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A Note from IBS Software
The year 2020 will be remembered as the year of 
unprecedented losses, especially for the airline industry that 
was challenged for its survival. With costs cut by 45.8%, 
revenues down by 60.9%, and a resulting net loss of $118.5 
billion1 , airline leaders point out that the current crisis has 
retracted the industry to levels multi-folds worse than the 
previous largest sink—the 9/11 aftermath. There were brief 
reprieves in demand like the one seen in June-Aug 2020, but 
airlines foresee a slow yet sure return, strewn with various 
casualties and massive structural changes. 

For an industry known for its impediments to major 
transformations, airline experts hypothesize that COVID-19 
could have been that 'Jolt'. Soaring out of the ashes of this 
crisis would be lean and agile airlines—more resilient and 
more 'disruption-proof’. This is the opportunity for airlines to 
trigger transformations that will embed themselves into 
operations and drive long-term sustained efficiency.  
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Sustainable transformations have to be enabled and 
eased by technology. Be it today, when the industry is 
at its dynamic best to survive the crisis, or be it when 
airlines slowly exit the crisis, accelerating technology 
adoption into core processes.

At IBS Software, we have our hands on the industry's 
pulse and understand the key operational challenges 
airlines contend with. We sailed stably through the 
crisis ourselves and became the digital partner of 
multiple airlines, hand-holding implementations from 
different locations, even during the pandemic's worst 
troughs.  Our cloud-based IT solutions provided 
much-needed scalability and versatility that helped 
with cost control and boosted both agility and asset 
utilization.

Every major positive revolution has been triggered 
by a 'Jolt.' Rarely have they crept in. 

— Michael Hammer, MIT, BPR

https://www.iata.org/en/pressroom/pr/2020-11-24-01/1
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About IBS Software
IBS Software is among the airline 
industry’s most widely adopted 
Software-as-a-Service portfolio 
providers. We help airlines 
establish a firm technology 
foundation that supports a 
lifetime of growth and customer 
success. Airlines around the globe 
rely on us to help increase 
revenues, decrease costs, and 
improve the experience of their 
customers. 



Sustainable Efficiency Fueled by Digital Transformation
Uncertain of what the next day holds in terms of 
new regulations, country closures, and 
unpredictable demand bubbles, airline operations 
teams lived true to the adage 'Speed trumps 
perfection.' Airline leaders took a step back, 
reviewing their own business models, processes, 
practices, and IT strategies to recognize that 
transformations have become essential for survival. 
Some would be short term to tide over the 
immediate crisis, while others would be core 
changes that may persist beyond the crisis, 
achieving long term operational efficiency.
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Keeping sustainable efficiency in focus, we will now delve into how airlines implement CRiSP, 
the extent of digital adoption in each area, and the possibilities of long-term transformations. 

In IBS’s VOPS’20 (Virtual Operations) meetings with airlines 
across regions, around 70% of attendees agreed that the 
time is right for large scale transformations, despite the 
various hindrances they will face. They also concurred that 
these changes would be fueled by digitization, and despite 
being inherently slow-movers compared to other industries, 
technology adoption at airlines will leap forward in the 
aftermath of COVID-19.

When asked to identify major operational priorities in 2021 
or after COVID-19 subsides, airline responses broadly fit into 
four pillars that comprise the CRiSP framework:
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Countering Costs through Near-Term Operational Changes

Most airlines turn to the most obvious cost-cutting measures such 
as fleet restructuring, aircraft retirements, purchase delays, 
mortgages, ownership transfers, suspensions of hubs, and 
consolidation of operations. Debt restructuring, government grant 
pleas, furlough schemes, and voluntary retirements also became 
routines. We also saw airlines negotiating contracts with suppliers 
while critically re-assessing their IT strategies and landscapes. 

While digital tools that ramp to operational and data ownership 
fluctuations were desired, systems were not utilized to their limits, 
either due to technical inflexibility or due to the airline routine of 
withdrawing to manual processes during major disruptions. 

