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Executive Summary 

This thesis explores the concept of service quality and customer satisfaction with low cost 

airlines in Copenhagen Airport. By deploying a process perspective to the concept, the 

assessment will be focused on in-flight service quality and customer satisfaction from a 

passenger perspective. The objective of the thesis is to identify, conceptualize and evaluate 

the service dimensions which influence the passengers’ degree of in-flight satisfaction, in 

order to devise priorities for improvement. This is highly relevant for the management at low 

cost carriers and will provide valuable input to the future in-flight service strategy.  

Based on a profound literature review, it has been clarified which dimensions and pertaining 

attributes academic researchers have drawn on to describe and conceptualize service quality. 

An integrated model which measures the passenger gap between expected and perceived 

service is found suitable to evaluate perceived in-flight service quality and overall 

satisfaction. Furthermore, an importance-performance analysis is applied to identify priorities 

for improvement, which forms the managerial implications and future in-flight service 

proposition. 

The empirical contribution is anchored in a preliminary focus group interview with selected 

passengers to low cost carriers, as well as a self-administered questionnaire survey which the 

statistical data analysis relies on. Passengers to Norwegian Air Shuttle comprise the 

respondents in the questionnaire survey and form the basis of the study at hand.  

Findings in the thesis have proven that the passengers’ in-flight service perception 

comprehend 5 overall service dimensions; tangibles, reliability, empathy, assurance and 

responsiveness, each one encompassing a number of tailored in-flight service attributes. 

Based on the analysis the dimensions of reliability and assurance are considered important to 

the overall in-flight experience whereas the tangibles dimensions are perceived rather 

unimportant. However, the gap analysis shows that low cost carriers generally falls short in 

matching the expected in-flight service level among passengers, and significant gap 

differences is found between various passenger segments. Lastly, the importance-performance 

analysis has proven that the attributes of on-time departure, cleanliness and functionality of 

cabin facilities and promptness in request/complaint handling should be highly prioritized 

whereas attributes pertaining to the tangibles dimension are considered low priority elements.       



Based on the above results, a favorable in-flight service proposition is devised for low cost 

carriers which emphasize the notions of swiftness, tidiness and perceptiveness. Jointly the 

notions should guide the future tactical and strategic in-flight initiatives in order to obtain 

overall passenger satisfaction. 
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1 Introduction 

Throughout the last two decades the European airline industry has changed radically. 

Liberalization and deregulation, commencing in the yearly ‘90s, broke with the earlier bilateral 

agreements between the European governments and the restricted number of airlines. The new 

liberalized market conditions gave birth to a new distinction among the players in the industry 

being either “Full service carriers” (FSCs) or “Low cost carriers” (LCCs) - which characterizes 

aviation of today (York Aviation, 2007). Where FSCs are focused on delivering a wide span of 

service offerings and upgrades for people willing to pay a premium, the LCC business model is 

diametrically opposite focusing on price as the key competitive factor.    

As a consequence of the capital intensive nature of being a Full service carrier, there has been a 

consolidation in this part of the airline industry in recent years representing a few large players in 

Europe, e.g. Lufthansa, Air France and Scandinavian Airlines (SAS). At the same time, the 

number of European LCCs has increased and the competition is consequently intensified. The 

effect of the contemporary travel behavior among business and leisure travelers - favoring price, 

swiftness and simplicity over exclusive loyalty programs and preferential treatment - has been the 

major initiator of this development in aviation. A great deal of the explanation is the general 

change in the perception of airline traveling towards flying being a means of transportation, 

rather than being a vital criteria for the success of the entire vacation (CPH Economics, 2009). 

Meanwhile, the change in perception influences the level of brand loyalty among travelers. 

Research shows that 85% of all leisure passengers buy tickets based on price and only about 15% 

are loyal to a brand when the price is close to the competitors (Forbes, 2007). Furthermore, the 

recent global financial crisis of 2008 has also had an impact on airline transportation. The crisis 

has pushed business and especially leisure travelers towards low cost alternatives, as a 

consequence of lower prosperity and thus less leisure spending (Bain & Co., 2009). 

The severe competition in European low cost aviation has resulted in major challenges for the 

LCC management of today. These circumstances are intriguing and thus I have chosen to go 

examine the passenger market and the challenges managers in the LCC industry are facing today. 

This approach constitutes the point of departure for the thesis at hand.  
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The following introductory part will be divided into four sections. The first section comprises a 

characterization of low cost carriers, which serves as a common frame of reference ahead of the 

problem identification. This section will be followed by a narrowed focus on the present LCC 

industry in Copenhagen Airport (CPH) and the crucial role of delivering the right service quality 

in order to obtain customer satisfaction. The discussion will lead up to the third section which 

constitutes the problem identification. Combined with a description of the distinct in-flight 

process perspective, the first three sections mutually constitute a thorough foundation for the 

formulation of the final problem statement and appertaining research question. 

1.1 Characterization of Low Cost Carriers 

Discount airlines, Prizefighters, No-frills airlines and Low-cost carriers are all different names for 

the same phenomenon: airlines which offer cheaper tickets compared to other carriers. Evidently, 

no single definition of a low cost carrier has been devised, but a common understanding that is 

based on the business model is clear (Dobruszkes, 2006).    

The nature of the low-cost model consists of cheap tickets, which are made possible by reduction 

of a vast amount of complexity costs. These complexity costs consist of different characteristics 

related to diverse business aspects, and the most important ones are summarized in table 1.1 

below. In order to put the LCC characteristics into perspective, the table portrays differences 

between LCCs and FSCs, which further links the characterization to the introductory description 

in previous section.   

Table 1.1: Differences between Low Cost Carriers and Full Service Carriers    

Characteristic Low cost carriers Full service carriers 

Brand One brand: low price Extended brand: price/service 

Price Simple pricing structure Complex pricing structure 

Distribution Internet, direct booking Internet, direct, and agent 

Checking in No ticket (usually) Ticket, no ticket 

Network Point-to-point Hub-and-spoke 

Classes One class Multiple classes 

During flight No frills Frills (free food and beverages)  

Aircraft usage (load factor) Very intensive Average - intensive 

Aircraft type One type Multiple types 

Turnaround times 25 minutes (or so) Slow: congestion/complexity  

Customer service Generally underperforms Full service, offers reliability 

Source: Adapted from Holloway (2008) and O’Connell & Williams (2005)      
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Among the most prevalent internally-focused characteristics are the simple-pricing structures, the 

point-to-point network structure and the short turnaround times. The fact that airline companies 

solely operates in point-to-point networks on short-haul routes and typically incorporate a ‘one-

price-strategy’, neglecting complex dynamic pricing processes, constitute some of the major cost 

reductions (IATA, 2006).  

In regards to the commercial and customer-oriented aspect, the most prominent characteristics of 

low cost carriers are the ‘low price’ price brand strategy, the existence of one cabin class only, 

the no-frills strategy and the low priority of customer service. In general, passengers are aware of 

these distinctive characteristics when buying a low cost airline ticket which explains the 

predominant focus on price as the main evaluation parameter (O’Connell & Williams, 2005). 

Still, the aspect of underperformed customer service is often a source of irritation among the 

passengers and requires attention by the management in order to ensure customer satisfaction 

(Rejseskribenten, 2009).   

It should be noted that table 1.1. presents the archetypical distinction between the two operating 

business models. In reality these differences might not be as clear as they appear above. Some 

LCCs commence to offer different services on their flight (e.g. Cimber Sterling), while some 

FSCs operate more flights according to the low-cost model. Nonetheless, the typical distinction is 

still found in the diverse characteristics listed above.     

Historically, the low-cost model in Europe was primarily intended for the leisure segment, since 

this particular customer segment was relatively more price-elastic compared to the business 

customers. Together with the changing passenger attitude toward flying as means of 

transportation, the significant price reductions attracted the cost-oriented leisure travelers, 

whereas business passengers selected the more expensive full service alternatives. However, the 

pervasive low prosperity in recent years has blurred the difference between the two passenger 

segments and pushed both segments toward low-cost aviation alternatives (Business.dk, 2009). 

Having obtained a general understanding of the European low cost carriers, attention will be 

focused on the present LCC industry in Copenhagen Airport.  
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1.2 Copenhagen Airport and the Present LCC industry  

The air travel in Copenhagen Airport (CPH) has been growing at a steady pace since 2004 and 

reached a passenger record in 2008 of 22 million passengers of whom one third where Danish 

citizens (CPH, 2009). The steady growth is partly linked with the fact that CPH has been 

rewarded several times during the last decade, for being the best European airport in a number of 

customer-oriented categories (CPH, 2009). The good reputation has consequently attracted a vast 

amount of international airline operators and this has brought forth the comprehensive 

international accessibility which characterizes Copenhagen Airport nowadays.  

As a result of the development and the changing passenger trend, the LCC industry in CPH has 

experienced significant growth and further captured market shares from the FSC market 

(Business.dk, 2009,6). The current low-cost passenger market share comprises 15% of all 

passengers in CPH, which is an increase of 62%
1
 compared to the market share in 2004 (CPH, 

2009).  

Obviously, the present low-cost market is expanding and the industry in CPH presently 

comprises four significant international players. The four players are Norwegian Air Shuttle, 

Cimber Sterling, Transavia and EasyJet, who all offer short-haul low-cost flights to a number of 

European destinations (CASC, 2009). The companies have prospered from the increasing 

demand for low-cost alternatives and extended the number of routes and departures as a result of 

positive forecasts for future travel demand (Business.dk, 2009,6). In addition, CPH has launched 

the opening of a new terminal named “Swift” with the purpose of attracting even more low-cost 

operators to compete in the CPH low-cost passenger market (CPH, 2009). 

The intense competition with price as the predominant differentiation parameter has forced the 

competitors into a regular pricewar (Business.dk, 2009,5). Consequently, attention is centered on 

internal cost-cutting at the expense of customer attention. The low prioritized ‘voice of the 

customer’ thus results in a coincidental service delivery which does not fit the passenger needs. 

Moreover, the neglected service-orientation has encouraged the prevalent conception of ‘poor-

service carriers’ among passengers (Rejseskribenten, 2009). 

                                                 
1
 %62

%)3,9(2006

%)15(2009%)3,9(2006
=

−

LCCshare

LCCshareLCCshare
(increase) 
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It can be argued that a long-term strategy that prioritizes the customer satisfaction is needed to 

change the current conception of “poor service carriers”. Hence, in order to differentiate oneself 

from the competitors and ensure a prominent future position in the market, the LCCs should 

prioritize the service quality aspect in air traveling in order to obtain authentic customer 

satisfaction.  

However, the price parameter is still an antecedent for competing in the low-cost market, which 

restricts the resources available to optimize airline service-quality and customer satisfaction 

(Kossmann, 2006). Therefore it seems crucial to understand the distinctive qualifications to a 

satisfactory perceived service quality in order to allocate the limited resources in the best manner. 

The following section has the purpose of identifying the most vital area in the entire air travel that 

requires managerial attention to optimize the service quality.  

1.3 Problem Identification 

In order to assess the service quality aspect in a reasonably demarcated manner, first step is to 

identify the distinct passenger travel process, which is considered the most important in the entire 

air travel. Pinpointing the distinct process for further investigation consequently forms the basis 

of the problem statement and pertaining research questions applied in the paper. 

Generally, evaluation of service processes can be divided into three distinct stages: pre-

consumption, consumption, and post-consumption (Kasper et al., 2006). Mirroring this 

framework into the airline industry, the three corresponding stages are pre-flight, in-flight and 

post-flight activities (Leong, 2008). Among others, the pre-flight activities are check-in, security, 

and waiting at the gate, whereas the in-flight process covers seating and accessibility of service 

offerings. Finally, the post-flight activities comprise baggage claim and customs among others. 

Each stage respectively contains several customer-oriented activities that contribute to the total 

customer experience (Leong, 2008). An illustration of the different stages and pertaining 

activities can be found in Appendix 1.  

In order to identify and select the most critical service process for achieving passenger 

satisfaction, I got in touch with the management at the two major low cost carriers in CPH. The 

distinct process selection for further examination should be weighted on two criteria. The first 
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criterion covers a screening of the process in where the management lacks knowledge of the 

current passenger service attitude, and the second criterion is based on the immediate perceptions 

of the most critical service process in a passenger point-of-view. Hereby, the problem 

identification will transform into a regular management problem for further investigation  

Two interviews were conducted with key representatives from Cimber Sterling A/S and 

Norwegian Air Shuttle. The scope of the interviews was framed by the two selection criteria 

listed above, with reference to the outlined passenger stages listed in Appendix 1. The interview 

with Cimber Sterling was designed as a personal face-to-face interview with Lone Koch (LK, 

2009), Vice President of Product Management and co-owner of the Danish airline company, and 

the interview with Norwegian Air Shuttle was executed as a telephone interview with Johan 

Bisgaard Larsen (JBL, 2009), Marketing Manager at Norwegian in CPH. Documentation of the 

interviews can be found in appendix 2. As a result of the managers’ prominent positions and their 

comprehensive market knowledge, the statements and evaluations from Lone Koch and Johan 

Bisgaard are perceived as reliable, and hence valid for subsequent conclusions.  

From the statements and reflections in both interviews, the in-flight process was evidently 

considered the travel stage with least passenger insight regarding service quality and satisfaction. 

JBL expressed that no prior in-depth in-flight analyses have been conducted at Norwegian, even 

though the customer process is extremely relevant for customer satisfaction. Further, he pointed 

out the lack of automation possibilities in the in-flight process compared to the other processes 

(e.g. check-in activities), which signifies the importance of attaining customer knowledge to 

customize the right service proposition (JBL, 2009). LK expressed a coherent attitude toward the 

in-flight process and further argued that slight inexpensive changes in various aspects onboard 

would have a great impact of customer satisfaction. Consequently, LK stressed the high relevance 

of in-flight process improvement in obtaining customer satisfaction, which is a priceless 

competitive parameter in the LCC industry of today (LK, 2009). 

Finally, LK explained that the in-flight process constitute the lengthiest of the three process-

stages in regard to the actual service delivery exposure, which influence the passenger perception 

of this particular process being the most important in a service quality point-of-view (LK, 2009). 
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Obviously, the in-flight process is considered the most important customer-oriented service 

quality perspective compared to the pre-flight and post-flight activities. As a result of the 

managerial reflections and expressed problem definition, this thesis approaches the customer-

oriented service quality assessment in an in-flight process perspective.  

1.4 Problem Statement 

The dense competition among low cost carriers in CPH is evident. The current industry can be 

categorized as rather oligopolistic with few players competing in a battle to conquer larger 

market shares. As a result of the rather homogeneously price-focused passenger market with low 

brand loyalty among the passengers, all operators compete on price as the predominant 

competitive advantage (CPH Economics, 2009). Hence, each of the operators is tremendously 

vigilant in regards to cost-cutting actions and price regulations of the other actors, but the 

operators generally neglect the service oriented aspects of customer satisfaction.  

In a homogeneous market with a uniform short-term price-focus among the players it is necessary 

to evaluate and prioritize the service quality perception among passengers, in order to obtain 

customer satisfaction as a sustained competitive advantage. The challenge for the low cost 

carriers is to move away from the general passenger perception of the company as being just 

another ‘poor-service carrier’, and instead create a sense of unique customer satisfaction through 

a customized service quality offering.  

From semi-structured interviews with the management of the two major low cost airlines 

(Cimber Sterling and Norwegian Air Shuttle), I found that the contemporary most critical and 

less insightful customer-oriented travel-stage is the in-flight process. While passenger insight is 

fairly acknowledged and readable in pre-flight activities such as the check-in activity, it still 

remains rather unexplored in the in-flight process. Further, the in-flight aspect is considered the 

most important service stage in a customer perspective, as a result of the relative lengthy service 

exposure and the variety of influencing service quality elements.  

Jointly, the independent interviews articulated a general desire from the LCC management to 

assess the in-flight service quality in a customer perspective to achieve customer satisfaction. 

Hence, as a result of the dialogue with the companies I seek to provide input and evaluate the 

specific problem at hand. Thus, the problem statement for this thesis is; 
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By integrating relevant theoretical and empirical findings about in-flight service quality and 

customer satisfaction, this thesis aims to identify, conceptualize and evaluate the distinct 

dimensions which influence the airline passengers’ degree of in-flight satisfaction, in order to 

provide input to the future in-flight service strategy for Low Cost Carriers in CPH.  

The above statement describes the point of departure and the overall purpose of the paper. The 

problem statement will be answered by the following research questions: 

 

1. Which dimensions and attributes are identified by academic researchers to describe 

service quality and satisfaction in aviation, and how do airline passengers appraise the 

dimensions in regards to the in-flight process? 

2. How do airline passengers in the low cost passenger market value in-flight service quality 

and customer satisfaction according to the proposed dimensions? 

3. Which elements in the service quality perspective should be prioritized for improvement 

in order to optimize perceived service quality and customer satisfaction? 

 

Subsequently, section 2 will describe how the paper will approach and analyze the problem 

statement and the deducted research questions. 
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2 Methodology 

The aim of this section is to highlight the overall methodological considerations of the thesis. The 

methodology section is divided into five sub-sections. The first section outlines the general 

research approach which the paper relies on, and the second encompass a discussion of the actual 

research design applied throughout the thesis. The following third section elaborates on the 

scientific approach in relation to service and quality. Finally, section 2.4 and 2.5 respectively 

constitute the overall delimitations and the outlined visual structure of the paper.   

2.1 Research Approach 

The research process applied complies with the management research question hierarchy. Hence, 

the research dilemma has been derived in consequence of published sources exploration and 

interviews with information gatekeepers, which constitute the foundation of the problem 

statement and research questions in the thesis (Blumberg et al., 2005). Furthermore, the 

conducted study is primarily descriptive with a correlational sub-set, since it is sought to create 

and describe a profile of a specific group of people and further discover associations among 

different variables examined (Blumberg et al., 2005). However, it can be argued that the 

descriptive study has a prescriptive extension, since the outcome constitutes a guiding requisite 

framework for future managerial decisions (Cebul, 1988). Thus, the purpose is not an attempt to 

explain the reasons behind the emerging phenomena observed in the research, but merely to 

provide knowledge and managerial input for modification of future strategic initiatives 

(Blumberg et al., 2005).  

