
Open platforms:  
the next inflight 
connectivity revolution

Why the industry should embrace open systems 
development and unlock digital service innovation  
for airlines

The first inflight connectivity revolution is already well advanced. Airlines 
are investing heavily in the latest satellite broadband and connectivity 
technologies in order to meet growing passenger expectations for fast, 
reliable and consistent Wi-Fi digital services on any aircraft, anywhere in  
the world. 

But how will this develop? SITAONAIR, the world-leader in developing  
inflight connectivity solutions, has unique experience and perspective. 

Going forward, we believe services should be provided consistently on every 
frequency band with an open architecture – ushering in the second inflight 
connectivity revolution.
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Our agenda for change

Will your airline be a part of it?

SITAONAIR is setting out an agenda 
for change to create the second 
inflight connectivity revolution.



By 2020 an estimated 12,500  
aircraft – ½ of the world’s fleet  

– will be connected

75%

75% of the world’s airlines expect to 
implement Wi-Fi services on at least 

some aircraft by the end of 2017.

 Our unique experience and perspective 
SITAONAIR, the world-leader in developing 
inflight connectivity solutions, has unique 
experience and perspective. We believe that 
going forward, services should be provided in a 
consistent manner on every frequency band, with 
an open architecture.

Delivering this choice-orientated open approach 
to cabin connectivity should, we believe, 
constitute the second inflight connectivity 
revolution.

Single-technology, closed systems will give rise to 
open architecture, just as they did in the mobile 
telephony world. Open architecture, and common 
service provision, gives airlines this choice and 
allows them to make passenger connectivity 
part of the airline brand rather than a lock-in to a 
supplier’s refresh cycle.

Technology choices past, present or future 
should not limit airlines’ ability to create a 
unified passenger experience. Fully open-system 
architecture is the only way that airlines can 
become fully empowered to have choice and 
flexibility in their inflight services in order to 
optimize the business benefits of high-speed 
connectivity.

Open system development will facilitate and 
accelerate this next revolution – in the same way 
that Google’s ‘Android’ led to an explosion of 
cross-platform developments and transformed 
the mobile phone market a decade ago. 

Airline choice is key. Common standards and 
open architecture promote this choice, which 
will empower airlines to integrate their systems 
consistently, seamlessly and cost-effectively 
across satlink and technology platforms, 
irrespective of fleet diversity and location - 
to offer consistent, high-quality services to 
passengers – all in a way that is fully scalable and 
sustainable.

 The current picture  
Three-quarters of the world’s airlines expect to 
implement Wi-Fi services on at least some of their 
aircraft by the end of 2017, feeding passenger 
demand for connectivity products and services 
that meet the aspirations of millennial travelers. 

By 2020, an estimated 12,500 aircraft – half the 
entire global fleet – will be connected.

This revolution for passengers will enable them to 
transfer their entire digital lives seamlessly from 
the ground to the air. 

At the same time, airlines are presented with 
innovative revenue and passenger engagement 
opportunities – to personalize and enhance their 
digital passenger services in ways that have not 
been achievable until now. 

However, many airlines are struggling to fully 
realize those development opportunities. The 
operational limitations and incompatibilities 
across platforms, technologies, fleets and 
service providers’ own proprietary systems make 
integration, innovation and the unification of the 
passenger portfolio and experience complex, time 
consuming and therefore expensive.  

Technology cycles for aircraft, satellite hardware 
and infrastructure, onboard communication 
equipment and mobile devices all develop at 
different speeds. Bridging these differences 
in a coherent way is the key to enhancing and 
harmonizing passenger experience.



55% of airlines plan to start offering 
passengers wireless inflight 

entertainment in the near future

55%

with half expecting to fit it to all aircraft in their 
fleet.

By 2025, an estimated 19,500 aircraft will be 
connected – around two-thirds of the world’s fleet.

“Clearly, there will exist a level of fragmentation 
and a difficulty in harmonizing fleets for some 
time,” says Craig Foster, “which is completely 
inefficient for airlines wanting to adopt an 
e-Enablement strategy. 

“The development of software platforms / 
middleware is obviously important. In the broader 
Machine2Machine space, we’ve seen a number of 
companies develop connected device platforms 
and application-enablement platforms that have 
spurred growth. I don’t see why the airline space 
should be any different – it is still a part of the 
Internet of Things.”