Controlling Costs and Liquidity

With mounting losses and low fund infusion, airlines have been liquidating capital intensive assets. There have been slivers 
of hope in the cargo boom, fuel prices falling to approximately $45/bbl., and domestic travel revival in some regions like 
Asia.  However, these glimmers have not mitigated the impacts of operating at less than 60% capacity & demand. Airlines 
will have to carry forward more cost control strategies into 2021 to achieve a positive cash-flow. 
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While short term measures are necessary for immediate liquidity, they don’t adequately position airlines for sustainable 
cost management, let alone build resiliency in the face of future disruption.

Airlines should invest in tools that capture the most appropriate operational data and analyze it to 
produce optimal results, enabling cost-based operational decisions relevant to each stakeholder

Embracing Sustainable Financial Flexibility with Cloud-Based Digital Tools
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• 'Cost & Efficiency Monitors’: When re-imagining revenue streams, a shift in mindset to 'Cost & Efficiency-Monitored 
Operations' is also paramount. It is recommended that airlines invest in digital tools that enable continuous monitoring 
of resource efficiency (aircraft, fuel, crew, hubs) and support cost-optimized operation planning and tracking. 
Pre-COVID-19, only a surprisingly low number (~10%) of airlines were tracking cost sinks end-to-end or post-analyzing 
root causes. 'Cost & Efficiency Monitors and Analyzers' should tick away in airline digital operations dashboards—from 
planning to day of operations and beyond. Airlines should invest in tools that capture the most appropriate operational 
data and analyze it to produce optimal results, enabling cost-based operational decisions relevant to each stakeholder.

• Agility:  Time is apt for airlines to transition to Agile methodologies and choose Agile IT partners. Agile practices have 
proven cost savings at several airlines—from BA and KLM to American Airlines—through early benefit accrual and 
process wastage elimination. 

• IT Infrastructure: Rethink hardware footprint, reduce in-house IT infrastructure, and transition to secure and 
economical cloud-based platforms for long term cost benefits, never having to feel the pinch of costly on-premise 
servers and maintenance again—especially during a downturn. 

Partnering with cloud-enabled, agile digital transformation partners is the proposed strategy.



While industry bodies like ICAO have been speculating ‘U,’ ‘L,’ or ‘W’ recovery curves, trends suggested that consumer 
demand, ability, and confidence in air travel will remain unpredictable.  A February 2020 IATA COVID-19 Passenger Survey 
indicated that over half of air travelers would wait over six months before flying again, even after the pandemic subsides. 
The few customers willing to travel are delaying booking decisions, with over 61% waiting until 0 – 3 days before the 
journey. With Global GDP plummeting, international business travel was highly impaired by economic and trade 
downtrends. Even though leisure and essential travel fared better, demand was hit by lower per-capita spending ability, 
ad-hoc border closures, and quarantines. While there was some reliance on safety communications from governments 
and airlines, it seemed as if most consumers were waiting for the success of a vaccine. 

Even as behaviors stabilize, airlines must be prepared not only for "journey anxiety" waves but also for the possibility of 
the 'Zooms' and the 'MS Teams' of the world being their fiercest competitors.
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Responding Dynamically to Unpredictable Demand2



In stark contrast to traditional practice, airlines responded with surprising agility to consumer demand bursts instead of 
year-over-year trend projections. We saw them drastically reducing operational plan cycles, adopt demand-based ad-hoc 
re-planning, resource restructures, repurposing of aircraft and cross-training of crew, adapting to policy and rule changes, and 
establishing effective communication frameworks within and outside the airline. Traditional demand predictions fell short in 
the near term, but eventually, trends will emerge from the newfound data. Until then, a highly reactionary mode would be 
necessary.

Digital solutions with flexible re-planning capabilities connected to demand scenarios and maximum configurability to 
support random restructuring, fleet and crew changes, and repurposes were sought. 

