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Preface

This bachelor’s thesis was written as part of my studies in Wirtschaftsinformatik at the
Universitdit Hamburg. The topic of this thesis, measuring service quality during in-flight
incidents, piqued my interest as it represents an exciting connection between technological
systems and human interactions. In our increasingly globalized and interconnected world,
the aviation industry plays a central role, and the quality of customer service in stressful
situations, such as unexpected in-flight incidents, is crucial for passenger trust. My personal

Interest in aviation also motivated me to explore this topic in depth.

However, conducting this research posed several challenges. In particular, the limited
availability of data and direct literature on specific aspects of service quality during in-flight
incidents made the empirical analysis difficult. This required an intensive and creative
approach to the available sources, as well as a thorough exploration of related fields of study.
Despite these challenges, I was able to develop solid findings through targeted

methodological approaches.

Special thanks go to my supervisor, Prof. Dr. Stefan Vof3, whose continuous support and
valuable advice contributed significantly to the success of this thesis. Especially during the
final phase of the thesis process, he was not only academically supportive but also provided
assistance beyond the scope of the thesis. I am deeply grateful for his constant availability

and invaluable guidance.

I hope that this thesis will contribute to research in the field of service quality in aviation and
will serve as a basis for further studies aimed at improving service processes in critical

situations.

Lisbon, 04.10.2024
Philipp Borkers
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Context

Air travel 1s widely regarded as one of the safest modes of transportation globally. According
to the IATA Annual Safety Report (2023), the commercial aviation industry experienced 30
total accidents in 2023, a notable improvement from 42 accidents in 2022. The all-accident
rate decreased from 1.30 per million sectors in 2022 to 0.80 in 2023, with an average of one
accident for every 880,293 flights. Despite these impressive safety statistics, the possibility
of in-flight emergencies cannot be completely ruled out. For instance, on January 5th, 2024,
Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 experienced an in-flight emergency when a panel detached from
the fuselage during ascent, causing rapid decompression and necessitating an emergency

landing.

While these emergencies are rare, they differ significantly from regular flight operations in
terms of both the expectations of passengers and the response required by airline staff. In
normal conditions, airlines are primarily judged on on-time performance, comfort, pricing,
and in-flight services, such as entertainment or food. However, service quality plays an even
more critical role during an in-flight emergency. How an airline manages such a situation—
mncluding how well the crew communicates with passengers, provides safety measures, and
offers post-incident support—can significantly affect the passengers’ perception of the

airline and can drastically affect customer loyalty.

The case of Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 highlights the unique challenges airlines face during
emergencies. In such situations, passengers’ immediate concerns shift dramatically. Their
focus moves away from comfort or punctuality to more pressing needs such as
communication, safety equipment functionality, and the ability of the airline’s crew to
manage the crisis effectively. This case emphasizes the importance of service quality in high-
stress situations, showcasing how airlines must be well-prepared to maintain passenger trust

and safety under extraordinary circumstances.

This study focuses on assessing the service quality provided by Alaska Airlines during this
specific in-flight emergency. By developing a new measurement tool and applying it to this
case, the aim is to understand both the airline's strengths and areas for improvement in its

Crisis response.
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1.2 Problem Statement

While much research has been conducted on general service quality in aviation (Zhang et
al., 2023), more attention needs to be given to how service quality is perceived during in-
flight emergencies. These situations are uniquely stressful and present distinct challenges for
both passengers and crew. One reason for the lack of research in this area is the infrequency
and unpredictability of such incidents, making them difficult to study systematically.
Additionally, the highly individualized nature of each emergency means that generalizing
findings from one event to another is challenging, further complicating efforts to develop a

unified framework for measuring service quality in these contexts.

Moreover, existing tools for measuring service quality, such as the widely used SERVQUAL
model, are well-suited for routine airline operations but must be more sufficient to capture
the complexities of service delivery during emergencies. These models assess standard
dimensions of service like reliability, responsiveness, and tangibles, but they fail to account
for the heightened passenger needs during a crisis. Furthermore, there currently needs to be
a specific framework tailored to evaluate service quality in crises, and gathering reliable data
1s particularly challenging due to the infrequency of such events and the sensitive nature of

passengers' experiences.