In conducting such descriptive study, the deductive research philosophy is applicable as an 

overall “top-down” approach. By using relevant theoretical rationales and adapted conceptual 

frameworks, it has been sought to deduct clear conclusions emphasizing validity of the results as 

a success criterion (Gray, 2009). Appendix 3 illustrates the logic of the top-down approach 

compared to the reciprocal inductive “bottom-up” approach.   

The knowledge obtained in the thesis is mainly based on primary research data. This is a result of 

no prior research conducted on customer perceptions in the in-flight process as mentioned in the 

problem identification. Hence, in order to solve the research problem at hand, the thesis will rely 

on both a qualitative and quantitative research approach but in the nature of things not include 
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leading evidence from secondary data sources. Nonetheless, supporting arguments or patterns 

found in annual reports, white papers and relevant analytical reports will be involved where 

necessary.     

The qualitative approach enables researchers to discover unexpected information. Through 

exploration, researchers develop concepts more clearly, establish priorities and improve the final 

research design, hence adding a new perspective to the problem needed to be solved (Blumberg 

et al., 2005). As a consequence, it can be argued that the exploratory study applies a phase with 

an inductive research approach, which improves and validates the integrated research model 

through insights from solitary observations. Further, a more formal and structured quantitative 

approach follows the descriptive nature of the research design with clearly confined research 

questions emphasizing “who”, “what”, “when”, “where” and “how” questions to be examined. 

Thus, the quantitative deductive approach is useful when researchers aim to test a given 

proposition and leaves no slack on the way to the conclusion (Gray, 2009). The following 

qualitative and quantitative techniques will be applied: 

• Focus group interview 

• Self-administered questionnaire (people intercepted) 

As indicated above, each of the techniques has its own purpose and will be elaborated in the 

following section explaining the research design. 

2.2 Research Design    

In order to answer the problem statement and pertaining research questions meticulously, the 

research design is carefully reflected on and discussed in each step below. Figure 2.1 visualizes 

the structure of the overall research design proposed. 
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Figure 2.1: Research Design 
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In answering the first research question, this paper will propose an integrated conceptual 

framework for measuring passengers’ service quality perception and derived satisfaction as a 

point of departure. This framework models and analyzes the passenger gap between expected and 

perceived service in the respective in-flight attributes - as indicator of the perceived service 

quality and satisfaction. Managers at low cost airline companies should be able to customize the 

in-flight service proposition according to the passenger service attitude by monitoring and 

controlling the dimensions and pertaining attributes in the model. A thorough introduction of the 

model and a discussion of the respective dimensions and attributes are presented in section 3.5. 

With the purpose of examining whether the dimensions and attributes in the model are sufficient 

or whether further should be added or removed, a preliminary examination of the model will be 

carried out. The preliminary research will be based on a focus group interview with six persons 

who travel rather frequent as low cost passengers. The objective is to explore the “top-of-mind” 

perceptions and spontaneous reactions toward unprovoked service aspects and the distinct 

attributes proposed (a thorough discussion of the exact study can be found in section 4.1.1). 

Hereby, it will be possible to evaluate whether the predefined attributes are sufficient or 

insufficient. This will indicate whether further attributes and dimensions should be added or some 

should be eliminated in the model to create a fully satisfactory and modified framework to 

measure passenger service quality and satisfaction. The modified model constitutes the basis for 

the further analysis of passengers’ perception of in-flight service quality and derived satisfaction.   
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In order to scrutinize the passengers’ in-flight service quality perception and satisfaction and 

answer the second research question, a questionnaire will be conducted. The questionnaire will be 

executed in collaboration with Norwegian Air Shuttle as a self-administered survey in paper 

form, and will be distributed among passengers at the check-in line to Norwegian. The purpose of 

the questionnaire is to operationalize and measure the dimensions and pertaining attributes in the 

model of in-flight service quality and satisfaction, which can be used to comprehend the actual 

perceived service quality – and more importantly to identify what should be improved in order to 

create a successful in-flight service experience. A thorough discussion of the exact study design 

and underlying consideration will be examined in the analysis (section 4.1.2).  

Data gathered from the questionnaire survey will be statistically examined and evaluated. The 

paper will aim to use tailored statistical methods in the analysis and interpretation of the result. 

Each part in section 4.2 will discuss and justify the statistical approach in relation to the specific 

purpose of the respective analyses. The statistical software applied in the analysis is SPSS 17.0. 

In answering the third research question, an extended framework introduced by Chen & Chang 

(2005) will be applied. This framework projects the perceived service quality assessment into a 

more managerial-oriented set-up to devise priorities for improvement. A discussion of the actual 

employment of the particular framework will be accounted for in section 3.6. 

The extended framework applied allows me to employ the results obtained from the statistical 

data analyses in a practical management perspective in order to evaluate priorities for 

improvement. This information will facilitate the discussion and proposals of a low cost in-flight 

service proposition which is part of the managerial implications. Hence, together with the 

findings from the perceived service quality assessment this research aspect leads up to the 

managerial implications, which answers the fourth research question from the problem statement.         

2.3 Scientific Approach in Relation to Service and Quality 

This section has the purpose of presenting the historical development of the quality concept in 

relation to services marketing theory, in order to understand the changing service paradigm. This 

will give a requisite insight for understanding how the two concepts of service and quality are 

linked together in service processes of today (Bruhn, 2006). This is important in order to 



 17 

comprehend how the concept of service quality is interpreted when assessing the in-flight service 

process throughout the thesis.  

The quality dimension in manufacturing and other product-oriented businesses has existed since 

the industrial revolution in the 1890s where pioneers as Frederic Taylor and Henry Ford 

introduced quality production and standardization of design and output. However, the relevance 

of quality to the management of services or service-oriented businesses is a relatively modern 

phenomenon and the initiation of service quality is closely connected to the change of the 

services marketing paradigm (Beckford, 1998). In the 1960s the service definition was solely 

focused around the different nature compared to products, i.e. inability to own, intangibility, 

inseperability, heterogeneity and perishability (Kasper et al., 2006). In the 1970s the marketing 

concept was introduced in services, but focus was merely on making the customers understand 

the actual services marketing-mix, and hence emphasized a transaction-specific short-term way 

of connecting with customers (Bruhn, 2006). However, at the beginning of the 80s the marketing 

concept changed from a product/service orientation, towards a customer-oriented user-based 

approach (Bruhn, 2006).  

Building relationship with customers and understanding the true needs, wants and demands of the 

customers gave birth to a long-term orientation of customer connection, which initiated the focus 

on quality in the actual service delivery. Further, this evolutionary quality paradigm in services 

has lead the way to academic perspectives as “perceived service value” and “customer value” as 

some of today’s most concerned services marketing aspects (Bruhn, 2006), which highlights 

customer relationship and derived value-creation for the firm and the customer simultaneously. 

Appendix 4 illustrates the developmental stages of the service marketing, and represents the 

historical development of the general service conception and changing paradigm.  

According to Fisk et al (1995) the concept of service quality is the most researched area within 

services marketing as a result of the rising customer-centric relationship orientation. Compared to 

David Garvin’s five renowned approaches to quality, the majority of service quality writers 

concentrate on user-based and value-based approaches (Williams, 2003).
2
 Considering these two 

approaches, Garvin (1988) describe their respective views of quality as follows:  

                                                 
2
 Garvin’s notions of quality are;  transcendent, product-based , user-based, manufacturing-based and value-based  
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“Quality is fitness for use, the extent to which the product successfully serves the purpose 

of the user during usage.” (Garvin, 1988) 

“Quality is exceeding what customers expect from the service” (Garvin, 1988) 

Evidently, the two approaches emphasize service quality as evaluated by the customer, where the 

last value-based quality notion indicates the measurement aspect of quality and level of value 

perceived by the consumer. As a result of the service-related nature of the in-flight process 

combined with the fact that customer knowledge is deficient in this process perspective, the two 

approaches constitute the service paradigm applied in this thesis, embracing the customer-

oriented service quality perspective.         

2.4 Delimitations 

As a result of the problem statement and posed research questions, the focus of the thesis will 

solely encompass the in-flight process perspective out of the three mentioned customer travel 

stages. Consequently, service quality and passenger satisfaction will not be evaluated in pre-flight 

and post-flight activities in the paper.   

Furthermore, the study at hand conceives of the airline passengers as representing the actual 

customers in the market. This means that the paper will be demarcated from a separation of the 

airline ticket buyer and the consumer who uses the service bought (i.e. the passenger). Setting 

apart the two individuals entails an examination of the buying center with B2B customers and the 

distinct buying process with B2C customers, which is outside the scope of the paper at hand. It 

should be noted that in most cases the leisure travelers who buy the tickets are also the actual 

consumer of the service, and even though some business passengers are not the actual buyers 

themselves they are still perceived to have a great influence on future use of  the airline operator. 

As a result of the delimitation, passengers will be evaluated as being customers in the broad sense 

throughout the paper.     

Lastly, the thesis will not distinguish between citizenship among the travelers, since the 

prevailing part of departure passengers in CPH are Danish citizens (JBL). The few travelers 

belonging to one of the Scandinavian neighbor countries are moreover conceived of as possessing 

the same low cost passenger attitude as the Danish passengers.     
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2.5 Visual Structure of the Project 

Below a visual structure of the paper is presented. Figure 2.2 facilitates the reader to understand 

the composition of the thesis and hereby the coherences in the chapters and their respective sub 

sections.    

Figure 2.2: Structure of the thesis at hand 

 

Source: Own production 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the pivotal point of departure for the thesis which is the problem that seeks 

to be solved. The problem statement is generated by the preceding problem identification which 

fits the purpose of identifying the specific research objective at hand. Subsequently, chapter 2 

encompasses the methodological considerations applied to answer the posed research questions.  
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Chapter 3 discusses the theoretical area and instruments applied to answer the problem at hand, 

which are founded in the nature of service quality and customer satisfaction. Further, a service 

prioritization aspect has been applied as a guiding framework to the managerial implications. 

The analysis in chapter 4 is dived into three main sections. The first section explains the design of 

the study. This comprises an explorative study that give rise to a modified research model which 

a questionnaire is based on, as well as a thorough discussion of the questionnaire design. The 

second section covers the actual statistical data analysis which processes and examines the data 

gathered from the questionnaire. The third section incorporates the findings from the previous 

examination into a managerial oriented analysis, which emphasizes the priorities for 

improvement.   

Chapter 5 presents the managerial implications provided which are based on the findings in the 

consecutive analyses performed in chapter 4. This section proposes a favorable in-flight service 

proposition to be adapted by the management at low cost carriers in order to improve service 

quality and customer satisfaction.  

Chapter 6 summarizes the findings from the thesis in a comprehensive conclusion, and chapter 7 

reflects on the approach applied in the paper and outlines a strategic outlook.           
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3 Theoretical Discussion 

The following chapter contains a thorough discussion of relevant theories which serve as a 

foundation of the present thesis. The theoretical discussion is divided into six sections. Section 

3.1 covers a discussion of the service quality construct, and section 3.2 presents and reflects on 

the prevalent models for measuring service quality. Subsequently, section 3.3 encompasses the 

interplay between service quality and satisfaction which leads up to section 3.4 covering the 

framework for measuring in-flight service quality at low cost airline operators. Section 3.5 

elaborates on the prioritization of potential improvements, and lastly modified research questions 

derived from theoretical framework are posed in section 3.6.  

3.1. Discussion of the Service Quality Construct 

It can be argued that service quality is a somewhat elusive concept, and throughout the last 25 

years there has been considerable debate in the literature about how to conceptualize this 

phenomenon. Still, the commencing of service quality in the early 1980s developed into two 

separate schools: the Scandinavian school, with Grönroos and Gummesson as the main 

researchers, and the North American School, with research led by Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and 

Berry (Grönroos, 1984; Zeithaml et al., 1990; Williams, 2003). Both parties come from 

marketing backgrounds, but one of the main differences is to be found in the definition of the 

marketing concept. The North American School defined marketing as the four Ps (people, place, 

position and promotion) with focus on the services marketing-mix which derived a rather 

descriptive definition of service quality, whereas the Swedish researchers took a more holistic 

view on the marketing of services with focus on building relationship with customers, defining 

service quality by using overall categorical terms (Williams, 2003).  

As a consequence of the two different approaches to the concept of service quality, different 

measurement models has been proposed and has given rise to an intense debate on the how to 

measure the aspect. However, before introducing and evaluating the difference between the 

respective prevalent models, it seems appropriate to briefly accentuate the commonalities among 

the two divergent philosophies on service quality. This will explain the characteristics agreed 

upon in the forthcoming models and further deliver an overall understanding of the intension 

behind the respective constructs of service quality.  
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3.1.1 Determinants of the Service Quality Construct   

In recent years, it is commonly agreed that service quality is the outcome of evaluations made by 

the customers. The general logic is obvious, since the customer’s own evaluation influences 

his/her future behavior such as returning next time or positive accounts to relatives (Zeithaml et 

al., 1990; Grönroos, 1984; Brown et al., 1991). This fact indicates that service companies cannot 

solely deliver service according to internal standards which might not match the customers’ 

expectations. Moreover, most service quality writers, belonging to one of the two prevalent 

schools of thought, agree that the customers evaluate service quality by the outcome of a 

comparison between their expectations of the service performance and their perception of the 

actual service received.  

This is consistent with Garvin’s definition on value-based quality (Garvin, 1988), and the 

condition can also be seen in Grönroos’s definition of service quality: 

“…the perceived quality of a service will be the outcome of an evaluation process where 

consumers compare expectations with the service they perceive they have got” 

(Grönroos, 1983)  

Furthermore, Zeithaml et al. (1990) support that service quality is evaluated by comparing 

customer expectations with customer perceptions of the service delivered: 

“Perceived service quality is a form of attitude, related but not equivalent to satisfaction, 

and results from a comparison of expectations with perceptions of service performance” 

(Zeithaml et al., 1990) 

Looking at the definition above, Zeithaml et al. go further than saying that service quality is only 

a comparison of expectations and perceptions. They state that service quality is a form of attitude, 

meaning that customers can have a perception of a specific service even though they have never 

used it before. Further, it indicates that service quality is an overall perception that is not 

transaction specific. Although a single interaction between customer and the service provider 

influence the service quality, service quality is not based on one specific interaction but merely is 

a compound of several exchanges. This means service quality is evaluated by the customers 
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(passengers) who compare the expectations of the service with the perceived service performance 

experienced in a given service process. Service quality can thus be considered a form of attitude 

and consequently an overall perception made up by several transactions.  

The following section introduces the prevalent models for measuring the difference between 

expected and perceived service.                        

3.2 Models for Measuring Service Quality 

The intense debate on how to conceptualize the phenomenon of quality in services has resulted in 

a plethora of techniques for assessing service quality. Several authors have attempted to construct 

different, though related, conceptual models. Among the authors are Becker & Wellins (1990), 

Cronin & Taylor (1992), Grönroos (1988), Haywood-Farmer (1988), Rust & Olivier (1994) and 

Zeithaml et al (1990;1993), and the multiplicity is further evident within airline passenger service 

quality research (Padkil & Aydin, 2007). Nonetheless, as a result of the distinction between the 

Scandinavian school and the US school, two prevalent models for service quality measurement 

have pioneered the area and dominated the research field within leisure, tourism, and airline 

services. In the following, the two models will be introduced and discussed in regard to the 

specific research purpose at hand. 

3.2.1 The Grönroos Quality Model 

Being the common pioneer of the Scandinavian school, Grönroos (1984) has found that two 

fundamental dimensions have an impact on the experienced service and the derived customer’s 

perceived service quality. These two dimensions are the technical quality dimension and the 

functional quality dimension and can be found in the right side of figure 3.1 below. 
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Figure 3.1: Grönroos’ Quality Model  

  

 

Source:  Grönroos, 1988, p.11 

 

‘Technical quality’ represents what the customer actually receives from the total service as a 

result of the process and is further known as the outcome dimension. Services are designed to 
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services varying according to the outcome received (Grönroos, 1990). In the aviation industry the 

technical quality dimension would be the flight from one destination to another. Frequently, this 

measurement can be measured rather objectively by customers because of its nature, being a 

technical solution to a problem.   

‘The functional quality’ dimension is how the customer receives the service and it concerns the 

process of delivering the service. The process delivery is conceived of as the “moment of truth 

because it encompasses the pivotal moment in the service experience where the business is truly 

exposed to the customer through different levels of customer interaction, e.g. human-to-human 

interaction or technology-to-human interaction (Svensson, 2006). These personal or non-personal 

interactions will evidently affect the customers’ evaluation of the perceived service quality. 

Hence, the evaluation is related to the psychological level of performance and could be based on 

the behavior of the company’s employees, the skills of the employees or the accessibility of the 

personnel needed in the process. However, no clear elaborative prescriptions to the underlying 

attributes of the two quality dimensions is stated by Grönroos.      

A third dimension identified by Grönroos is the corporate image of the service supplier i.e. the 

customers’ view of the company. The ‘image bubble’ is placed in the right side of figure 3.1 and 
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functions as a buffer or filter for the technical and functional quality. For instance, if the customer 

too often finds the (in-flight) service disappointing, the customer’s image of the airline company 

will deteriorate.  

The left side of the figure where the expectations are determined, the factors of image, market 

communication, word of mouth and customer needs are found (Gummeson & Grönroos, 1987). 

Meanwhile, Grönroos is in doubt of the role of the expectations, since the experienced service 

contribute to perceived service quality itself.  

