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A  P O S T- PA N D E M I C  F U T U R E  F O R  T H E  T R AV E L  S E C T O R

Rebound or  
Rehabilitation?



Introducing Trustly’s  
2021 travel insight series 
It’s my pleasure to welcome you to ‘Rebound or 
Rehabilitation?’, the first in a series of three insight 
papers for leaders in the travel sector.

We’re looking out to a strikingly different world than 
this time last year. None of us knew the breadth, 
depth or scale of challenges that lay ahead for 
airlines and travel companies. Challenges that have 
hastened change. Challenges that have tested our 
resilience and our resolve. And challenges that will 
prove to have a lasting impact on the sector.

Yet while the pandemic continues to claim its human, 
societal and economic toll, we begin this year with 
vaccination underway, and gaining pace. An end to 
the restrictions which have defined how we interact 
as people and as professionals is now, cautiously, 
within our grasp.

We’re unlikely to see a return to ‘business as usual’, 
however. Traveller expectations and behaviours have 
shifted. The economics of the travel and aviation 
industries are under fresh scrutiny, beginning their 
recovery saddled, in many cases, with new financial 
and debt pressures. Lessons have – hopefully – been 
learned from these last painful months. And the 
sector’s embrace of technology, so accelerated by 
the crisis, shows little sign of slowing.

In early 2020, keen to interrogate the pressures and 
opportunities facing payments leaders, we began 
original, proprietary research among more than 450 
senior payments executives within the travel sector.

We set out not only to benchmark sentiment and 
priorities, but to identify where and how travel 
merchants were struggling with their payment 
strategies – and to bring practical solutions and 
recommendations to the table.

Little did we realise how pertinent this would 
become. 

Our research included respondents from both 
low-cost (LCCs) and full-service carriers (FSCs),  
as well as online travel agencies (OTAs), in six 

markets across Europe – Denmark, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the UK. Our 
fieldwork involved two surveys – one before the 
travel consequences of the pandemic became clear, 
and a second subsequent survey in the final quarter 
of the year. And to interpret the results, we’ve sought 
out contributions from a wide range of industry and 
subject matter experts.

In this first report, we reflect on the last, tumultuous  
year for the travel sector from a macro-viewpoint. In  
our second report, launching 03 March, we look at 
the pandemic through the lens of payments leaders, 
who grappled with a stress-test few had prepared for. 
And in the final report in this series, launching 17 
March, we look in-depth at some of the enduring 
challenges facing payments leaders – not 
necessarily borne of the pandemic, but certainly 
accelerated or brought into sharp focus.

We hope you find this first report interesting  
and, indeed, timely. Do join us in conversation  
across social media using the hashtag 
#trustlytravelinsights – and follow the rest of  
series at www.trustly.net/travelinsights

Happy reading, and safe travels.

Mike Parkinson
UK GM and Director of Travel
Trustly

Our research respondents

  450 respondents across two surveys

  67% directly responsible or with oversight for their 
company’s payment solutions

  68% with annual revenues greater than €1 billion

  38% airlines, 62% online travel agencies
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Recessions, terrorism, ecological 
disasters, even regionalised pandemics 
such as SARS. But never in the history 
of modern travel has a macro-shock to 
the system come with such scale. 
Global, systemic in nature, and both 
deep and prolonged. From curating and 
booking, to flights and accommodation, 
to the long-tail of leisure, retail, 
transport and hospitality sectors that 
depend on travellers… all aspects of the 
travel ecosystem have been hit.

For airlines in particular, it’s been 
something of a perfect storm. A near 
universal grounding of fleets without 
relief from heavy operating costs.  
A surge of refund and vouchering 
requests hitting systems never 
designed for such strain. An almost 
overnight extension of fund settle-
ment times from card acquirers, 
compounding an already sparse or 
non-existent inflow of new bookings, 
starving the airline of much-needed 
working capital. And all hitting an 
industry much of which, according to 
IATA, was “fragile” – with only around 
30 airlines showing improvement in 
economic profits between 2008–2017, 
leaving a long-tail of weaker airlines1.

More than just travel
According to a 2019 report inter alios 
by the UN’s International Civil Aviation 
Organization, the airline sector alone 
supported some 65.5 million jobs 
worldwide, accounting for some 
US$2.7 trillion in annual economic 
activity or 3.6% of the world’s GDP.  
Or, in simpler terms, roughly the same 
as the total annual economic output  
of the United Kingdom2.

Its impact on the global economy,  
and in particular its concentration in 
smaller developing economies more 
heavily dependent on tourism, makes 
travel and aviation a significant and 
worldwide concern.

Yet while the media malaise 
surrounding the travel sector has 
focused primarily on our ability to jet 
off on holiday or meet clients, 
colleagues and partners overseas, 
there’s a bigger story to tell.

Common knowledge within the 
industry but less familiar to the 
average traveller, the plane carrying 
them to a week in the sun or an 
overseas meeting, is also providing 
cargo capacity of crucial significance. 
Consider the UK’s hub airport, 
Heathrow. According to a study by the 
Centre for Economics and Business 
Research (Cebr), 40% of UK goods 
exports outside the EU and 
Switzerland pass through Heathrow, 
making it the UK’s largest trading port. 
Moreover, according to the same 
study, 95% of all trade that passes 
through Heathrow is cargo carried in 
the belly-hold of passenger planes3.

