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Executive Summary

AirAsia is the World’s leading budget airline. The company aims to enable everyone to afford to travel at an affordable price. Traditionally AirAsia’s market is the budget conscious traveler and has been an affordable option for backpackers who frequent South East Asia’s well-trodden backpackers trail, affectionately coined as the ‘Banana Pancake Trail’. 
 This report asses the social media platform Instagram and how the Asian based aviation supplier AirAsia utilize it. Marketing theory, the 7ps as well as the 5Ss of digital marketing are used to assess this. The marketing strategy is not readily available so therefore the report researched AirAsia’s Instagram profile and applied it to the framework.  
Instagram is a continually expanding social media platform in which business can benefit. The app is proven to drive sales and give brands better engagement with the consumer. AirAsia’s Instagram profile currently has over 670,000 followers and it is evident many interact through leaving comments on posts and through hash tagging both when the company runs a competition and it is required for entry and on their personal travel photos. 
 Through critical analysis, it is evident that AirAsia have a strong presence on Instagram and provide consistent branding throughout. However, there are some elements in which the brand can improve. This includes responding to negative feedback left by consumers and fixing a number of broken links or links to pages that no longer exist. Problems that have been found are easily fixable and should be addressed to avoid a negative brand impact. 
After considering main findings, the report concludes and provides realistic recommendations for the company to implement in order to gain a competitive advantage and keep their platform growing. 



 









Introduction 

This report will critically analyses the low cost carrier AirAsia’s marketing, with particular reference to their Instagram page. Instagram is a popular photo sharing application with over 1 billion registered accounts as of June 2018 .  Instagram is owned by social media heavy weight Facebook. Instagram’s popularity has enabled the app to achieve notable status within the ‘core 5’ social networks alongside Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. The application was created for the everyday social media user to share images but given the success of the platform, it is unsurprising that business accounts acted proactively and created a presence on Instagram to establish brand awareness, create new sales leads and build rapport with clients.
 Literature supporting the notion that Instagram leads to greater sales is sparse, nevertheless there is evidence supporting Instagram marketing leads to an increase in sales. An infographic by eCommerce company X-cart in 2018 shows that Instagram is the leader when it comes to influencing shopping habits in consumers. Instagram is a clear winner in this respect with 51% influence on consumers. Competitors paled in comparison with Facebook at 23%, Pinterest at 22%, Twitter at just 3% and Snapchat being a very insignificant 1% . It is evident that Instagram is the place to market if companies want to see increased footfall.
 Furthermore, research that suggests that through using social media brands are able to create a better brand awareness  and through aesthetically pleasing and original content users will more likely be drawn to the brand regardless of how frequently they post . 
 In addition to companies using their own profiles to post content there has been an insurgence of companies using “Instagram influencers” to market products. The term influencer is defined in the English Dictionary as someone “who affects or changes the way that other people behave, for example through the use of social media” . An Instagram influencer is this, but their main influence is through Instagram. By paying influencers to produce campaigns brands are using marketing tactics that stray away from in-your face marketing and create a more organic word-of-mouth type of marketing. Consumers are more likely to trust someone with a large following to recommend brands to them as a way of online word-of-mouth marketing . Contradictory to this, an article by Somya Mehta claims that using micro-influencers (those with under 2000 followers) were more valuable to than major influencers (those with over a million followers), citing the engagement levels being significantly greater than major influencers at 151% higher engagement . 
 Social media platforms are also attractive methods of advertising products because it is more cost effective than traditional marketing methods. There is more power over who the brand markets to, a conventional method of marketing e.g. a billboard will give the brand no dominance over who will drive past and see . Whereas social media gives the ability to customize what demographics they wish to target and use shopping habits to directly market their product based on the customers interests.  Furthermore, studies have found that the informal nature of marketing on social media has stronger potential to be persuasive  and that consumers are often unaware they are being marketed to and are therefore more receptive . 
 This report will discuss if or how AirAsia is employing current trends in Instagram marketing in order to have the best outcome. AirAsia’s online marketing strategy is not published; therefore, the report will use of the 7P’s of marketing and 5Ss of Digital Marketing to analyze the companies Instagram activity. 
 The report will consider the successes of AirAsia’s Instagram and things that the brand could improve upon before making recommendations and concluding.
Background of Air Asia

AirAsia is Asia’s largest leading budget airline with its headquarters residing in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia but the carrier flies to many destinations on the Asian continent including Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia and Vietnam. AirAsia also fly through the Middle East, UK and Australia. The airline was first established in 1993 but did not begin operations until 1996 . The brand mission of the airline is “Now Everyone Can Fly” which relates to the companies mission to enable everyone to travel regardless of affluence. The no-frills approach and availability of flights to over 130 destinations has proved widely successful as they are the biggest low-cost carrier in Asia and globally with cost/available seat kilometer at $0.0307 . 
AirAsia’s Marketing Strategy – The 7P’s

The 7P’s is a marketing framework developed by E.Jerome McCarthy in 1964. Although the framework is now aged, it is still frequently used in marketing today including digital marketing. In a poll conducted by Smart Insights, it was listed as one of the top three classic marketing models . The original framework consisted 4P’s but now incorporates 7P’s which refer to product, promotion, price, place, people, process and physical evidence. As Air Asia do not have a publicly published marketing strategy, it is useful to apply the company’s core process to the model in order to evaluate further, which is included below. 



