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The population of the world is aging at an unprecedented pace and with age, the chance of ex-
periencing a disability increases. Despite the demographic change, or other global challenges 
and crisis that pandemics, geopolitical conflicts etc. present to us now and in the future, every 
person, with or without disability, should have an equal opportunity and access to experience 
life and other cultures. To enable universal inclusivity and accessibility the aviation sector needs 
to work together and continually develop sustainable ways of doing business.  

This development-oriented thesis is commissioned by Finnair, and its topic combines the ele-
ments of social sustainability, customer experience, and flight disruptions. The purpose of this 
research is to acquire in-depth new knowledge about how passengers with reduced mobility 
(PRM) perceive Finnair’s services when their flights have been disrupted. The research ap-
proach for this project is a case study as the data was gathered from Finnair customer feed-
back. The study is conducted utilizing a qualitative data analysis tool to find out the emerging 
themes and patterns in the feedback. Some elements of quantitate data are also included. The 
expected results and development suggestions are intended to benefit Finnair in fostering social 
sustainability. Development of accessibility and inclusivity in today’s changed operating environ-
ment and market situation for the airlines also aims at strengthening Finnair’s competitiveness. 

The theoretical framework of this study explains the key concepts and terms of PRM customer, 
customer journey, customer experience, flight disruption, and inclusive and accessible air travel. 
In addition, the regulatory framework binding the aviation sector is presented.  

The results reveal that most PRM customers needed a wheelchair assistance during their cus-
tomer journey, however, did not receive it at all or the service was in some way insufficient. The 
most typical flight disruption type was a delayed flight to Helsinki which consequently caused 
new challenges, such as a missed connecting flight, for PMR customers. Customers also per-
ceived that lack of communication during flight disruption and prolonged travel time (due to re-
booking) caused upmost stress, exhaustion, and feeling of disrespect.  

Analysis and interpretation of the results is discussed in the last part of this thesis. An imaginary 
User persona was created to demonstrate the findings from a practical perspective. Based on 
the most significant deficiencies arising from the feedback the researcher suggests that the re-
sources for the wheelchair assistance service at Helsinki Airport are optimized in a more accom-
modating way to consider disruptions in Finnair flight schedules. To improve customer commu-
nication in flight disruptions the researcher also recommends that Finnair App is developed to 
show a real-time status of a disrupted flight. Finally, to better assist also the hearing-impaired 
customers, the researcher suggests a new kind of Chat to be launched, a Disruption Chat.   

This thesis was written between March 2023 and December 2023. 
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1 Introduction 

“Our most important destination is the future.” (Finnair 2023a.) 

This year, while it’s important to celebrate Finnair’s centenary, it is as important to look forward and 

make plans for the next 100 years and beyond. To succeed and strive in the years to come, Fin-

nair, among other aviation sector players, must consider sustainability a priority. Practicing airline 

business in a responsible and sustainable manner has long lasting positive effects on world econ-

omy and cultural relations. The environmental, social, and governance aspects of sustainability are 

equally important and together form a balanced entity wherein one element is complemented by 

another.  

The topic of this thesis relates to Finnair’s sustainability and more precisely social sustainability. 

Within the context of social sustainability, the research focuses on customers with reduced mobility 

or disability, their perception of Finnair flight disruptions, and most importantly the development of 

accessible and inclusive Finnair services when those disruptions occur. In sum, building business 

upon sustainable solutions by developing accessibility and inclusivity contributes to a prosperous 

and vigorous future for Finnair.       

1.1 Background information 

The world’s population is aging (WHO 2023a) and with it the number of disabilities increases as 

well (WHO 2023b). Despite the changing demographics, the COVID-19 post-pandemic challenges, 

geopolitical conflicts and other past and future global crisis, people will always have a deep human 

need to travel, explore the world, and experience new things. (Finnair 2023a.) This urge of travel 

exists equally among aging people and those with mobility hindrances or other impairments, and 

therefore providing them with an equal opportunity to travel is fundamentally important. This re-

search has great relevance to this topic as it aims to improve accessibility and inclusivity at Finnair 

for the growing group of passengers with mobility issues.    

Finnair – first established as Aero in 1923 – is one of the oldest airlines in the world still operating 

today. (Finnair 2023b.) It is a national carrier of Finland and a member of the oneworld airline alli-

ance. Finnair is a network airline specializing in passenger and cargo traffic and flying to over 80 

destinations in Europe, North America, and Asia via its Helsinki hub. (Finnair 2023b.) In 2022, Fin-

nair’s business continued to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, but at the same time faced an-

other crisis with the closure of the Russian airspace caused by the Russia’s invasion to Ukraine 

(Finnair 2022, 3). The war changed the operating environment for Finnair dramatically and required 

the company to quickly adjust its operations and strategy. (Finnair 2022, 3.) The new strategy aims 
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at restoring Finnair’s profitability with a geographically more balanced network, leveraging the use 

of oneworld partners, strengthening of unit revenues, reduction of unit costs, and sustainability. 

(Finnair 2022, 3.) The number of carried passengers prior to the pandemic in the record high year 

of 2019 was 14.7 million (Finnair 2019, 3), whereas the corresponding figure in 2022 was 9.1 mil-

lion (Finnair 2022, 3).  

This development-oriented thesis is commissioned by Finnair and the expected results and devel-

opment recommendations are intended to benefit the target organization in fostering sustainability. 

The researcher’s current job role is Customer Journey Lead in Disruptions Customer Experience 

(CX) organization, and the work is positioned at the Finnair Operations Control Center (OCC). 

Upon deciding the topic of this thesis, the researcher consulted the target organization and ex-

pressed a personal wish to find a topic that combined three elements that most resonated to her; 

Sustainability, customer experience, and flight disruptions. Customer experience and flight disrup-

tions were already familiar to the researcher through work experience, whereas sustainability was 

a new area to “conquer” in the context of this thesis and the studies of Sustainable Aviation Busi-

ness. The researcher’s unique viewing platform on flight operations and disruptions at the OCC 

through the “eyes of a customer” supported conducting this thesis. Also, the researcher’s long and 

diverse work history at Finnair, aviation sector and customer service added value to the research. 

In response to the researcher’s wish of the theme of the thesis, the final version of the topic was 

ideated by the target organization.  

At Finnair, accessibility means “providing accessible end-to-end customer experiences and deliver-

ing excellent service to all Finnair customers, including those who need special attention and adap-

tation to their particular needs”. (Finnair 2023c.) This means having a place, environment, or event 

that is set up from the start to be accessible to all individuals and that everyone has an equal op-

portunity to fly with Finnair. Accessibility is also one of Finnair’s social sustainability objectives (Fin-

nair 2023d), and therefore this research contributes to this important objective. 

Inclusivity goes “hand in hand” with accessibility. Inclusion means having a “set of behaviors that 

promote equal access to opportunities and resources for individuals who might otherwise be ex-

cluded or marginalized”. (Finnair 2023d.)  

Inclusive and respectful customer interaction allows for more accessibility for customers with 

disabilities and creates a more supportive and open environment. Accessible customer ser-

vice is great customer service for everyone. (Finnair 2023d.) 

This study focuses on customers with reduced mobility or disability. A person with reduced mobility 

(PRM) or disabled person is: 
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Any person, whose mobility when using transport is reduced due to any physical disability, 

intellectual disability or impairment, or any other cause of disability, or age, who needs appro-

priate attention and adaptation of the service made available to all passengers to their particu-

lar needs. (EC 2006, 3.) 

The topic of this thesis is important and very relevant. Sustainability and responsible business 

practices within the airline and the entire aviation industry are widely discussed topics right now, 

and in the new operating environment and market situation it is essential for Finnair to be involved 

in these discussions and sustainability developmental work. As Finnair states it: “Small things mat-

ter” and joint efforts are needed when reaching for a bigger, more meaningful goal. 

1.2 Research problem, purpose, and objectives  

The central focus of this research is to find out more in-depth information about how PRM custom-

ers perceive Finnair’s services when their flights are disrupted. Changes in the airlines’ operating 

environment have led to an increasing number of elderly and PRM passengers on Finnair flights 

(Mattila 16 May 2023). Finnair’s network is also reshaping after the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

Ukrainian war with a consequent new strategy, and hence with new or more frequent routes cul-

tural differences may escalate and therefore they need to be addressed, understood and evaluated 

to be able to meet PRM customers coming from different cultures in a respectful manner. In addi-

tion, operational challenges and difficulties with interpreting accessibility regulation have also led to 

initiating this research.   

The purpose of this research is to create new knowledge and insights about how PRM customers 

currently experience their customer journey when a Finnair flight has been disrupted. In short, what 

this particular phenomenon happening right now is like. The new knowledge is acquired from stud-

ying the relevant customer feedback. Based on the new information, the objective of this research 

is to produce suggestions for the target organization to improve the PRM customer journey in Fin-

nair flight disruptions. The recommended improvements may concern an existing service, product, 

or a process at Finnair, or an entirely new element to be implemented. These development sug-

gestions and improvements support Finnair’s sustainability commitments concerning social respon-

sibility.  

Through this study, the researcher also hopes to increase general knowledge and understanding 

about PRM customers’ journey in flight disruptions at Finnair and within the aviation stakeholders.  

What is important and why for the PRM customers when their travel is disrupted? How do these 

disruptions affect PRM customers and what is their view of Finnair in terms of accessibility and in-

clusivity?    
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In sum, this study is important because it aims to promote social good and equality through re-

search as well as contribute to Finnair’s long term sustainability target.     

1.3 Research development task questions 

To achieve the objectives defined in the previous subchapter, this thesis aims to find answers to 

two development task questions: 

Q1: What are the most significant challenges or deficiencies arising from the feedback?  

Q2: What can be done to improve the PRM customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions? 

1.4 Scope and demarcation of the study 

This study focuses solely on PRM customers. Customers who have physical or intellectual disabil-

ity, are wheelchair users, have hearing and/or sight-impairment, or are of higher age (elderly/senior 

citizens) are considered PRM customers of this study. Finnair flight disruptions included in the 

study are mainly delays and cancellations, but also a few denied boardings and one downgrade 

situation is in the scope of the study. Other customer or flight disruption types, such as diversions 

or baggage irregularities, on-time Finnair flights, and non-Finnair and partner airlines’ flights, 

whether they operated on time or not, are excluded from the study. In other words, only those dis-

rupted flights that were operated by a Finnair aircraft are included in the study. 

The in-depth knowledge of the current phenomenon was acquired by studying 33 relevant feed-

back from PRM customers, who had experienced a Finnair flight disruption during 1 July 2022 – 31 

July 2023. This time frame was selected as it was sufficiently broad and covered an entire year of 

Finnair operation with both lower and higher travel seasons. Also, it was important to study the 

feedback that was as “fresh” as possible to exclude any COVID-19 dependencies as the pan-

demic-related issues were not relevant for the purpose of this study.  

Feedback written in both English and Finnish are covered while feedback provided in other lan-

guages are not covered. The language selection included English and Finnish because the re-

searcher had full proficiency in only these languages. This may have limited the findings and con-

clusions of the study to some extent as the information in the feedback in the excluded languages 

was not studied. However, the researcher believes that the scope of 33 feedback in English and 

Finnish languages provided a sufficient knowledge base to answer the development task questions 

of this research. Such careful research demarcation was necessary also because the original data-

base provided to the researcher by the target organization was exceptionally large.     
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1.5 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is organized in a traditional format, and it comprises of five chapters – Introduction, the-

oretical framework, methodology, results, and discussion. There are no appendices in this thesis.  

Chapter 1 presents the research topic and the related background information. The commissioning 

organization, Finnair, is introduced in brief as is also the role of the researcher in the target organi-

zation. The research problem, the development task questions, objectives, and the purpose of the 

study are explained. Lastly, the scope, demarcation, and the structure of the thesis is outlined.  

In Chapter 2, the topic-related existing research and literature is reviewed by explaining the key 

concepts, terminology, and the regulatory frameworks relevant to the study. The first three sub-

chapters explore the theory of customer experience and customer journey, accessible and inclu-

sive air travel for passengers with reduced mobility, and how a flight disruption is theoretically un-

derstood. The last part of the chapter covers the complex regulations binding the aviation and air-

line industry.  

The research methodology is discussed in Chapter 3. This study is a development-oriented re-

search project conducted with a case study approach. The empirical data used to study and ana-

lyze the current phenomenon is mainly qualitative, but a bit of quantitative data is also included. In 

addition to presenting the data in detail, the chapter discusses and justifies the strategic methodo-

logical choices for the research execution.  

Results of the study are covered in the 4th chapter. Based on the thematic analysis carried out in 

Chapter 3, the findings are introduced according to thematic grouping; flight disruption type, PRM 

customer type, communication, care and assistance, and service recovery of customer disruption 

handling, and customer experience i.e., customers’ emotions. To complement the descriptive re-

sults of qualitative analysis, numerical results of the closed-ended questions (quantitative data) are 

shared at the end of Chapter 4. 

Discussion is the last chapter of this thesis and critically addresses the key findings of the study in 

relation to the objectives and the theoretical literature of the research. Through the eyes of an im-

aginary User persona, a summarized illustration of a disrupted customer journey is presented. The 

researcher’s own voice is heard throughout the chapter, and the raised observations are not only 

based on the results of the study, but also on the researcher’s work experience. Lastly, Chapter 5. 

provides answers to the development task questions and proposes suggestions to improve PRM 

customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions. Further, ethical viewpoints, limitations, and future de-

velopment recommendations are debated, and finally, the researcher reflects upon the entire re-

search process.    
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2 Theoretical framework 

Theory of this thesis will be presented in a realizing model which means that the author will take an 

active role in commenting on the content, i.e., the author’s own voice is heard wherein the concept 

is familiar to her. Personal reflection is done through the author’s work experience and used in co-

operation with the literature. 

This chapter presents the key concepts and terms related to the thesis topic. Explaining the termi-

nology aims at increasing the reader’s holistic understanding of the subject.   

2.1 Customer Experience (CX) and customer journey 

There are multiple definitions to customer experience. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) conclude that 

“customer experience is a multidimensional construct focusing on a customer's cognitive (thinking), 

emotional (feeling), behavioral (acting), sensorial (sensing), and social responses to a firm's offer-

ings during the customer's entire purchase journey”. In practice, this means that whenever the cus-

tomer is interacting with a corresponding company, his/her customer experience is built up through 

various touch points in multiple phases of customer’s decision process. Depending on how (s)he 

perceives the services or products – the quality of customer care, advertising, packaging, ease of 

use, reliability etc. is ultimately how customer experience is constructed.  

Lemon and Verhoef (2016) conceptualize customer experience as a customer's journey with a firm 

over time during the purchase cycle across multiple touch points. Customer experience is a dy-

namic process (Figure 1) that flows from prepurchase (including search) via purchase to post pur-

chase. In each stage, customers experience touch points, only some of which are under the firm's 

control.  
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Figure 1. Process Model for Customer Journey and Experience (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) 

As illustrated above, customer experience and customer journey are introduced as one entity and, 

although not synonymous, do not exist without the other.  

Another study by Laming and Mason (2014, 15) defines customer experience as: 

the physical and emotional experiences occurring through the interactions with the product 

and/or service offering of a brand from point of first direct, conscious contact, through the total 

journey to the post-consumption stage.  

Logically, when customers are truly satisfied with the firm’s offerings, the respective customer ex-

perience is also at a good level. Good customer experience accumulates loyalty to the brand, and 

loyalty delivers revenue, profitability, and growth to the company. Ultimately, it is every company’s 

aim to have customers who are loyal to the brand, and thereafter become advocates, who remain 

loyal even in the most “turbulent” times and thus are willing to both recommend and defend the 

company brand to others. A strong brand is attractive to consumers and furthers the company’s 

ability to differentiate itself from its competitors. 
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Further, Gahler, Klein, and Paul (2023) conclude that the experience context comprises of an indi-

vidual, who experiences an event through a touchpoint at a certain stage of customer journey, and 

thus should any of these fundamental elements change, it would result in experience to be differ-

ent. Each customer interaction context is defined by a customer (individual) interacting with an ex-

perience partner (event) at a specific type of touchpoint during a certain point in time of customer 

journey. The experience partner can be a brand, an employee, or other customers. The type of 

touchpoint can be online or offline, and the customer journey stages are prepurchase, purchase 

and post purchase (Gahler & al. 2023), as also demonstrated in Lemon’s and Verhoef’s Figure 1. It 

is important to note, that customer experience is always subjective as only the individual who is ex-

periencing a specific event knows what it’s like to be in that situation and hence, the customer ex-

perience is unique from that single customer’s point of view.  

At Finnair, customer experience is seen as: 

customers' holistic perception of their experience. It is the result of every interaction that cus-

tomers have with Finnair, navigating the website, using products, contacting customer service 

etc. In addition, everything that customers hear, see, and feel affects the customer experi-

ence. (Finnair 2023e.) 

Within Finnair values of Working together, Commitment to care, Simplicity, and Courage, as seen 

in Figure 2, customer experience is highlighted, as well.   

 

Figure 2. Finnair value Commitment to care includes customer experience (Finnair 2023f) 

As already mentioned earlier, customer experience and customer journey are inseparable, and this 

also shows at Finnair. Customer journey process, as seen in Figure 3, consists of various steps 

along the customer’s path from the early phases of product awareness and travel planning, to pur-

chasing decisions, preparations for travel, embarkation, flying, connecting, arriving at the destina-

tion – and finally reflecting and possibly contacting customer service in post-travel related matters.  

Working 
together

Commitment 
to care:

We are there for our 
customers by 
delivering the 

expected customer 
experience with 

high quality

Simplicity Courage
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Figure 3. Finnair customer journey process (Finnair 2023g) 

To support the process of customer journey and multiple internal functions related to each phase, 

the model is aligned and also visible to customers at Finnair website: Prepare, Travel & Fly and 

Customer support. (Figure 4.)  

 

Figure 4. Finnair customer journey at Finnair website (Finnair 2023h) 

Finally, a customer’s journey is aligned with the relevant organization chart, the one that I am also 

a part of as a Customer Journey Lead; CX & Products and Disruptions CX. Each unit is responsi-

ble for different phases related to the customer’s journey. (Figure 5.)  

Mapping and visualizing the customer journey internally and externally is important as it makes this 

strategic “building block” more tangible. It helps the employees to better understand the customer 

needs and expectations at each phase of the customer lifecycle.  

