
© 2009 Sabre Inc. All rights reserved. wearelistening@sabre.com

A Conversation With Pham Ngoc 
Minh, President and Chief Executive 
O�cer, Vietnam Airlines, Pg 18. 

A MAGAZINE FOR AIRLINE EXECUTIVES 2008 Issue No. 2

 
American Airlines’ fuel program saves 
more than US$200 million a year

 
Integrated systems significantly 
enhance revenue

 
Caribbean Nations rely on air  
transportation

10

31

72

Airline Mergers 
and Consolidation

Leaps and 
Bounds

38

T a k i n g y o u r a i r l i n e t o n e w h e i g h t s

Special Section



26 ascend

industry

Branding fares may be a key component to the success of airlines around the 

world … perhaps even the “ticket” for survival. As airlines face greater competition 

than ever before, compounded by numerous other uncontrollable external 

challenges, creative fare branding can help them differentiate their products and 

services.  

Every Brand Counts

	 By Mike Llewellyn  |  Ascend Contributor

Traditionally, offering the lowest fare has been 
the best, if not the only, way for airlines to 
get their product noticed by customers. 

Carriers have long looked for a means to compete 
elsewhere, particularly as the number of low-fare 
airlines rises, and many are increasingly turning to 
branded fares.

The concept of branded fares is simple. 
It involves the collapse of 26 traditional inventory 
classes into powerful, customer-focused brands 
with memorable brand names and product attri-
butes. Along with these simplified brand names 
comes consumer clarity regarding differentiated 
services that each of these fare brand segments 
offer, enabling customers to select the offering that 
best meets their needs.   

Think of a world where airlines could:
	 Brand their fares consistently and seamlessly 

across all points of sale,
	 Distinguish services in fare brands that, in turn, 

create customer value,
	 Increase sales of higher-yield fares, where cus-

tomers could choose those higher fares,
	 Create revenue streams that would further pro-

mote long-term success.
The idea of creating branded fares or fare 

families is certainly not new to the marketplace, 
with a number of carriers offering branded fares in 
direct channel distribution. Fare branding enables 
clarity within what many consider to be a complete 
maze of confusion — air pricing. More importantly, 
it offers a means to differentiate in a land where 
differentiation is difficult, at best.

Today’s travelers have expectations of ser-
vice offerings, and most of them clearly understand 
the difference between coach, business and first 
class, but fare branding offers something not lim-
ited to cabin distinction, enabling airlines to create 
differentiation within a cabin, where appropriate.

Imagine the power of a brand that gives 
airlines the ability to bundle services such as:
	 Unique mileage and other loyalty perks,

	 Fare refundability,
	 Change fees,
	 Baggage allocations,
	 Advanced seat assignment,
	 In-flight services,
	 Lounge access. 

Bundling these soft ancillary services pro-
vides customers with the information needed 
to make the right purchasing decisions across a 
variety of elements, rather than a myopic focus 
on the fare. 

These bundled ancillary services are actually 
those items that create distinction for a branded 
fare family. The creation of this branded fare group-
ing, that may include ancillaries offered within the 
bundle or sold separately from the bundle, is an 
excellent way to create a strong value proposition 
for airline customers. For the first time, they can 
really understand what their “fare” offers them.  

Travelers can much more closely relate to 
a brand called “premium,” and that brand offers 
them a refundable fare, advanced seat selection, 
lounge access and perhaps specialized customer 
service numbers. A clear bundle of services offered 
within a branded fare enables customers to make 
the choices that better reflect their unique travel 
needs. The use of a simplified and fully flexible fare 
brand structure powerfully emphasizes the desir-
ability of higher fare brand features. 

Consider a carrier that has established sev-
eral unique branded fare tiers — DreamFare, 
DreamFlex, Aspire, AspirePlus and VisionElite. 

The DreamFare tier contains the lowest 
fares and, likewise, it has minimal airline products 
and services such as limited or no mileage awards, 
no advanced seat selection, and check-in options 
limited to kiosk or Web only. But with the top-tier 
brand, VisionElite, the traveler receives no charge 
for changes, a 200 percent mileage bonus award, 
a fully refundable fare, two checked bags free of 
additional charges, day-of-departure lounge access 
and a “more-leg-room” coach seat. The customer 

can now easily discern the product line differentia-
tion, rather than simply two airfares — a high one 
and a low one.  

The thought of collapsing the traditional 
26 booking classes into several brands certainly 
makes sense to savvy air shoppers, enabling them 
to rapidly gain confidence in their shopping experi-
ences, since the offering creates clear choices. 
Graphical displays that include an easy-to-follow 
branded matrix provide feature and price clarity that 
has previously been missing from the shopping 
process. Travelers can now view one simple matrix 
to compare fare features, empowering them to 
make the right purchase decision based on their 
travel requirements.  

