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A REVIEW OF ETHICS IN THE DESIGN OF SELF-SERVICE WEBSITES
AMONGST LOW-COST CARRIERS IN IRELAND

INTRODUCTION

Although ethical issues related to the Internet has been a widely debated topic, little has been
written on subtle ethical questions such as the exploitation of Web technologies to inhibit
customer service. Increasingly, some firms are using Websites to create distance between
them and their customer base in specific areas of their operations while simultaneously
developing excellence in sales transaction completion via self-service. This paper examines

the low-cost, Web-based self-service airline industry in Ireland.

The paper notes the manner in which information system (IS) design and marketing practice
are taught assumes ethicality and encourages fair and appropriate processes. While these
business disciplines are central to the success of self-service Websites, there is in some cases,
a discontinuity between the normative view and actual practice. This paper outlines the
normative approach to IS design and marketing, follows with a review of questionable ethical
practices used by low-cost carriers (LCCs), and concludes with a look at the implications for

research, teaching and practice.

THE SUCCESS OF LOW-COST CARRIERS (LCCS)

Economic deregulation of the global airline industry has meant airlines are examining
carefully their cost of operations, resulting in lower fares and higher levels of productivity by
removing the airlines’ restriction on pricing and destinations (Kahn 2002). Without these
restrictions, intense price competition has spurred airlines to seek improvements in efficiency
(Kahn 2002). The low-cost operation has been a highly successful model in the airline
industry over the last decade and in Europe, LCCs are growing 20% to 40% annually

(Alamdari and Fagan 2004) and currently hold 33% of the overall market (de Neufville 2006).



The basic LCC model is to achieve cost leadership to allow for flexibility in pricing and
realize higher operating margins. This strategy requires the carrier to examine every function
and service performed and to eliminate those considered as superfluous frills or to charge for
them separately as an addition to the basic fare. The sophisticated information systems LCCs
employ for dynamic pricing and revenue management have contributed substantially to their
healthy profit margins. In pursuance of eliminating inefficiencies, customer service is one
function that is perceived to have declined in importance. The justification some LCCs give
for neglecting customer service (i.e. managing complaints and concerns) are the low airfares

they offer customers.

HOW IS SHOULD BE IMPLEMENTED

Information systems have for many years been developed and implemented using structured
or object-oriented methods. Both methods are based on a systems development life cycle that
contains a number of stages, checkpoints and tasks. Information systems development (ISD)
involves systems analysis, systems design, construction and implementation as major stages
that are facilitated with a range of techniques from process modelling to data modelling to
object-oriented modelling (Constantine and Yourdon 1979; DeMarco 1979; Martin and
Finkelstein 1981). The critical importance of the user and their interaction with the computer
system has been recognised and great effort has been expended to ensure the experience is
engaging and productive. This area, known as human computer interaction (HCI), has long
held its basic goal is to improve the interaction between users and computer systems by

making systems more usable and amenable to the users’ needs.

The fields of ISD and HCI are taught to students with the aid of popular texts on virtually
every IS/IT college programme with a universal supposition that a central objective of

systems development is to improve usability and deliver a satisfying user experience. An



examination of widely used texts on the principles of Web design (Nielsen 1999; Rogers,
Sharp and Preece 2002; Sklar 2006) supports the hypothesis that IS professionals adopt a
benign and moral posture in designing and developing IS. No advice or guidance was
discovered that there exist design strategies or instructions that set out to inhibit customer
response or impede interaction. The authors would argue that amongst some practitioners, the
supposition that they adopt a considerate and user-centred approach is no longer a central

tenant.

HOW MARKETING SHOULD BE IMPLEMENTED

As a means to achieving organisational success, marketing’s central premise is to satisfy
customer needs and wants more effectively and efficiently than the competition (Boone and
Kurtz 2004; Brassington and Pettit 2006; Kotler and Armstrong 2007; Jobber 2007). This
marketing management philosophy clearly distinguishes between those firms which merely
have forms of marketing, such as the presence of a marketing or customer service department,
from those firms which are market-focused and customer-driven in implementing their
strategies. Firms successfully employing this management approach pursue a delicate balance
between satisfying customers’ needs by creating more value, while simultaneously achieving

organisational objectives by accruing profits.

An effective interaction between a buyer and seller may result in a satisfied customer, but to
retain customers over the long-term means managing customer relationships consistently. In
today’s technology rich environment, marketers facilitate their individual interactions with
customers through customer relationship management (CRM) systems. CRM is the
systematic combination of people, process and technology and enables firms to find, acquire
and retain customers. Finding and acquiring customers cost firms money, but retaining

existing customers is substantially more profitable than seeking new customers for new



transactions (Keaveney 1995). CRM is meant to facilitate the full spectrum of customer
interactions, including complaints and concerns. Marketers view customer complaints as
opportunities for service recovery that can turn angry, disgruntled customers into loyal, vocal
advocates for the firm. Indeed, good service recovery typically translates into higher sales
than if all had gone well in the first place (Smith, Bolton and Wagner 1999). As many firms
handle customer complaints poorly, those firms that succeed in offering excellent service

recovery may secure an unrivalled source of competitive advantage.

