14th September 2009
Emotions sky high as budget airlines plummet in latest Kaizo Advocacy Index
Bi-annual study shows hidden costs and poor customer service are affecting the reputation of budget airlines

With holiday makers returning from summer breaks, delayed flights and lost luggage are having a severe impact on the airline industry, as demonstrated in the latest Kaizo Advocacy Index, published today (14th September 2009). Virgin Atlantic is the only airline to come out with a positive score in the study, which has found that high emotions and frayed tempers are driving negative conversations online by frustrated customers. 

The biannual Kaizo Advocacy Index measures the online reputation of 20 major brands across four sectors. In the Summer 09 study, the highest score in the Airline sector is claimed for the fourth time in a row by Virgin (33%), followed by BMI (-12%), British Airways (-21%), EasyJet (-23%) and Ryanair (-62%).

Budget airlines EasyJet and Ryanair fare worst in the study, with their scores plummeting by 32% and 46% respectively as allegations of underhand charges threaten to undermine inexpensive ticket prices. This has led to a large amount of criticism from customers reacting angrily to extra charges being added such as automatically charging for travel insurance when customers buy tickets online and the poor handling of refunds.
Rhodri Harries, Managing Director of Kaizo commented: 

“Being able to board a flight on time and not worry about lost luggage or unforeseen costs is important for travellers. When things go wrong, the Internet provides an easy platform for people to vent their frustrations as feelings and opinions can be published instantly. For the industry to cope better, brands need to monitor closely and react quickly to far-reaching negative comments online.”

Virgin Airways is the only airline to generate a positive score, with the popularity of its 25th anniversary advertising campaign remaining a significant promoter from the previous study. The quality of its performance also leads to a number of positive conversations online. Despite this, the airline’s score has decreased from the previous study due to an increased number of dissatisfied customers using social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook to voice negative opinions and experiences, such as grumbling at reserved seats been given away.
BMI has moved from last place to second, increasing its score by 23%. Though much improved, the airline still displays a negative score overall, with a string of incidents that have caused political and religious opposition, including the omission of Israel from electronic in-flight maps and a flight attendant who was allegedly fired for refusing to meet a policy obliging her to conform to the stereotypes of Saudi women. Despite these incidences, there are considerably less complaints from disgruntled customers, which suggests that BMI is engaging with consumers online and improving its service levels.
Despite an increased amount of negative comment on corporate issues such as reduced staff salaries and questionable financial performance, BA’s score remains the same. Positive comments on expanded services and perceived good value, aided by the launch of a value calculator on its website, have balanced out the rise in detractors.
The Summer 2009 Kaizo Advocacy Index demonstrates that those brands proactively engaging in online coversations are improving their reputations online. The current economic climate means that consumers are looking even harder for products and services that provide the best value overall.

Harries continued: 
“This study recognises the significance of online search and social networks as a method for consumer decision making. The Internet places a wealth of information at people’s fingertips and consumers are consistently seeking views and opinions online in order to make an informed choice. Those brands that openly engage with customers online will find themselves promoted more often than those that hide behind streams of corporate news.

“The sheer volume of information also means that brands need to work hard to be heard online. Identifying what consumers are saying and where they are saying it is an important first step to start working out where to focus proactive online communication.” 

In the study the food sector received the most positive comments online compared with software, airline and mobile sectors, with Del Monte leading across all industries. Virgin Atlantic, leader for the past three studies, took second place. Brands with the worst scores include Ryanair, O2 and Easyjet.
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· About Kaizo

Kaizo is an independent award winning PR and Word of Mouth Consultancy. Our strategies and campaigns seamlessly integrate traditional and social media to increase opportunities for business and consumer brands online and offline. We achieve genuine results across a range of sectors that include; technology, consumer gadgets, food & drink, FMCG, health, science, transport & travel, and industry.

Clients include Unilever, Epson, Flip Video, Elsevier, Quantum and Johnson & Johnson.

· Background to study

Google is the first port of call for 80 per cent of web searches and has a significant influence over the way consumers form brand opinions. Consumer generated content in Google Blogs and Groups are having an increasing impact on a brand’s recommendability. Even brands that perform well through a news search can be negatively impacted by user generated content.

Research from the London School of Economics shows that companies with above-average recommendability and below-average negative word of mouth, grow four to five times faster than other companies. Not surprisingly, negative word of mouth is more powerful than positive word of mouth by a factor of three-and-a-half times. 
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