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[bookmark: _Toc228472823]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

[bookmark: _Toc228472824]1.1 Background of the Study

The airline industry operates in a highly competitive and dynamic commercial environment. In the mid-1990s, low-cost carriers or LCCs dramatically changed the structure of short-haul air transport in Europe by changing the basis of competition from service to price. Mass air transport became a viable form of transportation for millions of passengers whose short-haul air travel had been replaced by the train and the car as a result of high prices and limited frequencies offered by the established network carriers. EasyJet, one of the new low-cost carriers (LCCs) set up by Stelios Haji-Ioannou in 1995, has become a prime example of the new structure of short-haul air transport(EasyJet Annual Report, 2023).
 By pioneering a route network based on single-direction point-to-point services combined with online booking with a minimal in-flight product, the company established an operating philosophy centred on efficiency and cost-reduction (O'Connell and Williams, 2016). Starting from a single route linking Luton with Glasgow, the company has rapidly developed into one of the leading airlines of Europe, today operating over 1,000 routes in more than 30 countries across the world, down from over 1,800 before the pandemic, an impressive feat in any context.
In recent years, the rising tide of complaints about service has highlighted a significant shift in the competitive dynamics of the Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) industry. While the initial advantage of low fares had long since dissipated, the key Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) competitors, which include Ryanair, Wizz Air, Vueling, and others, were by then offering comparable prices on large numbers of routes. 
The novelty of low-cost travel had also long since worn off and, as consumers began to look more seriously at the ‘qualitative’ aspects of the service they received - particularly in the event of flight cancellations, schedule setbacks and other consumer complaints (Baker, 2013) - EasyJet found itself in a quite unfamiliar position. The company was now wrestling with a profound strategic issue: how could the airline's focus on being a low-cost carrier be reconciled with the need to improve the service offered to passengers?
Customer satisfaction is an increasingly important and pressing issue for EasyJet post-COVID. The COVID period was devastating for the global airline industry with mass cancellations, refunds delayed and a downturn in passenger confidence. EasyJet have also been affected by these issues. Statista (2023) shows that customer satisfaction ratings are typically below those of full-service airlines (such as British Airways and Lufthansa) and also below other low-cost carriers (LCCs) for communication and complaints handling. 
A quick scan of reviews on Trustpilot (2024) revealed a common thread of complaints for delayed communication, long refund periods and poor, inhuman, automated communication. Despite EasyJet investing in a plethora of digital initiatives, for example, a new app, customer charter and increasing options for customers to ‘self-serve’, customer satisfaction does not appear to be correspondingly improved (EasyJet Annual Report, 2023). This is the issue that our research project aims to explore in further detail.
[bookmark: _Toc228472825]1.2 Research Rationale

This research is carried out in two aspects, academically and practically. This study aimed at narrowing down the academic gap in research. The SERVQUAL model, proposed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988), is widely used in assessing the service quality in many industries, including airlines. The majority of studies which used this model concentrated on quantitative analyses and methodologies. These studies utilise data collected from the customers’ responses to the service quality questionnaire through descriptive and inferential statistical analysis, and produce customer satisfaction scores and regression models, among others. 
The findings derived are always generalizable, yet superficial. The two attributes that represent the human aspects of service quality – “empathy” and “assurance” – are least understood and deeply analysed through quantitative measures due to their intrinsic and abstract nature. These attributes are to do with the nuances and feelings experienced by the customers during their interaction with the service providers. Hence, it is deemed necessary to carry out qualitative research that investigates the customers’ perceptions and ways of narrating or accounting for their experiences of low-cost carriers’ services.
Our practical contribution in this research addresses some of the problems EasyJet has faced and is still facing with customers, as communicated through the press. As mentioned, EasyJet needs to understand why customers feel frustrated and with what effect, cognition and communication are involved in this frustration, to be able to design actual improvements based on more than just user experience functionality. Simply increasing the number of automated functions in the application or revising its layout will not help address the source of customer frustration.
 Indeed, this frustration seems to pertain to an entirely different level of experience, having to do with customers feeling that they have been “heard”, “ignored” or “treated as a customer number” as opposed to as a “human being”. This level of experience is not easily accessed through qualitative research methodologies, and therefore passenger experiences per se need to be made audible through the research, in order to be taken into account for future designs.
[bookmark: _Toc228472826]1.3 Significance of the Study

This study has two very important groups of stakeholders in mind. First, for EasyJet as an organisation, this paper contributes value by identifying service failure points, the passenger emotional responses to these service failures and the types of resolution of service failures that are required to restore the passengers’ trust and loyalty. This information can enable specific and effective staff training, communication in the event of a service failure, and the design of front-line passenger service processes.
Second, for the academic community, this study is the first qualitative and interpretivist empirical investigation of service failures in the airline industry and redresses the current imbalance of qualitative research within this context. The field is dominated by positivist research based on large-scale surveys of passengers. 
An interpretivist and qualitative approach here offers a richer, alternative perspective that engages the passenger’s lived experience (telling passenger stories) as opposed to simply trying to count their feelings in a survey. It shows, using empirical data, how qualitative research can be conducted in the airline service quality context.
[bookmark: _Toc228472827]1.4 Research Aim

Research the attitudes of EasyJet passengers towards the level of service quality provided, and see how attitudes influence levels of satisfaction and loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc228472828]1.5 Research Objectives

1. Investigate the EasyJet customers’ perception of the five SERVQUAL dimensions (reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, tangibles) using the lens of their own holiday experiences.
2. Identification of those service encounters that evoke the most positive or negative passenger reactions.
3. To investigate the relationship between the customers' perception of the service quality provided and their propensity to fly again with EasyJet.
4. To obtain the basis for making the respective recommendations about improving EasyJet’s activities on the ground and customer relations services.
[bookmark: _Toc228472829]1.6 Research Questions

Based on the findings of the research, passengers travelling with EasyJet who expressed some degree of dissatisfaction about their low-cost airline experience were asked to judge and describe in some depth the standard of service received in various aspects of their journey.
2. Which individual aspects of the service encounters were reported by passengers as being those which most affected their degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with EasyJet?
3. Will passengers who have a poorer quality of service experience on EasyJet be more or less likely to fly with EasyJet in the future, or switch to a competitor airline?
4. Which changes would passengers like to see most, and would they make a real difference?
[bookmark: _Toc228472830]1.7 Overview of the Dissertation

The research study presented within this dissertation is organised across five chapters. Chapter two provides a critical literature review for customer satisfaction, service quality and the SERVQUAL methodology. Specific focus is given to its applicability within the context of low-cost carriers and to the shortcomings of its quantitative nature. Within Chapter Three, a detailed explanation and justification for the qualitative methodology and associated techniques employed is given. 
This involves adopting an interpretivist philosophy with an inductive approach, undertaken through the administration of semi-structured interviews using purposive sampling and with subsequent data analysis carried out using thematic analysis. Through the analysis of the fifteen passenger interviews carried out in Chapter four, five key themes are identified, which are then discussed against the literature covered within Chapter two.
 A summary of the key findings and recommendations suitable for EasyJet, alongside a critical evaluation of the studies’ limitations and suggested scope for future research, is given within Chapter Five. In conclusion, this research finds that EasyJet's main service quality concern lies within the relations and communication, as opposed to operation, a finding that is of considerable strategic significance to EasyJet given its future investment into customer experience management.

[bookmark: _Toc228472831]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc228472832]2.1 Introduction

This chapter conducts a literature review pertaining to customer satisfaction, service quality and the airline passenger experience, specifically in the context of low-cost carriers. It commences with a discussion of the underlying theories of customer satisfaction, before discussing the SERVQUAL framework and its dimensions. 
The chapter subsequently expands upon the principles of service recovery theory and the loyalty framework, before concluding by outlining the research gap addressed by this study. As will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 4, the underlying theories used in this study include Oliver's (1980) expectancy-disconfirmation model, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry's (1988) SERVQUAL model, and Tax et al. 's (1998) service recovery theory.
[bookmark: _Toc228472833]2.2 Customer Satisfaction: Theoretical Foundations

Customer satisfaction is undoubtedly one of the most widely researched marketing and service management constructs. The work of Oliver (1980) on the Expectation-Disconfirmation paradigm is arguably the dominant theory to emerge regarding the satisfaction construct. At the root of this theory is the assertion that customer satisfaction is preceded by certain expectations, based upon past personal experience, word-of-mouth communications, or other sources. 
In that customers compare the perceived service performance against their corresponding expectations prior, during or after the consumption of the service, four resultant types of satisfaction may arise: matching expectations, which results in neutral satisfaction, exceeding customer expectations that produces delight, or falling short of customers’ expectations resulting in dissatisfaction.
Aviation is a specific industry where the service quality discrepancy between customers’ expectations and perceived experiences is susceptible to many external factors beyond an airline’s control, including weather, air traffic, and equipment failures. 
Oliver also points out the disparity between two types of discontent – the discontent caused by controllable service failure and the discontent caused by uncontrollable operational events. We examine these issues and present empirical evidence to validate our research that customers generally can make a clear distinction between service failure communications and the operational failures themselves, and are generally more annoyed with the communication of the failure than with the failure itself.
Oliver, Kotler & Keller (2016) expand on Oliver’s S-O-A-P model by asserting that customer satisfaction is a cumulative process that takes place over time. While a casual customer flying with EasyJet on a casual basis may have a positive experience of the whole flying process, going back to first-step booking, and including the process of checking-in, boarding, interacting with cabin crew and dealing with requests for refunds etc., should there be a complaint, Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman (1996) argue that customers with higher levels of satisfaction will have a greater intention to purchase again. In the Low-Cost Carrier context, this is a highly commercial aspect. Customers who buy cheaply are exposed to the threat of competition at a price level that is, in the majority of cases, perceived as almost nugatory. This, in turn, exerts a significant strain on the commercial prospect of achieving Customer Retention.
[bookmark: _Toc228472834]2.3 The SERVQUAL Model

Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988) developed SERVQUAL in order to measure service quality as the gap between consumers’ expected levels and their perceived experience of service. The model has been adopted and criticised in large volumes of academic literature. In a critique of the original model, Cronin and Taylor (1992) argue that the gap between expected and perceived service is not as important as the perceived level of service, as the only predictor of satisfaction is the perceived service quality. Therefore, they developed the SERVPERF model, measuring only the performance of the five dimensions of service quality. In the context of LCC, Sultan and Simpson (2000) had to modify the dimensions of the SERVQUAL to allow for the fact that low-cost carrier customers have lower expectations due to a lower budget.
Although SERVQUAL has been subjected to criticism, it is still the most popular and widely applied framework in the airline service quality literature because of the simplicity and comprehensiveness of its five service dimensions. When applied qualitatively (as in this study), the five dimensions serve the useful purpose of focusing the passengers' attention on those attributes of the service experience that are most relevant in enabling them to express their experience in a manner which is meaningful to themselves.
[bookmark: _Toc228472835]2.4 The Five SERVQUAL Dimensions in Aviation
2.4.1 Reliability
Reliability is about providing services that meet promises on time and to the specified standards. In the context of aviation, reliability concerns on-time performance, correctness in handling baggage and maintenance of stability in service processes across flights. According to Akamavi et al. ( 2015), reliability was the most significant SERVQUAL factor for low-cost carrier (LCC) passengers, indicating that the LCCs have to meet very high standards of reliability since almost all of their value Proposition is based on reliability. Hence, if an LCC fails to deliver on reliability, it fails on the core of its value Proposition.
In their 2015 paper, Akamavi et al look at more than just on-time performance when it comes to airline reliability. They examine operational reliability as well as ‘communicative reliability’, which refers to the accuracy and timeliness of information provided to customers while the operational issues are being dealt with. They also note that communicative failures can cause customer dissatisfaction to a level that is just as high as or even greater than the level of dissatisfaction caused by the operational issues. 
They express the view that the operational issues caused a primary level of dissatisfaction, and the subsequent communicative failures then cause a secondary level of further dissatisfaction because passengers are unhappy with the lack of communication they are getting about what is happening with their flights. I think this is very relevant to EasyJet. Some people have remarked that EasyJet flights may be as reliable as any other airline, but I do not really hear people focusing too much on the comparison with competitors when it comes to EasyJet and punctuality, which is just one aspect of the travel experience, as well as perhaps the most easily quantifiable aspect of reliability for customers.
2.4.2 Responsiveness
Aspects related to the responsiveness of personnel to customer needs were ranked in the following order by the variables representing the attributes of the SERVQUAL dimensions and the empirical factor analysis results: frequency of interactions, courtesy and politeness, and promptness of staff. For airport passengers, the responsiveness of cabin crew, ground staff and customer service was an important factor. Kim and Lee (2011) showed that during the service recovery phase, when customers are requesting assistance to restore their service to an acceptable level, the factor of responsiveness becomes the dominant factor of SERVQUAL dimensions.
Customer Service is a key component of the EasyJet passenger experience. The changes brought about by the company’s digital transformation have created tension between two opposing goals: ease of service interaction for passengers and efficiency in the way the airline processes communications. On the one hand, the use of technology allows for the immediate automated handling of routine questions or transactions, which leads to significant improvements in tangible terms of passenger service efficiency. According to Kotler and Keller (2016), technology can actually give the perception of a worse level of service than before because while automating the interactions with passengers, it diminishes the level of human relation and therefore the perceived level of service for customers with more complex needs, to whom no human assistance can be provided. On Trustpilot (2024), EasyJet is constantly criticised for the way they deal with passengers through the digital channels, notably in relation to disruptions and refunds.
2.4.3 Assurance
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, Assurance is concerned with the behaviour of staff and their attitude and has more to do with providing reassurance. Francis et al. note that in aviation, the concept of assurance is especially significant in view of the inherent passenger powerlessness during airline disruption events – they can be in an unfamiliar airport, face tight connection times, and are in essence at the mercy of the airline in terms of getting the services they need. Ensuring that staff have the right skills and ability to communicate effectively with customers is fundamental to passenger needs in this context – and is more than a simple service quality option.
EasyJet has a significant challenge in relation to assurance. While staff can be as friendly and knowledgeable as they like about the carrier’s services, assurance is only possible if staff are not only well-trained but also empowered. In order to give passengers real answers and solutions to their concerns, staff must be provided with sufficient information and have the discretion to make the necessary decisions. If there are barriers such as having to follow a script and having to seek approval before being able to offer concessions or make changes to bookings, then the conditions for assurance are not met, regardless of the motivation of staff.
2.4.4 Empathy
Empathy is defined as providing care and individualised attention to customers and showing an interest in their circumstances. Chen and Liu (2017) found that, according to customers, empathy is the attribute that is structurally hardest for LCCs to deliver, largely because the business model of the LCC industry focuses on standardisation and cost control, which are exactly the conditions that are least conducive to individualised and emotionally intensive service.
The stakes for empathy in the aviation industry have never been as high as they are after the period of COVID-19, as Bieger and Wittmer observe: “The passengers, who after having to endure the world record cancellations of 2020, the non-refundable travel vouchers of 2021 and who were having to deal with a disproportionate amount of automated responses while waiting to be helped, have an entirely different expectation in 2021 regarding the way airlines treat humans as humans. And this is valid for all travellers – even in the budget segment – because post-pandemic passengers are more sensitive to the emotional relationship they have with the airline. This is a gigantic challenge for EasyJet, which, with its service concept, is geared to the former pre-pandemic price-oriented traveller.
2.4.5 Tangibles
The tangibles dimension of the service environment refers to aspects of the physical and virtual environment of the service — for example, cabin condition, seating comfort, hygiene and amenities, as well as the user experience of digital interfaces such as the app, website or self-service kiosks. For low cost carriers (LCCs) where the level of service on board is deliberately kept low, the tangibles dimension has, particularly in the case of digital tangibles, shifted. 
Kotler and Keller (2016) assert that in today’s service environment, the “digital service environment” — the digital interface with the customer — has become the major customer contact with the service organisation. For EasyJet, where passenger interaction with the company from booking to boarding is usually only through its app, ensuring a good customer experience in this context is crucial to its commercial success, and is clearly an important element of the service quality that passengers evaluate.

[bookmark: _Toc228472836]2.5 Service Recovery Theory

Service recovery refers to the actions an organisation takes in the event of a service failure and their impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty. Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran (1998) identify a paradox of service recovery, whereby customers whose service occasionally falls short of specifications but is subsequently restored to par can experience higher levels of satisfaction and loyalty than customers with no failure whatsoever. Service failures at EasyJet are common, and a significant source of customer dissatisfaction given the frequency of flights and the relatively high number of bags carried.
There is no paradox, according to Tax et al. ( 1998), if we do not have the three conditions that cause it to occur. These conditions include: - justice in the recovery regarding the injustice in the cause event; - timeliness of the recovery so that the customer’s anger for the event causing the failure has not had time to turn into strong negative feelings; - interpersonal warmth along with expressions of regret for the customer’s negative experience. 
Confirming this, De Matos, Henrique and Rossi (2007) in their meta-analysis suggest that if any of the three conditions that cause the Paradox to take place are missing, the most prejudicial one is the interpersonal one; in other words, the absence of warmth and regret for what occurred can turn the recovery efforts into absolute failures; that in the customers’ opinion the recovery efforts seem no more than a trivial gesture, good only to exacerbate the initial feelings of discontent. And that is exactly what is happening in EasyJet, whose business model of services, in which a great part of the recovery process is done automatically, does not provide interpersonal communication that would turn into a real gesture of satisfaction towards the customer.
[bookmark: _Toc228472837]2.6 Customer Loyalty in Low-Cost Airlines

Oliver (1999) defined loyalty as “a pledge by a customer to purchase a product or service consistently in the future; a pledge that persists across shopping occasions and beyond recovery from negative surprise, dissatisfaction, or frustration resulting from a single poor experience or a pattern of poor experiences”. True loyalty is likely to be a near-impossible aspiration in the Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) business. The price-sensitive consumer, ultimately a leisure passenger who has chosen the lower-priced fare, rather than any particular carrier, on their first occasion, will not be restrained from choosing any other carrier on subsequent trips. 
Their lack of preference for a particular carrier means that they can switch immediately and with no perceived cost. Baker (2013) opines that the LCCs have consistently and on purpose neglected to enhance the experience of customer service: “the three components of service experience; empathy, assurance and aesthetics, and the underlying basis upon which these are delivered: personalisation versus standardisation”. Consequently, the LCCs have inevitably and prospectively succeeded in turning their customers into straightforward transactions.
In a key challenge to our research, Akamavi et al. ( 2015) contend that service quality will continue to be a key determinant of customer loyalty for price-sensitive consumers. 
They showed that even with the constraint of price sensitivity, customers who perceive good airline reliability and courteous staff are much more likely to switch to a competitor, even when that competitor's fares were marginally lower. We consider this evidence to challenge the fatalism inherent in our initial expectation of LCCT price sensitivity and instead consider the possibility of relational loyalty at EasyJet. 
There is clear scope to improve customer experience in areas such as crisis management and communication, where current performance is often considerably below that perceived by customers. These are areas that can be improved through action research, to bring significant improvement for customers, and therefore are potential areas of investment for EasyJet management.
[bookmark: _Toc228472838]2.7 Research Gap

