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The opportunity is now for airlines to 
put the “person” back in personalization 
and become world-class, intelligent 
retailers. Current data; advanced flex-
ible, open and intelligent technology 
platforms; and a well-trained workforce 
are key to achieving this goal.



	 How	would	you	define	a	unique	brand	expe-
rience?	Is	it	one	where	there	is	no	human	inter-
vention	and	you	can	complete	a	task,	almost	
effortlessly,	without	any	face-to-face	assis-
tance?	Or	is	it	one	where	you	had	the	perfect	
mix	of	automation	complimented	with	a	warm	
smile?	Regardless	of	what	it	looks	like,	it	all	
comes	down	to	the	perceived	value	and	how	a	
brand	is	setting	itself	apart	from	the	rest.	Most	
people	don’t	care	about	what	a	brand	logo	looks	
like.	Instead,	they	care	about	how	the	brand	will	
or	has	made	them	feel	important	and	valued.			
 
 

	 In	today’s	digital	word,	automation	seems	
to	the	be	the	answer	our	world	has	adopt-
ed	when	it	comes	to	creating	personalized	
experiences	at	scale.	It	is	believed	that	au-
tomation	can	make	everyone’s	lives	easier	be-
cause	most	of	the	time	it	removes	the	risk	of	
human	error	and	seems	to	make	things	more	
efficient.	However,	it’s	interesting	to	see	that	
as	we’ve	morphed	into	a	digital	world,	there	
is	still	an	appreciation	for	human	interaction.	
People	seem	to	be	restoring	their	need	for	
face-to-face	or	personalized	experiences	that	
can	only	be	delivered	by	a	human.		

	 “The	transactional	elements	[of	a	travel	
experience]	are	going	to	be	phased	out	and	
done	more	efficiently	by	software,”	said	Jack	
Ezon,	founder	and	managing	partner	of	Em-
bark,	speaking	at	Skift	Global	Forum	“…	travel	

advisors	who	can	create	value	are	thriving.	
Our	mantra	is	to	transcend	the	transaction.”	
 
	 His	counterpart,	Matthew	Upchurch,	
chairman	and	CEO	of	Virtuoso,	echoed	this	
sentiment	by	saying,	“Travel	advisors	have	to	
embrace	technology,	not	ignore	it.	Being	able	
to	automate	the	routine	parts	of	service	is	
key,	but	being	able	to	triage	messaging	in	the	
way	customers	prefer	—	such	as	text	mes-
saging	or	WhatsApp	—	is	equally	important.”

	 While	travel	advisors	operate	in	a	different	
vertical,	Ezon	and	Upchurch	raise	valid	points	
that	should	be	applied	to	many	industries.	
There	is	value	in	understanding	what	should	
be	transactional	and	what	should	be	per-
sonal.	During	their	interview,	they	discussed	
the	methods	by	which	they	communicate	
with	their	customers,	and	they	both	agreed	
that	hybrid	models	are	the	way	of	the	future.	
Customers	want	more	options	of	communi-
cating.	They	want	to	be	able	to	call,	as	well	
as	use	email,	WhatsApp	Messenger	and/or	
Instagram	messaging,	depending	on	the	need	
and	what	is	most	convenient	at	the	time.					
 
	 Considering	these	trends,	if	airlines	
strive	to	be	intelligent	retailers	that	keep	the	
“person”	in	personalization,	they	must	bal-
ance	three	key	elements	–	technology,	hu-
man-added	value	and	the	methods	by	which	
they	interact	with	their	customers.	While	
these	three	factors	have	always	been	part					

flex•i•ble  
/’fleksəb(ə)l/

adjective

able	to	be	easily	modified	to	respond	to	altered	circumstances	
or	conditions

synonyms:	adaptable,	adjustable,	variable,	versatile,	 
open-ended,	open,	free
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of the equation, today’s processes lack the 
ability to strike the right balance among the 
three to create a lasting, hassle-free ex-
perience for travelers. Clearly, technology, 
human-added value and various means of 
communication exist today; however, they 
operate independently and have never been 
able to sync up in a way that most travelers 
expect. 

