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Flights to Bristol, Brussels or Biarritz for €9.99! What’s Behind Europe’s 

Budget Airline Boom? 

Aisling Boyle 

Introduction 

My interest in the field of European budget airlines is one that stems from my own 

experience. Last year alone I flew eighteen times with Ryanair and I am now of the opinion 

that my Euroculture phase is one that goes hand in hand with the “no frills” flight experience. 

Not only do the increased advances in air travel allow the members of the European Union to 

take advantage of the Schengen agreement with relative ease and speed, but they do so at a 

cost that ten years ago may have seemed not only implausible but economically impossible. 

But is the budget airlines boom simply a consequence of European tourists searching for a 

bargain or can their success be explained in any other way? It is this question that has 

provoked me to analyse the current situation of budget airlines within Europe. In doing so I 

will examine the question: is money, both passenger cost and airline expenditure, the basis 

for the achievements of Europe’s budget airlines or are contemporary issues such as 

sustainability and shifting customer attitudes accountable too?  

Research and methodology 

In order to begin this study, I will illustrate the current state of the European tourism industry, 

particularly the air travel sector. I will ascertain the place of budget airlines within this sector 

in order to investigate their prosperity and how it has been achieved within Europe. Statistical 

analysis of data collected by the European Commission will be used to establish the tourism 

situation in Europe as well as creating a point of comparison between the past and present in 

terms of air travel and informational resources on travel. I will use Ryanair as my main case 

study, due to its position as Europe’s most successful (and at times most controversial) 

budget airline. It is impossible to illustrate the achievements of budget airlines without also 

addressing their flaws – the reasons for not flying with them, some of which are highly 

publicised in the media. For this purpose, I will examine a number of online newspaper 
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articles as well as a Ryanair advertisement. Finally, I will present a number of alternative 

motives to opt for budget airlines, such as eco-tourism and changing customer desires, in an 

attempt to support my hypothesis that other factors, alongside cost and profit, impact upon 

the success of budget airlines within Europe. 

Tourism and air travel in Europe 

Tourism forms a major sector of the European economy providing about 12% of the labour 

force and indirectly generating more than 10% of the European Union's GDP. So important is 

tourism to the EU that the Lisbon treaty stipulates that “the Union shall complement the 

action of the Member States in the tourism sector, in particular by promoting the 

competitiveness of Union undertakings in that sector”.
1
 This commitment to tourism is 

illustrated through EU programmes such as the European Regional Development Fund and 

Competitiveness and Innovation Framework programme which aid in the development of 

European tourism destinations.
2
 

Increasingly valuable as one of the chief contributors towards the European economy is air 

travel. Figure 1 was constructed using data from Eurostat statistics on air transport passengers 

and serves to illustrate this point.
3
 Note the increased number of passengers choosing to 

travel by air, based on figures selected from those countries with the top five highest levels of 

international tourism receipts (per billion euro) between 2008 and 2009. Those with the 

highest totals were recorded in Spain (EUR 42 billion), France (EUR 39 billion), Italy (EUR 

31 billion), the United Kingdom (EUR 28 billion) and Germany (EUR 26 billion).
4
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

1
European Commission, “Enterprise and Industry: Tourism”, 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/tourism/index_en.htm (accessed 9 May 2010). 
2
 European Commission, “Enterprise and Industry: European Destinations of Excellence”, 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/tourism/eden/good-practices/funding-support-tourism_en.htm (accessed 

11 May 2010). 
3
 European Commission, “Air Transport of Passengers”, Eurostat, 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=ttr00012 (accessed 9 

May 2010). 
4
 European Commission, “Tourism Statistics”, Eurostat, 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Tourism_statistics#Top_destinations_in_the_E

U (accessed 9 May 2010). 
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Year Increase Country by 

Highest Tourist 

Receipt 

1998 2008 Numerical Percentage 

Spain  68.767.908 161.400.952 92.633.044 134.70% 

France  84.621.906 122.723.531 38.101.625  45.03 % 

Italy  35.052.392 105.216.903 70.164.511 200.17% 

UK 125.486.847 213.888.122 88.401.275  70.45% 

Germany 105.065.047 166.095.390 61.030.343  58.09% 

 