The research in the airline service quality area is extensive, but limited in methodology. The vast majority of studies employ quantitative research methodology in which survey data is collected using the SERVQUAL methodology and analysed using statistical correlation and regression techniques on large data sets. These studies are good at deriving the average impact of various service quality dimensions on overall passenger satisfaction. However, they do not focus on the underlying reasons for these effects. 
The studies also do not investigate how passengers experience the service delivery as they go through the unpleasant events, such as service failures and unpleasant interactions, nor do they focus on specific behaviours that are exhibited by airlines or their employees, which yield desired passenger satisfaction or frustration. What, for example, did passengers feel about being stuck on the plane for three hours with no updates communicated by the flight crew? And how would passengers describe the impact on their loyalty toward the airline when an empathetic flight attendant finally approached them and apologised?
It was also identified that relatively little research exists that explores Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) service quality across the airlines, and what does exist appears to be limited to only a few papers. Further, although research into LCCs has been undertaken on a number of airlines, very few studies focus on EasyJet, and to the knowledge of this researcher, none have been carried out through qualitative, in-depth interviews. Thus, focusing on EasyJet and using qualitative research is a strength of this study when compared to existing research into the topic.
[bookmark: _Toc228472839]2.8 Conclusion

This chapter has taken us through a review of the theoretical frameworks that underpinned this study. Using Oliver’s (1980) Satisfaction: A Belief-Value-Choice Mode 1 (SRC) model, we saw how passenger satisfaction forms as a result of the comparison between expected and perceived service performance. Also, by qualitatively applying the five variables of the SERVQUAL instrument, we obtained insight into the emotional aspects of a service encounter, and we therefore also referred to service script theory and service recovery theory to analyse in more detail how airlines handle failures and how important empathy and interpersonal warmth are in relation to service failures. 
The loyalty literature also supports our assumption that even low price-sensitive LCC passengers respond to service quality. This chapter has shown that the causes of EasyJet’s passenger dissatisfaction can be found within the emotive and interpersonal aspects of the service experience, which have been largely ignored within the low-cost carrier model, and it is these aspects that are further described in Chapter 3 in relation to the passengers’ experiences at EasyJet.

[bookmark: _Toc228472840]CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

[bookmark: _Toc228472841]3.1 Introduction

CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH DESIGN The chapter explains the reasonableness of the research design choices made in the study. This chapter, therefore, discussed the research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, method of data collection, sampling procedure, analytical framework and ethical consideration of the study. The choices were based on the research question of the study and the theoretical assumptions as discussed in the literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc228472842]3.2 Research Philosophy — Interpretivism

This paper utilised an interpretivist research philosophy. Interpretivism views social reality as being essentially subjective and qualitative (Bryman, 2016). Customer satisfaction is inherently qualitative and therefore fundamentally social; two passengers with the same experience of a heavily delayed EasyJet flight will arguably have entirely different experiences of that delay, dependent upon the nature of any communication they receive from staff, their own initial expectations, and their own prior travel experiences.
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019 state that an interpretivist approach is commonly associated with a constructivist ontology to interpretivism (which holds that the world is not one reality that exists independently of people, but a plurality of different realities socially produced by human activity).
[bookmark: _Toc228472843]3.3 Research Approach — Inductive

An inductive approach was adopted. This approach starts with concrete observations and then moves towards the formulation of more general theories. As indicated by Bryman (2016), the researcher does not start with a hypothesis to verify, but with the objective of arriving at theories from the data. Although SERVQUAL was used as a sensitising framework in the construction of the interview guide, the data analysis did not intend to statistically confirm or deny the variables of SERVQUAL. Instead, it was used as a filter through which the theories embedded in the narratives of the passengers could be read and interpreted.

[bookmark: _Toc228472844]3.4 Research Method — Qualitative

The research method that will be employed in this qualitative study is qualitative because the research questions cannot be fully expressed or answered with numerical data. Qualitative studies are often employed when a research topic cannot be described using numbers, if one is interested in acquiring rich and nuanced information, and when the research purpose is to gain understanding, not to test a theory. Here, all three conditions apply.
[bookmark: _Toc228472845]3.5 Research Strategy — Semi-Structured Interviews

The main data collection method employed during the research was the semi-structured interview. According to Bryman (2016), the use of a semi-structured interview allows the researcher to follow a topic guide flexibly, as participants can steer the direction of the interview (Bryman, 2016). This method of interview is seen as highly relevant when attempting to understand service experiences, as there are a number of aspects riders may wish to disclose that are unlikely to be covered within the framework of the interview.
We carried out the interviews online via video call (Microsoft Teams) and reached a wide geographic distribution while nonetheless maintaining the one-to-one conversational setting that facilitates discussion and is therefore likely to elicit a deeper engagement with the subject matter. The interviews were between 30 and 45 minutes long and obtained with the participants’ consent. The audio files were then verbatim transcribed.
To validate the data and explore other aspects of the research, a full interview guide was developed with a series of open questions related to the SERVQUAL dimensions and aims of the research. These questions included: “Tell me about a time when you were extremely satisfied or extremely dissatisfied with the service provided by EasyJet” and “Tell me about a time when something did not go as planned with EasyJet and describe the action of the staff, and their reactions”.
[bookmark: _Toc228472846]3.6 Sampling Strategy — Purposive Sampling

The research sample was derived using Purposive Sampling, where 15 EasyJet customers, who had flown with EasyJet at least twice in the last 12 months, were approached and recruited to participate in the study. Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling technique where participants are selected based on specific characteristics or features so that the resulting data is as diverse and detailed as possible (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
In line with recommendations for sociological research (Mason, 1996; Pope, Ziebland and May, 2000), participants were chosen to represent a variety of sociodemographic groups to enable wide-ranging empirical material to be collected. Specifically, participants were chosen to reflect gender, age (18 to 60+), travel purpose (business, leisure, or family) and the nature of their customer service experience (positive, negative or mixed). Participants were recruited through Facebook (using travel groups for the EasyJet airline) and through the travel group on Reddit, as well as through LinkedIn using the relevant business travel groups.
 Following Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006), the saturation of interviews where no new themes were emerging was reached around the 12th interview. A further three interviews were undertaken to check saturation.
[bookmark: _Toc228472847]3.7 Data Analysis — Thematic Analysis

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework was utilised to analyse the interview transcripts. As explained in Chapter 2, the theoretical underpinning for this approach is within the interpretivist paradigm, and the use of this framework allows for theory to emerge from the data as it is analysed without any preconceived set of codes, as was the case with initial coding using the sensitising concepts from SERVQUAL.
The six phases were followed systematically:
1. Stage 1 — the process of familiarisation. Several iterations of reading and rereading the transcripts were carried out to try to get to the heart of the data.
2. Initial coding — meaningful segments were labelled with descriptive codes
3. Theme generation — codes were grouped into candidate themes
4. Theme review — themes were checked for internal coherence and distinctiveness
5. Theme definition — each theme was named and defined precisely
6. Write-up — the themes, supported by quotations, were described in the findings chapter
The research team made extensive use of NVivo software to facilitate the organisation and management of the coding process in an endeavour to increase transparency and reliability of the data analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc228472848]3.8 Ethical Considerations

The researcher followed the BERA (British Educational Research Association) and the University's ethics policy. Participants received a written participant information sheet before the interview to explain the purpose of the study and how their data would be used. In addition, participants gave their consent digitally at the start of the interviews.
In order to preserve anonymity, all individuals were assigned pseudonyms (P1–P15) and identifiable information such as employer names, routes or particular details about the individuals was redacted from the transcripts during anonymisation. The data is being held on a university password-protected server and will be deleted two years after submission in line with GDPR guidelines. The research received ethical approval from the University ethics committee before data collection (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2018).



[bookmark: _Toc228472849]3.9 Reliability, Validity, and Trustworthiness

Whereas the qualitative research literature addresses the concern of reliability and validity, Lincoln and Guba (1985) have referred to the adequacy of qualitative research as trustworthiness and have identified four characteristics of it. These are credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. Credibility was ensured through the process of member verification, when a summary of findings was given to five of the participants, and all felt that the summary correctly described their experiences. 
Dependability was ensured through an audit trail of all the methods and procedures employed during the investigation. Because of the small purposive sample of this investigation, it will be a long time before full transferability can be claimed, and any transfer to other airlines or other situations in the aviation industry should be made with extreme caution. Confirmability was ensured through reflexive journaling. The researcher’s biases were recorded throughout the study.
[bookmark: _Toc228472850]3.10 Limitations