POOR PRACTICE AMONG LCCS

LCCs offer value to customers through their low fares, and achieve profits by calibrating
costs carefully to achieve attractive margins. A number of LCCs would appear to use their
information systems in a conflicting manner when managing customer interactions. The
Websites for these LCCs smoothly engage and facilitate customers through the self-service
process to purchase tickets and ancillary products, such as insurance, accommodation and car
rental. However, consumer groups, government agencies, regulators, the press and most
importantly consumers, increasingly complain LCCs are remiss in certain practices, as their
Websites are ‘gummy’, awkward and sluggish in facilitating customer concerns and
complaints. The websites do not readily display contact details, such as telephone numbers, e-
mail addresses to register concerns and complaints. Customers are given only an address and,
on occasion, a fax number, which delay the customers’ opportunity for a timely response. A
central question needs to be put forward: is this gumminess is an intentional design feature? If
it is intentional, this gumminess is contrary to the ethos of designing a ‘good system’ to

facilitate the full spectrum of customer service.



EXPLORATORY STUDY REVIEWING ‘GUMMY’ PRACTICES

Heuristic Evaluation and Task Analysis

An exploratory study was conducted to evaluate the usability and functional design of six
LCC Websites: Aer Arann, Aer Lingus, bmibaby, easylet, Jet2.com and Ryanair. Four of
these carriers operate out of the Republic of Ireland and two out of Northern Ireland. The
methodology was based on heuristic evaluation, which is well established within the HCI
field. It is a usability inspection technique that systematically assesses a user interface design
for usability (Nielsen 1999). Heuristic evaluation is guided by usability principles (i.e.
heuristics) that examine if interface elements conform in practice to those principles. The
technique is adjusted for evaluating Websites (Sharp, Rogers and Preece 2007). The heuristics
were customized for identifying usability issues for the low-cost airline industry based partly
on Nielsen’s set and the authors’ knowledge of relevant issues, as well as ethical problems
emerging from the sector (Alter 2003; Clark 2006; ECC Network 2006). The analysis,
however, goes beyond the assessment of the ‘goodness’ or otherwise of usability and makes
judgements on the concordance of Website features with broader expectations of IS design
and marketing principles. The heuristics developed are shown in Table 1 in the Appendix.
Given the heuristics, a number of tasks were established (see Table 2 in the Appendix) to
gauge the effectiveness of each of the LCC Websites. These tasks are commonly conducted
activities that users would be expected to use as part of an online, self-service Website. They

are representative pre-sale, sale and post-sale activities.



WEBSITE EVALUATION
Quotes, Bookings and Referrals
Destinations

A principal task a LCC Website needs to facilitate is getting a quote for a specified flight and
leading the user through to sales completion. Where the user begins the process of identifying
the destinations the carrier serves, all of the LCCs afford advanced design features such as
‘hub and spoke’ route maps that superbly assist users in visualizing what would otherwise be
complex flat information. What is also interesting is that each airline made it easy to find the
map and used consistent language; the button was called either ‘Where We Fly’ or

‘Destinations’. Figure 1 illustrates the similarity of this feature in each LCC’s Website.
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Figure 1: Hub and Spoke Route Maps (accessed 13" July 2007)



Pricing Flights

Pricing is achieved by using the booking systems of all airlines, rather than a separate quote
facility. For this purpose, the LCC Websites afford a high level of usability, assisting the user
to complete the task quickly and effectively. There are many design features that accelerate
the process, from giving users available flights around the preferred date retaining user dates
and details during an interaction. As an example, Aer Lingus even allow the consumer to
select departure and return flights for specific dates, where a screen is presented for which the

priced flight is, in fact, the cheapest of a selection of other flights.

A distinctly useful feature on Jet2.com is a ‘low fare finder’ that allows a customer with
flexible dates to play with all available flights for a month at a glance. The flights, all priced,
can be seen for both flight segments on one screen. This feature (see Figure 2) contrasts
markedly with other carriers, which make it difficult to find the cheapest combination of

flights for customers who have date flexibility.

Jet2.com
Cities, Sun & Ski © low fare FINDER

The lowest fares for your chosen details are shown below. Blank days indicate no flight available.

Select your low fare dates by clicking the circle of the day(s) you want to fly, then click the "Start
booking® button below...

CORK - NEWCASTLE NEWCASTLE - CORK
g
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Search again

To make a new search, change the details of your journey here...
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[ cork v| [ NEWCASTLE v
Outgoing Journey Return Journey

[3uly 2007 v August 2007 v

Figure 2: Jet2.com’s Low Fare Finder (accessed 13" July 2007)



Handling Fees, Taxes and Charges

The main difference between getting a quote and booking the flight is the imposition
‘handling’ charges and negotiating a series of opt-in and opt-out services. These handling
fees, taxes and charges are for the most part unavoidable and inconsistently levied by the
LCCs. Hence, there is significant uncertainty as to what constitutes a ‘final price’ due to
baggage fees, taxes, and a plethora of ‘services’ for which extra charges are levied. All
airlines quote a price that suggests it is either ‘Final’ or ‘Total’ whereas, in fact, it is neither.
Consequently, these design features with respect to pricing adversely affect usability and
trust. Some airlines are more transparent than others; bmibaby is the only airline that claims to
include taxes and charges, but they appear high and are not broken down and explained to the
user during the booking process. However, despite repeating the claim on six consecutive
screens that “all prices now include taxes, fees and charges”, at the final screen a charge of €5

for credit card payment is applied (see Figures 3(a) and 3(b)).

(a) (b)

price information

bmi MasterCarl Agoly now, Typicalrte 15.% 4PR,

all prices now include
taxes, fees and charges

total cost of hooking including applicable credit card charge EUR 77,32

Figure 3(a) and (b): bmibaby’s Taxes and Charges (accessed 1 3™ July 2007)



The taxes and charges that each airline applies subsequent to the first quoted price, except for
bmibaby, are all substantial and generally unavoidable. Most LCCs (Aer Lingus, Aer Arann,
easylJet and Jet2.com) do not break down the cost during the quote or booking process. As an
illustration Figure 4(a) reveals that Jet2.com can turn an €88 return flight into €137.50, a 56%
increase without any effort to inform customers how this happened. But it does not end here;
choosing one piece of hand luggage costs €8 per segment bringing the “Total Payment

amount, inclusive of card handling fee” to €153.50.

