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A Critical Analysis of Customer Relationship Management and Quality Processes at Virgin Atlantic
Executive Summary
Customer relationship management and service quality are both important in the airline industry because the customer experience involves much more than the flight itself. For Virgin Atlantic, the customer journey starts with researching and booking a flight and continues through check-in, the airport experience, the flight, baggage collection, communication and future bookings through the Flying Club programme. This means quality needs to consider customer expectations, satisfaction, trust and perceived value, as well as operational performance.
This report looks at Virgin Atlantic’s customer journey, from getting new customers to keeping them loyal. It uses theories such as relationship marketing, customer journeys, SERVQUAL, customer lifetime value, customer segmentation and customer loyalty. These ideas are then linked to Virgin Atlantic’s customer service, Flying Club loyalty scheme and recent business performance.

Virgin Atlantic has several strengths, including its customer-focused brand, customer service commitments, loyalty programme and different communication channels. In 2024, the airline reported record revenue of £3.3 billion, carried 5.6 million passengers and achieved a 98.6% flight completion factor. However, good operational performance alone does not guarantee customer satisfaction. Delays, poor communication or ineffective service recovery can still negatively affect the overall customer experience.
The report therefore argues that Virgin Atlantic should continue to take an integrated approach to customer relationships, linking operational quality, employee service, digital systems, Customer relationship management data and customer feedback. Customer value should also be measured through more than current spending, with factors such as loyalty, future potential, engagement and customer support also considered.
Introduction
The airline industry is very competitive, as customers can easily compare different airlines based on price, flight times, loyalty benefits and customer service. Providing a consistent service can also be difficult because there are many different things that can affect a customer's experience, such as staff, technology, airports, aircraft, weather and delays. This is why good customer service and quality management are important for airlines.
Virgin Atlantic is a UK-based international airline and part of the wider Virgin Group. Customer service is an important part of the airline's brand, and Virgin Atlantic aims to "get it right first time, every time". Its customer service covers areas such as booking information, delays and cancellations, baggage, refunds, special assistance and complaints (Virgin Atlantic, n.d.-a). This shows that customer service is important throughout the whole journey and not just while the customer is on the plane.
Virgin Atlantic has also performed strongly in recent years. In 2024, the airline reported record revenue of £3.3 billion and carried 5.6 million passengers. It also achieved a 98.6% flight completion rate and was recognised as the most punctual airline in the UK (Virgin Atlantic, 2025). However, good financial and flight performance does not always mean that every customer has had a good experience. For example, a customer could arrive at their destination on time but still be unhappy because of problems with booking, queues, communication or staff service.
This report will look at Virgin Atlantic's customer journey, from attracting new customers and booking flights through to the actual flight, after-sales service and customer loyalty. It will also look at customer value, customer groups and how Virgin Atlantic manages its relationships with customers. The focus will be on how good quality and customer service can help Virgin Atlantic keep customers satisfied and encourage them to use the airline again.
 Customer Relationship Management (CRM) and Customer Centrality
CRM can be understood as a strategic approach to establishing, developing and maintaining profitable customer relationships. Payne and Frow (2005) argue that CRM should not be regarded simply as a technological system or database. Instead, it involves integrating processes, people, technology and customer information to create and maintain valuable relationships.
This distinction is particularly relevant to Virgin Atlantic. An airline may have sophisticated booking systems and customer data, but these systems have limited value if the information is not translated into a better customer experience. For example, knowing that a customer is a Flying Club member has greater value when this information allows the organisation to recognise the customer, provide relevant communication or deliver appropriate benefits.
Relationship marketing theory also emphasises the importance of trust and commitment. Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue that trust and commitment are central mediating factors in successful relationship marketing. In an airline environment, trust is particularly important because customers provide money in advance for a service that will take place at a future date. Customers therefore need to feel confident that the airline will provide the service promised and offer the right support if anything changes.
Virgin Atlantic's brand creates an opportunity to build this trust. The organisation communicates a clear customer service promise and provides information about what customers should expect during disruption and other problems. This reduces uncertainty, which is important in a service industry where the customer cannot physically inspect the service before purchasing it.
Customer centrality extends this principle by placing customer needs at the centre of organisational decision-making. Shah et al. (2006) argue that customer-centric organisations need to align processes, structures and culture around the creation of customer value. This is more demanding than simply collecting customer feedback. It requires organisations to use customer information when designing processes and making operational decisions.
