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1. Summary of findings  

Introduction  

NERL commissioned Blue Marble  to conduct research into passenger priorities , to feed into its 

NR23 plan. Specifically, the research aims to : 

¶ Identify the issues that matter most to passengers, and how these vary between 

different groups of passengers.  

¶ Explore passengersõ informed perspectives on key decisions relating to the NR23 plan . 

Research Methodology  

Blue Marble conducted a three -stage study among passengers :  

1) Qualitative research  (3 x 90-min ute  focus groups , with 4 -5 passengers  per group ) 

We explore d  unprompted passenger priorities and expectations. We also used these 

insights to inform the design of the subsequent survey.  

2) Quantitative survey (online 15-minute survey of 2,004 passengers ) 

We used  a representative survey  to robustly measure passenger priorities and attitudes.  

3) Deliberative qualitative research  (5 x 90-min ute  focus groups , with 4 -5 passengers  per 

group ) 

We focus sed on passengersõ informed views on key issues. We provided passengers with 

key information regarding NERL and Air Traffic Control, exploring findings from the 

quantitative survey  in more detail . 

Passengersõ air travel  priorities  

When passengers are asked about their priorities for air travel, overall travel experience is  

initially  front -of -mind  ð this includes  comfort, ease and smooth progress.  Passengers tend not 

to mention safety spontaneously, but it is implicitly important . On reflection , most passengers 

class staying safe as their number one prior ity.  

Punctuality is an important, albeit secondary, priority . There is an acceptance  that short 

delays are inevitable, but passengers are particularly keen to avoid long, disruptive delay s 

which greatly affect their journeys and subsequent plans.  

Unpromp ted views of a ir traffic control  

Few passengers  think about Air Traffic Control  when flying or claim to know much about it . 

But while they do not have detailed knowledge , their core understanding is broadly 

accurate in terms of the role that Air Traffic Control plays .  

The vast majority of passengers have a positive impression of Air Traffic Control. Trust in Air 

Traffic Control is also very high .  

Priorities for Air Traf fic Control  

Passengers rank safety as (by a distance) the number one priority for Air Traffic Control. 

Punctuality and (to a slightly lesser extent ) environmental impact  are considered the next most 

important priorities .  

After giving passengers more detail about  specific potential future outcomes that NATS could 

influence, maintaining safety remains their dominant priority for Air Traffic Control . 
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Environmental issues rise up the ranking in this context and emerge as important secondary 

priorities  (above punctuality) .  

Investment priorities  

We explored the relative importance of NATS investing in resilience , punctuality , the  

environment  and keeping costs low . We provided consumer -friendly explanations of each 

area and of what investment could achieve, while taking safety òoff the tableó at this point. 

In this context, resilience was explained as the ability of the Air Traffic Control sys tem to 

withstand disruption , such as an IT system failing or Air Traffic Controllers being affected by a 

virus. Punctuality and progress w ere  explained as ensuring flights take off and land on time, 

minimising in -air travel time and minimising the use of h olding patterns (the full explanations 

are included in the appendix).   

¶ Resilience  and  the environment  were considered the top two priorities, narrowly 

ahead of punctuality.  

¶ Keeping costs low was considered far less of a priority overall, although a significant 

minority of passengers ranked it as their most important priority.  

We also explored specific priorities within each of these investment areas:  

¶ Within the area of resili ence, the greatest weight is given to reducing the chance of 

occasional one -off events causing cancellations and major disruption.  

¶ Within the area of the environment , passengers say that it is most important to invest  

in more efficient flight paths to red uce flight CO2 emissions.  

¶ For punctuality , there was less of a hierarchy, with the most direct routing to minimise 

in-air travel time slightly ahead of other potential priorities .  

Passengers also expect the aviation industry to be continually investing in and exploring new 

technology . They assume that this will enable the industry to make air travel more efficient 

and environmentally friendly.  

Likewise, investing in updating current technology  is also considered essential  by passengers 

ð particularly from a safety and security perspective. They also consider adapting existing 

technology to be beneficial from an environmental perspective.  

Departure vs. arrival punctuality  

When we asked passengers (without providing further information) whether it is more 

important to arrive on time or depart on time , there was no clear consensus.  

When we provided passengers with information on the relative pros and cons of each 

option , passengers rarely had very s trong views, with other issues considered more important. 

On balance, however, there was a slight preference for focusing on arrival time to  facilitate 

onward travel .  