Arming customers with this branding infor-
mation allows them to see the value in premium 
services offered and, in turn, enables carriers to 
increase revenue, all while providing travelers with 
the products and services they want and con-
sciously choose to pay extra to receive.   

Once brands are established in all distribu-
tion channels, customers quickly embrace the ease 
and clarity of branded fare shopping and, in fact, will 
shop for specific brands by name, demonstrating 
the brand equity that can be established by the air-
line. Now that travelers see the brands they desire, 
consumer marketing campaigns can highlight the 
benefits of selecting higher-yield brands. These tar-
geted campaigns can refocus consumer attention 
on features, benefits and flexibility of the premium 
brand tiers as well as provide a platform for airlines 
to compete for the most cost-conscience travelers, 
offering a value proposition consistent with com-
petitors that may offer only simplified products and 
fare structures. This provides the opportunity to 
compete on more than just airfare, highlighting an 
airline’s distinct services over and above the basic 
product and low-fare offerings.  

Although merchandising is emerging as 
a priority for many airlines around the globe, the 
entire practice is somewhat nascent. Not all brand-
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ing strategies are created equal. Balancing revenue 
for the airline and value for its customers can 
be a difficult task. Creating clear differentiation 
across the fare families also requires deep thought. 
Distribution, technical and infrastructure issues 
complicate the affect on airline business processes, 
especially within operations. That is certainly under-
standable, as the full implications of fulfillment and 
operational impacts are not always clear. Because 
of the magnitude associated with this type of 
transformation, carriers often seek consultants for 
assistance. 

Sabre Holdings® delivers a suite of prod-
ucts and capabilities that enable airlines to 
differentiate, brand, market and merchandise 
fares. Fully integrated branding and enhanced 
shopping displays offer airlines the ability to 
establish and market their branded fares struc-
ture, using whichever channel they choose to 
make their products available for sale — online, 
offline, direct, indirect, corporate or leisure. 
The complete end-to-end solution allows shop-
ping for fare families while enabling airlines to 
efficiently deliver the appropriate products and 
services.  

Through these bundled solutions, airlines 
can maximize their revenue opportunities by:
	 Enabling quick, low-cost changes as airlines 
respond to market needs,

	 Maintaining competitive pricing with the poten-
tial for a competitive advantage over airlines 
without a similar strategy,

	 Offering higher-yielding premium branded fares,
	 Creating fare families to represent service offer-

ings and differentiate higher fare classes,
	 Distributing merchandising strategy across indi-

rect channels to maximize incremental revenue 
opportunities while creating a consistent cus-
tomer experience regardless of channel,

	 Increasing customer value and loyalty by enabling 
customers to select the products and services 
that best meet their needs.

Qantas Airways has been instrumental in 
changing fare structures for the airline industry and 
providing desirable options for customers. It was 
the first carrier to implement this dynamic branded 
fares technology, setting it apart from its main 
competitors.

“Qantas is pleased to be the launch partner 
for the new, innovative branded fares technology,” 
said Peter Kelly, general manager of distribution 
strategy and planning for Qantas Airways. “Qantas 
Airways has been on the leading edge of chang-
ing the way airlines sell fares. By providing clar-
ity to travelers around the differences they can 
expect when purchasing fares across our different 
‘fare families,’ this ground-breaking new capability 
allows us to more effectively communicate the 

Qantas Airways value to Sabre Connected SM travel 
agents and their customers.”

These continue to be challenging times for 
airlines and the aviation industry as a whole. It is 
increasingly clear that as fuel costs continue to 
dramatically rise, finding other revenue sources 
are mandatory. With record industry pressures on 
cost containment and increasingly price-sensitive 
customers, airlines continually search for strate-
gies that will drive incremental revenue, reduce 
costs and allow differentiation in a commoditized 
marketplace.  

It is in this environment that many airlines 
have pursued, with many more driving toward, the 
introduction of branded fares to provide creative, 
new revenue sources while also further building 
their brands in the eyes of customers. Branded 
fares create unique, powerful merchandising 
opportunities that will change the way consumers 
shop for travel. Branding fills the gap left by low 
fares in the competitive marketplace, and targeted 
campaigns help airlines increase fare yields, provid-
ing revenue opportunities that well may account for 
a year marked by success and profitability. a
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Adding to the power of a brand is the ability to display the brand distinctions in a fully graphical matrix presented during the shopping pro-
cess, making it easy for airline customers to make the choice that best fits their travel needs. 