The degree of service quality in emergencies is crucial because a poorly handled crisis can
drastically undermine customer trust and loyalty. Passengers may turn to negative reviews,
refuse to fly with the airline again, or even take legal action. Conversely, a well-managed
emergency can enhance customer loyalty, showcasing the airline’s reliability,
responsiveness, and commitment to passenger safety and well-being. This makes it essential
for airlines to develop strategies for handling such crises, as maintaining high service quality
during emergencies can help preserve the airline’s reputation and customer base. Thus, it is
in every airline's best interest to analyze earlier incidents and emergencies to identify areas

for improvement.

Due to the distinctiveness of each in-flight emergency, it is essential to define the specific
problem addressed in this research. This is particularly important because, in developing a
framework to assess service quality in such situations, a certain level of generalizability is
necessary to make similar incidents comparable. Clearly defining the problem as an in-flight

emergency that leads to a perceived life-threatening situation and forces an emergency
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landing makes it possible to establish criteria that can be applied to other comparable cases.
This ensures consistency in evaluating the service quality across different incidents, allowing

for more accurate assessments and actionable insights.

As defined in the Code of Federal Regulations (Annual Edition) by the National
Transportation Safety Board (2024b), an accident involves an aircraft operation during
which any person suffers death or serious injury or the aircraft sustains substantial damage.
In contrast, an incident refers to occurrences associated with aircraft operations that affect,
or could affect, the safety of operations but do not result in severe injury or significant
aircraft damage. For this study, the term "emergency" will be used interchangeably with

"incident”.

The primary concern is the service directly related to the in-flight emergency and its
aftermath. Therefore, service attributes that occur prior to the incident, such as the check-in
process, boarding procedures, baggage handling, or pre-flight communications, are outside
the scope of this investigation. Instead, the focus will be on service elements that passengers
experienced from the moment the emergency occurred—during the incident on board, at the
airport following the emergency landing, and in the post-incident treatment provided by the
airline. This includes, but is not limited to, the communication and actions of the crew during
the emergency, the adequacy of the safety equipment, the handling of passengers' emotional
and physical well-being, and the post-incident support services offered, such as

compensation or counseling.

The Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 case serves as a pertinent example highlighting the existing
gap 1n service quality research during in-flight emergencies. On January Sth, 2024, a panel
broke away from the aircraft's fuselage during ascent, triggering rapid decompression and
necessitating an emergency landing (National Transportation Safety Board, 2024a). This
event created a life-threatening scenario for passengers, raising their expectations of the
airline’s crisis management and service response. By analyzing the service quality in this
specific case, this research seeks to identify how airlines can enhance their emergency

response to better address passenger needs in such critical situations.
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1.3 Research Aim and Objectives

The primary research question for this study is: "How can the service quality on Alaska
Airlines Flight 1282 during the incident be assessed, highlighting both the strengths and

weaknesses in the airline's response?”.

This question aims to explore both the strengths and weaknesses in Alaska Airlines' service
delivery during the in-flight emergency. To answer this, it will be necessary first to define
the specific aspects of service quality relevant to such an incident. Traditional service quality
dimensions will be examined within the unique context of an in-flight emergency, where

passengers' needs and expectations shift dramatically.
The purpose of this research question 1s twofold:

Identify Strengths: By analyzing which service aspects were managed effectively, the
study seeks to highlight the positive actions taken by an airline that contributed to

passenger safety, comfort, and satisfaction during an emergency.

Highlight Areas for Improvement: Equally important is identifying service aspects
that require further enhancement. This could include areas where passengers felt
unsupported. Understanding these weaknesses will allow targeted recommendations

to improve future emergency service responses.

Addressing this research question, the study will contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of how airlines can improve their service quality, specifically in high-stress

emergency situations, ultimately helping to enhance passenger trust and loyalty.

To effectively achieve the primary goal of this research—assessing the service quality of
Alaska Airlines Flight 1282—a modified service quality measurement model is used. This
study seeks to adapt an existing model to address better the unique challenges posed by in-
flight emergencies. The main focus is on understanding how passengers perceived the
airline's crisis management and overall service delivery during this critical situation, aiming

to 1dentify strengths and areas that require improvement.

A secondary objective 1s to develop or adapt a service quality measurement framework
suitable for in-flight emergencies. It can measure the service quality in the Alaska Airlines

case. The need for an adapted model arises because measuring service quality during in-
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flight emergencies presents unique challenges that existing methods still need to be fully
equipped to address. Factors such as the difficulty in collecting data due to privacy concerns
and the difficult access to involved passengers for information gathering, the unpredictable
nature of emergencies, and the heightened safety and communication demands make it clear
that existing models are not reliable or comprehensive enough for these situations. As such,
the adaptation of both the measurement model and the data collection methodology is
necessary. These issues will be discussed throughout the study, highlighting the importance

of developing a more specialized tool to measure service quality in emergency scenarios.

