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A B S T R A C T   

The coronavirus pandemic has had a devastating impact on the demand for air transport. One passenger segment 
that has received relatively little attention is ageing passengers (defined as aged 65þ), in spite of the fact that this 
group has been disproportionately affected by COVID-19, and in recent years has been viewed as a potential 
growth market. Therefore, the aim of this brief paper is to analyse the attitudes of ageing passengers by assessing 
air travel plans in the next 12 months, examining the factors influencing future flying decisions, and investigating 
the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on perceived risks and experiences associated with flying. The findings 
show that over 60% of ageing passengers are planning to travel by air in the next 12 months, although the nature 
of their trips may change. Factors such as flexible ticket booking and quarantine rules do not appear to be key 
drivers affecting travel decisions and within the different stages of the air journey, getting to/from the airport is 
perceived as the safest stage. The findings suggest that there are various COVID-19 implications for airlines and 
airports serving this market segment, ranging from the use of self-service technology, the generation of com
mercial/ancillary revenues and the design of surface access policies.   

1. Introduction 

The coronavirus pandemic has had a devastating impact on the 
global air transport industry (International Civil Aviation Organisation 
(ICAO), 2020; International Air Transport Association (IATA), 2020a; 
Airports Council International (ACI), 2020). Travel bans and restrictions 
(such as border closures and visa refusals) as well as quarantine rules 
and lockdowns, meant that the supply of air services was severely con
strained from the early months of 2020 onwards. At the same time, 
demand virtually collapsed due to a combination of economic factors (e. 
g. business closure/uncertainty, loss of jobs, declining income) and 
behavioural factors (e.g. health concerns, fear of flying/travelling, un
ease with new travelling rules/restrictions). As a result, IATA (2020b) 
forecasts that air transport will not recover to 2019 levels until 2023 
whilst Gudmundsson et al. (2020) have identified mid-2022 as being the 
most optimistic date for full recovery, with 2026 being the most pessi
mistic estimate. 

In order for passengers to travel they need to perceive it as being safe, 
have the confidence to travel and there needs to be favourable economic 
conditions. Even though the pandemic is a very recent development, a 
number of academic papers have already been published assessing the 
impact on air travel and tourism demand (e.g. Gallego and Font, 2020; 
Iacus et al., 2020; G€ossling et al., 2020; Gudmundsson et al., 2020; 

Suau-Sanchez et al., 2020). Moreover, behavioural factors, in particular, 
have received considerable attention in the travel and tourism industry, 
which is awash with consumer surveys. For example, globally, IATA, has 
been undertaking an online survey of passengers of 11 different coun
tries in every two months (IATA, 2020c) and Skyscanner (2020) has 
been reporting on a weekly travel insights survey. Within individual 
countries, a number of other travel and tourism surveys have been un
dertaken. For example, in the UK which is the focus of this research, BVA 
BDRC (2020) has been producing a weekly consumer tracker report in 
this area. 

However, within this growing set of air transport and coronavirus 
research, it is very rare to find any specific mention of ageing passengers 
- defined here as the 65þ age group - and their behavioural influences. 
This age group is particularly important since it is the most vulnerable as 
regards to being affected by COVID-19. Indeed, of the deaths registered 
in the UK involving COVID-19 between March and May, 15% were 
amongst the 65–74 age range, 32% (75–84 ages) and 42% (85þ ages) 
(Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2020a). 

Before the coronavirus outbreak, improvements in standards of 
living, nutrition and medical treatment were extending life expectancy, 
particularly in the developed world, and enabling a growing number of 
people to enjoy longer and healthier lives. As a result, the ageing pas
senger market was a growth segment in air travel with considerable 
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potential. In the UK it accounted for 11% of the trips taken abroad by UK 
residents in 2019, compared with 9% in 2009, and just 7% in 2000 
(ONS, 2020b, 2010; 2001). The latest available trip participation data 
for 2014 showed that 40% of UK residents aged 65–74 took at least one 
air trip. Moreover, tourists aged 65 or over accounted for nearly one in 
four tourism nights for private purposes by EU residents in 2018 
(Eurostat, 2019). The growing potential of the market was increasingly 
recognised by the academic literature, albeit limited in volume (e.g. 
Al�en et al., 2016; Burghouwt et al., 2006, Major and McLeay, 2013; 
Nielsen, 2014; Tretheway and Mak, 2006). The research has acknowl
edged some of the key challenges faced by the air travel and tourism 
industry in serving this segment, especially as a higher proportion of 
such passengers are disabled or have underlying health problems 
compared with other age groups (Chang and Chen, 2012; Chang, 2013; 
Graham et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2017). 