(a)
Pricing
Outbound flight per adult/child
Fare € 44.00
Charges € 21.00
Total € 65.00
Return flight per adult/child
Fare € 44.00
Charges € 28.50
Total € 72.50
Total per adult/child € 137.50
Total for 1 passenger € 137.50
(b)
e At PSS OO e LSO ISayss 81
. Total Charge is EUR 153.50.
(= ) -Please accept additional charges per passenger per sector,
- Total CC_VISA EUR 6.00

Figure 4(a) and (b): Jet2.com’s Taxes and Charges (accessed 3™ July 2007)

However, once again this price is wholly misleading because it is not either a total charge, nor

is it inclusive of a card handling fee. On selecting a credit card from a drop down box it
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emerges that it costs €3 for each segment for each passenger. The alert box that appears (in
Figure 4(b)) plays further with the currency of language by calling the charge ‘total’ and then
informing the user the credit card charge is also ‘total’. This additional charge brings the
actual real final charge to €159.50, or at least it would appear so, since the authors did not

commit their cards in service to their research.

To their credit, Ryanair does provide some degree of explanation of their charges. However, it
is accessed via a ‘details’ link that reveals a pop-up alert box displaying a partial explanation
of charges as a graphics image rather than text, illustrated in Figures 5(a) and 5(b). This last
point is quite troubling; the design feature means a customer cannot print or even highlight
and copy the charges. In practice, if one wishes to examine such charges one can read them
when the box is open and then write the charges down on paper. Can this feature be anything

other than deliberate?

(a) (b)
Charges Going Out Charges Coming Back
e aE et TP W A D ORI AT ) [PCOTTT ST e 31 I e e TP D DRI AT TPCONTSares B
/A (A
— Here is a breakdown of the taxes and Here is a breakdown of the taxes and

fees that apply to your purchase. fees that apply to your purchase.

Coming Back:

Going Out:
16.95ELR  PSC - Non Refundable D A P N Rt abls
S.79EUR  Ins & Wchr Levy S.79EUR  Ins &Wchr Levy

22.74EUR  Total Taxes, Fees & Charges 41.20EUR  Total Taxes, Fees & Charges

Figure 5(a) and (b): Ryanair’s Taxes and Charges (accessed 1 3" July 2007)
It is also worth noting the charges going out and coming back are, in this case, significantly

different for each segment and little effort is made to explain the differential. To reveal, as far

as is possible, what these charges are composed of it is necessary to burrow deep into the
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Website. The strangest charge is the ‘Passenger Service Charge/Airport Tax’ denoted ‘PSC’
in Figure 5, which is “a charge made by the airport authority to an airline for the use of the
terminal, runway, emergency services, security facilities etc.” One would wonder how fair it

is to publish prices for flights that do not include the use of an airport terminal.

Similar to Ryanair, Aer Arann uses pop-up alert boxes to display different fare types denoted
as ‘E’, ‘K’, ‘O’, ‘V’, ‘W’ and so on. Figure 6 demonstrates the incomprehensible nature of
these fare types. The crammed information cannot be printed, copied or stored, and disappears
when a user wants to check a different fare type. Spotting the differences between the various
fares is not for the poor sighted or those lacking in short-term memory. Indeed, in one
interaction it was discovered the conditions for E, S, T, V and W fares were exactly the same.
Such a scenario makes it difficult to square the phenomenon with one condition found to be
common to all fares: “changes allowed in the same fare class”. The logic of Aer Arann for
designing such a wholly confusing mechanism for communicating the fare conditions to users
is difficult to understand. The evaluation found no explanation on the Website of what

differentiates these fare types. Such lack of clarity in design camouflages the real nature of the

flight for users.
(2) (b)
E Fare O Fare
e aB et T L W e ar NP CoNTiSayss \31 I e ag e LYWW el an T Com Sayss \31
/A : !
(=) Fare Details (*= ) Fare Details
EFare o O Fare

Changes allowed in same fare class

Change fee of EUR25.00/GBP18.00 per person applies.
Upgrade allowed. Fare difference plus change fee applies
PRIOR TO COMMEMNCEMENT OF FIRST SECTOR

Mame changes are permitted at a fee

of Eur 40.00 or GBP 28.00 per name

Routing changes are permitted at a fee of Eur 25.00 or
GBP 18.00 per person

Fare is non Refundable

Changes allowed in same fare class

Upgrade allowed. Fare difference may apply

PRIOR TO COMMENCEMENT OF FIRST SECTOR

Mame changes are permitted at a fee

of Eur 40,00 or GBP 28.00 per name

Routing changes are permitted at a fee of Eur 25.00 or
GBP 18.00 per person

Fare is non Refundable

Figure 6(a) and (b) Ryanair’s Taxes and Charges (accessed 13" July 2007)
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Opt-in and Opt-out Fee-Based Services

Another gummy feature is the series of fee-based services which customers must negotiate
throughout the website. Typically, the onus is placed on customers to opt-out of fee-based
services. Most airlines are guilty of using this feature, which is well-known among

commercial Websites, and is by no means exclusive to the LCC industry. To illustrate:

* Aer Lingus, easyJet and Ryanair make users opt-out of travel insurance.
* Jet2.com force customers to opt-out of a €16 charge for one checked-in bag.

