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Title: Evaluating the Impact of IT System Disruptions on Service Failure Recovery and Customer Trust: A Case Study of British Airways
A) [bookmark: _Toc224148270]Introduction
British Airways is the flag carrier airline of the United Kingdom and one of the largest full-service international airlines in the global aviation industry. The airline was established in 1974 through the merger of British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and British European Airways (BEA) leading to creation of a single national airline responsible for both domestic and international operations (Britannica, 2025). Since its formation, British Airways has expanded its global network and currently serves more than 200 destinations across Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. The airline operates primarily from its main hub at Heathrow Airport in London and is a founding member of the Oneworld alliance, which allows partner airlines to provide extensive international connectivity (British Airways, 2023).
As a full-service airline, British Airways places significant emphasis on delivering high-quality passenger services and maintaining strong customer relationships within a highly competitive aviation market. In the airline industry, customer experience plays a critical strategic role because service reliability, operational efficiency, and passenger satisfaction directly influence brand reputation and long-term customer loyalty (Baker, 2013). Consequently, airlines must consistently ensure that their service delivery systems operate smoothly in order to maintain customer trust and sustain competitive advantage.
B) [bookmark: _Toc224148271]Identification of a Business Problem
[bookmark: _Toc224148272]Problem Overview
Airline operations today are heavily reliant on complex information technology (IT) systems that support essential services such as online booking, check-in, flight scheduling, baggage handling, and communication with passengers. When these systems fail, they can disrupt operations of airline and lead to widespread service failures that negatively affect experience of customers and organisational performance. British Airways has experienced several IT-related operational disruptions in recent years, highlighting the vulnerability of airline operations to technological failures and raising concerns about the airline’s ability to effectively manage service recovery and maintain customer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc224148273]Background of IT Operational Disruptions in British Airways
British Airways has faced multiple IT disruptions that have significantly affected its operations and customer services. One of the most severe incidents occurred in May 2017 when a power supply issue at a data centre near Heathrow Airport caused a major IT system failure that shut down key operational systems, including flight scheduling, baggage handling, and passenger check-in services. The outage lasted for several days and resulted in the cancellation of more than 700 flights, leaving approximately 75,000 passengers stranded worldwide. The disruption severely affected operations at Heathrow and Gatwick airports and exposed weaknesses in the airline’s technological infrastructure and crisis management processes. The incident also resulted in significant financial consequences, with compensation claims and operational losses estimated to exceed £100 million (The Guardian, 2017; Network World, 2017).
In subsequent years, similar IT-related disruptions have continued to affect the airline’s operations. In 2018, British Airways experienced a major outage that caused its website and mobile application to crash globally, preventing customers from booking flights, accessing reservations, or completing online check-in. The disruption demonstrated the airline’s heavy reliance on digital customer service platforms and exposed weaknesses in system resilience and disaster recovery infrastructure. In February 2022, another IT failure disrupted check-in systems at Heathrow Airport, forcing airline staff to process passengers manually and resulting in long queues and delayed departures. More recently, in May 2023, British Airways experienced another IT system disruption that led to the cancellation of more than 175 flights, primarily affecting short-haul routes from London Heathrow during the busy UK bank holiday weekend, and disrupting the travel plans of more than 30,000 passengers. The technical failure forced staff to carry out manual check-in and boarding procedures, further increasing delays and operational inefficiencies (The Guardian, 2023). These recurring incidents highlight the operational risks associated with technological system failures and demonstrate the increasing dependence of airline operations on reliable digital infrastructure.
[bookmark: _Toc224148274]Significance of the Business Problem
These recurring IT disruptions represent a significant organisational challenge for British Airways because they directly affect service reliability, operational efficiency, and customer satisfaction. In the highly competitive airline industry, passengers expect consistent service delivery and timely communication during operational disruptions. When system failures occur, ineffective service recovery can lead to frustration, loss of customer trust, and negative perceptions of the airline’s reliability.