ADS-B 

After an explanation of ADS -B, passengers were overwhelmingly positive about it, with the 

perceived safety benefits the main reason for this . There is clear preference to pay for the se 

safety  benefit s rather than save the money paid.  The environmental bene fits shown in the 

information were well received , but were a secondary priority.  
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2. Introduction  

NERL commissioned a survey to provide insight into passenger priorities to feed into its NR23 

plan, and has been encouraged to do so by the CAA. To ensure that NERL add resses 

consumer  priorities during the NR23 period  (the price control for NERL for the period 2023 -27), 

Blue Marble Research were commissioned to conduct a programme of research.  Specifically, 

the aims of the research are : 

¶ To identify the issues that matter most to passengers, and how these vary between 

different groups of passengers.  

¶ To explore passengersõ informed perspectives on key trade-offs, for example between 

cost and resilience.  

Research o bjectives  

The programme of research was  designed to  explore , robustly measure , and understand  

passeng er views on : 

¶ Overall priorities when flying  

¶ Awareness, knowledge and perception of Air Traffic Control  (ATC) 

¶ What passengers  believe is important for NATS, as the organisation responsible for UK 

Air Traffic Control , to focus on  

¶ Passenger  priorities, based on trade -off exercise s, for key areas NATS could invest in, 

versus keeping costs to a minimum  

¶ Specific issues including paying for ADS -B and reduction in delays . 

Methodology  

The research consisted of  three stages : 

Phase one: initial  qualitative research  

In the initial phase we conducted  online focus  groups  to provide  insight into unprompted 

passenger priorities and expectations. This information was used to inform the design of the 

subsequent quantitative research  survey. 

Phase one detail  

¶ 3 x 90-minute focus groups  

¶ Fieldwork 7 th and 8 th September 2021  

¶ Sample of 4-5 participants per focus group ð all to  have flown at least once since 

2019 

 

Phase two: quantitative survey  

The quantitative research stage comprised a large -scale survey of UK adults for  robust 

measurement of key passenger  priorities and attitudes  identified at the initial qualitative stage.  
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Phase three:  deliberative  qualitative research  

The final stage focused on  understand ing  passengersõ informed views on key issues. We 

employed a  deliberative approach , providing passenge rs with key information regarding NERL  

and  Air Traffic Control , and exploring in more detail consumer thinking behind specific findings 

revealed in the quantitative survey.  

Phase three  detail  

¶ 5 x 90-minute focus groups  

¶ Fieldwork 2 nd , 3rd and 4 th  November 2021 

¶ Sample of 4-5 participants per focus group ð all to  have flown at least once since 

2019 

 

  

Phase two  detail  

¶ Online survey of 15 minutes duration  

¶ Fieldwork 5 th October to 11 th October 2021  

¶ Sample of 2,004 UK adults 18+ years old who have flown since the beginning of 2019 

OR have not flown during this period but are likely to fly in future  

¶ Sample quotas on age, gender and region applied  

¶ Quota targets set on profile of UK flyers in CAA UK Aviation Consumer Tracker Wave  

9 (2020) 
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3. Passenger  views of a ir travel  

Priorities for air travel  

Unprompted, safety and pass enger experience are top priorities when flying  

The immediate passenger  experience is front -of -mind when passengers think about  their own  

priorities for air travel: issues such as comfort, ease and smooth progress are foremost for many 

passengers, across both business and leisure travel.  For business travellers, issues such as strong 

Wi-Fi and smooth connections are also very important ð enabling them to continue working 

efficiently while away from home for work.  

Safety is implicitly important to passengers ð although rarely mentioned in initial discussi ons, 

passengersõ number one priority is staying safe ð and they largely expect air travel to deliver 

this. There is a widespread belief that air travel is very safe , and that safety is the primary role 

of Air Traffic Control . 

When prompted, punctuality eme rges as being important ð passengers implicitly want all 

aspects of the flying experience to be on time and not subject to long delays (including check -

in, security, baggage reclaim as well as the flight itself). There is a strong emphasis on 

movement and progress ð passengers want to feel like they are making progress through the 

system. 

Passengers also expect the aviation industry to be doing as much as it can to reduce its 

environmental impact (incl uding  investing in more efficient planes and fuel option s and 

planning more efficient routes). However, passengers understand that flying is inherently bad 

for the environment ð and accept that choosing to fly is a personal decision.  

On prompting, s afety is passenger sõ top priority when flying  

Even though passengers  tend 

not to mention safety 

spontaneously, the evidence 

from the qualitative discussions 

that safety is implicitly 

passengersõ number one 

priority is strongly validated  in 

the quantitative survey . 