Figure 1: Increase in passengers by air travel between 1998 and 2008 for countries who 

received most tourism between 2008 and 2009.
5
 

From Figure 2 we can see the importance of air travel with regards to tourism in 2008 and 

2009. Although in 2009 almost half (48%) of those travelling from the EU had done so by car 

or motorbike, around one third (35%) had chosen to travel by plane. There is vast disparity 

between the amount of people choosing to travel by plane instead of by train, bus or boat in 

both the 2008 and 2009 graphs. This highlights the importance of air travel to European 

tourists when travelling within Europe.  

 

 

Figure 2: Method of transport for EU citizens’ main holiday trips
6
 

                                                 

5
 Based on information by European Commission, “Air Transport of Passengers”. 

6
 European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer 291, 24. 



Walking theTightrope: Europe between Europeanisation and Globalisation 

12 

Increased air travel can be attributed to two major and interlinked factors: globalisation and 

technological advancement. Mussa
7
 identifies a number of elements associated with 

globalisation, which I believe can be useful in explaining an increase in air travel. For 

instance, he points out the importance of migration and the movement of people in fostering 

globalisation of trade. With the case of the EU, increased mobility brought about by the 

Schengen agreement
8
 in 1985 allowed for freedom of movement of people and goods within 

an area that previously required visa and passport checks. Such a lack of restrictions meant 

that travelling or migrating for work and education became common European practices. 

Thus a rise in air travel was expected.  

Mussa then highlights the significance of improvements in transport and communication 

technologies alongside changing mind sets of individuals and societies who are now in favour 

of taking advantage of the lowered costs these technologies bring. Accordingly, changes in 

the transport market are met with changes in public opinion. This means that it becomes 

normal to desire the lowered prices brought about by the globalisation process. Although this 

view is somewhat contradictory to my hypothesis, it is important in explaining the process of 

normalisation of attitudes which accompany societal change.   

Technological advancements cannot be addressed without giving specific importance to 

the rise of the internet, most remarkably as a source on travel and holidays. As internet usage 

grew throughout the late 1990s and 2000s, there was a shift from travel agent towards the 

internet as the key source on holiday information. This gave more power to the customer in 

terms of choice and price and is another element of change which can account for the growth 

of air travel, as airlines and travel providers, gradually introduced an online purchasing 

system.  

The increase in technological advancement is a concept further examined by Gursoy and 

Umbreit
9
 with particular relation to tourism. They examined the change in the manner in 

which travellers seek information relating to holidays from 1997 onwards and discovered that 

                                                 

7
 Michael Mussa, “Factors driving Global Economic Integration” (paper presented at the Global Opportunities 

and Challenges symposium, Wyoming, USA, 25 August 2000), 

http://www.imf.org/external/np/speeches/2000/082500.htm (accessed 7 May 2010). 
8
 Schengen agreement: The Schengen area and cooperation are founded on the Schengen Agreement of 1985. 

The Schengen area represents a territory where the free movement of persons is guaranteed. The signatory 

states to the agreement have abolished all internal borders in lieu of a single external border. Here common 

rules and procedures are applied with regard to visas for short stays, asylum requests and border controls. 

Europa, “The Schengen Area and Cooperation”, Summaries of EU legislation, 

http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/index_en.htm (accessed 14 May 2010). 
9
 Dogan Gursoy and Terry Umbreit, “Tourist Information Search Behaviour: Cross Cultural Comparison of 

European Member States,” in Information and Communication Technologies in Tourism, ed. Marianna Sigala, 

Luisa Mich, and Jamie Murphy (Vienna: Springer, 2007), 55-70. 
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in 1997 travel agents were identified as the most frequently used source of external 

information by EU tourists travelling within other European countries. In this same year the 

internet was only identified in one segment out of five as an important source of information. 

