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Q:  Here we go.

PARTICIPANT:  Very good.

Q:  Would you be willing to share your process and thoughts on booking your business trips so we can improve the travel experience for our customer?

PARTICIPANT:  Okay.

Q:  Can you talk about your recent trip and details about the planning and booking of it?

PARTICIPANT:  Sure.   I often get questions as to why I don’t have an assistant booking travel and I found since the internet it just takes more time to explain to somebody else what I want rather than just get on the web and have it done in a few minutes.  [OVERLAP]

Q:  How often?

PARTICIPANT:  My usual route, path whatever is to go to Kayak first and price compare to get a sense of what the options are. And then I think it’s Southwest and a couple of the others aren’t on there, maybe JetBlue, and so then I have to go and poke around a few other sites.   And then, once I get a sense of what the options are, almost invariably clicking from a link from Kayak leads to results that are different on any one airline’s website which is maddening but I assume that’s Kayak’s problem not the airlines trying to screw with Kayak and me.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I know that at least some of the major airlines claim that any fare is going to be better on their own site rather than one of the aggregators, and so I just never look at Priceline or Expedia or anybody in between.  It just doesn’t seem worth the aggravation.  And I’ve, the few times I had in the past I’d never found any better fares so it’s sort of Kayak to figure out who are the options and then to each of the individual airlines to look at the specifics.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And then usually it’s a real pain because none of the airlines have a decent website.  But at that point you know for the extra 10 minutes work I usually end up with the, the most reasonable fare.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  One exception, I don’t do the cross airline ticket roundtrip booking.

Q:  Okay.  So you have a habit of just using one airline most of the time?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh no. What I meant was sometimes on Kayak or maybe on Orbitz, in the old days, where something would pop up if you fly out on United and fly back on American you’d end up with a better fare or better scheduling but for some reason I just rarely do that.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  So usually it’s oh, okay, here are my options:  United and American and JetBlue and okay you know here’s the one that’s the best scheduling and then go do the transaction on the airline’s website.

Q:  Okay.  Why are you flying a lot?

PARTICIPANT:   I’m a literary agent, so the industry is still largely centered in New York City. So I go back to New York anywhere between two and five times a year.  Couple of times ...  excuse me, hold on just a sec.  Allergy season.   Couple of times a year are unpredictable because I’m there for industry wide events.

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:  And then other times are more on shorter notice to take a client around that kind of thing.   so that’s the steadiest traffic in that I know what I want to fly in and out of, I know the rough schedule, that’s pretty trivial to do and at that point I’m just price comparing.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And then I also do a couple of writer’s conferences around the country.  Different cities each year and then you know an occasional bit, personal trip.

Q:  Okay.  What are some different things you’ve discovered on the trips that you don’t usually go to?

PARTICIPANT:   Figuring out which airlines fly there.

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:  At decent hours and nonstop.  

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  The intuitive sense for that so that requires a little poking around.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:   Other than that ...

Q:  How do you go about discovering that?

PARTICIPANT:   That’s the first step is Kayak or back in the old days, Orbitz.

Q:  Okay.  Have there been any trips where there were things you had to work around or avoid?

PARTICIPANT:  In terms of selecting an airline?

Q:  Anything, whether it was the airline booking or any situation.

PARTICIPANT:  Well, the biggest annoyance although I guess that’s changed by law now, it’s having to commit or not to buying the ticket once I found it and having it 24 hours, not so much for me for cold feet but to confirm with other people.  Especially for writer’s conferences.  I’m being flown there at someone, as someone else’s guest. 

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  I’d rather do my own booking because again to explain to their designated travel agent, it’s just not worth the aggravation.   But for me to then say great, here’s the reservation, are you guys okay with this in terms of timing and price, because they’ll usually reimburse, every airlines has a different way of indicating whether or not you’re able to hold the reservation and the price for a period of time.
Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  And so it’s just they’re all anxiety inducing because I don’t want to lose whatever that is.  And because some of the airlines, I don’t remember who any more, it’ll say we only have three more tickets at this price.  I understand trying to get people off the pot to do the transaction but it’s never feels like a friendly transaction and that’s true with any airlines except maybe Southwest or JetBlue.
Q:  Why except for them?

PARTICIPANT:   Well the fees for everything and the lifetime legacy of unpleasant interactions with every major airline.

