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Summary 

This report analyses the results of consumer research carried out by the Civil Aviation 
Authority (CAA) in the first half of 2014. The objective of the research was to better 
understand consumers’ experiences of disruption to their journeys, and to help inform our 
approach to enforcing Regulation (EC) 261/2004, known as the Denied Boarding 
Regulations (DBRs). We carried out two different surveys: 

 Questions were added to the main CAA Passenger Survey, asking passengers at 
five UK airports whether they had experienced a disrupted flight in or out of the UK 
over the last three years. If they had, they were asked further questions about their 
most recent experience. The interviews were carried out during the first six months of 
2014. 2,553 respondents were interviewed, of which 749 said they had experienced 
disruption.  

 An online survey was posted on the CAA website. The survey was launched in 
December 2013, and 884 responses from the public received before the end of 
March 2014 have been analysed and reported. The survey was promoted primarily 
via the passenger advice pages of the CAA’s website. Consumers contacting the 
CAA’s Passenger Advice and Complaints Team (PACT) were also informed of the 
survey. 

 

Key findings 
It is important to be cautious about over-interpreting data from consumer surveys. 
However, the results do give us some cause for concern. Not only do they suggest that 
airlines’ attempts to look after disrupted passengers fall well below the expectations of 
those passengers, they also suggest that airlines are not meeting their basic legal 
obligations under the DBRs. This in turn implies that disrupted passengers are at a 
substantial risk of being left out of pocket or otherwise unduly inconvenienced than would 
be the case if the standard of compliance was good. 

The report is divided into chapters, each of which deals with a different aspect of the 
consumer experience of disruption. The key findings from each chapter are summarised 
below. 

 

Type of disruption 
 According to both surveys, delays were by far the most common form of 

disruption experienced by passengers. Weather and problems with the aircraft 
were the most common reasons given for disruption. 
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 Responses to the airport survey indicate that the average wait for delayed 
flights was four hours. For cancelled flights, passengers waited 13 hours on 
average. 

 

Flight status information 
 In both surveys we found considerable levels of dissatisfaction with the 

provision of information about flight status. This was particularly high for the 
online survey, perhaps due to the likelihood that consumers were completing 
that survey at the time of making a complaint about disruption to the CAA. 
This information is not covered under the DBRs, but is considered very 
important by passengers. 

 

How passengers were looked after 
 Around half of passengers who said they’d waited more than two hours for 

their flight told us they received no assistance from their airline. All of these 
passengers would have been entitled to assistance of some form under the 
DBRs. 

 The online survey looked specifically at the provision of information about 
legal rights (as required under the DBRs) and found that almost four in five 
passengers did not receive this information. 

 The airport survey found that a third of assengers were dissatisfied with how 
they were looked after during disruption. The corresponding figure from the 
online survey (which was completed by consumers who were most likely 
making a complaint about disruption to the CAA) was nine in ten. Again, this 
suggests that dissatisfaction with the actual disruption experience may be 
amplified by poor airline complaint handling.  

 

Consumer needs and awareness of rights 
 The most important need identified by respondents to the airport survey was 

information about the status of their flight. However, as noted above, there 
was considerable dissatisfaction with how this information was provided. 

 Despite public information campaigns and significant media coverage of 
passenger rights, almost one in five respondents to the airport survey said 
they do not know what they are entitled to if their flight is delayed or cancelled. 
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Complaints 
 The findings in this section are more open to interpretation due to the 

complexity of the issue and limitations of the survey approach (which we will 
seek to address in future surveys). However, the results suggest that 
passengers were dissatisfied with how airlines handled complaints at the time 
of disruption. 

 

Comparison of issues covered in both surveys 
The two surveys asked different questions – the airport survey add-on focused on the 
experience of disruption in general, while the online survey focused specifically on 
passenger rights under the DBRs, particularly the right to information about legal rights. 
We have therefore analysed the results separately and not attempted to combine them. 
However, we have identified some common issues that were covered in both surveys. 
Table 1 describes the findings from the surveys in these areas. 