However, in the 2005 survey the internet had become a segment of its own with around 47% 

of those surveyed placing it as their number one source of information. This considerable 

change highlights the increasing importance of internet usage, in terms of tourism and air 

travel, throughout this time period. It is further emphasised in Figure 3, which compares the 

information sources utilised in 2009 and 2010 by Europeans when searching for holiday 

information.  

 

 

Figure 3: Information sources when deciding about holidays.
10

 

The survey shows that the majority of respondents (38% in 2009 and 42% in 2010) 

considered the internet of more importance when deciding on holidays than travel or tourist 

agencies (22% in both 2009 and 2010) and catalogues and guidebooks. The only source more 

significant than the internet was recommendations from friends and colleagues, with a 

considerable disparity between the top two ranked sources.
11

 

Returning to Figure 1, the most notable figures in the table are those of Italy and Spain 

with around 200% and 135% increased air travel activity respectively. These figures are not 

surprising, given the European inclination toward Mediterranean holidays. Spain and Italy 

                                                 

10
 European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer 291, 40.  

11
 Ibid. 
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have had the highest tourist figures for nights spent in a hotel or similar establishment every 

year between 1998 and 2008.
12

  

However, for this study, the most significant of the figures highlighted in Figure 1 are 

those of the United Kingdom and Germany showing more than a 70% and 58% increase in 

air travel respectively. These figures clearly are incomparable to those of Italy or Spain. 

However, the increase is notable because within the ten year period in which these figures 

were collected, budget airlines experienced their largest expansion within these two 

countries. In fact, by 2009 Ryanair, the initial European airline to adopt the budget model,
13

 

had established a total of eleven bases in the UK and five in Germany.
14

 Consequently, it is 

necessary that, alongside the factors of globalisation and technological advancement 

addressed previously, the budget airline boom must be identified as one of the key 

components behind Europe’s substantial boost in air travel.  

The budget airline boom explained: Southwest Airlines and lean 

manufacturing  

The success of the budget airline industry in Europe is irrefutable. Ryanair, Europe’s most 

popular “no frills” airline, operates more than one thousand routes to over one hundred and 

fifty destinations and in 2009 carried more than sixty five million passengers.
15

 Easyjet, the 

second most successful of Europe’s budget airlines, flew over forty six million passengers on 

five hundred routes to one hundred and eighteen destinations in the same year.
16

 Where 

previously air travel had been the preserve of the business classes or simply another aspect of 

a package holiday, budget airlines quickly made air travel accessible and affordable to all 

sectors of society within a relatively short period of time. So, while the market prosperity of 

Europe’s budget airlines is impossible to deny, it is the means by which they have achieved 

this feat which is of importance. At this point a discussion on the technical aspects of the 

budget airline approach becomes necessary. 

The primary success of the budget airline lies in its model. Ryanair’s chief executive, 

Michal O’Leary, adopted the “no frills” approach in the late 1980s from the highly successful 

                                                 

12
 European Commission, “Nights Spent in Hotels and Similar Establishments”, Eurostat, 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=ttr00012&plugin=1 

(accessed 9
 
May 2010). 

13
 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair: How a small Irish Airline Conquered Europe (London: Aurum Press, 2004). 

14
 Ryanair, “About Us, 2010”, Ryanair Ltd, http://www.ryanair.com/en/about (accessed 2 May 2010). 

15
 Ryanair, “About Us, 2010”, Ryanair Ltd, http://www.ryanair.com/en/about (accessed 2 May 2010). 

16
 Easyjet, “Turning Europe Orange, 2010”, Easyjet Airline Company Ltd, http://corporate.easyjet.com/ 

(accessed 2 May 2010). 
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American budget airline, Southwest Airlines, who describes the secret to success as follows: 

“If you get your passengers to their destinations when they want to get there, on time, at the 

lowest possible fares, and make darn sure they have a good time doing it, people will fly your 

airline”.
17

 By applying a strategic time saving sequence to all aspects of the flight, Southwest 

managed to greatly reduce the turnaround time between flights, thus enabling increased 

aircraft usage throughout the day. Ryanair had initially attempted to be a low cost carrier to 

rival national Irish airline Aer Lingus. However Tony Ryan, its creator, was unable to create 

a financially viable framework for his young airline and was swiftly losing revenue. O’Leary 

saw the potential of the Southwest model and with Ryan’s support implemented it urgently. 