1.4 Structure of the Study

This study begins with a theoretical foundation, focusing on the definition and impact of
service quality, a crucial concept for many industries, particularly aviation. This section
mtroduces core concepts such as the dimensions of service quality. Additionally, the
relevance of service quality within the aviation industry 1s explored, particularly concerning

its impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Following the theoretical framework, the Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 case is examined in
detail. A description of the incident, including the emergency landing and the airline's
immediate response, serves as the case study around which the analysis of service quality
will be structured. This provides context for understanding airlines' unique challenges during

in-flight emergencies and the critical role of service quality in such situations.

The methodology section explains the use of existing service quality measurement models,
focusing on adapting SERVPEREF to suit the specific context of in-flight incidences better.
This section also details the process of developing a new measurement tool, adapted from
established dimensions and items, to capture the distinct aspects of service quality during
crises. Data collection methods are explained, emphasizing the challenges associated with

obtaining relevant data in these rare and high-stress scenarios.

The adapted SERVPERF model is then applied to the Alaska Airlines case, presenting the
dimensions and items specifically tailored to measure service quality in an emergency
context. The analysis of the collected data is presented in a structured manner, offering

msights into how passengers perceived the airline's service during the incident.
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Finally, the results are discussed, identifying key strengths and weaknesses in the airline's
crisis management and service delivery. The discussion also includes implications for the
broader aviation industry, suggesting how airlines can enhance their service quality in
emergencies. Additionally, the methodology is critically evaluated, and the study's
limitations are acknowledged, providing a balanced reflection on the research process and
outcomes. The thesis concludes with a summary of findings and recommendations for future

research.
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2. Theoretical Foundation

This section provides the theoretical basis for understanding service quality, which is crucial
for the study’s analysis. It covers key definitions, relevant concepts, and the importance of
service quality, specifically focusing on its role in the aviation industry. Building on this
theoretical basis, the study is equipped to investigate the research question and the
difficulties in evaluating service quality during critical incidents such as in-flight

emergencies.

2.1 Definition and Impact of Service Quality

Defining and measuring service quality is inherently more challenging than assessing the
quality of tangible goods. As Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) point out, "When
purchasing goods, the consumer employs many tangible cues to judge quality: style,
hardness, color, label, feel, package, fit. When purchasing services, fewer tangible cues exist.
In most cases, tangible evidence is limited to the service provider's physical facilities,
equipment, and personnel." This distinction highlights the intangibility of services, making
the evaluation process more complex. While the quality of physical products can often be
directly inspected, service quality is primarily evaluated based on customer perceptions
shaped by their interactions and experiences. As a result, defining and measuring service
quality requires a nuanced approach that considers how well the service delivered aligns

with customer expectations.

Service quality 1s generally understood as the degree to which a service meets or exceeds
customer expectations. It is a measure of how effectively a company delivers a service that
aligns with what customers anticipate. Lewis and Booms (1983) define service quality as the
extent to which the delivered service matches customer expectations. Achieving high service
quality, therefore, involves consistently meeting or exceeding these expectations, influenced
by prior experiences and various elements of the service delivery process, including physical

evidence, service procedures, and the people involved in providing the service.

Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) further emphasize that service quality is
determined by "the discrepancy between customers’ expectations of service and their
perceptions of the service received." This definition underscores the importance of

understanding and managing customer expectations to deliver high-quality service.
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Expectations and perceptions are vital concepts in evaluating service quality. Expectations
serve as the benchmarks customers bring to a service experience, shaped by their past
interactions, word-of-mouth, and marketing messages. These expectations provide a
standard against which customers judge the service they receive. On the other hand,
perceptions reflect the customer's actual experience with the service, representing their
subjective assessment of how well the service met or fell short of their expectations. The
comparison between expectations and perceptions ultimately determines the perceived
service quality. When the service aligns with or exceeds expectations, it is deemed high

quality; when it falls short, it is considered poor.

The significance of service quality extends beyond customer satisfaction; it plays a pivotal
role in influencing a company's profitability. As Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) note,
maintaining high service quality fosters customer retention, which is more cost-effective
over time than managing high customer turnover. By consistently delivering superior
service, companies can build long-term customer relationships, reducing the need for costly

customer acquisition efforts and improving overall financial performance.