Virgin Atlantic demonstrates elements of customer centrality through its customer service commitments. For example, customers are provided with information about delays, cancellations and diversions through the website, email or SMS, airport information and employees. However, customer centrality becomes more challenging when operational priorities conflict with individual customer preferences. An airline must balance customer expectations against safety, aircraft availability, crew constraints, airport capacity and financial considerations.
Therefore, customer-centricity should not be interpreted as giving every customer everything they request. Instead, it involves designing processes that create fair, transparent and appropriate outcomes while recognising different customer needs.
Analysis of the Virgin Atlantic Customer Lifecycle
Customer Acquisition
The customer lifecycle begins before the customer has purchased a ticket. At the acquisition stage, customers compare airlines according to price, destination, schedule, brand reputation, loyalty benefits and perceived service quality.
Virgin Atlantic competes through a differentiated brand rather than positioning itself solely as a low-cost airline. The organisation's product includes different cabin classes, including Economy, Premium and Upper Class, as well as its Flying Club loyalty programme and associated customer benefits.
At this stage, perceived value is particularly important. Zeithaml (1988) argues that customer value is based on the customer's assessment of what is received compared with what is given. This means that a cheaper ticket is not automatically better value. A customer may accept a higher fare if the perceived benefits include greater comfort, flexibility, better service or stronger loyalty rewards.
Virgin Atlantic's customer service plan supports this process by stating that customers should be offered the lowest available fare for the relevant time, date and cabin when booking directly, while also making clear that cheaper fares may involve restrictions (Virgin Atlantic, n.d.-a). This is important for managing expectations because unclear conditions can create dissatisfaction later.
However, there is a potential weakness. Airline pricing is complex, and customers may find it difficult to understand why prices change or why different fare types have different restrictions. A customer who believes that the cheapest fare represents a complete service may later perceive the organisation as unfair when additional costs or restrictions become apparent.
Because of this, customer acquisition should not just be measured by the number of bookings. Virgin Atlantic should also consider the cost of attracting customers, how much each customer spends, their satisfaction when booking, whether they book again and their overall value to the airline over time.

 Booking and Pre-Flight Experience
Once a customer has booked, the relationship moves from acquisition to development. The organisation now has an opportunity to establish trust and reduce uncertainty.
The customer journey literature is useful here because customer experience develops across multiple touchpoints rather than a single interaction. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) explain that customer experiences are created across numerous touchpoints, channels and organisational functions.
For Virgin Atlantic, these touchpoints can include:
The website or mobile application
Booking confirmation
Payment
Seat selection
Additional services
Flying Club communication
Online check-in
Travel notifications
Airport information
Customer service contact
Disruption notifications
The quality of one touchpoint can influence expectations of another. For example, a customer who receives a professional and straightforward booking experience may expect the same standard from airport employees and cabin crew.
This demonstrates why CRM cannot operate as an isolated marketing activity. Customer information needs to move effectively between the different stages of the journey. If a customer has already provided information online, repeatedly asking for the same information may create frustration and make the organisation appear disconnected.
Digital service quality is increasingly relevant. Parasuraman et al. (2005) identify efficiency, fulfilment, system availability and privacy as important dimensions of electronic service quality. These dimensions can be applied to airline digital channels. A booking platform that is easy to use but frequently fails is not high quality. Equally, a system that works technically but does not provide clear information may still create a poor experience.
Quality Processes and Their Impact on Customer Value
Understanding Service Quality
Service quality is more complex than simply meeting technical specifications. Grönroos (1984) distinguishes between technical quality, which concerns what the customer receives, and functional quality, which concerns how the service is delivered.
This distinction is highly relevant to Virgin Atlantic. The technical outcome of an airline service may be that the customer and baggage arrive at the intended destination. However, functional quality includes how employees communicate, how problems are handled and whether the customer feels respected.
Parasuraman et al. (1988) developed the SERVQUAL model, which looks at areas such as reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and the physical aspects of a service. Although the model has some limitations, it can still be useful when looking at the quality of service provided by an airline such as Virgin Atlantic.

Reliability is particularly important because customers expect the airline to operate the promised service. Virgin Atlantic's reported 98.6% flight completion factor in 2024 provides a useful operational indicator (Virgin Atlantic, 2025). However, completion alone does not measure the complete customer experience.
Responsiveness is equally important during disruption. Virgin Atlantic's customer service plan states that customers affected by cancellations, delays of more than 30 minutes or diversions will receive information through several channels (Virgin Atlantic, n.d.-a). This demonstrates a formal process designed to reduce uncertainty.
Assurance relates to employees' knowledge and ability to create confidence. In an airline environment, this can be particularly important when customers are anxious or when unexpected situations occur. Empathy is also important because disruption can have significant consequences, such as missed meetings, holidays or connecting flights.
