 20 years. During that time we have interviewed senior executives in over 75 airlines worldwide – in the US & Canada, Europe, China, Asia-Pacific, Middle East, Africa, India, South America and Australia & New Zealand. One of the key objectives of our research was to identify the improvements that Airlines want from Airports in terms of marketing.

Airlines around the world acknowledge that Airports are getting much better at marketing – but that major improvements are still required. Some years ago only AMS and MUC were seen as good at marketing, today that description can be applied to many more, including CPH, DFW, MIA, ARN, HAM, BRU and ATH. However the airlines are expecting further improvements. You don’t need to be a very large Airport to be good at marketing, some of the Airports with good marketing are small to medium e.g. DUB and HAM. Some of the largest - LHR and CDG - in particular are extremely poor at marketing to Airlines.
This White Paper identifies what Airlines around the world want from Airport marketing teams – the Marketing “Order-Winners” and the extent to which Airports are meeting these needs. We also highlight improvements in marketing demanded by Airports.

The information provided in this White Paper is based on information provided by key personnel - Network/Route Planning, Operations and Marketing - employed at the Head Offices of over 60 Airlines worldwide.


1.
What Are The Important Marketing Methods?

We ask Airlines to nominate the Marketing “Order-Winners” – the factors that are REALLY important when an Airline evaluates the marketing performance offered by Airports. The following table shows that Support from Local Government, Business and Tourism remains the strongest factor – Airlines put emphasis on this as it reinforces, and gives credibility to, the business argument that Airports make to Airlines. This is also a factor that most airports do not exploit.
Airlines also like the Airports that come up with attractive, innovative business proposals. Airports have to be pro-active not reactive.
The Marketing Personnel employed in the airline marketing teams is also of crucial importance. Airlines appreciate marketing staff who show interest in an airline, get to fully understand it and are very active in providing information. 
The other order winner is Market Intelligence. Airlines react very favourably to original, useful information that they can use to build up business arguments for using an Airport – a good example is passenger profiling, very few Airlines have any data on what types of passengers use a particular Airport. Of crucial importance is receiving information that the Airlines cannot get themselves.
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
“The prime need is Understanding An Airlines Objectives - tying in with Support from Local Gov/Tourism/Business These two factors are items which we cannot bring to the table and are therefore key to our view of any presentation”  US Airline

 “Quality of marketing personnel. dealing with queries, market intelligence are "given" - if an airport doesn't do this it should not be in business. Traffic data and market intelligence become important only when an airport gives us something we don’t have ourselves. We have access to MIDT data so it’s no point then sending us this. We want data we can't get elsewhere”   European Airline

 “Support from local government, business leaders and tourism people is very important. They realise the enormous economic benefit that comes from an airline flying into an airport for the first time. They can be useful in getting us landing rights/bilaterals etc”  Middle East Airline

 “We especially need fare data, if not on the route in question but comparable routes. We need to be able to compare our data to that of other routes and other airlines, or at least to an average across similar routes. We also need data on how routes split between leisure and business, we are 60% business traffic as a whole. The other side of the coin is costs associated with flying to the airport, but marketing support can more than outweigh those costs and we would expect some incentives on any new route” US Airline

 “We are interested in the market size, not just in terms of how many fly to an airport, but also how many fly to Asia as we are a good option for key Asian routes. We need the airport's own data which we calibrate with ours. We also need to know who is competing for the same passengers, this is difficult to work out on our own. Charges are only a small part of the equation, and they don't vary a great deal. But initial discounts are good and reduces our risk, it is easier to push through the business plan” Asia-Pacific Airline

 “Marketing support in airport is important. We would expect local tourist boards to contribute - 50% of the campaign at least.  Details of effective marketing campaigns that maximise yield. Discounts are a small proportion of the total route cost, but at least they demonstrate commitment. We look favourably on guarantees against load factors - this is the deal maker for us” European Airline
2.
How Good Are The Airports on Marketing “Order Winners”?

An important finding is that very, very few Airports offer good performance on the Order-Winners. Support from Local Government, Business and Tourism is vitally important but only a few Airports offer this in a professional manner. The Airlines acknowledge the difficulty and expense in getting such teams involved in marketing but maintain that they can often make the difference for an Airline to use a new route.

The other major criticism is that Airports are not sufficiently pro-active and inventive in coming up with attractive business ideas. Airlines worldwide complain that most of the innovations that have impacted the aviation industry in recent years – self check-in, dedicated lounges, online check-in etc - have come from the Airlines not the Airports. The personnel employed in marketing departments are seen as good, but they don’t appear to have the corporate authority to be commercially innovative and original.
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
 “No European airport has a marketing programme, we hear very little from them, and haven’t seen an airport executive in years. Marketing approaches would be very beneficial, we would want a visit once a year. Airports should tell us what’s happening to their facilities and service levels and show how this will impact on our operations AND tell us how we might benefit” US Airline

 “The best are DUB, BRU and FRA - always making sales calls. CPH are also good. CDG we never see and BAA only tries occasionally. ATH and Miami are good but the best we have come across is Dallas Fort Worth. Their presentation was outstanding, they had a presentation bespoke to us and had obviously done a lot of homework. They didn't talk about their airport at all, but talked about our airline and our strategies and long term goals. They also came here with a very strong delegation”  Asia-Pacific Airline
 