 That said, the airline industry is not far from 
striking the balance to create a value-added 
experience. With the emergence of IATA’s New 
Distribution Capability (NDC), intelligent retail-
ing, data lake and microservices, technology 
providers, such as Sabre, have made significant 
strides in helping airlines take the end-to-end 
process of retailing, distribution and fulfillment 
to the next level. 

 
 Airline industry standards, such as NDC, 
have created an emergence of the terms 
offer and order management. Simply put, the 
industry is creating streamlined standards 
for how airlines will process, display and ful-
fill products to consumers. These standards 
aim to accelerate the industry to become 
more customer focused and are enabling 
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      “Travel advisors have to embrace   
  technology, not ignore it. Being able to 
automate the routine parts of service is 
key, but being able to triage messaging in 
the way customers prefer — such as text 
messaging or WhatsApp — is equally  
  important.”

Matthew Upchurch, chairman and  
CEO of Virtuoso

airlines to achieve intelligent retailing to 
meet travelers’ expectations. Although, while 
initiatives such as NDC have moved the dial, 
airlines cannot stop there. As discussed 
earlier, to keep the “person” in personaliza-
tion, they must go a step further to leverage 
technologies that will allow them to balance 
transactions and humans.

 

 At Sabre, we believe a key area in creat-
ing a more personalized experience is at the 
airport by offering and seamlessly fulfilling 
products and services when and where an 
airline can make the most impact. For airlines, 
this means: 

• Investing in front-line staff to make an 
 impressionable impact. 
• Investing in next-generation technology that is  
 smart-device friendly, flexible and easily   
 accessible.  
• Having a clear understanding of the target  
 customer with well-defined up-selling  
 strategies. 

 If airlines make these three items a priority, 
offer and order management have potential to 
take on a completely new form. In the near future,

Offer and Order Management 
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it means not only accomplishing the standard 
of delivering an offer in a timely fashion, but 
it goes a step further to deliver a personal-
ized offer to a customer, at the right time, 
and in the right place. This reality cannot be 
achieved without investing in the right tech-
nologies that will give an airline the flexibility 
to not only define strategies but also success-
fully achieve them. 

 Flexible technology enables airlines to build 
business practices and workflows that meet their 
business needs without being boxed in by a sin-
gle provider. It’s a technology model that provides 
a one-stop shop for airlines that want it, while 
allowing the larger, more sophisticated carriers to 
build their own unique capabilities. 

 Flexibility empowers airlines to drive differen-
tiated experiences throughout all channels and 
adjust their product offerings on their own terms. 
This means having the power to differentiate of-
fers, service models and workflows. With flexible 
technology, an airline can resolve issues with its 
most-valued customers more quickly, providing 
them a more accurate, personalized response. 

 We believe this is the foundation to deploying 
a next-generation customer experience. Technol-
ogy is a requirement, but an airline cannot merely 
deploy any technology. The technology required 
must be adaptable in how it addresses a unique 
airline because differentiated experience will be 
what sets the airline apart. 

 For example, Sabre has developed solu-
tions built on an extensibility framework. This 
means airlines can customize the look and 
feel of their interfaces, as well as gain greater 
control over the forms and actions available 
to their agents on every screen. No longer 

are they restricted by standard commands, 
actions or processes because they can all be 
customized to fit the airline’s unique needs. 

Consider these examples:

• Your airline has the flexibility to change  
 offers in real time based on conditions   
 such as booking code, time of day and  
 competitive price matching because your   
 analysts have control over how promotions  
 are distributed across all channels.   
• Your airline can now deliver a unique,  
 seamless and personalized experience across  
 all customer touchpoints, which is a key   
 differentiator. Now, your front-line agents can  
 significantly improve exception handling,  
• Your agents now have access to tools with  
 best-in-class and intuitive user interfaces.   
 Now, they can toggle back and forth between  
 workflows and customer views and,  
 ultimately, improve their productivity by up to  
 30 percent based on past common airport  
 workflows.

 The theme behind these examples is flexible 
technology solutions, which address the unique 
needs of the business and give airlines limitless 
power to innovate, create and succeed in today’s 
digital environment. 

