
WHY AIRLINES SHOULD CARE ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA 

This is for the airlines that still think social media is a passing fad or, as I heard a few 
times at this year’s WAEA Conference, “our customers wouldn’t relate to it” and “it isn’t 
for us”.  

I’m not going to evangelize on specific sites like Twitter http://sparksheet.com/birds-of-
a-feather-airlines-on-twitter/, facebook http://sparksheet.com/friends-in-high-places-
airlines-on-facebook/ , YouTube http://sparksheet.com/engagement-checkup-airlines-on-
youtube/  or Flickr http://sparksheet.com/engagement-checkup-airlines-on-flickr/ . Well 
maybe just a little bit, after all, Twitter is probably the cheapest and most effective way 
for airlines to connect and engage with passengers today. But I’ll mostly extol the virtues 
of social media as a way to help you engage with your customers in ways that were 
impossible even 2 years ago.  

SOCIAL MEDIA IS HERE TO STAY 

A lot of brands, especially airlines, fear losing control of the conversation. Guess what? 
You never had control to begin with. As travel e-commerce blogger Alex Bainbridge 
says, “brand is what people say when you’re not in the room”. At the very least, social 
media allows you to be a fly on the wall – and at best allows you to participate in and 
even steer the conversation.  

And the simple fact is that your customers’ DNA has changed. Not only are they 
connected via omnipresent mobile devices, but they expect a conversation with you in 
real-time vs. being spoken at by you.  

ATTRIBUTES OF SOCIAL MEDIA 

Speed:  

Because social media is digital and requires very little programming when compared to 
regular web activity, it’s fast to produce and fast to market. With a clear brief, a specialist 
agency can get something up and running in a matter of days. Speed, however, goes both 
ways and you have to be prepared for real-time customer response. Your social media 
presence won’t take care of itself and a negative (or even positive!) tweet or comment 
answered with silence will go viral and do you more harm than a poorly staffed call 
center.  

Flexibility:  

You can easily adapt your message to changing market conditions, something you can’t 
do with print or TV! Social media teams are also smaller (often one manager level person 
or a small team with “call center” type experience) so their efforts can be redirected to 
work on different platforms as customer tastes evolve. Twitter today, something else 
tomorrow.  

Scaleability has often been raised as a reason not to bother with social media. It’s fine 
conversing sporadically with 1,000 followers but what happens when your list grows to 
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500,000 or more? Estimates and experiences vary, but you can handle a large audience 
with a fraction of the staff you would need at a traditional call center. In fact, many 
brands have experienced a significant decrease in call-center activity upon launching a 
robust social media presence.  

Conversational:   

A lot of brands are using social media as a broadcast medium for things like inventory 
sell-offs http://twitter.com/Spanair_Airline and links to special offers on their website. 
That’s great – but it works best as a real-time two-way channel for personalized 
conversation, winning you customer goodwill through openness and responsiveness and 
showing them you care.  

Public:  

Social media sites are public and can even be seen by non-members. Everyone can see 
how you respond to IROPs and complaints and if well handled, can inform other users 
and preempt the spread of outrage. In fact, TD Bank http://www.information-
management.com/news/data_integration_social_media_banking-10016432-
1.htmlrecently turned a major system breakdown into a customer service coup by 
communicating clearly and honestly via Twitter.  

Affordable:  

For the cost of buying a single ad in a major US magazine publication, you can go a long 
way to setting up a basic social media campaign. Think of the cost of using traditional 
media to communicate directly with 40,000 people the way  Virgin America 
http://www.facebook.com/VirginAmerica does with their “fans” on Facebook (and who 
would have thought they’d see the day when airlines actually have “fans”!?)  

Dynamic:  

Where else can you get immediate feedback on any element of your service, including 
IFE. Smart brands look at their Twitter followers as a giant, free, focus group that gladly 
generates quality feedback. Imagine a simple question like “how do you like the IFE on 
Air Blank”?  

Diverse:  

Social media isn’t just for kids anymore. There’s a great variety of social media sites that 
are visited by all age ranges. The fastest growing group of Facebook users 
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics is people over the age of 50 and 70% 
of their users are outside the US.  

WHAT CAN SOCIAL MEDIA DO FOR IFE?  

Apart from providing you with immediate feedback on the quality of the IFE customer 
experience, social media can help your customers engage with your content by promoting 
and creating buzz around the aspects that truly differentiate it – the way Virgin America 
did with the launch of the new season of HBO’s Entourage. 
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http://www.jaunted.com/story/2008/9/4/131641/5312/travel/Liveblogging+Virgin+Ameri
ca%27s+First+Entourage+Air+Flight 

We also can’t forget that social media is addictive and a lot of users see it as 
entertainment in its own right. Emirates http://sparksheet.com/the-futures-in-flight/ is the 
first enabler of this habit by allowing the use of mobile phones / devices in flight.  

SOCIAL MEDIA IS HERE TO STAY 

Social media won’t replace all of your marketing communications activity and it’s not 
going to solve all of your challenges. But there’s no putting the genie back in the bottle. 
Over the next few years we’ll see even more sites, engagement, innovation and creativity. 
Why wouldn’t you want to participate in the conversation?  

Raymond Girard, President, Spafax Interactive 

 

About Spafax Interactive 

We launched Spafax Interactive earlier this year to help airlines strategize and develop 
digital entertainment, media and communications products that engage their customers 
both on and off the plane.  

You can follow our thinking at www.sparksheet.com/subscribe.  

 

About Spafax 

Spafax is the hub for IFE in all its manifestations. Our model is geared towards delivering 
a ‘return on engagement’ for airlines. We help our customers build the yield on customer 
journeys while adding value to the individual experiences. 

 

Raymond Girard 

http://www.linkedin.com/profile?viewProfile=&key=12721404&locale=en_US&trk=tab
_pro 

(linkedin profile) 
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