 

Figure 5. Finnair customer journey aligned in the CX & Products organization chart (Finnair 2023i) 

Personally, excellent customer service is very important to me. Over the years, I’ve become a keen 

observer of customer service across the industry myself and thus consider customer service that 

exceeds expectations to be one of the success pillars of any company. There is an old Finnish say-

ing: Niin metsä vastaa kuin sinne huutaa, meaning roughly if you treat others with respect and 

kindness, they will respond to you in a similar way. To me, this message resonates strongly. Also, 

Plan Book Change Prepare Depart
Fly (& 

connect)
Arrive Reflect

CX & Products 

VP

Product Offering Inflight CX Airport CX 

Strategy & 
Development

Before and after 
journey CX 

Disruptions CX 

Customer Journey 
Management 

(Marianna)
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the biblical teaching of “do to others whatever you would like them to do to you” has even been one 

of the guiding principles of my life and well applies to customer service, too. Good promotes good 

and great customer service always “pays back” in returning profits and positive customer speak-

outs.  

2.1.1 Finnair CX metrics 

To be able to monitor customer experience, the level of customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction, 

Finnair uses Net Promoter Score (NPS) as the main customer experience Key Performance Indi-

cator (KPI) to measure customers' willingness to recommend Finnair. Another important metric to 

measure customers’ feelings after the journey is Emotion score.  

The NPS is based on a single question in Finnair’s Customer Voice survey: How likely are you to 

recommend Finnair to a friend or colleague? As illustrated in Figure 6, the scale is from 0 (not at all 

likely) to 10 (extremely likely) and divides respondents into promoters (ratings 9-10), passives (rat-

ings 7-8), and detractors (ratings 0-6). Promoters are customers who are happy, passives are inac-

tive customers, and detractors are unhappy customers. The NPS is calculated by subtracting the 

percentage of detractors from the percentage of promoters.  

 

Figure 6. NPS formulation model (Finnair 2023j) 

In addition, Accessibility NPS measures the PRM customers’ willingness to recommend Finnair. 

(Finnair 2023k.) According to Mattila (14 November 2023), this metric has been monitored at Fin-

nair since the beginning of year 2023 and contains information only from the wheelchair users.   
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Emotional attachment is a key component of customer experience, as mentioned earlier. Custom-

ers who are emotionally engaged will be more likely to return, ignore the competition, and be valu-

able brand advocates to promote and engage other people. Emotion score is measuring customers 

feelings after the journey on a single question in Finnair’s Customer Voice survey: Overall, how do 

you feel about your experience across all aspects of this journey? The scale is from 1 to 5: Irritated 

(1), disappointed (2), neutral (3), happy (4) or delighted (5). 

In addition to the Customer Voice survey, Finnair has multiple other ways to collect customer in-

sights depending on the need. Following are listed a few: 

• Customer Community: An online platform to contact customers using different methods. 

• Website React & Share: Survey to collect feedback about Finnair.com and online digital 

services. 

• Customer Relations and Contact Center CSAT: Surveys to collect information about cus-

tomer satisfaction (CSAT) about Finnair customer care. 

2.2 Passengers with Reduced Mobility (PRM) 

According to International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) a passenger with reduced mobility 

(PRM) is defined as: 

any person whose mobility is reduced due to a physical incapacity (sensory or locomotor), an 

intellectual deficiency, age, illness or any other cause of disability when using transport and 

whose situation needs special attention and the adaptation to the person’s needs of the ser-

vices made available to all passengers”. (ICAO 2013.)  

Within the European Union (EU), the Regulation No 1107/2006 of the European Commission 

(2006, 3) states a PRM passenger similarly as: 

any person whose mobility when using transport is reduced due to any physical disability 

(sensory or locomotor, permanent or temporary), intellectual disability or impairment, or any 

other cause of disability, or age, and whose situation needs appropriate attention and the ad-

aptation to his or her particular needs of the service made available to all passengers. 

EASA (European Union Aviation Safety Agency), on the other hand, views SPCs (Special Catego-

ries of Passengers) as “passengers who, when carried on a flight, require special conditions, assis-

tance and/or devices and their situation needs appropriate attention and adaptation to their particu-

lar needs”. (EASA 2023.)  In addition, EASA determines (2023) that “these passengers shall not be 

allocated, nor occupy, seats that permit direct access to emergency exits or where their presence 

could impede crew members in their duties, obstruct access to emergency equipment or impede 

evacuation of the aircraft”.  
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In the United States, the Department of Transportation (DoT) and its rule in the Air Carrier Access 

Act (ACAA) defines a person with a disability as: 

any individual who has a physical or mental impairment that, on a permanent or temporary 

basis, substantially limits one or more major life activities, has a record of such an impairment, 

or is regarded as having such an impairment. (US DoT 2008.)  

The rule prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability in air travel for all flights (US and foreign 

airlines) to, from and within the US. (US DoT 2022.) 

To summarize, the definitions among ICAO, EU, EASA, and DoT are very similar in content. A 

PRM is simply a passenger who needs assistance from another person when traveling by air. 

The type and level of assistance required by the airport, the airline and/or the third-party service-

provider varies depending on the different needs that PRM passengers have when traveling by air. 

ICAO provides recommendations on how to manage PRM travel, and their general guidelines are 

set out in an ICAO Manual on Access to Air Transport for Persons with Disabilities, also known as 

Document 9984.  

To identify the needed level of support as well as the type of assistive technology required for a 

PRM passenger, IATA has pre-defined and prescribed a recommendation for all airlines and air-

port operators to use Special Service Requirement (SSR) codes for acceptance and carriage of 

passengers needing special assistance. As seen in Figures 7 and 8, SSRs are distributed by phys-

ical and intellectual disabilities. In addition, medical cases require their own descriptive codes.  

 

Figure 7. IATA SSR codes and description for PRM travel (IATA 2019a, 32) 
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Figure 8. IATA SSR codes and description for PRM travel (IATA 2019a, 33) 

Information about the needed special service is transferred from the booking system to the air-

line(s) and further to the stakeholders; airport(s), ground handling, caterers, and service providers. 

With advance information airlines can prepare for PRM needs e.g., by arranging transportation of 

mobility and medical equipment as well as reserving special seating in the aircraft, thus airports 

can allocate their resources (assistance staff, ambulifts, wheelchairs etc.) accordingly.    

2.2.1 Accessible and inclusive air travel 

The population of the world is aging, and it is estimated by the World Health Organization (WHO) 

that by 2030 the number of people aged 60 years or older will be 1.4 billion, whereas the same 

number in 2019 was 1 billion. According to WHO (2023a), the increase in the subsequent number 

is occurring at an unprecedented pace and will accelerate in the coming decades, particularly in 

the developing countries. By 2050, there will be approximately 2.1 billion people aged 60 years or 

older. (WHO 2023a.) With age, our chance of experiencing a permanent or temporary disability is 

increased. An estimated 1.3 billion people – or 16 % of the global population – experience a signifi-

cant disability today. (WHO 2023b.)  

Accessibility is an important aspect of realizing the rights of the world’s aging population. Accessi-

bility means that something is within reach. Whether it be a product, a service, or a possibility to 

see other countries is everyone’s right regardless of the type of passenger, with or without a disa-

bility. It is having a place, environment, or event set up from the start to be accessible to all individ-

uals. (Finnair 2023d.) 
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Providing equal access and freedom to fly for all, including those who are hesitant to travel by air 

as they fear that their mobility aids may be mishandled or broken, is an airline industry goal set by 

IATA (29 April 2022, min. 0:04-0:33). Safe, reliable, and dignified air travel should be equally ac-

cessible to all passengers, hence an unanimously agreed resolution among the global airline lead-

ers was agreed upon in the IATA Annual General Meeting (AGM) in June 2019. (IATA 2023a.) Ac-

cording to the resolution and its policy principle of accessibility (IATA 2019b, 2), inclusiveness and 

universal accessibility need to continually be promoted by the air transport sector for all passen-

gers, including persons with disabilities. The aim of this and other practical principles is to “change 

the focus from disability to accessibility and inclusion by bringing the travel sector together with 

governments to harmonize regulations and provide the clarity and global consistency that passen-

gers expect”. (IATA 2023a.)   

In my opinion, inclusiveness is realized through accessibility and vice versa. The feeling of exclu-

sion equals to a genuine personal sense of having no access or limited access to something which 

is accessible to others. The more a person can fully participate, get involved or engaged in some-

thing, the more (s)he perceives being included in society, including freedom of movement via e.g., 

by air.      

In air travel and onboard aircraft, the aspect of accessibility is emphasized. With narrow aisles, 

there is limited space for movement for everyone, let alone the wheelchair users. At airports, going 

through various checkpoints and smooth wayfinding in widespread and multi-layered terminal 

buildings can challenge any traveller. Without accessibility and assistance service, air travel for 

PRM passengers would simply be extremely difficult or even impossible. Therefore, in my opinion, 

creating and continually developing accessible solutions to advance inclusivity and equity is criti-

cally important.  

2.3 Flight disruptions 

According to Jimenez Serrano and Kazda (2017, 4) flight disruption is defined as “situations where 

a scheduled flight is cancelled, or delayed for two hours or more, within 48 hours of the original 

scheduled departure time”. Another analysis conducted by Hassan, Santos, and Vink (2021, 2) 

summarizes that flight disruptions are operative irregularities such as flight cancellations and de-

layed departures or arrivals caused by e.g., poor weather conditions, congestion at hub airports, 

and aircraft mechanical problems. In addition to previous reasons, there are many other common 

causes that prevent airlines from operating their flight schedules as planned. (Figure 9.)  
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Figure 9. Ten common causes for flight disruptions (Gershkoff 2016, 10) 

Disruptions are very common in the airline industry, and consequently greatly impact the realized 

operational performance. Disruptions also increase various operational costs, such as crew over-

time, fuel usage, and passenger compensations and re-accommodation (alternative flights, hotels).  

According to EUROCONTROL (2023), the average delay per flight in Europe in 2022 increased to 

a 5-year high of 17.3 minutes, compared to 2021 where the average delay per flight was 9.2 

minutes. Also, the arrival punctuality for 2022 sharply deteriorated as only 64.5 % of flights arrived 

within 15 minutes or earlier than their scheduled time of arrival (STA). The poor delay performance 

in 2022 was strongly influenced by the aviation industry in general struggling to accommodate the 

high numbers of passengers and flights following the gradual liftings of travel restrictions related to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. (EUROCONTROL 2023.) The biggest delay contributors were reaction-

ary (the knock-on/domino effect), airline, and en-route ATFM (Air Traffic Flow Management) as 

seen in Figure 10.  
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Figure 10. Causes for average flight delays in Europe in 2021 and 2022 (EUROCONTROL 2023) 

The disruption knock-on effect means that a single flight event triggers multiple other disrupted 

flights. Often, the disruption problem spreads virally, because the flight that is e.g., cancelled in one 

city was planned to provide an aircraft for another flight elsewhere. As air travel is not only flying 

from point A to point B, but also transferring from A via B to C, passengers may end up missing 

their connecting flights if their inbound flight is delayed. “It is like a massive jigsaw puzzle, where 

many of the pieces change shape as a result of unpredictable events”, summarizes Gershkoff 

(2016, 4). The complexity of the industry is well demonstrated in Figure 11. A disruption occurring 

at an incident airport has ripple effects on secondary flights and even beyond those.  
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Figure 11. The ripple effect of flight disruption (Gershkoff 2016, 6-7) 

The airline-related causes for delays include e.g., ground handling and staff shortages, whereas 

ATFM delays are due to air space usage restrictions in various FIRs (Flight Information Region). 

For example, from 22 February 2022 the AFTM delays increased due to the Ukrainian crisis as 

traffic flows shifted following the closure of the Ukrainian FIR. (EUROCONTROL 2023.)  

As we know, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted global air travel since March 2020. Although, 

the most difficult times related to the coronavirus pandemic seem to have been bypassed, the ef-

fects of it are still ongoing and will be realized in years to come. In the past decade or so, there has 

been several major external incidents such as the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001, the 

SARS outbreak in 2003, and the Icelandic ash cloud in 2010, just to name a few. These previous 

shocks, along with others, have profoundly impacted air travel at the time, but in comparison to the 

pandemic they may still look like minor disruptions. In sum, the pandemic is the biggest disruption 

and greatest challenge the aviation industry has ever faced. 

ICAO’s role as the legal umbrella for the air transport industry is to coordinate and suggest com-

mon principles as well as to produce guidance materials for its’ 193 (ICAO 2023) member states 

(countries), including Finland, how consumers (passengers) shall be protected in case of flight dis-

ruption. ICAO categorizes (2018, 2) flight disruptions into three types; cancellations, delays and 
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denied boardings (overbookings). Regulatory practices about passenger rights and assistance im-

plemented in various ICAO member states are summarized in ICAO’s document C-WP/14804 as 

follows: 

Type of disruption. Most of the consumer protection regulations distinguish flight disruption 

into three types: flight cancellation; flight delay; and denied boarding due to overbooking. The 

term “massive disruption” or “mass disruption” is rarely used because the regulations do not 

differentiate flight disruption by scale (for example, no differentiation between disruption of 

one flight and disruption of the numerous number of flights caused by an extraordinary event 

of long duration). Consequently, the same provisions concerning assistance may be applica-

ble in all circumstances. 

Scope of application. The scope of application of consumer protection regulations varies 

from State to State, which might lead to overlapping regimes in certain cases. While in some 

States the regulations are applicable only to flights departing from their own territory, in others 

they are applicable to flights to and from the airports of the country. Some States also apply 

different regulations for domestic and international flights, or just cover one or the other. 

Obligations for the airline. The regulations generally provide obligations for the airline to-

wards their passengers in case of flight disruptions. Mostly, the airline is required to reimburse 

the ticket price paid by the passenger, reroute the passengers to their final destination, or pro-

vide services during the waiting time caused by the delay. These services are similar in most 

regulations and usually include items such as free access to communications, refreshments, 

meals, accommodation, and transport. (ICAO 2018, 2.)    

Furthermore, the paper also highlights the fact that compensation practices vary significantly be-

tween the member states. Differences may occur in the amount of compensation, how the com-

pensation is calculated, and/or under which circumstances the airline is not required to compen-

sate the passenger. Most regulations also include provisions for extraordinary circumstances, force 

majeure, or situations beyond the airlines’ control, albeit definitions and interpretation of these cir-

cumstances vary. (ICAO 2018, 2-3.) The EC regulation (2004) defines these unforeseen circum-

stances as “circumstances which could not have been avoided even if all reasonable measures 

had been taken”. However, many other regulations do not clearly define what is considered as an 

extraordinary circumstance. Generally, in such circumstances, airlines are exempted from obliga-

tion to compensate passengers, but nevertheless are required to offer assistance (reimbursement 

and rerouting) and basic services, such as care to the inconvenienced passengers. (ICAO 2018, 3; 

IATA 2023b.)  

ICAO’s efforts in challenging governments to unify their principles on passenger rights are sup-

ported by IATA. This is important because unification of regulations across various “players” in the 
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aviation value chain requires common goals. Representing, leading, and serving the airline indus-

try, IATA has taken an active role in campaigning the implementation of ICAO’s regulatory 

measures. (IATA 2023b; IATA 2023c.) IATA also offers guidance for passengers with Frequently 

Asked Questions (FAQ), which helps passengers seek help in right instances when facing travel 

disruption or issues with an airline or travel agent. (IATA 2023b.) As visualized in Figure 12, IATA 

also states that harmonized regulations and rules for PRM customers are lacking in air travel, 

hence persons with reduced mobility are referred to contact respective airlines directly. (IATA 

2023b.)   

 

Figure 12. IATA FAQs in case of travel disruption (IATA 2023b)   

As Jimenez Serrano and Kazda (2017) suggest, a flight is considered disrupted if it is cancelled or 

at least two hours delayed within 48 hours of the original scheduled departure time. Aligned with 

ICAO’s similar categorization, Finnair views disruptions as:  

− An operative defect in getting the customer from origin A to destination B as planned,  

− A service defect in delivering the promised service elements connected to the customer’s 

journey, and  

− Every day small changes the customer faces in the journey.  

Defects and every day small changes are described in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Finnair’s categorization of disruption  

 

 

 

 

 

  

To further explain the meaning of an operative defect at Finnair, it refers to a cancellation, an over-

booking, or a delay occurring within 48 hours of the original scheduled departure time. Outside this 

48-hour “window” there are traffic plan adjustments including so-called planned/controlled cancella-

tions, and schedule changes, which are implemented at the latest 14 days prior to departure. In ad-

dition, potential overbookings are monitored and resolved by e.g., changing an aircraft type or acti-

vating a voluntary passenger search in advance. These proactive measures aim at a well-balanced 

and functioning Finnair “daily ops”, which contributes to a good On-Time Performance (OTP) met-

ric, which again promotes high levels of customer satisfaction. To conclude, everything affects eve-

rything in the complex airline business as already explained earlier. The better traffic and daily pro-

gram are prepared, the smoother and more successful they usually turn out to be. 

Apart from “normal ops”, which may even include some irregularities such as aborted take-offs or 

landings, disruptions come in all “shapes and sizes” and people perceive disruptions differently. 

What one may consider a major disruption, is a minor one to another. Passengers who fly fre-

quently are more used to “hick-ups” in their journey, whereas others may be flying for the first time 

in their lives, hence everything is new to them. Nevertheless, both have a need to fly and are ex-

pecting Finnair to transport them as stated in passengers’ itineraries.  

Besides delays, cancellations, and overbookings, the three most common disruptions, followed is a 

spectrum of other Finnair disruptions with short descriptions: 

− Diversion: An en-route aircraft diverting to a different destination than the originally sched-

uled destination due to unforeseen circumstances, e.g., unruly passenger or medical emer-

gency.  

− Return to ramp: An aircraft that is off blocks but not yet airborne and needs to return to the 

ramp due to e.g., technical problems. 

Operative defect Service defect Every day small changes 

Delay  Inflight wi-fi not functioning Departure gate change 

Cancellation Inflight pre-order meal not 

received 

Other small changes 

Overbooking (denied 

boarding) 

Pre-paid baggage not visi-

ble in check-in system 
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− Wetlease: An aircraft and crew renting arrangement, e.g., Finnair has wetleased Iberia’s 

aircraft and crew for its Madrid and Barcelona routes. 