When asked to rank  the 

relative importance of 

potential priorities in the 

quantitative survey , safety is 

clearly passengersõ number 

one priority when flying , 

followed by the cost of the 

ticket.  

Both punctuality and 

environmental impact are 

secondary  in this context, 

when compared to safety and 

ticket cost .  

However, punctualit y is deemed more important for the most frequent flyers than for infrequent 

flyers. 
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Demographic trends: are there any d ifferences in passenger  priorities by region ? 

¶ In terms of the importance of cost and punctuality in different  region s, there are only 

slight directional differences ð no  significant variations.  

 

Attitudes towards delay  

Delays are major cause of frustration when flying, especially if they disrupt plans  

We learned from the qualitative phases, w hen flying for leisure, passengers see their time as 

valuable, and delays are described as frustrating and inconvenient.  

However , some passengers accept or even expect some short delays when flying . 

òWhen I'm flying, I'm happy to expect short delays - under an hour - because it 

comes with it and it wouldn't mess up any plans I had." (18-24yrs) 

Business travellers are more sensitive to delay and value  punctuality, as dela ys could  

potentially  caus e them to miss prearranged transport connections or be late for meetings. 

Passengers flying for business report delays as extremely stressful.  

Case study  

Sophie is a trainee accountant in her 20õs living in London. When she travels for work in 

particular,  itõs important that the experience is as seamless as possible. She will specifically 

avoid airlines that have a bad reputation for delays as itõs important that her trip runs to 

time , so she doesnõt miss business meetings . 

 

For all, longer delays are more frustrating than shorter delays since they are more likely to 

significantly impact passengersõ journeys and subsequent plans; delays are most frustrating for 

passengers when they disrupt other time -specific plans.  

If experiencing delays, passengers like to be kept informed about their situation, and itõs 

important this information is as accurate as it can be. Passengers appreciate and value 

transparency with regards to communication of the length and cause of delays, as this  

enables them to adapt plans where possible or inform family, friends or colleagues.   

Specifically considering a 

scenario where 

passengers have already 

boarded a flight but take 

off had been delayed, the 

median acceptable time 

for survey respondents to 

be  held onboard  before 

take -off is 16-25 minutes. 

There is less tolerance of 

having to wait among 

those taking business 

flights and (shorter) 

domestic flights for leisure . 

6 in 10 would pay more for a 10% improvement on delay s: 
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Survey respondents were asked about how muc h they might pay for a 10% reduction in various 

types of delays , assuming they were paying £100 for a ticket . The amounts given provide a  

broad indication only.  

Only around 6 in 10 stated they would be willing to pay more. A mongst those who would be 

prepa red to pay  more : 

¶ For a 10% reduction in the chance of a short delay , the median amount they would 

pay is  £1.50 - £2 

¶ For a 10% reduction in the average length of short delays , the median amount is £1.50 

- £2 

¶ For a 10% reduction in the chance of a longer delay , the median amount is £3  - £5 

Therefore, the data indicat es that a  slightly higher amount is deemed acceptable to pay for 

reducing the chance of longer  delay .  
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4. Air traffic control  

How much do passengers  know about Air Traffic Control ? 

Passengers  generally donõt feel they know much about Air Traffic Control  

While nearly everyone completing the quantitative survey ha d  heard of Air Traffic Control , few 

passengers  claim ed  to know a lot  about it. This re flects  findings from the qualitative research 

that people donõt tend to think much  about Air Traffic Control  ð it is mostly invisible  during 

peopleõs travel experiences. 

There are few significant  

differences in claimed 

knowledge of Air Traffic 

Control  among different 

sections of the population . 

Older, higher social grade 

and  male demographics 

are a little more likely than 

most to claim they know 

something about it, but 

even for these groups only a  

small minority say they know 

ôa great dealõ. 

While most people say they 

donõt know much about Air 

Traffic Control , on further 

exploration , passengersõ 

uninformed understanding 

of the Air Traffic Control  

system is, in fact,  relatively 

accurate.  

Although they do not have detailed knowledge , and make some incorrect assumptions, some 

core perceptions are accurate:  

¶ Passengers assume that Air Traffic Control  is managed by a monopoly provider.  

¶ Passengers anticipate that each flig ht is overseen and monitored at all stages of its 

journey, with Air Traffic Control  also helping each plane to take off and land.  

¶ Many passengers view the role of Air Traffic Control  as controllers monitoring and 

adjusting flightpaths as part of a bigger p icture.  