Adapted from: McCarthy 
 The product AirAsia offers in low-cost, no-frills airfare that is globally recognized as being the cheapest in the World. Their physical location is predominately headed up in Kuala Lumpur, though as previously mentioned they have bases across Asia, Britain and The Middle East. 
 AirAsia purvey their branding very well. The famous red logo features on aircraft, with the logo taking up a large portion of the aeroplane making them easily recognizable. As well as this, their website and social media platforms are all consistent, with their core color of red appearing throughout. 
AirAsia’s marketing strategy is somewhat unconventional in comparison to other airlines. Although almost all major airlines market through Instagram and other social media platforms, AirAsia uses campaigns, PR stunts and loyalty programs in a unique way. 
In 2013, the airline CEO Tony Fernandes enlisted Sir Richard Branson to dress up as an airhostess and serve him his in-flight meal after Branson lost a bet . The PR stunt was successful after it gained worldwide coverage. 
The airline has also tapped into the travel trends of backpackers and those more affluent with a marketing campaign about ‘The Road Less Travelled’ which encourages people to travel to lesser known destinations . AirAsia want to inspire travelers to consider destinations that don’t feature in the “top ten” lists and that are not “#instagrammable” Research has found that travelers that are more affluent search for destinations that are more authentic and seek to learn something new . In addition to this, backpackers have routinely sought out destinations that are both authentic and lesser known in a bid to appear more cultured . Whilst the opulent are not the regular market AirAsia would appeal to, by opening up destinations broadens AirAsia’s customer base. Though this customer may not be accustomed to flying with a budget airline, the lure of the destination may sell them seats. AirAsia’s frequent traveler would be the backpacker or budget traveler based on low fares and location as South East Asia’s backpacking trail is long established. As the backpacking market is loyal to AirAsia and the profile of a backpacker would be attracted to ‘off the beaten path’ destination, the airline is simultaneously marketing to its current customer base whilst broadening its potential market and they use Instagram to do so, putting enticing images on their profile of these destinations.
 The Big loyalty program is a points based system used by AirAsia in a bid to retain customer loyalty. Members are able to use every day spending habits to turn into points and get priority access to sales. This method of marketing is largely unheard of in the budget airline industry, other no-frills airlines do not adopt such strategies, Micheal O’Leary the owner of Ryanair has never implemented a similar program although AirAsia and Ryanair share many qualities. Chin  states that frequent flier programs are a successful way to build customer loyalty and will in return sell tickets. Airline marketing officials claim through loyalty programs, airline sales increase 25-30% . Contradictory, Pandit  states the majority of FFPs do not sell more airline tickets because members use other means to gain the majority of their points to gain cheaper or free airfare. In spite of the fact research is conflicting into the success of such programs, the fact AirAsia operates one will no doubt place them ahead of competitors and gives them more content to promote on Instagram. 
 One of Air Asia’s biggest marketing sources is through its website www.airasia.com. It is the first result that appears on Google when searching ‘AirAsia’ and the further pages are all either related to the website or the airlines social media platforms, which shows the marketing department have successfully used search engine optimization. The website is attractive using images of destinations offered and is easy to navigate. The branding is consistent across the website and in-keeps with branding purveyed on social media platforms and across the airline’s fleet. The website loads quickly, which is essential to today’s consumer who are believed to have an 8-second attention span . 
In addition to a well-functioning website, AirAsia have a presence on all social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and Instagram. They also use influencers in order to promote their products. In 2016, the company used social media influencers in order to promote Jakarta as a destination to widen Air Asia’s audience . 
AirAsia’s Instagram – 5Ss of Digital marketing 

AirAsia have multiple Instagram accounts as well as their main profile, they have pages for their concessions also including AirAsia Filipino, AirAsia Indonesia, AirAsia Japan and AirAsia Thai all of which are verified accounts. This is a useful way of segmenting their followers and providing specific content that relates to the markets in different Countries. As well as this, they have a specific Instagram dedicated to their cabin crew called AirAsia Cabin Crew that has over 12,000 followers (correct as of 10/01/2019) . For the purpose of the report, the focus will be upon AirAsia’s main Instagram profile @airasia as it is by far the largest of all AirAsia’s profiles with 672,000 followers (correct as of 10/01/2019) . 
The 5S of Digital Marketing is a simple yet effect way to measure if a company’s online and social media presence is delivering in all aspects, not just in sales . Below is the 5Ss which are sell, speak, serve, save and sizzle. After doing extensive research into the main Instagram platform @airasia, the findings have been applied to the 5Ss model to establish where the company is excelling and what needs to be improved. 
The 5Ss is shown below. 
Adapted from 
Through applying AirAsia’s Instagram account to Smith and Chaffey’s 5Ss,, it is apparent that AirAsia excel in many areas. This is critically analyzed in further detail below. 