− Stressed connection: Referring to Helsinki Hub Control Center’s (HCC) decisions on trans-

fer passengers’ connecting flights, which are either will wait, pending, or missed.  

− Delayed / damaged baggage: Passenger’s checked luggage does not arrive at the destina-

tion simultaneously (on time) with the passenger or is damaged/broken during air transpor-

tation.  

− Downgrading: Cabin change to a lower travel class due to e.g., aircraft change resulting in 

overbooking of Business class. 

− Congestion: Congestion at various touch points of customer journey due to e.g., peak 

travel times during high seasons or staff shortage at airport security control. Congestion 

may result in long waiting times and queues for passengers and consequently delayed de-

partures. 

− Extraordinary circumstances: Any set of conditions or sudden events which Finnair couldn't 

have predicted, happening on a larger scale and/or affecting several flights/days, such as 

industrial action (strikes), extreme weather conditions, or acts of terrorism.  

In case of denied boarding, cancellation, or delay of two hours or more, Finnair follows the rules 

set in the EC Regulation 261/2004. Based on the regulation Finnair Notice on Passenger Rights 

defines how compensations and assistance to passengers is provided. In regard to extraordinary, 

or unforeseen circumstances, Finnair Notice on Passenger Rights defines them as: 

Circumstances which could not have been avoided even if all reasonable measures had been 

taken. Such are for instance strikes, meteorological conditions, unexpected flight safety short-

comings and air traffic management decisions. (Finnair 2020.) 

Similarly, in the context of Finnair’s General conditions of carriage (2023m), Force Majeure means 

“unusual and unforeseeable circumstances beyond one’s control, the consequences of which 

could not have been avoided even if all due care had been exercised”.  

This thesis combines PRM customer journey and Finnair flight disruptions. Having worked in the 

Finnair customer service frontline in hundreds of various flight disruptions, I perceive them a nor-

mality in flight operations. Things happen, as in life, too. What makes the situation in aviation 

unique is the fact that highly regulated operations do not tolerate much maneuver or “out of the 

box” flexible thinking in resolving irregularities. Safety is the number one priority and after that 

come other concerns. Also, air travel evokes a lot of emotions within people as there are high ex-

pectations or long-awaited anticipation usually involved. Flying out to see a long-lost relative, say-

ing goodbye to a loved one, or returning home after an exhausting business trip are all “magnified” 
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in regard to emotions if disruption occurs.  A sense of own control in a new travel plan is many 

times perceived as near-zero, although options exist, customers may think that the given options 

are not tangible enough. The challenge, for the airline, in my opinion, is how to efficiently, yet tak-

ing into consideration the individual needs of customers, recover the service. Restoring customer 

confidence in a stressful situation is no easy task, and for a PRM passenger an even more chal-

lenging one as flight changes usually require rebooking new SSRs which, as we know from before, 

normally need to be booked well in advance.   

Today, Finnair disruption management is at a good level. Agreed processes and well-established 

procedures have been implemented and guide everyday work when disruptions occur. 

2.4 Regulatory frameworks 

This subchapter focuses on presenting the information about the regulatory frameworks existing 

today for PRM customers when traveling by air. The literature will be presented on a global, Euro-

pean, and national level. The current implementation and practices of the regulations at Finnair are 

presented at the end. Explaining the topic-related regulations is important as it provides the reader 

in-depth knowledge about the legal requirements as well as a “framed lens” through which the data 

analysis will be reflected upon.  

2.4.1 Globally 

The United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) along with 

its Optional Protocol was adopted on 13 December 2006 and entered in force on 3 May 2008. (UN 

2006a.) Article 1 of the Convention describes the purpose of the Convention: “To promote, protect 

and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all per-

sons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity”. (UN 2006b.) This means 

that the principles stated in the Convention foster respect and equality as well as access and inclu-

sion of persons with disabilities.  

The two CRPD implementation mechanisms; the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-

ties monitors the implementation, and the Conference of States Parties considers matters regard-

ing implementation. The Optional Protocol, also an international treaty, aims at strengthening im-

plementation and monitoring of the Convention with procedures of individual communications and 

authorizing the Committee to undertake inquiries of violations of the Convention. (UN 2006c.) 
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Figure 13. Status of signatures and ratifications of UNCRPD (UN 2016) 

Globally, there are differences as to which country has signed, but not yet ratified the Convention 

and/or the Optional Protocol, whereas others may have signed and ratified either only the Conven-

tion or also the Optional Protocol. (Figure 13.) The total of signatories to the treaty of Optional Pro-

tocol is for example only 94. (UN 2023.) The nations that have ratified the Convention are legally 

bound to respect the standards of it. For other countries, the Convention represents an interna-

tional standard which is to be respected. (UN 2006c.)  

As mentioned already earlier, persons with disabilities should have equivalent access to air travel. 

They have the same international rights as other citizens, such as full and effective participation 

and inclusion in society, including freedom of movement and freedom of choice. (UN 2006d.)  

Furthermore, article 9 of the UNCRPD handles accessibility and states: “To enable persons with 

disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life” and calls states parties to 

take appropriate measures: 

to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical 

environment, to transportation, to information and communications, including information and 

communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or pro-

vided to the public, both in urban and in rural area. (UN 2006e.) 
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Article 9 also speaks (UN 2006e) for the elimination of obstacles and barriers to accessibility, in-

cluding all transportation and facilities.  

Lastly, article 30 concerning the participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure, and sport of the 

Convention calls states parties to “ensure that persons with disabilities enjoy the benefits of tour-

ism”. (UN 2006f.) 

Since the adoption of the UNCRPD in 2006, the 100th ratification of the Convention was reached in 

May 2011 and 163rd in February 2016. On May 11, 2016, Finland became the 164th country to rat-

ify the CRPD, however, the topical question remains: When will the globe be covered with 100 % 

ratification? (Facebook 17 May 2016, min. 0:14-0:29.)   

In addition to the previously mentioned UNCRPD articles 3, 9 and 30, the UN Sustainable Devel-

opment Goals (SDGs), as seen in Figure 14, and ratified in 2015, provide a framework for all na-

tions to achieve a better and more sustainable future.  

 

Figure 14. United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015)   

Accessible and inclusive air travel for persons with disabilities is imbedded into SDGs as they ad-

dress the global challenges of poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, 

peace, and justice. (UN 2015.) In particular, goal 10 is closely linked to disability as it “strives to 
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reduce inequality within and among countries by empowering and promoting the social, economic 

and political inclusion of all, including persons with disabilities”. (UN 2015.)  

As we have learned before, IATA is advocating for a joint government and airline industry ap-

proach that meets the needs of passengers with disabilities, while ensuring efficient and safe air 

transport. Collaborating with ICAO, IATA is campaigning with states to closely involve the airline 

industry in the inclusion of the UNCRPD into national aviation legislation and policies related to ac-

cessible air transport. In 2019, an airline commitment of the Resolution (700) on Passengers with 

Disabilities was approved by the IATA members. (IATA 2019b.)  

The resolution: 

− Recognizes the previous steps already taken by airlines to advance safe, reliable, and dig-

nified air travel for disabled passengers, 

− Applauds the aims of UNCRPD, and 

− Acknowledges the importance of government and industry collaborative efforts to support 

the travel needs of people with disabilities and the need to always prioritize safety. (IATA 

2019b.) 

In response to advancing accessible air travel, the first edition of the IATA Passenger Accessibility 

Operations Manual (IPAOM), as seen in Figure 15, was released in February 2021. Its goal is to 

support airlines in handling disabled passengers, including those with reduced mobility and hidden 

disabilities, with the ultimate goal of delivering a seamless and dignified air travel experience 

throughout the passenger’s journey. IPAOM also provides a broader understanding of agreed in-

dustry standard procedures, the recommended best practices and existing national regulations that 

airlines need to comply with. (ICAO 2022, 3.) 
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Figure 15. IATA publication of PAOM was released in February 2021 (Facebook 8 February 2022)   

The general obligations under the UNCRPD are also supported by an ICAO Document 9984. The 

manual was created for the purpose of developing the relevant Standards and Recommended 

Practices (SARPs) in Annex 9 handling the facilitation, as well as assisting the civil aviation com-

munity in their implementation of the UNCRPD. (ICAO 2013, ix.) Chapter 8H of ICAO’s Annex 9 

talks about facilitation of the transport of persons with disabilities and presents (ICAO 2017, 8-4 – 

8-6) altogether 17 recommended practices. Among these practices five have been addressed in 

July 2021 and proposed (ICAO 2021, 2-3) for amendment to update them to standards (instead of 

recommendations). Figures 16 and 17 show these five recommended practices prior to amend-

ment proposal and thereafter. 
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Figure 16. Recommended practices by ICAO Annex 9 to facilitate the transport of persons with dis-

abilities (ICAO 2017, 8-4 – 8-6) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Proposed amendments to recommended practices by ICAO Annex 9 to facilitate the 

transport of persons with disabilities (ICAO 2021, 2-3) 

According to ICAO (2021, 2), these practices are already implemented by most States, and, conse-

quently, should become Standards. In addition, ICAO suggests that the recommended practice of 
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8.28, as below in Figure 18, should be modified with an added text of “manual lifting should be 

avoided”. This is because “manual lifting as a means to assist is a sensitive concern and bears 

risks, both for the passenger as well as the service provider”. (ICAO 2021, 3.) 

 

 

Figure 18. Proposed amendment to avoid manual lifting as a means to assist persons with disabili-

ties (ICAO 2021, 3) 

Established in the United States in 1986, the Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA) was aimed to guaran-

tee that people with disabilities would receive consistent and nondiscriminatory treatment when 

traveling by air. The act regulates both US and foreign carriers from discriminating against passen-

gers on the basis of disability. (US DoT 2008.) To carry out the act, the US Department of Trans-

portation has issued several regulations and requirements for airlines to make aircraft, other facili-

ties, and services accessible, and to take steps to accommodate passengers with a disability. (US 

DoT 2022.) According to DoT (2008), airlines with 19 or more passenger seats, must designate 

one or more Complaints Resolution Officials (CROs) to be consulted, if needed, by passengers 

with disabilities in the following situations: 

In any situation in which any person complains or raises a concern with your personnel about 

discrimination, accommodations, or services with respect to passengers with a disability, and 

your personnel do not immediately resolve the issue to the customer's satisfaction or provide 

a requested accommodation, your personnel must immediately inform the passenger of the 

right to contact a CRO and then contact a CRO on the passenger's behalf or provide the pas-

senger a means to do so (e.g., a phone, a phone card plus the location and/or phone number 

of the CRO available at the airport). Your personnel must provide this information to the pas-

senger in a format he or she can use.    

DoT also states (2008), that: 

Each CRO must be thoroughly familiar with the requirements of this part and the carrier's pro-

cedures with respect to passengers with a disability. The CRO is intended to be the carrier's 

“expert” in compliance with the requirements of this part. 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/49/41705
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In India, the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) has stated (Chandra 2022) in its Civil 

Aviation Requirement (CAR) on Carriage by Air – Persons with Disability, that “Airline shall not re-

fuse carriage of any person on the basis of disability and/or reduced mobility”. In the update from 

21 July 2022 (DGCA 2023), CAR highlights the fact that the airline cannot deny boarding a disa-

bled passenger who may be showing “signs of panic” unless confirmed by a doctor that the pas-

senger is indeed not fit to fly. Prior to the amendment of the rule, CAR only required airlines to pro-

vide a reason for denying boarding to a disabled person but didn’t call for a medical opinion. 

(Chandra 2022.) According to the Indian Ministry of Civil Aviation (2023, 159) CAR also recognizes 

senior citizens who require special assistance subject to the condition that request for provision of 

assistance is submitted in advance to the airline. DGCA also provides information to passengers 

with disabilities on their website and mentions (DGCA 2020), that the facilitation of special assis-

tance includes, upon request, free buggy service in the terminal building, as visualized in Figure 

19.  

 

Figure 19. Buggy service for disabled passengers at Delhi Airport (Delhi Airport 2019) 

2.4.2 Within Europe 

The European Union (EU) Regulation EC 1107/2006, which was signed on 5 July 2006, mandates 

(EC 2006, 6), that all EU airports handling over 150,000 passengers annually must provide, free of 

charge, help and assistance to disabled persons and persons with reduced mobility when traveling 

by air. ‘Disabled persons’ and ‘persons with reduced mobility’ mean - in this context - the same as 
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definition for a PRM passenger, which was discussed in the Terminology chapter. Wheelchair us-

ers, elderly people, and those with communication, social interaction or ‘hidden’ disabilities have 

the same right as all other citizens to free movement, freedom of choice and non-discrimination. 

The regulation not only applies to EU airports but also to passengers departing from a third country 

airport to an EU airport if the operating carrier is an EU air carrier. (EC 2006.) 

According to the Regulation (2006), help and assistance should be provided at the airport as well 

as on board an aircraft, by employing the necessary staff and equipment and moreover, this assis-

tance should be received without additional charge due to grounds of social inclusion.  

The Regulation also states (2006, 5) that clear signage to and from a designated pick-up and drop-

off point is necessary to ensure high and equivalent standards in making the PRM customer jour-

ney as smooth as possible: 

These points should be designated at least at the main entrances to terminal buildings, in ar-

eas with check-in counters, in train, light rail, metro and bus stations, at taxi ranks and other 

drop-off points, and in airport car parks. (EC 2006, 1.) 

Those airports and airlines that are covered by the Regulation, should in co-operative means or-

ganize the assistance in a harmonized way so that throughout a single market EU area disabled 

persons and persons with reduced mobility receive the help they are entitled to. Along with 18 Arti-

cles of the Regulation concerning various principles, e.g., prevention of refusal of carriage, excep-

tions, transmission of information, quality standards of assistance service, training, and complaint 

procedure, annexes I and II distinguish the differences between the managing bodies of airports 

and the air carriers.   

The EC Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 (Figure 20), published on 3 

March 2021, aims to deliver further significant improvements to all areas of the lives of persons 

with disabilities within the EU and beyond. (EC 2021, 32.) The strategy supports the Member 

States and the EU institutions at adopting and implementing the UNCRPD. Regarding air travel, 

the EU legislation of PRM passengers’ rights is highlighted in the publication as well. The goal of 

the Strategy is to ensure that persons with disabilities in Europe enjoy their human rights, have 

equal opportunities and access to participate in society and economy, can freely move in the EU 

regardless of their support needs, and no longer experience discrimination. (EC 2021.)  
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Figure 20. The EC Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 (EC 2021) 

 Along with the Regulation EC 1107/2006, disabled passengers’ rights are also set out in the Euro-

pean Civil Aviation Conference’s (ECAC) Doc 30, Part I, Section 5. (ECAC 2018, 5-1.) Founded in 

1955, ECAC seeks to harmonize civil aviation policies and practices amongst its 44 Member 

States and to promote understanding on policy matters between the Member States and other 

parts of the world. (ECAC 2023.) Doc 30, Part I, Section 5 is used as a reference to harmonise the 

implementation of EC 1107/2006 measures also in the non-EU ECAC Member States. (ECAC 

2018, 5-1.) Various European countries belonging to various European industry organizations, as 

visualized in Figure 21, result in a complex regulatory patchwork.  
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Figure 21. Membership of ECAC, EUROCONTROL, EASA, EU, and EFTA of European countries 

(ECAC 2021, 53) 

Annex 5C in the ECAC’s Doc 30, Part I, Section 5 is known as the Code of Good Conduct in 

Ground Handling for Persons with Reduced Mobility. The Annex underlines (ECAC 2003, 1), that 

“Air carriers, Ground Handling Companies and Airports should work together at a local level to or-

ganise special assistance for PRMs”, hence the Annex “provides guidance on the general nature 

and scope of the special assistance services to be provided and delivered at an airport in 
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accordance with local, national & European legislation in order to ensure professional and seam-

less services to PRMs”. (ECAC 2003, 1.) 

In the United Kingdom (UK), as it is no longer in the EU, the EU laws in general do not apply any-

more. However, according to the UK Civil Aviation Authority (UK CAA 2021), the EC Regulation 

1107/2006 still applies as it was transposed into the UK legislation when the country exited the EU 

in the end of December 2020. Disabled persons and PRMs have a right to “support, commonly 

known as Special Assistance, when traveling by air” when: 

− flying on any airline from a UK airport, 

− flying on an EU or a UK registered airline to a UK airport, or 

− flying from outside of the UK or EU to the EU on a UK carrier. 

(UK CAA 2023.) 

According to Weaver (2022), CAA warned the UK airports that “they will face enforcement action if 

they keep failing disabled and less mobile passengers” after the UK airports of Manchester, Lon-

don Gatwick, and London Heathrow had failed to offer the needed special assistance for three dis-

abled passengers in May and June 2022. “We hope that the CAA will keep a close watch on the 

situation and use any powers it has to ensure disabled travellers get the support they need”, said 

Fazilet Hadi, the head of policy at Disability Rights UK, in the article when interviewed by Weaver 

(2022). The incident at London Heathrow happened in a Finnair aircraft. (Frank Gardner 15 May 

2022.)  

Along with EC 1107/2006 rights of PRMs and disabled passengers, the EC Regulation 261/2004 

determines the rights of passengers in flight disruptions within the EU.  

2.4.3 Within Finland 

The Non-Discrimination Act in Finland entered into force at the beginning of 2015. (Eduskunta 

2014.) Section 8 of the Act underlines (Finlex 2014, 3), that: 

no one may be discriminated against on the basis of age, origin, nationality, language, reli-

gion, belief, opinion, political activity, trade union activity, family relationships, state of health, 

disability, sexual orientation or other personal characteristics. Discrimination is prohibited, re-

gardless of whether it is based on a fact or assumption concerning the person him/herself or 

another. 

The practical brochure on the contents of the Non-Discrimination Act, published by the Ministry of 

Justice (2014), provides information on what kind of compensation and other sanctions may be ap-

plied for on the basis of the law if e.g., a disabled person is discriminated against.  
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The responsibility of the Finnish Transport and Communications Agency Traficom is to regulate 

both transport and communications sectors in Finland, hence the rights of disabled persons and 

persons with reduced mobility in air transport are supervised by Traficom. (Traficom 2021.) Trafi-

com provides practical information about the rights of PRM passengers on their website, and 

guides disabled passengers e.g., on how to request assistance prior to air travel. 