Moreover, the impact of service quality on a company's performance i1s profound, as it
directly influences customer behavior in ways critical to long-term success. Zeithaml, Berry,
and Parasuraman (1996) highlight that superior service quality fosters customer retention
and loyalty and encourages behaviors such as paying premium prices, recommending the
company to others, and increasing purchase volumes. These positive behaviors translate into
higher profitability and a sustained competitive advantage. Conversely, poor service quality
can lead to adverse outcomes, including customer complaints, reduced spending, and
defection to competitors. This relationship between service quality and profitability
underscores the strategic importance of consistently delivering high-quality service to

enhance customer satisfaction and drive business success.

2.2 Concepts of Service Quality

2.2.1 Dimensions

Dimensions are specific attributes or criteria used to evaluate the quality of a service. They
represent different aspects of a service that customers consider when forming their

perceptions of quality. These dimensions help break down the abstract concept of service

quality into measurable components.
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In their work on defining and measuring the quality of customer service, Lewis and Mitchell
(1990) provide an overview of various conceptualizations of service quality proposed by

different scholars.

Scholars have conceptualized service quality in various ways over the years, each
emphasizing different dimensions contributing to how customers perceive service quality.
Sasser et al. (1978) initially proposed three dimensions: levels of material, facilities, and
personnel, suggesting that service quality is not only about the outcome but also how the

service 1s delivered.

Gronroos (1984) introduced the idea of technical and functional quality, where technical
quality refers to what the customer receives, and functional quality pertains to how the
service 1s delivered, including the interaction between the service provider and the customer.
Lehtinen and Lehtinen (1982) expanded on this by identifying physical quality, corporate
quality, and interactive quality as crucial dimensions, further dividing service quality into

process quality (evaluated during the service) and output quality (evaluated after the service).

LeBlanc and Nguyen (1988) added that corporate image, internal organization, and customer
satisfaction are crucial contributors to perceived service quality. Edvardsson et al. (1989)
further refined these concepts by proposing four aspects: technical quality, integrative

quality, functional quality, and outcome quality.

The most widely recognized model, however, is that of Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1988), who
mitially identified ten dimensions of service quality but later condensed them to five:
tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. These dimensions have
become foundational in service quality research and practice. Additionally, Gronroos (1990)
suggested a sixth dimension, recovery, to address the importance of handling service failures

effectively.

2.2.2 Service Recovery

The service recovery concept refers to the systematic process that a company or service
provider undertakes to address and resolve service failures to restore customer satisfaction.
Service failures occur when the delivered service falls below customer expectations, and the
company's ability to recover from these failures directly impacts its relationship with the

customer. Effective service recovery is considered a critical component of overall service
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quality, as 1t can mitigate the adverse effects of a service failure and even enhance customer

loyalty when handled appropriately (Grénroos, 1988).

Key elements of service recovery include an apology, corrective action, compensation, and
clear communication. Timeliness and responsiveness are also essential in ensuring that the
recovery process 1s effective. For instance, the quicker a service provider acknowledges a
failure and takes steps to rectify it, the more likely they will maintain a positive relationship
with the customer. Research has shown that customers tend to judge the quality of recovery
based on fairness, whether they perceive the resolution to be fair regarding outcomes,

procedures, and interpersonal treatment (Tax, Brown, & Chandrashekaran, 1998).

In some cases, when a service recovery 1s handled exceptionally well, it can lead to increased
customer loyalty, a phenomenon known as the service recovery paradox. This paradox
suggests that customers may end up more satisfied after a well-handled failure than they
would have been if the service had been delivered flawlessly from the start (Michel, Bowen,
& Johnston, 2009). However, this outcome is not guaranteed, and poor service recovery can
lead to customer defection, negative word-of-mouth, and damage to the company's

reputation.

2.2.3 Customer Loyalty

Customer loyalty refers to the long-term commitment customers develop towards a service
provider, leading to consistent repeat purchases and favorable attitudes toward the brand.
This concept involves more than just satisfaction; it reflects a deep emotional attachment
and a willingness to advocate for the brand. Loyal customers tend to be less price-sensitive,
are more forgiving of minor service failures, and are likely to recommend the service

provider to others.