So when international travel and 
aviation grounds to a halt, to the scale 
of which we’ve seen during 2020, it’s 
not just the human or the business toll 
that must be considered. Air travel is 
crucial to global mobility, trade and 
international supply chains – 
suggesting its restart and hopeful 
resurgence should sit at the heart of 
any government or policy makers’ 
ambitions for economic recovery.

The lockdowns felt around  
the world
Reflections on 2020, considerations for 2021  
and beyond.

Over the past year, the COVID-19 
pandemic has been, and continues to 
be, indiscriminate in its reach. It’s hard 
to think of any aspects of our lives, of 
trade and commerce, or of society as  
a whole, that have escaped its touch.

There’s no merit in debating which 
individuals or organisations have had  
it better or worse than others – the 
pandemic has been, if nothing, 
something of a leveller.

But since early spring, we’ve been 
faced with images from around the 
world of airports left all but empty; 
once-bustling tourism destinations 
fallen eerily silent; and row upon row  
of aircraft parked wing-to-wing, 
engines covered and powered-down 
for the long-haul. It’s fair to say that 
travel and aviation, in particular, has 
been one of the sectors more visibly 
impacted.

A systemic shock
For almost three generations, we’ve 
become increasingly accustomed  
to an open and accessible world.  
Air travel arrived for the masses more 
than 40 years ago, and up until late 
2019, catching a flight was as 
commonplace as catching a train  
or a bus.

And then, seemingly overnight,  
years of progress undone.  
Lockdowns instituted around the 
world. Restrictions on travel and 
movement for even the most mundane 
of day-to-day home, family and work 
activities. Borders all but closed as 
governments sought to mitigate the 
risk of transmission from overseas 
countries with higher (perceived or 
real) infection rates.

The travel sector has weathered 
challenging times before.  

“  The term ‘unprecedented’ is synonymous in 
relation to 2020 and the pandemic, but as 
clichéd as it has become, it is nothing short 
of accurate when it comes to the body-
blow to the travel and aviation sector.” 

P E T E  W I C K E S
General Manager, Enterprise EMEA, Worldpay from FIS
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A system reset?
With multiple vaccines having secured 
regulatory approval and mass distri-
bution underway, there’s more to be 
positive about as we begin 2021 than 
in the final months of 2020.

However, any recovery will not happen 
overnight. It’s likely to be prolonged 
and uneven in nature, and when the 
sector finally reaches its 2019 peaks, 
it’s likely that ‘travel’ will have taken on 
a different form – be that in the shape 
of demand, the travel ‘product’, the  
customer/passenger experience, 
customer expectations and 
behaviours, and routes.

Over the past 12 months, the global 
travel and airline ecosystems have 
been put through arguably the most 
dramatic stress-test in their history. 
Executives across functions have  
been forced to confront long-standing 
questions which, under the pressure  
of the pandemic, have become 
commercially-critical or even 
existential.

Yet it’s within this pressure that there 
lies opportunity. The opportunity to 
drive transformative change that, 
without the last year’s crisis-context, 
might have taken longer to win 
business attention or funding.

The last year has forced the sector  
to face-up to new technologies, new 
ways of working, and new and  
evolving customer expectations  
and behaviours. As we enter the 
beginnings of a recovery, the winners 
will be those who continue that focus, 
and accept that growth is back on the 
table for the travel sector – but that it 
will look different to the recent past.

of travel merchants say their 
largest growth markets in Europe 
have changed as a direct result 
of COVID-19.

Source: 
T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U RV E Y

78%

“  Even in the most positive scenario, we do not expect a 
recovery to 2019 levels before 2024. There is a very  
real prospect that this recovery could take even longer, 
perhaps to as far out as 2029. This is a catastrophic 
picture for the aviation industry and shows clearly why  
it is so important for States to take consistent and 
coherent measures to support the aviation industry  
and make passengers feel safe to fly again.” 

E A M O N N  B R E N N A N
Director General, EUROCONTROL
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2.53
billion
Fewer passengers travelled between 
January–November 2020, compared to 
the same period in 2019.

-58%
Fall in widebody engine flying hours in 
October and November 2020, compared 
to the same period in 2019.

Source: 
R O L L S - R OYC E  P LC

Source: 
U N  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  C I V I L 
AV I AT I O N  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

9/10
Of British travellers’ 
holidays in July and 
August 2020 were 
changed or cancelled 
due to restrictions.

Fall in passenger numbers at Heathrow 
Airport in November 2020, compared 
with the same period in 2019.-88% Source: 
B B C  N E WS

have been lost due to the pandemic.

1/3

Source: 
B LO O M B E R G  N E W SUS$510

Estimated global airlines’ total 
revenue losses for 2020.

Year-on-year fall in industry-wide 
revenue passenger-kilometres 
(RPKs) in October 2020.

-71%

193 forecast to face risk of insolvency 
over coming months unless 
passenger traffic does not start  
to recover by the end of 2020.

US$3.3

European airports

Of the world’s air routes

US$730

trillion

billion

billion

billion

The potential cost of the pandemic to global tourism  
if travel declines continue into March 2021.

Source: 
U N I T E D  N AT I O N S  C O U N C I L  O N  T R A D E  A N D  D E V E LO P M E N T

Loss in export revenues from 
international tourism during 
the first eight months of 2020.