Q:  It sounds like there have been some major instances with some of the major airlines that have not been very pleasant in this regard.  This isn’t the case with some of the smaller airlines.

PARTICIPANT:  Right and you know part of that’s wonderful branding on their part because the actual experience is no different and I haven’t been on each of the websites recently to give you any more thoughtful side by side comparison.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  So it’s a bunch of different factors mixed up here and a lot of it has nothing to do with transacting or buying a ticket on a website, it’s a legacy of surly flight attendants all the way down to TSA, but I don’t know anybody who finds any aspect of air travel to be a fun experience.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:   It carries over into when I’m going to buy a ticket, I’m not like hey, I’m excited to buy a ticket, it’s hey, I’m excited for a trip.  Oh God, I got to go through this.
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I don’t know if you can ever change that, you’re not going to be Amazon where you know I bought my book and I’m excited for both my book and the fact that it happened so easily.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  So I don’t mean to bash you guys or set you guys up with my maybe unreasonable expectations for me, but ...

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  ... you asked for what the emotional wrapper and that’s what’s there.

Q:  I hear you.  I want to go back to having the need to find a trip that you want and holding it to get approval.  Were you confused with how that worked out and where it didn’t work out, or ideas of why that didn’t work out so well and what you did about it?

PARTICIPANT:   I’m speaking out of memory which is notoriously incorrect.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  But I have this vague memory that last year?  I don’t know, a while ago, American Airlines made it possible to hold a ticket.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  As I said I have this vague sense that now by federal reg., it should be true for everybody.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:   But it, it’s always … any time it’s been available, I’ve taken advantage of it even if I just wanted an hour to go and you know get a cup of coffee and come back just before committing to spending a few hundred bucks.   And so I don’t remember any time where it was bust, I’m sure there were times in the past where great, this looks good but wait I can’t even hold this for a little while to wait until I get emailed back from either my friend I’m going to go visit or this professional colleague who’s hosting me to come.

Q:  Mm.

PARTICIPANT:  And I, no website where I remember ever being prompted to say hey, great, hold this for a day.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  With a sense of positivity.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I can imagine why no airline would want to do that because then you’re going to end up with tons of specious reservations and they’re just being held and released after 24 hours but it’s only even in my vague memory I think it was American a couple of years ago, it felt like a tiny little afterthought at the bottom and every airline’s web page, the majors, the pages are so God damned cluttered it’s nothing but anxiety inducing for a, a middle aged professional let alone my father when he tries to make plane reservations.  

Q:  Yeah, sometimes you know when you’re looking at certain sites, there’s a lot of information you have to look through.  Sometimes it’s better to have that better prioritized.

PARTICIPANT:  If there were simpler whatever, but I mean you guys should really be hiring way better web designers.

Q:  Mm.  Yeah, the site that we have today was actually built in 1988.

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, I would have guessed 1898 but ...

Q:  [LAUGH]

PARTICIPANT:  Sorry, I shouldn’t have ...

Q:  Yeah, we are definitely focused on making the flight better and this is part of the process.

PARTICIPANT:  Yep.

Q:  Great.

PARTICIPANT:  Simplify, simplify, simplify.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  And, and talk like human beings and this is where I assume you’re benchmarking your competition.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  It’s largely B.S. Um but Virgin, JetBlue, Southwest at least at the moment even after an air disaster I think for JetBlue still have at least in my social circle, way better reputations and are perceived as having a friendlier aspect or affect is a better, word, I’m sorry.   and part of that carries over the websites.

Q:  Yeah.  I want to go in a different direction.  Out of curiosity, have there been any leisure trip that you’ve done some research on and what were some thoughts and experiences you had around that process?

PARTICIPANT:  Well, it’s the same sort of thing again because I do my own reservations, professional or personal, there’s not a ton of difference, but that’s one particularly where coordinating lots of family members to all converge on a place for a family get together, the difficulty of everybody holding stuff for 24 hours is especially acute.  You know trying to converge my mom’s birthday party in a location where none of us live, you know you got folks coming by car, you got folks coming by air from three different cities and we’re, we’re not all going to make the reservations on one airline but given the ability to hold stuff and say hey, if you know it looks like I can get to the airport at noon, can you get there any time between 10 and 2 from a totally different city, it’s really hard to do without the ability to hold a reservation.