In service quality, customer loyalty is often a direct consequence of consistent and reliable
service that meets or exceeds customer expectations. According to Oliver (1999), loyalty
can be defined as “a deeply held commitment to rebuy or repatronize a preferred product or
service consistently in the future, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having
the potential to cause switching behavior.” This suggests that loyalty is not merely
transactional but relational, built through repeated positive experiences with a service

provider.
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Furthermore, customer loyalty has financial implications, as studies show that retaining loyal
customers is more cost-effective than acquiring new ones. Reichheld and Sasser (1990)
emphasized that increasing customer retention by just 5% can lead to profit increases of
between 25% and 95%. In addition, loyal customers are likely to engage in positive word-
of-mouth communication, significantly enhancing brand reputation and attracting new

customers without substantial marketing efforts.

The relationship between service quality and customer loyalty is particularly important in
the service industry. Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman (1996) found that superior service
quality leads to higher levels of customer loyalty, boosting customer retention and
profitability. Loyal customers are more likely to stick with a brand even during service

failures if recovery efforts are considered adequate.

In conclusion, customer loyalty 1s a critical concept in service quality, as it reflects the long-
term value customers bring to a service provider. Companies can foster loyalty by
consistently delivering high-quality service, which translates into sustained business growth

and competitive advantage.

2.3 Relevance of Service Quality in Aviation

Service quality has emerged as a crucial differentiator in the highly competitive aviation
industry. While price remains a dominant factor influencing customer choice, relying solely
on price competition is not sustainable for airlines in the long run. An exclusive focus on
price can lead to reduced service quality, which may negatively impact customer satisfaction
and, more critically, flight safety. Additionally, because airlines are adept at quickly
matching competitors' price reductions, competing only on price can result in a race to the
bottom that harms both the customer experience and the airline’s profitability (Jones and

Sasser, 1995)

As a result, airlines also focus on service quality as a means of differentiation. This is
particularly important given the intensifying competition in the aviation sector, where
multiple airlines often operate on the same routes. Ostrowski et al. (1993) note that in
markets where carriers offer similar pricing and schedules, service quality becomes the
primary factor distinguishing one airline. Moreover, globalization and the rise of
international travel have led to heightened customer expectations for high-quality. consistent
service across different regions and carriers. Customers now demand seamless experiences
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that meet their standards, regardless of the airline or destination, underscoring the growing

importance of service quality as a competitive advantage.

Service quality also plays a strategic role in differentiating traditional full-service airlines
from low-cost carriers. While full-service airlines emphasize a broader range of amenities
and higher service standards to attract and retain customers, low-cost airlines often focus on
minimizing costs by reducing the scope of onboard services (Kossmann, 2006). This
divergence in service strategies illustrates how different business models leverage service

quality to appeal to distinct market segments.

An essential component of service quality in aviation is the perception of safety. Passengers'
confidence in an airline's safety measures is a crucial factor influencing their overall
satisfaction and loyalty. Effective communication during flight delays or emergencies,
adherence to safety protocols, and well-trained staff are critical to enhancing passengers'
sense of security. This perception of safety and other service quality dimensions directly

impacts customer trust and the airline's reputation.

The importance of service quality varies across different markets and passenger types.
Abrahams (1983) highlights that expectations differ significantly between short-haul and
long-haul flights and between business and leisure travelers. For example, business travelers
may prioritize punctuality and efficiency, while leisure travelers might value comfort and
in-flight entertainment more. This variation suggests that airlines must tailor their service

offerings to meet different customer segments' diverse needs and preferences.

Empirical studies, such as those conducted by the Bureau of Transport and Communications
Economics (BTCE, 1994), confirm that service quality is a decisive factor in airline choice
for business and leisure travelers. Butler and Keller (1992) further emphasize that service
quality 1s ultimately defined by the customer, reflecting the concept's subjective nature. As
Chang and Yeh (2002) point out, the challenge in defining and measuring service quality in

aviation arises from its inherent heterogeneity, intangibility, and inseparability.

Service quality in aviation extends beyond the actions of the flight and cabin crew, who are
primarily responsible for passenger safety and comfort during flights. The overall service
experience 1s also influenced by technical support and maintenance services that ensure the

aircraft's operational readiness., such as functioning inflight entertainment systems and
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properly maintained lavatories. Internal airline departments or external vendors may provide
these services, including other airlines or airport facilities. Additionally, airport security
personnel play a vital role by safeguarding the aircraft, conducting security checks, and
screening baggage, acting as essential service providers in the broader aviation ecosystem

(Kossmann, 2006).