¶ Passengersõ cost assumptions also relatively accurate ð with guesses ranging from 80p 

to £5 on the cost of a ticket. Most assume that costs are passed on to flyers and shared 

across all flyers, but are not as significant as fuel, etc.  

¶ However, ther e is almost no awareness of NATS or NERL, including very limited name 

recognition.  

When we informed passengers about  specific aspects of  Air Traffic Control , there we re few big 

surprises for passengers ð much of the information that we presented in the foc us groups 

align ed  with their expectations, even if they were not previously aware of the details.  

The only areas of uncertainty are:  

¶ The international picture ð how Air Traffic Control  is managed around the globe, 

particularly above seas and oceans.  
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¶ Reliance on human input ð a minority of passengers were surprised by the information 

that one controller manages each sector, and questioned whether there would be 

any back -up.  

Impressions o f Air Traffic Control  

The large majority have a positive impression of Air Traffic Control  

While passengers  generally do not think about Air Traffic Control  much , their impressions are 

nevertheless positive. The great majority  ð 8 in 10 of the quantitative  survey respondents ð have 

a positive impression of Air Traffic Control . 

We note that the minority who claim to know a great deal about Air Traffic Control  are even 

more strongly positive ð suggesting that greater closeness to the industry leads to even greater 

appreciation of the job that Air Traffic Control  does.  

Furthermore, those who have flown since 2019 are largely satisfied with the services Air Traffic 

Control  provides, with a strong average rating of 8.6 out of 10 for satisfaction . There are signs 

that those who have experienced issues with punctuality or hold -ups are slightly  less satisfied, 

but even these groups rate their satisfaction above 8 out of 10  on average . 

 

Trust in Air Traffic Control  among  UK 

passengers  is near universal   

9 in 10 passengers  rate their trust in Air 

Traffic Control  as 7 to 10  out of 1 0, with a 

mean score of 8.8.  

Fewer than  1 in 10 have any concerns 

about Air Traffic Control . 

There are few significant differences across 

different groups in terms of  trust in Air Traffic 

Control , although the youngest age group 

are slightly less trusting (possibly due to lack 

of experience and  / or  knowledge).   

On  qualitative exploration, there a re a 

number of factors behind this widespread 

trust: 
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¶ Passengers donõt have to think about Air Traffic Control  during their air travel 

experiences ð it is an òinvisible handó guiding them to their destination. 

¶ Air travel is safe, with problems relating to Air Traffic Control  considered few and far 

between. Many see this as evidence that the system works well.  

¶ These is an assumption that at least some, if not all, Air Traffic Control  operations are 

automated, improving reliability and cutting out risk of huma n error.  

¶ Becoming an Air Traffic Control ler is considered very difficult, with a high degree of 

training and skill ð the people who manage Air Traffic Control  are inherently trustworthy.  

¶ Some are aware of outstanding real -life examples of Air Traffic Control  ensuring that 

passengers are safe, often through popular culture ð such as the role of Air Traffic 

Control  in the film Sully, and the role of Air Traffic Control  in taking planes out o f the sky 

after 9/11, as highlighted in a recent BBC documentary.  

Passengersõ most frequent touchpoints with Air Traffic Control  are often linked to delays ð some 

are aware of Air Traffic Control lers (typically overseas) going on strike and causing delays,  or 

due to in -flight announcements (e.g. about re -routing around a storm).  

However, it is rare that passengers blame Air Traffic Control  for their delays. Many say that they 

would be much more inclined to blame their airline than Air Traffic Control , as so many other 

aspects of the flight seem to be in the airlinesõ control (e.g. organising an efficient boarding 

process).  

Some also use Air Traffic Control  to explain air travel to young children, either to reassure them 

of their safety or to generate excite ment ð for example, by pointing out the Air Traffic Control  

tower at an airport.  

Case study  

Laura is a project manager who lives in Reading with her boyfriend. When it comes to Air 

Traffic Control, she has only really heard of them when thereõs a voiceover from the pilot 

saying theyõre waiting for a space in the queue. When it comes to delays, she assumes itõs 

something to do with the airline ð the y are the ones who seem to miss their ôslotõ to leave. 

 

Priorities for Air Traffic Control  

Safety is emphatically passengersõ 

number one priority for Air Traffic 

Control  

When  we ask passengers  to think  

specifically  about their priorities for UK 

Air Traffic Control  (before information 

them about how Air Traffic Control 

might influence future outcomes) 

safety is emphatically  passengersõ 

number one  consideration  from a 

prompted list . It is a significantly higher 

priority even than  when they think 

about their own priori ties when next 

flying.  