* Aer Lingus force one to opt-out of receipt of “occasional emails about our
services...”

The feature that violates the most heuristics during the analysis was the process of trying to
choose the number of bags with Ryanair and whether the user wished them checked-in online
or not. When the user enters passenger details, the number of bags is chosen from the drop
down box, which quite clearly advises that should a user select ‘0’ bags, they are
automatically choosing ‘Online Check-in/Priority Boarding’ (see the circle in Figure 7(a)).
Thus, it would appear a charge is unavoidable even if one is travelling with only hand
luggage. This feature is not just misleading or vague; it is an intentional design feature to
propel users into paid-for Online Check-in. Once a bag-less user has pondered their options,
they will find there is no way to progress unless ‘0 Bags - Online Check-in/Priority Boarding’
is selected. What happens next is quite remarkable, text instantaneously appears beneath the
drop down box that allows the user to ‘Remove’ the choice the system has led them to select

(see the smaller circle in Figure 7(b) and the text below).

“You have selected our Online Check-In/Priority Boarding service, passengers who
qualify for this service can avoid check-in queues and be priority boarded onto the
aircraft. Don’t forget to check-in online from 2 days up to 4 hours prior to the scheduled

flight departure time. Click to Remove this service and just travel with 0 bags.”

However, the user would need to be quick-sighted to catch the manoeuvre since it happens so
swiftly and the ‘remove’ option is embedded deep within the text so the unwary customer

could easily miss the presentation of an opt-out priority boarding service.
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(a)

RYANAIR cowm

| Passenger Details

Title First name Last name/\ Price Policies
IR i
i

1 [ M & | | 0.00 EUR view

Confirm Country of Residence to purchas 7.50 EUR view

3Bags
4 Bags
If you would prefer NOT to purchase travel insurance sir 5Bags led in the drop down menu
Baggage Total 0.00 EUR
Insurance Total 7.50 EUR
Total 7.50 EUR

(b)

RYANAIR com

| Passenger Details

Title First name Last name Price Policies
1| Mo [~IN] | 6.00 EUR view
Confirm Country of Residence to purchase Insurangf | lreland (V] 7.50 EUR view

i selected our Online Check-In/Priority Boarding service, Pagsengers who qualify for this service can ayp# check-in queues and be
priority boa onto the aircraft. Don’t forget to check-in online from 2= up to 4 hours prior to the scheefed flight departure time. Click to
Remove this sePyice and just travel with 0 bags.

If you wo prefer NOT to purchase travel insurance simply chose No Travel Insurance Required in the drop down menu

Baggage Total 6.00 EUR
Insurance Total 7.50 EUR
Total 13.50 EUR

Figure 7(a) and (b): Ryanair’s Gummy Baggage Selection Process
(accessed 13" July 2007)

Timed Out Sessions

Another notable feature that limits the ‘completion of tasks’ heuristic is Aer Lingus’ timing
out of a user’s session after a few minutes (see Figure 8). Sessions time out whether one is
casually browsing the site or one has paused during the booking process, thus losing all flight
details. The explanation for a timed out session is odd by suggesting one might have “tried to
use an invalid bookmark from a previous visit”. Timing out “after a certain period as a
security precaution” has some merit, but users are unnecessarily inconvenienced by this

feature.
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aerlingus.com »%

Deutsch

English Francais Italiano Espaiiol Nederlands Portugués Polski

We're sorry, but your session on our site has timed out, or you've tried to use an invalid
bookmark from a previous visit. The session is configured to time out after a certain period
as a security precaution.

Please go to our Home Page to continue with us.

Die Sitzung wurde leider abgebrochen, oder Sie haben ein ungultiges Lesezeichen von
einem friheren Besuch verwendet. Die Sitzung wird nach einer bestimmten Zeit aus
Sicherheitsgriinden abgebrochen.

Bitte wechseln Sie zu unserer Startseite, und fahren Sie dort fort.

Désolé, mais votre session sur notre site a expiré, ou vous avez essaye d'utiliser un signet
invalide datant d'une précédente visite. Pour des raisons de sécurité, toute session expire
au bout d'un certain temps.

veuillez accéder a notre page d'accueil pour ouvrir une nouvelle session.

Figure 8: Aer Lingus’ Timing Out Screen (accessed 13" July 2007)

Pressure Towards Increased Price Transparency

Hidden costs and the exclusion of charges that are unavoidable is becoming an increasingly
contentious issue that has attracted the attention of several bodies. The Office of Fair Trading
(OFT) in the UK has threatened to take legal action against airlines including easyJet, Ryanair
and Thomas Cook, to stop the LCCs quoting fares without including extras such as taxes. The
OFT argue extras and surcharges can significantly change the price of travel for consumers
and therefore they could be making the wrong choices. The BBC found the OFT deadline for
compliance of mid-summer 2007 was not being met by several low-cost carriers who were
still quoting flight prices net of non-optional charges. In response to extra charges in Ireland,
the Consumers’ Association of Ireland has said airlines should be forced to quote fares on an
all-inclusive basis. Similarly, the European Commission has proposed fares should be more
transparent and should include all extra charges so passengers are informed up front of the

full flight price.

Despite such attention, in what would appear to be an escalation of the movement of flight
prices into opaque or hidden charges, there have been many recent changes by LCCs. These
changes include: the introduction of baggage charges; hefty excess baggage charges; non-
transferable baggage allowances; upgrade charges; online check-in charges; seat selection

charges (one airline, Are Lingus, even charges up to €30 per segment for increased leg room);

15



and priority boarding. These changes may help explain why the cost of flying seems to be
rocketing in Ireland. The consumer price index for May 2007, which uses the final fare price

rather than the quoted price, noted a 37% increase in the past year.
q p pasty

Overall, the gumminess in the LCCs’ reservation process leads to ambiguity and a lack of
clarity for users. The booking process is now clustered with disaggregated products that users
need to re-assemble themselves to construct a flight of infinite variety and all predicated on
the user, by obligation, spending time and money doing so.