8x
The loss in 2009 under the impact 
of the global economic crisis.

Source: 
U N  W O R L D  T O U R I S M  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Lost spending in the  
UK by US tourism and 
business travellers in 
2020 due to travel 
restrictions.

£3.5

92%
The most likely forecast for 
air traffic volumes in 2024 
(relative to 2019) within the 
ECAC 44 Member States.

Source: 
A I R P O R TS  C O U N C I L  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  E U R O P E

Source: 
A BTA

Source: 
I ATA

Source: 
H E AT H R O W  A I R P O R T

Source: 
E U R O C O N T R O L

In numbers
A snapshot of a year without 
precedent for travel and aviation.
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A question  
of survival
We asked four experts for their observations 
on the unique cost pressures brought to bear 
on the travel sector in 2020.

The unique concentration of pressures brought to bear on the travel 
sector over the past 12 months have, by various industry and media 
commentators, been interchangeably referred to as ‘existential’, ‘once in 
a lifetime’, ‘unprecedented’ and ‘systemic’. Unsurprisingly, for most, if not 
all of the sector, any existing plans and priorities were largely redundant 
by April, with cost reduction, financing and an immediate-term refocus 
on domestic revenues becoming dominant themes.

What are your main areas of focus whilst the industry 
recovers from COVID-19? Please select your top three.

3
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  57% 

  57% 

  53% 

LCC:s

Reducing existing cost base 

Streamlining refund processes 

Re-evaluating growth strategies to maximise existing revenue

  63% 

  60% 

  50% 

FSC:s

Securing government support 

Reducing existing cost base  

Consolidation opportunities arising from COVID-19 

  61% 

  58% 

  51% 

OTA:s

Re-evaluating growth strategies to maximise existing revenue  

Reducing existing cost base  

Consolidation opportunities arising from COVID-19 

Source: T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U R V E Y
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 Cash flow was the defining issue of 2020 for most 
airlines. When you’re operating on the assumption  
that cash flow is only going one way, and prepay-
ments can being used as working capital, a systemic 
shock such as the COVID-19 pandemic changes this 
conversation overnight. Suddenly incoming funds 
dried up as demand stalled in the face of travel 
restrictions. In some cases, settlement times from 
acquirers were stretched out to address escalating 
risk, further slowing incoming funds. And worse still, 
requests for refunds rose exponentially, leaving many 
merchants with negative cash flow. Nobody was 
prepared for this situation. The good relationships 
and open communication we have with our airline 
customers were crucial to get us through this crisis.

 What really made this a matter of survival for the 
travel sector, is the almost unique nature of the  
gap between order and fulfilment. Travel firms and 
airlines take payment today for an order which may 
not be delivered for many months – and a lot can go 
wrong in this time lag, as we’ve witnessed this year. 
From a cash flow perspective, huge liabilities can 
stack up and when you see the level of cancel-
lations and refund requests we witnessed in the 
spring of 2020, the situation can become grave 
overnight.

 Airlines, particularly those who entered the crisis 
with weaker balance sheets, have been using 
payments to help fund their day-to-day operations 
– but when there’s a demand for refunds and 

chargebacks at such significant levels, liquidity 
becomes a very real problem. Hence we saw some 
interesting (if not questionable) approaches to 
conserve cash, such as issuing vouchers or credits 
in lieu of refunds – which in many cases saw both 
airlines and travel firms make it all but impossible 
for a customer to request a refund, or even make 
basic contact.

 Not only will this linger in the memory of travellers,  
but it also sets the stage for an even greater 
tension between acquirers, payment providers  
and travel merchants in 2021 and beyond. Reserve 
requirements, control of funds and the cost of pay- 
ment will all come into sharp focus as all parties 
face pressure on margins and risk appetite. 

 In the same way that the financial crisis forced 
banks to focus on their liquidity, the pandemic is 
bringing liquidity into focus for airlines. There are 
too many airlines with anaemic performance that 
had been loss-making for several years in the run 
up to 2020, that have been shocked into rethinking 
their capital buffers, and into refocusing on 
profitability.

 While there are examples of both low-cost and 
full-service carriers enjoying margins of 10–20% 
and upwards, many have been surviving on single 
digits and that’s simply been proven unsustainable.

 Very tight cost management is going to be a reality 
for the longer-term, not just in the heat of the crisis. 

 

 That’s going to mean renegotiating working terms 
with pilots, cabin crew and ground staff. Being  
far more selective with ‘softer’ products. And for 
some full-service airlines, where anecdotally some 
20–25% of their routes were operated on a loss-
making basis before the pandemic, again – this 
simply isn’t sustainable. In parts of the world where 
margins are wafer thin or where routes are habitually 
loss-making, they’ve had to come under scrutiny 
and in many cases they’ll simply disappear, or not 
come back if they’ve already been shelved.

 Cost management, cost cutting and survival 
mentality has indeed been a hallmark of 2020 – 
necessarily so. But that focus, commercial rigour 
and scrutiny isn’t going anywhere, anytime soon.

Thomas Helldorff is Vice President of 
Airlines and Travel at global payments 
group Worldpay from FIS.

Nick Telford-Reed is the Founder and CEO of technology and payments advisory firm 
Stormglass Consulting.

Richard Tams is the Founder of airline consultancy Tailwind Advisory, and a 27-year 
veteran of British Airways including leadership roles from London to Beijing.