3.2.1.1 Criticism of the Grönroos Quality Model 

Among researchers adhering to the Scandinavian school of thought, it is pointed out that the 

image dimension brings dynamic into the model. However, it can be argued that is problematic to 

place the image dimension in both the ‘expectation’ and ‘experienced’ side of the model, 

fostering a disconfirmation effect. Image on the one side may counteract image on the other, 

although the two variables are not identical in their evaluation criteria and separation in time. 

In general, the Scandinavian school and the Grönroos quality model has been criticized for 

rejecting standardization in its favoritism of personalized service, portrayed by the use of overall 

categorical terms - the how and whats of services. The rejection has resulted in lack of 

quantitative measurement of the respective dimensions. Further, findings to date suggest that 

there is no underlying latent variable associated with a technical quality dimension, implying that 

researchers have their own measures to access the dimension, making the factor rather diffuse 

(Kang & James, 2004). Hence, it is missing a more descriptive elaboration of the service 

elements in the functional dimension.   

In regard to the in-flight process perspective on service quality, the model itself is considered too 

cursory with lack of emphasis on the distinct attributes embedded in the distinct in-flight process. 

A more descriptive and standardized model is more appropriate regarding the quantitative 

departure of the project.  
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3.2.2 The SERVQUAL Model 

In accordance with the more descriptive and standardized US approach to service quality 

introduced in section 3.1, Zeithaml et al. has presented a generic model and appertaining 

measurement system for perceived service quality, which is SERVQUAL. The model is highly 

acknowledged and much debated, and a vast number of studies are based on the model (Philip & 

Hazlett, 1997; Augustyn & King, 2004; Chen & Chang, 2005; Padkil & Aidyn, 2007). The model 

prior to SERVQUAL is “the gap model” by the same authors. The gap model presents 5 different 

gaps which a company should avoid. Gap 5, known as the customer gap, represents the specific 

construct measured upon in the SERVQUAL model. An illustration and description of the prior 

gap model is found in Appendix 5. 

SERVQUAL is grounded in the earlier writings of the expectancy-disconfirmation theory in 

which quality is measured from the difference between the expectations (E) and evaluation of the 

performance (P). The results can be categorized as confirmation or disconfirmation and the 

outcome is the level of satisfaction (Oliver, 1980; Parasuraman et al., 1985). Meanwhile, the 

incorporation of disconfirmation theory in the model indicates the close relation between service 

quality and satisfaction, which will be elaborated on in section 3.3.1. The generic SERVQUAL 

model is illustrated below in figure 3.2.                                 

Figure 3.2: The Servqual Model Proposed by Zeithaml et al. 

 

 

Source: Ziethaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1990, p.23 
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As a result of several focus group interviews in 4 different service sectors, ten dimensions of 

service quality were produced, corresponding to the left side of figure 3.2. By means of factor 

analysis the dimensions were later condensed into five dimensions presented in the model. These 

five dimensions have become dominant within service quality research and will be listed and 

briefly described in the following.  

Tangibles: The appearance of physical facilities, equipment, personnel and communication 

materials in the service process, such as cleanliness, appearance of staff and appropriate technical 

equipment for support and entertainment.  

Reliability: The ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately. For example 

the consistency in meeting promises and the completion of tasks on-time. 

Responsiveness: General willingness to help customers and provide prompt service, which refers 

to the ability of responding to individual customer requirements and showing sincere interest in 

problem solving.  

Assurance: Includes the competence and courtesy of employees and their ability to convey trust 

and credibility. The dimension would include staff training in competent and courteous charisma 

among employees and the feeling of safety in the transactions with the customers. 

Empathy: Encompasses the access to customers, communication to customers and understanding 

of customers resulting in individualized attention to customers. This is considered a very 

important element in the in-flight service process and covers the level of individual and personal 

attention and the understanding of specific customer needs.             

From figure 3.2 it can be observed that the five dimensions have an impact on both the expected 

and the perceived service, where the disconfirmation between the two constitute the level of 

perceived service quality in the given process.  

The level of expectation is further influenced by the four factors in the uppermost part of the 

figure. The factors are equivalent to the ones proposed by Grönroos, except from ‘image’ which 

is replaced with the notion of ‘past experiences’.  
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3.2.2.1 Criticism of the SERVQUAL Model      

Where the Grönroos model has been criticized for lacking focus on the process perspective i.e. 

functional quality, SERVQUAL has in contrary been judged upon not incorporating the technical 

quality or the outcome aspect in the entire service delivery (Augustyn & King, 2004). Hence, it 

has been accused for neglecting the holistic approach to the management of services. 

Nonetheless, much of the literature suggests that airline passengers perceive service quality as a 

multidimensional construction with indirectly favors SERVQUAL over the Scandinavian school 

in terms of measurements. 

In operational terms, it has been pointed out that the element of measuring expectations lacks a 

clear definition. The problem of measuring constructs which are not directly observable and the 

lack of scale labeling for answers thus make the core of the model unstable (Babakus & Boller, 

1992). Further, critics go on and stress that the model lacks a consideration of the relative 

importance of the dimensions in regard to the given service industry (Kasper et al., 2006).  

However, it can be argued that that the problems of non-observable measurements and lack of 

scale labeling can be counteracted by sincere dedication to the construct. In regard to the 

proceeding integrated research model applied in the project, the questions will be phrased and 

ordered in an unequivocal and complaisant manner and the measurement scale will be carefully 

chosen to obtain validity in the deployment of the results. To counteract the concerns of 

unconsidered relative importance of the dimensions in the specific in-flight process, an 

importance-performance analysis will be applied for construing the results. Hereby, a 

proportional perspective is applied to deal with the relative importance ratings of the dimension. 

As a consequence of above mentioned rationales, the SERVQUAL model will constitute the 

foundation for the applied research model in the paper. Nonetheless, Brady & Cronin (2001) 

emphasize that no generic service quality model is applicable without customization. For this 

reason an integrated model for the specific purpose at hand will be presented in section 3.4, 

which will emphasize the element of satisfaction in relation to service quality. 

Prior to the outline of the integrated framework, the conceptual relationship between service 

quality and customer satisfaction will be outlined and discussed. A comprehension of the 
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interplay between service quality and customer satisfaction will validate the construct of the final 

research model and be a prerequisite to interpret the analyses later on.        

3.3 Interplay between Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction 

Much debate and confusion has been assigned to the interrelatedness of service quality and 

satisfaction and in what sense the concepts differ from each other. In simple terms quality refers 

to some attribute of what is offered whereas satisfaction or dissatisfaction refers to a customer’s 

emotive reaction to that offer (Kasper et al., 2006). In this logic they are separate, where quality 

is something the company is responsible for and satisfaction is an experience in the customer’s 

domain. However, the concepts are clearly related since we might use customer reaction 

(satisfaction/dissatisfaction) as means of evaluating whether the right quality has been delivered. 

This logic is consistent with the user-based quality assessment described in the scientific 

approach to service quality in section 2.3  

Meanwhile, a yet unresolved issue is the direction of causality between satisfaction and service 

quality i.e. whether customer satisfaction leads to service quality, or vice versa. Parasuraman et 

al. (1985) conceptualized perceived service quality as a totality evaluation of a service-process, 

whereas satisfaction is a transaction-specific evaluation. In other words, they posited that 

incidents of satisfaction altogether result in perceptions of the service quality, which constitutes 

the reasoning of the SERVQUAL model in figure 3.2. In contrast to this perspective, Cronin & 

Taylor (1996) argues that perceived service quality is an antecedent of customer satisfaction. In 

this optic, customer satisfaction is conceived of as a result of service quality in the following 

order; service quality → satisfaction → purchase intention.  

3.3.1 Determinants and Effects of Customer Satisfaction  

A widely accepted explanation for the divergent conceptions of satisfaction is the distinction 

between the transaction-specific (aka attribute-specific) satisfaction and the cumulative 

satisfaction. The former dimension emphasizes a customer’s evaluation and reaction to a 

particular service element and the latter refers to the customer’s overall evaluation of the entire 

consumption process. For this reason, it can be argued that the concepts of service quality and 

satisfaction can be examined from both a transaction specific perspective and a cumulative 

perspective (Parasuraman et al., 1994).  
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As a consequence of the two different perspectives on customer satisfaction, divergent theoretical 

models have been proposed. Two prevalent models have been accentuated in regards to the 

approaches, namely the expectancy-disconfirmation model by Oliver (1980) which suggests 

transaction-specific satisfaction, and Fornell’s later ACSI satisfaction model (Fornell et al., 1996) 

which considers satisfaction as a cumulative and overall entity. The two different models for 

measuring satisfaction can be found in Appendix 6.  

In the strive for a successful practical approach to measure transaction-specific satisfaction, 

several researchers has rephrased ‘expectations’ to ‘importance’ for devising specific focus areas 

in the business (Chen & Chang, 2005). It has been argued that the customer is rather unable to 

define his own expectations for the underlying attribute level, whereas importance is considered 

more straightforward to evaluate (Chen & Chang, 2005). Furthermore, the more precise 

explanation of expectations is appropriate in quantitative studies where the absence of in-depth 

explanatory findings neglect the underlying “zone of tolerance” evaluation. Hence, the level of 

importance will constitute the measurement aspect of expected service in the forthcoming 

framework, and will be mandatory for the subsequent prioritization analysis described later in 

section 3.5.        

3.4 Framework for Measuring In-flight Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction 

It is argued that one single research model that includes all relevant dimensions for measuring in-

flight service quality, and further conceives satisfaction in a dual perspective needs to be 

established. This is a transaction specific as well as a cumulative level of satisfaction. Chau & 

Kao (2009) have constructed a framework for measuring service quality performance in low cost 

airlines, incorporating the SERVQUAL dimensions as well as the overall customer satisfaction. 

Further, a demographic segmentation dimension is incorporated in the model. The proposed 

model is illustrated in Appendix 7.  

A slightly modified model to the one proposed by Chau & Kao (2009) is considered appropriate 

for tailoring to the specific research problem at hand. In line with the researchers, I accept that 

price may be related to the overall service quality and satisfaction, however, the investigation will 

be limited to the 5 proposed gap dimensions and will not explore the full impact of price. The 

integrated research model is found in figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3: An Integrated Framework for Measuring In-flight Service Quality and Satisfaction 

 

 
 

Source: Own production - modification of Chau & Kao (2009) 
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found that seat comfort, equipment facilities and cleanliness of aircraft interior were important 

factors. Further, seat comfort was generally found unsatisfactory among passengers traveling 

with flights from one of the 6 airports surveyed in Taiwan. Along with the findings that no 

cultural differences exist among airline passengers from Eastern (Taiwan) and Western (UK) 

cultures, this indicates that the tangibles dimension demands attention from the management in 

European LCC airlines. The convergence between Eastern and Western passenger behavior will 

further be used as a rationale for applying remaining findings from Chen & Chang (2005) to the 

European LCC passenger market.    

Reliability       

In an in-flight passenger perspective the dimension of reliability refers to on-time departure, 

consistent service delivery (i.e. same service provision every time), doing things right the first 

time and consistent inspections and cabin announcements. In regards to Chen & Chang’s research 

study, on-time departure and the lucidness and punctuality in inspections and announcements 

were considered important, whereas tangible elements as food and beverages were considered 

less important. Though, it should be noted that their study was surveyed among domestic 

travelers with confined aboard air-time, neglecting the need for an imposing food and beverages 

assortment. Nonetheless, this finding is consistent with the ostensible overstating focus on 

punctuality as a competitive parameter in the LCC industry.          

Responsiveness 

The responsiveness dimension considers factors of efficiency in passenger guidance such as 

smooth seating, safety instructions, etc. Moreover, willingness to help with inquiries and prompt 

handling of requests, complaints and inquiries are measured within this dimension. It should be 

noted that Chen & Chang found that prompt handling of requests were more important and less 

satisfactory than guidance by cabin crew. However, all aspects are embedded in the modified 

framework and will be scrutinized in the later explorative study.       

Assurance  

Evidently the dimension of assurance is connected to underlying attributes such as 

trustworthiness among flight crew (pilot and cabin crew), knowledge and competence to answer 

questions and inquiries, and the level of courteousness among the flight crew. According to Chen 

& Chang (2005) and Mikulic & Prebezac (2008) the most important element within this quality 
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dimension is the level of courteousness, since this element receives the most severe penalty from 

passengers if not performed desirable. Still, knowledge and competences in regards to answering 

inquiries are considered important. Chen & Chang found that all elements within this latent 

variable were performed satisfactory by the airlines. However, this fact still needs to be 

investigated for passengers to European low cost airlines in CPH.      

Empathy 

The dimension of empathy is associated with the three attributes of personal attention, best 

individual passenger interest at heart and understanding the true needs of the airline passenger. 

Meanwhile, this dimension can be somehow difficult for the airline companies to manage, 

because of the heterogeneity among airline travelers’ personal needs. However, the dimension of 

empathy is rather important for the differentiated service performance relative to the competitors. 

Furthermore, courteousness is closely related to this dimension and can be considered as an 

important element in performing successful customized people management (Kasper et al., 

2006). 

3.5 Importance-Performance Analysis to Prioritize Improvements 

It is argued that a strategy for service quality improvement can only be efficient and effective 

when based on an appropriate selection of service attributes to be improved. Hence, priorities for 

improvement needs to be addressed in order to improve overall service quality and customer 

satisfaction. In this regard, an ‘importance-performance analysis’ (IPA) can be used for setting 

priorities that are based on the voice of the customer and be further applicable in a process 

perspective (Mikuliz & Prebezac, 2008). The analysis is closely related to the gap assessment and 

is conceived of as an elaborative extension which directs the managerial agenda.   

The IPA technique originally developed by Martilla and James (1977) is categorized as a 

quadrant analysis and identifies the relative importance of attributes associated with a service and 

indicates the degree of performance (satisfaction) simultaneously. The results are plotted 

graphically on a two-dimensional grid, where the importance of the attributes is displayed on the 

vertical axis and the satisfaction/performance level is displayed on the horizontal axis. The 

resulting four quadrants are: (A) Concentrate Here, (B) Keep Up the Good Work, (C) Low 

Priority, and (D) Possible Overkill, as illustrated in figure 3.4 below.      
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Figure 3.4: Importance-Performance Analysis Grid   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Chen & Chang (2005), p. 80 
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Evidently, the IPA framework is a valuable tool in helping service providers assessing the quality 

of their efforts in satisfying customers.  

3.5.1 Scale Approach to Importance-Performance Analysis 

The IPA-technique is used to construct service attribute evaluation maps in a simple and intuitive 

manner. However, the location of the cross-point that divides the matrix into quadrants is critical 

since it determines the interpretation of the results. Until now, three different scaling approaches 

have been presented by researchers, but it is unclear which of the following approaches that 

results in a more accurate classification of the attributes (Leong, 2008; Bacon, 2003). 

Martilla and James (1977) who developed the original framework used scale-mean as the axes 

intersection point between importance (Y) and performance (X), when plotting each of the 

attributes into the IPA matrix. For example, on a 7-point scale, the value 4 will be the intersection 

point between the axes. This approach is known as the ‘scale-centered approach’. Subsequent 

researchers introduced two additional approaches to plotting data into the IPA model. The ‘data-

centered approach’ used data means as the intersection points between the X and Y axes to form 

the grid. This was found appropriate when the mean values of the data were close, in order to 

scatter the plots and obtain a more accurate classification for interpretation (Leong, 2008). The 

third approach used the median value of the mean scores as the intersection point of the 

importance (X) and performance (Y) axes.  

It is not evident which of the mentioned scaling approaches that is most appropriate for the 

project at hand, since data is not yet collected. Consequently, a try out of each of the approaches 

is suitable, in order to select the most explanatory analysis for interpretation. 

The integrated model portrayed in figure 3.3 and the extended importance-performance analysis 

jointly constitutes a sound framework for further analysis. In order to refine the proposed 

research questions posed in section 1.4, modified research questions will be outlined in the 

following which constitute the final research objectives.      

3.6 Modified Research Questions 

From the theoretical framework outlined in the previous sections, the following five modified 

research questions are posed to answer the initial problem statement.  
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MDRQ 1: Are the proposed service quality attributes presumed to measure the 

corresponding service quality dimensions?   

MDRQ 2: How are the attributes of service quality evaluated by the customer in regard to 

expected and perceived in-flight service?   

MDRQ 3: To what extent do the four expected factors of word-of-mouth, past 

experience, personal needs and external communication have an influence on 

the customers’ expectations to in-flight service?  

MDRQ 4:  To what extent does the gap between expected and perceived service deviate 

among the service quality dimensions?  

MDRQ 4a: To what extent does the gap differ between different customer 

segments?  

MDRQ 5: Which service quality attributes are of greater prioritization for improvement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 37 

4 Analysis  

The following chapter contains the analysis which is divided into three main sections. The study 

design is described in section 4.1. Subsequently, the data analysis based on the quantitative 

research is covered in section 4.2. Finally, the results obtained from the data analysis are 

thoroughly discussed in section 4.3 which leads up to the managerial implications.  

4.1 Study Design 

The considerations of the study design are discussed in two separate sections. Section 4.1.1 

covers the preliminary explorative study, which tests and validates the dimensions in the 

integrated research model to measure customers’ perceptions of in-flight service quality and 

satisfaction. This is followed by section 4.1.2 which elaborates on the construction of the 

questionnaire for data collection, based on the new modified model.  

4.1.1 Explorative Study 

The preliminary research is based on an explorative study with the purpose of verifying the 

service quality attributes and dimensions in the integrated research model presented in section 

3.4. This examination will test if the current attributes and related dimensions are exhaustive or 

some should be added or eliminated for the specific research objective at hand. In consequence of 

the exploratory nature of the study, the structure will be rather loose which is appropriate in such 

studies, in contrary to formal studies (Blumberg et al., 2005). The aim is to have a valid modified 

model, which enables me to measure expectations and perceptions of the attributes passengers in 

Copenhagen Airport attach to in-flight service quality.          