In summary, service quality's relevance in aviation 1s multifaceted, encompassing
competitive differentiation, customer satisfaction, and operational safety. As the industry
continues to evolve, maintaining high service quality standards will remain critical to

airlines' success in meeting their global customer base's diverse and growing expectations.

2.4 Crisis Management

In the aviation industry, crisis management is paramount due to the unpredictable nature of
emergencies and the high stakes in ensuring passenger safety and maintaining service
quality. Crises in aviation can range from technical failures, severe weather disruptions, and
in-flight medical emergencies to more extreme situations such as hijackings or terrorist
threats. In all these scenarios, effective crisis management becomes crucial not only for the
safety of passengers and crew but also for preserving the airline’s reputation and ensuring

minimal disruption to operations.

Crisis management i1s defined as the process by which an organization deals with a disruptive
and unexpected event that threatens to harm the organization or its stakeholders. According
to Ehsan Khodarahmi (2009), crisis management is essential for any business aiming for
success, particularly in environments as dynamic and complex as the 21st century.
Khodarahmi emphasizes that there is no "one-size-fits-all" strategy for crisis management;
mstead, flexibility and adaptability are key components of a practical approach. The author
points out that many organizations fail to learn from past mistakes and do not take proactive
measures to mitigate potential crises, leading to a more challenging management process

once a Crisis occurs.
The concept of crisis management involves several key components:

o Anticipation and Preparation: Effective crisis management requires organizations to
anticipate crises and prepare contingency plans. This involves identifying potential

risks, conducting regular training and drills, and establishing clear protocols for
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communication and decision-making during an emergency (Gundel, 2005).
Preparation also includes developing recovery plans that allow organizations to

return to normal operations after a crisis swiftly.

o Effective Communication: Communication is a critical element in managing any
crisis. Khodarahmi (2009) highlights that accurate and timely communication is vital
to prevent the spread of misinformation and to maintain public trust. Organizations
must ensure that their communication strategies are well-structured, providing clear,
concise, and honest information to all stakeholders, including passengers,
employees, and the media. This aligns with Wells’s (1978) and Ashcroft’s (1997)
findings, who argue that effective information management and communication are

crucial to successful crisis resolution.

o Flexibility and Adaptability: A successful crisis management plan must be flexible
enough to adapt to different situations. As crises are often unpredictable,
organizations need to be able to modify their responses based on the specific
circumstances they face. This adaptability i1s essential in handling both "normal"
disturbances, which are anticipated and planned for, and "abnormal" crises, which

are unexpected and require quick, decisive action (Mitroff & Alpaslan, 2003).

¢ Maintaining Public Trust and Reputation: An airline’s response to a crisis can
significantly impact its reputation. Transparency, honesty, and empathy are crucial
in maintaining public trust. According to Thomas and Fritz (2006), a well-managed
crisis can even enhance a company’s reputation if it demonstrates strong leadership,
effective communication, and a commitment to passenger safety. Conversely,

mishandling a crisis can lead to lasting damage to the airline’s brand and customer

loyalty.

o Continuous Learning and Training: Those are essential components of effective
crisis management, as they prepare organizations to respond swiftly and adaptively
to unpredictable events. Regular simulations, drills, and protocol updates ensure that
staff are well-equipped to manage a wide range of crises, enhancing organizational
resilience and maintaining operational stability (Robert & Lajtha, 2002). This
approach promotes a preparedness and continuous improvement culture, allowing

organizations to handle unforeseen situations confidently.
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o Learning from Past Crises: An essential aspect of crisis management is learning from
past incidents. Khodarahmi (2009) notes that organizations must analyze previous
crises to understand what went wrong and how similar situations can be avoided in
the future. This continuous improvement process helps refine crisis management

strategies and enhance organizational resilience.

In conclusion, effective crisis management in aviation is a multifaceted approach that
requires anticipation, preparation, flexibility, communication, coordination, and learning. By
Integrating these components, airlines can better manage crises, minimize damage, and
ensure a quick recovery, thereby maintaining their reputation and customer loyalty. The
importance of crisis management cannot be overstated, as it directly impacts airlines' overall

service quality and operational stability.
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3. Case Overview: The Incident of Alaska Airlines 1282

A relevant example of an in-flight incident that led to a perceived life-threatening situation
for passengers and necessitated an emergency landing (as defined in section 1.2) is Alaska
Airlines Flight 1282 (AA1282). This case is presented to provide a detailed understanding

of the events and the specific challenges faced by the airline during this emergency.