The results were instant and over a period of twenty years the Southwest model has become 

synonymous with Ryanair and has been adopted by most, if not all, major budget airlines in 

Europe - all with varying levels of success.
18

 

The profitable nature of Southwest airlines can only be understood when the interrelated 

nature of its practices are emphasised. Southwest airlines were the first to brand themselves 

as low-fare, designing a business model aimed solely at providing scheduled flights at a very 

low cost: “Southwest realised that its aircraft would only make money when they were in the 

air and that the key to survival was to squeeze as many flights out of its planes every day. 

Southwest pioneered the twenty five minute turnaround.” 
19

 This turnaround process became 

referred to as the Southwest Effect and was later adopted in Europe as the Ryanair Effect due 

to Ryanair’s unprecedented and successful implementation of Southwest’s time saving 

practices.          

The whole process was helped along by the innovative approach to staffing in which there 

was no demarcation of specific roles, everyone helped out where needed from baggage 

handlers to pilots. Rapid servicing and low training costs were guaranteed as Southwest 

maintained only one type of aircraft, the Boeing 737. On board the streamlining continued 

with no pre-assigned seating and peanuts being offered instead of in-flight meals. Finally, the 

airline flew to secondary, peripheral airports, rather than congested hubs in the centre, in 

order to save time in turnaround and save money on landing costs. Along with these 

                                                 

17
 Southwest, “We Weren’t Just Airborne Yesterday, 2010”, Southwest Airlines, 

http://www.southwest.com/about_swa/airborne.html (accessed 14 May 2010). 
18

 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair (2004). 
19

 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair, (2004), 68. 
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innovations, staff members were encouraged to be exuberant and friendly, with practical 

jokes and singing being common on many flights.
20

 

This model of business is often likened to the Lean Manufacturing Principal, or simply: 

lean, a production process that eliminates expenditure of resources on those things that reduce 

value for the customer. Ruffa views its central strategy as, “avoiding wasteful activities, 

delays, and inventories that consume resources but do not add to customer value.”
21

 Lean 

includes the use of product families (wherein people, equipment and processes work together 

to produce groups of common products) much in the same way the Southwest model trains 

all staff together in all areas in order to maintain its dynamism: “The end result is turning out 

greater quality at higher speeds using less of everything, from factory space to labour 

hours.”
22

 The combination of these features amounted to an exceptionally successful model 

which has been profitable from the very beginning, even throughout the recession of the 

1990s, always with the concept of customer value at its core. Southwest’s success, trading on 

the New York Stock Exchange for eleven billion dollars, is a testament to the success of the 

lean principal and the reason behind O’Leary’s and Ryan’s interests in implementing a 

similar form in Ryanair.
23

 

As a testament to the innovation of Kelleher’s model, Ryanair implemented it into almost 

every facet of their rejuvenated airline. From the outlying airports to the multi-trained staff, 

the Southwest strategy allowed Ryanair to cut expenditure, decrease ticket prices and watch 

profits rise. However, while Southwest was commended by customers on their cost cutting 

approach with a smile, Ryanair’s practices have long been met with suspicion and at times 

with animosity. Ryanair is synonymous with controversy, whether it is in its advertising 

practices or its cost reducing strategies. 

Ryanair: successful amidst the controversy 

Ryanair attracts criticism in many arenas and from many corners. As Ryanair utilises 

newspaper advertising on a regular basis, it is not unexpected that a notable amount of this 

criticism comes from the written media. The Guardian Online has taken a particular stance 

against them often dedicating entire columns to tongue-in-cheek assertions on their practices 

and advertising campaigns. Often reported on are the “hidden charges” Ryanair are said to 

                                                 

20
 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair, (2004).  