Q:  Okay, interesting.  So where did you go on that trip?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, we were all headed towards to the northeast so I have family members in Vermont who are driving down to western Mass. And then family members from Maine, San Francisco, another in Denver and another flying out of Chicago.  All of whom needed to converge.

Q:  So it’s all about coordinating people’s schedules.

PARTICIPANT:  Correct.  

Q:  Okay.  Let’s go back to your business trips.  Why would you want to get a cup of coffee before spending a few hundred bucks?

PARTICIPANT:   innate [INAUDIBLE].  I don’t know. It just seems like an obvious thing to do.   part is to be probably overstating the point, after wading through any airline’s website and the sheer visual and intellectual stimulation and lack of clarity ...

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  It feels slightly unsettled before pressing the “buy” button.   pressing the “buy” button at anything is always a moment of ooh, wait, am I sure this is right?  Whether it’s a $10 book at Amazon or a $500 plane ticket.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I was using a cup of coffee figuratively just because you know as for no good reason but again the idea of buying anything for more than $3 to take a deep breath, stand up, you know focus your eyes at a distance more than two feet in front of you, always seems like a worthwhile thing to do.
Q:  Definitely.  There are hesitations with debit cards with a large expensive.  

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, I just realized my ignorance or my bad memory.  I’m sorry, I think it’s now you can change or cancel within 24 hours as opposed to having something held for 24 hours.  But even if that’s the case, again I’m an ignorant guy on the phone, I’m not, you know you guys know the facts, I don’t but either way  it hasn’t been publicized.  The websites don’t explain it very well to my, at least to that I’ve noticed, and even that given the airline’s legendary I mean business, there’s nothing wrong with that but unwillingness to allow changes to a ticket without huge fees if it’s anything other than a full fare, first class ticket, you know that’s just two immovable forces colliding in my head.

Q:  Yeah.  Going back to making that purchase, are there any things that you do or help you feel good about making that decision to spend that amount of money?

PARTICIPANT:  Well, let’s go back to the other end which is Amazon one click which I have not enabled on my, on my account because even to buy a $10 book and even knowing how good Amazon’s customer service is, you know I’ve had defective merchandise or something I didn’t really want to buy or whatever or just human error, never ever, ever have they given me a squeak of protest if I try to rectify that.   But even then I’m not going to use Amazon one click because before you know it’s sort of like you got to take out your wallet before you run the credit card. I’m never ever, ever going to use voice recognition or bumping my cell phone to buy something even at Pete’s Coffee.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  Every, every merchant wants seamless purchasing to try to take my money and my attitude is, isn’t that sweet of you?  I don’t care, I’m going to be thoughtful about how I spend my money and a little friction in the transaction is exactly how I want it and that’s for minor purchases of you know two bucks for a cup of coffee up to 20 bucks for a book.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  You add a “0” to that or two,  or way more and I certainly don’t want an effortless transaction, especially given that it’s an asymmetrical relationship in that once I’ve done that, you’re locking me into it and I can’t make changes.
Q:  But it sounded like with Amazon there was some reassurance there with mistakes.

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, absolutely.  The thing is even with that, I don’t want one click.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  But without that, there’s no way in heck I don’t want, I’m sorry, that’s too many negatives.  I am absolutely certain I want a lot of friction and time to clear my head to make sure I’m pressing the button for the right reason and on the right purchase.

Q:  Okay.  I understand the importance of the flexibility to hold the fare before the actual purchase.

PARTICIPANT:  I get the difference between un-refundable and cheaper versus fully refundable and more expensive, you know that’s the trade off, I get that, but there’s no commercial reason that shouldn’t be a difference, but you’re asking me about what the emotions and the intellect, the intellectual involvement is at the moment of purchase, so that’s what’s going through my head.

Q:  Have you booked refundable tickets to help ease that concern?

PARTICIPANT:  Never on my dime.

Q:  Not on your dime?

PARTICIPANT:  When I worked in consulting, we’d do that all the time.   But, you know I wasn’t certainly responsible for the ticket cost at that point and frankly the company wasn’t either because we were going to soak the client for that.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And that’s a principle agent problem which always made me smile.  You should, I never liked the idea of anybody spending somebody else’s money.

Q:  Why is that?

PARTICIPANT:   Just a temptation.  Hey listen if I can, give me your wallet and then ask me the same question.

Q:  [LAUGH].  Okay, seems like it could get into some tricky territory.