Furthermore, large-scale operational disruptions can also have financial and reputational consequences for airlines, including compensation costs, regulatory scrutiny, and damage to brand reputation. As digital technologies continue to play an increasingly central role in airline operations, the ability to effectively manage IT-related service failures and implement appropriate recovery strategies becomes critical for maintaining customer relationships and sustaining competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc224148275]Research Problem
The central business problem addressed in this research is the recurring occurrence of IT system disruptions within British Airways and their impact on service failure recovery and customer trust. As airline operations increasingly depend on digital infrastructure for booking systems, check-in processes, flight management, and operational communication, failures in these systems can lead to significant service disruptions that affect passenger experience and operational efficiency. Recent incidents within British Airways demonstrate how IT failures can result in cancelled flights, delayed departures, and communication breakdowns with passengers. These operational disruptions create major challenges for the airline in effectively managing service recovery and restoring customer trust. 
C) [bookmark: _Toc224148276]Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc224148277]Research Aim
The aim of this research is to evaluate the impact of IT system disruptions on service failures, service recovery, and customer trust in British Airways.
[bookmark: _Toc224148278]Research Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc224148279]Objective 1: To identify the major IT system disruptions experienced by British Airways and examine their underlying causes and operational consequences.
[bookmark: _Toc224148280]Objective 2: To analyse how IT system disruptions affect airline service delivery, operational performance, and customer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc224148281]Objective 3: To evaluate the effectiveness of British Airways’ service failure recovery strategies following IT disruptions and identify potential improvements to strengthen operational resilience and customer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc224148282]Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc224148283]RQ1: What are the major IT system disruptions experienced by British Airways and what factors contribute to these disruptions?
[bookmark: _Toc224148284]RQ2: How do IT system disruptions affect airline operations, service delivery, and customer experience in British Airways?
[bookmark: _Toc224148285]RQ3: How effective are British Airways’ service failure recovery strategies in restoring customer trust following IT system disruptions, and what improvements can be made?
D) [bookmark: _Toc224148286]Critical Literature Review
Service failures are common in service-based industries because service delivery often involves complex systems and significant human interaction. It is reported by Hart et al. (1990) that service recovery plays a critical role in maintaining customer relationships when such failures occur. According to Harrison-Walker (2012) and Ma (2012), even organisations that strongly emphasise service quality cannot completely eliminate service errors due to the inherent variability of service processes. From a customer perspective, Chahal and Devi (2015) explain that service failure occurs when the delivered service does not meet expected standards of quality and performance. As reported by Wetzer et al. (2007), service failures often generate strong negative emotional responses among customers, including frustration, anger, and dissatisfaction, which can influence their evaluation of the service provider. According to Expectation Confirmation Theory, proposed by Oliver (1980), customer satisfaction is determined by the comparison between expected and actual service performance, where unmet expectations lead to dissatisfaction and negative perceptions. Similarly, the SERVQUAL framework developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988) suggests that service quality is strongly influenced by dimensions such as reliability and responsiveness, which are particularly relevant when operational disruptions affect service delivery. In this context, Johnston and Hewa (1997) define service recovery as the actions undertaken by organisations to mitigate the damage caused by service failures and to repair relationships with customers.
Research focusing on airline disruptions further highlights the importance of effective recovery strategies. According to Grundy and Moxon (2013), British Airways experienced multiple organisational crises between 2008 and 2010, including operational failures, industrial disputes, and natural disruptions. The authors report that effective crisis communication, visible leadership, and coordinated response strategies were essential in protecting the airline’s reputation and maintaining stakeholder confidence during these crises. Similarly, Efthymiou et al. (2018) investigate how British Airways manages flight delays and operational disruptions at London Heathrow Airport. The study reports that many airline disruptions arise from non-IT related factors such as air traffic control restrictions, airport congestion, weather conditions, and crew limitations. As per the findings of Efthymiou et al. (2018), using a mixed-methods approach involving a survey of 160 passengers and interviews with airline operational staff, although 49.5% of departures at Heathrow experienced delays with an average delay of 14.6 minutes, passengers generally tolerate such disruptions when airlines manage communication and operational responses effectively. The authors further report that 75% of surveyed passengers perceived British Airways’ service value as meeting or exceeding their expectations, suggesting that effective disruption management can support customer satisfaction and loyalty despite operational delays. However, the study also notes that satisfaction with actual departure time received the lowest rating (3.17 out of 5), indicating the importance of operational reliability in shaping passenger perceptions. 