Anticipating and Responding to Abrupt Changes in Demand
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The ‘reactionary’ operation mode has forced airlines to operate out of 
their comfort zones. The upside is that many best practices have 
surprisingly emerged, which can be carried forward. 

For instance: The success of flexi-planning practices and shorter planning 
processes has questioned the need for rigid plans that are frozen months 
ahead of the day of operation. With shorter planning, dependability, and 
granularity of data that flows in from multiple contributive departments 
in the value chain improved. This produced stable plans that reduce 
disruption costs on the day of operation. 

Dynamic planning also sparks the concept of 'Continuous Improvement 
and Feedback Loops,' proven effective in many other industries. As airline 
operational planning becomes less rigid and open to information flow, 
planners see the benefits of the 'Plan - Execute - Review - Improve' cycle. 
Future plans will improve continuously with feedback from past 
executions. 

The faster response of operations to changes in demand will also carry 
forward. Airlines will also strive for the quality of this response - through 
post-analysis feedback or by absorbing useful data continuously from 
different departments, or from the new data patterns that will emerge 
again, re-enabling predictions. Needless to say, strong integration and 
communication infrastructure between systems and departments 
become critical to fuel this change.

Achieving Sustainable Operational Agility with Digital Tools



It is highly recommended that airlines utilize digital 
platforms with specialized tools for: 

• Dynamic & optimized planning that is responsive to 
demand and operational fluctuations

• Industry-standard integrations for reliable 
information flow between systems & departments

• Efficient communication tools for stakeholders (e.g., 
crew, airports, pax, slots)

• Easily accessible Decision support and post-data 
analysis tools

• Configurability for massive operational restructures, 
resource repurposing, and reskilling 

• Disruption recovery based on plan re-optimization 

• Continuous improvement feedback loop based 
planning tools
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As the pandemic peaked and troughed at various phases globally, airlines struggled to respond rapidly to changing safety 
regulations, closures, and quarantine periods, sometimes even declared overnight. Governments and industry bodies failed 
to recommend global standards for months into the crisis, and airlines had to keep pace and implement each destination's 
local safety requirements to continue operating. 

The connotations of 'safe airline operations' have morphed over time, from safe 'aircrafts' to socio-political safety, to health 
and safety concerns. These safety expectations had in the past and will in the future gradually ingrain themselves into the 
core operational process. Communication of safety measures adopted and clearances also became paramount for two 
reasons: To instill confidence to fly in passengers and keep their workforce motivated. Clearly, ‘safety communications’ 
were the new differentiators in airline product positioning.  
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Ensuring Operational Safety and Confidence in Travel3



In conversations with airlines, one of their most formidable 
challenge during the pandemic has been in implementing and 
auditing regulatory requirements and travel directive changes 
applicable to each destination. Contactless flight safety 
measures had to be adopted. Check-ins and turnarounds were 
longer than they used to be. Staff training was needed to keep 
abreast of new regulations. To ensure safe operations crew 
received 'distanced' training, and recency renewals. Waivers 
were sought with authorities for skill expiries. Vaccinating their 
entire crew & staff, contact tracing apps, staff travel history, 
and quarantine tracking were other measures adopted. 
Integration with security agencies, immigration desks, and 
health & safety departments had never been so dynamic. 

Anticipating substantial changes in rules, contracts, and travel 
requirements, software with high configurability, and offering a 
flexible integration & communication framework should be 
sought.

Reinstating Confidence in Air Travel
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From higher adoption of self-service provisions like contactless 
check-in processes for passengers and crew to improved 
integration standards between departments, digitized 
contactless communication tools will flourish in the airline 
value chain. 

Need for higher configurability in rules, travel requirements, 
and data; in-flight flexibility processes like turnarounds, crew 
briefing & communication mobile apps, ground and airport 
staff communications, etc. will shoot up.  