“A lack of interoperability is one 
of the inhibitors in the growth 
of inflight connectivity services 
across the world’s airline fleets 
… I expect this will be a topic 
that grows in awareness and 
understanding soon”  
Craig Foster, Valour Consultancy Senior 
Consultant

 Lack of harmony 
Difficulty in harmonizing fleet services is inhibiting 
market growth in aircraft connectivity. “A lack 
of interoperability is one of the inhibitors in the 
growth of inflight connectivity services across 
the world’s airline fleets,” says Craig Foster, Senior 
Consultant at Valour Consultancy – market research 
specialists in the inflight entertainment and aircraft 
connectivity space.

“Many airlines weren’t even aware this was the 
case when they made a connectivity investment 
decision and I expect this will be a topic that grows 
in awareness and understanding soon.”

How soon? The speed and scale of airline growth 
ambitions, revealed in Valour Consultancy’s recent 
research report: ‘The Future of Inflight Connectivity’ 
(July 2016), will ensure that airlines’ requirements 
to be able to achieve unified passenger service 
portfolios and experiences efficiently will quickly 
become a pressing focus for the entire industry. 

Valour discovered that 86% of airlines that currently 
offer IFC are already planning to upgrade their 
systems to meet increasing demand for bandwidth 
– 33% of them over the next 1-2 years and 50% 
over the next 3-4 years. Two-thirds said that their 
motivation was to offer more features/functionality 
onboard. 

In addition, 55% plan to start offering passengers 
wireless inflight entertainment in the near future, 



50% of the world’s leading airlines have 
chosen two or more connectivity service 

providers – two-thirds among those 
outside the USA – a trend that is growing.

50%

66% of non-US Airlines selected 2 or more 
providers for their fleet and the multi-

vendor trend is firming up

66%

be achieved regardless of the technology choices 
airlines may make or have already made. Critically, 
this will promote innovation for airlines and 
passengers, and bring simplicity at application and 
user level.

“As OEMs move to open up their technology 
platforms, we are ready to work with airlines to 
maximize the opportunities that this will produce. 
We believe that this is what airlines want.”

Naturally, most airlines have to manage a variety of 
systems and equipment, as their choices were not 
all made at the same time. And today, 50% of the 
world’s leading airlines have chosen two or more 
connectivity service providers – two-thirds among 
those outside the USA – and this trend to dual 
sourcing is growing. 

“Airlines are all about delivering 
uniform and consistent 
passenger experience across 
their brand touch points. They 
also seek choice and control. 
Why should that not also be the 
case for cabin connectivity?”  
David Lavorel, SITAONAIR CEO

 Open Solutions for Cabin Connectivity  
 – SITAONAIR’s vision for the future 
The rise of high-bandwidth satellite connectivity 
has provided a step-change to passenger 
experience, and ensures that airlines can deliver the 
speed, reliability and coverage required to underpin 
a consistent passenger experience. This is the first 
‘connectivity revolution’.

With these superior enablers now available, the 
natural evolution may see other components of the 
connectivity eco-system begin to have common, 
open abilities, so that airlines can offer unified and 
integrated services to passengers across their 
entire fleets. This, we believe, should constitute the 
second connectivity revolution.

David Lavorel, SITAONAIR’s CEO, says: “As 
passenger connectivity becomes more ubiquitous, 
we encourage the industry to move more towards 
open technology platforms and the adoption of 
common industry standards. 

“Airlines are all about delivering uniform and 
consistent passenger experience across their brand 
touch points. They also seek choice and control. 
Why should that not also be the case for cabin 
connectivity?

“Providing solutions and systems on an open basis 
means that consistent passenger experience can 



 The need for end-to-end solutions 
Some connectivity solutions providers supply 
closed vertical systems – the systems, satellite 
connectivity and service using proprietary 
platforms, equipment and operating systems. 
SITAONAIR takes a different view: by approaching 
the technological complexity with a goal of offering 
choice, we can offer full end-to-end solutions 
tailored to airline needs, or allow airlines direct 
technology choice and control.  

Either way, we bring the benefit of best-in-class 
products and applications designed to enhance 
and enlarge the airline’s digital engagement with its 
passengers. Retrofit installation can be carried out 
anywhere in the world, with a minimal amount of 
ground time.

“Our goal is to give choices to airlines, and to make 
service management easy,” says David Lavorel. 

He continues: “A system-neutral service provider 
like SITAONAIR does not need to limit airline 
choice. Airlines appreciate this, and have supported 
us to adopt this approach.  

“The SITA Group is, of course, already a world-
leader in providing common networks and 
platforms to the airline industry for baggage claim, 
airport services and the like, and we are applying 
the same effective logic to airborne passenger 
connectivity.” 