The physical side of the service includes things like the condition of the aircraft, how the cabin looks, airport facilities and how staff present themselves. These things are important because they can affect the customer's first impression and overall experience.
One weakness of the SERVQUAL model is that customers do not always judge each part of the service separately. For example, a good flight experience may not make up for lost baggage or poor communication. This shows that Virgin Atlantic needs to look at the whole customer journey when measuring and improving service quality.
Managing Customer Expectations
Customer expectations are particularly difficult to manage in aviation because customers often purchase the service weeks or months before it is delivered. Expectations are therefore influenced by advertising, previous experiences, reviews, price, loyalty status and communications.
Virgin Atlantic's branding creates relatively high expectations. A premium brand promise means customers are likely to expect more than simply transportation from one airport to another.
This creates a potential quality gap. If the organisation promises a distinctive and high-quality experience but delivers a standard experience, customers may perceive a significant gap between expectation and performance.
The customer service plan is therefore important because it provides specific expectations concerning disruption, refunds, baggage and complaint handling. For example, Virgin Atlantic states that, under normal circumstances, complaints should receive a response within 28 days and no later than 60 days (Virgin Atlantic, n.d.-a).
Such commitments can strengthen trust because they provide customers with a clear understanding of what will happen. However, commitments can also create risk. Once an organisation publishes a service promise, customers can judge performance against it. Therefore, quality standards should only be communicated when the organisation has sufficient operational capability to deliver them consistently.
This supports the argument that expectation management should be regarded as part of quality management rather than simply a communications function.
Customer Value: Direct and Indirect Measures
Customer value should be assessed through both financial and non-financial measures.
 Direct Customer Value
Direct customer value can include:

Revenue from flight bookings
Revenue from premium cabins
Ancillary purchases
Holiday bookings
Loyalty programme activity
Repeat purchases
Customer lifetime value
Contribution margin
Customer lifetime value is particularly useful because it moves management attention away from a single transaction. A customer who makes a modest booking today may become highly valuable if they repeatedly travel with the airline for many years.
Virgin Atlantic's Flying Club provides a system for supporting this relationship. Members can earn Virgin Points through Virgin Atlantic, partner airlines and other partners and can use points for future rewards. Virgin Points do not expire, subject to the programme's terms (Virgin Atlantic, n.d.-b).
The introduction of the High Five reward further demonstrates an attempt to recognise long-term behaviour. From January 2026, members who fly with Virgin Atlantic across five different years can receive 12,000 Virgin Points, regardless of tier or spend (Virgin Atlantic, 2025).
This is significant because it recognises relationship duration rather than simply current financial value. It could encourage customers who are not frequent high-spending travellers to continue choosing Virgin Atlantic.
However, CLV is not a perfect way of measuring customer value because it is difficult to predict what a customer will do in the future. The calculation can also change depending on customer spending, how long they stay with the airline and the costs involved. Therefore, CLV should be used alongside other measures, such as customer behaviour and their overall experience.
Indirect Customer Value
Customers can also create value indirectly.
This may include:
Positive word of mouth
Social media advocacy
Online reviews
Referrals
Brand reputation
Customer feedback
Reduced cost of serving experienced customers
Increased trust among other consumers
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) found that brand trust and brand affect can influence both behavioural and purchase loyalty, demonstrating that emotional relationships can have commercial consequences. 
This is particularly relevant to Virgin Atlantic because its brand identity is closely connected to the customer experience. A customer who feels emotionally connected to the brand may recommend it to others even where a competitor offers a cheaper fare.
Therefore, a CRM system focused only on immediate revenue could undervalue highly engaged customers. A customer with moderate annual spending but strong advocacy may generate additional customers through recommendations.
Customer Segmentation
Segmentation enables an organisation to recognise that customers have different needs and different potential values.
Virgin Atlantic's customer base can be segmented using several variables.
Demographic segmentation
Customers may differ according to age, occupation, household characteristics and income.
Behavioural segmentation
Customers can be divided according to travel frequency, booking behaviour, cabin preference and loyalty programme engagement.
Value-based segmentation
Customers can be categorised according to current and predicted financial value.
Needs-based segmentation
Customers can also be differentiated according to their reasons for travelling. Business travellers may prioritise flexibility, reliability and productivity, while leisure customers may prioritise price, baggage allowance and holiday convenience.
Loyalty-based segmentation
Flying Club provides an additional segmentation opportunity through membership tiers and engagement.