Several limitations should be noted. Although the purposive sample of 15 passengers was enough for the attainment of thematic saturation, it is not a representative sample of EasyJet’s passengers. This could be because passengers were recruited online via the social travel platforms, which may well mean that those with particularly strong opinions – either very positive or very negative – were over-represented. Another limitation is that the online interview format, although being efficient, precludes non-verbal expressions from being picked up by the researcher. Finally, the findings should be regarded as a snapshot in time only, and EasyJet may have made improvements to its service.
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This chapter has demonstrated that qualitative, interpretivist, inductive research is appropriate for this study, with data collected via semi-structured interviews and analysed thematically. It explained why, given the nature of the research questions and how they have been phrased, an exploratory approach is appropriate in order to gain a qualitative understanding of the experience of passengers who use different transport modes. This chapter will provide more details of the results of the investigation, including the themes that were evident in the data from the 15 interviews.
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[bookmark: _Toc228472853]4.1 Introduction
This chapter analyses the experiences of EasyJet’s passengers. It is based on fifteen semi-structured interviews. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), five major themes were identified from the analysis: Reliability as the Foundation of Trust; Responsiveness and the Automation Problem; Assurance Failures During Disruption; The Empathy Deficit; and Loyalty Under Pressure.
 Excerpts from the interviews are included in the section discussing each theme, and have been lightly edited for clarity and readability. All the passengers who have taken part in this research have been assigned a pseudonym code ranging from P1 to P15. These themes will be further discussed in relation to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Finally, the chapter summarises the findings by presenting a comprehensive overview of the service quality challenges faced by EasyJet through the lenses of the five identified themes.
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Of the twelve dimensions identified, reliability was mentioned more than any other in the fifteen interviews. People talked not only about being punctual but also about consistent processes and reliable information: The baseline for me is always going to be reliability. In fact, the other stuff, as basic as it is, stems from this foundation, so if this wasn’t right, I wouldn’t even be discussing the other stuff, if you know what I mean. 
Within the interviews, reliability as described by these Airline passengers was equated to a minimum level of acceptable service: Providing this level of service, however, appeared to yield a rather different form of passenger satisfaction. It wasn’t the “fun” type, nor could it be described in terms of real delight. Rather than happiness, the Airline’s passengers felt the carrier had done what was required; in effect, they were satisfied on a very basic level.
This baseline expectation was clearly articulated by P3, a late twenty-eight-year-old self-described leisure traveller: “When it works, which means that you turn up on time, board on time and land on time, which is what you paid for — then there is nothing to complain about. It’s not exciting, it’s just fine.” What we see here is confirmation of satisfaction to the extent that expectations are met by Oliver (1980)’s expectancy-disconfirmation model. This customer is satisfied because EasyJet has met its expectations, but there is no hint of the surplus satisfaction that might lead to pleasure. Indeed, this kind of satisfaction is what EasyJet and other low-cost carriers aim to deliver. It is a challenge to the firm that this basic standard is not met in a significant number of cases.
Reliability failures and the burden of trust. The most burdensome parts of these stories were the descriptions of reliability failures. For instance, P7, a busy business traveller who used EasyJet for several of his regular flights from London to various destinations in Europe reported on one four-hour delay of one of these flights when it failed to take off from Gatwick in the morning: "The four hours we were delayed wasn’t really the issue – delays happen, things happen and you get used to it, but it was the silence for the first two hours that as a passenger felt as though trust had broken down. 
We just sat there for two hours watching the flights taking off and not hearing a word, and that I think was the failure of trust. The flight being delayed – that was an event I could understand – but there was just no communication whatsoever. There was none of the normal stuff that goes on to explain what is going to happen and when you’re going to fly, and so on. EasyJet just stayed silent. That felt to me like a complete breakdown in trust, which is why the failure of trust was felt as more than just a simple event occurring between the agent and the principal”. This passenger was not perturbed by the delay itself (although he had some annoyance at the lack of information provided about the flight). 
However, he felt deeply undermined by the lack of communication from the firm (a clear example of a violation of the principle of “communicative reliability”, as defined by Akamavi et al. (2015)).
The separation between company actions and events outside of control was clearly seen in the interviews. Again and again, passengers would articulate their understanding of when EasyJet could and could not be held responsible. A retired passenger who had suffered numerous EasyJet flights over the years, P11, captured the sentiment well: “I wouldn’t argue about the weather. No airline can control that. 
But what they can control is the communication to the passengers when there is uncertainty about the flight. So, when we were left in the airport for three hours without really any update – that’s a choice, isn’t it?” What is important here is the way passengers frame silence as a choice rather than an accident. This framing implies that communicative failure is not about passengers being forgotten, but about passengers being deliberately ignored. Such a framing transforms what was potentially just some dissatisfaction related to airline operational failures into a potentially much more severe form of dissatisfaction.
Practically, it means that it is the communication, rather than the operational aspects of the business, that needs attention; EasyJet seems to perform as well as its peers in terms of operational reliability. Where it and a number of competitors underperform is the passenger experience during the inevitable unexpected events that all airlines have to endure. A couple of articles have suggested this was a major factor of the current passenger dissatisfaction, reinforcing the idea by Kotler and Keller (2016) that satisfaction is cumulative, and that even after flawless travel for dozens of occasions, passengers who are inconvenienced on a single occasion may remain unimpressed because their good memories relate to only one of the occasional events to which they have been exposed.
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More than any other theme, it was the concept of responsiveness that was the emotional trigger in many of the stories that emerged from the fifteen interviews. One after another, our interviewees described how they had begun to feel that EasyJet had replaced all human forms of responsiveness with computer-generated auto-responses that failed to address their needs, and which they found cold, impersonal, and, in a few cases, deliberately obstructive. While not everyone had a problem with the ‘digital’ approach to customer service, all but one of our interviewees believed that the company’s attempts to use digital means to deal with complaints and other service recovery issues had had a very damaging impact.
P2 (young professional), who asked to be reimbursed because her flight was cancelled, said that EasyJet’s self-service refund system was a major source of frustration. “It was a complete run-around for about two weeks. I would ask for something, and I would get back an email saying something like ‘please bear with us’ or something banal like that, which isn’t really answering the question. It’s like shouting in the wind, really.” P9 (middle-aged family traveller) described a similar experience and used almost identical words when talking about EasyJet’s telephone system. “You can make your way through the whole system without really ever talking to a human being.
 And I just feel that they’ve made it that way on purpose, which I find quite disrespectful. It’s almost as if my time is not worth spending even a minute on the phone dealing with it.” Other travellers shared similar views, suggesting that EasyJet’s communication strategy is a design feature that is inherent to their business model.
The findings of this study support Kim and Lee’s (2011) assertion that the dimension of responsiveness is the most important dimension of SERVQUAL in the context of service recovery. The study highlights the tension between efficiency and relationships in the context of service quality, as highlighted by Kotler and Keller (2016). It was seen that the online service improvements in terms of efficiency in everyday situations can lead to a deterioration in the quality of service for passengers in the context of service recovery. 
For example, the airline’s booking, online check-in, and self-service kiosk systems worked very efficiently, but when a passenger tried to lodge a complaint because their flight had been cancelled due to bad weather, the same systems were applied, but without any awareness of the emotional impact that the cancellation was having on the passenger. There was no understanding that the application of the same systems to the context of a cancellation was not appropriate.
Not everyone we spoke to was critical of EasyJet’s digital channels, though. P5, an active young leisure traveller in her early twenties, had more positive views: The app is genuinely good. Boarding passes, seat upgrades, and flight updates are all straightforward to deal with. My only bugbear is when things go wrong, and you actually need to talk to someone, and it can’t be arranged – no one is available. This split between the positive assessments of everyday digital interaction and the negative reactions to failure is theoretically important. It indicates that EasyJet’s digital interactions can play their part in the smooth operation of the service without any apparent negative effects. 
When there are problems however and passengers have a different, more emotional set of needs, which cannot be addressed by technology – a human response is required; the passenger wants to be heard; they want a considered and personable interaction; they want their plight understood by the airline and for there to be some kind of acknowledgment of what has happened to them personally.
They stated that service recovery should be judged by passengers as being fair, speedy and also personally warm. While computerised systems can be very fair in processing refunds in accordance with given company policies, they are not usually warm and are often very slow. As such, they are more than just a nuisance in dealing with disgruntled passengers, and a major challenge for EasyJet is to modify the design of their present automated system. This will not be a trivial exercise, as it will need to consider societal norms and expectations of when it is necessary or appropriate to have interaction with other humans. Currently, this appears to be more a matter of cost than of principle, but there needs to be a fundamental transformation of perspective in order to bring about the necessary improvements.
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Flight Disruption: An Exploration of Assuring the Future of easyJet. The concept of Assurance – staff’s ability to inspire confidence through the knowledge, expertise and skilful application of their job – was identified through the analysis as a recurring theme and part of the EasyJet passengers’ experiences when flights were disrupted. The overall analysis of the narratives identified in the study that, although the ground staff and cabin crew generally described themselves and their colleagues as feeling sufficiently willing to help passengers and personally sympathetic to their plight, this was in the context of many stating it was beyond their control and as a result, the passengers’ expectations of feeling assured were generally not fulfilled to the same extent. 
The concept of assurance as identified through this research study can be illustrated and argued through the context of SERVQUAL, an established framework which, in part, suggests assurance is an authoritative expression of confidence from staff who are aware of their role and procedures to the extent they can effectively dispel doubt and calm passengers during periods of disruption.
P13, mother of two, had her EasyJet flight from Amsterdam Schiphol cancelled. Her interactions with a specific gate agent took up a significant part of her time at the airport. "She was obviously making every effort. I could see it. She kept apologising and was very nice. I would keep saying 'so, what will be provided by EasyJet, for example, accommodation, or food/voucher for dinner?'. And then, every time, she would tell me that she would not be able to provide any information yet and that she was still waiting for details. 
After a whole hour and a half, I stopped feeling annoyed by her and started to feel annoyed by EasyJet for frustrating not only me and my family, but also her. " P13 draws a very precise line between an airline staff member being good or friendly versus an airline providing adequate service delivery assurances. While it is good that the gate agent was trying her best and was sorry for the disruption, the reason why she could not provide any proper assistance to P13 and her family is that EasyJet did not give her access to the necessary information.
Francis et al. ( 2017) make a compelling case for assurance in situations where passengers are in a condition of extreme vulnerability. When a large part of their time and budget has already been committed, and they are utterly reliant on the airline to deal with serious disruptions that will have important consequences for their time, money and emotional well-being, then who should ensure that someone in the airline’s organisation provides information or help to avoid a crisis? Unfortunately for those with the best of personal attitudes, the assurance test will be failed not because the individual was incompetent or lacked the right skills, but because they had been designed into an unhelpful role, and therefore EasyJet’s assurance needs in these critical moments will be hard to improve through training, but will require far more fundamental changes to information flows and employee discretion.
Several passengers expressed their views about the comparison with other airlines. P6, a frequent business and leisure air traveller, compared EasyJet very directly with another budget airline, Jet2: They’d let us know when they came to where we were waiting, even though there wasn’t really anything to say. They‘d come round and let us know that there’s nothing to report yet, we’d know they’re coming — it was the acknowledgement of our presence — ‘we know you’re here, we know you’re going to be there, and we know there’s nothing to report yet’. And then they’d catch us up with where they are with things, etc. EasyJet doesn’t do that. 
You feel quite invisible on EasyJet as a passenger. This concept of feeling invisible was expressed many times in the interviews and encapsulates very clearly how passengers felt the airline had failed to assure them during a period of trouble. What is significant in terms of the assurances problems is that it is not an information problem that the passengers experienced, but a deeply social and relational problem that was communicated through their descriptions of how they felt ‘seen’ or ‘unseen’ by staff while waiting for information about their flights.
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This is the first of two papers that report on the qualitative analysis of feedback provided by customers of a hospital radiology department. The first paper identifies the elements of the service that customers valued most highly and considers possible strategies that the department might adopt to improve the service in these respects. This paper reports on the other aspects that emerged from the analysis. The theme of empathy was the dimension with the most significant negative feedback (which was frequently strongly worded) but was also the dimension with isolated positive experiences that had the greatest effect on customer satisfaction and loyalty. There was a wealth of information regarding this dimension, suggesting a complex interplay of factors.
Participants in our study reported that EasyJet treated them as just account numbers, not as human beings, often during troublesome situations such as a service failure or while trying to file a complaint. P4 is an individual travelling on business and had run into difficulties with EasyJet several times over the last twelve months: "What I remember is not so much the actual disruption caused – the flight being late, or not turning up – what I do remember are the impacts when EasyJet actually made a mistake, and what was missing from the communication when things did not run smoothly. When things went wrong, I did not receive a proper apology from EasyJet. When I got an email apology, it did not come from the heart – it was a form letter – the apology given by staff at the gate was part of a script, not something that felt genuine or seemed to show any understanding that they had actually annoyed or affected passenger number 1234, as a person. 
Apology is a performative that contrasts sharply with empathy in terms of passenger perception. On one level, a passenger may acknowledge and accept a professionally delivered apology; yet, at the same time, they will easily differentiate between a generic apology scripted for all occasions and one that is actually heartfelt and communicates an appreciation of the individual passenger's situation and suffering. In such cases, the professional apology only serves to reinforce a passenger's perception that they were ignored and that EasyJet does not truly care.
When asked to reflect on those factors that influenced their perception of service quality and after having recounted their recent personal adverse experiences with EasyJet, P8 (a 40-year-old air traveller) comments: “I think after everything that happened in 2020 — mass cancellations, being fobbed off with vouchers, waiting months for refunds — I think passengers came back to flying expecting companies to be more human.
 Some airlines have responded to that. EasyJet hasn't.” According to Chen and Liu (2017), empathy was found to be the SERVQUAL dimension with the highest structural barrier for LCCs to achieve consistency in terms of service quality provided. The easyJet business model, with standardised procedures, a high frequency of service encounters per staff member and low staffing costs, all point towards an increased likelihood of empathy not being present in service encounters. The post-COVID-19 dimension to this feature adds to the criticality of the factor.
More pertinently to theory though, our fieldwork revealed that interactions that were felt to be sufficiently emotionally connecting to constitute true acts of empathy (rather than just good, or even exceptionally good, service as commonly understood in consumer research, e.g. Bitner, Booms, and Mohr, 1994; Loveman, 1995) had a particularly large effect on overall evaluations and therefore behaviours (behaviours that — given EasyJet's low prices, our location and the fact that there were no suitable low cost flights offered by other airlines on our required dates — would have been supportive of the firm, regardless). 
Case P1 relates to a solo flying mother of one. She notes: The person who dealt with our luggage actually came and asked if we needed any help, and then checked on us on each occasion we appeared to not have done so, or at least not to have had to (as she was off looking after other passengers). It literally took about five minutes of her time for the entirety of the trip, costs nothing and yet is actually all I can really remember from flying with EasyJet, and the reason that I carry on choosing EasyJet over others when flights are similarly priced. In this case, an event, an EasyJet staff member was allowed discretion and chose to look beyond the face value of their customer's circumstances. She chose to see beyond that she was interacting with someone who did not need the assistance of staff to navigate the environment of the plane, and chose also not to view alone the mother and her infant as being a sufficient passenger load to warrant attention. 