Hence the paucity of air travel research examining the ageing market 
and coronavirus pandemic provides the motivation for this paper, as this 
age group has been disproportionally affected by COVID-19, and in 
recent years has been viewed as a potential growth market. Therefore, 
the aim of the research is to analyse the attitudes of ageing passengers to 
air travel since the coronavirus pandemic. This has been achieved 
through undertaking an online consumer survey to achieve the 
following objectives:  

1. To assess air travel plans in the next 12 months  
2. To examine the factors influencing future flying decisions  
3. To investigate the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on perceived 

risks and experiences associated with flying 

The UK has been chosen as a representative market as the ageing 
demographics of the UK population are akin to that of other developed 
and mature aviation markets. Additionally, it has experienced some of 
the worst effects of COVID-19 amongst all European countries and so 
illustrates one of the most extreme cases. The next section in this brief 
paper summaries the methodology that has been used. This is followed 
by a presentation of the findings, before conclusions are drawn in the 
final section. 

2. Methodology 

The research is based on an online survey of UK residents aged 65þ. 
The overall aim of this survey was to gather insight into the experiences 
and attitudes of the 65þ age group to air travel. The impact of the 
coronavirus pandemic which is the focus of this paper, was just one issue 
that was investigated in the survey, and so it is only the responses to 
these specific questions that are discussed here. 

The survey was distributed on behalf of the Westminster research 
team by Kantar1 which targeted UK residents that were 65 and over and 
had made at least one air trip in 2019. These conditions were met 
through various filters and screening questions and a final sample of 600 
questionnaires were completed. This provided a sufficient overview of 
the population whilst accommodating a limited research budget. 

The survey began on 10 June 2020 and was closed on 15 June 2020 
when there were 600 completed questionnaires. The survey was not 
undertaken during total lockdown as it was felt that this extreme situ
ation would bias results. However, during the first two weeks of June 
there were movements towards a relaxation of some lockdown measures 
(e.g. ‘support bubbles’ for different households, the opening of all non- 
essential shops although not bars, restaurants, hairdressers), but also 

importantly with regards to air travel, rules requiring travellers arriving 
into the UK to quarantine for 14 days came into force on 8 June. 
Therefore, this time period was considered appropriate to gather a first 
snapshot of the views of ageing passengers in the complex environment 
that existed. 

The survey contained 21 questions (17 closed and four open 
excluding the screening questions) - with seven questions specifically 
related to the coronavirus pandemic - and was conducted using the 
Qualtrics survey platform. The draft questionnaire was piloted with two 
aviation academic colleagues at the University of the authors and four 
aviation academics from other universities (see acknowledgements) 
with a number of minor changes being made. It was also piloted by 
Kantar with five of their respondents before the general launch on 10 
June. 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the respondents. It may be seen 
that nearly 80% of all respondents were aged between 65 and 75, with a 
slightly higher proportion being under 70. Their gender was evenly 
balanced and about two thirds made one or two air trips last year. A 
small number declared that they had a disability or health condition 
when they last flew in 2019. 

3. Findings 

The survey results indicate that over 60% of respondents are likely to 
travel within the next 12 months (Fig. 1). Thus, it is a false assumption, 
as this group is more vulnerable to COVID-19, that they will over
whelmingly not want to travel by air in the near future. However, 
despite the likelihood of future travel, nearly 60% of respondents indi
cated that they planned fewer trips in the upcoming 12 months 
(Table 2). In addition, nearly 30% stated that they were planning more 
domestic trips in lieu of international trips, thus adjusting the tourism 
market in favour of more local destinations. All these factors could, as 
expected, reflect caution or nervousness within this age group in their 
future trip planning. In addition, about one in five were more likely to 
choose other modes of travel for their trips instead of air travel. Overall, 
given the severe impact that the virus has had in the UK and elsewhere in 
all areas of life, it is surprising that only around two-thirds of the re
spondents definitely claimed that it would influence their future travel 
decisions. 

The decision to travel is based on a number of factors with the most 
important being related to low infection rates, both at home and abroad; 
availability of a vaccine was ranked as being the third most important 
factor (Fig. 2). The least important factors were those related to quar
antines, both upon arrival (at the destination) and upon returning home. 

Table 1 
Characteristics of survey respondents (n ¼ 600).  