[bookmark: _Toc224148287]Research gap
While previous studies provide valuable insights into service failures and operational disruptions in the airline industry, most existing research primarily focuses on disruptions caused by external operational factors such as weather conditions, air traffic control restrictions, or airport congestion. Limited attention has been given to disruptions arising from IT system failures, despite the increasing dependence of airline operations on digital infrastructure for booking systems, check-in processes, flight management, and passenger communication. As airline operations become more technologically integrated, IT disruptions have the potential to affect multiple operational processes simultaneously, leading to large-scale service failures.
Therefore, there remains a gap in the literature regarding how IT system disruptions influence service failures, the effectiveness of service recovery strategies, and the restoration of customer trust within airline operations. This research aims to address this gap by examining the case of British Airways and evaluating how technological disruptions affect service recovery practices and customer trust in a technology-dependent aviation environment.
E) [bookmark: _Toc224148288]Research Methodology and Design
This study adopts a mixed-methods research approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative methods to evaluate the impact of IT system disruptions on service failures, service recovery, and customer trust in British Airways. This approach is appropriate because the study aims to explore organisational responses, operational consequences, and customer perceptions associated with IT-related disruptions in airline operations.
In this research, quantitative analysis will be used to measure the level of customer trust and satisfaction when passengers experience IT-related service disruptions, while qualitative analysis will be used to examine the causes of IT disruptions, their operational consequences, and the effectiveness of service recovery strategies implemented by British Airways.
The study will employ a case study strategy, focusing on British Airways as the selected organisation. British Airways represents a suitable case because the airline has experienced several documented IT disruptions that have affected its operations and customer service delivery.
For data collection methods, Quantitative data will be collected through a structured online survey distributed to individuals that have experience in travelling with airline. The survey is aimed to measure passengers’ perceptions of trust, satisfaction, and service recovery effectiveness when encountering IT disruptions such as system failures during booking, check-in issues, or operational delays caused by technological problems. Qualitative data will be collected through secondary data sources, including academic journal articles, industry reports, airline operational reports, and news publications discussing IT disruptions in British Airways. These sources provide insights into the causes of IT failures, operational consequences, and the recovery strategies implemented by the airline.
For the quantitative survey, a non-probability convenience sampling method will be used to collect responses from airline passengers who have experience travelling with airlines and may have encountered service disruptions.
The research will follow standard ethical principles. Participation in the survey will be voluntary and anonymous, and respondents will be informed that their responses will be used solely for academic purposes. All sources used in the qualitative analysis will be properly cited to ensure academic integrity and avoid plagiarism. To ensure reliability and validity, the survey questions will be based on established constructs related to customer satisfaction, service recovery, and trust identified in previous literature.
F) [bookmark: _Toc224148289]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This research has important practical relevance for British Airways and other airlines operating in highly technology-dependent environments. Modern airline operations rely heavily on digital infrastructure to manage critical functions such as booking systems, check-in procedures, flight scheduling, baggage handling, and communication with passengers. When these systems fail, they can lead to operational disruptions that negatively affect customer experience, service reliability, and organisational reputation. By examining the impact of IT system disruptions on service failures, service recovery, and customer trust, this research can help British Airways better understand how technological disruptions influence both operational performance and passenger perceptions.
The findings of this study could assist airline management in improving decision-making related to operational resilience and crisis management. For instance, this research will highlight the importance of strengthening IT infrastructure, implementing effective disaster recovery systems, and improving communication strategies during service disruptions. Understanding how passengers evaluate service recovery efforts can help the airline design more effective recovery strategies, such as timely updates, transparent communication, and appropriate compensation policies. These improvements may help airlines minimise customer dissatisfaction and rebuild trust following service failures.