Finally, rather than interacting solely with P1 she chose to also interact with her child which both helped alleviate P1's stressful state and conveyed that she viewed her child as something other than just a piece of cargo being transported, as a precious passenger to be treated with respect, all of which is in contrast to standard business oriented consumer service regimes, as exemplified by the routines of fast food chains and, also arguably, much of the competitive air travel industry. This event acted as a classic exemplar of a Service Recovery Paradox (where customer trust is restored through the recovery of a bad experience, thus heightening trust levels above the average provided by satisfactory service, and potentially even generating future purchases regardless of a history of dissatisfaction — see Tax, Brown and Chandan, 1998).
 Indeed rather than there being a negative trigger requiring 'fixing' there is instead a positive one that appears to not need repair and therefore any augmentation provided to the basic service act of flying that acts to move one from the neutrality of 'its just fine' to the positivity of 'wow that was really caring and as such excellent' has both an oversized impact and is also sufficiently rarefied so as not to sully or become part of the taken for granted background of an organisation's overall service provision and experience — thereby possibly enabling the maintenance of very low costs, while ensuring a level of trust and allegiance sufficient to enable business sustainability. More pertinently to our research goals, though, it suggests that every single customer flying on EasyJet's flights potentially has access to the kinds of acts of caring that helped transform one parent and child's travels into an experience they will always recall with warmth. However, they were only enabled and rewarded in these actions in this case because they had chosen to be particularly proactive. 
Ideally, to enable true emotional engagement, therefore, such behaviours would need to be institutionalised and thus more widely facilitated — either by staff being formally awarded points that contribute to bonuses for exceptional reviews, by staff being recognised both privately and more publicly by others as being truly helpful, or via some other form of formal motivator that increases the likelihood such helpful actions occur and are thus remembered.
P15, a habitual flyer and a generally sceptical customer, observed the following paradox of EasyJet: “Sometimes you get one of the crew members who is absolutely fantastic. Very warm and absolutely with it, and it’s quite clear they are trying their best to make your flight as hassle-free and as comfortable as it can be. And you think, “Well, why can’t they all be like that?” And clearly they can. It’s just they aren’t. This is an instance of what might be called an organisational culture problem. EasyJet’s customers experience an “empathy deficit”, but this can be understood as a matter of structural and motivational design rather than one of the particular skills or approaches required for airline staff to interact with their customers. 
The deficit is a symptom of an organisational culture in which a more customer-centric approach does not figure as a priority or aspiration, and for which the current dynamics of staff recruitment, training and the systems of reward and accountability do not present barriers to change. Addressing this deficit is likely to involve changing these aspects of the organisational culture – and is less likely to be about making changes to other aspects of the airline’s service structures.
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Service Quality and Loyalty Intentions EasyJet’s customers were asked about the relationship between the quality of EasyJet’s services and their intentions towards EasyJet as a brand. The 15 customer interviews carried out as part of the research revealed that, in the short term, customers were conditionally loyal to the low-cost carrier brand (LCC), describing it as a fragile and price-based form of loyalty which could be affected on a trip-by-trip basis. 
The data shows that the service quality experiences the customers had of the EasyJet service could have an impact on their loyalty to the carrier; they suggested that these experiences had the potential to influence their attitudes towards the carrier in a way which countered the deterministic view of customer behaviour described by Baker (2013). The data also supports the thesis of the baseline for relational loyalty as not being provided for in EasyJet’s service model.
Most of the participants depicted their relationship with EasyJet in a more transactional than relational way. This quote from P10, a 50-year-old, leisure-oriented man, who has been flying with EasyJet for more than ten years, illustrates the common understanding of this low-cost carrier: "I choose EasyJet because it is cheap, because it flies where I need to, and it generally works. 
EasyJet is not a brand with which I feel a personal attachment. If, for instance, I found another airline flying to the same destination at a lower price, I would choose that airline. Still, it has always been EasyJet for me. What is the nature of this contract between EasyJet and me? I'd say it is an exchange of services. 
The carrier offers me cheap tickets, and I buy them. No emotional bond is involved whatsoever." In this example, as in the following one, P12 explains that he does not feel bound by any form of loyalty to low-cost airlines and that the terms of the contract are based solely on price and convenience. This is exactly what Baker (2013) called the structural loyalty challenge: service is equal from one airline to another, and consumers choose airlines based on price, which is, in turn, bound to be low cost. And consequently, as long as consumers can find better deals from another airline, no real loyalty is built with the carrier that is offering them the cheaper fare at the time.
Some of the consumers commented on individual incidents that either delighted or annoyed them, and which had had a direct impact on their purchasing behaviour. The reasons behind their purchasing decisions were not only to do with price. For example, P14 had had a nightmarish experience with EasyJet when his baggage was lost, and it took six weeks to be returned with the aid of an auto-responder: “I didn't fly with EasyJet for about six months after that. I paid more to fly with Jet2 on routes where EasyJet was cheaper, and I didn't regret it — the experience was so much better. So, in this case, instead of seeing a switching off or a change of brand loyalty due to a bad experience, as we explained with the loyalty paradox, here we have a bad experience that, due to the poor complaints handling via the automatic response system, is enough to ‘turn’ a customer who was indifferent to price into the customer of a competing airline, which is therefore losing tangible business as a result.
Whereas the P1 version of the cabin crew story in Theme 4 was designed to inspire enduring customer loyalty, leading to many more future bookings, instead, it created a lasting Loyalty Shift towards the airline that made the passenger feel noticed and cared for in a time of personal woe. And we saw plenty of other examples of customer loyalty being shifted in the direction of an airline because of the wonderful cabin crew (Theme 4). Here is another example where service quality leads to passenger loyalty even among price-sensitive budget passengers (Low-Cost Carrier – LCC), as shown by Akamavi et al. (2015) research. 
Customers do not calculate their satisfaction scores when deciding if they will buy from the same airline next time. Their emotional memory of how they felt when a Cabin Crew member approached them in their time of need is simply a factor that cannot be ignored when they contemplate whether to become repeat customers or not. It is much more powerful than any price differential.
We asked passengers in T2 at Gatwick what would improve their loyalty to EasyJet. What they had to say fell into three clear categories: 1. Better communication before, during and after any disruption. That it was delivered more transparently and that there was more personal contact. 2. Easier access to customer service when things went wrong. The tone of engagement should be more people-to-people rather than process-driven. 3. That any communication regarding complaints should acknowledge the personal impact rather than just refer to the process. 
Not one of the 15 passengers we asked mentioned cheaper fares, better food and drink or more add-ons as factors in their loyalty to EasyJet. What they said was, in our view, highly relevant. 
It confirms our hypothesis that passengers believe that improving the company’s communication with them, its customer service and the way it engages with them when things go wrong are the most important drivers of loyalty. These are also the areas where the company can make the greatest improvement without necessarily having to spend a lot of money.
We ended our field studies at a coffee shop near the airport, after P15 wrote a closing comment on EasyJet that encapsulated perfectly the problem of loyalty: EasyJet is good enough as a low cost carrier so that I find myself flying with them again and again, but at the same time it is bad enough that I always feel a pang of regret and anger as I buy my ticket and then stand in lines and feel lectured by unhelpful staff. The idea that a brand should be one that a customer feels good enough about the product or service to come back, but bad enough about the experience or treatment that they never feel glad to be a customer, is clearly a paradox. 
But that is precisely the paradox in which EasyJet finds itself. P15 ended his comments by saying that “EasyJet is good enough that I keep using it, and bad enough that I never feel good about using it. That's not a position any brand should be comfortable with. There's a version of EasyJet that could make me actually like them. They just haven't decided to be that version yet.”
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Together, the five themes provide a comprehensive understanding of the service quality challenge that EasyJet faces. When reliability is maintained, it results in functional satisfaction, but when it is not maintained, especially in terms of communicative failures, the consequences to trust can be highly disproportionate to the original failure. Responsiveness as a service characteristic is being eroded by the increasing use of technology to manage service recovery situations where humans are always needed, and it is at these times that customers experience feelings of frustration in relation to their service needs. 
Assurance fails to be delivered not because individuals within the organisation are incompetent, but because the informational structures and command structures that exist within the organisation can deny staff sufficient information and authority to deliver assurance to customers. Finally, empathy is delivered inconsistently through individual delivery, but it has a highly disproportionate impact on the satisfaction and loyalty of customers. At its most basic level, the loyalty that customers pledge to organisations is price-based, but the experiences that customers have of an organisation’s services over time, including the unresolved service failures, have a highly formative impact. Ultimately, customers’ ideas about what would need to change in order for them to pledge greater loyalty are all located in the relationships and communications between staff and customers rather than in the more tangible elements of the organisation’s services.
More generally, the finding implies that the basic problem of EasyJet's service quality is not so much what it does, but rather how it treats its passengers when things inevitably go wrong. While the physical structures that could support the smooth operation of reliable and good quality airline services are still present, the social, human and managerial underpinning that is needed in order to avert adverse emotions during periods of unpredictability, system failure or repairs is currently missing. It is during these occasions, which are an inherent part of air travel and account for by far the largest part of the airline passenger's total service experience, that airline quality has the most significant influence on passenger evaluations and feelings towards an airline.
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This chapter summarises and concludes the research, providing insights into the results obtained and making several recommendations for EasyJet and concluding on the research’s limitations. Finally, it provides suggestions for further research in this area.
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Purpose: This paper aims to examine the service quality perception of EasyJet customers and their satisfaction and loyalty behaviours accordingly. Fifteen customers took part in a semi-structured interview conducted by an experienced researcher, using an open-ended qualitative approach based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method. Findings The results yielded five principal themes: reliability as the foundation of trust; responsiveness and the automation problem; assurance failures during disruption; the empathy deficit; and loyalty under pressure.
Whatever the measure, the answer is always the same: there is a clear service quality gap in relation to EasyJet’s emotional and relational aspects. The operational reliability provided by the company is, in general, fine, but there is a structural lack in terms of empathy, handling complaints and providing reassuring and authoritative announcements when the service is disrupted, which leads to negative emotional experiences and complaints on review sites.
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Recommendation 1: Develop Proactive Communication Protocols for Disruptions. Our earliest and most pressing finding from this research is the need for airlines to develop a communication protocol for disruptions in line with the aspirations and expectations of modern air travellers. Air travellers in our research were not so much annoyed by flight disruptions as they were annoyed by the lack of communication. We strongly recommend that EasyJet take the first step by implementing a routine policy of updating passengers with information about the flight disruption at a frequency of no less than 30 minutes. 
If there is no new information that can be provided (to the airline), there should be communications to let passengers know that they are still being thought of, or at least not overlooked. Communicating with passengers that they are being thought of whilst they are delayed — and not forgotten — was the consensus of almost all our interviewees.
Recommendation 2: Rebalance Automation with Human Accessibility. EasyJet’s efforts to digitally transform its everyday operational services are paying dividends in terms of customer experience. However, at the same time, these innovations have resulted in a significant deterioration in the ability to manage service failures effectively. This imbalance needs to be redressed through a review of the customer service strategy so that human personnel remain readily available to deal with complex customer problems, such as in the event of service failures, which pertain to issues like stranded customers, disputes over refunds and complaints. 
In this regard, EasyJet would benefit from establishing a dedicated disruptions helpline, staffed by customer service agents who are empowered to propose solutions in relation to managing disruptions, offering compensation and booking alternative flights. These failed service response situations had all the hallmarks of the previous failures that we had previously identified in the research.
Recommendation 3: Empower Frontline Staff to Exercise Judgment. There was a clear feeling from the passengers whom we spoke to that the frontline staff appeared to want to help, but were stopped from doing so due to following scripts and not having sufficient autonomy. EasyJet should therefore introduce an empowerment programme for frontline staff to understand clearly where they have the ground and discretion to help passengers in the moments that matter. Essentially, first-tier adjustments to complaints should not require a line manager to approve a reasonable offer that can deal with a passenger's complaint without the need for escalation, for example, offering a meal voucher, priority in rebooking, or an adjustment to cash compensation in straightforward cases.
4th Recommendation: Develop Empathy as an Organisational Competency. The impact of those rare moments of genuine empathy that our respondents occasionally experienced was clearly profound on customer satisfaction and loyalty. Airlines such as EasyJet should take steps to make Empathy a key competence in their recruitment processes, staff training and also as part of their performance management appraisal process. This does not require a fundamental change in the business model of a low-cost carrier. What is required is a greater awareness of the emotional dynamics of service exchanges, particularly at times of service deterioration.
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Airlines such as EasyJet have a service quality problem which has little to do with operational failure and everything to do with the people aspects of service. The dimensions SERVQUAL measures as being most important to customers are responsiveness, assurance and empathy. All are people issues, and consumers are willing to accept that the low-cost carrier model involves some compromise – but not at the times when they are most vulnerable and need people-to-people help and understanding.
This research is the first to examine the role of SERVQUAL in Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) service quality from a qualitative and narrative perspective. While most previous studies on the matter have relied on quantitative analyses of passenger evaluations, where the emphasis has been on the numerical value of ratings, this research focuses on the passengers’ narratives about their air travel experience and prioritises the representation of their experiences and opinions over quantitative analysis. 
The information gained from qualitative analysis adds a theoretical layer to existing research on LCC service quality, while also differing from the statistical approach that other researchers have taken with respect to SERVQUAL. The core of this difference is that while numerical analysis may identify what is lacking in terms of the attributes of air travel, it does not always show that the characteristics of poor service quality can be entirely offset by those of good service quality in the same way that narrative analysis can. 
The qualitative approach shows that the emotional significance that passengers assign to their service experiences is at least as important as the structural content of those experiences – again, a difference that is hard to see from a simple numerical analysis of passenger ratings.
EasyJet learns that in the new Low-Cost Carrier post-pandemic environment, differential pricing is not sufficient to assure a sustainable competitive position. In a carrier business in which the customer is frequently subject to emotional disruption, in particular during uncertain periods, airlines that have fewer disruptive moments for the customer will be more competitive, just as they have to optimise route efficiency to the maximum today. Building a loyal customer base also means managing the period when the customer may experience even the smallest amount of disruption. This needs to be dealt with with equal rigour and financial importance to route optimisation and cost reduction.
[bookmark: _Toc228472865]5.5 Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. The purposive sample of 15 passengers was sufficient to achieve qualitative saturation, but can in no way be considered representative of the diverse EasyJet customer base, comprising passengers of many different ethnic and country of origin backgrounds, travelling on a wide variety of routes and at numerous different price points. 
Since participation in the online survey was dependent on passengers having access to the Internet at their destination or journey end, passengers with particularly memorable service experiences may have been more likely to participate. Hence, it can be inferred that the sample may have over-represented negative experiences. Finally, the cross-sectional approach captures only a snapshot in time of passenger attitudes and does not consider possible improvements to future airport-to-airport services that may be implemented by EasyJet.
Future studies might address some of the limitations presented here. The first would be through a longitudinal qualitative design capturing passenger assessments before, during and after several flights, while the second one would be through a comparative study assessing the service quality provided by different low-cost carriers across Europe and the third through a mixed-methods study, which employs the in-depth nature of interviews along with the representativeness and reliability provided by a large-scale version of the SERVQUAL methodology.
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[bookmark: _Toc228467582][bookmark: _Toc228472869]Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988)
[bookmark: _Toc228472870]Introduction