Age % 
Share 

Gender % 
Share 

Air 
trips 
(*) in 
2019 

% 
Share 

Disability or 
health 
condition 
during last 
2019 air trip 
(þ) 

% 
Share 

65–69 44.7 Male 50.7 1 35.8 Yes 13.2 
70–74 34.0 Female 49.3 2 32.0 No 86.8 
75–79 16.3   3 18.3   
80–84 4.3   4 8.0   
85þ 0.7   5þ 5.8   
Total 100 Total 100 Total 100 Total 100 

The numbers may not add to 100% due to rounding. 
(*) Outbound and return flights and any transfers counted as one trip. 
(þ) The question asked was ‘Do you have a disability or health condition that 
made flying, getting to/from and using the airport difficult in your last trip in 
2019? This could be a physical disability or health condition (e.g. affecting your 
movement, balance, vision or hearing) or non-physical disability or health 
condition (e.g. affecting thinking, remembering, learning, communications, 
mental health). 

1 Kantar is a large market research company (28,000 employees working in 
90 world markets) (Kantar, 2020). The ‘research-ready permission-based’ re
spondents used by Kantar are recruited through a variety of recruiting sources 
and minimises any inherent biases that may occur with more limited sources, 
with the company also undertaking various quality checks. 
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This is a somewhat surprising finding because of the disruption that 
quarantine can cause to lives, but given the age of the respondents, they 
are less likely to be in employment, and would perhaps be less incon
venienced by a quarantine than those individuals who are working. 
Interestingly having flexible ticket changing options does not seem to be 
a key factor. 

As air travel resumes, there are elements which could be 

incorporated into flight provisions to enhance the safety aspects of the 
trip. The respondents ranked social distancing, regular sanitisation and 
the mandatory use of masks as the most important elements contributing 
to their perception of a safe trip (Fig. 3). Although increased use of 
technology would reduce the need to interact with others, this was 
considered to be the least important factor. This perhaps links with the 
common perception that many older people are less comfortable with 
technology. 

The results from Fig. 3 are supported by the perception of risk of 
contracting COVID-19 during the various stages of their journey. As seen 
in Table 3, more than half of all respondents were either very concerned 
or extremely concerned with contracting the virus onboard the aircraft. 
This was followed by the perceived risk in the arrival terminal (com
bined 36%) and in the departure terminal (combined 30%). Re
spondents were least concerned during their trip to the airport, although 
it should be noted that more than half of all respondents travelled to the 
airport, during the last trip in 2019, in either their own vehicle or were 
given a ride by a family member or friend and another 27% travelled in 
either a taxi, mini-cab or uber. 

In terms of the passenger journey experience, a consequence of the 
virus is that the provision and availability of facilities such as airport 
shops/bars/cafes and onboard catering may be restricted. The survey 
asked if this would affect the journey experience (Fig. 4). Nearly half 
said that it would not, and whilst a third stated that it would have a 

Fig. 1. Likelihood to travel by air in the next 12 months.  

Table 2 
Future travel behaviour.   

1 Strongly 
agree 

2 Somewhat 
agree 

3 Neither agree nor 
disagree 

4 Somwewhat 
disagree 

5 Strongly 
disagree 

I will make fewer air trips than before the coronavirus pandemic. 30.1% 27.9% 30.9% 7.5% 3.8% 
I will make more domestic trips and less international trips than before. 9.5% 19.7% 38.7% 19.0% 13.2% 
I will make more trips than before by other modes of transport compared to 

air to similar destinations. 
5.8% 16.3% 38.7% 24.0% 15.2% 

I will make more international short -haul/European air trips and less 
international/long-haul air trips than before. 

6.7% 12.3% 39.7% 23.0% 18.3% 

The coronavirus pandemic will not influence my trip decisions. 6.8% 11.2% 18.5% 27.3% 36.2%  

Fig. 2. Factors influencing future travel behaviour: mean score of rankings 
Note: Respondents were asked to rank the factors 1–10 with 1 being the most important, so the lower the mean score of responses the more important the factor. 
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negative impact, a relatively high number (19%) said it would have a 
positive impact. 