4.1.1.1 Design of the Explorative Study 

A focus group interview with passengers in the CPH low cost market was chosen as the most 

appropriate explorative study design. A focus group is a panel of people, led by a trained 

moderator, who meet for 1-2 hours to discuss various subjects. The moderator uses group 

dynamics principles to focus or guide the group in an exchange of ideas, feelings and experiences 

on a specific topic. Typically, the panel is made up by 4-10 people depending on the objective of 

the interview. Following a topical guide, the moderator steers the discussion to ensure that 
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relevant information is considered by the group. It is crucial for the moderator to keep gregarious 

individuals from dominating the discussion, ensuring that each person participates. (Wibeck, 

2000; Halkier, 2007).          

The output of the session is a list of ideas, needs and behaviors that are indispensable information 

for later quantitative testing (Blumberg et al., 2005). Using a focus group to assess the 

effectiveness of research design and instruments before they are put into a quantitative pilot test 

is advantageous, especially when the focus group contains people who would be respondents to 

the questionnaire (Blumberg et al., 2005). Evidently, the qualitative focus group will comprise a 

well-suited approach to the explorative study in the thesis at hand. 

4.1.1.2 Discussion of Whom to Interview 

In order to understand if the integrated research model fairly represents relevant service quality 

dimensions for satisfaction, the challenge is to identify persons who have vast knowledge and 

prior experiences of in-flight service quality elements. This comply with Halkier (2007) who 

argues that the selection should be ‘analytical selective’, meaning that important characteristics in 

regards to the research problem shall be represented in the panel. Additionally, two important 

choices should be made in regards to the participants in the focus group. Whether the panel 

should be rather heterogeneous or homogeneous, i.e. same gender, age, social background etc., 

and whether or not the participants should know each other on beforehand (Halkier, 2007).     

Considering the purpose of the exploratory study, 6 persons is perceived an adequate number to 

make up a valid panel. Findings from the Copenhagen Airport Customer Survey (CASC, 2009), 

show that the passenger market between 25-35 years of age are increasing rapidly, and this age 

segment represents one-third (33%) of all low cost passengers. Therefore, the 6 persons chosen 

for the focus group were all within this age range and further travels with a LCC company at least 

3 times a year (business or leisure purpose). This selection agrees with Halkier (2007), who 

argues that some degree of homogeneity in the focus group is recommendable in order to ease the 

communication and mutual understanding between the participants.  

Airline customers in CPH are dispersed equally between males and females with 52 % and 48 % 

respectively (CASC, 2009). For this reason the focus group comprises three males and three 
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females in order to constitute the best representative of LCC customers. Furthermore, three of the 

participants know each other in advance, which will contribute to a certain amount of social 

interaction which neglects the possibility of stalemate (Halkier, 2007). However, the moderator 

should still ensure that the discussion is serious and confined to the topics for discussion. 

Appendix 8 is an overview of the names, abbreviations, and positions of the 6 persons in the 

focus group.  

4.1.1.3 Interview Guide 

The level of involvement by the moderator and thus the structure of the actual focus group 

interview is important. The ‘funnel-strucutre’ proposed by Halkier (2007) seems appropriate in 

this study, since it starts the focus group rather unstructured with little moderator involvement 

and finish more structured with well-defined questions in relation to the proposed dimensions in 

the research model. This structure captures both the unrefined associations and experiences and 

the more structured attitude towards the service dimensions. An important tool for the researcher 

conducting funnel-structured focus groups is an interview guide, which secures a natural flow 

and progress in the debate and that furhter the relevant topics are discussed. It is important to 

remember that the interviewer at all time can change the order of the questions asked or add 

additional ones. Nonetheless, the main task is to listen (Blumberg et al., 2005). The complete 

interview guide and posters used can be found in Appendix 9 and 10.  

The actual focus group interview with the 6 participants was recorded with the acceptance of 

each attendee in the panel, and can be found in appendix 24 (attached CD).  

4.1.1.4 Validity of the Focus Group Interview 

As the focus group interview was crucial for the results of the exploratory study, the validity has 

to be sound. Blumberg et al. (2005) suggest three requirements for a focus group interview to be 

successful. The participants must possess the information being targeted by investigative 

questions, understand his/her role in the interview as the provider of information and lastly 

perceive adequate motivation to cooperate (Blumberg et al., 2005). 
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As mentioned earlier all the participants were carefully selected and they properly represent 

frequent traveling low cost passengers (cf. section 4.1.1.2). Hence, it is inferred that all attendants 

possess relevant and valuable information to the investigation in the focus group. As implied in 

the interview guide, it was important to explain the purpose of the focus group to the attendants, 

and enlighten how their experiences and perceptions contribute to the final outcome. Evidently, 

the debate developed into valuable discussions covering all relevant aspects of the service 

delivery. However, at some point it was difficult for the participants to reflect on the opening 

broad questions, why I had to specify and exemplify the meaning of the questions. Hereafter the 

discussions were intense and nuanced, for the benefit of the forthcoming analysis. Lastly, the 

invitation to the focus group participants explicitly expressed that their personal opinion 

contributes to the construction of a profound framework to analyze the passenger market in CPH. 

This would benefit the future passengers and hereby affect the participants themselves regarding 

future air travel satisfaction. Furthermore, a light meal, soft drinks and snacks were provided to 

the interview group, in order to make the participants more contended and enhance willingness to 

participate. 

Overall the interviews must be regarded as being of high validity as they comply with the three 

requirements for success.          

4.1.1.5 Content Analysis of the Focus Group Interview 

Having conducted the focus group interview the next step was to analyze the data gathered. 

Qualitative data generated from interviews make up a vast amount of unstructured material and it 

is lucrative to sort the data and divide it into appropriate categories (Blumberg et al. 2005). One 

way to sort and arrange the data from interviews is content analysis. Content analysis has been 

described as; “a research technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of 

the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952). Furthermore, the technique of content 

analysis is flexible enough to examine a wide variety of unstructured information which is 

needed for processing lots of data (Blumberg et al. 2005). Hence, the content analysis and the 

incorporated categorization are considered appropriate when examining the relevance of specific 

variables and dimensions in the proposed research model. The drawback is that content analysis 

relies on the quality of the conducted interview (Blumberg et al. 2005). However, this has been 

accounted for since the interview is perceived as valid. 
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4.1.1.5.1 Data Analysis of the Interviews 

In order to process and summarize all relevant information gathered in the focus group, the 

principles of content analysis has been applied as stated in previous section. Initially the 

interview was listened to and all statements that somewhat relate to an aspect of in-flight service 

quality were quoted in an excel spreadsheet (See appendix 24 – attached CD). Each quote was 

grouped into a category of ‘associated manifest attribute’ and hereafter the related service quality 

dimension was noted. This systematic order is in accordance with Blumberg et al. (2005) who 

states that content analyses should follow a systematic process, starting with the selection of a 

unitization scheme. The quotes which did not suit the attributes in the integrated research model 

were considered thoroughly and labeled under new emergent categories. These categories 

constitute the new manifest attributes to be incorporated in the research mode and are marked 

with the green colored circle in table 4.1 below. Three attributes were considered irrelevant in 

regards to the service experience and it was chosen to sort out the elements from the model. 

These elements are marked with the red colored circle in the table. Lastly, one attribute was 

considered poorly phrased and was consequently rephrased to encompass the true meaning. This 

attribute is marked with the blue colored circle. Table 4.1 displays the summarized findings and 

how often a manifest variable was referred to. 

Table 4.1: Summarized Findings from the Content Analysis 

Attributes # of Quotes Service Quality Dimensions # of Quotes

Physical facilities 13
Equipment 13

Personnel appearance 5 Tangibles 49

Assortment of goods 6

Frills 12

On-time departure 4

Consistent service 4

First time right 3

Inspections and announcements 15

Efficient guidance 2

Willingness to help 3

Prompt service delivery 5 Responsiveness 15
Prompt handling of requests/ 

complaints
5

Trustworthy crew 9
Competence in unexpected 

situations
3 Assurance 22

Crew courteousness 10

Personal attention 9

Your best interest at heart 13 Empathy 32

Understand needs 10  

26Reliability
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Source: Own production - based on Appendix 24 (CD) 
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In the following, the six attributes marked in the table will be explained and elaborated on, in 

regards to the comments in the focus group. A comprehensive content analysis and implicated 

quotes of all attributes can be found in Appendix 24.     

Tangibles 

The attribute ‘assortment of goods’ represents one of the two emergent service attributes. The 

participants brought up this element self-imposed several times (6 quotes), and the majority of 

the comments were associated with poor quality of the assortment or unimportant products in the 

assortment. In this regard one of the female attendees stressed that “the assortment can be 

somehow peculiar on many flights” (FE2). The opinions related to the statements underpinned the 

relevance of incorporating this variable in the quantitative survey.  

‘Frills’ represents the other added manifest attribute. All persons attending the focus group 

considered the element to be an important topic of discussion and mentioned the variable 

frequently (12 quotes) which ranked this emergent attribute in top three of all attributes in the 

model. A person stated that “a free cup of coffee and today’s newspaper would make him 

delighted and benefit to a satisfactory experience” (MA1), while another person pointed out; “the 

implicit meaning of true service is when you actually get something tangible” (MA2). Despite of 

the usual neglect of frills in low cost airline traveling, the opinions mutually emphasize that the 

attribute is considered a relevant driver of satisfaction and a denominator in the in-flight concept 

Reliability 

Regarding the ‘first time right’ attribute, only three statements were mentioned (3 quotes). 

Together with an explicitly low-importance attitude on this aspect, the irrelevancy was sound and 

it was consequently chosen to exclude the element form the integrated framework.  

Responsiveness 

Two of the elements within the responsiveness service dimension were considered irrelevant in 

the focus group discussion and therefore it was chosen to eliminate the attributes. ‘Efficient 

guidance’ was only brought up two times during the interview (2 quotes) and it was mentioned 

that “Guiding on the airplane is not important, since the passengers know where to go and what 

to do” (FE3). Furthermore, several participants indicated that the element of ‘prompt service 

delivery’ was overlapping the attribute ‘prompt handling of requests/complaints’ and one person 
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expressed that “…incorporating such closely related variables in a model of measurement seems 

somehow unnecessary…” (MA3). Based on the attitudes and opinions it is concluded that the 

attributes was rather unimportant and should be removed from the proposed model portrayed in 

section 3.4.   

Assurance 

The attribute ‘knowledge to answer questions’ was only mentioned a few times (3 quotes) and it 

was evident that the element had low priority in the overall service quality evaluation. However, 

the aspect of knowledge in regards to competences was though considered important and 

consequently I chose to rephrase the attribute to make it more relevant as in-flight service 

parameter. Thus, the new attribute was labeled ‘competence in unexpected situations’ in order to 

emphasize the level of competency in various passenger-oriented and safety related situations. 

Enriched with findings from the explorative study, I have answered the first modified research 

question (MDRQ 1) and is able to present a modified model for measuring in-flight service 

quality and satisfaction. 

4.1.1.6 Modified Framework for Measuring In-flight Service Quality and Satisfaction 

The attributes of doing things right the first time, delivering prompt service and efficient 

guidance by the crew were found rather irrelevant for customer satisfaction and will not be 

included in the modified model. On the other hand two new attributes covering the assortment of 

goods and frills have emerged. As a result of the tangible nature of the two attributes, they will 

both be grouped under the service dimensions of tangibles. Lastly it was chosen to rephrase the 

attribute; ‘knowledge to handle unexpected situations’ to a more meaningful expression.  

The result of the explorative study is presented in figure 4.1, which illustrates the final modified 

model for measuring in-flight service quality and satisfaction. 
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Figure 4.1: Modified Framework for Measuring In-Flight Service Quality and Satisfaction 

 

 

Source: Own production based on figure 3.3 
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among travelers at Norwegian are conceived of as a decent representation of the general low cost 

market in CPH (JBL, 2009). Hence, findings from the surveyed Norwegian passenger attitude 

can be applied as a general attitude in the passenger market. The final questionnaire is enclosed in 

Appendix 12.  

4.1.2.1 The Structure of the Questionnaire 

The questionnaire contains 44 questions and one open-ended question. It can be argued whether 

the number of questions included is too many and consequently cause a lower response rate. A 

rational assumption will be that short questionnaires obtain higher response rates than longer 

questionnaires. However, research evidence does not support this view (Blumberg et al. 2005). 

Furthermore, 17 of the questions posed are bilateral in the sense that the respondents are asked to 

evaluate their prior experience as well as the importance attached to each service quality aspect. 

Merging these questions will reveal a total number of 27 different statements in the questionnaire 

which is perceived acceptable. In my opinion all the attributes included in the model and the 

pertaining questions are truly important to the quality of the analysis, and none of the questions 

can be excluded from the questionnaire. Based on above mentioned argumentation, the number of 

questions included in the questionnaire at hand is considered suitable  

The questionnaire is divided into three overall parts. The first part includes an introduction 

message where the objective of the survey is presented, and the incentive to participate is pointed 

out. In short, precise and personal sentences the respondent is acquainted with the objective and 

how the passenger in the end will benefit from participating in this particular survey. By 

announcing that the answers will remain anonymous and confidential I believe that the 

respondents will be more willing to participate, which will yield the most honest answers. In 

advance of the questionnaire hand out, the respondent was verbally introduced to the purpose of 

the survey, the modest time consumption of 5-10 min in participation and the fact that participants 

would imprint their personality on the future in-flight service-quality. Hence, the introductory 

description serves the purpose of being a retelling of the face-to-face introduction. As a result of 

the verbal and written emphasis on the incentive to participate, the importance of a prize as 

incentive to participate was neglected. Having a prize could further erode the seriousness of the 

survey and would break with the anonymity of the respondents. This consideration was supported 

by the marketing management at Norwegian. 
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The first part further includes three questions of identification, which will be clarified in a later 

section. The purpose of these opening questions is to get the respondent started with 

straightforward questions, which do not require many thoughts, and thus will lead the respondent 

to move on with an open mind and eager to participate.  

The second part is divided into two sub-sections. The first section asks the respondents about 

their perceptions and weighted importance of the sixteen attributes, whereas the latter section 

focus on the four expected factors included in the modified service quality framework. Mutually, 

these sections of the questionnaire treat the most important part of the survey and take the 

respondent through 39 questions, primarily covering the sixteen service quality attributes (35 out 

of 39). In order to simplify and ease the process for the respondents, the questions are categorized 

under headings which are related to the different service dimensions in the modified framework. 

The specific order, in which the categories have been divided into, was carefully arranged in 

accordance with the ranking of the service quality dimensions in figure 4.1. A discussion of each 

category and underlying questions will be clarified in depth in section 4.1.2.3 

The last part of the questionnaire includes two closing questions to identify the respondent and 

lastly an open-ended question is posed. The open-ended question asks the respondent to express 

potential “additional comments”, and has the purpose of being a possibility for the respondent to 

touch upon topics not included in the prior questions, or elaborate on some of the posed 

questions. However, the comments will not be included in the statistical data analysis, but the 

information will be valuable for the management at Norwegian (or any other low cost carrier) to 

examine.  

The structure complies with Blumberg et al. (2005), who argue that a questionnaire should start 

with general questions relating to the topic, work through the more detailed subject matter and if 

possible keep open-ended questions until the latter part of the questionnaire.    

The following sections will discuss the 44 questions more comprehensively. Section 4.1.2.2 

explains the five questions of identification and their relevance in this study. Thus it discusses 

part one and three in the questionnaire. Subsequently, section 4.1.2.3 will justify the part that 

includes the 35 questions appertaining to the service quality dimensions, and the four questions 

that relate to the degree of importance (i.e. expectations in the model in figure 4.1).             
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4.1.2.2 Questions of Identification 

The five questions of identification aim to identify the individual respondent by asking about 

frequency of travel, usual purpose of travel, choosing of airline operator, gender and age. The 

first three questions are related to the behavioral segmentation of airline passengers, whereas the 

last two questions are demographic segmentation questions. Mutually, the five questions have the 

purpose of segregate the different travelers, in order to answer the segmentation oriented aspects 

of the modified research questions posed in section 3.7. The question which relates to the choice 

of airline operators has the purpose of examine whether any differences are found between the 

brand loyal and disloyal passengers regarding in-flight service attitude  

4.1.2.3 Operationalization of the Service Quality Attributes and External Factors  

The fifteen service quality attributes portrayed in the modified model (figure 4.1) are not directly 

measurable as the exact comprehension can be ambiguous. The particular interpretation will 

therefore be construed individually by each respondent, and consequently the quality and validity 

of the answers will be weak. In order to meet the objective of measure the perceptions based on a 

common interpretation, the attributes are operationalized with the intention of translate the 

attributes into empirical measurable variables (Andersen, 2003). Hence, the attributes are 

translated into a down-to-earth language and formed as questions. The operationalization process 

is primarily based on knowledge obtained in the exploratory study but also implicates findings 

from the theoretical discussion. All attributes have one corresponding question, except from 

‘physical facilities’ where two questions is considered more exhaustive. Every question which 

relates to one of the service quality dimensions is two-folded as a result of the bilateral evaluation 

of expectations (importance) and perceptions (performance).  

The questions are categorized in eight headings. The first heading evaluates the overall 

satisfaction, the following six are related to the service quality attributes and the last heading 

covers the implication of the expected factors. The sequence of the different dimensions and 

pertaining attributes is consistent with the ranking of importance found in the previous content 

analysis.   
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4.1.2.3.1 Discussion of the Questions Posed 

Before the questions appear to the respondents a short informational message is shown, which 

aims to guide the respondents on how to answer the forthcoming questions. See message in 

appendix 12. This introduction clearly explains in an understandable language, how the 

respondent should react to the questions.  