PARTICIPANT:  Well, in the corporate world that’s how it works.  Anybody who gets to pass through billing is fine but again I’ve now run my own business for 12 years so every dollar is a personal dollar, not just a business dollar.  

Q:  Definitely.

PARTICIPANT:   Talk about at Accenture where I used to work and you know they’ll have a different mindset.

Q:  Okay.  Did you used to work at Extenture?  

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, 20 years ago, yeah.

Q:  How was that different?

PARTICIPANT:  Well one, we had a corporate travel office and two, you know at least from vague memory from so long ago, everything got passed through to clients.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  There was a partner I worked for, I think at that point, they were buying full fare first class for everything.

Q:  Wow.

PARTICIPANT:  That was one of the perks of partnership and it’s you know I was a lowly associate at that point.  So, I just sort of gave in to that.  

Q:  Mm.

PARTICIPANT:  But again, that’s a different mindset and that’s the corporate world.  I can, I’m a gleeful refugee from the corporate world so I can’t speak knowledgeably about what that’s like these days.

Q:  It must feel different to be able to take care of these arrangements on your own.  Is that the way you prefer it?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh yeah, the web is great.  I love doing all this stuff for myself.  One, I don’t have to pay an assistant the way I used to in the old days. Two, for anybody who runs their own business, we’re, you know whether we admit or not, we’re control freaks.  Three the ability to look at all the options and not have to go back and forth with somebody well what about this, would that work?  Would that work, yeah I mean I can get it done quickly and I let getting it done quickly and that’s a function of you know all the little Gremlins from [INAUDIBLE] on down who invented the web for us, it’s great.

Q:  [LAUGH] Who’s dictating the arrangements that you follow through with the schedule or pricing of the flights that you choose?

PARTICIPANT:  Are you referring to my own trips or to conferences where somebody else is picking up the ticket?

Q:  Either or.

PARTICIPANT:  For me, I generally pack a few personal days on each end of a trip to New York just for fun because why fly that far and not do a few extra days of fun so my scheduling is purely about when my friends will be there to be ready for me to arrive on their doorstep and the pricing is as cheap as possible with you know a decent seat and the right timing.  When I’m flying to conferences, it’s not even about that they’re paying, it’s about that there’s an arbitrary external schedule.  You know I wouldn’t fly to Seattle[?] or Portland on my own. I’m doing it for the conference, and they’ll say, “Hey, you know it’d be great if everyone’s here by Thursday night for the opening cocktail party and can stay through Sunday noon for the last meetings with authors.”
Q:  Mm.

PARTICIPANT:  So those are the external schedule constraints.

Q:  Have you ever book a flight and not have it reimbursed?

PARTICIPANT:  Never had that happen.

Q:  Never had that happen?  That’s good.

PARTICIPANT:  Maybe publishing is an especially honorable [industry?] but you know these are, if someone said we’re going to fly you or we’ll take care of the cost, it wouldn’t even occur to me that that would happen.

Q:  Have they ever given you a budget?

PARTICIPANT:  What they’ll usually do is they’ll do a quick scan of what’s available at that point when you’re invited to the conference and they’ll say, “Oh yeah, tickets to Portland are roughly in the 300 buck range.”
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And then if I wait too long or whatever, I’m not too sure about my schedule and I find one that’s $350, I’ve never had anyone say that was a problem.

Q:  It sounds like they have recommendations for certain flights and provide that information.

PARTICIPANT:  No, no, no, no, they’re just looking roughly at budgeting.  

Q:  Oh.

PARTICIPANT:  These are agent organizations and they just have, are trying to figure out the budget.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  The agents and editors in the industry, of which I’m one, they fly us in because we’re part of the draw for the authors who attend the conference.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  So they put us up for the week with the comp hotel rooms they get for holding the conference at that hotel and then they have budget from the attendees total gross payments, revenues, whatever to fly in the various professionals that make the conference work.  So, 50 bucks here or there’s no big deal.  They have a sense, “Hey we’d love to have you here by Thursday, you can leave by mid Sunday,” and then the rest is up to us.

Q:  Okay.  Even in cases where your cost is higher than they originally thought, they don’t give you a problem.

PARTICIPANT:  I’ve not had that experience.  

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  I also try to be thoughtful about it and that’s normally, that difference only happens once on a blue moon.
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  That’s not the common experience.

Q:  Do you try to stay within the budget?  How would you react if it was more money than it should have been?