Another important thesis-related legislation concerns accessibility of digital services in Finland. The 

Regional State Administrative Agency (Aluehallintovirasto) is the authority enforcing the compli-

ance with accessibility requirements in Finland. Good accessibility of digital services, i.e., websites 

and mobile applications, is essential for some people and useful for us all. (Regional State Admin-

istrative Agency s.a1.) Persons with visual disabilities, impaired hearing and deafness, physical 

and motor kill constraints such as muscle weakness, intellectual and developmental disabilities etc. 

may experience challenges if websites and mobile applications are not designed and implemented 

sufficiently. (Regional State Administrative Agency s.a1.) Fully accessible digital services take into 

account the different situations and user needs so that anyone can use the services smoothly. As 

we know, accessibility increases equality and sense of inclusion and consequently enables inde-

pendence.  

The Act on the Provision of Digital Services (the Digital Services Act) in Finland entered in force on 

1 April 2019, and it obliges the public sector along with some private and third sector organizations 

to comply with accessibility requirements in their digital services. (Regional State Administrative 

Agency s.a2.) The Act is based on the European Accessibility Directive (EU) 2016/2102 as well as 

the UNCRPD. The EU Directive on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of pub-

lic sector bodies states (EC 2016, 1-2) that: 

− Accessibility should be considered when designing, constructing, maintaining, and updating 

websites and mobile applications in order to make them more accessible, in particular to 

persons with disabilities. 

− In preparing the ‘universal design’ of products, environments, programs, and services that 

all people are able to use, assistive devices for particular groups of persons with disabilities 

should not be excluded.   

− Delivery of air transport service information including real-time travel information through 

websites, mobile device-based services, interactive information screens and interactive 

self-service terminals, required by passengers with disabilities in order to travel, should be 

covered. This could include information about the service provider’s passenger transport 

products and services, pre-journey information, information during the journey and infor-

mation provided when a service is cancelled, or its departure is delayed. 
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The Digital Services Act requires compliance with the criteria of the international Web Content Ac-

cessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1. (Regional State Administrative Agency s.a3.) Criteria of the 

WCAG 2.1. may include the most concrete obligations, however there are also other laws mandat-

ing accessibility compliance. (Regional State Administrative Agency s.a4.) 

2.4.4 Finnair implementation 

The rules and regulations concerning PRM passengers and flight disruptions have been covered in 

the previous subchapters. As a service provider, Finnair, among other EU airlines, is committed to 

these requirements. Finnair Ground Operations (GOPS) unit is responsible for the Compliance and 

Regulatory functions at Finnair. By complying with the legal requirements, GOPS’s top priority is 

uncompromised operational safety at all times. In addition, operational efficiency and customer ex-

perience are the key ingredients for successful ground operations.   

Various manuals, bulletins, guides, agreed processes, instructions etc. direct Finnair’s everyday 

activities at Helsinki Airport and across the network to secure safe and efficient ground services for 

both customers and aircraft. Finnair’s Ground Operations Manual (AY GOM) defines (Finnair 

2023n) the detailed guidelines, procedures, practices, and company policies for all staff members 

who are involved in aircraft and customer handling duties. The contents of AY GOM originate from 

the IATA Ground Operations Manual (IGOM), but AY GOM is enhanced with Finnair specific re-

strictions and guidelines. International and national aviation regulations and requirements together 

with recommended practices by IATA and ICAO are imbedded in the AY GOM and the manual is 

updated regularly with new revisions as needed.  

Chapter 1. of AY GOM handles Passenger procedures, moreover, its’ two subchapters: Special 

Categories of Customers, and Passenger Disruptions include more detailed information and in-

structions on how passengers with disabilities and flight irregularities need to be taken care of. EC 

Regulation 1107/2006 is explained in conjunction with passengers with disabilities and highlights 

the role of ground handling personnel to make sure that each station is handling all PRM’s accord-

ing to Finnair quality standards and regulations. For example, the manual clarifies the responsibili-

ties between the EU airports and airlines for PRM passengers as follows: 

− The airport authorities at EU airports are responsible for providing assistance for passen-

gers with reduced mobility. 

− Airlines shall provide information about PRM customers on their flights to airports 36 hours 

prior the departure.  
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A seamless flow of information about the needed special service from the customer to the airline 

and further on to the airport is necessary to enable PRM customer a journey as smooth as possi-

ble, as was already discussed earlier. 

Refusing a PRM passenger to board a Finnair flight requires a legitimate reason. Bases for refusal 

of carriage in general are listed in the Finnair’s General conditions of carriage, and reasons for re-

fusal of carriage of a disabled passenger in AY GOM’s subchapter of passengers with disabilities. 

In handling PRM passenger complaints to/from the US, i.e., denied boardings, DoT regulations ap-

ply, hence a Finnair CRO may be consulted by telephone, if needed. CROs work in the Finnair Op-

erations Control Center (OCC) in Service Recovery team. They are Finnair’s experts on disability-

related issues in air travel and have authority to resolve complaints in operational situations on be-

half of Finnair. (Finnair 2023d.)  

In the effort of providing the passengers with a higher quality of service and having harmonized 

minimum standards for the aviation sector, Finnair is a member of a voluntary airline passenger 

commitment, which is “an outcome of a concerted action on air passenger rights initiated by the 

ECAC and the European Commission”. (Finnair 2023o.) Even as a non-legally binding commit-

ment, the commitment advances the reinforcement of the regulatory frameworks as it strengthens 

the collaborative work between not only the European airlines and airports but also consumer or-

ganizations, organizations representing persons with reduced mobility, and the travel trade. Co-

operation across all stakeholders reduces the regulatory patchwork, which still remains to be the 

biggest obstacle in the aviation sector to overcome. In regard to commitment’s elements of rights 

of disabled passengers and flight disruptions, Finnair agrees (2023o) to: 

− Notify passengers of known delays, cancellations, and diversions, 

− Assist passengers facing delays, 

− Provide assistance to passengers with reduced mobility and passengers with special 

needs, 

− Meet passengers’ essential needs during long on-aircraft delays, 

− Reduce the number of passengers who are involuntarily denied boarding, and 

− Be responsive to passengers’ complaints. 

In addition, the commitment talks about meeting the needs of PRMs. Basic assumptions and airline 

practices are presented in a detailed manner and this, in my opinion, promotes transparency and 

open communication about PRM air travel. 

Digital accessibility implementation at Finnair aims at making the Finnair website and app more ac-

cessible to everyone, i.e., also for PRM passengers. (Finnair 2023p.) The commitment is based on 

the WCAG requirements, and the Finnair accessibility statement describes the conformance of 
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each digital service. This information is openly communicated to all at Finnair website. As dis-

cussed in the previous subchapter, the regulatory authority in digital accessibility is the Regional 

State Administrative Agency.   

Finnair Special Customer Working Group was established in January 2022 (Mattila 16 May 2023) 

and comprises of experts representing different competences related to the PRM customer jour-

ney. According to Mattila (16 May 2023), the group meets once every three months, or more fre-

quently if needed, and is led by Sustainability at Finnair. Operative stakeholders from Helsinki Air-

port, as well as Finnair’s Inflight, Service Recovery, and Customer Relations are represented in the 

meetings. Finnair legal department is consulted if necessary. (Mattila 16 May 2023.) 

According to Mattila (16 May 2023), the working group was established due to:  

1. Changes in the operational environment  

a. An increasing number of elderly and PRM passengers on Finnair flights 

b. More Finnair flights to the USA and India (cultural differences), 

2. Challenges with interpreting accessibility regulation 

a. An increasing number of customer complaints and legal claims regarding accessibil-

ity 

b. An increasing number of requests from authorities (Traficom, DoT) regarding clarifi-

cation of Finnair PRM processes, and 

3. Operational challenges 

a. Unclear roles and responsibilities regarding PRM processes at Finnair  

b. Departments handling special assistant requests and legal claims at Finnair were 

heavily overloaded.  

The purpose of the working group is to develop accessibility-related processes and deficiencies at 

Finnair. One aim is to also make sure all employees are familiar with the topic and that especially 

those who are working directly with PRMs (such as customer service) are well “equipped” with the 

knowledge of regulations and the binding obligations and commitments of it. Required for all em-

ployees at Finnair, and developed by the working group, an Accessibility and inclusion in Finnair 

services e-learning was launched in January 2023. The e-learning course provides information 

about the terms related to accessibility and inclusion of Finnair's services and deepens the under-

standing of the concepts of accessibility and inclusion. Also, it underlines the fact that PRM cus-

tomers need to be served in the same respectful, friendly, and individual way as all other custom-

ers. Doing this, one doesn’t need to know all disabilities and their special features in advance, but 

rather, proactively ask the PRM customer if (s)he needs help and what kind of help is needed. As 

seen in Figure 22, the customer journey of a PRM passenger is somewhat similar to the one that 
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was explained earlier, however requesting assistance service prior to departure and thus receiving 

it along the different touchpoints of the customer journey makes it different. 

 

Figure 22. The customer journey of a PRM passenger (Finnair 2023d) 

AY GOM’s subchapter of Passenger disruptions includes information and guidelines on how traffic 

irregularities are handled at Finnair. Providing accurate information about the disruption for all cus-

tomers in a timely manner and at regular intervals is a must-do, according to AY GOM (Finnair 

2023n, 59). To help the ground personnel in explaining and apologizing to the passengers in the 

event of irregularity Finnair has published five different notices to be used. These are cancellation 

notice, delay notice, diversion notice, downgrading notice, and involuntary notice for an over-

booked flight. In addition to these notices, a copy of the Finnair Notice on Passenger Rights (as 

seen in Figure 23), based on EC Regulation 261/2004 must also be given to all customers affected 

by the disruption.   
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Figure 23. Finnair Notice of Passenger Rights (Finnair 2020) 
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Besides complying with the legal requirements, Finnair also always provides customer care regard-

less of the source of the irregularity. Good care of the passengers and Finnair’s legal responsibility 

are not always the same thing. The principle of taking good care of the passenger means looking 

after his/her welfare irrespective of whether the company has a legal obligation to do so or not.  

In case of disruption, Finnair provides information and further guidance to customers on topical 

questions and issues that need to be resolved in flight disruptions. (Finnair 2023q.) In Finnair Gen-

eral conditions of carriage for passengers and baggage (2023m), article 7 includes information 

about disabled passengers’ right for acceptance for carriage provided all necessary prior arrange-

ments (booking SSR) have been made, and article 9 about denied boarding compensation, cancel-

lations, and long delays. 
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3 Methodology 

This chapter discusses the research methodology. The approach of the study will be first intro-

duced, followed by the chosen method, the research process itself, data introduction and the anal-

ysis. Finally, the ethical issues of the research will be covered.  

The objective of this study is to understand the phenomenon and the current status of PRM cus-

tomer journey in Finnair flight disruptions. Two customer feedback databases will be studied and 

based on the acquired new in-depth knowledge, development suggestion(s) are introduced to the 

commissioner of the study to improve the PRM customer experience at Finnair. In sum, the study 

aims to answer two research questions: 1) What are the most significant challenges or deficiencies 

arising from the feedback, and 2) What can be done to improve the PRM customer experience at 

Finnair?                                                                                            

3.1 Research approach 

As explained before, the topic of this thesis was ideated by the target organization Finnair. Along 

with a pre-set topic combining the researcher’s three elements of interest; Sustainability, and in 

more specific social responsibility, customer experience, and flight disruptions, also the related 

data to be analyzed, and the research approach were pre-defined making it easier for the devel-

oper to perceive the entity of the research project in beforehand, and not having to decide which 

research strategy would be the best suited, and/or method to be implemented. In sum, the case 

study approach was a natural choice of research strategy for this development work as its focus 

was to study a specific Finnair real-life case. The approach allowed the developer to explore a phe-

nomenon happening right now among the PRM customers in Finnair flight disruptions, and there-

fore obtain concrete and contextual in-depth knowledge as to why and how the phenomenon was 

topical. A thorough understanding of the existing situation provided a solid ground to develop a 

product, service, or a process or even create new subsequent solutions to mitigate the existing 

challenges.  

According to Moilanen, Ojasalo, and Ritalahti (2022) the case study approach is one of the most 

typical research strategies for any development work and it always aims for just a few or even a 

single development target. From the very beginning of this thesis project, it was clear that the de-

velopment task questions would be most likely best answered with a case study approach as it al-

lowed the researcher to examine the subject in a thorough, detailed manner. Going through the ex-

tensive raw data of PRM customer feedback and complaints in flight irregularities enabled the re-

searcher to identify common patterns and themes as well as cause-and-effect relationships.  
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As aptly concluded by Njie and Asimiran (2014, 39): “A case study is an interesting approach to 

consider when a researcher is motivated to expend time and effort to a situation, area, program, a 

group or person with the aim of answering the how and why conundrums.” Also, with case study 

approach, research questions cannot be answered instantly as the strategy requires “a lot of time, 

patience, and energy to work loose complex issues to knit together an explanation”. (Njie & Asimi-

ran 2014, 39.) Hence, a case study approach was a well-grounded research strategy for this thesis 

as it not only was readily pre-defined by the commissioner but also because the researcher’s per-

sonal characteristics of thoroughness, determination, and motivation supported such execution. 

Additionally, the researcher’s study leave enabled full focus and deep investigation of the research 

topic.   

3.2 Research methodology 

Descriptively explained by Goundar (2012, 4) the word research is composed of ‘re’ and ‘search’ 

wherein re is a prefix meaning again, anew, or over again, and search is a verb meaning to exam-

ine closely and carefully, to test and try, or to probe. “Together they form a noun describing a care-

ful, systematic, patient study and investigation in some field of knowledge, undertaken to establish 

facts or principles.” (Goundar 2012, 4.) The aim of this study is to find answers to the two research 

questions by systematically investigating the existing phenomenon, and then come up with (a) de-

velopment suggestion(s) to improve PRM customer’s journey in Finnair flight disruptions. System-

atic investigation not only covers the topic-related theory but also the techniques and methods for 

data collection and analysis. And there are many varied ways and methodological choices to con-

sider when executing research. Depending on what is sought to be found as an outcome of the re-

search the method selection should be done accordingly. In this study the research methodology is 

aligned with the case study research approach, and hence qualitative methods were used.  

Njie and Asimiran state (2014, 35) that qualitative methodology – as implied in its name - empha-

sizes on the underlying qualities of entities and processes and their implicit meanings. A similar 

viewing of qualitative research is that of Patel M. and Patel N. (2019, 49): “As the name itself sug-

gests, qualitative research is concerned with the qualitative process. It generally works with the 

study of human behavior.” Patel M. and Patel N. also refer (2019, 49) qualitative research as “moti-

vation research”, which in my opinion is well said as the qualitative data investigated in this study 

may shed light on those precise motives reflected in the customers’ feedback. For example, cus-

tomers may not always clearly comment on what has ultimately driven them to give feedback, and 

hence the motives for them to take action and give feedback may well lie elsewhere. Experiencing 

a flight disruption may only be the “last straw” and a consequent act in a much wider context of “life 

management”, or rather “life disruption”. 
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Qualitative research is non-numerical, descriptive, applies reasoning and uses words. (Goundar 

2012, 9), meaning people’s judgements, opinions, feelings of comfort, emotions, ideas, beliefs etc. 

can be described with words. (Walliman 2010, 71.) Quantitative research, on the other hand, is 

based on the measurement of quantity or amount. (Goundar 2012, 9.) Mathematical procedures 

and models can be used to analyze numerical data, whereas words cannot be mathematically ma-

nipulated. (Walliman 2010, 71-72). Qualitative and quantitative research methods both have their 

unique characteristics, purpose and need, and in sum, you could pointedly express quantitative 

data as “hard facts” and qualitative data as “soft facts”, I think. Data to be analyzed in this study will 

be presented in more detail in subchapter 3.4., but the research methodology along with its justifi-

cation for this project will be explained next.  

This thesis aims at improving a PRM customer’s journey and customer experience in Finnair flight 

disruptions, and therefore acquiring a comprehensive holistic picture of the researched topic was 

the first must-do in the research process. After conducting a relevant literature review in Chapter 

2., suitable research methodology needed to be clarified. As mentioned before, the topic, the ap-

proach, and the related data to be analyzed generated from the development need of the target 

organization Finnair, and hence the best suited research methodology was also accordingly 

aligned. It was agreed with Mattila (30 March 2022) and Kuovi (12 May 2022), the fellow Finnair 

employees of the researcher and members of the steering group of this thesis, that topical feed-

back was to be studied and analyzed and based on the insights and new knowledge, a develop-

ment suggestion was the expected outcome of the research.  

The source of information for the analysis was the database of Finnair customer relations & feed-

back, more precisely the scope of Finnair PRM customer feedback when traveling with Finnair and 

experiencing a flight disruption. The decision about delimitation (time range) of the data was made 

by the researcher herself. First, it was decided that the feedback would be gathered from May 

2021 to May 2022, however, this time range was questioned and re-evaluated in August 2023 as 

the researcher wanted the data to be as current as possible. In addition, updating the time range 

most likely also resulted in exclusion of any possible COVID-19 -related feedback, which was ben-

eficial for the purpose of the study as there was no need to view COVID-19 customer effects. 

Therefore, the feedback was collected from July 2022 to July 2023.   

As discussed before, qualitative data is non-numeric data and provides information on how people 

see things and perceive various situations, and hence feedback used for this study is precisely 

comprised of PRM customers’ opinions, thoughts, feelings, ideas etc. and how they have experi-

enced and perceived a flight disruption. To clarify, the qualitative data in this study was not col-

lected by the researcher herself, instead the data was given to the researcher by the 



44 

 

 

commissioner, after which the actual data analytics was done by the researcher. Apart from the 

qualitative data a slight addition of quantitative data was also included in the study as there were 

some closed-ended questions (ratings) with numeric data in the customer feedback form. Viewing 

the numerical customer ratings can be considered secondary data and added value to the primary 

qualitative data. This study will not include other typical qualitative methods such as observations 

or interviews, moreover the focus was on studying the massive empirical feedback database which 

undoubtedly, in researcher’s opinion, included adequate amount of information to be analyzed.    

In addition to the qualitative and quantitative methods the researcher also utilized her own work ex-

perience and personal expertise on PRM customers, flight disruption and customer feedback han-

dling, and customer service and customer experience when viewing and observing the data. 