 

Table 1: Comparison of common issues in each survey 

 CAA Passenger Survey  Online survey  

Number of responses  2,553  884  

Proportion who had experienced 
disruption in last 3 years  

30 per cent  100 per cent  

Proportion who had experienced a delay  73 per cent  81 per cent  

Proportion who had experienced 
cancellations  

20 per cent  19 per cent  

Satisfaction with treatment during 
disruption  

Dissatisfied or very dissatisfied 
= 34 per cent 

Treatment by airline poor or 
extremely poor = 92 per cent  

How satisfied were you with the 
information about flight status provided 
during disruption?  

Dissatisfied or very dissatisfied 
= 41 per cent 

Provided by airline poor or 
extremely poor = 89 per cent  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

About the CAA 
1.1 The Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) is the UK’s independent specialist aviation 

regulator. Our work is focused on: 

 Enhancing aviation safety performance by pursuing targeted and continuous 
improvements in systems, culture, processes and capability. 

 Improving choice and value for aviation consumers now and in the future by 
promoting competitive markets, contributing to consumers' ability to make 
informed decisions and protecting them where appropriate. 

 Improving environmental performance through more efficient use of airspace 
and make an efficient contribution to reducing the aviation industry's 
environmental impacts. 

 Ensuring that the CAA is an efficient and effective organisation which meets 
Better Regulation principles 

 

Policy and legal framework 
1.2 Our work on disruption is highly relevant to our strategic objective to improve choice 

and value for aviation consumers. Although disruption is relatively rare, it can cause 
major problems for aviation consumers when it happens. Delayed, cancelled, 
diverted or overbooked flights cause significant financial and non-financial harm to 
passengers, such as missing business meetings, losing valuable leisure time and 
discomfort and stress caused by waiting around in airports or in cramped conditions 
on board aircraft. 

1.3 Once passengers are caught up in disruption, there is often little they can do to 
resolve the problem themselves. Nor is it likely that they would have been able to 
fully anticipate the disruption happening at the time of booking. The European 
Commission has therefore introduced a range of passenger rights through 
Regulation (EC) 261/2004 (the Denied Boarding Regulations). These rights are 
intended to ensure that, if passengers are unlucky enough to be affected by 
disruption, they are looked after properly and provided with the assistance they 
need. We are responsible for enforcing the Denied Boarding Regulations (DBRs) for 
flights departing from UK airports or arriving at UK airports from non-EU states.  

1.4 The DBRs give passengers rights to the following things: 
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 Information on their legal rights 

 Care and assistance (e.g. meals and refreshments, overnight accommodation 
and access to telecommunications) 

 Reimbursement or re-routing 

 Financial compensation 

1.5 In order to meet Better Regulation principles, we take a proportionate and risk-
based approach to regulation. Such an approach requires reliable and robust 
evidence of consumer needs and detriment. Consumer research, such the surveys 
we describe in this report, helps us to both identify the areas we should focus on 
and monitor the market thereafter to ensure that any interventions we make are 
having the desired effect. We also aim to be a transparent and accountable 
regulator and enable our stakeholders to scrutinise and challenge the basis for our 
decisions, so we publish the findings of the consumer research we carry out. 

 

Research aims and objectives 
1.6 During 2014, we commissioned an online survey and a face-to-face survey at UK 

airports during 2014 to help us understand the experiences of passengers during 
disruption and inform our approach to enforcing the DBRs. Our approach to 
enforcement has recently changed, the main difference being an increased focus on 
the systems and processes airlines have in place to ensure they comply with their 
legal obligations, and this research has provided some of the evidence base for that 
change.  

1.7 This research did not look in detail at the consumer experience of making a 
complaint to an airline and claiming financial compensation once they have returned 
home from their trip. As a complaint handling body, we already have access to 
extensive intelligence on the problems consumers face in this area. 