From an operational point of view, an open systems 
approach gives airlines a raft of benefits. Perhaps 
the most significant of these is the opportunity to 
separate key duties, so that the same provider is 
not responsible for both providing the system and 
performance monitoring – an independent service 
provider can benchmark and measure overall 
system performance.

 More management from the ground 
From a cost and efficiency perspective, the case 
for open systems is compelling. It offers rapid 
installation and commissioning, as key elements are 
ground based, rather than onboard, and servicing 
time is also therefore minimized. Additionally 
more of the service elements involving passenger 
experience management – filtering, blocking, 
shaping, throttling – can be managed from the 
ground. 

“Our goal is to give choices to 
airlines, and to make service 
management easy. A system-
neutral service provider like 
SITAONAIR does not need 
to limit airline choice. Airlines 
appreciate this, and have 
supported us to adopt this 
approach” 
David Lavorel, SITAONAIR CEO

Modular development means new functions and 
apps can be developed and integrated rapidly, and 
service re-use means lower software development 
and management costs overall. Harmonization also 
reduces the cost of training staff to use different 
systems on different aircraft in the fleet.

Compatibility issues are also eliminated: a range of 
systems and providers can be integrated and all 
passenger devices can be supported. As a result, 
there are many opportunities for airlines to grow 
ancillary revenues.

The case for 
open systems  
is compelling 
when it comes  
to airline cost 
and efficiency.



Are you able to provide  
your products, applications and  
services to our passengers:

1.  Over multiple satellite links?
2.  Over different onboard transmission 

equipment?
3. Over different satcom terminals?
4.  Linking directly into our own  

operating systems?
5.  And offering end-to-end installation of  

our choice of equipment and services?

 Conclusion – an agenda for change 
SITAONAIR is setting out an agenda for change, 
to create the second inflight connectivity 
revolution. The industry is, we believe, at a critical 
crossroads. 

Open system solutions are the natural evolutionary 
market step forward. Only by embracing this can 
solutions providers deliver what is best for airline 
clients – agile, cost-effective innovation to provide 
consistent service and performance excellence 
that benefit all passengers and operators, and 
which are flexible, scalable and sustainable.

 Fuelled by the marketplace 
At the heart of this is the ability to also 
interface with an airline’s own operating and 
marketing systems, allowing real-time, branded 
personalization through passenger activity 
monitoring and CRM integration, including frequent 
flyer program promotions. 

From this, the opportunities can be further 
extended to passenger monetization – including 
inflight retail sales, real-time credit card verification 
and third-party sponsorship and advertising, 
through to community development and 
gamification. This allows airlines to emulate 
the possibilities they are already exploiting so 
successfully on the ground.

So, what will drive change and fuel this second 
revolution? “The marketplace will drive it,” says 
David Lavorel. “Airlines are looking for choice, and 
our approach gives them that choice.” 

How quickly could this happen? “We believe the 
time is now,” continues Lavorel, “and perhaps 2016 
marks a watershed in this process. We are now 
starting to see, in formal bid processes for major 
connectivity contracts, that airlines are asking for 
service capability over multiple fleet types, IFE 
types and satlinks. That is what our approach to 
open cabin connectivity solutions is all about.”

The industry is at a 
critical crossroads for 

the future of inflight 
connectivity.

 Airlines can help drive  
 the agenda for change by  
 asking their connectivity  
 solutions provider: 



SITAONAIR’s cost-effective cabin connectivity 
solutions enable Philippine Airlines to fast-track 
its pioneering approach to provide passengers 
with contextualized Wi-Fi services. 

Philippine Airlines (PAL) is the national carrier 
of the Philippines, operating to more than 40 
international and 30 domestic destinations. Within 
five years, PAL aims to achieve a five-star rating 
by implementing the key initiatives anchored in its 
branding philosophy ‘Heart of the Filipino’.

The three key areas for development are route 
network expansion, fleet modernization and service 
innovation. Working with SITAONAIR on two, fast 
turnaround retro-fit projects, these ambitious 
objectives are already being realized.

In the Asia region, mobile devices are king. PAL 
wanted to take advantage of the fact that most 
of its passengers carry a personal Wi-Fi-enabled 
device from which content can be accessed.

For its latest A330 long-haul fleet PAL took the 
pioneering decision not to deploy a conventional 
in-seat screen IFE. The solution SITAONAIR built 
for PAL included wireless streaming content, 
combined with Internet Wi-Fi and mobile 
services. 

Working to PAL’s exacting budget requirements, 
SITAONAIR’s retro-fit solution resulted in an 
installation cost saving of $2-3m per aircraft and 
also yielded additional weight-saving benefits.