21
 Michael Ruffa, Going Lean: How the Best Companies Apply Lean Manufacturing Principles to Shatter 

Uncertainty, Drive Innovation and Maximise Profits (New York: McGraw-Hill 2008), 221. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair (2004).  
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implement which bump up the price of a fare advertised as low cost to that of what may well 

be considered a fare for any established airline. Bachelor reports in this vein in September 

2009. When referencing data collected by research group Idea Works she asserts, “the airline 

is renowned among consumers for its extra charges, which can more than treble the original 

quoted price of a ticket in some cases.”
24

 The Guardian’s interest in Ryanair can be observed 

in their numerous pieces dedicated to Ryanair’s pricing policy. Milmo in November 2009 

also reported on increased check-in charges, highlighted by the Air Transport Users Council, 

quoting O’Leary who advised that “customers could escape the check-in charges by booking 

a promotional fare.”
25

 

Suggestions such as these that customers have to “escape” charges, as well as declaring 

that Ryanair are “renowned...for extra charges”, serve to illustrate The Guardian’s 

disillusionment with Ryanair and their practices. However, at times they have surprised 

readers with more humorous jibes at the airline. They ran a “Ryan-Miles”
26

 competition 

asking readers to guess which of Ryanair’s airports was farthest from its suggested 

destination. The answer was given as Disney Land (Reims) which is, in fact, more than a 

hundred miles away from Euro Disney. The absurdity came in the prize which they offered: a 

holiday to visit O’Leary’s home farm in Mullingar, Ireland. 

Ryanair’s advertising campaigns often come under as much fire as their pricing practices 

due to their use of provocative and at times intentionally offensive ads. It seems to be the 

Ryanair attitude however, that there is no such thing as bad publicity. Paul Fitzsimmons, head 

of communication at Ryanair once stated: “We have made a conscious decision to take a very 

direct approach (to advertising) because what we are trying to do is stand out from the crowd 

and the kind of woolly nonsense of the type where people love the ads but can’t remember 

the product.”
27

         

Many of the advertisements that have been deemed controversial are listed by year on 

their website in the “About us” section, a testament to the kind of attitude adopted by 

Fitzsimmons and the marketing team. Take for instance an advertisement which shows 

                                                 

24
 Lisa Bachelor, “Ryanair Reaps More than £500m from Extra Charges”, Guardian Online, 11 September 

2009, Consumer affairs section, http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2009/sep/11/ryanair-baggage-charges 

(accessed 12 December 2009). 
25 

Dan Milmo, “Ryanair Scraps airport Check-in Desks”, Guardian Online, 30 November 2009, Business 

section, http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2009/sep/30/ryanair-scraps-airport-check-in (accessed 12 

December 2009). 
26

 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair (2004), 4. 
27

 Fitzsimmons quoted by Dalby, “Fasten Your Seatbelts, it’s a Ryanair ad,” The Sunday Times, Times Online, 5 

December 2004, Business section. http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/article399005.ece (accessed 

14 May 2010). 
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Mannekin Pis, a urinating boy famous in Brussels and symbol of Belgium, with the line, 

“Pissed off with Sabena’s High Fares? Low fares have come to Belgium!”
28

 The ad which 

appeared in 2001 was deemed “offensive” by Belgian airline Sabena as it was used during the 

time when the company was on the brink of declaring bankruptcy. However, Ryanair do not 

shy away from this negative publicity often using advertising to highlight their benefits while 

pointing out other airlines’ flaws. When Ryanair came up against competition from German 

airline Lufthansa whilst trying to secure routes in Germany, they celebrated the closing of 

their deal with airport Frankfurt-Hahn by painting “Auf Wiedersehen Lufthansa” on the side 

of their new German-based aircraft.
29

  