In the following the questions posed are justified according to theory and findings from the 

exploratory study. Hence, it is elaborated which service quality attributes and dimensions the 

respective questions seek to cover. All questions are phrased as expressed statements, in order to 

validly analyze and process the data from the questionnaire. It should be noted that the question 

first asks about the perceived service (performance) and afterwards importance. This order is 

found most appropriate and credible, since the performance aspect is considered relatively more 

susceptible. For this reason it is presented first. The choice of measurement scale is described in 

section 4.1.2.5. Table 4.2 provides an overview of the relation between the questions posed in the 

questionnaire and the pertaining attributes and service quality dimensions.  

Table 4.2: Relation between Questions and Service Quality Dimensions 

 Question # Attribute Service Quality Dimensions

Q5-Q6a Physical facilities

Q7-7a Equipment

Q8-8a Personnel appearance Tangibles

Q9-9a Assortment of Goods

Q10-10a Frills

Q11-11a On-time departure

Q12-12a Consistent service

Q13-13a Inspections & announcements

Q14-14a Personal attention

Q15-15a Your best interest at heart Empathy

Q16-16a Understand needs

Q17-17a Crew courteousness

Q18-18a Trustworthy crew Assurance

Q19-19a Competence in unexpected situations

Q20-20a Prompt handling of requests/complaints

Q21-21a Willingness to help

Q22 Word-of-mouth

Q23 Past experience

Q24 Personal needs

Q25 External Communications

Expected factors

Responsiveness

Reliability

Question # Attribute Service Quality Dimensions
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Source: Own production based on appendix 12 

The respective questions will be elaborated on and discussed in the subsequent text. 
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Overall satisfaction 

This category appears after the short introduction message and includes one question. It measures 

to which degree the respondent perceives the overall in-flight service quality in low cost aviation 

as satisfactory. The question is phrased as follows; “Overall, I perceive the in-flight service 

quality on low cost flights as very satisfactory”.
3
 The objective of the question is to capture an 

unbiased answer toward the in-flight experience as a whole, that is unaffected by the other 

questions asked in the questionnaire.  

In can be debated whether or not the question should compare overall in-flight service quality in 

low cost flights with the price that was paid for flight. However, introducing the aspect of price 

will neglect the actual service quality evaluation from past experience and bias the true in-flight 

satisfaction level. In line with the demarcation of the price element in section 3.5, the aspect will 

is not implemented in the question.     

Facilities, equipment & appearance 

The category of Facilities, equipment and appearance represents the first three service attributes 

of the tangibles dimension. Through four distinct and two-folded measurement questions the 

respondent is asked to evaluate his experience and importance rating in regards to the attributes. 

The exact phrasing of the questions and implementation of examples in brackets is chosen on the 

basis of the comments in the focus group. The participants pointed out that professionalism in the 

appearance of the personnel and the quality of the equipment (sound quality, picture quality etc.) 

were some of the greatest factors of satisfaction in regards to these attributes. Further, the 

meaning of physical facilities and equipment was perceived slightly ambiguous among the panel. 

Therefore, I chose to embed examples of the attributes’ service feature, to ensure mutual 

comprehension of the element.           

Products & services 

This category is introduced as a result of the supplementary attributes ‘assortment of goods’ and 

‘frills’ in the modified framework. The heading is named products and services to give the 

respondent a short and clear idea of the content in the proceeding questions.      

                                                 
3
 UK translation of Q4 – Appendix 12 
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The participants in the focus group brought up the element of assortment of goods self-imposed 

several times, and the emphasis was primarily put on the composition and variety of the products 

offered. Hence, the question is phrased according to the appropriateness of the food, beverages 

and other products offered. The price-level and quality of the food was further brought up. 

However, the focus group argued that these elements are rather unchangeable which neglected 

the importance of the notions, and it is chosen to leave out this aspect. However, the question of 

frills was considered an important element to consider, since the implicit meaning of true service 

is when you get something tangible (c.f. MA2, section 4.1.1.5.1). The focus group mentioned 

several prior experiences with in-flight frills in European low-cost aviation. Therefore, it is 

chosen to refer to these frills in brackets, as a guiding reference for the respondents 

Punctuality & reliability 

The heading of Punctuality & reliability covers the three questions which pertain to the service 

dimension of reliability. As a result of the first questions concerning on-time departure, the word 

punctuality is supplemented in the heading to fully cover the category.       

The importance of on-time departure is one of the major competitive parameters among low-cost 

airline companies, which coincides with empirical research by Chen & Chang, 2005. Further, the 

importance is stressed by all participants and the relating comments emphasize waiting-time in 

the cabin, which directs the phrasing of the question. Likewise, the question of consistent service 

was considered important and comprehensive and is not elaborated on in the actual question. On 

the other hand, the attribute ‘inspections and announcements’ is perceived as indefinite and thus 

the question is phrased more lucid and unambiguous with reference to the elaborative comments 

of the content analysis in section 4.1.1.5.  

Appreciation of the customer’s individual needs 

This category covers the service quality dimension of empathy. The heading is phrased rather 

exhaustive and concrete in order to operationalize the otherwise ambiguous dimension and clarify 

the content of the three underlying attributes.          

The first statement is related to the degree of personal attention by the cabin crew in general, 

whereas question 15 is directed more profound on having the customer’s best interest at heart. 

This question is supplemented with a plausible in-flight example for accelerating the 
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respondent’s thinking process, and neglect potential stalemate in this emotionally related 

question. The last question in the category concerns the attribute ‘understand needs’ and is 

conceived of as multifaceted in the in-flight experience. In order to formulate the best fitted and 

most expressive question, this aspect of the content analysis and elaborative comments is 

carefully scrutinized (section.4.1.1.5). The majorities of comments was related to the situation of 

receiving frills, alleviate remedies or personal help in acute situations when passengers least 

expect it. Several attendants expressed that such unexpected services is what makes a journey 

truly satisfactory. Hence, the posed question is phrased as a result hereof, with the frills 

mentioned in brackets.           

Credibility & courtesy 

The heading Credibility & courtesy covers the three attributes that relates to the service quality 

dimension of assurance. The heading is perceived as more comprehensible and identifiable than 

the wording assurance, which the participants in the focus group could not comprehend properly 

when being exposed to (Appendix 10 – poster 2 & 3). 

The attributes; ‘trustworthy crew’ and ‘crew courteousness’ are related in the sense that the 

evaluation of trustworthiness will be grounded on the courtesy among the staff. Consequently, 

the question which implicates crew courteousness will be posed first, and subsequently the 

question concerning trustworthiness will be addressed. In order to link the two questions (Q17 & 

Q18), a guiding example in brackets is included in the latter question. The last attribute was 

rephrased in the final modified research model, with the purpose of making the attribute more 

relevant and tailored to the in-flight process. In proportion to the adjustment, the question is 

phrased in an understandable language in regards to competences in unexpected situations. 

Helpfulness & responsiveness  

The category of Helpfulness & responsiveness covers the last service quality dimension of 

responsiveness, and the heading has been extended to prepare the respondent to the service 

aspects embedded in the two questions. The question concerning promptness in handling of 

requests/complaints is stated first, since this attribute is perceived the more important of the two 

attributes. Knowing full well that the questions posed are in the opposite order to the heading, the 

aspect of helpfulness still appears first since this phrasing appears more natural in the Danish 

language. Both statements are posed in short, concise and straightforward sentences. 
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Influence on importance evaluation 

Prior to the questions of the four expected factors, a brief information statement is placed. The 

purpose of the statement is to indicate the discontinuity of the two-folded nature in the questions, 

and further to introduce the respondent to the questions which relates to the expected factors.  

The heading Significant for what is perceived as important translates the otherwise obscure 

notion of expected factors and emphasizes the inherent nature of importance as a measurement 

approach to expectations. Each expected factor is assigned one measurement question, and all 

questions are constructed carefully to encapsulate the true meaning of the factors.  

The factor ‘word-of-mouth’ is considered too indistinct for to the respondent to comprehend. For 

this reason the attitude of relatives and friends as an influencing factor is considered more 

understandable in the question posed. In the question covering the element of ‘past experience’, it 

is definitely expressed that focus is the respondents own past experience, and subsequently how 

these experiences effect the future importance evaluation. The factor ‘personal needs’ is 

perceived rather unambiguous and the phrasing is concise with no explanatory words. Lastly, the 

element of ‘external communication’ is considered a fairly theoretical and equivocal term, for 

which reason the wording of marketing is incorporated in the question instead. To ensure the 

comprehension of marketing, a specific example of advertising campaigns in various media is 

placed in brackets next to the question.               

In all four questions, it is explicitly expressed that the factors solely should be pondered in 

regards to the in-flight service quality process.   

4.1.2.5 Choice of Measurement Scale 

All the questions pertaining to the service quality attributes and expected factors has now been 

accounted for. Common for all these questions is the scale on which the respondents are to 

answer. They are asked to respond to the statements on a Likert-scale ranging from 1 to 10, 

where 1 indicates that the respondent strongly disagrees with the statement, while 10 indicates 

that the respondent strongly agrees. The 10-point Likert-scaling is chosen to minimize the central 

tendency effect, where the respondents tend to place their answers around the centre of the 

scaling and are reluctant to give extreme responses (Blumberg et al., 2005). This is especially 
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important in self-administered paper-format questionnaires, in which the sampling size is 

relatively small compared to online surveys (Blumberg et al. 2005). The 10-point scale further 

has preferable statistical qualities in regards to the construct of an importance-performance 

matrix, since it ensures higher precision in the allocation of attributes. Hence, the arguments 

favor a 10-point-scale rather than a 5-point or 7-point scale. Lastly, the use of the 10-point scale 

eliminates the possibility of placing a neutral answer in the middle, in contrary to the 7-point 

scale. This characteristic further reduces the amount of superficial results which strengthen the 

value of the answers.  

As a result of the small sample size in the people intercepted paper-format questionnaire, it is 

chosen to omit a “do not know” answer possibility in the questions. The general understanding of 

in-flight services is passed on to the respondent by the brief personal introduction to the 

questions, for which reason the exclusion of “do not know” is considered reasonable.  

The Likert-Scale is found appropriate for all questions concerning the service quality dimensions. 

However, the scaling is not suited for the segmentation questions in the initial and closing part of 

the questionnaire. In these questions a mix of Simple-Category scale, Multiple-Choice-Single-

Response scale and Multiple-Rating scale has been applied to fit the purpose of the questions 

(Blumberg et al., 2005).     

4.1.2.6 Choice of Language 

Since the respondents are demarcated to LCC travelers with Norwegian in CPH, it is considered 

comprehensive to conduct the questionnaire in Danish. The population comprising the sampling 

frame would primarily be Danish, Norwegian and a few Swedish respondents. In consultation 

with the management at Norwegian it was found that a Danish version would be best suited for 

the population. The potential few language barriers will furthermore be counteracted by the 

personally guided introduction. 

4.1.2.7 Pilot Testing 

In order to identify possible misunderstandings, misinterpretations or functional errors in the 

visualization of the questionnaire, it was pre-tested among a number of carefully selected 

persons. This process is known as pilot testing. It is conducted to detect weaknesses in design, 
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construct and instrumentation and to reveal actual flaws (Blumberg et al. 2005). In the pilot test 

at hand I have chosen a confined selection of factors, based on their centrality to the usefulness of 

the results (Brace, 2004). The objectives are as follows: 

� Detect weaknesses in the formulation of questions, scaling technique and structure 

of the questionnaire 

� Test the visual layout and practical convenience when responding the questionnaire 

� Test the time-frame of answering the questionnaire  

    

The sample test-group included the marketing manager at Norwegian (Johan Bisgaard), a number 

of peer students and several ordinary people (friends, family and colleagues).   

4.1.2.7.1 Input from Norwegian Management  

The role of the marketing manager at Norwegian was to verify that the posed questions 

corresponded to his expectations, and further to critically review the layout. As a result, the 

manager was indeed satisfied with the layout and found it coherent with the general Norwegian 

look. Further, he was generally pleased with the ordering and phrasing of the questions, although 

minor reformulation proposals was proposed in question 14 and 15 for consistent understanding 

of the importance and performance questions. Finally, the manager self-imposed suggested 

targeting potential respondents in the waiting line to check-in since a great deal of patronage 

would be found within this population.              

4.1.2.7.2 Input from Potential Respondents 

The advantage of having peer-students to go through the questionnaire is their knowledge about 

questionnaire design. It was expected that this specific group would correct errors concerning 

misinterpretations of technical terms, misspellings, confusing construction and understated 

answering time in relation to the proposed 5-10 min. The students contributed with divergent and 

equal proposals for corrections. Primarily the proposals were related to re-phrasing of some 

questions and addition of a few more examples in the questions posed. The structure, scaling-

technique and layout were generally considered concise, appropriate and pleasant. Three students 

tested the answering time when responding to the questionnaire, and the average answering time 

was calculated to 8min32sec. Hence the stated answering time was accepted.     
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The group of ordinary people (friends and family members) aimed to represent the typical low 

cost airline travelers to be found in CPH, and was expected to clear errors in the form of 

misspellings, interpretation errors and understated answering time. Several misspellings and 

punctuation corrections were identical to the ones proposed by the peer students, and a few other 

re-phrasings were favored by some of the family members. One re-phrasing was accepted to be 

incorporated in the final questionnaire for distribution. The answering time was not precisely 

measured by the friends and family members, but the estimation was within the timeframe of ten 

minutes. 

4.1.2.8 Sampling 

As previously mentioned the questionnaire was executed as a people intercepted self-

administered questionnaire in paper form (see appendix 12). The questionnaire was personally 

distributed among passengers waiting in the check-in line to Norwegian in Terminal 2 at CPH, in 

order to approach the respondents in a non-intruding manner. Further, Chen & Chang (2005) 

argue that passengers are likely to be relatively more tolerant in this distinct passenger process 

compared to others, which is supported by the marketing manager at Norwegian (JBL, 2009). In 

contrary to interviewer-administered face-to-face surveys, the self-administered questionnaire 

allows the respondent to feel anonymous and enable him/her to reflect on the questions in his/her 

own pace. On the other hand, having used an online-distribution channel as the e-mail newsletter 

would have resulted in a significant larger sample population and number of final respondents. 

However, the validity of the responses would though be questionable as result of potentially 

absent-minded answers and less supervision and control by the facilitator.  

It should further be noted, that the response-rate in the survey at hand is expected to be 

significantly high compared to online-surveys. Since the respondents to the survey has chosen 

themselves to fly with Norwegian, and the appearance of the facilitator (me) represented 

Norwegian with logo-printed name-tag and gear in the red identifiable Norwegian color, a certain 

amount of trustworthiness and goodwill will ensure a rather high response-rate. This counteracts 

the usual problem with low response rates in quantitative research methods. 

Bearing in mind that the people intercepted paper format has a relatively low sample size 

compared to online surveys, the desired level of effective answers was estimated to add up to 
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approximately 100 accomplished entries. This amount was estimated on the basis of the time 

resources and expenditures at disposal in the thesis. The actual execution of the survey was 

performed in a 6 days period
4
, with approximately 3-hours effective execution a day (queue time 

at check-in). 124 answered questionnaires were collected over the period which is deemed 

sufficient having the potentially high completion/response-rate in mind. This is equal to a 

scrutiny margin of 24%
5
.  

4.2 Data Analysis     

The data analysis is divided into five sections. Before the actual analysis is carried out, the data 

gathered from the survey needs to be processed in order to interpret the validity of the answers, 

and prepare data for further analysis. The data processing is captured in section 4.2.1. Section 

4.2.2 covers an outline of the data consisting of frequency tables and cross-tabulations, which 

characterize the passengers and the general travel behavior. Subsequently, section 4.2.3 and 4.2.4 

assess the answers and underlying attitude in regards to the service quality attributes and 

expected factors. Finally, the gap analysis is carried out in section 4.2.5, with the purpose of 

evaluating the gap between expected and perceived service ratings. This evaluation will be 

examined on the entire passenger market and between the various passenger segments, in order to 

thoroughly understand the perceived in-flight service quality and satisfaction.    

The statistical software application used in the analysis is SPSS for MS Windows. SPSS is useful 

in examining customer surveys to comprehend behavior and attitude by means of statistical 

exploration (SPSS, 2009). Further, the software has obtained recognition among a wide array of 

companies in many years, and thus the software is suitable for this particular study. 

4.2.1 Processing Data 

The term data processing refers to the treatment of preparing and editing the raw dataset, before 

the actual statistical analyses is executed using SPSS. The process includes handling of missing, 

irregular or extreme values and other observable defectiveness in the data, and corrects them 
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where possible (Jensen & Knudsen, 2006). This will ensure that minimum data quality standards 

are achieved.  

In the survey, missing values are defined as skipped answers in the respective questions. The first 

missing values treated are those occurred because the respondent has dropped out, and only 

counts 9 out of the 124 answers. The dataset further shows that seven of the respondents dropped 

out within the first ten questions and the remaining two answers did not accomplish more than 14 

questions. A part of the answers includes questions of identification which alone do not 

contribute with valuable information and the reliability in the few remaining answers is not 

perceived sufficient. Hence, the nine responses are excluded from the dataset.  

Next, the missing values among respondents who completed the survey are those skipped 

separately by the respondents. The dataset was observed systematically and each answer from 

each respondent was examined. In general, the missing answers appeared randomly in the 

questionnaire data and counted 14 missing single values dispersed among seven individual 

respondents. To handle the problem of missing values several correcting techniques are available 

such as Par Wise Deletion, List Wise Deletion and Mean substitution (Bryman & Cramer, 2005).  

Par Wise Deletion is a modest reduction in the dataset by excluding only the specific missing 

variable, whereas List Wise Deletion excludes the respondent from the dataset if only one value 

is missing. Lastly, the technique of Mean substitution replaces the missing value with a mean 

answer. Knowing full well that mean substitution potentially will reduce the variance in the 

answers, this technique was still chosen to maximize the number of responses to form the basis 

for the forthcoming analyses. Furthermore, trial-and-error approach proved that the mean 

substitution did not affect the final results in the proceeding analyses.                    