The research aims to generate practical recommendations for adopting technological innovations that improve operational stability. Implementing the proposed strategies can help British Airline respond more effectively to technological failures and maintain service reliability.
Finally, this research contributes to applied business research by demonstrating how theoretical concepts related to service failure, service recovery, and customer satisfaction can be applied to real organisational challenges and support managerial decision-making and operational improvement within the airline industry.



















References
1. Baker, D. (2013) 'Service quality and customer satisfaction in the airline industry', Journal of Air Transport Management, 26, pp. 1–4.
2. BBC News (2017) British Airways cancels flights after global IT failure. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-40077352  [Accessed: 6 March 2026]
3. Britannica (2025) British Airways PLC: History & Facts. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/money/British-Airways-PLC [Accessed: 6 March 2026]
4. British Airways (2023) Explore our past. Available at: https://www.britishairways.com/content/information/about-ba/history-and-heritage/explore-our-past [Accessed: 7 March 2026]
5. Chahal, H. and Devi, P. (2015) 'Consumer attitude towards service failure and recovery in higher education', Quality Assurance in Education: An International Perspective, 23(1), pp. 67-85. Available at: http://search.ebscohost.com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&AN=EJ1054088&site=eds-live&scope=site 
6. Efthymiou, M., Njoya, E.T., Lo, P.L., Papatheodorou, A. and Randall, D. (2018) 'The impact of delays on customers’ satisfaction: an empirical analysis of the British Airways on-time performance at Heathrow Airport', Journal of Aerospace Technology and Management, 11. Available at: https://doi.org/10.5028/jatm.v11.977 
7. Grundy, M. and Moxon, R. (2013) 'The effectiveness of airline crisis management on brand protection: a case study of British Airways', Journal of Air Transport Management, 28, p. 55. Available at: https://www.academia.edu/47822621/The_effectiveness_of_airline_crisis_management_on_brand_protection_A_case_study_of_British_Airways [Accessed: 10 March 2026]
8. Harrison-Walker, L. (2012) 'The role of cause and affect in service failure', Journal of Services Marketing, 26(2), pp. 115-123. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/08876041211215275 
9. Hart, C., Heskett, J. and Sasser, W.E. (2016) 'The profitable art of service recovery', Harvard Business Review, 68(4), pp. 148–156. Available at: http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=9145 
10. Johnston, T. and Hewa, M. (1997) 'Fixing service failures', Industrial Marketing Management, 26(5), pp. 467-473. Available at: http://search.ebscohost.com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=12424932&site=eds-live&scope=site 
11. Ma, J. (2012) 'Does the customer-firm relationship affect consumer recovery expectations?', Academy of Marketing Studies Journal, 16(2), pp. 17-29. Available at: http://search.ebscohost.com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=77924410&site=eds-live&scope=site 
12. Network World (2017) British Airways outage caused by data centre power failure. Available at: https://www.networkworld.com/article/3199512/british-airways-data-center-outage.html [Accessed: 9 March 2026]
13. Oliver, R.L. (1980) 'A cognitive model of the antecedents and consequences of satisfaction decisions', Journal of Marketing Research, 17(4), pp. 460–469. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/3150499 
14. Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V.A. and Berry, L.L. (1988) 'SERVQUAL: A multiple-item scale for measuring consumer perceptions of service quality', Journal of Retailing, 64(1), pp. 12-40.
15. The Guardian (2017) British Airways IT failure causes chaos at Heathrow and Gatwick. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/27/british-airways-system-problem-delays-heathrow [Accessed: 8 March 2026]
16. The Guardian (2023) British Airways cancels flights after IT failure over bank holiday weekend. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2023/may/26/british-airways-cancels-flights-after-it-failure-bank-holiday [Accessed: 9 March 2026]
17. Wetzer, M., Zeelenberg, M. and Pieters, R. (2007) '“Never eat in that restaurant, I did!”: Exploring why people engage in negative word-of-mouth communication', Psychology and Marketing, 24(8), pp. 661–680. Available at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/mar.20178/abstract 

image1.png




image2.png




