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This article is part of our Sabre 
Insights series in which we examine 
the unprecedented impact of COVID-19 
across the aviation landscape. Like 
leisure travel, demand for managed 
business travel has also rapidly 
declined in light of the global pandemic. 
In this paper, Sabre experts pose new 
questions and give advice about how 
best to recapture the highly profitable 
business travel segment. 

The passenger air transportation 
industry has been exposed to, and 
recovered from, several exogenous 
shocks over the past twenty years, 
though none has had as profound 
an impact as the current COVID-19 
pandemic. Those earlier events, though, 
can frame our evaluation of current 
events, and provide insights to how air 
travel has been adapted to create new 
growth opportunities.

With the COVID-19 global pandemic, 
air transportation faces its first crisis of 
this decade – one with unprecedented 
systemic and financial turbulence. The 
International Air Transport Association 
(IATA) predicts a US$314 billion (or 
55 percent) decline in air passenger 
revenue for 2020 alone, with an expected 
reduction in travel demand for the next 
several years.1

1.0  Introduction

https://your.sabre.com/inthistogether/airlines#Sabre_Insights
https://your.sabre.com/inthistogether/airlines#Sabre_Insights
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2.0  COVID-19 has grounded 
business travelers

In air transport, managed business 
travel represents the highest yielding 
segment of an airline’s overall sales. 
Volume discount contracts between 
airlines and their commercial customers 
are commitments to do business together 
and create a baseline of loyalty for the 
airline to build its forecasts. 

The current crisis has prompted most 
countries to impose travel restrictions, 
bringing both leisure and business travel 
demand to a near standstill. Recent 
research conducted by the Global 
Business Travel Association (GBTA), a 
leading organization of corporate travel 
buyers, suggests that the near-term 
reduction in business travel demand can 
be valued at more than US$800 billion, 
while the rapid adoption of virtual meeting 
technologies may create a substitution 
threat not foreseen before April of 2020.2

However, even as companies have 
grounded their travelers, and accelerated 
their digital adoption, past experiences 
suggest that business travel will 
gradually recover. GBTA surveys and 
analysis show that commercial travel 
buyers are engaged in project planning 
now for a return of their travelers to the 
skies, following the initial rush of travel 
cancellations and refunds.3

Following 9/11, British Airways 
targeted business travelers in a recovery 
advertising campaign with the message 
“If you won’t fly to your customers, 
someone else will,” and that sentiment is 
likely to return as new safety procedures 
and modification of government travel 
restrictions spur traveler confidence.4

The near-term reduction in business travel demand  
can be valued at more than US$800 billion.

Global Business Travel Association (GBTA)
March 10, 2020
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3.0  Four As to navigate through 
the turbulent skies

As airlines work to rapidly adapt to 
a fluid “new normal,” we have identified 
four distinct stages for airline commercial 
sales teams to think through when 
considering managed business travel – 
we call these stages The Four As: 

1. Acute

2. Act

3. Adjust

4. Accelerate

Our recent discussions with airline 
sales leaders have identified common 
questions facing their commercial  
sales teams:

• How is our commercial
business volume trending?

• What basis should we use
to forecast future revenue?

• How will we identify
new buying patterns for
our customers?

• What are the risks and
opportunities for the next
12 months?

• How will our portfolio of
business client accounts
be changing?

ACUTE
1-6 months

ACT
1-12 months

ADJUST
6-18 months

ACCELERATE
6-36 months
• New industry sectors
• Airline & Customer

network overlap
• Focus on market share

1

2

3

4
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ACUTE STAGE
The first of these stages – Acute – 

was marked by an unprecedented  
drop in consumer demand, driving airlines 
to reduce, and even suspend, scheduled 
passenger services. The United Nations 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 
has identified this period as the most 
restrictive on international travel in 
history, with all global destinations having 
some form of travel ban due to  the 
pandemic.5

For most airlines, the Acute stage 
resulted in deep cuts to flown capacity, 
staffing reductions, and even outright 
suspension of all flying.