Segmentation is beneficial because treating every customer identically may be inefficient. A frequent business traveller may value schedule reliability and flexibility more than promotional discounts. A leisure traveller may respond more positively to destination offers or holiday packages.
However, segmentation creates a potential ethical and commercial risk. If high-value customers receive significantly better service while lower-value customers receive poor treatment, the organisation may damage customer trust. A basic standard of quality should therefore be maintained across all customer groups.
Customer centrality means that segmentation should support relevant service rather than create unjustified discrimination. The most appropriate strategy is therefore a combination of universal service standards and targeted additional benefits.

Customer Retention and Loyalty
Customer retention is important because keeping existing customers can be more cost-effective than constantly trying to attract new ones. Customers who have a good experience are also more likely to book with the airline again.
Dick and Basu (1994) explain that loyalty is not just about customers using the same company repeatedly, but also about having a positive attitude towards the company. For example, a customer might keep using an airline simply because it offers the most convenient flight, rather than because they are genuinely loyal to the brand.
Virgin Atlantic's Flying Club helps encourage loyalty by allowing customers to earn points and tier points when they travel. This gives customers a reason to continue using Virgin Atlantic and can also help create a stronger connection with the brand.
The High Five initiative is another example of Virgin Atlantic recognising customers who continue to travel with the airline over a number of years. This could help customers feel that their loyalty is valued.
However, loyalty programmes can also be expensive for an airline. If customers were already going to book with Virgin Atlantic, giving them rewards may not necessarily make them more loyal. Therefore, Virgin Atlantic needs to look at whether the Flying Club encourages customers to book more often and stay with the airline.
This could be measured through repeat bookings, customer retention, loyalty levels, reward use, customer lifetime value and customer feedback.
Service Recovery and Complaint Management
Service failure is unavoidable in an airline environment. Weather, technical problems, air traffic restrictions, airport congestion and staffing issues can affect operations even when employees follow procedures correctly.
Consequently, service recovery is an important component of CRM. A customer who experiences a failure may remain loyal if the organisation responds effectively.
Zeithaml et al. (1996) found a strong relationship between service quality and behavioural intentions, including behaviours associated with retention and defection.
Virgin Atlantic's customer service plan recognises this by providing processes for delays, cancellations, baggage problems, refunds and complaints. The organisation also provides multiple routes through which customers can submit feedback and complaints.
The regulatory environment further reinforces the importance of effective complaint handling. The UK Civil Aviation Authority states that customers should initially complain directly to the airline and can subsequently use approved Alternative Dispute Resolution processes where appropriate.
A formal complaints process is useful because it helps make sure that complaints are dealt with fairly and consistently. However, it can sometimes feel too formal or impersonal if staff are not able to use their own judgement.
For example, if a cancelled flight causes a customer to miss an important event, simply following the normal procedure or offering compensation may not be enough. The customer may also expect understanding and empathy from the airline. This shows that good customer service is not only about following the correct process, but also about how the customer is treated.
Therefore, the most effective service recovery combines:
Speed
Accurate information
Ownership
Empathy
Appropriate compensation or resolution
Follow-up
Learning from the failure
The final point is particularly important. Complaints should not simply be closed. They should be treated as quality information that can identify recurring failures.
Benefits and Challenges of Maintaining Good Customer Relationships
Benefits
The first major benefit is increased retention. Customers who trust an airline and perceive consistent value are more likely to consider it when booking again.
The second benefit is increased customer value. Repeat bookings and additional purchases can increase CLV and reduce reliance on constant customer acquisition.
The third benefit is advocacy. Satisfied customers may recommend the organisation to others, creating indirect value.
The fourth benefit is better customer insight. CRM data can identify changing preferences, allowing the organisation to improve products and services.
The fifth benefit is competitive differentiation. Airlines can imitate routes, aircraft and prices, but a strong customer relationship and service culture are more difficult to reproduce.



Challenges
One major challenge is consistency. Airline services involve large numbers of employees and external partners, meaning that customers may experience different standards across different touchpoints.
A second challenge is disruption. Even a well-managed operation can be affected by circumstances outside the organisation's direct control. This makes communication and recovery particularly important.
A third challenge is the tension between efficiency and personalisation. Automation can reduce costs and improve speed, but excessive automation can make customers feel that they cannot access human support when they need it.
A fourth challenge concerns customer data. Effective CRM requires data, but organisations must ensure that data is used appropriately and transparently.
A fifth challenge is cost. Providing high-quality service is expensive. The organisation therefore needs to identify where additional service investment creates measurable customer and business value.