3.3 Research process 

From the start of this development project the most important thing to keep in my mind was a real-

istic timetable and careful planning of the entire thesis work. As I had no prior bachelor (BBA) stud-

ies before the master (MBA) studies, this thesis was the 1st thesis for me to ever conduct, and 

hence at first it seemed massively overwhelming and intimidating. Yet, I was confident that with my 

strong work and life experience as well as my personal characteristics such as eternal drive for 

self-development and personal growth, I would succeed and therefore welcomed the research pro-

ject with curiosity and excitement. Before everything, I considered this research project to be a 

‘chance of a lifetime’ and a wonderful learning opportunity, which I most certainly did not want to 

pass.  

Big projects demand a great deal of planning and a lot of time. The better the planning and the 

sturdier the foundation of the whole project is, the smoother it is to continue ‘building’ the thesis 

block-by-block until it is finished. This was my strategy as well. In addition, I took advantage of all 

the various supportive measures, such as Haaga-Helia’s written guidelines for thesis writing, thesis 

workshops, method workshops, master seminars, library and information services, expertise of the 

thesis steering group, peer support groups (Riittävän hyvä oppari and thesis café), wellbeing sup-

port groups (Life Skills), and study coach services. My husband and other family members, friends, 

colleagues at work, supervisors, and my employer Finnair also played an important role in pushing 

me forward along every phase of the research process.    

According to Haaga-Helia UAS (2023), thesis can be divided into three main stages: 

− Thesis stage 1: Planning 

− Thesis stage 2: Implementation 

− Thesis stage 3: Finalizing 
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Moilanen & al. (2022) present the above staging as a simple process of a transformation project 

with corresponding phases as planning, implementation, and evaluation. Interestingly, and as seen 

in Figure 24, this simple process does not necessarily end in the last stage but can in fact restart in 

the form of a new development project grounded on the findings of the original research. (Moilanen 

& al. 2022) This research and its process will be reflected upon these stages as they cover the en-

tire lifecycle of the project.  

 

Figure 24. A simplified process of research project (Moilanen & al. 2022) 

Although the planning stage is presented above to commence in the beginning of the project, it ac-

tually continued along the entire research process. Changes required modification to the original 

plan and rescheduling the intermediate stages and personal deadlines was also done regularly. As 

the researcher’s knowledge and understanding of the topic and the entire research process gradu-

ally grew, implementation and evaluation were also more or less permanently on-going stages. 

Constant reflection and self-brainstorming proved valuable and even necessary to reach the goal 

of a completed thesis. Therefore, a more realized research process for this particular study is 

shown in Figure 23. It has similarities compared to the simplified process but also distinct differ-

ences. For this study, going back and forth through the various stages was not something that was 

planned, yet it turned out to be needful as it enabled refining the content and making sure the over-

all structure of the study was clear, logical, and well-balanced. Full-time work and life’s other com-

mitments while studying and proceeding with thesis most certainly required flexibility in all stages 

of the research process.   
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Figure 25. A continuing sequence of research process stages in a form of a multidirectional cycle 

Within the planning stage, in March 2022, the research topic was discussed with the commissioner 

of the thesis. The topic was then defined more precisely, and the thesis plan submitted in May 

2022. Implementation of the plan, the actual thesis work began in March 2023 with getting familiar 

with the existing theory and submitting the theoretical framework in May 2023. Execution of the re-

search included presenting the methodological choices, data itself, analysis, and the ethics of the 

project. This part of the research was processed during September 2023. By the end of November 

2023, the results of the analysis were shared and discussed which completed the implementation 

stage of the research process. Finally, writing the introduction chapter, providing suggestions for 

further development, reflecting on own learning, and reviewing the thesis content entity was fin-

ished by mid-December 2023.  

3.4 The empirical data 

This subchapter introduces the data used in the study and how it was gathered. Also, to deepen 

the understanding of the reader, the overall process of PRM customer giving the feedback to Fin-

nair is explained and illustrated in detail. This is important to get a better holistic perspective of the 

customer’s view while providing his/her feedback.   

3.4.1 Process of giving feedback 

Finnair collects customer feedback on flight disruptions via different channels and touchpoints, 

however, this study focuses on feedback collected through a feedback form provided to customers 

on Finnair web page. To submit a claim request, a customer needs to first navigate to the home 

page of customer feedback and compensation. This process is visualized step-by-step in Figure 

26.   

Planning

EvaluationImplementation
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Figure 26. Customer navigation process to feedback and compensation home page 

Alternatively, the feedback form can also be accessed with the search function in the top right cor-

ner of the Finnair home page.  

For qualitative analysis, two separate feedback databases were included in this study: 

1. Flight disruptions and 

2. PRM customers. 

The topic of this thesis combines flight disruptions and PRM customers, and hence both databases 

were relevant for this research. The current categorization of the feedback and compensation form 

offers customers five options to choose from and as highlighted in Figure 27, two categories ena-

ble submission of feedback about either booking and travel experience or a flight disruption. De-

pending on the situation, a PRM customer may provide feedback on flight disruption through either 

category. Figures 27 through 37 illustrate the various phases of the process of giving feedback. 

 

Figure 27. Start menu of Finnair feedback and compensation request (Finnair 2023r) 

finnair.com Menu
Customer 
support

Contact and 
request forms

Feedback and 
claims

Give feedback and claim 
compensation
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As PRM customers may also provide positive feedback about booking and travel experience or 

even flight disruption it is important to note that such data is excluded from this study because the 

development target of PRM customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions is more likely to be found 

when analyzing only the critical and constructive feedback. 

In addition, any feedback from a PRM customer concerning a non-disrupted flight is excluded as is 

also feedback which concerns disrupted flight but not a PRM customer. Other delimitations and fil-

tering are explained in the next sub-sections of qualitative and quantitative data.     

From the home page of customer feedback and compensation, in flight disruptions, the customer 

can choose to fill in the form for him/herself, on behalf of the travel companion, or as an authorized 

representative of a company. (Figure 28.) When choosing the 1st option, one needs to authenticate 

him/herself and log in as a Finnair Plus member or create a new Finnair profile. This is due to the 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which was enacted by the European Union (EU) in 

2018. (EU 2023.) Identification helps Finnair in categorizing feedback and excluding fake profiles. It 

also enables automated compensation handling if certain criteria are met. (Kuovi 14 August 2023.) 

 

Figure 28. Start menu of flight disruption feedback form (Finnair 2023r) 
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Next step is to select what type of flight disruption is concerned. As already discussed before, the 

most common flight disruptions are delays, cancellations, and overbookings. Therefore, similar cat-

egorization in the feedback form is logical. Downgrading has been added as its own category, too, 

as seen in Figure 29. The process of giving feedback regarding denied boarding due to overbook-

ing is the same as in delays or cancellations, however there were no such flight disruption cases 

found in this study.      

 

Figure 29. Categorization of flight disruptions 

In the next phase, the customer needs to provide booking information including booking reference, 

flight date, flight number, departure city and destination city as well as information about the cus-

tomer’s residence and possible travel companion. After this, a type of claim is selected. (Figure 

30.) This means that the customer may here directly claim EU Standard compensation (see 2.3. 

and 2.4.) and/or other disruption-related additional expenses such as transportation, accommoda-

tion, and meal costs.  



50 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Delay and cancellation claim types 

A customer willing, (s)he may also in this phase opt for different feedback sub-categories and rate 

services based on how (s)he has perceived them in the flight disruption. These sub-categories ac-

tually show as child sub-categories for Finnair customer relations agents as well as in the database 

provided to the researcher. As seen in Figure 31, sub-categories include care and customer man-

agement, rerouting and rebooking, customer service attitude and friendliness, reachability of the 

customer service, digital services, and information. Finally, open feedback (up to 3000 letters) can 

be given in the comments box and hence this content is the empirical data for flight disruptions 

feedback analyzed in this study.  
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Figure 31. Delay and cancellation feedback sub-categories and open feedback box 

All applicable claim types and feedback sub-categories can be selected. Before submitting the 

feedback, a summary is given to the customer to review the details. (Figure 32.)  
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Figure 32. Summary of flight delay or cancellation feedback case 

If the customer chooses to give feedback about booking and travel experience, (s)he may request 

a response to the feedback if so desired. (Figure 33.) 
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Figure 33. Start menu of booking and travel experience feedback form 

Next step is to select what kind of services the feedback concerns, and thus as the 2nd database 

includes PRM customers the relevant category here is the special assistance services. (Figure 34.) 

Other categories are irrelevant for this study. 
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Figure 34. Categorization of booking and travel experience 

Further sub-category selection is needed in the next phase as seen in Figure 35. There are four 

relevant sub-categories: Assistance services for customers with disabilities, assistance services for 

customers with medical condition, assistance services for elder customers, and wheelchairs and 

other mobility aids. 
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Figure 35. Sub-categorization of special assistance services 

After this, booking details and information of customer’s residence and possible travel companion 

is needed. Next, a customer may again opt for different feedback sub-categories and rate services 

based on how (s)he has perceived them when traveling with Finnair. As seen in Figure 36, sub-

categories for customers with disabilities, medical condition or elder customers include booking, 

airport, and in-flight experiences.  
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Figure 36. Feedback sub-categories and open feedback box for customers with disabilities, medi-

cal condition, and elder customers 

For wheelchairs and other mobility aids, sub-categories concern the condition and handling of the 

mobility aid. Finally, in the comments box the customer can give open feedback (up to 3000 let-

ters), and hence this content is the empirical data for PRM customers’ feedback analyzed in this 

study. Before submitting the feedback, a summary is given to the PRM customer to review the de-

tails. (Figure 37.) 

 

Figure 37. Summary of PRM customer’s feedback case 
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3.4.2 Qualitative data 

The qualitative data used for this study consisted of two separate databases. In practice, these da-

tabases were Excel documents, and as explained before, the information in the documents was 

not collected by the researcher herself. Instead, the raw empirical data was provided to the re-

searcher by the commissioner and the researcher’s task was to study and analyze this data.  

The two Excel documents differed greatly in size. The database 1 (DB1) included feedback from 

flight disruptions and contained 32739 rows, whereas the database 2 (DB2) included feedback 

from PRM customers and contained 305 rows. Each row represented a single feedback case. All 

feedback was gathered over the course of one year; from July 2022 to July 2023.   

Finding the relevant feedback from both databases was the first step toward conducting an analy-

sis. Manual ‘cleaning up’ was not possible especially for the extensive DB1, and hence an appro-

priate technical solution or an analytics tool was needed to assist with the job. The researcher had 

previously taken the Data Analytics -course in Haaga-Helia UAS and learned how to use the Py-

thon programming, however this tool and course focused on handling structured data, e.g., numeri-

cal figures. Therefore, another more suitable way to process non-numerical and unstructured feed-

back data had to be found. Microsoft Azure and Access systems were studied and tested but soon 

abandoned as utilization of them would have required more in-depth expertise. In the end, with the 

help of a colleague, husband, a Haaga-Helia UAS lecturer, and a lot of independent self-learning 

the researcher was able to overcome the existing clean-up challenge with DB1.   

The study concerned only Finnair flight disruptions, and therefore all feedback from both databases 

including non-Finnair or partner airlines’ flights was removed with Excel filtering function. Next, 

data which did not include any text in the open feedback comments box was also filtered out, and 

duplicate cases removed with the corresponding Excel function in the Data tool. Finally, also the 

feedback cases written in any other language besides Finnish or English were removed. For this 

purpose, and to distinguish Finnish content, the Excel rule was set to find feedback including let-

ters ‘ä’ or ‘ö’. However, this search was not 100 % reliable as it also surfaced some Swedish and 

German feedback, which were then manually removed. In the end, the removed languages were 

Korean, Japanese, Thai, Chinese, Russian, Spanish, Swedish, German, French, Italian, Estonian, 

and Czech. It should be highlighted that originally only English data was planned to be included in 

the study but after finding out that DB2 included only one relevant feedback in English, the re-

searcher decided to include also Finnish data, and consequently Finnish and English data together 

resulted in an adequate amount of data. Lastly, some columns in the Excel documents, such as 

Finnair Plus tier level for the customer and the case reference number were hidden as they also 



58 

 

 

included irrelevant information. After altering the data, DB1 contained 9507 rows, whereas DB2 

contained 209 rows.  

Reading through 9507 feedback of DB1 was still an insurmountable task. Therefore, based on the 

previously explained sub-categories for special assistance services, relevant PRM customers’ 

feedback were searched in DB1 with key words senior, wheelchair, disability, medical, blind, deaf, 

and elder(ly). Using these words for searching was justified also because they originate from the 

IATA SSR codes, which was discussed earlier in sub-section 3.1.1. For Finnish feedback, same 

words in Finnish were used; eläkeläinen, pyörätuoli, vamma, lääketieteellinen/sairaus, sokea, 

kuuro, and iäkäs. This search succeeded and surfaced all together 16 feedback cases, that met 

the criteria of a PRM customer who experienced a Finnair flight disruption. In sum, a list of these 

16 cases is shown in Table 2, and explanations for abbreviations are found under the table. 

Table 2. DB1 list of feedback cases included in the study 

Feedback # Flight date Flight # Departure 

airport 

Destination 

airport  

Language 

of feed-

back 

Flight dis-

ruption 

type 

PRM cus-

tomer type 

1. 19.7.2022 AY1764 FCO HEL FI CNL Disability  

2. 30.7.2022 AY1144 WAW HEL FI CNL Disability 

3. 20.8.2022 AY1432 BER HEL FI DB Blind 

4. 25.8.2022 AY1305 AMS HEL EN CNL Wheelchair 

5. 1.9.2022 AY490 KAO HEL FI DEL Blind  

6. 17.9.2022 AY1772 BLQ HEL FI DEL Wheelchair 

7. 21.11.2022 AY2060 FUE HEL FI DEL Elderly 

8. 21.11.2022 AY1672 AGP HEL FI CNL Elderly 

9. 21.11.2022 AY1164 KRK HEL FI CNL Disability 

10. 21.11.2022 AY1674 AGP HEL FI CNL Wheelchair 

11. 22.11.2022 AY1964 DXB HEL FI CNL Deaf 

12. 30.12.2022 AY1362 MAN HEL EN CNL Disability 

13. 7.1.2023 AY954 CPH HEL FI CNL Deaf 

14. 24.1.2023 AY146 BKK HEL FI DEL Deaf 

15. 25.3.2023 AY1386 DUB HEL FI CNL Disability 
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16. 8.5.2023 AY1732 FNC HEL FI DEL Wheelchair 

FCO = Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino Airport, Rome, Italy 

WAW = Warsaw Chopin Airport, Poland 

BER = Berlin Brandenburg Airport, Germany 

AMS = Schiphol Amsterdam Airport, the Netherlands 

KAO = Kuusamo Airport, Finland 

BLQ = Bologna Guglielmo Marconi Airport, Italy 

FUE = Fuerteventura El Matorral Airport, Spain 

AGP = Màlaga-Costa del Sol Airport, Spain 

KRK = John Paul II International Airport Krakòw-Balice, Poland 

DXB = Dubai International Airport, United Arab Emirates  

MAN = Manchester Airport, United Kingdom 

CPH = Copenhagen Kastrup Airport, Denmark 

BKK = Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport, Thailand 

DUB = Dublin Airport, Ireland 

FNC = Funchal Madeira Airport International Cristiano Ronaldo, Portugal 

HEL = Helsinki Airport, Finland 

FI = Finnish 

EN = English 

CNL = Cancellation 

DEL = Delay 

DB = Denied boarding 

Studying the smaller database DB2 was a smoother process compared to that of DB1. All 209 

feedback were read through and manually organized into three categories: Y (yes), M (maybe), 

and N (no). Feedback which included a disrupted flight were categorized as Y and included in the 

study. Feedback with M category were cases which could potentially be included in the study, but 

in the end were not as there were enough Y cases. Feedback with N category did not include a 

flight disruption, and hence were excluded from the study. In sum, a list of 17 feedback cases, that 

met the criteria of a PRM customer who experienced a Finnair flight disruption is shown in Table 3, 

and again explanations for abbreviations are found under the table. 

Table 3. DB2 list of feedback cases included in the study 

Feedback # Flight date Flight # Departure 

airport 

Destination 

airport  

Language 

of feed-

back 

Flight dis-

ruption 

type 

PRM cus-

tomer type 

1. 2.9.2022 AY33 HEL SEA EN DEL Wheelchair 

2. 23.9.2022 AY868 GOT HEL EN DWN Wheelchair 

3. 18.10.2022 AY1331 HEL LHR FI DB Disability 

4. 19.10.2022 AY1691 HEL TFS FI DEL Wheelchair 
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5. 19.11.2022 AY122 DEL HEL EN DEL Wheelchair 

6. 21.11.2022 AY122 DEL HEL EN DEL Wheelchair 

7. 25.11.2022 AY1164 KRK HEL EN DB Disability 

8. 18.12.2022 AY450 OUL HEL FI CNL Wheelchair 

9. 21.1.2023 AY20 DFW HEL EN DEL Disability 

10. 11.2.2023 AY1532 GVA HEL EN CNL Wheelchair 

11. 9.5.2023 AY1752 MXP HEL FI DEL Wheelchair 

12. 10.5.2023 AY2 LAX HEL EN DB Disability 

(service 

dog) 

13. 7.6.2023 AY1305 HEL AMS EN DEL  Wheelchair 

14. 7.6.2023 AY813 HEL ARN EN DEL  Wheelchair 

15. 15.6.2023 AY1983 ARN DOH EN DEL Wheelchair 

16. 10.7.2023 AY1936 GZP HEL FI CNL Disability 

17. 8.7.2023 AY121 HEL DEL EN DEL Wheelchair 

SEA = Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, USA 

GOT = Gothenburg-Landvetter Airport, Sweden 

LHR = London Heathrow Airport, United Kingdom 

TFS = Tenerife Sur Reina Sofia Airport, Spain 

DEL = New Delhi Indira Gandhi International Airport, India 

KRK = John Paul II International Airport Krakòw-Balice, Poland 

OUL = Oulu Airport, Finland 

DFW = Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport. USA 

GVA = Geneva Airport, Switzerland 

MXP = Milan Malpensa Airport, Italy 

LAX = Los Angeles International Airport, USA 

AMS = Schiphol Amsterdam Airport, the Netherlands 

ARN = Stockholm Arlanda Airport, Sweden 

DOH = Doha Hamad International Airport, Qatar 

GZP = Gazipasa Alanya Airport, Turkey 

HEL = Helsinki Airport, Finland 

FI = Finnish 

EN = English 

CNL = Cancellation 

DEL = Delay 

DWN = Downgrading 

DB = Denied boarding 
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To conclude, the primary data used for this study includes a total of 33 feedback cases. The con-

tent of this feedback is analyzed in subchapter 3.5. 