PARTICIPANT:  I [barely?] heard you through the muffle.  It had been reimbursed or it wasn’t going to be reimbursed?

Q:  Have you ever had the cost be really high and it was reimbursed, how did that make you feel?

PARTICIPANT:  As long as it’s all consenting adults and everybody knows about it in advance, I wouldn’t worry about it.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, it never surprised anybody.  Maybe that’s the shortest way to summarize I think the difference you’re trying to get to.  

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:   There’s again the difference when I was working in the corporate world we would just book the ticket and nobody knew in advance and you know at the end of the month we’d send a six or seven figure bill to the client.   In these kind of situations because it’s one off, you know me booking a ticket and they looked and have a rough budget and they know roughly what flights are going to cost, they aren’t egregious[?] to[?] surprises.

Q:  Have there been trips you’ve gone on and decided to stay longer for personal leisure?

PARTICIPANT:  Almost invariably; yeah, always.  That’s certainly for the New York trips I do that almost every time.

Q:  Are there particular friends or shows you wanted to see?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh yeah, that’s you know when I go east it’s sort of, I’ll work from Monday through Friday and I’ll either or add on the weekend before, the weekend after and do and have fun.

Q:  What kinds of things do you do?

PARTICIPANT:   Mostly seeing friends and museums and New York stuff.  Another time I think I was going to be there for parts of two work weeks, and the weekend in between, I checked out of the hotels and flew to Vermont to see my sister and her family and then flew back and checked back in and did the next chunk of the week in New York.

Q:  How did you get to Vermont?

PARTICIPANT:  JetBlue.

Q:  So that was a connection through New York?

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, I just booked a separate ticket in between.

Q:  Oh.

PARTICIPANT:  So I, I guess, I don’t know the dates but let’s say I flew from SFO to JFK on a Tuesday and I booked the return the following Wednesday.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  But in between that I booked a totally separate ticket on JetBlue from JFK to Burlington and back.

Q:  Interesting.

PARTICIPANT:  So two totally separate tickets and I just instead of spending a hotel bill for three days over the weekend, I put that towards a plane ticket, flew out and got to see family.  

Q:  Nice.  Have you done that often?

PARTICIPANT:  No, that particular pattern, I’ve only done that once.  Usually it’ll be a nine-day trip to New York with some work in the middle and fun each weekend on the ends.

Q:  Okay.  Going back to vacation, that was also in the northeast.  Have there been any places you’ve gone besides that area?

PARTICIPANT:  Not recently.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Not every trip.  I haven’t been you know overseas in too long and those trips are usually booked using miles.  

Q:  Okay.  Have you done an overseas trip booking miles before?

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, not in a long while, not for too many years.  My passport’s lonely.

Q:  Okay.  Going back to the family trip, take me through the process of how the arrangements were made for that.

PARTICIPANT:  That’s an interesting question.  Let me see if I can remember.  Luckily, I didn’t take the lead on that, my sister did.
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Because she and her family were going to be able to drive from Vermont down to Massachusetts where we were all convening.   And so she took on at least the preliminary scouting for my other sister and mom.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  One coming from Illinois, one coming from Colorado.   I think she found the place where they could both come into so they could meet up and rent a car together.  

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I think there was lots of back and forth and it was far enough in advance that we weren’t worried about the last tickets disappearing.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And I’m almost certain it would have taken more than 24 hours even in the best case so holding a ticket wouldn’t have been helpful.

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT: So, in that case it was the usual linear progression[?] of trying to get a family of mixed savvy people and schedules all coordinated.

Q:  Okay.  

PARTICIPANT:  My sister’s a saint for having taken on that task.

Q:  Can you repeat that?

PARTICIPANT:  My sister’s a saint for having taken on that task to get everybody organized.

Q:  How many folks was it?

PARTICIPANT:  Well it was just those other two and I told her because I was going to be in New York, I said I could arrange a business trip around or gelled[?] and said you just get everybody else organized and I know I can get a flight from San Francisco to New York and make my way up north to meet everybody when we need to.

Q:  Cool.

PARTICIPANT:  So I took myself out of the equation.

Q:  She probably appreciated that.

PARTICIPANT:  Well, that was, it was easier that way and ...

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  Again, it’s trivial to get a flight from San Francisco to JFK.

Q:  Have you ever encountered any situations where you booked a flight and before the flight, the conference was canceled and you had to deal with that?