Finally, the dataset was examined in relation to irregular patterns or extreme values. Six of the 

remaining respondents revealed continuity in answering the same value in multiple responses, 

which is perceived anomalous. Hence, the answers are considered rather unenthusiastic 

diminishing the reliability in the responses. Remarkably, four out of the six respondents answered 

0 to the frequency of travel within the last year which indicates a relative distant mind-set in 

regards to the in-flight process. Thus the six respondents are excluded from the questionnaire.  
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Having processed the dataset the answers were ready for systematic and statistical interpretation. 

As a result of the missing values and inconsistencies described in this section, the final 

population of effective responses counts 109 answers, which is above the desired level of 100 

effective responses (See Appendix 25 – Data from survey). The actual response rate from the 

sampling is accordingly 93%
6
, which is considered “really good” in self-administered 

questionnaires (Jensen & Knudsen, 2006).           

4.2.2 Outline of the Data 

The purpose of this section is to present an overview of the data in two different areas. The first 

area deals with the demographic distribution of the respondents in regards to gender and age, 

whereas the second area covers the behavioral patterns in regards to frequency of travel, purpose 

of travel and brand loyalty in traveling. By conducting frequency tables and cross-tabulations, the 

two areas will jointly constitute a decent outline of the data and contribute with valuable 

segmentation-related knowledge of the passengers. Outputs can be found in Appendix 13 and 15. 

From the frequency tables in appendix 13 it is found that the age groups of 20-29 and 30-39 year-

old represents 77% of the respondents, whereas the older age segment with respondents above 60 

years of age only represents 4% of all responses. This reflects the fact that the younger segment 

was more often represented in the check-in line to Norwegian in the execution period. Further, 

the particular segment was relatively more approachable and less reluctant to participate. The 

gender among the passengers is equally dispersed between males and females with 52% and 48% 

respectively, which is consistent with the distribution of gender on the total population of low 

cost travelers in CPH during 2008 (CASC, 2009).  

In regard to frequency of travel, the majority of the respondents (74%) travel with low cost 

alternatives within Europe 1-5 times a year. Remarkably, above half of this passenger population 

travel 3-5 times a year, which is considered rather frequent.
7
 Barely one fourth of the passengers 

travel above 6 times a year and less than two percent have not traveled by airline within the last 

year. Not surprisingly, 83% of the passengers to Norwegian have vacation or leisure travel as 
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their primary purpose of flights, which is in good keeping with the relatively few passengers who 

had more than 10 roundtrip flights within the last year.  

Evidently, the passengers to low cost alternatives do not consistently choose the same airline 

company when traveling within Europe, since 45% answered rarely or newer when asked upon 

consistent choice of same airline operator. Only 10% answered often or always to the question. 

This fact substantiates the claim, that low-cost passengers in general are fairly brand disloyal as 

described in the introduction.  

4.2.2.1 Cross-tabulations 

Following section tests for selected coherence between the variables using cross-tabulations. The 

statistical significance in the cross-tabulations is evaluated using percentage-values and chi-

square test, which detects if any systematical correlation is found between the variables (Jensen 

& Knudsen, 2006). The chi-square test provides a rough estimate of the confidence level and 

accepts weaker correlation than parametrical tests (Jensen & Knudsen, 2006).
8
 Since the purpose 

of the cross-tabulations is to obtain general insight of the passenger characteristics, the chi-square 

test is perceived reliable as long as the variables fulfill the general requirements for the chi-square 

test. The requirements include normal distribution of the sample, independency between 

variables, mutually and mutually exclusive categories and cell values above 3 in 80% of the cells. 

Looking at appendix 14 it can be observed that all data approximate a normal distribution, and 

hence the data is appropriate for making chi-square tests. 

Firstly, coherence between age and frequency of travel is tested. The number of categories within 

both variables has been merged into compounded categories, in consequence of the minimum cell 

value requirement. The cross-tabulation shows that the younger passenger segment travels more 

frequent compared to the elder segment. 67% of the younger passengers have had at least three 

low-cost round-trips within Europe during the past 12 month, which is significantly more than 

the 48% in the senior segment. Statistics further proves the correlation with a Pearson’s chi-

square probability (p) of 0,087.
9
 However, the correlation is not strong as indicated with a 

Cramer’s V value of 0,212. The statistical correlation partly explains the relatively larger 

                                                 
8
 Parametrical tests include metrical dependent variables (e.g. interval scaled) such as the performance evaluations in 

the questionnaire.  
9
 In statistical terms, this means that the null hypothesis of no-correlation (H0) can be rejected on a 90% confidence 

interval, meaning that the correlation is provable with 90% confidence. 
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representation of younger people in the check-in line and further corresponds with the notion of a 

relative large share of business travelers within this age segment.     

Secondly, two cross-tabulations are conducted to evaluate whether gender and age respectively 

correlates with the consistency in choosing the same airline company. The two tests are 

interesting, since they examine if any differences are found concerning brand loyalty in low cost 

traveling. The tabulation of gender and choice of company clearly shows a difference between 

males and females with a p-value below 0,1, which indicates that females in general are more 

brand loyal than males. Only 16% of the males often, very often or always choose the same 

company, whereas the percentage is 37% among the female passengers. Regarding the relation 

between age and brand loyalty, there is no significant correlation since the p-value is above 0,1. It 

should though be mentioned that the population of passengers above 40 years are much less 

represented with only 25 respondents, which is not ostentatious when dealing with chi-square 

testing (Bryman & Cramer, 2005). 

Lastly, measuring the coherence between frequency of travel and brand loyalty not surprisingly 

shows a significant correlation with a p-value of 0,001
10

, which supports the assumption that 

frequent travelers tend to consistently use the same airline company if they are satisfied with the 

offering. Still, a Cramer’s value of 0,371 points out that the correlation is not strong.                           

Having achieved knowledge of the general characterization of passengers, attention is given to 

the evaluation of in-flight service quality and satisfaction.         

4.2.3 Assessment of Service Quality Attributes 

This particular section centers on the passengers’ evaluation of the in-flight service quality and is 

divided into two areas of analysis. The first analysis concerns the reliability of the clustered 

questions within the five latent service quality dimensions. The second analysis centers on the 

evaluation of expected and perceived service level attached the respective in-flight attributes, 

together with the overall satisfaction rating. Hence, this section responds to the modified research 

question (MDRQ) 1 and 2.  

                                                 
10

 The H0 hypothesis of no-correlation can be rejected on a 95% confidence interval 
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4.2.3.1 Analysis of Reliability 

Before the answers to the service quality questions are evaluated, it is reasonable to conduct a 

reliability analysis to assess if the manifest variables (questions) are presumed to measure the 

elements within the predefined five service quality dimensions (Bryman & Cramer, 2005). In 

other words, the analysis of reliability inherently validates the findings from the focus group. One 

way to measure the reliability is by computing Cronbach’s Alpha. It should obtain a value of 0.7 

to ensure decent measurements. However, a Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.6 is acceptable in most 

analyses (Jensen & Knudsen, 2006; Bryman & Cramer, 2005).  

As can be seen in appendix 16, every one of the five Cronbach’s Alpha is above the critical value 

of 0,6. Hence, it can be assumed that the grouped questions jointly constitute a decent 

representation of the latent service quality dimensions. Further, it can be seen that Cronbach’s 

Alpha decreases if any of the variables, except one, are removed. Hence, all questions are 

considered well explanatory and comprehensive for the overall dimensions, and will be 

embedded in the forthcoming analyses            

4.2.3.2 Evaluation of Means 

The questions related to in-flight satisfaction are processed by ranking of the respective means. 

Arranging mean values in the answers will reveal which attributes are of greater importance for 

the passengers, and further which service elements the passengers perceive as satisfactory. 

Further, the standard deviation (s.d.) has been calculated, which is a measurement of the average 

distance of the respective values from the consolidated mean (Blumberg et al., 2005).
11

 This 

finding will enable me to observe if any significant variation in the questions occurs, which 

should cause extra attention to the specific question.  

Table 4.3 summarizes the respective means and pertaining s.d. values from the passenger 

responses on the basis of the extracted SPSS tables found in Appendix 17. The dark grey circles 

indicate the five highest mean values within importance and performance respectively, and the 

light grey circles illustrate the five lowest mean values.   

                                                 

11
 

1

)(
..

2
1

−

−

=
∑

n

Xx
ds  



 62 

Table 4.3: Mean Values of Service Quality Expectations and Perceptions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own production - adapted from Appendix 17 

4.2.3.3 Expected Service Rating of Attributes 

As portrayed in table 4.3 the respondents rated all service quality attributes as somewhat 

important with mean values ranging from 5,61 to 9,04, and a calculated average rating of 7,48. 

Thus all values are above the median of the answering scale (5,5).  

The attributes of ‘On-time departure’, ‘competence in unexpected situations’ and ‘willingness to 

help’ are considered the three most important in-flight service quality elements. The high 

importance rating of competence in unexpected situations is consistent with the in-flight service 

quality findings by Chen & Chang (2005), who likewise found this attribute among the top-3 

most important in-flight service elements for low-cost passengers. Furthermore, ‘crew 

courteousness’ and unambiguity in inspections and announcements are considered relative 

important drivers of a satisfactory in-flight experience. In assessing the allocation of the five most 

important attributes, it is clear that the service dimensions of reliability and assurance are 

considered the most important. The importance evaluation partly supports the findings from the 

qualitative focus group, where on-time departure was perceived as the most important condition 

in low-cost travel by one of the attendants. Further, the attribute of ‘competence in unexpected 

Expected service (importance)

Attribute N Mean S.D. Mean S.D.

Overall in-flight satisfaction 109 N.A. N.A. 6,16 1,81

Physical facilities (Cleanliness etc.) 109 7,94 1,87 6,22 2,02

Physical facilities (interior/exterior design) 109 6,17 2,16 6,07 1,74

Equipment 109 6,35 2,26 4,90 2,42

Personnel appearance 109 7,55 1,93 7,34 1,53

Assortment of Goods 109 6,11 2,24 5,83 2,22

Frills 109 5,61 2,40 5,99 2,20

On-time departure 109 9,04 1,33 5,96 2,26

Consistent service 109 7,39 2,09 6,61 2,15

Inspections & announcements 109 8,27 1,88 7,50 2,03

Personal attention 109 7,33 2,10 7,22 1,78

Your best interest at heart 109 7,89 2,01 6,95 2,00

Understand needs 109 6,25 2,13 5,38 2,05

Crew courteousness 109 8,36 1,57 7,53 1,66

Trustworthy crew 109 7,82 1,80 6,77 1,82

Competence in unexpected situations 109 8,76 1,51 6,79 1,66

Prompt handling of requests/complaints 109 7,92 1,87 6,21 1,99

Willingness to help 109 8,42 1,60 7,37 1,94
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situations’ was a rephrased attribute based on the statements in the focus group, which indicates 

the importance of this distinct element. 

The standard deviations of the importance evaluated attributes are not critically high, with an 

average s.d of 1,58 from the mean score. This tells that the values represent a realistic picture of 

the assembled attitude among the entire sample, and the finding is consequently perceived 

significantly valid.  

The two least important factors are assortment of goods and frills, which is contrary to the 

prevalent attitude found in the focus group. However, this finding is not astonishing since it gets 

along with the no-frills business philosophy that dictates the low-cost market in CPH. The fact 

that the flights are short-hauls operations within Europe further underpins the neglect of 

imposingly assortments of goods and frills. Remarkably, the pertaining standard deviations 

though rank among the highest which reveal a sound variation of the answers in the sample. Still, 

the 95% confidence interval (CI) of significant values within ‘frills’ is calculated to range from 

5,16 to 6,06.
12

. The mean value of 5,61 (table 4.3) is therefore perceived as reasonable and 

representative. Finally, the service quality aspects of design in the ´physical facilities’ and 

‘understand needs’ are considered minor important for the passengers.  

4.2.3.4 Perceived Service Rating of Attributes 

In general, the passengers are moderately satisfied with the overall in-flight experience, with a 

mean value at 6,16. Still, above one third of the passengers are dissatisfied with the overall in-

flight experience to some degree (c.f. frequency tables in Appendix 13). Hence, there is no 

convincing and unambiguous pattern of the passengers being generally satisfied with the in-flight 

service quality.       

On the attribute level, the mean values of perceived service are generally lower than the expected 

(importance) rating, with the calculated average rating of 6,51 compared to 7,48 in the 

importance evaluation. This will be elaborated in the gap analysis in section 4.2.5. The 

courteousness among the cabin crew, clarity and precision in inspections and announcements, 

                                                 
12

 95% CI = .).96,1( esMean ⋅−  to .).96,1( esMean ⋅+  ↔ 95% CI = 5,61 to 6,06  (elaboration in Appendix 17)     
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and willingness to help are perceived the most satisfactory in-flight aspects on flights. Further, 

Personnel appearance and personal attention are among the top 5 attributes perceived most 

satisfactory.  

Statements from the focus group revealed that crew courteousness and personnel appearance 

were perceived as highly prioritized by the low cost airline operators, which explains the logic of 

these attributes being performed rather satisfactory in general (c.f. Appendix 24).  

Evidently there is coherence between the least important attributes and the ones perceived least 

satisfactory. Consequently, the passengers do not consider the assortment of goods or the amount 

of frills as particular satisfying, which perfectly agrees with the no-frills philosophy and the 

automatically fewer resources allocated to this in-flight aspect. Still, one attribute stands out 

being ‘on-time departure’. Remarkably, on-time departure is perceived as the least satisfied 

attribute but is also regarded as the most important factor. This finding entails that the attribute 

should be highly prioritized by management in the future, which will be elaborated on in section 

4.3 comprising the Importance-Performance Analysis. 

The standard deviations of the respective perceived service ratings follow the same pattern as the 

importance ratings, with a high deviation on the least important and least satisfactorily perceived 

attributes.  

Lastly, when comparing the highest ranked mean values of importance and satisfaction, it is clear 

that three out of the five highest ranked mean values concerns the same service quality attributes 

(see table 4.3). Hence, it can be concluded that the more important factors of ‘inspections & 

announcements’, ‘crew courteousness’ and ‘willingness to help’, also are the ones perceived most 

satisfactory.  

4.2.4 Assessment of Expected Factors 

This section evaluates to what extent the four expected factors of word-of-mouth, past 

experience, personal needs and external communications have an influence on the passengers’ 

service quality expectations (the importance evaluations). Section 4.2.4.1 assesses the 

comparative evaluation of means and thus this section responds to the modified research 

questions (MDRQ) 3. 
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4.2.4.1 Evaluation of Means 

The analysis approach is equivalent to the one applied in the evaluation of service quality 

attributes and is described in section 4.2.3.1. On the basis of the extracted SPSS tables found in 

Appendix 18, table 4.4 summarizes the respective means and pertaining s.d. values from the 

collected passenger responses. The dark grey circles indicate the highest mean values, whereas 

the light grey circles illustrate the lowest.  

Table 4.4: Mean Values of Expected Factors 

 

 

 

Source: Own production - adapted from Appendix 18 

Obviously, significant differences are found in the passengers’ evaluation of the four expected 

factors and their influence on importance ratings. ‘Past experience’ and ‘personal needs’ are 

considered relative influential factors with means at 8,17 and 7,90 on the 10 point Likert-scale, 

whereas ‘word-of-mouth’ and ‘external communications’ are considered less influencing with 

values below the median scale (5,5). 

The evaluation of the expected factors correlates with the rational logic of passengers appraising 

own needs and past personal experiences (good or bad) as the dominating driver of future 

importance ratings. Conversely, secondhand sources of attitude and narrated experiences from 

relatives, friends or acquaintances are considered less influential as the level of credibility and 

acceptance always are inferior to the personal formation of opinion.   

Furthermore, the influential role of advertising and other external marketing actions are perceived 

fairly irrelevant in regards to the importance of the different in-flight service quality dimensions. 

Meanwhile, this can be considered a product of the general brand disloyalty among low-cost 

airline passengers, where the operators are not closely connected to the customers. Consequently, 

the communication and advertising glance off on the passengers and do not have and influencing 

affect on their behavioral wants and demands. Hence, it can be concluded that advertising to not 

Expected Factor N Mean S.D. Std. Error

Word-of-mouth 109 4,82 2,64 0,252

Past experience 109 8,17 1,74 0,167

Personal needs 109 7,90 1,64 0,157

External communications 109 4,58 2,45 0,234

4,82

8,17

7,90

4,58

Expected Factor N Mean S.D. Std. Error

Word-of-mouth 109 4,82 2,64 0,252

Past experience 109 8,17 1,74 0,167

Personal needs 109 7,90 1,64 0,157

External communications 109 4,58 2,45 0,234

4,82

8,17

7,90

4,58
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have an altering manipulative effect on the in-flight opinion among the passengers, and thus 

advertising should mainly be focused on other aspects in the total offering.  

The evaluation of means in the expected and perceived service questions have now been 

conducted, and provide an overview of the passenger attitude towards in-flight service quality. 

Further, the influencing factors to the importance appraisal of attributes have been evaluated and 

discussed. In the following section the gap analysis will be processed. 

4.2.5 Gap Analysis (Paired Sample T-tests) 

The purpose of this section is a comparison of means across the service quality related questions 

of expected and perceived service. Hence, the objective is to analyze and discuss the relative 

difference between the means in order to assess the ‘Customer-Gap’ among the service quality 

attributes (cf. figure 4.1). The gap analysis is conceived of as an elaborative comparative 

assessment to the overall expected and perceived ratings. Focus is centered on the positive or 

negative disconfirmation as evidence of the transaction specific satisfaction described in section 

3.4.2. The outcome represents the customer perceived service quality in the respective gaps and is 

of great influence on the overall cumulative customer satisfaction. Accordingly, this information 

is useful in the evaluation of the managerial implications.        

A comparison of means could be carried out by simply balance diverse means against each other. 