3.4.3 Quantitative data 

As explained before, when giving feedback, customers may provide further insight into their feed-

back in the closed-ended questions. This added insight means evaluating the various Finnair ser-

vices during their travel on a scale of five ratings as follows: 

− Poor  

− Fair 

− Good 

− Very good 

− Excellent 

These ratings translate into numeric data, i.e., quantitative data, which is the secondary data used 

in this study. Poor equals 1, Fair equals 2, Good equals 3, Very good equals 4, and Excellent 

equals 5. The numeric value for each rating is visible for the customer in the feedback summary 

review, whereas the average of the customer rating is visible for the Finnair customer relations 

agents. Table 4 summarizes the number of customers who rated Finnair services in addition to 

their open feedback.  

Table 4. Summary of quantitative data included in the study 

Rating DB1 DB2 

Poor = 1 4 10 

Fair = 2 2 - 

Good = 3 - - 

Very good = 4 - - 

Excellent = 5 - - 

To conclude, the secondary data used for this study includes a total of 16 customer ratings (out of 

33), and hence the analysis for this follows in the next subchapter. 

3.5 Analysis of the data 

According to Walliman (2010, 65), data is elusive and ephemeral. It may be true for a time in a par-

ticular place as observed by a particular person but might be quite different the next day. Data is 
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also corruptible (Walliman 2010, 65) as hearsay, secondhand reports and biased views are often 

paraded as facts. Without a doubt, this view is realistic as we live in an information age and the 

amount of information is profoundly massive around us. Therefore, before analyzing the qualitative 

data of this study, it is important to understand that whatever information is found in the feedback it 

may not be 100 % accurate in terms of facts, e.g., the customer may comment that his/her flight 

was cancelled, however, the flight in question was not perhaps cancelled in an operative sense, 

but instead the customer may have missed his/her flight for some reason and due to this interprets 

the flight being cancelled for him/her. Another example would be that a customer may have missed 

his/her connecting flight and criticizes Finnair for not taking responsibility for rerouting and/or cus-

tomer care according to the EC Regulation 261/2004 (see 2.3. and 2.4.), however, the customer 

may have had two separate plane tickets, i.e., two separate contracts of carriage, in which case 

transiting and making it in time for the connecting flight is entirely at customer’s own responsibility. 

In any case, this is just to demonstrate that the qualitative data in this study provided only a one-

sided view of the flight disruption, and how the disruption was perceived by a particular PRM cus-

tomer.  

The recipient of the feedback is the commissioning company who investigates the case and replies 

to the customer if required. The researcher, however, only uses the data as is without a possibility 

to verify the facts in the feedback, and hence analysis, findings, and conclusions are not infallible. 

The outcomes of this research will consequently not be the absolute truths but rather researcher’s 

own likelihood ‘soft’ statements derived from the customers’ truths. In viewing and analyzing the 

feedback, the researcher also utilized her own professionalism in the subject matter.   

Previously, qualitative and quantitate data was introduced. The raw data was first ‘tuned’ or ‘pol-

ished’ to find the 33 feedback cases that fit the criteria of the research topic. Data reduction by re-

moving and hiding unnecessary information was an essential step to simplify the complex data-

bases. Arranging the feedback chronologically by time and flight information in Tables 2, 3, and 4 

also clarified the researcher’s overall picture and understanding of the data.  

The original request from the commissioner of this thesis was to rake through the PRM customers’ 

feedback and see if certain themes or topics emerge from the data, and based on the findings pro-

duce a development suggestion for the commissioner to improve the PRM customer’s customer 

journey in Finnair flight disruptions. Derived from this request the thematic analysis method was 

chosen. Analyzing the data thematically enabled the researcher to identify common patterns and 

themes as well as cause-and-effect relationships. This was important in terms of the objectives of 

the research.   
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As mentioned before, this thesis along with its data analysis is the 1st to be conducted for the re-

searcher. Although already possessing an analytical mindset, the researcher had no prior experi-

ence using qualitative analysis methods and was therefore drawn to Braun and Clarke’s approach 

and application on thematic analysis as a practical and suitable analyzing method for the begin-

ners. (Craver 2014, 1.) According to Craver (2014, 1), Braun and Clarke define thematic analysis 

as a method for identifying themes (or patterns of meaning) across dataset in relation to a research 

question. Braun and Clarke describe (Craver 2014, 1) thematic analysis as a relatively unique 

qualitative analytic method, which simply only provides a method for analyzing a data, and does 

not comment on methods of data collection, theoretical positions, epistemological or ontological 

frameworks. In addition, Braun and Clarke argue (Craver 2014, 1), that the method is flexible and 

can be used to answer almost any type of research question using almost any type of data and/or 

theoretical orientation as long as the analysis is crafted in such a way that it matches what the re-

searcher wants to know. As seen in Table 5, Braun and Clarke offer practical guidance for applying 

thematic analysis in a consistent and rigorous way in a seven-stage workflow, which starts with 

transcription and ends with reporting. Writing the report corresponds in this study to presenting the 

results of the analysis, and thus ultimately answering the research questions. At different stages of 

the analysis, it is important to keep in mind the research questions. This helps to stay focused in 

the research work.  
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Table 5. Braun and Clarke’s seven stages of thematic analysis. (Craver 2014, 2) 

 

The researcher chose Delve as a qualitative data analysis tool to conduct thematic analysis. The 

“polished” databases DB1 and DB2 were first imported to Delve after all identifiable personal cus-

tomer data (name, email address, telephone number etc.) was removed to maintain confidentiality 

of the customer data. In Delve, DB1 and DB2 were transcribed into two separate transcripts as il-

lustrated in Figure 38.   

1. 
Transcription

•Transcribing (audio) data into written text.

•Preparing data into a transciption so that it can be systematically coded and analyzed in 
next stage.

2. Reading & 
Familiarizati

on

•Reading and re-reading the data to become intemately familiar with content.

•Analysis begins by noticing things of interest that might be relevant to the research 
questions.

3. Coding

• Identifying aspects of the data that relate to the research questions.

4. Grouping 
by themes

• Identifying pivotal features that capture something important about the data in relation to 
the research questions.

5. Rewieving 
themes

•Determine whether themes fit well with the coded data; themes should tell a story that 
"rings truth" with the data.

•Essentially represents quality control of the analysis.

6. Defining & 
naming 
themes

•Defining themes by stating what is unique and specific about each one.

•Useful because it forces the researcher to define the focus and boundaries of the themes 
by distilling to a few short sentences what each theme is about. 

7. Reporting

•Writing a report by selecting compelling, vivid examples of data extracts, and relating 
them back to the research questions and literature. 
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Figure 38. Delve analysis tool’s view of DB1 and DB2 transcripts 

Next, the researcher familiarized herself with the data. Reading and re-reading through the tran-

scripts gradually enabled the researcher to make observations and find meanings and patterns in 

the data. In reference to the 1st research question,” What are the most significant challenges or de-

ficiencies arising from the feedback?” certain challenges and deficiencies in the feedback started 

recurring already. Interestingly, at this point, some topics resonated strongly to the researcher, 

which could be explained with the researcher’s prior knowledge and work experience at Finnair.   

Coding the data was initiated next. Codes were created to represent the meanings and patterns in 

the data. All 33 feedback cases were read through again in more detail, and topic-related quota-

tions were applied with the codes. As we know, people perceive and react to situations differently, 

and hence they express their views by choosing various words. Expressions that represented the 

same meaning were applied with the same code, for example emotions such as anxiety, distress, 

and stressful were grouped together. Bringing together all the quotations associated with fitting 

codes helped the researcher to form a better holistic picture of data in a more structured way. 

Code collations were monitored separately also, as shown in Figure 39. For example, lack of com-

munication was mentioned in 10 feedback cases appearing in both transcripts. 
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Figure 39. Code details for Lack of communication in the data 

Grouping codes into themes was the next step in analyzing the data. In this study, a common de-

nominator was quickly identified for many codes, however some codes were more detached from 

others. In addition to being directly linked to the research topic, the created main themes were also 

descriptive and nuanced providing yet another perspective into the subject. The data resulted in 

creating 46 codes and six themes as demonstrated in Figure 40. Organizing codes and themes 

into one compact and visual illustration helped the researcher (and the reader) gain a quick com-

prehensive view of the data.  
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Figure 40. A hierarchic list of thematic codes and themes of the data 

In reviewing and revising codes and themes the researcher checked back at the data again. Was 

everything relevant included and coded into the themes? Were the themes distinct and supported 

by enough data? Were there any codes that needed to be relocated under another theme or were 

there some codes which could be completely ignored and deleted as they were not relevant to the 

study? Were there still some similarities within the codes so that they could be merged with one 

another? As a result of this critical lookback, some fine-tuning was performed; however, no major 

revisions were needed as the researcher was content with the existing codes and themes.  

In summary, DB1 and DB2 provided a good and versatile sample of the PRM customers’ feedback 

in Finnair flight disruptions. There was a total of 19 feedback cases provided in Finnish and 13 in 

English. Interestingly, Finnish language was very dominant in DB1 and English language in DB2. 
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This fact reveals that including the Finnish feedback was a correct decision by the researcher as 

otherwise there would have been only two feedback cases included in DB1. Feedback cases cate-

gorized by the disruption type were as follows: 

− 13 Cancellations 

− 15 Delays 

− 4 Denied boardings 

− 1 Downgrade 

The emphasis being on cancellations and delays is a logical find as they are the most common dis-

ruptions (see 2.3). It is also good to note that in denied boarding -cases customers consequently 

also endured a delay in their travel, however, in this analysis only one disruption type per feedback 

was accounted for. 

Referrals to the EU261 (see 2.3. and 2.4.) as well as ACAA (see 2.2. and 2.4.) airline regulative 

obligations were mentioned in some feedback, and hence this signals that PRM customers are 

nowadays aware of their passenger rights in flight disruptions. Wheelchair was mentioned in 16 

feedback, which is nearly 50 % of all the analyzed cases. 

Further findings and in-depth results of the actual customer feedback, in terms of what were the 

most significant challenges or deficiencies arising from the feedback, and what could be improved 

in the PRM customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions will be presented and discussed in Chap-

ter 5. 
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4 Results 

This chapter discusses the research findings. Based on the thematic grouping and coding pre-

sented in the previous chapter, the corresponding results will be introduced by flight disruption 

type, PRM customer type, the main elements of customer disruption handling, and customer expe-

rience (customers’ emotions). Also, results of the closed-ended questions are covered, and in the 

end, the first research question is answered. The results are reflected on by referring back to the 

theoretical framework. Additionally, the factors that have influenced the results are considered.                                                                                            

4.1 Results and distribution by flight disruption type 

In 33 feedback cases, 15 flights were delayed, and 13 cancelled. In four cases a PRM customer 

had been denied boarding his/her original flight, and one PRM customer had been involuntarily 

downgraded from business class to economy class. 

4.1.1 Cancellations 

DB1 included 10 cancellations and DB2 three cancellations. Majority of cancellations occurred in 

Europe, one flight in Finland and one in Asia. Cancellations concerned 12 flights bound for Hel-

sinki, whereas only one flight concerned a cancellation out from Helsinki. This could be at least 

partially explained with the fact that Finnair’s own maintenance is located at Helsinki Airport, and 

therefore departing flights with e.g., technical problems can be better monitored and fixed at Hel-

sinki Airport compared to a similar situation elsewhere at Finnair route network stations, wherein 

technical challenges can be fixed only to a certain extent. Consequently, if an aircraft gets stuck at 

an outstation due to technical problems, Finnair sends its Helsinki-based maintenance personnel 

to fix the problem in order to get the aircraft back to Helsinki, and back in operation.  

Nine cancellations occurred in 2022, out of which four cancellations happened on November 21-22 

because of a transport worker union’s strike. The researcher was working during the transport 

worker union’s strike, and therefore identified those four cancellations to have been resulted from 

the strike. A simple illustration shows (Figure 41) the occurrence of cancellations domestically, in 

Europe and outside Europe.  
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Figure 41. Cancellations by geographical distribution 

4.1.2 Delays 

DB1 included five delays and DB2 ten delays, and hence delays represented the largest proportion 

of the study’s flight disruptions. The study showed that delays were geographically distributed more 

evenly than cancellations as there were seven delays both in Europe and outside of Europe. Addi-

tionally, one delay concerned a domestic flight. Ten delays concerned a flight bound for Helsinki, 

and four delays out from Helsinki. In addition, one delay concerned a flight out from Stockholm Ar-

landa in Sweden (ARN) to Doha in Qatar (DOH). Seven delays occurred in 2022 and eight in 2023.  

Figure 42 shows the occurrence of delays domestically, in Europe and outside Europe. 
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Figure 42. Delays by geographical distribution 

In reference to ICAO’s categorization of three types of flight disruptions (ICAO 2018, 2), delays, 

cancellations, and denied boardings, the research results by distribution and flight disruption type 

are aligned. The researcher also agrees that most Finnair flight disruptions are delays, followed by 

cancellations.    

4.1.3 Denied boarding 

In the study there were four PRM customers who had been denied boarding their original flight. 

Three cases originated from DB2 and one from DB1. Three cases concerned a European flight, 

and one a US flight from Los Angeles (LAX) to Helsinki (HEL). Three cases occurred in 2022 and 

one in 2023.  It is important to note that in denied boarding situations the customer’s journey is 

consequently also delayed, and hence these “double disruptions” are stressful situations for any-

one, let alone customers with reduced mobility. In two separate cases, a PRM customer was de-

nied boarding due to 1) a booking problem of the customer’s service dog and 2) a suspicion of cus-

tomer being drunk. However, in the latter case, a customer had a medical condition instead and 

upon being accused of being drunk an alcohol testing was requested by the customer. This, too, 

was denied to the customer. In the first case, due to a miscommunication from Finnair to the cus-

tomer, the reservation for a service dog had only been confirmed for customer’s long-haul flight but 

not for the connecting flight. This resulted in a loss of a long-haul flight as well and the entire 

Delays (15)

Domestic 
flights (1)
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to HEL 
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European flights 
(7)

Longhaul flights (7)
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journey to be changed. In both cases, customers ended up buying new tickets for another airline, 

and hence claimed the extra costs from Finnair to be compensated after the journey.  

In two other cases, customers were denied boarding due to check-in – and ticketing problems, i.e., 

their tickets were not correctly associated in the check-in system, and hence customers were not 

accepted onto their flights. In either case, the check-in – and ticketing problem was not due to the 

customers’ fault but was caused by an erroneous rerouting and a malfunction of the check-in sys-

tem. Following the flight departure, the problems were resolved, and customers were provided with 

a new solution. According to ICAO (2018, 2), denied boardings are usually caused by overbooked 

flights, but in this study none of the denied boardings were resulted from an overbooked flight but 

due to reasons explained earlier. It is also a common rule of practice at Finnair not to deny PRM 

customers access to their flights even if they are overbooked. In overbookings, Finnair always first 

looks for volunteers who can change their travel plans, and only if there aren’t enough volunteers, 

the necessary number of customers are involuntarily transferred to alternative flights.  

Another interesting find concerning the four denied boarding cases was that all feedback was rela-

tively long and written in detail. This may be due to the “double disruption”, which undoubtedly re-

sulted in customers pouring their genuine frustration and dissatisfaction in their feedback. In two 

cases customers also requested substantially high reimbursements and compensations due to 

what they had experienced. 

4.1.4 Downgrading 

There was one downgrading case in the study. Prior to the downgrading, which was realized at the 

airport of departure, the customer’s flight schedule had also changed for the next day (24-hour de-

lay). The case concerned a European flight bound for Helsinki and occurred in 2022.  

4.2 Results by PRM customer type 

As explained before, a PRM customer is any person whose mobility is reduced due to any physical 

or intellectual disability or impairment, or any other cause of disability, or age, and whose situation 

needs appropriate attention and the adaptation to his or her particular needs of the service made 

available to all passengers. In other words, categories and types of disabilities vary significantly by 

nature, severity, and impact on daily functions. 

In this study, physical disabilities include wheelchair users, and persons with sight or hearing disa-

bilities. The respective SSR codes used are WCHR, WCHS, WCHC, BLND, and DEAF. Intellectual 

or developmental disability means having difficulties with learning and understanding new things. 

The way intellectual disability affects an individual person’s life (and travel) varies to a large 
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degree. The SSR code indicating such a disability is DPNA. Also, neuropsychiatric disorders, 

which refer to mental health conditions, such as ADHD, autistic spectrum disorders, bipolar disor-

der, schizophrenia, Alzheimer, and other dementias are grouped under the SSR code DPNA. An-

other PRM customer type which clearly appeared in the study was senior citizens. This is under-

standable as the world’s population is aging rapidly, as explained earlier, and hence seniors are 

nowadays a large group of passengers with an increasing need for accessible and inclusive air 

travel. Aging affects people in different ways. For some customers aging does not restrict their abil-

ity to move around independently, but others may need a lot of assistance to be able to travel 

smoothly. Depending on their specific needs, senior citizens may fall under various SSR codes as 

some rely on wheelchairs if they have issues with walking long distances, and others may have de-

veloped a neuropsychiatric disorder such as dementia or Alzheimer.  

In this study, most PRM customers were in need of a wheelchair. Nearly half of the feedback 

cases, sixteen out of thirty-three, had requested or commented in their feedback about the need for 

a wheelchair. The study also revealed that there were two cases with sight-impaired customers, 

and three with hearing impaired customers. Ten cases mentioned some other kind of disability, not 

clearly specifying whether it be a physical or an intellectual one. Consequently, this feedback was 

simply grouped as Disabled. Elderly/senior citizen passengers were referred to in seven feedback 

and in five of them also wheelchair need, or other disability was mentioned. This was a logical and 

descriptive finding in the feedback of elderly passengers. The number of the five main PRM cus-

tomers is visualized in Figure 43. 