3.1 Description of the Incident

According to the National Transportation Safety Board (2024a), on January 5, 2024, at
approximately 17:14 local time, Alaska Airlines Flight 1282, a Boeing 737-9 with the
registration number N704AL, experienced a significant in-flight incident shortly after
takeoff from Portland International Airport (PDX), Portland, Oregon. Under normal flight
conditions, the aircraft was en route to Ontario, California (ONT), when a sudden and
unexpected rapid decompression occurred. This was caused by the departure of the left mid-

exit door (MED) plug from the aircraft during its climb to cruising altitude.

The flight crew, consisting of two crewmembers and four cabin crewmembers, reported a
loud bang and immediate physical effects of decompression, including popped ears and the
forceful removal of headsets. The flight deck door was blown open, and communication
became challenging due to the noise. The rapid decompression led the crew to declare an
emergency and request a descent to a lower altitude. The aircraft was cleared to descend to
10,000 feet and subsequently returned to PDX, where it landed safely on runway 28L
without further incident. All 177 occupants (171 passengers and six crew members) were
safely evacuated upon arrival at the gate, although seven passengers and one flight attendant

sustained minor injuries.

Initial examinations revealed that the separation of the MED plug adversely impacted the
aircraft's pressurization system, necessitating immediate emergency actions by the flight
crew. The investigation into the incident included an analysis of the aircraft’s structure, cabin
safety systems, and pressurization controls, revealing significant damage around the area of
the missing MED plug, particularly in seat rows 25 and 26, and deformation to various parts

of the cabin interior.

This incident, categorized as an accident due to substantial damage to the aircraft, prompted

an immediate investigation by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) and
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mvolved several parties, including Alaska Airlines, Boeing, and the Federal Aviation

Administration (FAA).

3.2 Context and Response of the Airline

In incidents such as the one involving Alaska Airlines Flight 1282, where an emergency
occurred during the flight, the airline, as a service provider, is particularly challenged to
maintain high service quality. Such situations amplify the expectations placed on airlines to

manage crises effectively and transparently.

Alaska Airlines, headquartered in Seattle, USA, services cities across the USA, Canada,
Mexico, and Costa Rica. The airline's reputation for quality service 1s well-recognized; it
was ranked as the best airline in the USA based on 2023 data from WalletHub (WalletHub,
2024) and placed 18th globally according to AirlineRatings.com (Geoffrey, 2024). While
the sources from WalletHub and AirlineRatings.com are not formal academic studies, they
utilize various methodologies to determine their rankings. These rankings reflect a
significant level of expectation from the public and passengers alike, underscoring the

airline's commitment to maintaining high standards of service and safety.

In response to the incident on Flight 1282, Alaska Airlines promptly initiated an
mvestigation. As a precautionary measure, the airline announced on its news channel that it
would temporarily ground its fleet of 65 Boeing 737-9 aircraft, stating, "Following tonight’s
event on Flight 1282, we have decided to take the precautionary step of temporarily

grounding our fleet of 65 Boeing 737-9 aircraft" (Ben Minicucci, 2024).

Furthermore, Alaska Airlines issued multiple press releases expressing regret over the

mncident and assured full cooperation with aviation authorities to determine its cause.
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4. Methodology

This section outlines the methodology for assessing service quality, focusing on the model
adapted to meet the specific demands of in-flight emergencies. The goal is to ensure that the
adapted model accurately reflects the passengers' expectations in high-stress situations.
Additionally, this section addresses the data collection methods employed to gather relevant
information for evaluating service quality, considering the unique challenges posed by

collecting data in the context of an emergency incident.

4.1 Measuring Instrument

4.1.1 SERVQUAL

When selecting an appropriate instrument for measuring service quality, the SERVQUAL
model stands out as one of the most widely used and recognized tools. As developed by
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988), SERVQUAL provides a structured framework
for assessing the gap between customer expectations and their perceptions of the delivered

service.

The success of SERVQUAL is due to several factors. First, the model offers comprehensive
coverage of service quality through five key dimensions: reliability, responsiveness,
assurance, empathy, and tangibles. These dimensions capture the essential aspects of service
quality relevant to customers across various industries (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry,
1988). Second, SERVQUAL is characterized by its flexibility and adaptability. The tool can
be easily modified to suit the specific needs of different industries and services, leading to
its widespread use in sectors such as healthcare, hospitality, and aviation (Buttle, 1996).
Third, SERVQUAL 1s appreciated for its simplicity and ease of use. It employs a
standardized survey technique that measures both customer expectations and perceptions,

allowing for the identification of specific gaps in service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988).