However, there need to be statistical assurance that the difference between the means is 

significant and not occurred by chance. T-tests are applicable in the statistical assurance of any 

significant difference between the means. The specific paired-sample t-test is further suitable, as 

the purpose is to examine the difference in two means from the same sample (Blumberg et al., 

2005; Jensen & Knudsen, 2006).
13

 Therefore, a paired-sample t-test is carried out for each service 

quality attribute in the modified research framework and is enclosed in Appendix 19. 

A presumption for executing t-tests is that the data used has been derived from a normal 

distribution (Jensen & Knudsen, 2006). Looking at Appendix 14 it can be observed that all data 

approximate a normal distribution, and thus the data is appropriate for making t-tests.       

                                                 
13

 The paired-sample t-test is one-sided with following hypotheses: H0: 0≤Dµ  and HA: 0≥Dµ  (cf. Appendix 19) 
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The section is divided into two areas of analysis. The first analysis evaluates the gap in all 

attributes for the entire population, where the second analysis put emphasis on the gap differences 

among the different passenger segments. Hence, the section responds to modified research 

question (MDRQ) 4 and 4a.  

4.2.5.1 Comparison of Means 

Figure 4.2 illustrates the comparison of means, i.e. the gap between the expected and perceived 

service in the attributes. 

Figure 4.2: Comparison of Means  
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Twelve out the seventeen paired means are significantly different from each other with p<0,05 

and hence five two-folded questions do not show a significant difference between the expected 

and perceived service rating. 

Remarkably, all gaps, except one, display a negative value meaning that the perceptions are 

below the expectations which results in negative disconfirmation of the service attributes. Hence, 
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it is a common finding that the passengers express a higher degree of expectation (measured as 

importance) to the service elements compared to the actual service they have experienced on past 

flights. The general attitude is rather spectacular, as it indicates that low cost airlines fall short in 

matching the passengers’ expressed service requirements resulting in customer dissatisfaction. 

However, the paired means of the questions concerning ‘frills’ (Q5 vs. Q5a) display a positive 

gap, where the perceptions exceed the expectations. Meanwhile, the finding is a result of the fact 

that frills are considered rather unimportant as service quality intensifier. In consequence, the 

attribute does not call for specific attention among the management at low cost airline companies. 

As observable in figure 4.2, the largest gaps among the twelve two-folded service quality 

questions concern the elements of on-time departure (Q11 vs. Q11a), competence in unexpected 

situations (Q19 vs. Q19a), prompt handling of requests (Q12 vs. Q12a) and cleanliness and 

functionality of  the physical facilities (Q5 vs. Q5a). With a negative gap value of -3,05, ‘on-time 

departure’ constitute the most important and yet least satisfactorily perceived service element, 

and ‘competence in unexpected situations’ ranks second with a negative gap value of -1,97. Not 

surprisingly, the largest gaps primarily concern service areas that comply with the service 

orientation embedded in the general low-cost business model, emphasizing swiftness, punctuality 

and reliability. Hence, the overall customer strategy in low cost traveling seems appropriate, but 

the realization of the placed promises should be improved.        

Four out of the five insignificant gaps are found within the tangibles service dimension, being 

interior/exterior design of physical facilities (Q6 vs. Q6a), personnel appearance (Q7 vs. Q7a), 

assortment of goods (Q8 vs. Q8a) and frills (Q9 vs. Q9a). As with the attribute of frills, the 

explanation of the general passenger attitude is a result of the relatively low importance rating 

attached to the four service elements (average mean of 6,36).
14

 Lastly, the gap between the 

perceived and expected service of personal attention (Q14 vs. Q14a) is found insignificant with 

p<0,05. Noteworthy, both the importance and perceived rating of the attribute are rather 

ostentatious (mean of 7,22 and 7,33 respectively – Appendix 19), meaning that the passenger 

perceive this service aspect as being relatively more satisfactory performed compared to the 

majority of the other service elements.   

                                                 

14
 Average of means = 36,6

4

61,511,655,717,6
=

+++
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Apart from the gap evaluation on relative differences, the means in all perceived service ratings 

are still above the median of 5,5 in general (cf. table 4.3), for which reason the passenger 

dissatisfaction exclusively is observed in a relative comparison between expectations and 

perception.  

Having discussed the overall customer gap across the five overall service quality dimensions, 

attention will be put on differences and similarities between the various passenger segments. 

Since five out of the seventeen attributes do not portray a significant gap between the expected 

and perceived service, is seems futile to evaluate these attributes between various passenger 

segments. Hence, the following section simply includes comparison of gaps within the twelve 

attributes comprising significant gaps as portrayed in figure 4.2 above.  

4.2.5.2 Customer Gap in Various Passenger Segments 

The five different questions related to the demographic and behavioral segmentation of 

passengers, constitute the division of segments for comparing differences and similarities in 

respective gaps. Section 4.2.2 outlined the respondents using frequency tables and cross-

tabulations and this section will apply the outlined sub-groups to constitute the various passenger 

segments.  

In order to obtain statistical reliable results, a minimum criteria of approximately 20 answers as 

population in the respective statistical tests, should be met. Consequently, the answers in the 

passenger segmentation questions that fall into more than two categories have been united to 

comprise of two categories only. This further makes sense for presenting clear comparisons of 

gap between the segments across the five segmentation areas. 

The difference between the gaps in each of the two diverse passenger segments will be compared 

in every one of the five segmentation areas.
15

 Likewise the overall gap assessment the statistical 

analyses applied are paired-sample t-test, for comparing mean values between two interval-scaled 

questions within the same population (Bryman & Cramer, 2005). Hence, two different paired-

sample t-tests constitute the basis of the gap comparison between the segments in the figures. All 

figures are based on the t-tests performed in Appendix 20.  

                                                 
15

 The segmentation criteria are: gender, age, purpose of travel, frequency of travel and brand loyalty in  traveling  
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As a result of the restricted number of pages the thesis is allowed to contain, the comparison of 

gaps between the different segments will solely be portrayed for the comparison between genders 

in the section. Identical figures for the remaining gap comparisons are found in Appendix 20, and 

will be referred to in the proceeding analyses.   

4.2.5.2.1 Gender  

Figure 4.3: Comparison of Gaps between Genders  
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From figure 4.3 it can be observed that the respective gaps in all compared attributes, with the 

exception of one, are higher with the female passengers compared to the male population. This is 

indicated by the minus-values above the pillars in the figure. Two out of the three largest 

differences (indicated by the dotted boxes) are found within the service elements of ‘crew 

courteousness’ and ‘competence in unexpected situations’, where female passenger are relatively 

more dissatisfied with the service quality, measured on the gap size.  

It is a general trend that the larger differences between gaps are found within the human-

interfaced service attributes, performed by the cabin crew. This is supported by the relative large 

gaps within the elements of consistency in service, clear and unambiguous announcements and 
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having your best interest at heart. A great deal of the explanation is due to the higher importance 

rating of the attributes by female passengers, resulting in relatively larger gaps (cf. Appendix 20). 

Consequently, this means that female passengers in general perceive the human-interacted drivers 

of service quality as more important compared to the male segment, which should be kept in 

mind when designing the in-flight service strategy.  

The service attribute ‘equipment’ is the only element which haves a larger dissatisfaction gap at 

the male passengers. With a difference of 1,62 between the gaps this attribute represents the 

largest gap deviation between the segments and is primarily explained by a relatively low 

perceived service rating among the male passengers (Appendix 20). It can be argued that the 

lesser satisfaction in regards to role and functionality of electronic equipment is linked up with 

the ordinary assumption of the male segment being more technically focused compared to 

females.  

4.2.5.2.2 Age 

The answers in the six age group categories have been merged to comprise of two age segments 

(30-39 and 40+). The gap comparison figure is portrayed in Appendix 20.  

Generally, the younger segment of passengers, between 20 and 39 years of age, are less satisfied 

with the in-flight service quality compared to passengers belonging to the 40+ age segment. The 

gaps within all attributes, except one, are larger at the younger segment and consequently a 

greater attribute dissatisfaction is dispersed along all five service quality dimensions.  

The largest gap differences are found within the service attributes of ‘equipment’, ‘understanding 

of needs’ and ‘prompt handling of request’, with first mentioned attribute representing the 

eclipsing gap difference between the two age groups (see Appendix 20). This circumstance is 

connected with the finding from the outline of the data in section 4.2.2, demonstrating a relatively 

higher travel frequency among the younger segment. The rationale of frequent flyers 

experiencing a higher degree of service inconsistencies and more instances of slow request 

handling seems reasonable. Further, it is assumed that the younger segment is more acquainted 

with technical equipment as channels of entertainment and means of communication, compared 

to passengers above 40 years of age. Hence, the passengers below 40 years of age generally 

experience the equipment as obsolete which explains the negative gap (-2,05), whereas the 
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segment above 40 years of age is rather satisfied with the equipment, displayed with a positive 

gap (0,56)
16

 in Appendix 20. 

However, the customer satisfaction gap concerning clarity and unambiguity in announcements 

and inspections are larger with the elder segment with a negative gap value of -1,00. Primarily, 

the difference between the gaps is due to higher importance ratings among the 40+ passengers.   

Meanwhile, this pattern coheres with the fact that this segment constitutes the less frequent 

travelers, resulting in lesser familiarity with the standard announcements performed continuously 

on flights. Hence, the clarity of announcements plays a more vital role for the infrequent traveling 

passengers above 40 years of age.  

4.2.5.2.3 Frequency of Travel 

The answers in the six frequency group categories have been merged to comprise of two different 

segments, being the infrequent travelers (0-5 roundtrips per year) and frequent travelers (>=6 

roundtrips per year) respectively. The gap comparison is portrayed in Appendix 20. 

There is a tendency that the most frequent travelers are the least satisfied, i.e. the passenger 

segment with the largest gap between the expected and perceived service rating. Remarkably, the 

largest gap difference between the two segments is found within the service aspects of 

consistency in service, promptness in handling requests and the willingness to help, which 

complies with the rationale stated in the comparison of age groups. That is, frequent travelers 

experience a higher degree of service inconsistencies and more instances of slow request 

handling, why the ‘failure-rate’ is larger for the frequent traveling passenger segment. Further, 

this condition is supported by the fact that attribute dissatisfaction among the frequent traveling 

passengers are generally generated by relative lower perceived service rating, compared to the 

infrequent travelers (see Appendix 20).  

In regards to the service attributes of ‘on-time departure’, ‘understanding of needs’, and 

cleanliness and functionality of physical facilities, no considerable difference is found when 

comparing the gaps between the frequent and infrequent travelers (difference of -0,02 and 0,01 

respectively). This is equal to the findings between genders and between age groups, with gap 

values above[-1,7]for ‘physical facilities 1’ and above [-3,0]in ‘on-time departure’ in the 

                                                 
16

 The gap of 0,56 is though not statistically valid on a 95% CI (Appendix 20).      
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respective segments, it is obvious that a general service dissatisfaction is found among both 

passenger groups.  

4.2.5.2.4 Purpose of Travel 

From the findings presented in Appendix 20, there is evidently no clear pattern showing that one 

of the segments is generally more or less satisfied with the attributes than the other, since the gap 

differences are moving in diverse directions. 

In a comparison between the expected service ratings at the two segments, it seems clear that the 

importance attached to the various attributes generally is the same between business and leisure 

travelers (Appendix 20). In other words, no clear cut difference in the passenger attitude is found 

between the two segments, which verify the notion of the two passenger segments getting closer 

to each other in regards to attitude and perception of air travel.  

The prevalent attributes, in where the business passengers represent a relatively larger gap, are 

‘consistent service’ (gap difference of 0,64), ‘competence in unexpected situations’ (difference of 

0,48) and ‘prompt handling of request/complaints’ (difference of 0,42). Meanwhile, the pattern is 

equivalent to the comparison between infrequent and frequent traveler gaps, and hence the 

explanation of the difference is merely due to the higher travel frequency among business 

travelers.  

Surprisingly, the attributes concerning quantity and role of electronic equipment and ‘on-time 

departure’ show larger dissatisfaction among the leisure travelers. The logic is that leisure 

travelers possess a larger need of being entertained during flights, whereas business travelers 

probably use the flight duration on business related tasks, which neglects the role and quantity of 

entertaining or informative equipment. Regarding on-time departure, it should be noted that the 

importance rating is still higher with business travelers (9,44 vs. 8,96), meaning that the gap 

difference is due to differences in perceived service ratings. Hence, the leisure travelers more 

often experience delays and waiting time in the cabin. Since the leisure flights primarily have 

vacation destinations and they furthermore are less on-time focused, relatively more passengers 

arrive late to the departure resulting in several delays.      
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Lastly, the gap between expected and perceived service in trustworthiness among the crew and 

clarity in inspections and announcements are relatively larger with the leisure passengers, which 

emphasize that the leisure segment perceive this service elements less satisfactory.  

4.2.5.2.5 Brand Loyalty  

The answers dispersed in the six loyalty group categories have been merged to comprise of two 

different segments covering the brand disloyal passenger (category 1-3) and brand loyal 

passengers (category 4-6). Figure is embedded in Appendix 20. 

The general assumption of smaller service gaps among brand loyal customers compared to brand 

disloyal customers cannot be unequivocally accepted. Two out of the three largest gap 

differences surprisingly show that the brand loyal respondents are least satisfied. These are 

‘competence in unexpected situations’ and promptness in handling of requests or complaints. 

It should though be noted that the majority of perceived service ratings among the brand loyal 

respondents are significantly higher than the perceived service ratings with the brand disloyal 

passengers (Appendix 20). The perceived service in human-affected attributes of trustworthiness 

and consistency in service level are still rated higher, which is a potential result of relationship 

building and derived appreciation of the crew competences. Evidently, brand loyal customers 

generally perceive the service attributes as relatively better performed which cohere with their 

behavioral nature of choosing the same operator when traveling.  

The reason for some larger gaps among this segment is obviously not explained by poor 

experiences, but is rather due to relatively higher importance rating attached to the service 

attributes (Appendix 20). This pattern is not unambiguously explainable in regards to passenger 

behavior and attitude. The importance perception could be interpreted as a way of reminding the 

airline company in question (i.e. Norwegian) never to compromise the in-flight service quality, 

even though the passengers persistently choose the specific company in air travel.      

Having obtained comprehensive passenger knowledge of the perceived service quality by means 

of customer gap analyses, attention will be directed to the subsequent importance-performance 

analysis which further directs the in-flight priorities for improvement.   
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4.3 Prioritization of In-flight Service Quality Improvements  

The Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) processed in this section is conceived of as an 

extension to the previously conducted gap analysis. By means of allocating the service quality 

attributes in a prioritization map, this section has the purpose of linking the “voice of the 

customer” with an internal company perspective. This will further direct the managerial 

implications for obtaining in-flight customer satisfaction (Mikuliz & Prebezac, 2008).  

Due to the internal aspect of the in-flight service performance, the customer-oriented conceptions 

of expected and perceived service are exchanged with the derived internal notions of importance 

and performance. As described in section 3.5.1 the evaluation map are formed as a quadrant 

analysis listing the importance and performance ratings of the attributes in a two dimensional 

grid. Consequently, the attributes should be prioritized in proportion to the allocation in the 

quadrants.  

4.3.1 Scale of the IPA 

In order to determine which one of the three prevalent scaling approaches is the most suitable for 

the analysis at hand, all three techniques have been applied and can be found in Appendix 21.  

In the scale-centered IPA it can be observed that the attributes are clustered within quadrant 2 and 

hence fall into the category of ‘keep up the good work’. Only two attributes deviates and fall 

within quadrant 1 and the notion of ‘Concentrate here’. Consequently, the scale centered 

approach does not provide the most suitable prioritization overview, since the attributes are 

clustered in a delimited area of the grid. Conversely, the data-centered and median-centered 

approaches portray prioritization maps with data scattered within all four attributes and are more 

applicable for the IPA at hand. The two IPA approaches are only slightly different from each 

other, with intersection points of (6,51;7,48) and (6,61;8,82) respectively, for which reason both 

scale approaches are suitable (Appendix 21). However, the scale-centered IPA is selected to 

represent the prioritization map for the management, since this approach is the most 

unambiguous and do not portray equivocal threshold values as the median-scaled importance-

performance grid does. 
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4.3.2 Map of Prioritization 

In figure 4.4 the importance-performance grid with its four quadrants comprise the scale centered 

IPA. The seventeen attributes are listed with numbers and a list of number references is found in 

the left side of the figure. The attributes will be discussed as a result of their allocation in the 

four-quadrant prioritization map. Furthermore, segment-wise IPA grids have been conducted as 

an extension to the passenger segmented gap analyses and will be drawn upon where it seems 

reasonable. All segment-wise IPA grids can be found in Appendix 22.   

Figure 4.4: Data-Centered Importance-Performance Analysis   
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4.3.2.1 Concentrate Here 

In line with the general gap analysis performed in section 4.2.5.1, the three attributes that falls 

within quadrant (A) are the ones representing the largest gaps. Hence, the service attributes of on-

time departure, cleanliness and functionality of physical facilities (1) and the promptness in 

handling of requests or complaints constitute the in-flight service elements of high priority. Due 

to the combination of relative high importance and low level of satisfaction attached to the 
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attributes, the managerial in-flight attention and resources should be allocated to the distinct 

service quality aspects for obtaining higher in-flight satisfaction and derived loyalty.    

Looking at Appendix 22, a similar pattern is found among the various passenger segments which 

emphasize the obvious prioritization of these attributes regardless of gender, frequency of flights 

and purpose of flights. However, the service aspect of promptness in handling of requests is 

allocated in the ‘keep up the good work’ quadrant among passengers above 40 years of age. This 

indicates that the current pace in request and complaint handling toward the senior age segments 

should be continued, though not prioritized for improvement. Furthermore, the service aspect 

concerning competence in unexpected situations requires attention among frequent travelers and 

business travelers, as a result of high importance attached to this attribute (see Appendix 22). 