Finding Cheap Flights

In the past, many consumers have found some advertised cheap fare to be ‘elusive’
(Whitehouse 2001). This evaluation discovered that generally advertised ‘cheap’ flights can
be found. However, the process may involve considerable time as well as some trial and error.
Most LCCs have headline offers with the usual charges added on. Of the LCCs evaluated,
easylet’s Website is the most straightforward and transparent. Prices are quoted as return
flights per person with all taxes included except for final card charges. Generally, easylJet’s
Website has internal consistency, is welcoming and easy to use. Moreover, most features in

its Website work in the manner they appear to suggest.

‘About Us’

For many of the airline Websites, the ‘About Us’ link was easy to find, as it was usually
located at the top of the homepage as a tab on a prominent navigation bar, or at the bottom of
the page. As expected, ‘About Us’ offered a variety of information ranging from the airline’s
mission, its history and fleet, milestones in its operations, opportunities for employment and
recruitment, its partnerships with other organizations (e.g. airlines, tourism boards, car rental
agencies, hoteliers and media partners), to newsworthy information on the airline’s activities,
such as business awards and charitable efforts. In the case of bmibaby, the ‘About Us’

information was found under the link ‘Corporate’, which may not be as immediately intuitive
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to users looking for information about the airline. In the case of Aer Lingus, the ‘About Us’
link led to the firm’s contact details, while other company information was found in a menu

located on the left of the page.

‘Contact Us’, Compliments and Complaints

Locating information to contact the airline, was relatively easy in some Websites, but could
be highly problematic in others. In a couple of Websites, the ‘Contact Us’ information could
be found through links on the navigation bar, as well as within the site map. For example, in
the Aer Lingus Website contact information is found through the ‘About Us’ and ‘Need Help’
links at the top of the homepage’s navigational bar, as well as the site map. The contact
details for Aer Lingus’ reservation desks and pre-flight help desks are organised by country
and include phone numbers, opening hours, and in some cases include fax numbers, postal
addresses and email addresses. However, if consumers want to compliment or complain about
an Aer Lingus flight (i.e. post-flight assistance), they are asked to write (see Figure 9) to the
nearest Aer Lingus office and to include a copy of their ticket or boarding card. No telephone

numbers or email addresses are provided for post-flight assistance.

[Aer Lingus Customer Relations

[pre flight:
Should you have a query regarding an existing reservation prior to departure, please
contact your local Reservations office.

Post flight:

If you have recently travelled with Aer Lingus and would like to compliment our
service or if you wish to submit a claim or bring to our attention an aspect of service
you were not entirely satisfied with please write (including a copy of your
ticket/boarding card) to your nearest office.

Ireland /UK

Aer Lingus Customer Care Unit
Aer Lingus Head Office

Dublin Airport

Ireland

Fax Number: 00353 1 8863832

IMPORTANT: Please submit your fax ONCE only. All correspondence will be
responded to.

Figure 9: Aer Lingus’ Customer Relation Contact Details (accessed 13™ July 2007)
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Jet2.com and bmibaby follow the same policy as Aer Lingus when it comes to pre-flight
assistance, which are sales-related inquiries and post-flight assistance, which relates to

complaints.

Among the six airlines reviewed, Aer Arann provided the most complete contact information
(see Figure 10). Not only were there full contact details for the head office in Dublin airport,
but also contact information for Aer Arann’s reservations desks across Europe, where in each
instance, an address, phone number, fax number and email address was included. Moreover,
Aer Arann uniquely facilitated post-flight assistance by offering email addresses for feedback,

customer relations and refund queries.

The Aer Arann Story Head Office
worlds greenest aircraft Aer Arann, 1 Northwood Avenue, Santry,
Dublin 9

Aircraft colour scheme Tel: +353 1 844 7700

Aircraft photo gallery Fax: +353 1 844 7701

Email: info@aerarann.com

You Tube Movie YoulllD Web: www.aerarann.com
News Office opening hours:
Monday - Friday, 9am - 5.30pm
Jobs Saturday, closed
Sunday, closed
Contact
Telephone Reservations
RSS Feed )

Ireland: 08 15 210 210 about this number
UK: 0800 587 2324 about this number
Rest of World: + 353 818210210
Reservations opening Hours

Monday - Friday, 9am - 7pm

Saturday, 9am - 6pm
Sunday and Bank Holidays, 10am - 4pm

Information for suppliers

Download the Aer Arann Purchasing TsCs March 2007

Aircraft Charter

48 - 66 seater aircrafts

Aer Arann have Charter aircraft for hire subject to availability. Please contact Sera Kenny 01 -
8447752, We also advise passengers to consider our scheduled services to accommodate group
bookings.

9 seater aircraft

These aircraft are available for charter year-round. They are ideal for corporate outings and sporting
groups. All enquiries to Aer Arann Islands on +353 91 593 034 or to aerarann@iol.ie

Group Bookings

Tel: +353 91 541926
Email: groupbookings@aerarann.com

Press Queries

Market Match

Audrey Cunninahaen

Figure 10: Aer Arann’s Contact Details (accessed 13™ July 2007)
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With easylet, although the ‘Contact Us’ link was easy to find at the top of the homepage, it
led to a list of FAQs with a search option. Thus, in searching for contact details consumers are
directed to a list of premium-rated telephone numbers for Web support, customer services as
well as sales and changes to existing bookings (see Figure 11). As well, national premium
telephone numbers are given for other countries. It was not possible to contact the airline by

email or fax, but a postal address is given for easyJet’s headquarters in Luton Airport.