Furthermore, SERVQUAL is scientifically grounded and validated in numerous studies,
confirming its reliability and validity in various contexts. This solid empirical foundation
contributes significantly to the credibility and popularity of the tool (Zeithaml, Parasuraman
& Berry, 1990). The SERVQUAL model i1s a multidimensional instrument for measuring

service quality based on the assumption that service quality is determined by the gap between
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customer expectations and their actual perceptions of the service received. The smaller this

gap, the higher the perceived quality.

SERVQUAL uses a survey with 22 standardized items distributed across the five service
quality dimensions. Customers rate both their expectations of the service and their actual
experiences. By analyzing the difference scores between these two aspects, companies can
take targeted actions to improve their service quality (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry,
1988). In practice, SERVQUAL has proven to be extremely useful not only for evaluating
current service quality but also for making strategic decisions to enhance the customer
experience. It enables companies to identify weaknesses in their service and allocate

resources effectively to increase customer satisfaction and loyalty (Buttle, 1996).

The SERVQUAL instrument 1s one of the most widely used tools for measuring service
quality. It has been successfully applied in numerous studies to assess service quality in the
airline industry. For instance, Gilbert and Wong (2003), Huang (2010), and Park et al. (2004)
have utilized the SERVQUAL model to investigate passengers' perceptions of service
quality across various airlines. These studies have demonstrated that the SERVQUAL model
provides valuable insights into the dimensions of service quality that are significant to

passengers.

In addition, a specific measurement instrument tailored to the unique characteristics of the
airline industry has been developed, known as the AIRQUAL model (Bari et al., 2001). This
model was designed to measure service quality in airlines, considering air travelers' specific
needs and expectations. The AIRQUAL model will be discussed in more detail in Section

4.2.

Despite its widespread use and adaptability, the SERVQUAL model has also faced criticism.
One of the main critiques centers on the assumption that the gap between expectations and
perceptions is the best method for measuring service quality. Critics argue that measuring
expectations is often subjective and variable, which can affect the reliability and validity of
the results (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). Additionally, it 1s argued that the SERVQUAL model,
in its standard form, may only adequately cover some relevant aspects of service quality in
specific industries, such as aviation. Some of these criticisms and their relevance to
measuring service quality in the airline industry will be further discussed in the following

sections.

Philipp Borkers Bachelor Thesis 19



Bachelor Thesis
4.1.2 SERVPERF

SERVPEREF is an advancement of the SERVQUAL model and was proposed by Cronin and
Taylor (1992) as an alternative for measuring service quality. Unlike SERVQUAL, which
measures service quality by the gap between customers' expectations and their actual
perceptions of the service, SERVPEREF is based solely on experienced performance. This
model assumes that perceived service quality is best captured through customers' actual

experiences with the service without considering the subjective component of expectations.

Introducing the SERVPERF model aims to address a central issue with the SERVQUAL
model: the variability and subjectivity of customer expectations. Critics of the SERVQUAL
model, such as Cronin and Taylor (1992), argue that expectations are often vague and heavily
influenced by individual and situational factors, leading to biases and inaccuracies in
measurement. In contrast, SERVPERF eliminates this subjective component and focuses
solely on perceived performance, considered a more accurate and reliable method for

evaluating service quality (Cronin and Taylor, 1994).

The SERVPERF model uses the exact dimensions of SERVQUAL—reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibles—but focuses only on measuring the
actual service performance within these dimensions. Customers are asked to rate their

experiences on a scale, and the average score for each dimension indicates service quality.

Through this approach, SERVPERF offers a more objective and focused method for
measuring service quality. This is particularly useful for companies that wish to evaluate
their services based on clear and measurable criteria. The exclusive focus on performance
allows for identifying more targeted improvement measures and enhancing customer
satisfaction without being affected by fluctuations in customer expectations (Cronin &

Taylor, 1992).

Due to the criticism of the SERVQUAL model, the SERVPERF method has been chosen as
the measurement strument for this study. This decision is also based on the applicability
of SERVPEREF to the case of Alaska Airlines, where assessing expected service quality in
the context of rare events (such as the Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 incident) is particularly
challenging. For individuals not directly involved, it is difficult to evaluate expectations in
such a specific scenario, as it 1s hard to empathize with the situation, and no comparable

benchmarks are available.
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