Since frequent travelers constitute a profitable customer segment for the low cost carriers, the 

service aspect should be prioritized as a general improvement of the in-flight service proposition.           

4.3.2.2 Keep Up The Good Work 

7 out of the 17 in-flight service attributes fall within the second quadrant (B), and hence this 

quadrant is predominant in regards to the amount of allocated service attributes. Despite of the 

fact that nearly all attributes portray negative gaps, seven attributes are still allocated in the 

quadrant that pertains to the notion of ‘keep up the good work’ in the prioritization matrix. 

Hence, in a relative comparison with the other service elements, the seven attributes are evaluated 

as both important for the customer and satisfactory performed by the airline companies.   

The elements are dispersed along all five latent service quality dimensions, with assurance as the 

prevailing dimension. All three assurance related attributes, being ‘crew courteosness’, ‘ crew 

trustworthiness’ and ‘competence in unexpected situations’, are performed satisfactory and the 

performance should be remained as is. Furthermore, the service elements of personnel 

appearance, clarity in announcements, having the passenger’s best interest at heart and their 

willingness to help are perceived as adequately performed by the company and should proceed at 

current level and effort.   
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Still, ‘competences in unexpected situations’ are not allocated in quadrant two for the frequent 

flyers and the business segments, whereas ‘promptness in handling of requests’ are added in 

quadrant to for the senior passenger segment (>40 years of age). 

In the assessment of IPA for the brand loyal passengers, it is remarkable that 10 out of 12 

attributes falls within the quadrant; ‘Keep up the good work’. This finding clearly highlight the 

fact that brand loyal customers generally are more satisfied with the service performance in the 

important attributes. In a managerial perspective this means that less resources are needed to  

obtain ongoing customer satisfaction and potential derived brand loyalty. Hence, it has been 

substantiated that loyal customers are generally more satisfied and positively oriented toward the 

in-flight service quality proposition.   

4.3.2.3 Low Priority 

The service quality attributes with low priority allocated within quadrant (C), are primarily 

attributes which pertains to the ‘tangibles’ service quality dimension. The elements of 

‘interior/exterior design’, ‘equipment’, ‘assortment of goods’ and ‘frills’ jointly represents 4 out 

of the 6 tangible related attributes. Meanwhile, the notion of low priority appointed to the 

tangible elements coheres with the finding of these elements rated as least important for overall 

in-flight satisfaction (section 4.2.3.2). Combined with the attribute of understanding needs, the 

five attributes constitute the overall low priority aspects. 

Remarkably, three out of the five elements constitute the attributes with insignificant gaps found 

in section 4.2.5.1, and consequently the three attributes are not evaluated between the different 

passenger segments. In regards to the two remaining attributes of ‘equipment’ and ‘understand 

needs’, the notion of low priority persists in all passenger segments, since the two categories are 

allocated in quadrant (C) (see Appendix 22). However, regarding the senior passenger segment 

above 40 years of age, the element of equipment is replaced with the aspect of consistency in the 

service offering as one of the low priority elements.  

4.3.2.4 Possible Overkill 

Generally, the service elements concerning consistency in service and degree of personal 

attention are allocated in quadrant (D) and considered aspects of potential overkill. The elements 
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are perceived as satisfactory performed, though not important for the overall in-flight service 

quality. Hence, the management should critically evaluate and release potentially valuable 

resources, which can be useful elsewhere.  

The gap between the perceived and expected service in ‘personal attention’ was considered 

insignificant in section 4.2.5.1, for which reason the attribute is not evaluated across the various 

passenger segments.  

In regards to the aspect of consistent service the allocation is not equal across the segments as 

observed in Appendix 22. For the female passengers and the age segment below 40 years of age, 

no attributes falls into the category of possible overkill. The element of consistency in service is 

moved to quadrant (B), as a result of higher importance attached to the attribute within the 

segments. Furthermore, no attributes are allocated in quadrant (D) among the frequent travelers 

and business travelers, as a result of less satisfaction and higher importance of the ‘personal 

attention’ in the in-flight service offering.  

In consequence of the findings above, very few service aspects fall within the category of 

possible overkill, which is considered a natural effect of the general low-cost airline strategy with 

limited resources allocated to service quality optimization (Kossmann, 2006).   
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5 Managerial Implications 

The data analyses processed throughout section 4.2.3 to 4.2.7 jointly dealt with the modified 

research questions posed in section 3.6. The following section will sum up the findings from the 

analyses, and clearly highlight the managerial implications of the conducted in-flight service 

quality assessment in low cost aviation. The section is divided into two parts. The first section 

outlines the favorable in-flight service proposition and further elaborates on the internal 

initiatives attached to the outlined proposition. The second section centers on the continuous 

improvement of the service proposition, for ensuring long-term customer satisfaction and 

potential derived loyalty. This section builds on the evaluation of the expected factors in section 

4.2.4.  

The two sections jointly constitute the managerial implications on a tactical and strategic level.  

5.1 Favorable In-Flight Service Proposition and Internal Initiatives 

The following figure 5.1 visualizes the favorable in-flight service proposition, which should 

dictate the essence of future internal and external initiatives related to the in-flight service quality 

and satisfaction.  

Figure 5.1: Favorable In-flight Service Proposition 
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On the basis of the importance-performance evaluation and the preceding gap analysis, the ten 

different service attributes listed in figure 5.1 are considered the most important service aspects 

of the in-flight experience, for which reason they comprise the substance of the favorable in-

flight service proposition.
17

 Further, the ten selected aspects have been grouped into three 

overstating dimensions which serve as a guiding frame of reference in devising future in-flight 

service initiatives. The dimensions are Swiftness, Tidiness and Perceptiveness and will de 

explained below. 

Swiftness 

The aspects of on-time departure and promptness in handling of requests and complaints require 

immediate managerial attention according to the passenger evaluation. Hence, resources should 

be re-allocated to improve the efficiency in passenger embarking, incentives for early check-in or 

efficiency security-procedures prior to take-off, as these are some of the major on-time related 

aspects. Furthermore, tailored service level agreements should be designed and followed up 

among the cabin crew, for ensuring promptness in complaint handling and accommodation to 

usual requests. The service level agreements should be even more determined toward the 

business segment and passenger below 40 years of age, since the sub-groups comprise the largest 

passenger service gaps. 

Tidiness 

‘Tidiness’ represents the second emergent in-flight service dimension and encompasses the 

aspects of clean and functional cabin facilities, personnel appearance and unequivocal 

announcements. The three aspects do not call for immediate attention, but still they should be 

prioritized in the future in-flight service proposition, as a result of high associated importance. 

Regarding the internal initiatives this means that scheduled cabin cleaning, maintenance of clean 

and undamaged uniforms and correct wearing of the same should be kept at current effort level 

and not slacked upon. Moreover, the clarity and unambiguity in inspections and announcements 

are important and shall be kept at the current satisfactory level, by ensuring loudspeaker quality 

and clear formulation of the message in the announcements. In this regard, the human capabilities 

of announcement formulation are especially relevant for the female passengers and the senior 

traveling segment. 

                                                 
17

  All ten attributes are allocated in quadrant A and B and are considered the most important for the passengers  
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Perceptiveness 

Lastly, the dimension of perceptiveness encompasses different human-affected aspects, of which 

the element concerning competences in unexpected situations requires immediate attention. 

Hence, the cabin crew should be intensively schooled in hectic problem-solving based on 

exhaustive lists of potential unexpected situations. This will ensure satisfactory treatment of any 

unexpected circumstance. Furthermore, the passenger evaluation of the cabin crew capabilities 

are relatively more focused on the level of courteousness, trustworthiness and willingness to help, 

compared to other aspects as personal attention and consistency in the service offering. Hence, 

the cabin crew screening should be focused on the level of courteousness, sincerity and 

dedication to the job, as those are the primary drivers of true customer satisfaction. It should 

finally be noted that development and education of the human in-flight capabilities should be 

incorporated in the training program for employees. Here, a distinction between male and female 

service offering is crucial, as a result of larger female gaps among the service attributes.   

In conclusion, in-flight service quality resources should be allocated in accordance with the 

proposition and service aspects proposed above. Hence, resources intended to the composition of 

assortments and frills, amount of equipment and the other ‘low importance’ aspects, should be re-

allocated to the more important areas found within the proposition.     

5.2 Continuous Improvement of In-Flight Service Proposition     

From the assessment of the expected factors, it was found that past in-flight experiences and 

personal needs were the main influential drivers guiding the importance evaluation, whereas 

advertising and promotional activities were considered less influential. Hence, in order to ensure 

continuous improvement and continuously align the service proposition with the contemporary 

passenger needs, the management should implement clear business processes to ensure the right 

service delivery. 

In this regard, the construction of a satisfaction improvement loop is considered a vital 

management tool, for ensuring alignment between the changing customer needs and the actual 

service proposition (Hill et al., 2003). In figure 5.2 a tailored satisfaction improvement loop for 

the low cost airline management is portrayed and has the purpose of guiding future iterations of 

the service proposition on the basis of customer insight. 
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Figure 5.2: The In-Flight Satisfaction Improvement Loop 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Hill et al. (2003) p. 110 

In order to continuously adapt the proposed service proposition to the changes in passenger needs 

and attitude, surveys like the one conducted in the thesis should be performed every six month or 

annually. Hereby, the management will obtain an up-to-date understanding of the customer 

attitude, where the internal feedback to the respective employers will guide the implementation of 

any improvement programs.  

Lastly, the management should pay careful attention to passenger notice and reactions of the 

changes. Once passengers have noticed the changes, they will still have to modify their attitudes 

before they will feel more satisfied, which dictate potential iterations of the improvements. If the 

management is able to accelerate this last process, the effectiveness of the in-flight satisfaction 

improvement loop will be sound.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

The In-Flight Satisfaction 

Improvement Loop

Customer 
attitude 
change

Survey 
update

Survey 
results

Internal 
feedback

Decisions 
on actions

Implementation 
of actions

Service 
improvement

Customers 
notice 

improvements

The In-Flight Satisfaction 

Improvement Loop

Customer 
attitude 
change

Survey 
update

Survey 
results

Internal 
feedback

Decisions 
on actions

Implementation 
of actions

Service 
improvement

Customers 
notice 

improvements



 84 

6 Conclusion 

In order to answer the problem at hand, I scrutinized previous service quality theory and was 

inspired by a framework of Chao & Kao (2009) on how to measure passengers’ evaluation of 

service quality and satisfaction. This framework suggests that perceived service quality and 

customer satisfaction is appraised by measuring the customer gap between expected and 

perceived service. The customer gap is evaluated on the basis of five service quality dimensions 

encompassing Tangibles, Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance and Empathy, each influenced 

by several in-flight related attributes. However, in order to verify the proposed dimensions and 

attributes in regards to the specific LCC passenger market in Copenhagen Airport, it was 

necessary to execute a preliminary exploratory research. Based on a focus group interview with 

carefully chosen passenger representatives, this research facilitated the establishment of a 

modified integrated model to measure in-flight service quality and passenger satisfaction. 

Findings from the research entailed that two attributes of ‘assortment of goods’ and ‘frills’ were 

added to the tangibles dimension, and the attribute of ‘first time right’ was removed from the 

reliability dimension. Furthermore, ‘efficient guidance’ and ‘prompt service delivery’ was 

removed from the responsiveness dimension and one attribute was rephrased to encompass the 

notion of ‘competence in unexpected situations’. 

Based on the established modified model a questionnaire was conducted. The questions posed 

were all pertaining to an in-flight service quality attribute aiming to explore the respondents 

expected and perceived service evaluations in all aspects of the in-flight service process. Having 

tested the questionnaire among several persons, it was executed in collaboration with Norwegian 

as a self-administered people-intercepted questionnaire survey among passengers in the check-in 

line to Norwegian. The data gathered from the web survey was processed in order to facilitate 

statistical interpretation of the answers and 109 effective responses comprised the final data basis.   

In assessing the expected service rating of the attributes a general tendency shows that personal-

interactive interfaces are of greater importance for the passengers, whereas the non-personal 

interfaces as design, equipment and product assortment are considered less important to a 

satisfactory in-flight experience. Consequently, the dimensions of reliability and assurance are 

considered the most important for the in-flight passenger satisfaction whereas the dimension of 
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tangibles is considered the least important dimension. The attributes perceived satisfactory 

performed are scattered between the five service quality dimensions, and hence not clustered 

within one or two eclipsing dimensions. The most affirmatively perceived service attributes are 

courteousness among the cabin crew, clarity and precision in inspections and announcements, 

and willingness to help, whereas the least affirmatively perceived service elements partly follow 

the allocation of the least important attributes. However, the aspect of on-time departure stands 

out, since this aspect is considered very important, though not experienced satisfactory.  

In regards to the influencing factors of the importance evaluation, the passengers’ personal needs 

and past experiences are the dominant drivers of the importance evaluation, whereas word-of-

mouth attitude is considered less influencing on the passenger’s own importance evaluations. 

Furthermore, external communications such as advertising campaigns are perceived fairly 

irrelevant in regards to the passenger in-flight importance evaluation, which implicates that 

external communication should be focused on other aspects. 

The subsequent gap analysis was performed with the use of paired sample t-tests to comprehend 

the relative difference between the expected and perceived ratings of the service attributes. 

Nearly all attributes portray negative gap values which signify that the expected service exceeds 

the actual perceived service on flights. This indicates that low cost airlines generally fall short in 

matching the customers’ expected level of the in-flight service quality. The largest gaps are found 

within on-time departure, competences in unexpected situations, prompt handling of 

requests/complaints plus cleanliness and functionality of the cabin facilities. The finding coheres 

with the general service orientation among low cost airline which emphasizes swiftness, 

punctuality and reliability. Five service gaps are considered insignificant with gap values close to 

zero, amongst which, four pertain to the service dimension of tangibles.  

From the segment-wise assessment of the passengers, it is evident that the customer gaps are 

generally larger among female passengers, passengers below 40 years of age and the frequent 

travel segment, compared to the reciprocal segments. The largest gap differences between the 

genders are found within human-interactive attributes, whereas the aspect of equipment is 

considered less satisfactory for the male segment. Furthermore, the prominent gap differences 

between the age groups are the aspects of equipment and prompt handling of requests, which 

coheres with the notion of the younger segment being more technology acquainted and relatively 
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frequent travelers. Surprisingly, no definite differences are found in comparing brand loyal and 

brand disloyal customer gaps. However, relative high importance ratings among the brand loyal 

segment has blurred the picture, and the perceived service is still rated relatively higher which is 

considered a result of relationship building and derived appreciation of the crew competences.         

Finally, an Importance-Performance analysis was conducted in order to transform the ‘voice of 

the customer’ into a managerial perspective to address priorities for improvement. The 

prioritization map reveals that the three attributes of on-time departure, cleanliness and 

functionality of physical facilities and promptness in request/complaint handling should be highly 

prioritized, due to the combination of high importance and low performance. On the other hand, 

attributes within the tangibles dimension are considered as low priority service elements and do 

not require immediate attention. The service aspects of ‘consistency in service’ and ‘personal 

attention’ are allocated in the quadrant associated with possible overkill, which means that human 

and monetary resources and should be released and used elsewhere if possible.    

In order to align the in-flight service quality with the general passenger attitude, a favorable in-

flight service proposition is conclusively proposed for low cost carriers in Copenhagen Airport. 

The in-flight service proposition emphasizes the notions of Swiftness, Tidiness and 

Perceptiveness which should direct the tactical and strategic initiatives in future development of 

the in-flight service strategy.  
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7 Reflections & Outlook 

Based on the findings and conclusions in the thesis, this section outlines some of the 

considerations for future research and analysis. The considerations are conceived of as an 

extension to the research area in the thesis, but also encompass other obvious service areas which 

are recommendable to investigate for low cost carriers in CPH.  

In extension of the examined customer gaps in the in-flight service quality, it would be useful to 

evaluate and close the different internal provider gaps portrayed in Appendix 5. Enriched with 

findings from the thesis at hand, the Provider Gap 1 - not knowing what the passengers expects - 

should be counteracted by leveraging the management perceptions of the expected service, with 

the expected service attitude found in the thesis. Hence, an elaborative study of the current 

service quality perceptions at the LCC management, will form the basis of a counterbalance 

between the passenger expected service and the management perceptions.  

Subsequently, the balanced perceptions should be appropriately translated to direct the 

company’s internal service design and standards and hereby closing the Provider Gap 2 – not 

selecting the right service designs and standards. The managerial implications outlined in the 

thesis will direct this gap evaluation. However, a comprehensive inter-divisional study is 

necessary to survey the present qualitative and quantitative standards and routine activities 

applied, in order to clarify the specific differences (gaps) between service standards and the 

management perceptions of service quality.  

Finally, an internal performance analysis should be prioritized, for measuring the gap between the 

devised service standards and the actual service delivered. Such an analysis will be useful to 

close Provider Gap 3 – not delivering to service standards.   

By introducing above mentioned internal gap analyses, the management will be able to leverage 

findings from the present passenger gap analysis, and ensure a holistic approach to the in-flight 

service quality assessment. 

Besides the above considerations, it should be mentioned that other processes in the air travel 

could be interesting to study in a service quality perspective. Although the in-flight process was 

considered the most critical passenger process by the LCC management, the service performance 
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in pre-flight and post-flight activities are still relevant to consider. Conducting studies analogous 

to the in-flight service assessment will enable the management to address critical passenger gaps 

in check-in, boarding-lounge, baggage-claim or other airline related activities. This will guide the 

managerial priorities for improvement in order to optimize the entire travel experience and 

passenger satisfaction. 

Overall, the approach proposed in the present thesis can be transferred to other studies aiming to 

measure consumers’ evaluation of perceived service quality and satisfaction. However, it should 

be stressed that the study design needs to be customized for the specific customer process and 

market, which is to be examined.      
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