 Airlines are focusing increasingly on the management of service quality to enhance customer satisfaction, and, ultimately, to achieve business success. In order to achieve this aim, airlines need to fully understand customer expectations. This study aims to investigate the perceptions of EasyJet passenger service quality. Methodology: 15 passengers were asked to take part in a series of semi-structured qualitative interviews. Data was coded using thematic analysis, a qualitative analysis tool as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
The results reveal that the passengers' expectations and experiences of EasyJet service quality were largely in line with the 5 dimensions of the SERVQUAL model, which are reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles, and how these dimensions influenced passengers' intentions to be loyal to the airline. Project background: I contributed to this piece of research from start to finish. All of the interviews were carried out within the first week of semester 2, and following this, I analysed the data, which I released to the examiner at the end of semester 2, along with my final report. 
This was my most significant piece of work as an independent academic, in which I conceived, undertook and solved the research on my own.
[bookmark: _Toc228472871]Feelings

At the start, I was feeling high motivation and high anxiety for what I was about to embark upon. First of all, the topic was what I would call relevant; issues surrounding the service quality of airlines such as EasyJet are very visible and widely reported within the media, and so I had a fairly good understanding of the context of the airline that I would be focusing on for my research. 
However, my inexperience in carrying out academic interviews gave me a certain amount of concern about whether I would be able to put the customers at ease and allow them to express their opinions within an environment that I could easily record. Thankfully, my confidence in carrying out the interviews improved as the proceedings went along. Although I had some slight reservations prior to the first few interviews, many of my participants actually ended up saying that it was very helpful just to talk to me, and so by halfway through my data collection, I had become thoroughly absorbed in my research.
[bookmark: _Toc228472872]Evaluation