Safety is followed by punctuality and 

environmental impact  ð and, relative to 

passengersõ priorities for their own next 

flight, both of these  grow in importance 

when thinking about Air Traffic Control  specifically . 
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Qualitative discussions  very much reinforce this picture :   

While passengers donõt expect to have to think about Air Traffic Control  on a regular basis, 

they also expect that safety is paramount in everything that Air Traffic Control  does.  Passengers 

believ e that the whole Air Traffic Control  system should be geared towards ensuring the safety 

of all passengers.  

"I actually think it's only [number] 1, safety is the only thing."  (56+yrs) 

Beyond this, punctuality is a clear second priority. Passengers want Air Traffic Control  to 

operate in such a way that minimises delays ð particularly long, trip -ruining delays (1hr+) , but 

also shorter, frequent delays (under 60 mins) that add to the frust rations of air travel. However, 

this is not considered a major problem at the moment ð particularly as many passengers 

assume that many of the delays they experience are not related to Air Traffic Control  (i.e. more 

to do with delays loading the plane or a s a result of schedules which are too tight).  

In terms of uninformed priorities regarding Air Traffic Control , environmental considerations are 

less front -of -mind. Few passengers link the work of Air Traffic Control  to the environmental 

impact of aviation (in other words, there is limited unprompted understanding of potential for 

improvements in route efficiency or of the impact that this would have in the fight against 

climate change).   

After giving passengers  more detail  of specific potential future outcomes that NATS could 

influence , maintaining safety remains their dominant priority for Air Traffic Control , with  

environmental benefits rising up the agenda  

We shared  more detail of outcomes that NATS could prioritise in f uture in the quantitative 

research . While many are deemed to be important, the need to maintain flight safety 

dominates as most important of all.  

 

After  safety , improving flight path efficiency to reduce flight emissions and pollution  gains the 

second highest importance rating . This emphasis  on positive environmental outcome s is likely 

to be triggered by  prompting respondents  that it is possible for NATS to make a difference in 

this respect.  (The qualitative research suggests that peopleõs uninformed impression is that Air 

Traffic Control  would already be operating efficient flight paths, with little scope for improving 

emissions). 

Reducing long  delays, and having the most direct flight paths for shorter travel time , are rated 

as the next most important outcomes.  
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Demographic trends: are there any specific differences for families ? 

¶ While there are not major differences in priorities for those with children of under 16 

years old, there are  indications that having to wait longer than expected and smaller 

impediments to progress , are slightly more of an issue for families . 

¶ They are slightly m ore likely than non -families to say it is ôvery importantõ for NATS to: 

o Improve punctuality of when flights land  

o reduce time waiting on the ground before take off  

o reduce instances of short delays . 
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5. Investment t rade -offs 

A range  of factors are all  deemed  ôimportant õ to passengers  when asked what they  think NATS 

should focus on in its future plans. To ascertain which passengers  think are ultimately the highest 

priority areas , we introduced three areas that NATS could invest in , and asked survey 

respondents  to trade each one off against keeping costs as low as possible . 

NB: the below is a summary of what we showed. Full description can be found in the appendix.  

 

Summary of trade -off scores  

All three investment areas outweigh keeping costs low  

When trading off , resilience, environment and punctuality & progress are all generally seen to 

be higher priorities for NATS than keeping costs as low as possible. But a significant minority of 

passengers do want to see low costs  as the priority.  On balance, the areas of environment  and 

resilience  outweigh punctuality  and p rogress. 

 

 

Respondents also trade d  off each of the investment areas against each other, to understand 

which were ultimately most important . From all the trade -off exercises,  we generated  an 

ôoverall trade-off score õ as a single measure to summarise the results: 
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Based on the results of al l the trade -off exercises, passenger sõ two highest priority areas for Air 

Traffic Control  are environment and resilience  ð with very similar overall scores . These are  

followed by  punctuality and  progress, and lastly ð some way behind ð keeping costs low.  For 

tho se who prioritise keeping costs low, we found from the qualitative groups that this was often 

down  to overall satisfaction with the current service Air Traffic Control provide. These 

passengers did not feel it was essential to prioritise these areas over keeping costs low. This was 

especially true for those on a budget such as students.  

 

 

Demographic trends: are there any specific differences by age ? 

¶ The youngest group place the highest emphasis of any age group on the 

environment, and also on keeping costs low.  

¶ The importance of resilience increases as we move through to higher age groups, as 

keeping costs low progressively declines.  

 