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, I had one where I had a personal health problem and I hadn’t bought the flight insurance so I just ate the cost of the ticket.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  I think I still have an alleged credit on United but I’m sorry, don’t, I apologize if this comes across as rude … my belief that I will ever be able to redeem what’s left of that ticket ...

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:   I’m more likely to see the abominable snowman wander through my neighborhood.

Q:  [LAUGH].  Why do you have that belief that the credit is not usable?

PARTICIPANT:  Because there’s no way to reach a human being by phone, period.
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Period.  End of conversation.  That is probably my biggest dissatisfaction with well listen any big corporation, we all understand the cost reasons.  A native, a native English speaking human being with intellect ...

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:  Is ideal, but even with somebody in a foreign country who’s bright enough but isn’t a native English speaker, it doesn’t matter, there’s no way to reach a human being and the websites, I haven’t figured out a way, maybe I’m stupid, but I haven’t figured out a way to take that email I get hey, you didn’t show up for the flight, you know we’re going to take at least 100 bucks out of what you already paid, there might be some residual value here.  [OVERLAP]

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:  But there’s no way to plug that into the website as a credit towards the next ticket.

Q:  I see.  We can take a look and see how we can improve that.

PARTICIPANT:  It may or may not but there’s no obvious way to do it and if I just didn’t show up, technically I have that credit but trying to make that work and usable.
Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  Is, is it’s mythical.

Q:  Mm.

PARTICIPANT:  And I feel attacked if I try to reach somebody by phone, the amount of time I spend on the phone plus the increase in my blood pressure and therefore my increased medical bills, far outweighs the 200 bucks I might eventually save.

Q:  Do you have actual medical bills?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh no, I’m joking but I’m just saying it’s blood pressure inducing.  [OVERLAP]

Q:  Oh, right.  It sounds like it makes you stressed out to deal with that.

PARTICIPANT:  Well anybody you know come one phone, dead phone trees, and long hold times and the likelihood of getting somebody who can’t be hugely helpful?

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  You do the math.

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  I’m important, I’m sounding so obnoxious and I knew this was going to happen, and I apologize to everybody listening um but you’ve asked me to pontificate  you know these are first world problems that we’re talking about.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  So my ability to throw away a $300 ticket, part because it’s tax deductible and part just because it’s not worth the grief, you know I understand how fortunate I am to be able to even make that decision. 

Q:  Right.  Did you make the phone call?

PARTICIPANT:  No, not the most recent time but in the past and I’ve just stopped.  You know you have exacted a tax ...

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  That I know I have decided I’m not willing to pay.

Q:  Okay.  

PARTICIPANT:  If I were the head of the airline, I’d be doing the exact same thing but it doesn’t build any goodwill.  

Q:  Hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  Which that also is a business choice.  A business decision on your part, I mean not yours but the corporation.
Q:  It sounds like you believe that it’s something done on purpose or overlooked?

PARTICIPANT:  More the latter, I don’t think there’s any ill will but hey listen my grandparents come over from the old country in steerage and you know they didn’t get a lot of luxuries either that’s you know because I want a cheap ticket, I understand the tradeoff, I’m not going to get any service.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  And because I don’t fly enough on any one airline to merit um supercalifragilistic deluxe, platin-- titanium status, I don’t, I’m not going to get any attention.  [OVERLAP]

Q:  [LAUGH].  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  That’s the tradeoff.  If I wanted to spend an extra 12 grand a year on airplane tickets I, I know you guys will treat me better.  That’s you know ...

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  What’s the “Sopranos” line?  It’s just business, Tony.

Q:  Okay.  You don’t take it personally then?

PARTICIPANT:  Well, I do in the sense that it’s a personal annoyance but I don’t harbor ill will towards you or any of your colleagues about it.  That’s, that’s the way Corporate America works.
Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  But back to the original point, this is also one of the reasons why I’m delighted when I can find a ticket on Virgin, JetBlue or Southwest. 

Q:  Uh-huh.  I want to go back to when you mentioned “take the client around.”

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah.

Q:  What is the meaning behind that?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, if I have a client that’s writing a book and they are being fought over by multiple publishers who want to buy their book and publish it then sometimes I will meet a client in New York City and bodyguard them and introduce them.  Playing Yenta for them for a day or two and so I need to be in New York.  They meet me there; I don’t take care of their travel reservations.  I just say I’ll meet you, breakfast at Tuesday at this cafe.  We’ll have breakfast, we’ll prep, and then we’ll have a day full of meetings.