 Some of the basics never change, and what 2020 
has shown is the critical importance of relation-
ships and dialogue. In times of crisis, you need 
conversations to continue – in particular when 
business conditions are difficult, because if  
you’re not talking, things get missed.

 It’s easy to err towards keeping your head down  
in challenging times – especially in the face of 
potential reductions to workforces due to 
redundancies or furloughs. But over the course  
of this year, we’ve found that keeping lines of 
communication open has enabled flexible and 
creative thinking between acquirers, payment 
providers and merchants.

Jeremy Dyball is Head of Sales for 
payments at  global travel technology 
leaders Amadeus.
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Too many mouths to feed?
Despite the critical role of aviation in facilitating  
global mobility and trade, government support for  
the sector remains inconsistent.

Since restrictions to travel and 
movement took hold, governments 
around the world have provided some 
US$123 billion in financial assistance 
to the aviation sector, according to 
IATA1.

While as a headline figure, this may 
give reassurance to those longing for 
the return of accessible, affordable air 
travel, it masks a widely inconsistent 
– and politically-charged – picture.

A policy patchwork-quilt
Financial assistance in different 
markets has varied wildly, as has the 
pace at which support has been 
forthcoming. In North America, for 
example, government aid vs. airline 
revenues to/from/within the region in 
2019 amounted to some 25%, 
compared to 15% within Europe, 10% 
within Asia-Pacific, and dropping to 
below 1% within Latin America, and 
Africa and Middle East2.

Europe, Italy, France and Germany 
have acted decisively to secure the 
continuity of airlines – generally 
considered a ‘strategic industry’. 
Whereas in the UK, the Chancellor 
Rishi Sunak took a harder line, 
adopting a position of ‘lender of last 
resor’, arguing that airlines should 

exhaust all other capital funding 
options before considering an 
application for government assistance. 
As such, we’ve seen Alitalia effectively 
nationalised, Air France/KLM and 
Lufthansa recapitalised with 
governments strengthening their roles 
as shareholders, and a contrasting 
difference in the UK as Flybe fell into 
administration, EasyJet secured a 
government loan guarantee, while 
Virgin Atlantic was pushed to seek 
private investment.

Indeed, within the travel sector itself, 
less than half of the respondents to 
Trustly’s 2020 research study agreed 
that government support has been 
adequate during the pandemic.

The lack of a common policy across 
Europe or the wider Western world  
raises a number of questions. Should 
States intervene or not? Will there be 
positive or negative consequences  
for those airlines that have accepted 
assistance? And what will this mean  
for competition in the future?

The court of public opinion
One could argue that the inconsistent 
policy positions which confronted 
airlines in early 2020 would have  
been somewhat different had the  
2009 banking crisis not thrust the  
word ‘bailout’ into the wider public’s  
daily media digest.

At the time, public sentiment was  
largely negative. The prospect of banks 
dipping into the public purse was met 
with derision, given multi-billion dollar 
pay-outs to bankers and shareholders, 
regular stories of city excess and  
lavish, and an underlying approach  
to risky investments and products that 
many described as outright gambling, 
even fraud.

And while much water has passed  
under the proverbial bridge since  
2009, the aversion to bailouts is 
seemingly not forgotten. According  
to a YouGov survey, only 45% of  
US citizens supported financial 
assistance for airlines struggling  
with the pandemic3. Although this  
apathy towards an industry so central  
to movement between East and West 
coasts, and all between, is perhaps 
understandable when one considers  
how it is perceived to have managed  
its capital.

As reported by Bloomberg, the largest 
US airlines spent 96% of free cash  
flow over the last decade on share 
buybacks, compared to just 52% of  

the broader S&P 500. Even American 
Airlines Group repurchased more than 
US$12.5 billion of its shares, despite 
negative cumulative free cash flow during 
the decade4. Given share buybacks are 
often depicted as a means to artificially 
inflate or prop-up share prices, and 
typically directly linked to executive 
compensation, negative public sentiment  
is indeed plausible.

 

 
And this sentiment isn’t restricted to North 
America. According to a Greenpeace/
YouGov poll, 93% of people in the UK don’t 
think that the airline industry should be a 
priority for government support. And when 
that support has been sought in the public 
domain, it has often been met with a 
negative response in national media.

Virgin Atlantic’s pleas for £500 million in 
government assistance were immediately 
conflated with “billionaire Richard 
Branson’s” offshore domicile, the fact he 
had personally not paid taxes in the UK for 
some 14 years, and the part-ownership by 
US carrier Delta. Meanwhile, EasyJet’s 
successful £600 million in government 
loans were tarnished by a refusal to cancel  
a £170 million shareholder dividend6.  
Even within the sector, opinions on 
financial assistance varies, with Ryanair 
threatening to lodge formal legal 
challenges with competition authorities.7

Only 

45% 
of airline and OTA executives 
agree that government support 
has been adequate during the 
pandemic.

Source: 
T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U RV E Y

“  The $50 billion taxpayers have spent 
bailing out the airline industry almost 
equals the $48 billion the airlines 
spent buying back their shares of 
stock since 2010. Socialism for the 
rich. Harsh capitalism for the rest.” 5

R O B E R T  R E I C H
Professor at UC Berkley and former US Secretary of Labor. Twitter, 21 April 2020

4
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Strings attached
Financial injections and other forms  
of government support shouldn’t be 
seen as ‘blank cheques’. Negotiations 
have often been time consuming 
despite the immediacy of the crisis, 
and the commitments imposed on 
airlines extend far beyond the 
executive compensation or bonus 
restrictions which typified such 
covenants in 2009.