O’Leary suggests that “only by continuously challenging accepted conventions and 

questioning costs can we continue to lower costs and fares, while improving our customer 

service.”
30

 It is often ignored that many of the cost-cutting practices which budget airlines 

like Ryanair implement, are done so ultimately for the benefit of the passenger. This is 

because some of the measures implemented seem truly disconnected from the issues of 

reduced revenue and cost, such as the practice of providing nausea bags only when needed, 

staff purchasing their own uniforms
31

 as well as the current debate on possibly charging one 

euro to use the loo, a measure that O’Leary declares will be installed in newer Boeing 737s, 

the Ryanair aircraft of choice. However, he suggests “this will help reduce fares by at least 

five percent.”
32

 O’Leary, in his monthly greeting in Ryanair Magazine, even advocates 

standing tickets as a money saver, suggesting “up to twenty vertical seats on each flight will 

be fare free while others will be fifty percent cheaper than traditional seats.”
33

   

As illogical as Ryanair’s techniques may seem in that they may cause offense and could, 

in theory, alienate customers, the opposite seems to be true if Ryanair’s customer statistics 

are used as a point of examination. In every year since they have implemented the budget 

model they have experienced unprecedented growth in passenger numbers. In 1988 they 

carried 592.000 passengers, in 1998 they carried 4.629.000 and in 2008 they carried 

58.565.663.
34

 Whether this rise is despite of, or due to, the vast amounts of publicity that each 

of their “stunts” create, cannot be assessed but it is clear that despite these well published 

                                                 

28
 Ryanair, “About Us, 2010,” Ryanair Ltd, http://www.ryanair.com/en/about (accessed 2 May 2010). 

29
 Siobhan Creaton, Ryanair (2004). 

30
 Michael O’Leary, “Welcome Aboard Ryanair,” Ryanair Magazine, February 2010, 9. 

31
 Sven Gross and Alex Schroder, Handbook of Low Cost Airlines: Strategies, Business Processes and Market 

Environment (Gottingen: Hubert and Co 2007). 
32

 Michael O’Leary, “Ryanair Cost Saving Proposal: toilet Charge,” Ryanair Magazine, February 2010, 9. 
33

 Michael O’Leary, “Ryanair Innovation: Standing Tickets,” Ryanair Magazine, December 2009, 7. 
34

 Ryanair, “About Us, 2010,” Ryanair Ltd, http://www.ryanair.com/en/about (accessed 2 May 2010). 
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issues passengers still choose to fly with budget airlines like Ryanair. So, can cost alone 

justify such loyalty? Although the answer to this question may ultimately be affirmative, I 

propose examining other matters which may further account for the reliability of passengers 

choosing to travel with budget airlines. 

Why fly budget if you’re not in it for the bargain? 

Why fly budget if you’re not in it for the bargain? Firstly, the choice may not just be limited 

to choosing flying over other means of transport but also to flying with a budget carrier over 

a national airline. This could explain the success of budget airlines through the idea that 

customers may choose such airlines over a regular established airline as it is often suggested 

that they fly the same routes as larger established airlines but more frequently and more 

rapidly. It may be a preconceived notion by passengers that there are more flights daily by 

budget airlines than by others due to the stress placed on rapid turnaround by airlines such as 

Ryanair. Being able to choose from a number of flights at times that suit the customer’s needs 

means flying with budget airlines may simply be more convenient and as a result customers 

buy seats with them as opposed to larger national airlines.  

Secondly, an increase in eco tourism addresses the issues of sustainability in air travel and 

the transport sector in general: ‘‘Changed consciousness within societies is leading to an 

increase in ‘eco tourism’, an increase in activities conducted in harmony with nature.”
35

 

These are clearly contemporary issues, with the United Nations Climate Change Convention 

in Copenhagen in December 2009 bringing the issue to the forefront of European current 

affairs. Holden proposes that: 

Transport is a major contributor to the local, regional and global pollution of air, 

soil and water. Chief among transport’s global impacts is its contribution to 

climate change... air pollution is the main local and regional impact, with major 

effects on human and ecosystem health. Some 10% of the population of the EU is 

estimated to be seriously annoyed by aircraft noise.
36

 

Could the success of budget airlines be attributed to the fact that they say they aim to address 

these issues? 