Q:  What does bodyguard mean?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, I mean  I just, they’re the star, I’m their advance man. They’re the candidate, I’m their advance man taking them to all of their scheduled appearances for the day.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Sorry, I’m being facetious not literal.  I don’t carry a gun or anything exactly like that.

Q:  You mentioned feeling relieved going with Virgin, JetBlue and Southwest.  Why do you have that feeling?

PARTICIPANT:  Part is good branding on their part.  Part is because this is going to sound really malicious.  I have less of a legacy of problems with any of them because they’re all newer.  I’ve flown on them less.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  It’s sort of like if you’ve been married to somebody for 20 years, you harbor lots of resentments.  If you’ve only been dating somebody for a few months, you haven’t developed them.  

Q:  Wow, okay.

PARTICIPANT:   Listen, it’s airlines.  No one’s going to love an airline.  And then I’ve got friends who have had horrific experiences on all three on those airlines.  I just, you know luck of the draw. I’ve had nothing but serviceable and if not positive experiences with each of those three.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And in my memory, although it’s been a while since I’ve booked a flight on any of them, I think Southwest is kind of clunky but the other two have much more modern and easier to use websites.

Q:  Okay.  That sounds like an important difference for you to set the right tone for your trip.

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, it’s not a purchase decision factor.   I’ll much more go by if the price is egregiously different.  Does the schedule match what I need, and occasionally I’ll end up leaning towards United because of the miles, although my likelihood of ever using all of the miles I’ve got is keeps shrinking.
Q:  Hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  But it’s just, yeah, yeah, it’s nicer.  I’d much rather have a pleasant transaction than a tense transaction.  You know there’s a cafe in my neighborhood that has, you know there’s two that have equally decent coffee.   But there’s one where the counter staff’s a little friendlier.  Well, shoot I’m just going to go there.

Q:  You said your miles are shrinking, why is that?

PARTICIPANT:  Because your utilization has blown past the 90 percent mark I guess so the availability of seats is almost nonexistent.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  Any my non super-duper-platinum you know the fact that I don’t have high status means that I’m 923rd in the queue any time there are upgrades available.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  And, and/or the ability to find a ticket, oh, there we go.  There’s a big difference between you guys and American.  You can search based upon, if you want to use miles, you can search by date and flight availability and you’ll get a whole menu, calendar that pops up showing oh super saver fares are available on these days and regular you know high mile cost ones are available on these days.  There’s no way to search based upon availability based upon using mileage on your site at least that I’ve ever known.

Q:  Okay, that sounds like something you’re looking for and can’t find on United.

PARTICIPANT:  Well that’s because I have equal miles probably on American and United.  My deeper point is that anybody without high status, upgrades are nonexistent.  This is domestic; I haven’t booked an overseas flight in a while and the ability to cash in miles … it’s a real pain to even try to figure it out on United.  Certainly without reaching a human being so I’ve just given up.  I’ve been sitting on the miles.  One of these days I’ll try to cash them in for an overseas flight and that’ll be a five day, stress filled extravaganza of trying to arrange it.

Q:  I get that.  

PARTICIPANT:  But again if I’m saving three grand so I can fly to Asia, again, that’s the price.

Q:  Right.  

PARTICIPANT:  It ain’t going to make me happy but I understand, again it’s just business.

Q:  Have you had any particular instances that were a stress filled extravaganza of trying to book a trip?

PARTICIPANT:  Oh, years ago booking a trip to Japan for a friend’s wedding I used miles and in the end, it was great but I remember that took a couple of days.   I think I, I’m almost certain I used, I bought a ticket and then used miles to upgrade to the Middle East, that was also years ago.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:   And then again, the ability to, the few times I’ve tried to upgrade using miles ...

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  On your airlines, I guess it’s singular now, sorry.   It was really just hard to find and it wasn’t worth it for me to try to go through calling and then when I got to the airport it was clear I was, you know there was two seats available and I was 23rd in the queue because I’m not a high status flier.

Q:  Okay.  It sounds like that happened on a recent trip.

PARTICIPANT:  Almost every time.   I’ll make the perfunctory visit to the front and then the counter staff gives me a sweet, but pitying look because I’m just a regular status flier and they’ve got you know 63 people lined up for the two first class seats.