Air France-KLM Group’s state aid 
package from the French and Dutch 
governments reaches between  
€9-11 billion, and – according to 
French Finance Minister Bruno Le 
Maire – comes with a range of 
conditions. Increasing profitability  
and competitiveness; reducing CO2 
emissions on long- and medium-haul 
routes by 50% per passenger (a prior 
commitment) by 2030; cutting CO2 
emissions on all domestic flights by 
2024; accelerating the renewal of its 
fleet with new, more-fuel efficient 
Airbus jets8.

And it’s that last point, where Le Maire 
commented that he hoped Air France 
“would remain a good customer for 
Airbus” which has raised questions 
over the role of governments in 
executive decisions. To such an extent 
that Carsten Spohr, Chief Executive of 
Lufthansa, Europe’s biggest airline 

group, was reported to be weighing an 
insolvency, rather than a government 
intervention with the oversight which 
would follow. In an interview with German 
newspaper Die Zeit, the executive 
reportedly warned against government 
influence, arguing that “questions such 
as ‘if we fly to Osaka from Munich or 
from Zurich’ should never be political”10.

Recovery from a position  
of advantage?
More recently, Spohr has subsequently 
admitted that the financial support 
package agreed for Lufthansa was more 
than necessary for survival, telling the 
Financial Times: “The German 
government was focused on how 
Lufthansa can maintain its position as  
a German global champion, not just  
how it can avoid insolvency.”11

Understandably, within the travel  
sector itself, almost two-thirds of the 
respondents in our research study 
agreed that airlines/OTAs that have  
been backed by governments have an 
advantage over those that have not.

Little surprise, then, that the EU’s 
competition commissioner has warned 
of a “high risk” of market distortion due 
to state aid for the airline industry11.

It’s too soon, if not too complex, to 
predict the extent to which airlines in 
receipt of financial support will indeed 
emerge stronger, grow faster or secure  
a competitive advantage versus those 
dependent upon existing liquidity or 
private-sector investment. Or indeed 
whether government influence on 
strategic (or even creeping into 
operational) decisions will prove an 
inhibiting factor. Or whether the 
additional debt burden and primacy  
of government lenders will leave bailout 
recipients out of favour in commercial 
financing or equity markets.

Forecasting in this environment  
has proven imprecise, at best. It will, 
however, prove to be yet another 
consideration for those charged  
with plotting a course to growth.

62%
of executives agree that airlines/
OTAs that have been backed by 
governments have an advantage 
over those that have not.

Source: 
T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U R V E Y

“ The people who went in weakest, which  
is the legacy airlines – Air France, Alitalia, 
Lufthansa – have either been nationalized  
or are receiving extraordinary volumes of 
state aid. These are going to hugely distort 
the level playing field for aviation in Europe 
for three to five years.” 7

M I C H A E L  O ’ L E A RY
Group Chief Executive, Ryanair

“  It is obvious that 
today a number of 
domestic routes are 
no longer justified… 
when you can 
travel by train in 
less than two and a 
half hours, there is 
no justification for 
taking a plane.” 9

B R U N O  L E  M A I R E
Minister of the Economy and Finance,  
French government
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In the media
With travel so visibly impacted by the pandemic, there’s 
been no shortage of media commentary from a range of 
angles, from societal to environmental to economic.

“ With job losses for airline and airport staff likely to reach 
hundreds of thousands, the government’s priority is, 
unsurprisingly, securing workers’ income and keeping strategic 
routes open. But if government intervenes and looks to buy a 
stake in airlines, this could be a turning point in transport policy, 
as the pandemic allows us to pivot to a lower air-travel future. 
We are already being forced to rethink how we move around, 
conduct business, keep up family ties and maintain friendships 
in a globalised world without aviation – a dire necessity, given 
the urgency of the climate emergency.” 4

  

N I C O L E  B A D ST U B E R

A transport policy and travel behaviour researcher,  
comments on the future for air travel in The Guardian

“ A long, long time ago, IATA forecast 
that global airline revenues would fall 
by $29bn this year. The news gener-
ated shocked headlines. Actually, 
that was only in late February. IATA 
has revised its projections a few 
times since then. The figure now 
stands at a colossal $419bn. Now,  
air traffic is slowly picking up as 
countries open up again. But airlines 
are still collectively facing a net loss 
of $84bn this year - where they had 
been expecting a $35bn profit. It’s a 
difference which will be measured in 
tens of thousands of lost jobs and 
livelihoods ruined.” 3 

 T H E O  L E G G E T T

BBC Business Correspondent, commenting  
on IATA’s summer reforecasts

“ U.S. airlines need more than a little help. The ‘Big Four’ – Delta Air Lines,  
American Airlines, United Airlines and Southwest Airlines – have been  
pleading for additional bailouts as Covid-19 continues to crimp travel.  
More cheap money is an option. But consolidation would also help, and  
probably leave taxpayers – if not consumers – better off. In 2021, the  
big carriers will shrink from four to three.” 9 

 L AU R E N  S I LVA  L AU G H L I N

Global Deals Editor, Breakingviews, Reuters, predicting looming consolidation for US airlines. 

