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Forced tlight delay
payments was a bad idea

Most disruptions
are safety-related
and beyond the
airlines’ control

By SHELDON H. JACOBSON

he Trump administration
T ended the rule that forced

airlines to pay passengers
for significant flight disruptions.
It was proposed ayear ago, near
the end of the Biden administra-
tion. Though compensating
passengers for flight delays and
cancellations sounds reasonable
to anyone who hasbeen affected
by flight disruptions, this move
isindeed the correct one.

Our national airspaceisthe
most complex air systemin the
world. It covers over 29 million
square miles, overseeing as
many as 5,500 flights in the sky
atpeak times. Itis highly reg-
ulated by the Federal Aviation
Administration, which ensures
that passengers stay safe and
that flights get to their final
destinations as efficiently as
possible.

Business travelers and other
frequent flyers understand the
complexities of the air system
and that disruptions are an
inevitable part of air travel. They
also know what airlines can and
cannot do when their flights are
delayed or canceled. The average
traveler who perhaps flies no
more than three times peryear
may feel like an airline hostage
anytime something goes awry.
Yet the majority of flight dis-
ruptions are out of the control of
the airlines, typically weather-
related (74%) and volume con-
trol (15%) as dictated by air
traffic control limitations. A
small fraction of airline flight
disruptions is equipment-relat-
ed, which is within the airline’s
control and when airlines typ-
ically step forward and find
alternative flights for those
travelers affected.

Airlines have a vested interest
in getting travelers to their desti-

nations. They are in the busi-
ness of providing transportation
services; helping people com-
plete their trip ishow they suc-
ceed. Itis also how theybuild
and retain their customer base
through their loyalty programs,
with miles and points, a de facto
currency accumulated through
flying and making purchases
with affinity credit cards. With-
out these loyalty programs,
airlines would operate in the
red, effectively making their
flight operationsalossleader as
the vehicle toretain their highly
profitable loyalty program
customer base, as arecent anal-
ysis shows.

Inresponse tothe COVID-19
travel disruption, airlines added
greater flexibility to most tick-
ets: Ifa person must cancel their
flight, they can often use the
value of their ticket for a future
trip. This means that travelers
can change their itineraries for
any reason, earning aflight
credit for future tickets.

Forcing cash payments as
compensation for disruptions
fuels an antagonistic relation-
ship between airlines and their
customers. Given that most
flight disruptions would not
qualify for cash payments,
having such a policy in place
would create confusion and
unnecessarily fosterill will.
Indeed, passengers who think
that their situation would qual-
ify for a cash payment would
mostlybe wrong.

This does not mean that
airlines cannot do better. When
they are responsible for flight
disruptions, they typically step
up and provide meal vouchers
or hotel vouchers, as necessary,
tomeet their responsibilities.

Flyers do have rights, which
are constantly being updated. A
passenger bill of rights has been
put forward in the past, giving
flyers information on what to
expect when their flights are
disrupted. Yet such one-size-
fits-all policies force airlines to
address case-by-case needs with
agovernment-imposed, top-

down, blunt stick.

Sowhat can airlines do to
deliver their product ina man-
ner that keeps passengers
engaged and served?

When flights are delayed or
canceled, be as transparent as
possible, even if this means
delivering bad news. Airline
personnel are prone to “over
promise and under deliver,”
which fosters ill will with the
airline. Flipping this script
creates an environment that
empowers passengers to make
choices that create opportuni-
ties for them.

When flights are canceled,
travelers can always request a
refund. Yetifthey are at the
connecting pointin theiritiner-
ary, this can strand them with
limited choices to reach their
destination.

Removing top-down gov-
ernment-imposed penalties is
animportant step to build
better rapport between airlines
and their passengers. Given
that keeping passengers en-
gaged with their loyalty pro-
grams is a top priority for air-
lines, empowering front-line
airline workers to foster such
loyalty is in the best interest of
the airlines. A $15 meal voucher
can go along way to keeping a
passenger happy during an
extended delay.

Removing government-
mandated compensation
should be followed by each
airline creating a set of princi-
plesthat they can adheretoand
give passengers the feeling that
airlines care about them. This
will achieve more than any-
thing the government can
require airlines to offer pas-
sengers.
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