Sell
The company clearly show a link in their profile bio on how to reach their website  where you can purchase airfare. This is useful to the customer, however the website address is visible but upon clicking the hyperlink is not enabled and therefore the customer has to manually enter the address into a browser. Links in bios are something that are easily rectified, and can take customers directly to the page, as previously mentioned consumers now have attention spans of eight seconds.  This could be a deterrent to  open a new browser and search the web address and therefore have an adverse impact on sales. Where the company does utilize their link is through the ‘swipe up’ tool within the stories feature. The ‘swipe up’ feature works with accounts of over 10,000 followers to include links into stories that the viewer can click to be redirected to a website. It is estimated that 15-25% percent of people who view stories with swipe up enabled use the feature  which when taking AirAsia’s followers into account could amount to as many as 168,250 followers using the feature resulting in more sales. 
 

 Similarly, to the website, the Instagram feed is consistent with the brand using destinations, aircraft, employees and events to provide regular content. 
Speak
Something that the brand does well on Instagram is keep content topical, even if it is nothing to do with aviation. Topical issues such as gender equality are gently touched upon such as posting positively about an all-female crew aboard flights and encouraging customers to engage with the crew. They use snappy ways of purveying messages such as using Beyonce’s famous lyrics for captions, e.g. on their post about an all-female crew they used the lyrics ‘who run the World? GIRLS’. When traditionally brands have been cautious to post anything slightly political in order to avoid backlash, it is refreshing to see AirAsia taking on the approach in a lighthearted way. Forbes claim consumers are welcoming this approach as it helps them differentiate between brands who hold similar morale’s they see in themselves and has influence on who the consumer will buy from . Contrary to this, it can have the opposite effect on sales if consumers disagree with the messages that the brand is sending out. Although in 2019 gender equality is largely being championed, many people still disagree with having women in power, which could be true for Air Asia’s middle-eastern and Asian customer base as UNICEF state that Women in Asia are systematically disadvantaged . 
 Other less controversial content the brand posts is about global events such as the Khabib vs McGregor fight, The Football World Cup and Fashion Week which can peak the attention of the viewer who may not necessarily have been interested in AirAsia but will find themselves on their Instagram profile through this. They also feature employees doing charitable work on their page, which is showing the company positively. 
 Hashtagging and using hashtags for competitions is a good way to engage the brand with the audience. AirAsia do this well with numerous campaigns and ask those entering to hashtag to enter. This is a good way to boost the company’s follower count. A campaign AirAsia ran on Facebook for somebody to win tickets to Malaysia for them and a plane full of Facebook friends increased followers by 30% . 
Serve 
As previously mentioned employees feature heavily on AirAsia’s Instagram, which connects the customer to the people who are the brand. However, the Instagram fails monumentally when responding to criticism from customers. The Instagram profile of a company is in effect a shop window and increasingly negative comments from customers, of which there is an abundance of on the page will not draw in potential sales. Consumers are aware by posting complaints on social media; they are more likely to receive a response than sending an email or a phone call, part of the reason to follow a brand initially is because the customer wants to post feedback to their profile . A study by Convince and Convert  revealed that 42% of consumers expect a response from a brand in 60 minutes on social media, while 24% of respondents 12+ wanted a response in 30 minutes. Considering this, it is very damaging to the AirAsia brand to leave negative comments on their Instagram unanswered as even acknowledgement could shine them in a better light than just ignoring the comments. On a platform where people easily unfollow, it is important to retain the followers as well as attracting new ones.  
Save 
Social media is a cost effective way to market and lets the brand directly target their audience as previously mentioned. Also previously mentioned is Air Asia’s use of Instagram influencers, although this is an additional cost to posting their own content, it is a useful marketing method. Instagram Influencers command anywhere from $75-$3000 per post, and travel influencers command the highest fee compared to other categories . AirAsia should be considerate of the quality of the influencer as using influencers with mass following is shown to decrease customer trust .
 A small consideration when analyzing Instagram content cost is the risk of being targeted by scammers. There have been many scams targeted at AirAsia, which the brand have had to rectify, claims of free flights being common. AirAsia are an attractive victim to fraud as research states people’s reliance on big brand names can cause them to sometimes be naïve and trust anything that they see with the brand on .  AirAsia issued a statement to warn scammers, saying “We will not hesitate to take legal action against individuals or groups who organise illegal schemes using the AirAsia brand”  threatening legal action is also an extremely costly process. Even though there are monetary, savings for advertising on Instagram there are these costly risks to be aware of.
Sizzle 
The ‘Sizzle’ refers to combining all elements to make your brand really stand out on Social Media. Aside from broken links and not responding to customers, AirAsia are doing this well. The Instagram page looks professional and is extremely consistent with the companies’ brand. Content is relevant and captions are kept under 100 words and often feature play on words and humorous content. Lightly highlighting political issues also show the company as forward thinking and risk takers, which many competitors are not willing to do.  The frequent featuring of employees and destinations look attractive and are encouraging engagement with consumers. 
It is evident that AirAsia have a captivating Instagram feed and have won awards including Best Social Media Engagement in 2015 . 
The disadvantage of using Instagram could be people are most likely to unfollow a brand if they only promote their brand continually  which AirAsia does. However, almost all business profiles across all social media platforms do so and this does not make Instagram a less favorable method of marketing. 
 Instagram and other social media platforms differ because as previously highlighted the sales figures stemming from Instagram are much larger than competitors. However, Instagram does not have the biggest following for AirAsia, Facebook does with 11 million followers   and Twitter with over 3 million  which could make them better to market on than Instagram for AirAsia. This could be because the platforms have been active longer than Instagram.
Conclusion 