ACT STAGE
The Acute stage has been followed 

by the Act stage, in which new crisis 
management procedures have been 
implemented in response to travel in a 
pandemic. For airports and airlines,  
these have been rapidly developed to  
increase safety, and meet evolving 
government requirements, while providing 
a new measure of confidence for both 
staff and travelers. 

Examples include enhanced 
sanitization practices, new technologies 
for sterilizing aircraft and boarding areas, 
health screenings, no-touch boarding 
processes, and reduced onboard services. 

Actions have also been taken by  
airline commercial sales teams, 
responding to the most pressing needs 
of their client’s travel departments. 
Automatic extension of volume discount 
agreements, flexible refund and exchange 
policies, and suspension of minimum 
volume commitments have all been 
instituted in response to the decline in 
managed business travel.

In client management, airline sales 
teams are actively communicating with 
commercial travel buyers, even as buying 
activity remains low. That work now is 
expected to result in stronger business 
relationships later, as accessibility, candor, 
and current information contribute to new 
trust levels between buyer and seller.

3.0  Four As to navigate  
through the turbulent skies

Totally or partially closed their borders; 
foreign nationals not allowed

Totally or partially suspended 
international flights

Travelers from specific countries or through 
specific transition points not allowed

Quarantine or self-isolation for 14 days 
upon arrival
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ADJUST STAGE
As the industry enters the third 

stage - Adjust - the focus shifts toward 
recovery and to the formulation and 
implementation of plans necessary for 
the near-term future. Airline commercial 
sales teams will have to examine their 
sales data sources for insights to  
new selling strategies as the recovery 
in managed business travel begins. Key 
questions that must be addressed: 

• Are companies returning
to markets they bought
pre-pandemic, or buying
new markets?

• Are changes in purchased
product occurring across cabin
and fare types?

• Are new or familiar buying
patterns seen in advance
purchase, ticketing source and
point of sale?

• Are companies maintaining
their historical market share as
buying returns?

• Are companies maintaining a
premium to Fair Share to justify
discount programs?

• Are companies spending across
airlines in the same way, or
moving volume between airlines?

To understand and plan for these 
potential changes, the airline sales team 
needs pre-pandemic baseline sales data, 
plus current sales data for comparison 
The airline’s selling structure was likely 
put in place based on the top customers, 
largest markets, and competitive 
environments that existed before the 
current crisis occurred. Those may 
remain valid or may need modification 
as particular customers and industry 
segments emerge as the largest buyers 
on specific markets. 

The blending of historical buying 
pattern data, with an understanding of  
new corporate travel policies and 
government regulations, will guide airlines 
as they move forward with rebuilding  
the managed business travel they have 
under contract. 

Airline contracts that are based on 
delivered buying volume are likely to fail 
in the face of decimated business travel 
budgets. But, airlines that measure their 
contracts by market share – whether 
by share of passenger volume, share of 
revenue volume, or share premium to 
Fair Share – will easily evaluate customer 
loyalty as low buying volumes gradually 
improve over time, since market share 
can be measured beginning from the first 
ticket sold.

3.0  Four As to navigate  
through the turbulent skies

PRISM receives ticketing data 
from more than 4,000 data 
sources for 14,000+ corporates 
across the globe.
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the customer wishes to buy. Where  
those two networks overlap, the airline is 
positioned to achieve financial success, 
while helping business travel  
customers meet their own operational  
and budgetary goals.

An April 28, 2020 poll of commercial 
travel buyers conducted by GBTA revealed 
that most companies are planning for a 
return to some level of business travel 
before the end of 2020, and expect 
employees will be willing to travel as new 
operational norms are implemented, 
concerns around government quarantines  
and border closures ease, and other 
companies and their travelers are also 
seen to be traveling.

ACCELERATE STAGE
Looking ahead, we anticipate an 

Accelerate stage in which airlines work 
with their commercial customers to 
renew business relationships within a 
“new normal” framework. There will be 
two crucial networks involved:

• The airline network comprised
of the markets, partners, and
products the airline sells, and

• The customer network of
destinations, products and
services being consumed.