Strengths and Challenges of the Study. The strengths of this study were embedded within the interview data. The choice of a semi-structured interview approach, rather than a questionnaire, allowed me to elicit information and follow-up questions that were spontaneously generated during the interview. What emerged and what I did not anticipate are captured most vividly in the comments about how people felt when they experienced emotionally charged moments with an autoreply system or when an empathic remark was made during a robotic call. 
Clearly, these emotional effects could not have been ascertained by means of a survey or quantitative study. The analysis stage of this study was the most difficult phase to undertake. Given the nature of the study, I was left to ponder fifteen transcripts while trying to generate common themes and understandings, while still remaining true to the varied accounts given by participants. That is to say, while maintaining empirical fidelity to the accounts and feelings as they were described, I at the same time needed to offer thematic analyses and interpretations that speak to societal and social scientific theories of computers, information technologies, and agency, and hence to the proposed goals and themes of this edited book. 
Undertaking multiple drafts and taking great care with the number of times that I revise a statement for fairness, precision, and readability all needed to be undertaken in this effort to understand the qualitative components of what happened in this research.
[bookmark: _Toc228472873]Analysis

Of all the things I learned from this project, the most important one relates to methodology and research question; before this project, I had an abstract understanding of the qualitative-quantitative divide. Throughout the duration of this project I gained an experiential understanding of how a question may relate to only one particular research method, in this case the qualitative research methods were the only applicable due to the qualitative nature of passenger dissatisfaction and the fact that the Passenger Experience Survey scores were simply there to show that qualitative methods apply to measuring passenger dissatisfaction; the reasons behind the dissatisfaction are qualitative, therefore only qualitative data can give meaningful answers.
 Another very important thing I learned throughout this project is the concept of reflexivity. I am also an airline passenger, and over the years, I have had my fair share of grievances. Consequently, it could have easily been the case that my grievances had an impact on my work in this research project. Thus, having a reflexive journal throughout the project helped me to acknowledge where personal bias influenced my interpretation of the data and to redirect my focus to the passengers’ meanings as described through their speeches, as opposed to my own interpretations of their statements.
[bookmark: _Toc228472874]Conclusion and Action Plan

If I had the chance to repeat the project, I would start to conduct the literature review earlier in the project process and invest more time in the development of the theoretical framework in order to gather more comprehensive information prior to the start of data collection. Furthermore, I would like to introduce the member checking process from the outset of the project. 
My aim in the future is to strengthen my qualitative research skills, especially concerning reflexive methodology. I would therefore also benefit from the opportunity to practise the skills in a comparative study focusing on customers’ perceptions of service quality at several European low-cost carriers.
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How do EasyJet passengers perceive and describe service quality across the travel experience? Which service encounters are most strongly associated with satisfaction or dissatisfaction? How do service quality perceptions influence loyalty intentions? What improvements do passengers identify as most urgent?
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	3
	Purpose of Research Activity
The purpose of this study is to explore passenger perceptions of service quality at EasyJet and to understand how these perceptions shape satisfaction and loyalty intentions. The study addresses a gap in qualitative research on low-cost airline service quality and responds to EasyJet’s documented challenges with customer satisfaction and loyalty retention.
(The box should expand as you type.)

	4
	Research Question
1. 1. How do EasyJet passengers perceive and describe the quality of service they receive across different dimensions of the travel experience? 2. Which specific service encounters are



	
	most strongly associated with feelings of dissatisfaction or satisfaction? 3. How do passengers’ service quality perceptions influence their intentions to remain loyal to EasyJet or switch to a competitor? 4. What service improvements do passengers themselves identify as most urgent and impactful?
(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity
To explore passenger perceptions of service quality at EasyJet and to understand how these perceptions shape satisfaction and loyalty intentions.
(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
1. To examine how EasyJet passengers perceive the five SERVQUAL dimensions (reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibles) through the lens of their personal travel experiences.
2. To identify the specific service encounters that generate the strongest feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction among passengers.
3. To explore the relationship between perceived service quality and passengers’ intentions to continue flying with EasyJet.
4. To develop evidence-based recommendations for improving EasyJet’s service delivery and customer relations management.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.
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	In research philosophy, epistemology is crucial because it influences how I interpret and justify the knowledge I find in my research. I selected the interpretivism paradigm because it concentrates on understanding people's subjective meanings and experiences, which aligns with my goal of examining intricate human behaviours. Instead of beginning with a predetermined hypothesis, the inductive technique enables me to generate ideas straight from the facts, which is why I chose it. The qualitative methodology is perfect for my research because it allows me to explore the wide range and breadth of social phenomena through detailed, non-numerical data. I selected a narrative research strategy because it facilitates me to pay attention to participants' stories, giving me a deep understanding of their lived experiences; I selected purposive sampling to recruit participants with direct personal experience of EasyJet flights, ensuring the sample could speak meaningfully to the research

	
	questions; I'll gather information by conducting interviews with the use of devices like audio recorders to ensure about accuracy. To find important patterns and interpretations in the data, I will use theme analysis.

	
	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.

	8
	London, UK
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research, then please state this.

	9
	N/A
(this box should expand as you type)

	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available?
	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	YES
	NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☐
	☒

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☒

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☐
	☒

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☐
	☒

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☐
	☒

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☒

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:
	
	

	
	(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries?
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☒
	☐

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, or presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful/offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may hurt the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:
(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).
If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained.
SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants, then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.
	
	Who are the intended participants:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒



	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Are people engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:
(this box should expand as you type)
	
	

	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants, and how will they be recruited?

	10
	How many participants are expected?
	15 participants
(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?
	Adult passengers who have flown with EasyJet, with a range of service experiences (both positive and negative), were recruited via online channels.
(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	Participants were identified through purposive online recruitment targeting individuals with direct personal experience as EasyJet passengers. Selection ensured a range of experiences across different routes, travel purposes (leisure and business), and service outcomes, including both positive experiences and service failures such as delays and complaints.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Information for participants:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to be observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of the above questions, please explain.

	
	(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Information for participants:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests of the investigator or the University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details.
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SECTION H: Anticipated Risks
	
	Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.
If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example, as required by a laboratory or external research collaborator), you may append that to this form.

	1
	Full risk assessment completed and appended?
	Yes
	☒

	
	
	No
	☐

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:
Emotional discomfort
Fear of judgment
Confidential business information.
Risk of being identified.
Concern that their responses may be misinterpreted
(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the risk to participants:
Participants may feel mild emotional discomfort when recalling negative travel experiences, such as flight cancellations or poor complaint handling. To address this, I reassured all participants that they could skip any question or withdraw at any time without penalty. Interviews were conducted sensitively and professionally. All participants are anonymised using codes (P1–P15), and no identifying information appears in any research output. Data is stored securely with access restricted to the researcher and supervisor only.

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that, where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project,
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	it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities.

	
	N/A
(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
1. Personal health and safety when travelling or meeting unfamiliar individuals.
2. Physical harm during travel or face-toface interactions.
3. Emotional distress from hearing sensitive or difficult information.
4. Risk of accusation of harm or impropriety by participants.
5. Potential conflict of interest if the investigator has a personal or professional stake in the topic.
(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the risk to the investigator?
To mitigate risks, I will conduct interviews in safe, professional settings and inform a trusted contact of the details. I will manage emotional distress by maintaining a balanced schedule and seeking supervision if needed. Clear communication with participants will ensure no accusations of impropriety, and I will disclose any potential conflicts of interest to maintain objectivity.
His box should expand as you type.

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
1. Reputational Damage
2. Financial Loss
3. Face legal implications
	How will you mitigate the risk to the University?
To mitigate risks to the University, I will ensure that all research follows ethical guidelines and university protocols to prevent any reputational damage. I will obtain ethical approval before data collection and handle all data with strict confidentiality to safeguard the University's credibility. To avoid financial loss, I will keep the study within the allocated budget and resources. Additionally, I will comply with all legal requirements, such as data protection laws, and seek legal advice if necessary, to minimise any potential legal implications.

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment: N/A
(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the risk to the environment?
N/A
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Disclosure and Barring Service
	
	
	

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available, please write “Pending”; in this case, any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	
	
	


SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality
	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when?

	
	Participants will be provided with a summary of the research findings at the end of the study. This feedback will include an overview of the study's purpose, key outcomes, and how their participation contributed to the research. The feedback will be delivered either verbally (if applicable) or via email, depending on the format of the research. Participants will also have the opportunity to ask questions or request further clarification at this stage. This debriefing will occur immediately after data collection is complete or at the conclusion of their involvement in the study.
(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	Participants will receive a detailed information sheet before taking part in the research. This document will outline the purpose of the study, what participation involves, any potential risks or benefits, how their data will be used and stored, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants will be given time to review this information and ask questions before providing consent. Consent will be documented through a signed consent form (for in-person research) or an electronic consent form (for online research), in compliance with current data protection legislation. No data collection will begin until informed consent has been properly obtained and recorded.
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how the anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case.