 

Figure 43. The number of PRM customers in the study 
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In sum, wheelchair was the most needed disability aid requested by the PRM customers. Other 

physical and intellectual disabilities were also clearly reflected in the feedback. The third biggest 

group of PRM’s was that of the elderly passengers.   

4.3 Results by customer disruption handling 

4.3.1 Communication 

The biggest claim topic about customer communication in flight disruptions was lack of it. Ten cus-

tomers pointed out this deficiency in their feedback. Lack of communication was evident and 

evenly distributed in delays (4 cases), cancellations (4 cases), and denied boardings (2 cases). All 

the deaf customers of the study had experienced difficulties in being informed during the disrup-

tion, and hence they had tried to find more information about the situation themselves through Fin-

nair chat, App, or social media, which however had not been of help to them. Customers com-

mented that the chat was either unavailable (closed) at the time of disruption or repeatedly full and 

would not accept new customers in queue. Another customer wrote that the App was not Up-

ToDate as it incorrectly claimed that the cancelled flight was in fact already “en route”, which re-

sulted in even more confusion for the customer. Customers’ voice about the lack of communication 

can be clearly heard in the below speech bubbles.  
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Another deficiency arising from the feedback regarding communication was confusing or mislead-

ing information. This was mentioned in five feedback cases, of which one was that of a visually im-

paired customer. One customer was denied access to his/her original flight due to a miscommuni-

cation error concerning the booking process of customer’s service dog. This error was discovered 

at the airport just prior to the flight departure. A common feature for this feedback topic was that 

when something was promised by Finnair to the customer in an earlier phase of the customer jour-

ney, it could not be delivered for the customer in the next phase of the travel by another Finnair 

representative, and therefore this caused dissatisfaction and frustration for the customers. Below 
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speech bubbles demonstrate how confusing or misleading communication was perceived by the 

customers. 

In addition, three customers commented that they had not been communicated with the reason for 

their flight being disrupted, and a few customers criticized that they had no accessibility to the 
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information about their disrupted journey as the Finnair App and chat were unavailable to use. It 

was emphasized especially by the deaf customers, that Finnair App and chat are the primary com-

munication channels for them to use because calling Finnair customer service is not an option for 

them. The feedback in the below speech bubble demonstrates well how a deaf customer perceived 

a sudden cancellation of the flight. 

Finally, some elderly customers also experienced disruptions, especially stressful because of their 

own lack of language skills. 

4.3.2 Care and assistance 

The study shows that the most valued (and criticized) customer care activities for the customers in 

flight disruptions were the concrete, tangible, and essential needs, such as food and drinks, ac-

commodation, interaction (communication) with Finnair staff, and in most cases also the wheel-

chair service. Only after these ‘basics’ came other concerns such as Customer Service’s service 

attitude and reasonable waiting time to get in touch with Finnair staff.     

Nine customers reported that they were not provided with enough food and/or drinks (even water) 

in relation to the waiting time due to a delayed journey. In addition, two customers pointed out that 

as they were taken to the aircraft first and deboarded last (as assisted passengers are), the time 

spent in the aircraft, especially with a delayed departure, was longer than that for the non-assisted 

‘normal’ customers, and hence water service was then especially important because they needed 

to take (extra) medicine. The below feedback in the speech bubble illustrates how adequate water 

service during a flight delay is considered an important basic need for a customer. 
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The study also revealed that some customers were out of reach of service (meal/refreshments) 

vouchers as distribution of them for the non-assisted passengers was done at the departure gate, 

while the assisted PRM customers had to wait in a separate assisted passengers -room until their 

flight started boarding and they were picked up by the wheelchair service provider and taken to the 

gate. Receiving the service vouchers at that point anymore was of no use as the customers didn’t 

have enough time to use those vouchers. Customers’ feedback of being excluded from the service 

vouchers can be seen in the below speech bubbles.   
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Similarly, another customer complained that his/her elderly mother couldn’t get the service voucher 

either as there was no Finnair ground staff available to give it out to her. The inbound flight had 

been delayed and the elderly mother had consequently missed her original connecting flight, and 

hence was then rerouted by Finnair to her final destination with another connection. However, dur-

ing the prolonged transfer and long waiting time the customer felt his/her mother wasn’t properly 

taken care of. The customer feedback is shown in the speech bubble below.   

 

Two deaf customers complained that as they didn’t know if their meals were covered by Finnair 

during the disruption they just ate ‘reasonably’ at their own expense and were asking to be com-

pensated for those costs afterward. Speech bubbles below demonstrate this customer perspective. 

Hotel accommodation was mentioned in 12 feedback. Two customers claimed that there was no 

Finnair staff available at the airport to assist with hotel accommodation, and hence they stayed the 

night at the airport. Additionally, eight customers organized the hotel accommodation themselves 

either by extending their own hotel booking, or by changing the hotel offered by Finnair to a hotel 

that was more adaptable to the customer’s disability needs e.g., including accessible toilet, and 
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baggage carrying services. Two customers also highlighted that staying at a hotel as close to the 

airport terminal as possible was important because it enabled a smoother transition from the hotel 

back to the airport, and a longer resting time prior to the new departure time for a potentially longer 

journey than originally planned. The two feedback in below speech bubbles show how hotel ac-

commodation was perceived by the customers in a flight disruption. 

 

In Addition, one customer complained about the hotel bus transportation as it was unsuitable to ac-

commodate his/her specific needs. As a wheelchair user, the customer would have needed wheel-

chair-accessible transportation to the hotel and back to the airport and ultimately had to organize 

such transportation self-sufficiently, as seen in the feedback below.  
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Thirteen customers reported in their feedback about the extra costs incurred by them during their 

delayed customer journey. These additional expenses were caused by e.g., extra hotel nights, 

ground transportation and/or parking fees, new flight tickets, and food and/or drinks. The study 

showed that the extra costs were posed in all flight disruption types and for all PRM customer 

types, in other words, there was no difference as to which flight irregularity or customer disability 

type was concerned the most in extra costs -related feedback. Also, four customers had tried to 

contact Finnair customer service for assistance and guidance in flight disruption but had not suc-

ceeded in doing so, and therefore had independently made the necessary arrangements to accom-

modate their new travel plan.  

According to the study, eight customers had a need to get in touch with Finnair customer service 

regarding their disrupted journey. These customers either wanted to find out more about the dis-

ruption itself and/or their different options for rerouting (in case of cancellation), decline the rerout-

ing solution they had been provided with, ask about compensation or refund policy for food and de-

layed journey, or out of insecurity confirm their original return journey since their outward journey 

had already started disruptively. Six of these customers also reported that they had had difficulties 

reaching customer service. Below speech bubbles reveal the feedback of customers who found it 

difficult to get in touch with Finnair customer service.     
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Seven customers in various phases of the customer journey commented about a long waiting time 

during the disruption. Customers waited, for example, to receive further information about their 

flight disruption and/or new travel plan, for the wheelchair assistance to come and help them, to be 

guided by the ground staff to the hotel, or just to get through by phone to the Finnair customer ser-

vice after queueing.  

The feedback also revealed that 13 customers had problems with walking (longer distances) and 

consequently struggled to find their way amid their disrupted journeys. To make the travel 

smoother, ten of these 13 customers had booked a wheelchair service in advance, but in the end, 

did not receive it at all or received it with a delay. Wheelchair service was also lacking or delivered 

late for the customer in individual cases at individual outstations, such as Tenerife, Copenhagen, 

Istanbul, Doha, and Gothenburg. At Helsinki Airport, however, the wheelchair service was lacking 

or delivered late for most as six customers with walking difficulties complained about it. More wor-

ryingly, three customers reported that they also missed their connecting flight because their in-

bound flight was first delayed, after which the wheelchair assistance service they had booked was 

also delayed or not delivered throughout the transfer time. The below speech bubbles show how 

lack of wheelchair assistance affected customers’ journey in flight delays.  
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One customer complained about the wheelchair assistance service at Helsinki Airport on behalf of 

his/her parents who were traveling outside their home country for the first time. The feedback re-

vealed that the wheelchair assistance person first met the passengers upon arrival in Helsinki and 

then took the parents to the security check. However, after this, the wheelchair assistant vanished 

leaving the passengers to take care of themselves without any assistance, which led to passen-

gers consequently missing their connecting flight. The feedback is shown in the below speech bub-

ble. 
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In addition, losing the original connecting flight resulted in new problems for the customers as 

some had to pay for changing their tickets (afterward they were refunded for those costs though), 

and others were lacking the wheelchair assistance service also in their final destination as the 

wheelchair service request (SSR) for the new flight had not been booked well in advance, as it 

should have been to be confirmed. Also, according to one feedback, the customers’ baggage was 

left behind at Helsinki Airport due to change of flights. All in all, some customers experienced multi-

ple disruptions within their single journey as their inbound flight was first delayed, the wheelchair 

assistance service was lacking at the transfer station, the connecting flight was lost, the wheelchair 

assistance service was lacking again at the final destination, and finally the baggage was delayed 

as well. This chain of events was apt to cause concern also for the passengers’ return journey as 

demonstrated through the eyes of a customer in the below feedback. 

 

The need for special attention and assistance in PRM customer journey during flight disruption 

could be clearly ‘heard’ in most feedback. In nine cases, customers also emphasized this issue as 
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they felt that they were not assisted the way they should have been assisted. Two wheelchair cus-

tomers traveling in business class, and a Finnair Plus Gold member with a hearing impairment also 

complained that they were not able to utilize the airport lounge benefit during their disrupted jour-

ney. This is an important find because waiting in the business class lounge for a delayed departure 

not only is something the customer has paid for but also enables him/her a more meaningful and 

comfortable waiting time with food and refreshments available compared to having to wait in a sep-

arate assisted passengers -room and at worst being excluded from the use of service vouchers, as 

discussed earlier. The below two feedback from the business class passengers show how the lack 

of lounge benefit in a flight delay was experienced.   
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Regarding customer service and the service attitude itself in disruption handling, six customers de-

scribed it as rude, disrespectful, unkind, non-empathic, appalling, dismissive, and humiliating. One 

customer complained that he was treated with prejudice and disrespect as he was questioned 

about his/her physical appearance due to his/her medical condition. Also, as we learned before, 

another customer’s disability was mistakenly interpreted as being drunk which led to the customer 

being denied boarding his/her flight. These findings were unfortunate, as according to Finnair 

(2023d), inclusive customer service means that persons with disabilities are treated with the same 

respect and friendliness as everyone else. Customers also appreciate effortless service, during 

which their special needs are not made a big deal of. (2023d.) The below speech bubble demon-

strates how elderly business class passengers perceived Finnair service in flight delay.  
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Based on the study, there was one case with a direct referral to the ACAA (see 2.2. and 2.4.) regu-

lation, and 12 cases referring to either a general compensation or an EU compensation (see 2.3.  

and 2.4.) concerning the rights of the disabled passengers as well as the rights of passengers in 

flight disruptions, and hence it is a solid find, that PRM customers are nowadays well aware of their 

entitlements when traveling by air. The researcher has also found this to be true through her own 

work experience.  

4.3.3 Service recovery 

In this study, service recovery is referred to as a process of addressing and ‘repairing’ the prob-

lems that customers encounter when their Finnair flights are disrupted. By handling disruptions 

with care and efficiency in a timely manner, the aim of service recovery is to restore customers’ 

faith and satisfaction in Finnair despite the disruption.      

In cancellations and denied boardings, the primary service to be recovered is the flight itself but 

also the flight-related services or products (ancillaries). Most commonly baggage, seats, travel 

class upgrades, and special meals are such. For PRM customers however, as we’ve learned be-

fore, the SSRs to assist them due to their disability are also essentially important to be recovered. 

With delays and downgrades, the original flight remains the same while the changed schedule 

and/or travel class still have disruptive effects on customer journeys and how customers perceive 

disruptions. At Finnair, if the reserved services cannot be recovered during the disruption, they are 

fully refunded to customers afterward. Keeping in mind the customer experience holistically, 

though, it is always best if the service, whatever it may be, can be maintained despite the disrup-

tion as then the customer is more likely satisfied and may not even need to make a claim about 
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his/her travel experience. In short, the quicker, more effectively, and customer-oriented disrupted 

services are recovered, the less “damage” is done from the customer’s point of view.  

Recovering the disrupted flight means rebooking or rerouting the customer onto a new flight. Simi-

larly, recovering the lost service(s) in connection with a new flight means rebooking the service(s) 

as well. According to the feedback, the most critique concerning rebooking was given about a 

long(er) travel time (13 customers), and lack of adequate transfer time (3 customers). Also, individ-

ual customers complained about a change of terminals (in Paris, France), lack of airport lounge ac-

cess and not being able to benefit from their Finnair Plus tier statuses (Gold, Platinum Lumo), poor 

handling of a mobility aid, and lack of special meals.  

Based on the comments about the prolonged travel time, whenever a single direct Finnair flight (for 

example KRK-HEL) had been changed into a new solution with two (or more) flights (for example 

KRK-LHR > LHR-ARN > ARN-HEL), rebooking caused much anxiety, stress, exhaustion, and dis-

satisfaction among the PRM customers. After all, the more flights and airports are involved in a 

customer’s journey, the more challenging it is to reach the final destination smoothly. Certainly, 

with two (or more) new flights, instead of one direct flight, it is riskier to travel as well as one may 

lose the connecting flight if the inbound flight is delayed. This applies not only to PRM customers 

but to all customers alike. Direct flights are always the most seamless option, this we know for a 

fact.  

The feedback clearly confirms that a prolonged journey puts a great toll on PRM customers’ health 

and wellbeing. Of course, flight disruptions will test anyone’s patience and wellbeing, but we may 

still safely say that disabled customers are among the most vulnerable passengers, in terms of 

physical and/or mental exhaustion, when flights get cancelled or delayed. The below feedback re-

veal how customers experienced their prolonged travel time.   
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Five customers highlighted that they had deliberately booked the shortest connection to their desti-

nation to keep the travel time as short as possible. This topic is reflected in the below feedback.  
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Having enough time to transfer between the flights is important, because then you may proceed to 

your connecting flight’s gate with peace of mind. For PRM customers, adequate transfer time is es-

pecially important as they often depend on being guided and assisted to their next flight. Wheel-

chair users and other customers relying on mobility aids cannot hurry or run to their next departure 

gate as non-assisted customers may do if the connecting time is tight. Inadequate connecting time 

caused problems in a flight delay, as seen in the below feedback. 
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Also, changing terminals while transferring to the next flight is far from smooth, according to one 

feedback. The customer complained that (s)he always prefers direct flights as (s)he has mobility 

issues due to bad knees.  

Findings about not being able to access the airport lounge while traveling on a rerouted journey, 

possibly on an alternative airline, were already presented earlier. Taking into consideration the fact, 

that among PRM customers there are also business class passengers as well as Finnair Plus tier 

members (Silver, Gold, Platinum, Platinum Lumo), it would be good if the higher priced tickets and 

frequent flier benefits could also be used during disruptions. The below feedback from a Finnair 

Plus tier member proves that even in a flight cancellation, the customer expected a tier-tied bene-

fits and better service recovery from Finnair. 
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One customer complained that during their family’s disrupted journey the wheelchair of their disa-

bled child had been broken, and hence caused a lot of problems for them. However, what was 

even more upsetting for the customer was how the situation with a broken wheelchair was handled 

upon their flight arrival. It was valuable to find out, that the disabled customer’s feeling of worth and 

respect were even more important to the customer than the broken mobility aid. In the study, be-

sides this individual feedback, there were no other mobility aid mishandling claims but based on 

my work experience I fully agree with this finding.  

 

4.4 Results by Customer Experience (CX) and customer journey 

As this study is a development project and aims at improving the PRM customer journey in Finnair 

flight disruptions, the researcher’s focus in studying the feedback was mainly on the negatives aris-

ing from the cases. This approach was also justified as the first research question was about find-

ing the most significant challenges or deficiencies in the feedback. Yet, the positives of the feed-

back will be also shortly presented because the researcher believes that providing an overall view 

of the customers’ experiences will provide the most truthful and comprehensive understanding of 
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the current phenomenon. The research’s case study strategy also underlines the importance of un-

derstanding the topic holistically, meaning the merits and demerits of the phenomenon.     

As we have learned before (see 2.1), the customer experience is formed by the combined effect of 

many things along the customer journey. It is what and how the customer is thinking, feeling, do-

ing, and sensing all that is happening to him/her when (s)he interacts with a company’s (Finnair’s) 

offerings (flights and flight-related services or products, and customer care). (Lemon and Verhoef 

2016.) Although all 33 feedback of this study only shed light on the individual one-time disruptions, 

the consequent customer experiences may have also been affected by the customers’ previous 

experiences with Finnair, as demonstrated in Figure 1.   

The most frequently repeated emotions arising from all feedback were stress, distress, anxiety, ex-

haustion, disrespect, discrimination, and trauma. In addition, customers experienced frustration, 

fear, irritation, disappointment, injustice, and inconvenience and discomfort during their journeys. 

These findings were in line with the researcher’s own presumptions based on her personal work 

experience i.e., nothing completely surprising surfaced, however the intensity of the comments and 

how certain emotions were repeated in single feedback over again caught the researcher by a 

slight surprise. Then again, reflecting back upon some of the most memorable personal customer 

experience situations, in good or bad, the researcher too, has “poured her heart out” because at 

that moment, the situation really did affect strongly and triggered a lot of emotions.  

In this study, the customer experience results will be reflected in more detail upon the most signifi-

cant deficiencies presented in the results of customer disruption handling: Communication, care 

and assistance, and service recovery. These are: 

1. Lack of communication (Communication), 

2. Lack of or adequate wheelchair service (Care and assistance), and 

3. Prolonged travel time (Service Recovery). 

Focusing on the above main challenges, and how they were experienced by the customers, was 

necessary as the development suggestions of this study were logically derived from these chal-

lenges. Not all the deficiencies can be fixed at once as development takes time, but it is good to 

start with something. Also, it may be that development in one area leads to a positive effect and 

refining customer experience elsewhere, too, and therefore the entire customer journey is im-

proved. Meaning, even the smallest progress contributes to a bigger goal, as we know from any 

other project in work, study, or life in general. 