1.8 Instead, the research sought primarily to improve our understanding of the 
consumer experience at the time of disruption, specifically what assistance and 
information disrupted passengers received and how satisfied they were with it.  
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Chapter 2 

Methodology 

2.1 This report presents the results of two separate pieces of research carried out by 
the CAA in the first half of 2014: an add-on to the CAA Passenger Survey at airports 
(which we refer to as the airport survey); and an online survey on the CAA’s 
website, which was specifically targeted at consumers contacting the CAA’s 
Passenger Advice and Complaints Team (PACT). In summary, the airport survey 
add-on is more representative of consumers at UK airports, while the online survey 
is more representative of consumers that have complained, or were in the process 
of complaining, to the CAA. 

2.2 Due to the significant methodological differences between the two surveys (see 
below) and the fact that they did not ask the same questions, we have not combined 
the results in our analysis. However, because there is significant overlap between 
the two surveys in a number of areas, we have chosen to present the findings 
thematically rather than separately. Each thematic chapter begins with a short 
discussion of the findings and, where relevant, the policy implications. Where our 
discussion of a theme includes results from more than one survey, we have been 
clear at each point which survey’s results we are referring to. 

2.3 With one exception (see Chapter4), it has also not been possible to draw any 
meaningful conclusions about the performance of individual airlines or airports from 
the results of the two surveys. This is due to limitations of the survey design, not 
least the small sample sizes involved. 

 

Airport survey 
2.4 The airport survey is a large-scale survey of departing passengers at UK airports. In 

2014, the CAA interviewed around 230,000 passengers at Heathrow, Gatwick, 
Stansted, Manchester, Luton, Birmingham, East Midlands, Leeds Bradford, 
Liverpool and Doncaster Sheffield. In addition to the main questions asked by the 
survey, we are able to include ad-hoc questions on a particular topic of interest. In 
this instance, we added a set of questions to understand passengers' experiences 
of flight disruption. This data is available on the CAA website, and it can be 
combined with the main airport survey data.  
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Weighting 
2.5 The main airport survey interviews are weighted to be representative of the number 

of passengers at low levels of aggregation (e.g. route - airline - quarter). This is 
possible because of its large-scale at the covered airports. However, only a small 
subset of respondents was asked the questions for the disruption add-on. 
Therefore, applying the standard survey weights to a small subsample for which 
they were not intended would not be appropriate, as they could generate distortions. 
Therefore, we report the results using un-weighted data. 

 

Sample description 
2.6 The disruption add-on interviewed 2,553 passengers at Heathrow, Gatwick, 

Manchester, Luton and Leeds Bradford airports. All passengers surveyed were 
asked Q1 (“Have you had a flight leaving a UK airport delayed or disrupted in the 
last 3 years?”). Nearly 30 per cent replied that they did, giving a sample base of 749 
respondents for questions 2 to 9. For those questions, passengers were asked 
about their most recent disruptive event. 

2.7 A subsample of the passengers – 17 per cent of those experiencing disruption – 
said they made a complaint relating to the disruption event. Those passengers were 
asked Q10-12. All passengers interviewed, regardless of whether or not they had 
experienced disruption in the last three years, were also asked Q13 and Q14 on 
their expectations of care and assistance in the event of disruption. 

 
Table 2: Summary of airport survey interviews 

Airport Nr of Interviews Nr Experienced 
Disruption 

Proportion who 
experienced 

disruption 

Leeds Bradford 176 67 38 per cent 

Gatwick 635 164 26 per cent 

Heathrow 989 332 34 per cent 

Manchester 413 109 26 per cent 

Luton 340 77 23 per cent 

Total 2,553 749 29 per cent 

 

  

Copyright United Kingdom Civil Aviation Authority 
Provided by IHS under License with UKCAA Licensee=Marshall of Cambridge Aerospace/9992343100, User=john, albert

Not for Resale, 04/18/2016 00:27:29 MDTNo reproduction or networking permitted without license from IHS