 Flexible solutions can be deployed across 
many different airline departments because 
they give the user, whether a revenue analyst 
or a front-line agent, the power to control the 
workflow, leverage the right data insights, 
deploy promotions in real time across all 
channels and conduct their jobs in an effi-
cient, revenue-generating manner. Flexible 
solutions incorporate the latest technology 
innovations that can be used on any smart 

Flexible Technology 

Flexible Solutions 
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 Expecting airline employees to be tied down 
to a desktop computer is no longer acceptable. 
Just like airline customers, airline employees have 
become accustomed to the technology they use 
in their daily lives. Therefore, the tools they use in 
business should be designed with the savvy user 
in mind. We recommend a hybrid approach. 

 To support a hybrid model, solutions should 
easily be deployed on desktops, tablets and mo-
bile devices, each adjusting and responding to the 
specific device. This accessibility not only creates 
great experiences, it creates efficiencies in work-
flows and, ultimately, allows for more constant 
streams of communications to take place. 

 To make these ideas and examples a reality, 
we invested in a platform approach that solves 
for intelligent retailing. It was imperative the 
platform be flexible, open and intelligent in how 
it solves for the industry’s toughest challenges 
because every airline is unique, every problem is 
complex and there is a resounding need for 

device, are cloud-enabled and are equipped 
with best-in-class machine-learning algorithms.  
 
Take the example of rethinking how front-line 
agents can interact with travelers. This pres-
ents a real opportunity for an airline to make a 
lasting impression on its customers. However, 
consider all the factors at hand and, ideally, 
what an agent would be equipped with to be 
prepared for an interaction. 

 In a perfect world, an agent would know ex-
actly who the customer is by having immediate 
access to data such as the customer’s:

• Value score,
• Loyalty status,
• Travel history,
• Flight delay or reaccommodation history,
• Purpose of travel (business or leisure).

 With this level of customer knowledge, the 
agent has great upselling opportunities. For 
example, a business traveler would likely be 
interested in Wi-Fi, and leisure travelers might 
purchase seat upgrades, so their entire family 
can sit together.

 Most agents today know very little, if 
any, of this information when interact-
ing with a customer at the airport. But 
they should.

 This information is available 
through flexible solutions that give 
agents access to rich, real-time 
data. The solutions can complete a 
workflow based on a traveler’s needs 
as opposed to a rigid linear process. 
They completely reinvent the way 
agents conduct business and serve 
customers. 
 
 Moreover, flexible solutions can also be 
used across multiple types of devices. 

A DIGITAL AIRLINE COMMERCIALPLATFORM 

Ascend 2018 • Issue 2 15



modernization in the tools and processes airlines 
use today. When it comes to how airlines deliver 
on their offers, flexibility is key. We have delivered 
on this theme across a multitude of technology 
solutions that work together in an open retailing 
platform, but let us dive into two primary exam-
ples we see impacting the industry today. 

 

 One of the biggest challenges for airlines is 
delivering a consistent experience with differen-
tiated content across all their distribution chan-
nels. However, we are in a unique position to aide 
airlines in the distribution of their owned channels 
and across the GDS.

 Advances in pricing, revenue management 
and offer management enable airlines to create 
intelligent offers, but if they cannot be consis-
tently delivered to the customer, airlines are not 
able to achieve the end goal, revenue maximiza-
tion. As part of an end-to-end retailing offering, 
we launched SabreSonic Digital Experience, a 
next-generation e-commerce solution. Through 
Digital Experience, airlines can develop fully 
responsive websites that offer a wide range of 
options, including shopping for flights, purchasing 
tickets and ancillaries, and managing post-booking 
changes. The flexibility this solution provides is 
unique because it leverages the industry-leading 
content-management system, Adobe Experience 
Manager. The content-management system now 
gives airlines faster time to market because they 
have full ownership over the user experience they 
deploy to their analysts.

 Furthermore, through a responsive user 
interface, Digital Experience enables airlines to 
uniquely represent their brand across all dig-
ital channels simultaneously, as well as pro-
vides robust, end-to-end retailing capabilities 
on an airline’s online storefront. Now, travelers 

will be more inclined to visit because of the 
unique online experience they encountered 
while shopping. 