Ryanair and Easyjet, among many budget airlines, address sustainability as key issues on 

their websites. Both have sections dedicated solely to their efforts in carbon offsetting and 

reducing air pollution. They mutually address the fact that older aircraft emit higher amounts 

                                                 

35
 Norbet Vanhove, The Economics of Tourist Destinations (Oxford: Elsevier, 2005), 58. 

36
 Erling Holden, Achieving Sustainable Mobility: Everyday and Leisure-time Travel in the EU (Hampshire: 

Anthony Rowe, 2007), 5. 
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of carbon dioxide while illustrating their newer fleets in relative aircraft terms. For example, 

Easyjet states that ‘‘a traditional airline flying the same route as us, using the same plane, 

emits 27% more carbon per passenger km. Easyjet is proud to fly newer planes ...our average 

fleet age is three point four years old.’’
37

 Ryanair have a similar stance claiming that: 

Ryanair's steady growth is being achieved in the most environmentally friendly 

and sustainable way by investing in the latest aircraft and engine technologies 

(which have reduced fuel burn and CO2 emissions by 45% over the past ten 

years) and the implementation of certain operational and commercial decisions 

that help to further minimise environmental impacts (by an additional 10% 

between 1998 and 2008).
38

 

It is impossible for any airline to be completely environmentally friendly but it is possible 

that the efforts of budget airlines, as well as their tendency to use newer aircraft, may explain 

that customers choose them because of environmental concerns. The fact that they use newer 

aircraft can also be considered as a counter argument to the claim that budget airlines are not 

always as safe as larger airlines.
39

 

Finally, alongside changing environmental concerns it is possible that a change or 

evolution in the expectations and desires of travellers and tourists may have occurred. Poon 

adopts such a stance and indentifies two values that she believes have changed in passenger 

attitudes to travel. Firstly, she is certain of mounting evidence that “the fashion for sun is 

beginning to fade and that sunshine is no longer sufficient to build a viable and sustainable 

tourism industry.” This shift, she suggests, has led holiday providers to change their standard 

systems and now “destinations have begun to offer ‘sun-plus’ holidays.”
 40

  

The second changed value she suggests is that tourists have changed in their travel desires 

and now search for something different in their holidays: “the new traveller wants to 

experience the inexperienced, see the unexpected, gain impressions of new cultures and a 

new horizon.”
41

 Her outlook is shared by Krippendorf who also argues that travel motivations 

have modified from “to recover, to rest, to have no problems” to “to experience something 

different, to have fun, to have a change, to be active.”
42

 Poon’s notion that passengers have 

changed in both their desires and motivations to travel may account for passenger loyalty to 
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budget airlines and could therefore explain their continued success in the European air travel 

market. For instance, it could be suggested that an ever contracting Europe has both created 

desire and the enthusiasm in passengers to fly to destinations they previously never thought 

logistically realisable. This desire, linked with the trend of budget airlines to fly to outlandish 

airports, creates a new brand of tourism in non-traditional destinations. O’Leary is a fan of 

this notion, often quoted as saying, “I don’t give a toss where people want to go. I’m in the 

business of creating a market for people to go where they have never heard of”.
43

 A glimpse 

at the long list of destinations available when flying with Ryanair does highlight this notion. 

With flights to Nyköping (Stockholm Skavsta), Sandefjord (Oslo Torp) and Beauvais 

(France),
44

 it becomes obvious that budget airlines like Ryanair have mastered the art of 

destination creation which seems to fit with what Poon views as a developing customer desire 

to investigate these unexplored destinations.  

Although each of the above suggestions, choosing budget over national airlines, 

sustainability and changing tourist attitudes, may go a distance to explaining budget airline 

success in non-economic terms, they are not without their criticisms. For example, the notion 

that budget airlines are chosen as they offer more daily flights than normal national carriers 

can be checked by means of a simple online search of any of the top European destinations’ 

most prominent airlines. Searching for a one-way flight between Dublin and Berlin with 

Ryanair on 17 May 2010 brings up two possible choices.
45

 However, the same destination 

can be reached from Madrid with Iberia
46

 and from Paris with Air France
47

 much more often 

(three and five timetabled flights consecutively). Such a simple test cannot prove or disprove 

the theory but it serves to query the assumption that budget airlines offer more daily flights 

than national carriers. 