To conclude AirAsia’s online presence is strong and the branding is consistent. Overall, the airline although no-frills is offering a better customer experience than their competitors with loyalty schemes. It is evident that their marketing activity follows trends with the use of Instagram influencers and posting about topical and global events; reaching a more generic audience that will attract more people to their Instagram page. AirAsia both post content that is attractive to their exsisting customer base e.g. low cost travelers and backpackers while simultaneously attracting new customers through promotion of destinations that are lesser known alongside the well-trodden travel paths. 
 The company are slightly contradictory when they claim to want to attract people to places that are not ‘#instagramable’ but heavily rely on Instagram to promote these destinations. A major flaw of the Instagram page also is the lack of correspondence between the company and consumers which may deter potential customers when they see this and see the company fail to respond to them. 
 Additionally, broken links or pages that no longer exist are easily fixable and should not appear on the Instagram page.
 On a positive note, the company’s use of hashtagging and competitions is evidently growing the amount of engagement on social media including Instagram and the more followers the company has, the wider the audience they can potentially market to. 
 Overall, AirAsia’s Instagram is run well, recommendations have been provided below to improve the platform and the brands image on Instagram. 
Recommendations 

The main findings upon critically analyzing Air Asia’s Instagram are as follows. The branding is purveyed extremely well; the red color scheme frequents the Instagram page and any content that is not directly connected to aviation is still related back to the companies branding. It is recommended that thiis is continued into the future to keep the brand consistency and to create familiarity with the consumer.
 Though some ways of marketing are somewhat unconventional, it is evident that what they do, they do well as demonstrated through figures provided throughout the report, the marketing on Instagram is lighthearted and fun and this approach should be continued as long as this is suitable for the client base. 
 The links that are broken urgently should be updated within the profiles bio to avoid confusion, as well as this AirAsia should seriously consider providing a hyperlink to their main website instead of just the address to create ease when the customer goes from Instagram to their website. 
 The use of influencers to promote the brand should be monitored closely to guarantee that the financial benefits outweigh the costs of such campaigns. As mentioned in the report, micro influencers are receiving greater amounts of engagement and this is something to consider for Air Asia. 
 Competitions are administered well and the hashtagging approach is a successful way of marketing to a wider audience and should be continued. As a recommendation, possibly the company should make the person entering tag the airline so when their followers click their post they can click to be directed to AirAsia’s Instagram. 
 Air Asia should tread cautiously when posting anything that could have an element of political nature given their location, which they have, done thus far, they should not halt this type of posting, as it is progressive and welcomed by many.  
 Notably, the biggest and mainly only real criticism of the companies Instagram account is the lack of response to customers when they post negative experience under photographs. Air Asia should adopt a system that aims to respond, even if it is generic within the recommended time of one hour. The company would bode well by trying to get the complaint resolution off the Instagram page by requesting direct messaging or giving details of way to complain by email so the customer and potential customer can resolve the issue away from the public eye. 
 Overall, AirAsia are reflecting their brand well with Instagram and if recommendations are adhered to, they can further boost their position. Giving the continual growth of the platform Instagram and evidence to support Instagram’s link to increased sales activity, it is worth investing more in these platforms versus other social media profiles.  
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