 This doesn’t just translate to the airline’s 
owned channels. With Sabre Red Workspace, 
our travel-agent workspace, the same rich con-
tent can be optimized and customized for an 
airline’s indirect channels as well. 

 

 For Sabre, another opportune example of 
delivering a flexible solution that would put the 
“person” back in personalization was to deliver a 
digital workspace that eased the way front-line 
agents do their jobs. We took a customer-first 
approach to redesigning this solution by bringing 
together a team of 17 airlines to design exactly 
what a modern agent interface should be.

 Through airline interviews and industry 
research, it was found that agent interfaces of 
the past typically required at least a 12-step 
process that wasn’t applicable in every situation. 
Most of the time, the process needed to be fully 
completed from step one to step 12 and could 
not be manipulated based on the customer’s 
situation. However, with our redesigned agent 
workspace, SabreSonic Digital Workspace, now, 
most agents are handling exceptions with a 
maximum of two to three steps for any scenario. 
Leveraging a common customer view, agents 
can complete tasks with a handful of screens 
as compared to more than 2,000, which has 
improved agent efficiency by up to 30 percent 
compared to the linear processes of today, 
significantly cutting down on the time it takes 
to get a desired result for a customer.

 However, these advancements aren’t merely 
about improving the employee experience. Rede-
signing the agent interface has also been proven 
to create incremental revenue opportunities

The Opportunity is Here:  
Digital Workspace 

The Opportunity is Here:  
Digital Experience 
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because now agents can spend more time 
searching for and offering upsell opportunities 
to their customers. This crucial enhancement 
was one of the top priorities that came from 
our focus groups, as well as discussions with 
airline executives from around the world.

 The Digital Workspace focuses on solving 
three key business problems:

• Delivering a seamless airport experience  
	 through	simplified	workflows	that	enables		
 agents to focus on exception handling  
	 versus	traditional	linear	airport	workflows.
• Increasing revenues by providing a common  
 view of the customer to up-sell targeted   
 ancillaries at the airport.
• Ensuring on-time performance by providing  
 agents with rich data on operational  
 performance and equipping them to move  
 away from the traditional desk to address  
 customer needs.

 The last piece is perhaps one of the most 
appreciated advances of this solution. Our 
research	revealed	a	significant	gap	between	
the	speed	and	way	in	which	flight	information	
is communicated to agents and travelers. This 
creates the expected frustrations and is often 
the primary cause for additional local delays 
and down-line disruptions. Giving agents 
access to insights that span the entire traveler 
journey	helps	ensure	flights	depart	as	planned.	

 Introducing innovations that complete-
ly transform the way in which analysts and 
agents conduct business is long overdue. As 
competitive pressures increase, customers 
seek improved experiences and the cost of 
sacrificing	on-time	performance	cannot	be	
justified,	this	type	of	innovation	is	necessary.	

Airlines need a digital platform that elevates 
end-to-end	retailing	capabilities	through	flexible	
technology solutions.

 The industry has reached a pivotal point 
where there is an invaluable opportunity to merge 
flexible	technology,	human-added	value	and	the	
multitude of communication channels together to 
deliver a personalized experience that will leave a 
lasting impression on travelers.

 Forbes recently released a study that ranked 
top U.S. companies that have provided the best 
customer service. The majority were in the 
food-service, grocery or car-manufacturing indus-
tries. Google and Apple made the list, as well, due 
to their simple, hassle-free solutions.

 Moving forward, successful airlines should 
aim to connect people through simple, has-
sle-free travel solutions. The data, technology 
platforms and workforce are here. For airlines, the 
opportunity is now to put the “person” back in per-
sonalization and become world-class, intelligent 
retailers.

Let’s Redefine Personalization  
Together 
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To	learn	more	about	how	flexible	tech-
nology enables airlines to build modern 
business	practices	and	workflows,	as	
well as empowers them to drive differen-
tiated experiences throughout all chan-
nels to provide exceptional personalized 
customer experiences, contact Javier 
Sosa at javier.sosa@sabre.com.

 As director of channel experience for  
Sabre, Javier brings more than 20 
years of experience in the areas of air-
line product management and delivery, 
e-commerce, payment solutions and 
business development.  