The theories that passengers have changed in their concerns and desires when travelling 

seem to reconcile with the notion that budget airlines may be successful for reasons other 

than cost alone. The drift towards eco-tourism is a contemporary topic as environmental 

concerns are currently and forcefully being addressed within Europe. However, it is difficult 

to ascertain statistically the impact such holiday types have upon the air travel industry as 
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little research has been conducted concerning the effects of eco tourism on air travel. The 

same, however, cannot be said of Poon’s theory on changing human desires. Her assertion 

that the fashion for sun holidays has passed, as well as Krippendorf’s theory that travellers no 

longer seek restful holidays are both contradicted in data collected by the Eurobarometer. 

Figure 4 below illustrates the motivations behind holiday choice in 2008 and 2009. 

 

Figure 4: The major motivation for EU citizen’s main holiday trip
48

 

In contradiction to Poon and Krippendorf’s theories that attitudes of those people choosing to 

travel have shifted in favour of non traditional holidays, this table illustrates that in fact the 

largest proportion of tourists in 2008 and 2009 were still seeking the traditional holiday based 

on the principles of “rest and recreation” and “sun and beach”. A drop by one percent in the 

amount or people choosing sun as their key motivation behind a holiday choice from 2008 to 

2009 is still notably higher than those people choosing culture/religion or wellness/health 

treatment as their goal. This drift towards non traditional, unusual holidays is further 

challenged by Figure 5 which actually illustrates an increase in the amount of people 

choosing traditional holiday types: 
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Figure 5: Preferred holiday destinations
49

 

The Eurobarometer points out that in the majority of countries surveyed, more people 

actually prefer “traditional” holiday destinations to “alternative or emerging” tourist 

destinations. This evidence does somewhat affect the theory that the success of budget 

airlines is due to the fact that they offer logistically viable means to more unusual locations 

and that tourists are more inclined towards this holiday type these days. However, it does not 

account for the hypothesis that their success could come from the fact that budget airlines are 

flying passengers to places they would already be going to such as these traditional 

destinations.  

Conclusion 

Through an examination of the current tourism market in Europe it appears that budget 

airlines are an industry that have received little research. Although there are copious amounts 

of evidence that suggest air travel to be one of the most popular transport methods in Europe 

it is becoming clear that budget airlines may soon need to be categorised in a sector apart 

from air travel in general. This is due to the revolutionary and dynamic nature of their 

business models which are not coherent with the practices of national and established airlines. 

I should note that I have faced an issue when attaining literature on budget air travel within 

Europe and for that reason feel it is important to continue my research in this area for my MA 

thesis.  

My research question asked: is money, both passenger cost and airline expenditure, the 

basis for the achievements of Europe’s budget airlines or are contemporary issues such as 
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sustainability and shifting customer attitudes also accountable? It is difficult to ascertain the 

degree to which factors outside of cost impinge upon the success of budget airlines in Europe. 

There is little evidence to suggest that sustainability or changing attitudes have any positive 

effect on the profits of airlines such as Ryanair. However, this is not to say that such 

considerations are not impacting in some areas. Once again, it comes back to the issue of 

limited literature. 

Maybe the most straightforward manner in which to explain the growth of budget airlines, 

alongside the issues of a fluctuating economy, is that people may simply travel more than 

they used to and that an increase in budget airlines can be noted alongside other changing 

trends as a by-product of lifestyle choices, health concerns, migration, immigration, work or 

the desire to see more of an ever contracting world. Then again, ascribing the success of 

budget airlines to these developments may be a little too optimistic if O’Leary is to be 

believed. In his opinion we, the travelling public, are nothing more that economic altruists 

always out for a bargain: “The European consumer would crawl naked over broken glass to 

get low fares.”
50
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