 “BRU and DUB are the best. With each we have a good relationship at all levels, at the airport itself, with the network and operational people at HQ and also with the CEO on a very occasional basis. Personal contact is the cornerstone of the relationship. We want to meet and have a good positive relationship with the main man at each airport. That's why DUB and BRU are so good - in Cormac and Leon they have very positive, creative people, and they're also nice people. A good personality is very important in that job”  US Airline
 
 “The best of all are Hong Kong and Singapore and Narita, very active and helpful. Very customer focussed. In Europe ARN and CPH. Because both try hard to understand what we want. They are both very accommodating. We never have problems with them”   US Airline

 “Have excellent rapport with Brussels, Bristol, Hamburg, and Amsterdam – all provide data which we don’t already have, unique and tailored data and always are in touch and visit in person. We also receive updates and calls from these airports if something happens or capacity is reduced and give the “inside scoop” which proves invaluable. European Airline
3.
Improvements in Marketing Required

While Airports around the world acknowledge that Airports are getting much better at marketing they are expecting further improvements. In particular they are looking for airports to offer a tailor-made marketing approach, based on bespoke solutions, ideas and business opportunities that are specific to an airport. They are no longer prepared to accept general marketing approaches.
This requires airports to spend time in fully understanding an airline and in developing approaches that suit the objectives and aspirations of each airline. Generic presentations are not liked by the Airlines, either at individual meetings or at Routes conferences. Presentations should focus on how an Airport can help an Airline meets its own business objectives. An Airport should not just talk about itself.


 “Alliances are extremely important for us. We are a connectivity airline, not a destination airline. When we are looking at the feasibility of a new route the first thing we look at in the planning process is using an airport that is the main hub airport of an alliance partner. That doesn't mean we only look at alliance partners. If an airport has an airline which is a very strong hub airport then we would seriously consider it. Connectivity is what matters - if an airport can demonstrate very good connectivity then we will fly there” Asia-Pacific Airline

”If an airport feels there is a possibility for us to develop a route there then the best approach is to talk to us direct and in detail. That means coming to see us here in Japan. At the Routes and IATA conferences you just don’t have the time to discuss things in detail”  European Airline

 “Deciding to fly into LHR or FRA is an easy decision - you know the yield is there, but when selecting slightly smaller airports well then it can be a big risk for us and anything the airport can do to minimise this risk is to be welcomed. A general complaint about European airports is that they are not pro-active in coming up with risk sharing schemes” US Airline

 “Meet us at Routes, follow up meetings then regular information. Provided data we can't get ourselves. Very importantly get to know the way we work, what our plans and ambitions are and then to come up with creative incentives, risk sharing ideas”  Asia-Pacific Airline

 “DUB is the best example. We met them at Routes. They then came here to our HQ and invited us back to Dublin. They then started feeding us information on the market, numbers of passengers we could expect, figures on local businesses, propensity to travel, commercial drivers behind travel, demographics and hub information etc. They came up with some original ideas on how we could build up point-to-point traffic from what was then a short-haul link to long haul business flow. They sent a delegation here comprising the airport staff, local business leaders, someone from the Government and VisitIreland. After 18 months we decided to fly to DUB”  European Airline

”A prospective airport would need to organize a face-to-face meeting with us - either in the USA or at Routes. The presentation should include not only the data which we can source ourselves but, more importantly, "Community" data - local businesses, tourism opportunities etc - including the reduction of our risks” US Airline

 “Initial contact at conferences. If the level of our interest is high, then a visit to Canada would be useful. Conference contact should be highly focussed and concentrate on benefits to our airline, not how wonderful they think their airport is” Middle East Airline

 “I have seen an improvement in the quality of presentations – the tools they use, the knowledge they have, but we still get fairly generic presentations which largely speaking tells us what we already know. Their pitch needs to be linked to a proposition, not a general view of the market. If they have a strong ethnic business stream, then we would like to hear about it, but outside Germany they almost never dwell on this. This is an increasingly and hugely significant market in some parts of Europe” Asia-Pacific Airline

“We like airlines that are pro-active and try to help US! Chicago came to see us – a rare event in this industry – and gave us detailed figures on passenger revenues, traffic flows etc. They showed us how we could make money, then said we could have the first two years free, based on us meeting certain targets. This is the approach we want”  Middle East Airline
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ABOUT CAP STRATEGIC RESEARCH

CAP Strategic Research (CAP) provides market research services covering China, Hong Kong, Singapore and other Asia-Pacific countries. We have a successful track record of conducting surveys in Asia based on 

(i) many years of living and working in the region 
(ii) in-depth knowledge and experience of specific industry sectors and 
(iii) providing strategic insights and “actionable” recommendations from senior executives who know your industry, have extensive international experience and - very importantly - have an “understanding of business”. 

We have over 25 years experience of conducting research for clients based in China, Asia-Pacific Europe and the US. With offices in China, Hong Kong and Singapore we are ideally placed to meet your research needs in Asia-Pacific.
For more information please contact:

Roger Thomas, CAP Strategic Research
Tel: +852 37508640
Email: roger@capstrategicresearch.com
Or

Keith Kong, CAP Strategic Research
Tel: +852 37508638
Email: keith@capstrategicresearch.com
Address: 1501-08 Millennium City 5, 418 Kwun Tong Road, Kwun Tong, Kowloon, Hong Kong
8