What is your telephone number and contact centre opening times?

QOur contact centre is open for business from 08:00 to 20:00 hrs every day (UK time). You can
speak to one of our agents on the numbers below, please make sure to dial the correct number.
Calling the wrong number may result in your call not being dealt with in the most efficient and
timely manner. Web Support: 0905 560 7777 (calls cost £1 per minute; calls from mobiles and
other networks may cost more)(Saturday and Sunday 09:00 to 17:00hrs) can Wes Support to:

® Receive assistance in navigating, booking Hights or other products via our website. CUusSLOMeEr
Services: 0871 244 2366 (calls cost 10p per minute; calls from mobiles and other
networks may cost more) calf Customer Services to:

® Correct minor spelling mistakes in passenger names or incorrect titles

® Confirm the details of your booking or to check if your booking has gone through
® Make baggage enquivies, including lost or damaged

® Claim refunds, credit files or make transiers from disrupted or cancelled flights
® Claim under our price promise policy

® Claim under our 24 hour booking cancellation policy

® Discuss any other issues pot covered above Sales and changes to existing bookings: 0905 821 0905 (calls
cost 65p per minute; calls from mobiles and other networks may cost more) Calf Sales to:

L] : 1side the 2 week her s creait e Callers should check with the bill payer before phoning.
Calls may be recorded or momtored for quallty and training purposes, If you are calling from abroad, please

telephone the relevant number below:

Figure 11: easyJet’s Contact Details (accessed 13" July 2007)

Ryanair proved to be the most challenging in locating the ‘Contact Us’ link, as there is no
such link on the home page. The most direct way to find contact information is through the
site map, where ‘Contact Us’ is listed under ‘About Us’. Indeed, if a consumer clicks on the
‘About Us’ link on the homepage’s navigational bar, the main horizontal navigational bar

changes to include ‘Contact Us’. The page cites ‘Reservation Contact Numbers’, but on the
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left panel another ‘Contact Us’ link appears. When this link is selected a user finally gets
‘real’ contact details via ‘Contacting Customer Service’, which is nestled in between ‘Contact
for Disability Requirements’ and ‘How do I register with Ryanair for special offers?’. There
is no order or apparent logic to this design and it makes no sense if one wishes users to find
contact details; it is either exceptionally poor design or deliberately gummy. The heuristic that
Websites should be designed so they are shallow rather than deep (Larson and Czerwinski

1998; Shneiderman and Plaisant 2004) is clearly violated in this instance.

Similar to easylet, the Ryanair Website provides a list of FAQ links. Thus, for pre-flight
assistance consumers may find the relevant information through the ‘Reservation Contact
Numbers’ and the ‘Internet Support’ links, which list premium telephone numbers by country.
For ‘Contacting Customer Service’, the link directs users to a series of postal addresses
according to the nature of the issue, such as complaints, EU 261 cancellations and delay
complaints, refunds for cancelled flights and baggage claims. Complaints are to be written in
English and provide full flight details (e.g. dates and routes) and passenger names. A key
word search on the Website for customer service returns another link for ‘How can I contact
Ryanair’ where a fax number is given for post-flight assistance. Again, faxed letters should be

written in English and full flight and passenger details provided.

According to ‘Ryanair’s Passenger Service and Lowest Fares Charter’, the airline will
respond to written complaints within seven days from the date of its receipt. It is interesting to
note Ryanair will respond to these written complaints to the email address provided at the
time of reservation, however, their manner of response is not outlined in their charter, and is

given elsewhere on the Website under ‘Contacting Customer Service’ (see Figure 12).

20



TRAVEL QUESTIONS DESTINATIONS NEWS ABOUT US Contact Us | Flight Information | Timetables | Terms & Con

RYANAIR com

= T

HOME HDTEL‘; CHEAP HOSTEL TOURS & TRAVEL TRAVEL REASONS RYANAIR
) AR HIRE RLD ACTIVITIES IDES INSURANCE TO TRAVEL >ASINO

Making a Reservation << BACK
Photo Id

CONTACTING CUSTOMER SERYICE

Passports & Yisas

Special Needs Before You Fly

Baggage If you have a query on any issue regarding your reservation prior to travel, please
) contact your nearest reservation centre click here and our reservation staff will be

Baggage Tracing happy to answer any question that you may have.

Online Check-in After You Have Flown

{Check N'Go)
If you have flown with Ryanair and wish to complain about your experience,

Airport Check-in then write to us including the following information:
Travel Insurance CONFIRMATION NUMBER (e.g. ABC123) - We cannot process complaints
Inflight without this
Full Flight Details - date/routes
Children & Infants Passenger Names
Changes & Cancellations Please mark for the attention of one of the following departments
Reconfirm Flights For Complaints
Custormner Services Dept
Contact Us Ryanair Head Office
Dublin Airport
Hotels Co Dublin
Car Hire

For EU261 Cancellation and Delay Complaints
EU Passenger Compensation Dept

Search by Keyword Ryanair Head Office
Dublin Airport
Co Dublin
m For Refunds - Cancelled Flights
Ryanair Refunds Dept
Contact Us Ryanair Head Office
Dublin Airport
Co Dublin