Critical Evaluation of Virgin Atlantic's Approach
Overall, Virgin Atlantic shows many signs of being a customer-focused airline. Its customer service plan sets out clear standards, while Flying Club helps the airline build longer-term relationships with its customers. Its recent performance also shows that the airline is doing well in areas such as reliability and customer demand.
Virgin Atlantic's 2024 results were positive, with record revenue, strong flight completion and increased capacity. However, good operational results do not always mean that customers have had a good experience. For example, the 98.6% flight completion rate is positive, but it does not show why the other customers experienced disruption or whether they chose to fly with Virgin Atlantic again.
Having a Flying Club account also does not automatically mean that a customer is loyal. Customers may still choose another airline if it offers a better price, route or service. Loyalty should therefore be measured by looking at repeat bookings, customer opinions and whether customers recommend Virgin Atlantic to others.
SERVQUAL is also useful for looking at service quality, but it should not be used on its own. Customers judge their whole experience, so good service in one area may not make up for problems somewhere else. For example, friendly staff may not make up for a poor website or a lack of communication during a delay.
Overall, Virgin Atlantic would benefit from using different ways of measuring the customer experience. Customer journey mapping, SERVQUAL, CRM, CLV and loyalty measures can all provide useful information. Using these together would give the airline a better understanding of what customers value and where improvements are needed.
Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Develop an integrated customer journey quality dashboard
Virgin Atlantic should continue to connect customer feedback with operational information across the customer journey. The dashboard should combine operational and customer measures rather than focusing on one area.
Potential measures should include:
Customer satisfaction
Net Promoter Score
Complaint rate
First-contact resolution
Disruption communication time
Flight completion
Baggage performance
Digital service failures
Repeat booking
Churn
Customer lifetime value
This would allow management to identify whether operational problems are translating into customer dissatisfaction and reduced future value.
Recommendation 2: Strengthen closed-loop complaint management
Complaints should be categorised according to their root causes rather than simply recorded as individual cases. Repeated complaints about the same process should trigger quality improvement activity.
This would shift complaint management from a reactive CRM activity towards a continuous improvement process.
Recommendation 3: Use customer segmentation more strategically
Virgin Atlantic should consider both current and future customer value. Segmentation should include profitability, travel frequency, loyalty, needs and advocacy.
The organisation should avoid focusing exclusively on high-spending customers because lower-spending customers may have significant future potential or indirect value.
Recommendation 4: Protect the human element of service
Digital transformation should make the customer journey easier rather than remove human interaction completely. Human support is particularly important during disruption because customers often experience stress and uncertainty.
Employees should therefore be empowered to resolve reasonable customer issues within clearly defined boundaries.
Recommendation 5: Link loyalty rewards to incremental behaviour
Flying Club should continue to recognise loyalty, but performance should be evaluated according to whether rewards actually increase retention, share of wallet and future value.
The High Five initiative provides an interesting example because it rewards sustained behaviour over time rather than simply rewarding the highest spenders.
Recommendation 6: Treat expectation management as part of quality control
Customer communications should provide accurate and realistic expectations rather than simply promoting the most positive aspects of the service.
This is particularly important during disruption. Customers are more likely to tolerate problems when they receive accurate information and understand what the organisation is doing to resolve them.
Conclusion
The analysis shows that customer relationship management and quality management are closely linked at Virgin Atlantic. The relationship with a customer starts before they book a flight and continues after the flight has finished. Things such as online communication, airport service, the onboard experience, baggage handling, dealing with delays and the Flying Club can all affect how a customer views the airline.
The different theories used in this report show why these areas are important. Relationship marketing focuses on trust and keeping good relationships with customers, while customer journey and service quality theories look at the different parts of the customer experience. Loyalty theory also shows that customers using the same airline more than once does not always mean they are truly loyal.
Virgin Atlantic has several strengths, including its customer service plan, Flying Club and strong recent business performance. In 2024, the airline achieved a 98.6% flight completion rate and record revenue of £3.3 billion. However, the airline still faces challenges because customers have high expectations and even one poor experience can affect their opinion of the company. A customer may receive the service they paid for but still choose another airline in the future if they felt that communication or customer service was poor.
Overall, Virgin Atlantic should continue to manage quality, CRM and customer value together. The airline should look at financial information such as revenue and CLV, but also consider repeat bookings, customer satisfaction, complaints and recommendations.
The main point is that customer value is not based on just one successful flight. It is built through the whole relationship between the customer and Virgin Atlantic. Good communication, reliable service, helpful staff, dealing with problems effectively and giving customers useful loyalty benefits can all help build stronger customer relationships and encourage customers to return.
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