Finally, the analysis of the survey also sought to establish whether 
there were any important differences observed according to the survey 
respondents as detailed in Table 1. Mann-Whitney U tests (for gender, 
disability) and Kruskal Wallis H tests (for age, travel frequency) were 
run on with the variables discussed in the tables/figures above, but no 
statistically significant relationships were found. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

The results of the survey have some important implications for the 
air transport industry as it struggles to recover from the devastating 

impacts of the coronavirus pandemic. On a positive note, a reasonably 
high percentage of ageing passengers are still planning to travel by air in 
the next year. Their travel patterns may change though, with less travel 
than before, more domestic travel and more travel with different modes 
of transport. This may mean that, for the short term at least, this market 
segment - previously considered as a potential growth market – may not 
be viewed in such a favourable light and indeed may need more 
encouragement from the industry than other segments to return to 
previous levels of travel. 

Surprisingly, flexible ticket booking does not seem to be a key pri
ority for such passengers and so further research is needed to investigate 
what measures, if any, might encourage this age group to travel, and 
whether such measures are different than those required for other age 
groups. Another somewhat surprising result is the relatively low share of 
passengers who feel that a more limited retail and catering offer would 
negatively affect their experience. Given that in normal times these 
revenues are important sources of income for the industry, this may be 
another area where more attention should be given specifically to the 
ageing market to ensure that their particular needs are satisfied, whilst 
at the same time maintaining commercial/ancillary revenue levels. 

The relative unimportance of contactless self-service as a means to 
feel safe during the passenger journey is interesting in that it could 
tentatively confirm common perceptions that the ageing market is 
generally less comfortable with self-service technology. Whilst in itself 
this is not very surprising, it does act as a reminder to the industry, in 
that attempting to ensure a safer environment by using technology, it 
needs to be aware that the attitudes towards such technology may differ 
for ageing passengers compared with other passenger segments. 

The lack of significant differences according to age, gender, fre
quency of travel and disability could suggest that ageing passenger 
segment is a fairly homogeneous group, although previous research 

Fig. 3. Factors contributing towards the perception of a safe passenger journey: mean score of rankings 
Note: Respondents were asked to rank the factors 1–7 with 1 being the most important, so the lower the mean score of responses the more important the factor. 

Table 3 
Risk perception of contracting COVID-19 during different journey stages.   

1 Extremely concerned 2 Very concerned 3 Somewhat concerned 4 A little concerned 5 Not at all concerned 

Getting to the airport 5.4% 4.5% 15.1% 21.8% 53.2% 
In the departure terminal 12.2% 17.4% 28.3% 35.7% 6.4% 
Onboard the aircraft 29.3% 20.7% 27.0% 18.2% 4.8% 
In the arrival terminal 14.3% 21.7% 28.0% 28.5% 7.5% 
Getting from the airport 7.8% 11.4% 24.9% 32.6% 23.4%  

Fig. 4. Impact on journey experience with restricted provision/availability of 
airport shops/bars/cafes and onboard catering. 
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indicates that this is unlikely to be the case. It is more likely that the 
simple characteristic variables used in this survey are unable to explain 
the diversity of the market, and that more complex ones, particularly 
related to lifestyle and more complicated socio-economic and de
mographic factors, are needed. This could potentially provide some 
insight into how the industry should target different groups of ageing 
passengers in the post-coronavirus era. Moreover, disability is not found 
to be a significant factor but the sample size here is small. Of course, 
while many older passengers may be disabled due to the consequences 
of ageing, there are also many disabled passengers that are of a younger 
age who are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19. Clearly, more 
research in this area is needed. 

Finally, in terms of the different stages of the passenger journey, it is 
interesting that the journey to and from the airport is perceived as less of 
a risk for contracting COVID-19 than actually within the terminal or 
onboard. This seems somewhat surprising given that travelling by public 
transport is generally perceived as a risky undertaking. However, it can 
perhaps be explained by the fact that this age group tends to dispro
portionately use private transport to travel to and from the airport, 
compared to other passenger segments. The coronavirus pandemic 
might merely reinforce these ageing passenger preferences for private 
transport, and thus increase the challenge that many airport operators 
face in trying to shift passengers flows from private to public surface 
transport in order to become more sustainable. 

Inevitably this research has limitations. It uses a relatively small 
sample for just one country, does not cover other age groups for com
parisons, and only provides a snapshot in time of attitudes. The impacts 
of the coronavirus are changing very rapidly, so another survey later in 
the year might show whether attitudes are remaining consistent or 
changing. Moreover, in being part of a larger general survey into the 
attitudes of ageing passengers, there was only limited scope, within an 
acceptable completion time for respondents, to include specific ques
tions about the virus. However, as this research is ongoing, more survey 
work is planned, together with detailed in-depth interviews in order to 
delve deeper into some of the key issues discussed in this paper. 
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