Reservation Contact

Numbers Baggage Claims - Damage /Mishandled/Lost
Internet Support Baggage Claims Department
Ryanair Head Office
Contact for Disability Dublin Airport
Requirements Co Dublin

Figure 12: Ryanair’s Contact Details (accessed 1 3™ July 2007)

It is baffling that Ryanair can respond to complaints by email, but it cannot receive
complaints by email. Additionally, a key word search for either ‘customer charter’ or
‘passenger charter’ does not elicit any results. The charter exists, but is not easily found; it can
be located under ‘About Us’, where in the left hand panel there is a link to the ‘Passenger

Charter’ (see Figure 13).
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TRAVEL QUESTIONS

DESTINATIONS

NEWS ABOUT US

RYANAIR com

9090
HOTELS

HOME

Customer Feedback | Contact Us | Careers | Passenger Charter | Register for O

L I Ireland (English)

CHEAP OSTEL TOURS & TRAVEL TRAVEL REASONS RYANAIR AIRPORT
CAR HIRE ORLD ACTIVITIES GUIDES SURANCE O TRAVEL CASINO TRANSFER

0 NE CHECK-IN

About Us

Ryanair: The Story So Far

Ryanair Fleet
Passenger Charter

Ryanair & the
environment

Register for Offers
European Low Fares

Airline Association
Website

Investor Relations

Investor Relations News
Analysts

Presentations

Traffic Figures

FAQ

Biographies:
Board of Directors

Biographies:
Senior Management

Careers

Read Our Charter
Ryanair's Passenger Service and Lowest Fares Charter

Ryanair is committed to publishing custorner service statistics each month and
these cofirm that Ryanair is No. 1 for custorer service.

Several high fares airlines in Europe have recently come together to agree an
"airline Passenger Service Commitment”. This so called service commitment is
silent on the issue of prices and reducing them. Since this is agreed largely by
airlines who have been charging amongst the highest air fares for many years
now, and since it contains a wish list of non-legally binding commitments, this is
yet another misleading document prepared by airlines who are more concerned
with increasing air fares than they are with meeting the real needs of airline
passengers - namely affordable low cost air travel. By refusing to give airline
passengers any commitments on pricing or competition, this "Airline Passenger
Service Commitment" document is just another PR exercise, from the airlines
who brought you high fares.

Ryanair believes that any passenger service commitment must involve a
commitment on pricing and punctuality, and should not be confined to less
important aspects of "service" which is the usual excuse the high fare airlines
use for charging high air fares. We believe that we can do better, that's why the
Ryanair pricing, punctuality and service commitment is a far superior passenger
service commitment. We provide all of the essential customer services, but
clearly we do not provide all of the back up services {("expensive frills") that
these high fares carriers promise, but then with our lower prices and better
punctuality, 99.9% of all our passengers won't need them!!

Ryanair Passenger Fares, Punctuality and Service commitment
Ryanair cormnmits to
1. Offer the lowest fares at all time on all routes:

1. Ryanair will continuously offer the lowest available prices to all
aur nassenaers. on all rautes an which we anerate. reaardless of

Passenger Charter

Read Our Charter:
Read Our Charter
Ryanair is No.1 for
Customer Service:
No. 1 for
Punctuality

No. 1 for fewest
lost bags

No. 1 for for flight
completions

No. 1 for for fewest
complaints

Figure 13: Ryanair’s Passenger Charter (accessed 13" July 2007)

Although, it is common sense that making Websites gummy when consumers have
complaints or concerns will increase the level of customer dissatisfaction, most LCCs are
prepared to take such risks. While Ryanair claims on its Website to have the fewest
complaints in the industry, a 2006 study by the European Consumer Centre Network (ECC
Network 2006), found Ryanair was the subject of a five-fold increase in complaints over the
last two years. Ryanair does not readily facilitate customer complaints; indeed, it is extremely

difficult to complain.

Changes to Bookings
Most of the LCCs have a facility to ‘Manage Booking’ or ‘Change Booking’, where dates and

destinations may be changed. During the booking process many LCC Websites highlight that
passenger names must be the same as they appear on passports. Name changes on tickets are a

pre-flight form of assistance, where users are directed to contact sales desks, which are often
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premium telephone numbers. Although the per minute charges for these premium telephone
lines are typically given, it is more difficult to find out the charge incurred for changing a
name on a ticket. In the case of some airlines (e.g. Aer Arann and bmibaby), at the time of
booking the user is notified that name changes are possible for €40 per person. On the easylJet
and Jet2.com Websites, the FAQ link provides users with information on how to change a
name and the associated cost; however, easylJet is the only LCC that allows name changes
online, provided the user is a registered member. With all LCCs, changing a misspelled
passenger name is the same as changing a passenger name, so there was virtually no

flexibility in accommodating such minor errors.

DISCUSSION

For LCCs, it appears many non-sales related activities are simply removed or distanced from
the operations of the organization. This deconstructed, ‘no-frills’ business model is reflected
in the design of the supporting IS. That the IS should reflect the business model is precisely
how a ‘good’ IS should be designed. LCC self-service Websites are thus primarily aimed at
capturing revenues and appear highly effective, as they focus on sales completion and
minimizing effort on the part of the customer. However, there remains a gap between the
functionality one would expect to find in sophisticated, Web-based IS and what they actually
offer. Similarly, some of the features are unorthodox in their design. The differential cannot
be explained by Ogburn’s cultural lag thesis which proposes that material culture generally
advances more rapidly than nonmaterial culture. Thus, physical and operational systems first
appear while ethics, philosophy and belief systems surface much later (Marshall 1999).

Certain questions arise from this analysis.