Q:  Going back to the trip with miles to Japan and Middle East.

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah.

Q:  Were you successful using your miles for those?

PARTICIPANT:  I think, it was a long time ago. I think I might have booked an entire book with miles to Japan.

Q:  Mm-hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  And I’m pretty sure the Middle East trip I paid for the ticket coach and then was able to upgrade with miles.

Q:  Why did it take a few days to do it?

PARTICIPANT:  Both were by phone.  These were both many years ago and both booked by phone.

Q:  Okay.

PARTICIPANT:  It was a long time ago so I you know don’t take any of my snarky-ness about it as economical, I could, I could be completely wrong.  I do remember both flights were fine. 

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:   Uou know it’s just getting it all done, you know you can get to the plane as little as iffy.

Q:  Yeah.  It’s one of the things with the merger process and working through the kinks.  We’ve heard that there are fewer opportunities to get flights and upgrades that you want.

PARTICIPANT:  There’s nothing that you can do about it though.

Q:  Hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  You guys are already losing money.  There’s no way you can be flying planes with more availability.

Q:  Why is that?

PARTICIPANT:  And there, there, there are enough people flying, profitability.  Come on.  Flying empty planes, you can’t do.  That’s why I say, you know I can kvetch all I want, it’s kind of fun, and thank you for giving me this opportunity.  You’re just easing me into a weekend where now I’ve got all of my um bile out of my system, thanks.  But …
Q:  [LAUGH]

PARTICIPANT:  I you know I’ve, I’ve spent enough time in business.  I understand how it works.  I remember the old days where we flew for, our whole family from Chicago to L.A. when we moved on a DC10 and we each go our own row to lie across and sleep.  I mean the plane was 20 percent full and I mean even then and even us as kids looked at this and said this can’t work.

Q:  Mm.

PARTICIPANT:  So, don’t over promise because we’re not stupid and there’s only so much you can do.

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  And I’m not profitable to you guys.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  I’m happy to pontificate but in a business sense, you, you know I’m wasting your time because unless I’m echoing what your much more frequent fliers are saying ...

Q:  Uh-huh.

PARTICIPANT:  Anything you do to make me happy is a waste of money.

Q:  In your own words, why do you believe you’re not profitable?

PARTICIPANT:  I don’t fly enough, and I don’t fly on expensive tickets.  You know I’m trying to get something for nothing or something for cheap and the fact that when gas at the pump is now $3.85 here in California, that you can afford to fly my rear end and my luggage from here to New York and back for 300, 350, 400 bucks, that seems to violate laws of physics.  It’s wonderful.  I have to keep reminding myself of that.   That it’s crazy how cheap air travel still is.

Q:  Right.

PARTICIPANT:  If it’s within the time, and you fight for the ticket far enough in advance … 
Q:  Right, sounds like you appreciate that from a price perspective but you wish the research and booking part of it was a little bit easier.

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah.  I understand how complicated your systems are.  I mean I learned linear programming back in school.  I mean scheduling and, and pricing it’s a huge deal.  And it works as well as it does, if I stop and think about it, it’s amazing but there are no triggers for me to stop and think about it.  You guys are in as bad a position as is any retailer I guess.  You’re only going to get me thinking about you if I’m grumpy.

Q:  Hmm.

PARTICIPANT:  It’s like the Louie C.K. rant where he says everything is amazing and you know everybody’s cranky about it.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  And that’s just human nature.

Q:  Yeah.

PARTICIPANT:  We like to trash so.

Q:  I think I got everything from this call for now.  You’ve given us good information about your experiences and difficulties.  We’d also like to offer you a $50 Amazon card.

PARTICIPANT:  Great.

Q:  We really appreciate your feedback.  I think we can get that to you via email within the next two weeks.

PARTICIPANT:  Great. 

Q:  Will that work?

PARTICIPANT:  Yeah, that’d be lovely, thanks.

Q:  Great.

PARTICIPANT:  And thank you so much for letting me pontificate.  I apologize to everybody who’s listening for the tone and all.  [OVERLAP]

Q:  [LAUGH]

PARTICIPANT:  And you know I’m not usually this way but you asked me to pontificate so you get what you ask for.

Q:  It’s good to hear because there’s an opportunity to discover something new and we have.  Thank you very much and I hope you enjoy the rest of your day.

PARTICIPANT:  Thank you very much.

[NON-INTERVIEW]
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