Airline commercial sales teams must 
precisely understand how the network 
they’re selling meshes with the network 

3.0  Four As to navigate  
through the turbulent skies

During a downturn in travel, an airline’s ability to  
measure the key metrics of contracting success  
becomes even more crucial – knowing the amount of 
discount being paid out, the customer contract  
fulfillment level, premium to fair market share, and  
return on invested discount provides essential  
insights for managing corporate business and gauging  
the recovery in challenging times – it distinguishes  
the most profitable airlines.

David Jaqua
Vice President, PRISM



Sabre Insights   Corporate Travel

May 2020            9

PRISM Analytics 
module leverages 
smart data visu-
alization real time 
around contract 
fulfillment, profit 
and margin and 
Fair Market Share 
to facilitate precise 
decision-making.

In the Accelerate stage, frequent 
monitoring of sales data will inform  
each airline’s selling decisions and areas 
of focus:

• Evaluation of industry sectors
that are returning to the air at a
faster pace – these could include
Healthcare, Pharmaceuticals,
Medical Equipment, Consumer
Goods, and Food Products

• Analysis of share position in
individual markets relative to
competitors – changes in network,
capacity, and offered products,
by an airline or its competitors,
may significantly alter Fair Share
and how those markets are sold

• Use of market share as primary
dealing metric  – and measure of
customer loyalty – is particularly
potent in a period of rapidly
changing spend patterns. Contrary
to revenue or flight volume goals
that fail in a depressed business
period, and ”Leave money on
the table” in prosperous times by
authorizing customers to buy
elsewhere once their contractual
volume commitment has been met.

We believe that the Accelerate stage 
will also be marked by a shift to more 
automation for both sales data gathering, 
and contract dealing processes. Many 
airline sales teams will face staff and 
budget reductions and must accomplish 
strong results with fewer resources. The 
proper application of sales automation 
becomes a force multiplier for an airline, 
making it possible for a smaller team to 
have an outsized impact in their markets.

Airlines can automate the fare 
filing process of contract fares 
directly from the PRISM Sis 
modeled contract using PRISM’s 
Fare Filing module. 

3.0  Four As to navigate  
through the turbulent skies
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Airlines can expect significant changes in how they work with, and sell to, buyers 
of managed business travel on the other side of this crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
likely to result in a paradigm shift in the managed business travel sector – additional 
travel guidelines and a longer decision process before confirming an air travel journey, 
the rise of road trips versus air travel, and the substitution threat posed by digital 
meeting and collaboration tools. 

But there is an anticipation that many business travelers will continue to see a 
physical journey by air as an essential part of their plans to foster client relationships, 
win new business deals, manage production processes, and retain top talent globally. 
It is also likely that managed business travel will retain its position as the most 
profitable component of an airline’s sales.

We believe airlines will navigate the current challenges by closely monitoring new 
buying data and evaluating it against historical trends, incorporating flexible dealing 
strategies that are able to respond to both rapid downturns and surges in business, and 
advancing technology tools that empower sales teams to maximize their market impact.

4.0  Conclusion
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About Sabre Corporation
Sabre Corporation is the leading technology 

provider to the global travel industry. Sabre’s 
software, data, mobile and distribution solutions 
are used by hundreds of airlines and thousands 
of hotel properties to manage critical operations, 
including passenger and guest reservations, 
revenue management, flight, network and crew 
management. Sabre also operates a leading 
global travel marketplace, which processes 
more than US$120 billion of global travel 
spend annually by connecting travel buyers 
and suppliers. Headquartered in Southlake, 
Texas, USA, Sabre serves customers in more 
than 160 countries around the world.

For more information, contact your account director. To find additional Sabre 
resources or product information around COVID-19, visit our microsite.

Sabre and the Sabre logo are trademarks and/or service marks of an affiliate of Sabre. ©2020 Sabre GLBL Inc. All rights reserved.
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