	
	1. Participant’s actual name will not be used anywhere
2. I will keep participants’ identities anonymous by using pseudonyms and removing any identifying information from the study results. All data will be stored securely, and only I will have access to it. Participants’ personal details will not be shared in any reports. If I need to include any identifying information, I will ask for their permission first. If full anonymity isn’t possible, I will let participants know in advance and ask for their consent.
(this box should expand as you type)


SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants are considered to be personal data.
	☒
	☐

	
	If YES, describe the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	Yes, my research involves personal data, including audio recordings and written transcripts of 15 interview participants. All personal identifiers have been removed; participants are referred to solely by codes (P1–P15). This data was necessary to gather in-depth qualitative insights into passenger perceptions of service quality at EasyJet. All data is used solely for academic purposes and stored securely with access restricted to the researcher and supervisor.
)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour
Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	☒

	
	If YES, describe the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☒
	☐

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk drives/ memory sticks?
	☒
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:
	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	1. Anonymisation: I will use pseudonyms and remove identifying details from all data.
2. Secure Storage: I will store data on encrypted devices, with access limited to me.
3. Confidentiality: Any third parties will sign confidentiality agreements.
4. Data Sharing: I will only share data with authorised individuals, like my supervisor.



	
	5. Data Disposal: After the study, I will securely delete or destroy all personal data.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☒
	☐

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of a data management system?
	☒
	☐

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	Electronic Transfer of Data:
I will use secure, encrypted methods for transferring data, ensuring it's only shared with authorised individuals.
Use of Personal Emails:
I will use personal email accounts for research communication.
Use of Data Management System:
I will store data on a secure, encrypted system with controlled access.

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	The researcher and the supervisor

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	The researcher

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so, how and if not, why not?

	
	I will securely store data using encryption to protect it. Access will be restricted to authorised users through strong authentication. I will store the data on both on-site servers and cloud services like AWS or Google Cloud. I will keep the data for as long as needed, based on legal requirements, and securely delete or anonymise it once it's no longer required.
(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).	If so, please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff)

	
	No



	
	(this box should expand as you type)
	
	

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has been completed or until the end of your funding.
	YES
	☒




SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.
In submitting this application, I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above-named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, which is
published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Alexandru Mihai Ciobanu
	Date: 23 March 2026


For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of
Studies/Supervisor:
	Dr Olusoyi Richard Ashaye
	Date: 04 April 2026

	3
	Signature:
	[image: ]
	


For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	
	


Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle.

	☐
	I have attached a copy of the final/interim approval from the external organisation (where appropriate)

	☒
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate). ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT.

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above-named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection, all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules, etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.

	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).

	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk, with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.



	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form
(and receive the outcome) via the systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.
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METHODOLOGY POSTER

Service Quality & Customer Satisfaction at EasyJet: A Qualitative Investigation

① RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY — Interpretivism

This study adopts an interpretivistphilosophy, which holds that 

social reality is constructed through individual meanings and lived 

experiences (Bryman, 2016). Customer satisfaction is deeply 

subjective —two passengers on the same delayed flight may feel 

entirely differently depending on how staff communicate and how 

expectations were set. Interpretivism allows the researcher to 

explore the howand whybehind passenger dissatisfaction, rather 

than simply quantifying how many passengers feel a certain way.

② RESEARCH APPROACH — Inductive

An inductiveapproach is applied. Rather than testing a pre-

existing hypothesis, the research allows theory to emerge from 

the data itself (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). While the 

SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988) 

serves as a sensitising lens during interviews, no fixed categories 

were imposed on participant responses. This openness enabled 

unexpected themes —such as the emotional consequences of 

automated customer service —to surface organically, enriching 

the analysis beyond what a deductive design would have 

permitted.

③ RESEARCH METHOD — Qualitative

A purely qualitativemethod was selected because the research 

questions demand depth over breadth. Qualitative methods are 

best suited when the aim is to generate understanding rather than 

test hypotheses, and when the phenomenon is under-researched 

(Creswell, 2014). Passenger perceptions of service quality involve 

emotional and relational dimensions —empathy, trust, respect —

that numerical data cannot adequately capture. Only through 

open-ended conversation can these dimensions be meaningfully 

explored.

④ STRATEGY — Semi-Structured 

Interviews

15 semi-structured interviewswere 

conducted online (Microsoft Teams, 30–45 

mins each). This strategy provides consistency 

via a topic guide while remaining flexible 

enough to follow unexpected responses. 

Participants were recruited from EasyJet 

travel communities on Facebook and Reddit. 

All interviews were audio-recorded with 

consent and transcribed verbatim.

⑤ SAMPLING — Purposive

Purposive samplingwas used to select 

participants with diverse profiles: varied age, 

gender, travel purpose (business, leisure, 

family), and service experience (positive, 

negative, mixed). All had flown EasyJet at 

least twice in the previous 12 months. 

Saturation was reached at interview 12; three 

further interviews confirmed this.

⑥ DATA ANALYSIS — Thematic 

Analysis

Braun & Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic 

analysisguided the analysis: (1) 

familiarisation, (2) initial coding, (3) theme 

generation, (4) theme review, (5) defining 

themes, (6) write-up. NVivo was used to 

manage coding. Five major themes emerged, 

each mapped across SERVQUAL dimensions 

and beyond.

⑦ ETHICS & TRUSTWORTHINESS

Informed written consentwas obtained from 

all 15 participants. Full anonymisation applied 

(P1–P15). GDPR-compliant encrypted storage 

used. University ethics committee approval 

secured. Trustworthiness ensured via 

member checking (credibility), reflexive 

journaling (confirmability), and detailed audit 

trail (dependability) —Lincoln & Guba (1985).

⑧ LIMITATIONS

Small purposive sample (n=15) limits transferability to wider EasyJet passenger population. Online 

recruitment via travel communities may attract participants with extreme views (positive or negative), 

introducing self-selection bias. Online video interviews restrict observation of non-verbal cues. Cross-

sectional design captures perceptions at one moment only and does not account for seasonal 

variation or service changes.

⑨ THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

SERVQUAL Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry (1988) —5 dimensions: Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, 

Empathy, Tangibles

Expectancy-Disconfirmation Oliver (1980) —Satisfaction formed by performance vs. expectation

Service Recovery Paradox Tax et al. (1998) —Excellent recovery builds stronger loyalty than no failure

Braun & Clarke (2006)  ·  Bryman (2016)  ·  Creswell (2014)  ·  Lincoln & Guba (1985)  ·  Parasuraman et al. (1988)  ·  Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2019)  ·  Tax et al. (1998)
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METHODOLOGY POSTER

Service Quality & Customer Satisfaction at EasyJet: A Qualitative Investigation







① RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY — Interpretivism



This study adopts an interpretivist philosophy, which holds that social reality is constructed through individual meanings and lived experiences (Bryman, 2016). Customer satisfaction is deeply subjective — two passengers on the same delayed flight may feel entirely differently depending on how staff communicate and how expectations were set. Interpretivism allows the researcher to explore the how and why behind passenger dissatisfaction, rather than simply quantifying how many passengers feel a certain way.



② RESEARCH APPROACH — Inductive



An inductive approach is applied. Rather than testing a pre-existing hypothesis, the research allows theory to emerge from the data itself (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). While the SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988) serves as a sensitising lens during interviews, no fixed categories were imposed on participant responses. This openness enabled unexpected themes — such as the emotional consequences of automated customer service — to surface organically, enriching the analysis beyond what a deductive design would have permitted.



③ RESEARCH METHOD — Qualitative



A purely qualitative method was selected because the research questions demand depth over breadth. Qualitative methods are best suited when the aim is to generate understanding rather than test hypotheses, and when the phenomenon is under-researched (Creswell, 2014). Passenger perceptions of service quality involve emotional and relational dimensions — empathy, trust, respect — that numerical data cannot adequately capture. Only through open-ended conversation can these dimensions be meaningfully explored.





④ STRATEGY — Semi-Structured Interviews



15 semi-structured interviews were conducted online (Microsoft Teams, 30–45 mins each). This strategy provides consistency via a topic guide while remaining flexible enough to follow unexpected responses. Participants were recruited from EasyJet travel communities on Facebook and Reddit. All interviews were audio-recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim.





⑤ SAMPLING — Purposive



Purposive sampling was used to select participants with diverse profiles: varied age, gender, travel purpose (business, leisure, family), and service experience (positive, negative, mixed). All had flown EasyJet at least twice in the previous 12 months. Saturation was reached at interview 12; three further interviews confirmed this.





⑥ DATA ANALYSIS — Thematic Analysis



Braun & Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic analysis guided the analysis: (1) familiarisation, (2) initial coding, (3) theme generation, (4) theme review, (5) defining themes, (6) write-up. NVivo was used to manage coding. Five major themes emerged, each mapped across SERVQUAL dimensions and beyond.





⑦ ETHICS & TRUSTWORTHINESS



Informed written consent was obtained from all 15 participants. Full anonymisation applied (P1–P15). GDPR-compliant encrypted storage used. University ethics committee approval secured. Trustworthiness ensured via member checking (credibility), reflexive journaling (confirmability), and detailed audit trail (dependability) — Lincoln & Guba (1985).





⑧ LIMITATIONS



Small purposive sample (n=15) limits transferability to wider EasyJet passenger population. Online recruitment via travel communities may attract participants with extreme views (positive or negative), introducing self-selection bias. Online video interviews restrict observation of non-verbal cues. Cross-sectional design captures perceptions at one moment only and does not account for seasonal variation or service changes.





⑨ THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS



SERVQUAL  Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry (1988) — 5 dimensions: Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, Empathy, Tangibles
Expectancy-Disconfirmation  Oliver (1980) — Satisfaction formed by performance vs. expectation
Service Recovery Paradox  Tax et al. (1998) — Excellent recovery builds stronger loyalty than no failure
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