-
-
`
`
`
,
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
`
`
,
`
,
`
`
,
,
,
,
,
`
,
,
-
`
-
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
,
`
,
,
`
-
-
-

Full document details: UKCAA CAP 1258 2015

http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/ukcaa-cap-1258-2015
http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/ukcaa-cap-1258-2015


CAP 1258 Chapter 2: Methodology 

January 2015   Page 9 

Online survey 
2.8 Since December 2013, we have provided a link from the CAA website to an online 

survey hosted by SurveyMonkey, and have encouraged passengers contacting 
PACT to answer it. The survey remains open at the time of publishing this report. 
However, our analysis covers 884 responses which were received between 
December 2013 the end of March 2014.  

2.9 The results from the online survey should be treated with particular caution as they 
are not representative. Instead, they are based on a self-selecting sample of 
passengers, predominantly complainants, and who are likely to have been 
particularly dissatisfied with how they were treated at the point they completed the 
survey. 
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Chapter 3 

Type of disruption experienced 

Discussion 
3.1 Both surveys found that delays were by far the most common form of disruption 

experienced (73 per cent in the airport survey, 81 per cent in the online survey). In 
both surveys, around one in five respondents said their flight was cancelled. The 
airport survey also found that weather (38 per cent) and technical problems with the 
aircraft (24 per cent) were the most commonly reported causes of disruption. 

3.2 The airport survey also asked passengers whose flights had been delayed or 
cancelled how long they had to wait. The results allowed us to calculate an average 
wait when a flight was delayed of four hours and an average wait following a 
cancellation of 13 hours.  

3.3 This means most respondents to the airport survey would have been entitled to 
assistance under the DBRs. Unfortunately, due to the small sample sizes involved, 
it has not been possible for us to analyse whether they actually received the 
assistance they were entitled to. (A significant proportion would have also been 
potentially entitled to financial compensation, although this would depend on the 
particular circumstances of the flight they were taking and these were not covered in 
the survey).  

 

Airport survey analysis 

Type of disruption 
3.4 Of the passengers that told us they experienced disruption in the last three years, 

73 per cent of respondents said that their most recent disruption experience was a 
delay, while 20 per cent said they experienced a cancellation (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: What type of disruption did you experience? (Q3a) 

 

Note: Question asked of passengers that experienced disruption. Number of respondents: 732. 

 

3.5 Due to the low sample sizes for other forms of disruption1, we have limited our 
analysis by type of disruption to delays and cancellations.  

 

Length of delay 
3.6 Figures 2 and 3 show how long passengers who said their flight had either been 

delayed or cancelled had to wait:  

 Of the passengers whose flights were delayed, 31 per cent said the delay was 
more than three hours, 44 per cent said the delay was between one and three 
hours, and 25 per cent said it was less than one hour.  

 Of the passengers whose flights were cancelled, 21 per cent said they waited 
for three hours or less, 21 per cent said they waited between three and six 
hours, 11 per cent said they waited between six and 12 hours, 23 per cent 
said they waited between 12 and 24 hours, and 23 per cent said they waited 
over 24 hours or did not travel. 

                                            

1  Diversion (13 responses); denied boarding (6); other reasons (32). 

73%

20%

1% 2%
4%

Delay Cancellation Denied Boarding Diversion Other

Copyright United Kingdom Civil Aviation Authority 
Provided by IHS under License with UKCAA Licensee=Marshall of Cambridge Aerospace/9992343100, User=john, albert

Not for Resale, 04/18/2016 00:27:29 MDTNo reproduction or networking permitted without license from IHS

-
-
`
`
`
,
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
`
`
,
`
,
`
`
,
,
,
,
,
`
,
,
-
`
-
`
,
,
`
,
,
`
,
`
,
,
`
-
-
-

Full document details: UKCAA CAP 1258 2015

http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/ukcaa-cap-1258-2015
http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/ukcaa-cap-1258-2015

