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(Going
Mobile

Airlines embrace mobile websites

By Michele McDonald

OR YEARS, TECHNOLOGY
prophets predicted thar the
mobile channel would be the
next big thing in travel. For
years, the prophecy went unfulfilled.
The few cellular phones and personal
digital assistants that could access the
Internet did so with less than lightning

speed, and their tiny screens didn’t

encourage Web browsing.

Mevertheless, airlines creared mobile websites.
Perhaps they learned a lesson after third parties like
Travelocity and Expedia seized control of the Interner
channel in the mid-1990s. This time around, they
would take ownership of a new sales channel before
someone else did.

In 2007 the US finally began to catch up to Europe
in terms of third-generation, or 3G, mobile telephony,
supporting not only voice and circuit-switched data
transmission but packet-switched data—necessary for
multimedia applications—as well. Apple’s iPhone 3G
made irs debut in late 2008. RIM’s Blackberry, the
workhorse of corporate America, brought out several
new 3G models. The improved technology, combined with

larger screens thar responded to a touch, was a game-changer.

The key word is “usability,” says Chris Carmichael, British
Airways manager-ba.com and mobile innovation, “The
iPhone is providing a reasonable Web experience by pushing
one burton,”

The new mobile technology forces airlines to reexamine
their mobile strategies. Do they want to enable their mobile
customers to do anything and everything they can do on a
desktop computer? Do they want to focus on day-of-travel

services: How docs a mobile website enable bells and whistles
for customers with iPhones yer continue to serve passengers
who carry Motorola Razr handsets?

Gilles Mascaras, head of Amadeus’s airline dircct chan-
nel, says most carriers continue to offer very basic services on
their mobile sites, “Check-in is the most urgent, along with
the ability to display itineraries and timetables,” he says. One
of Amadeus’s airline customers chooses to offer check-in via
SMS, which works on any handset. “You can't just have an
application that works only on the iPhone.”
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