“ Wariness of foreign travel weighs 
more heavily on European airlines, 
whose domestic markets are smaller 
and less profitable than U.S. and 
Asian rivals’, and more exposed to rail 
and road competition. They must also 
contend with a variety of European 
restrictions, including Britain’s 
14-day quarantine, which has pro-
longed the slump on contested 
health grounds.” 6 

 L AU R E N C E  F R O ST

 European Airlines Correspondent at  
Reuters, commenting on the easing of  
national lock-downs following the first  
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic

“ More than 90 per cent of ‘superjumbo’  
A380s have been grounded by the  
pandemic, with researchers warning that  
the world’s biggest passenger aircraft  
will be retired altogether in the coming  
years. A study published yesterday said  
that only 21 out of 243 Airbus A380s  
were still in service at the start of this  
month because of concerns over rising  
costs and low passenger demand.” 7

 G R A E M E  PAT O N 
Transport Correspondent, The Times, reporting on  
consumer groups’ concerns around vouchering.

5 “ Among all the industries hit by 
Covid-19, aviation suffered in 
two distinct ways. Most 
obviously, there was the fear of 
contagion. Less directly, there 
was the tumbling economy. In 
the past, airlines have only been 
stung by one or the other of 
these factors. During Sars, travel 
was unsafe, but the global 
economy didn’t flatline. During 
the 2008 financial crash, money 
was tight, but flying was not a 
health risk. In the 110 years since 
the dawn of commercial flight, 
these blows had never been 
dealt in tandem, until this year.” 1 

S A M A N T H  S U B R A M A N I A N

Contributor to The Guardian’s Long Read, 
analysing the impact of the pandemic on aviation

June 2020 

April 2020 

September 2020 

December 2020 

 November 2020 

“ If you want a good measuring stick for the  
impact of the pandemic on airlines, compare 
what’s happening now to the industry collapse 
following the 2001 terrorist attacks. The six 
biggest U.S. airlines have experienced losses 
nearly twice as big as inflation-adjusted losses 
those same airlines, including their merger 
partners, had after 9/11.” 2 

 S C O T T  M C C A R T N E Y

 The Wall Street Journal’s Travel Editor, reflecting on how the pandemic 
“ravaged travel in 2020”

“ Passengers face losing thousands 
of pounds from flights grounded  
by the pandemic as leading airlines 
refuse to refund unused travel 
vouchers.” 5

 G R A E M E  PAT O N

 Transport Correspondent, The Times, reporting on consumer groups’ 
concerns around vouchering

“ For an industry that prides itself on bringing people 
together, it was a particular humiliation for airlines to have 
to resort to video conferencing for their annual industry 
meeting – and not one they are ready to repeat. For 
airlines that survive COVID-19, intense environmental 
pressures still lie in wait, as several executives observed; 
‘flight-shaming’ has not gone away. In Europe, the industry 
is battling new green taxes and regulation while facing 
higher investment demands for cleaner aircraft and fuel 
technology development.” 8

 L AU R E N C E  F R O ST

European Airlines Correspondent at Reuters,  
reporting on the 2020 IATA conference

January 2021 

November 2020 
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When the  
dust settles
“Recover back better” is becoming a rallying 
cry for the travel sector – and in more ways 
than just environmental.

As large-scale, global vaccination gathers pace and the travel 
sector moves tentatively into a recovery mindset, executives will 
face both pressures and opportunities that – were it not for the 
pandemic – perhaps wouldn’t be present. Consider just four  
factors relating to liabilities, technology, business travel and  
the environment.
 

Curing the debt hangover
The airline sector, while forecasting growth in volumes and 
profitability prior to the pandemic taking hold, began this crisis on  
a collectively weak footing. At the end of 2019, according to IATA, 
the global airline industry was carrying approximately US$430 
billion in debt. Fast-forward to the end of 2020, and IATA’s 
prediction was that this debt pile will have ballooned by more  
than a quarter to approximately US$550 billion1.
 
Moreover, IATA’s analysis, supported by McKinsey, concluded  
that government aid showed no correlation with business model 
viability, namely by contrasting government aid as a percentage  
of ticket revenues with pre-crisis return on invested capital (ROIC). 
Suggesting that, in some instances, we may be seeing good  
money following bad2.
 
Notwithstanding the long-term viability of individual airlines’ 
business models, the sector begins 2021 on a slow path to  
recovery, with a greater level of liabilities, higher debt to service, 
and suppressed demand. This cannot be sustained without the 
economics of the travel proposition being scrutinised.
 

Digital – a dark-art no more?
As all corners of society – agnostic to demographics – have either 
been encouraged or cajoled into embracing new technologies, or 
existing technologies to do new things, the travel sector has not 
been immune.
 
Where digital transformation (or similarly-labelled) initiatives might 
have been languishing in internal business case cycles or simply 
failing to receive collective prioritisation from leadership, the 
pandemic has brought technology into sharp focus – even for  
the most sceptical or the laggards within an organisation.
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Whether keeping dialogue open with 
clients; remotely managing teams; 
collaborating and keeping business 
moving; pitching for new business or 
deal making; or keeping children in 
touch with their grandparents… it says 
something that Zoom has effectively 
become a verb as well as a brand,  
now all but synonymous with its  
product category.