Contactless e-training and reskilling are also anticipated to 
catch on after COVID-19. The need for ad-hoc training to 
educate crew on new procedures and cost-effective training 
resource utilization during COVID-19 surfaced the need for 
optimized training technology. 

Adapting to New Realities of Air Travel with Digital 
Platforms
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IATA predicts 1.3 million direct airline jobs at risk. Despite the Asian revival, most airlines grounded around 50% of their fleet, 
mainly wide-bodies. The demise of the jumbo jet and the 380 was sealed at these times. When airlines operate with limited 
resources and counter unpredictable demand ramps, resource productivity and motivation become critical. With contract 
negotiations and a virtual remote workforce, ensuring productivity and staff satisfaction are peppered with challenges. 

Staff remote operations also bring in cybersecurity risks, the challenge of remote software availability, and retaining staff 
skills for operational continuity.
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Improving Resource Productivity, from Staff to Aircraft4



For productivity improvement, airlines have been prioritizing 
the following:

Forward-thinking airlines have adopted tail assignment 
digital tools focusing on optimal resource utilization, costs, 
fuel efficiency, training rescheduling, and configurable 
reskilling tools.

This phase has also forced airlines to relook remote 
accessibility and performance of their IT systems, looking 
out to hosting and cloud platforms.  Network capability and 
security & privacy frameworks were enhanced in order to 
provide software access to remote employees. 

Resource Productivity for Operational Continuity

• Assigning the right aircraft types on routes to meet 
actual demand

• Repurposing aircraft and reskilling crew to operate short 
& new routes

• Online or distanced crew skill retention processes, 
implementing waivers

• Supporting efficient remote operations

• Accommodating to flexi operational hours
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Sowing Seeds of Sustainable Productivity through Digitization
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Utilizing 'Optimisation' software for planning, re-planning, 
and disruption recovery will be an offshoot of this phase, as 
cost and productivity compliance and monitoring become 
center-stage disciplines. There will be more appropriate 
aircraft and crew assignments prioritizing productivity. 
Short-haul and narrow bodies would dominate the industry 
for a while. However, as time progresses and international 
travel rebounds, the industry will see more cross-purpose 
resources like Flexi configuration aircraft and multi-skilled 
crew and staff. Digital tools should be flexible to support this 
trend as well.

During one of the previous downturns, airlines like British 
Airways sowed the seeds of Agile Organizational 
Transformation. COVID-19, with its remote workforce 
transformation, will stoke the Agile wave. Airlines will 

consider remote Agile workgroups to produce early 
visible outcomes of projects. KLM Airlines had 
reported 20% efficiency enhancements and 25% 
employee satisfaction enhancements attributable to 
their Agile ART taskforce.
 
Technology enabling Agile transformation would also 
crumble inter-department silos through empowered 
cross-department teams.  Improved information flow 
between departments allows central data-driven 
planning & OCC decisions. The OCC could see more 
data scientists and analysts supporting decisions.

Needless to say, productivity and resource utilization 
monitoring dashboards, powered by cross-silo data 
will be installed on the airline digi-walls. 



Time to evolve—and become an industry leader

It is time for airlines to retrospect processes, systems, 
projects, and people practices, in light of the CRiSP framework 
of priorities. Digitization is the way forward for airline 
operations1.

A future-ready long term IT partner will proactively brace 
airlines for this evaluation and metamorphosis. Traditional 
choices of digital platforms only on considerations of 
requirement compliance, is a loss of opportunity. The decision 
should hinge on what and who will enable Sustainable 
Transformations to Operations. 

The evolution in mind set & action should start now!

Digitization is the way forward for airline operations

Digitization is the palpable way forward for airline operations. Best practices 
amongst these will seep through, sustain time and embed themselves 
permanently into operations. Airlines who partook in IBS Software’s virtual 
workshops conducted in 2020, voted to shortlist the most promising Digital 
Trends that will trickle forward to 2021 and beyond, improving the airline 
operations world forever. We will engage you soon on this!

1
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