 An entertainment solution 
For this project, SITAONAIR’s solution was a 
comprehensive on-board entertainment solution. 
This included an application for the airline to 
access entertainment services (movies, TV 
series, music playlists, e-magazines and gaming); 
also SITAONAIR’s first contextualized content 
application for internet passenger access; and it 
involved the creation and management of inflight 
promotions on behalf of the airline.

PHILIPPINE AIRLINES: A CASE STUDY

SITAONAIR has a long-standing 
relationship with Singapore Airlines, 
providing Wi-Fi Internet and GSM 
(mobile) services via satellite. The 
airline is currently upgrading its aircraft 
to be compatible with a new satellite 
generation for faster Wi-Fi service 
onboard. We asked Yung Han Ng, Vice-
President Product Innovation, about the 
importance of open platforms.

Q: What operational issues  
do you face?
A: With a mixed fleet of aircraft, 
equipped with varying inflight 
connectivity, the operational challenges 
include minimizing disparity in hardware/ 
software versions among aircraft 
during an upgrade; gaps in country 

approval affecting availability of service 
and user experience; and ensuring 
front-line staff are updated with the 
latest developments to help manage 
customers’ queries and expectations.  To 
address such issues and minimize lapses 
in customer experience, extensive and 
prompt coordination and communication 
are required across the various 
stakeholders, and regulatory approvals 
for inflight connectivity must be obtained 
before a product/service is launched.

Q: Do you see any limitations/ 
restrictions in how you can roll the 
program out? 
A: Key standards will have to be 
established and agreed upon among 
similar providers for the open platform, 

so that any development and roll-out 
challenges associated with disparate 
platforms can be minimized. Customer 
experience is also expected to be more 
seamless, even if there are two or more 
providers. The opportunity to deliver real-
time interactivity personalization to our 
passengers is extremely significant.

Q: How will open system developments 
support your ambitions?
A: The open system developments 
facilitate the creation of new and 
innovative ideas, and enable us to 
develop products/solutions that are 
platform and device agnostic, and with a 
shorter time to launch. If suppliers were 
to adopt open platform solutions in the 
future, it would be ideal. 

SITAONAIR’S retro-fit solution for 
PAL resulted in an installation cost 

saving of $2-3m per aircraft

Singapore Airlines: Q&A with Yung Han Ng, Vice-President Product Innovation



 Enhancing passenger experience 
“Eighty-six percent of passengers take a 
smartphone onto a plane and they would prefer to 
also use them to access IFE,” says David Lavorel. 
“These networks need to be highly robust in order 
to deliver HD quality video to all passengers.”

Improving the customer experience is a key 
driver for commercial airlines, and wireless IFE 
systems allow a wide range of content to be 
made available directly to passengers’ personal 
devices. SITAONAIR’s systems deliver reliability 
and cost savings, as well as easy installation 
and maintenance – allowing a consistent cabin 
experience to be deployed across airline fleets with 
the systems implemented in record time.

The guarantee of fast implementation was key to 
SITAONAIR’s contract to equip PAL’s A321 aircraft 
with wireless IFE in 2016. Working in partnership 
with AeroMod International – an industry leader in 
avionics and airplane structural modification and 
repair services – SITAONAIR was able to return a 
newly equipped aircraft to service every day, and 
the project was completed in a matter of weeks.

AeroMod relocated its corporate headquarters 
to Orlando Melbourne International Airport – 

the fastest-growing aviation and aerospace 
manufacturing center in the United States – in 2016. 
However, to avoid fleet-planning disruption for 
PAL, which operates on the other side of the world, 
AeroMod sent a qualified service team out to Asia 
to carry out the work at the customer’s chosen 
location.

“AeroMod has an enviable track record for 
installations that are both of exceptional quality and 
turned around quickly, getting the planes back in 
the air as soon as possible,” says David Lavorel.

For more information contact: 
worldwide@sitaonair.aero

www.sitaonair.aero

Internet ONAIR®
A personalized and 
interactive Internet 
connection that’s just 
like using a standard 
public hotspot on the 
ground

ONAIR® Play
A passenger 
entertainment portal 
supplying content 
direct to a personal 
electronic device

Mobile ONAIR®
A seamless global 
inflight connection for 
passengers to make 
phone calls, send text 
messages and use 
mobile data

Link ONAIR®
Access to a satellite 
enabled network for 
your fleet whatever 
their route

ONAIR® Plug
A dedicated, ‘nose-
to-tail’ connection 
throughout your flight 
providing universal 
coverage across all of 
your flights

 ONAIR® solutions  

86% of passengers take a 
smartphone onto a plane and they 
would prefer to also use them to 

access inflight entertainment 

86%