How is one to interpret these design strategies? They are not accidental; the clear focus on
assisting users in closing sales contrasts radically with strangely ineffective, poorly accessible

or completely missing functionality. It is evident that some firms are quite deliberately using
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Web technologies to design out features one might expect in ‘traditional’ information systems
and to obfuscate or complicate others. To cite the most obvious examples: why do LCC firms
not use email or web forms to facilitate customer communications; why is it so difficult to

quickly find contact details; and why are the structures of additional charges so fragmented?

What is it about self-service Websites that lend themselves to this type of customer service?
Such Websites have certain unique characteristics that are different to bricks and mortar
operations. The channel is indirect and certain features can be designed in (or out) in a way
that would not be tolerated with face-to-face or telephone-based models. It is possible to de-
market the business model far more effectively when direct contact is avoided. Self-service
Websites also devolve tasks to customers, delegating responsibility for accurate data entry

and the initiation and cost of remedial procedures when things go wrong.

Are LCC customers inured to the gumminess of LCCs? Can it be that LCCs have succeeded
in convincing customers that they must expect some level of pain and suffering in exchange
for cheap flights. Do users believe that somewhere along the road to their reservation
destination they are going to get mugged? If users are expectant of little customer service, a
lack of transparency, hidden costs, hard work and effort, and intense wariness when
interacting, then LCCs have achieved a remarkable relationship with their customers — all of it

enabled without the exchange of conversation.

Is the Web any less ethical than business practices elsewhere? Probably not, the practices
outlined here are not illegal or, apparently, subject to regulatory sanction. Corporate codes of
ethics have been widely adopted in ways that range from moderating business practices to
guaranteeing the principles of fair trade in the supply chain. However, new Web technologies
allow firms to develop obstacles and barriers that a bricks and mortar model would not

facilitate.
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Are ethics of IS and marketing professionals of any relevance? In a highly competitive
industry that thrives on a low-cost strategy, simplicity and limited functionality are natural
consequences for the design of IS. However, some IS/IT practitioners must be acutely aware
that they are guilty of, at the very least, sins of omission in IS design practice. Furthermore, it
is without evidence of disparity reasonable to assume there is a congruence of values between
managers, marketers and IS practitioners. While there are well-established, if dissimilar,
professional codes of ethics in the IS/IT field (Oz 1993), the notion of emancipatory ideals
(Hirschheim and Klein 1994), once feted in the IS literature, finding a role in the design of

low-cost airline Websites appears to have found little resonance in this area of practice.

CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH

There are a number of implications of this study. While many business ethics issues are not
manifestly new in Web-based IS, it is “becoming apparent that the ethical dimensions of IS-
related business decisions cannot be safely ignored” (Smith and Hasnas 1999: 111). It is
necessary to renew the articulation of ethics in view of the capacity of new technologies to
affect dubious practice. Perhaps ethical guidelines and frameworks in IS design; corporate
codes of ethics; professional IS/IT and marketing codes of ethics; and ethics in the IS and

marketing curricula, also need to be re-visited.

There is assumed ethicality in how IS are designed and how marketing practice is conducted;
such assumptions need to be challenged. Writers have advised practitioners and teachers to be
worried if there is a ‘complete absence’ of contact information (Kassler 2002). This concern
is largely focussed on the potential for deceit and fraud. It is not normally directed at
‘reputable’ firms who, obscure contact details to reduce interaction and dialogue. This
oversight too demands some revision in how information systems and marketing are taught.
Do teachers make students aware of gummy practices or should they demonstrate how they

can be achieved to match the demands of business practice?
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Social responsibility in corporate governance has become an imperative for many firms. Do
LCCs using self-service delivery demand different standards because they are low-cost? Is
there a layer of insulation that such operators enjoy because, to many non-technical observers,
the nuances of intentional design practices remain unclear? The lowering of customer
expectations that de-marketing has brought about have lowered the threshold of systems
design. Is this benchmark acceptable? While all of these questions involve a much broader

social discourse, it is timely to debate them.
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Table 1: Evaluation Heuristics

APPENDIX

Heuristic

Description

Aesthetic and minimalist

design

The Website should not contain unnecessary or rarely
needed clutter.

Navigation design

The means by which users navigate their way around
the information structure should be clear.

Internal consistency

Users should not have to ponder whether different terms
or actions have the same meaning.

The language should be that of the user where possible
and information should appear in a natural and logical
order.

Depth of navigation menu

The Website should be designed so that it is shallow
rather than deep.

Completion of tasks

The system should be designed so that users are able to
efficiently and effectively complete a task to their
expectations.

There are features that accelerate functionality for
expert users but remain flexible enough for novice user.

Clarity of feature
functionality

A feature should fulfill the function implied by the
dialog.

Dialog should be simple with no irrelevant or
unnecessary information.

Minimizing the user’s
memory load

The interface should not require users to remember
information between one part of the system and the next.

Help users recognize,
diagnose and recover from
errors or unintended actions

The system should be carefully designed so that it
prevents a problem from ever happening rather than
relying on good error or warning messages.

Table 2: Analysis Tasks

Quotes Bookings and Referrals
» Get a quote for a specified flight.
* Book a specified flight.
» Find an advertised ‘cheap’ flight.

‘About Us’

* Find and establish the nature of the firms ‘About Us’ details.

recent flight.

‘Contact Us’, Compliments, Complaints and Changes
* Find and establish the nature of the firms ‘Contact Us’ details.
* Find and establish the nature of the firms ‘Customer Feedback’ details.
* Complain to the LCC about a negative experience you had with hygiene on a

* Change a misspelled passenger name.
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