This isn’t to suggest that face-to-face 
meeting is destined to the past, but it 
has – in some instances – been proven 
to offer little to no additional value than 
its technological equivalent, only for 
greater cost. And by cost, we mean  
both monetary and in terms of time,  
a commodity perhaps seen with more 
appreciation given the last year. Put 
simply, we’ve learned to use technology 
more effectively to communicate, and  
at the same time ‘work’ has become 
increasingly recognised as something 
we do, not somewhere we go.
 
Some predictions may be seen as 
over-reaching, such as Microsoft 
co-founder Bill Gates’ assertion that a 
staggering 50% of business travel will 
disappear in a post-pandemic world3. 
But even more moderate forecasts  
still represent a sea-change not just  
for airlines, for whom the higher-margin 
business traveller subsidises others,  
but for the entire ecosystem from  
hotels to conference venues and more.  
Analysis by Scott McCarthy, The Wall 
Street Journal’s Travel Editor, alongside 
other industry experts, suggests a more 
modest hit of between 19-36% of all 
business trips at risk of disappearing  
– still substantial nonetheless4.

How this will impact product configura-
tion, route viability, scheduling, pricing, 
propositions, loyalty and more – and not 
just for the business traveller but for  

the leisure traveller heading to the  
same destinations – remains to be  
seen, but must be a consideration  
for the year(s) ahead.
 

Environmental impact realities
In April 2020, lockdowns grounded 
flights around the world. And during  
this period, airplane emissions fell by 
approximately one third, according to 
analysis by the Financial Times – the 
equivalent, they posit, to taking six 
million passenger cars off the road5.

Such figures make for stark reading.  
But they’re perhaps more potent now 
than in years gone by. Today’s younger 
generations are more motivated by 
climate change than their predecessors 
(just look at the compelling impact of 
Greta Thunberg alone). Governments 
are finally uniting worldwide to make 
meaningful emission reduction  
commitments – and while the Paris 
Accord suffered under the last US 
administration, attention has already 
turned to COP26, the UN’s 2021  
climate change conference, as an 
opportunity to renew and reenergise 
prior commitments.

More recently, government aid to the 
airline sector has come with stronger 
climate and emissions commitments  
– and when hard money is attached 
conditions by a motivated stakeholder,  
it stands to reason that climate will 
assume an elevated role as the travel 
sector charts its course to recovery.

Some of these factors will force more 
difficult choices to be made, others  
will be perhaps serendipitous. And  
the above are by no means exhaustive. 
Nonetheless, it’s prudent to consider 
what might be shaping our competitive 
and commercial agendas for 2021  
and beyond.

 
What might otherwise have taken months or years, has for many in  
the travel sector taken a fraction of the time. As is often ascribed to  
the Greek philosopher Plato, necessity is the mother of invention.  
And COVID-19 has brought nothing, if not necessity.
 
This presents executives with both a challenge and an opportunity.  
The challenge: now that the urgency and crisis mentality of early 2020  
has normalised, how can an organisation maintain pace and agility in  
its deployment of technology to enhance the traveller experience and  
drive commercial improvements? The opportunity: 2020 has delivered,  
for many, one of the most rapid and visible test cases or proof points  
for technology, which may well smooth the path ahead for the next  
steps in technology investment.

How will you improve your relationship with the  
customer post COVID-19? Top three responses  
across airlines and OTAs.

 

A new business travel paradigm
Over the last year, the humble video conference call has been elevated to  
a new level of prominence – both at work and at home. What many might 
once have considered a fallback, or perhaps a clunky, impersonal or 
awkward way of communicating, rapidly proved its worth.

  35% 

  32% 

  23% 

Airlines

Improving digital channels for customer service 

Increased investment in direct to consumer distribution channels

Increased investment in your consumer brand 

  42% 

  23% 

  12% 

OTA:s

Improving digital channels for customer service 

Increased investment in direct to consumer distribution channels

Build agile capabilities to accelerate how you identify and respond 
to changing customer preferences 
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When are you expecting customer  
demand to reach pre COVID-19 levels?  
(Averages by type of business)
 
LCC January 2023    FSC August 2023    OTA June 2022 

Source: T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U R V E Y

While the shape of future demand for business travel remains 
somewhat more opaque and subject to a wider range of factors, it 
would seem that our underlying human desire to travel isn’t on the 
edge of terminal decline.

It’s in our nature – be it to explore, to experience, to connect with 
others or simply to escape. But what’s critical to note, is that an 
anticipated surge in customer demand is by no means a guarantee 
of customer choice.

The fight for customer preference 
To be clear, we’re not joining the throng of voices which accompany 
most crises and seemingly every new year prediction, in declaring 
‘everything changing, forever’.

In reality, humans are creatures of habit and often have quite  
short memories. So to point to the 2020 pandemic as the genesis  
of seismic change that will redefine travel as we know it? It’s a little 
too sensationalist for us.

There are some enduring fundamentals which will always remain true 
– themes like trust, integrity, empathy, ease of use, help in difficult 
times, safety, consistency, knowing me and my data, speed of 
service, and value for money. But their relative importance in how we 
decide between one product or service, or one brand and another, 
will likely look different.

