NOBODY WINS WHEN PREMIUM ECONOMY ISN'T
PREMIUM ECONOMY

News / Airlines

“In the 1980s,” Canada’s Financial Post newspaper predicted in late 1978, “business travelers will
look back at air travel in this decade with a certain amount of trauma.” The logic, essentially, was
that passengers paying full economy fares (usually, those on business) were frustrated by how full
economy cabins were getting.

How times don’t change.

Back then, airlines’ response was to introduce business class cabins — but not, initially, seats —
with innovative products like British Airways’ Club Class providing more legroom in slightly
separated sections of the aircraft.

How times don’t change.

This week, Alaska Airlines is the latest carrier to announce an extra legroom economy section,
which will also include some amenities over economy. The specific amenities to be offered have
yet to be announced, but the airline’s Preferred Plus seating (front row of economy plus exit rows)
already include an adult beverage and priority boarding.

Yet the troubling thing is that Alaska mentioned the word “upgrade” seven times in its short press
release, calling Premium Class an “upgrade option” with “upgrade pricing”. This language matches
arch-rival Delta’s decision to start filing its own extra legroom economy product, Comfort+, as a
separate fare — a decision that has significance for upgrades and the passenger experience of
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international connections.
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Overall, the rise in the amount of extra legroom economy seating is a welcome one for taller
passengers — especially when a 30” economy cabin is becoming a reality on many aircraft among
the US mainline operators.

But from a wider point of view in terms of passenger expectations, the number of airlines offering
an increasingly fuzzy “better than economy” product — with names, fare classes and additional
amenities that make the lines even more blurred — is starting to become concerning.

Alaska, which doesn't fly in competition with airlines offering a true premium economy, would get a
pass here if the carrier weren’t calling its product “Premium Class”, and if the magic 8-ball of press
release language weren’t pointing towards “Copying Delta With Separate Fare Class”.
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Without that ability, without that passenger education, without that setting of expectations, and
without presenting their product in a way that enables real customer comparisons, airlines blurring
the lines between the pointy end and the back of the bus are putting the product cart before the
sales horse.
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