And that’s not to say that our individual and collective experiences of 
the last year won’t shape our behaviour and choices going forwards, 
of course they will. As individuals, as members of a family, or as 

members of a workforce, we’ve all had to 
adapt this past year. To try new things, or 
to do things differently.

Technology, as one (albeit significant) 
example, is playing a much greater role in 
many of our lives today than it was a year 
ago, as businesses and institutions have 
had to adapt to a virtual or distanced 
world. Many of the behaviours we’ve 
embraced through necessity will stick. 
And almost certainly our expectations will.

It’s a truism that the best experience  
we have today – regardless of category 
– becomes the expectation for all  
others tomorrow.

Contactless experiences from gate to gate, 
check-in to check-out. True personalisation 
based on an understanding of my data, my 
preferences and my context. Intuitive, best-
in-class digital experiences that leverage 
all that technology and automation can 
offer, without losing the human touch. 
Letting me choose, book, pay and change 
my plans, my way, on my terms.

The customer journey and passenger 
experience of 2021 and beyond, there-
fore, needs to keep up with the pace of 
progress it was so urgently forced to 
embrace during 2020, or risk falling 
behind customers who now know better 
than ever, the art of the possible.

But it’s a new year. And whereas 2020 
was defined by risk and cost, this new 
context is now about opportunity, for 
those willing to grasp it.

Winning the changing traveller
Recovery and growth may be creeping back onto the 
agenda – and this presents a new opportunity, argues 
Mike Parkinson, Trustly’s Director of Travel.

The turning of a new year is often 
associated with a sense of hope, 
optimism and new beginnings. A fresh 
start to be approached with renewed 
vigour and energy.

Well, as has been the case for much  
of the past 11 months, things are a little 
different. The pandemic, which defined 
our lives at home and at work during 
2020, continues to cast its shadow over 
2021, as we begin the new year with 
accelerating infection and transmission 
rates, a faster-spreading COVID-19 
variant, and a new suite of restrictions 
to movement and trade.

Yet we are, thankfully, in a very different 
place than just a few short months ago. 
Multiple vaccines have secured growing 
regulatory approvals in countries 
around the world. Attention has shifted 
from the creation and efficacy of a 
vaccine; past approval, production and 
logistics; to roll-out and immunisation, 
at an impressive and growing pace.

Despite continuing headwinds, there-
fore, a return to normality (however  
we are to define it) feels more grounded 
in reality. And recovery, growth and  
the future is something we can more  
confidently turn our attention to.

A thirst for travel
We’ve already seen evidence of the 
predicted pent-up demand among 
leisure travellers. When travel restrictions 
were first relaxed in the summer, and 
confidence in vaccine efficacy 
announced in the autumn of 2020, 
dramatic surges in travel bookings  
were reported both domestically1 (as 
“stay-cationing” offered a lower-risk/cost 
escape) as well as in international travel2.

Indeed this correlates with the findings  
of our survey of executives in the travel 
sector, with six out of ten predicting a 
recovery in leisure travel faster than 
business travel – although differences in 
predictions between low-cost carriers, 
full-service carriers and online travel 
agents suggests recovery won’t be a 
universal concept.

And in the same research, our respon-
dents reported a more optimistic outlook 
for demand recovering to pre-pandemic 
passenger levels than industry body 
IATA, with expectations ranging  
between spring and summer of 2023, 
compared to IATA’s revised forecast of  
a 2024 recovery3.
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70% 
of executives believe that  
the pandemic will change the 
competitive landscape and 
create opportunities for the 
strongest brands.

Source: 
T R U ST LY  T R AV E L  S U RV E Y

LCC ● 50%  leisure
 ● 50%  business

FSC ● 63%  leisure
 ● 37%  business

OTA ● 59%  leisure
 ● 41%  business
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What do you think will recover first 
 – leisure travel or business travel?



Methodology 
To help inform the #trustlytravelinsights series, Trustly commissioned iResearch, an independent market  
research firm, to conduct primary quantitative research on its behalf among payments leaders in travel  
merchants across six European markets. 

Fieldwork involved two online surveys; the first was conducted from 24 March - 21 April 2020 with a total of  
300 respondents, and the second conducted from 09 - 23 October 2020 with a total of 150 respondents.  
Our total 450 respondents were distributed across Denmark (15%), Germany (18%), the Netherlands (16%),  
Norway (15%), Sweden (16%) and the UK (20%), and split 38% airlines to 62% online travel agencies.
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Contact us today
To hear more about how Trustly can help your business.

 Get in touch 

Rådmansgatan 40   113 57 Stockholm   Sweden   +46 8 39 17 75   trustly.com

About Trustly
Founded in 2008, Trustly is the global leader in Online Banking Payments. Our  
account-to-account network bypasses the card networks, letting consumers make  
fast, simple and secure payments to merchants directly from their online banking  
accounts. With support for more than 6,000 banks, roughly 600 million consumers  
across Europe and North America can pay with Trustly. We serve many of the  
world’s most prominent merchants within e-commerce, financial services, gaming,  
media, telecom and travel, which all benefit from increased consumer conversion  
and reduced operations, fraud and chargeback costs.

Trustly has 400 employees across Europe, the US and Latin America. We are a  
licensed Payment Institution under the second payment services directive (PSD2)  
and operate under the supervision of the Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority  
in Europe. In the US, we are state regulated as required to serve our target markets. 
Read more at trustly.com 