Seven out of ten customers who had complained about lack of communication during their journey 

had experienced being disrespected, exhausted, stressed, and even traumatized. Also, feelings of 
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irritation, frustration, and fear were described. The below feedback reveals experiencing these neg-

ative emotions in regard to lack of communication. 

 

Interestingly, the three remaining customers who also expressed their concern about lack of com-

munication did not have negative emotions at all, but rather more of a neutral or even positive ap-

proach to the situation. Two of these customers were both deaf and had been on delayed flights 

and were suggesting that Finnair should ‘do something’ about accessibility of information through 

chat, App, or social media. The feedback about suggestive development actions can be seen in 

the speech bubbles below.  

 

Ten customers, who had requested wheelchair assistance in advance, but did not receive it or re-

ceived it with a delay, as discussed before, experienced stress, disrespect, and disappointment 

above all as seen in the below feedback. 
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Similarly, when customers’ journey was prolonged due to rebooking, the corresponding emotions 

were exhaustion, stress, and disrespect. The physical and emotional fatigue was an obvious con-

sequence of a prolonged travel time, as can be well presumed. The comments about prolonged 

travel time regarding exhaustion also revealed that customers had not been provided enough of 

food and/or drinks during the disruption, and hence they had purchased the food themselves and 

were now requesting the extra costs back in their claims. Also, as we have learned before, with 

long delays and cancellations customers may be entitled to compensation according to the EU261 

regulation. This fact was also brought up by the customers themselves in their feedback. In sum, 

the longer the disruption is, the more important it is to take care of customers by providing them 

with enough food/drinks (and the possibility to rest) to prevent any unnecessary exhaustion. All 

these customer experience cause-and-effect findings were interesting, and hence will be discussed 

more in the next chapter.  

The most dominant negative customer emotions in the feedback regarding lack of communication, 

lack of or adequate wheelchair service, and prolonged travel time are visualized with a word cloud 

in Figure 44.   



96 

 

 

 

Figure 44. Word cloud of the negative customer emotions in disruptions with lack of wheelchair 

service, lack of communication, and prolonged travel time.  

In nine feedback, in addition to the critical comments, the customers reported about their experi-

ence also in a positive way. The overriding feeling was gratitude when things had gone smoothly, 

and hopeful and trusting, that the next journey would go even more seamlessly than the one they 

had just experienced. Friendly and knowledgeable customer service was also appreciated. The 

positives about the feedback are visualized with a word cloud in Figure 45.  

 

Figure 45. Word cloud of the positive experiences in the feedback.  

These results speak volumes of the importance of smooth travel to the PRM customers in disrup-

tions. The researcher continues to discuss these positives in more detail in the next chapter. 
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4.5 Results of the closed-ended questions 

A total of 16 customers, nearly 50 % of all customers, had chosen to answer the closed-ended 

question in connection with their open feedback. Fourteen of them rated Finnair services as poor 

(1), and two as fair (2). The rest of the customers had not provided any numerical rating, and 

hence good (3), very good (4), or excellent (5) ratings were not given at all. Interestingly, both fair 

ratings were provided by the two sight-impaired customers, and 11 poor ratings by the wheelchair 

customers. 

Based on the ratings, it is evident that these 16 customers perceived their customer journey and 

disruption experience with Finnair as bad. Therefore, it is likely that the remaining customers also 

perceived their customer journey and disruption experience as bad. This is backed up by the con-

tent of the open feedback as well, which in all 33 feedback was mainly critical in tone.     
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5 Discussion 

This chapter focuses on the research analysis and interpretation of the results. Significance and 

relevance of the new knowledge acquired from the research outcomes will be discussed and com-

pared to the existing literature and theories. To demonstrate the findings from the practical point of 

view, an imaginary User persona is introduced and her customer journey in a Finnair flight disrup-

tion visualized. Through analysis, User persona’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviour during vari-

ous phases of her customer journey are discussed, summarized, and reflected upon the develop-

ment task questions and ultimately the topic of this thesis. Through the researcher’s own know-

how and prior work experience on PRM customers, flight disruptions, customer feedback handling, 

and customer service and customer experience, further context to the findings is also brought into 

discussion.  

In addition, the ethical viewpoints of the study and its limitations as well as the recommendations 

for future research are discussed in this chapter. Finally, the researcher’s self-reflection and con-

cluding thoughts of the entire research project are expressed.     

5.1 Analysis and interpretation of the results 

In this study, the main findings are: 

- Delays and cancellations form majority of Finnair’s flight disruptions and represent approxi-

mately 85 % of all feedback cases. 

- Most PRM customers, nearly 50 % of all feedback, were wheelchair users, and conse-

quently dependent on being assisted and helped upon flight departure, transferring to a 

connecting flight, and/or upon flight arrival. 

- In customer disruption handling, the most surfaced deficiencies in the feedback were 1) 

lack of communication, 2) lack of adequate wheelchair service, and 3) prolonged travel 

time. 

- In disruptions, and regarding the above listed deficiencies, PRM customers experienced 

above all stress, exhaustion, and disrespect. 

- In approximately 27 % of all feedback, despite the disruption, PRM customers also ex-

pressed emotions of gratitude, hope, and trust.  

In analyzing and interpreting the results, the researcher clearly sees a cohesive story that the data 

tells. All findings are truthful in light of the researcher’s work experience as well and did not reveal 

anything much out of the ordinary or unfamiliar to the researcher. This tells the writer of this thesis 

that a 25+ -year long work experience from the aviation and airline industry as well as a 35+ -year 

work experience from customer service provided a sufficient knowledge and competence base to 
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support this research with personal reflection. Therefore, argumentation of the findings, critical 

analysis, and development suggestions are well grounded.  

The outcomes of this study are significant and very relevant in today’s changed operating environ-

ment for Finnair and all airlines. The world’s post-pandemic situation and the recent geopolitical 

conflicts affect us all, and hence aviation sector, among other industries, is attempting to figure out 

what direction to navigate into, and which strategy to implement to sustain profitable business also 

in years to come. Regardless of the ongoing global crises (see 1.1 and 2.3), the world’s population 

is nevertheless aging and with people getting older, the number of disabilities grows as well. This is 

a permanent and continuous trend which is caused by multiple reasons, such as improvements in 

healthcare systems. The technological advancements and general development with Artificial Intel-

ligence (AI) will only accelerate in the future, therefore the researcher does not see the trend of ag-

ing people to end, quite the opposite in fact. This means that companies that manage to incorpo-

rate this reality of aging people into their ways of doing things and ultimately into products and ser-

vices will succeed and even dominate business in the future’s new competitive market situation.  

In addition to adjusting business to accommodate the individual needs of aging people and other 

PRM customers, flights will factually continue to be disrupted in the future, too. There will always 

be changes on top of changes and the only way to keep up with these never-ending twists and 

turns is to embrace them, learn from them, and adapt to them. In fact, the researcher believes that 

the “new norm” in today’s operating environment for the airlines is more or less disruptive. The re-

search finds that the most typical flight disruptions at Finnair are delays and cancellations. Repre-

senting the largest proportion of the study’s flight disruptions, delays occurred evenly all-around 

Finnair’s global network. Cancellations, on the other hand, concentrated in Europe and mainly on 

flights bound for Helsinki. The researcher finds these results rational and not surprising from the 

perspective of her practical work experience. Flights are sensitive to delays but only cancelled as a 

last resort. Even a heavily delayed flight is better than a cancelled flight both from the perspective 

of Finnair and the customer.  

Another logical find in the study was that most PRM customers were using wheelchairs and were 

therefore relying on receiving assistance during the different phases of their customer journey. As 

Laming and Mason present (2014, 15), customer experience is perceived through the total cus-

tomer journey from the first point of contact to the last point of consumption. Therefore, and as the 

feedback reveal, wheelchair customers who did not receive assistance and help during the various 

phases of their disrupted customer journey and interaction with Finnair, experienced repeated 

stress, disrespect, and disappointment, and hence their overall customer experience was not good. 

The researcher is concerned about these results as they suggest that due to insufficient wheelchair 
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service, the customers have not been served in a respectful and individual manner and as is re-

quired in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. (UN 2006a.) The results 

also tell that when accessibility and assistance was lacking, traveling, and moving around the air-

port became extremely difficult or even impossible for the wheelchair users, and hence this contra-

dicts with Finnair quality standards and regulations in regard to EC Regulation 1107/2006. (Finnair 

2023d and 2023n.) 

In addition to inadequate wheelchair service during flight disruptions, the results highlighted that 

PRM customers felt they weren’t kept sufficiently informed about their disrupted flight and journey. 

Customers expressed dissatisfaction and frustration because due to lack of information they had 

attempted to seek more information about their flight themselves through e.g., Finnair’s digital 

channels (chat, App) but had not succeeded in doing so. This indicates to the researcher that there 

really hasn’t been enough information available to the customers during the disruption as if there 

had been, the customers most likely would not have had the need to seek it themselves. In pas-

senger disruptions, with referral to information and communication to passengers (Finnair 2023n, 

60), Finnair provides accurate information immediately and at regular intervals. This means: 

- ensuring staff are briefed for consistent delivery of information, 

- briefing staff on the estimated time of departure, estimated time of arrival, and any provi-

sions being offered, 

- providing passengers with written information about their rights according to applicable reg-

ulations, upon request or as required, and 

- providing information in alternate formats to passengers with impairments. 

Regarding the last stipulation about disabled customers’ alternate ways of being informed about 

flight disruptions, the researcher proposes a further discussion about what these alternate formats 

in practice are as the researcher herself is not aware of them. Also, the researcher urges to pay 

special attention to the general guidance of providing accurate information in a frequently timely 

manner, even if it means informing customers that there is no further information for the time being. 

Based on the work experience in Finnair operative work the researcher understands that it is not 

always easy to determine or predict what will happen with operations, what kinds of implications 

various situations have on flights let alone what to communicate about them to the customers, 

however, the researcher also thinks that the process of customer notification in operational disrup-

tions at Finnair should be even more proactive and transparent. If the new estimated time of depar-

ture for a delayed flight cannot yet be published due to uncertainties, then the process of “next info” 

(informing customers that there is no further information for the time being) should be utilized more. 

The researcher thinks that this would improve the concept of providing accurate information about 

flight disruptions at regular intervals, and therefore customers would not be left “in the dark” of 
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what’s going on with their flight. Deaf customers in the study, for example, underlined that if no in-

formation is received from Finnair about their disrupted flight, their only way for communication was 

through chat or App, which however were either closed or full at the time of their flight disruption.  

The 3rd deficiency arising from the study was customers’ complaints about prolonged travel time 

due to flight disruption. This caused additional concern and exhaustion for the customers, and thus 

revealed yet another deficiency to develop, i.e., PRM customers’ access to service vouchers to 

purchase food and drinks during disruptions especially in situations where they have been taken to 

a separate assisted passengers -room to wait for their flight departure. As stated before (see 

2.4.4), Finnair always needs to take care of its passengers regardless of the source of the irregu-

larity, and hence making sure PRM customers, too, have full access to food and refreshments 

when their travel is prolonged, is crucially important as it minimizes physical and emotional fatigue.   

Based on the results of this study, the aim of this thesis is to develop PRM customers’ journey in 

Finnair flight disruptions. Expectedly, a wide array of customer emotions was experienced when 

PRM customers’ journey was disrupted. Most were stressed and tired, but some were expressing 

positive emotions, too, when things had gone smoother. These positives are also important to take 

pride in and recognize, which the researcher sees as reinforcing Finnair’s strengths.  

Customer experience is deeply rooted in Finnair’s values (Finnair 2023f), which the researcher is 

extremely happy about, however, developing customer experience in practice requires a lot of per-

sistent and long-term work. When evaluating how customer experience could be improved and 

what development should be pursued, the researcher wishes to highlight that all customers benefit 

from accessible and inclusive services, not just the PRM customers. Therefore, acknowledging this 

and working from this perspective enables new, more agile, and most importantly sustainable solu-

tions that can be utilized by anyone.    

Today, the customer’s journey typically consists of many different elements making the travel more 

personalized and tailored. This means that customers most likely have higher expectations toward 

their travel as well because with personalization things do become more personal. Then, when dis-

ruptions occur, all of these elements and add-ons enhancing the travel experience are “shaken”, 

and the level of disappointment to the customer, when these high expectations are not met, is con-

sequently even greater. The knock-on effect (Gershkoff 2016, 4) is realized even within an individ-

ual customer journey, as we have learned from the feedback. In sum, the researcher thinks that 

the customer journeys today are even more vulnerable to disruptions than before when the ancil-

lary business was still non-existent. To address the challenge, the processes, services, and prod-

ucts need to be as flexible and lean as possible to enable successful recovery from the disruption. 

“By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail” is a commonly known saying, and the researcher 
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shares this same viewpoint. Being well-prepared is not only wise and sustainable in terms of re-

sources and time management, but also one of the key attributes to succeed in flight disruptions.  

Developing sustainable solutions and building responsible models of operation is the way to go for-

ward. According to Topi Manner (30 January 2023, min. 27:09-27:28), sustainability is in the core 

of Finnair strategy, and even during the past crisis the company’s sustainability goals have re-

mained intact. In addition to Finnair’s own company goals, Manner emphasizes (30 January 2023, 

min. 28:58-29:58), that the entire aviation sector needs to work together and move forward “in a 

very determined fashion” to turn emerging plans and industry-wide ambitions to concrete actions in 

fostering sustainable aviation. All stakeholders including airlines, airports, aircraft manufacturers, 

oil companies etc. need to be “on board” to make things happen. Unleashing the potential of the 

full value chain can really make the difference on a larger scale, Manner proclaims, and continues 

that more momentum is still needed. (30 January 2023, min. 29:59-31:02.) The researcher agrees 

with Manner and considers this research project to be a practical example of collaborative develop-

ment in social sustainability as one of the recommended development ideas involve an important 

stakeholder of Finnair, Finavia. In addition, the researcher views this research as an important con-

crete employee-engaged sustainability development initiative and feels especially honoured to pre-

sent it this special year of Finnair’s 100th centenary.  

According to Manner (30 January 2023, min. 26:30-27:08), Finnair’s customer experience and cus-

tomer satisfaction is already at a great level, but there is still room to develop it and use this devel-

opment as a source of growth. The topic of this research supports this aim. Finnair represents 

“people’s business” also in the next 100 years to come, Manner explains (30 January 2023, min. 

31:29-31:40), and therefore, the researcher sees that investing in customer experience equals in-

vesting in Finnair’s future. 

5.2 An imaginary User persona and disrupted Finnair customer journey 

In this subchapter the researcher demonstrates and summarizes the findings of the study by intro-

ducing an imaginary User persona and illustrating her disrupted Finnair customer journey. The idea 

of presenting the main findings through the eyes of a Finnair PRM customer ignited during the 

Haaga-Helia’s summer 2023 course of Development of Customer Journey and Leading Customer 

Experience. Also, as the researcher’s current job role is Customer Journey Lead, which is a part of 

the CX & Products and Disruptions CX organization, it was a natural way to approach and share 

the results to the readers of this thesis. The User persona was created based on what the most 

common PRM customer type was (wheelchair user), and how the researcher in general envisioned 

the customer based on the other prevalences of the study. A delay of a long-haul flight bound for 

Helsinki was the most common flight disruption. Also, Delhi – Helsinki was the only route pair, that 
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repeated twice in the study, and hence this was selected to illustrate the travel route of the User 

persona. The nationality (Indian) of the User persona generated directly from the route pair. The 

User persona’s name, age, profession, reasons to engage or not to engage with Finnair, interests, 

motivations, skills, dreams, and expectations are fictional and based on the researcher’s work ex-

perience and knowledge of customer service.  the main elements of customer disruption handling, 

and customer experience (customers’ emotions). 

Ms. Padma Kumar is a family-oriented elderly Indian woman living in Delhi and dreaming of travel-

ing to New York to see her son and his family. Due to her age, Ms. Kumar has health issues with 

her knees and is dependent on mobility aids, such as wheelchairs. Ms. Kumar has not travelled 

much and therefore, although being fluent in English, is a little hesitant about the trip. How much is 

it going to cost? Will she get a wheelchair and assistance from Finnair while traveling? What hap-

pens if the flights are delayed? Despite these concerns, Ms. Kumar is highly motivated to make a 

booking for Finnair and has a positive attitude that everything goes smoothly after all. Ms. Kumar’s 

User persona is introduced in Figure 46. 

 

 

Figure 46. An imaginary User persona Ms. Kumar. 

Next, Ms. Kumar’s 5-staged customer journey is mapped out from the pre-travel phase to the post-

travel phase. Lemon and Verhoef describe (2016) this process similarly as prepurchase and post 
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purchase stages, whereas Finnair’s customer journey process (Finnair 2023g) is a bit more de-

tailed including eight phases. All in all, customer journey proceeds consistently with a similar con-

text with all models.  

In the Planning stage, Ms. Kumar starts making preparations for her travel to New York. She finds 

out about flight connections, ticket prices, hotel costs, and most importantly wheelchair assistance 

service. She is overwhelmed by all the information and feels anxiety and stress but is also hopeful 

that her trip will be a smooth one.  

In the Booking stage, Ms. Kumar makes the needed reservations and arrangements for traveling. 

She thinks the total costs are a lot, but in the end is also relieved when everything is settled.  

Just before the trip, Ms. Kumar has a need to manage her booking by changing the travel date and 

ordering a special meal. She also wants to know more about wayfinding and transferring at Hel-

sinki Airport, and therefore contacts the Finnair customer service. She is helped in the most 

friendly and attentive way and this positive customer experience gives Ms. Kumar more confidence 

and reassurance that her travel to New York is “in good hands”.  

As Ms. Kumar starts her travel at Delhi Airport everything goes smoothly. She is assisted among 

the first customers to board the aircraft. Unfortunately, however, Ms. Kumar’s flight to Helsinki de-

parts an hour delayed from Delhi, which raises worries with Ms. Kumar about her connection to 

New York. Upon arrival at Helsinki Airport, Ms. Kumar waits for 25 minutes until she is picked up 

by a wheelchair assistance service and taken via security control to her next departure gate. All 

this takes time as there are long queues at the security control and this results in even more worry-

ing for Ms. Kumar. She is stressed and very concerned if she will make it in time for her New York 

flight. As Ms. Kumar feels that she is not kept well informed about her delayed journey and tight 

connection, she tries to find out more information by herself via Finnair App. Luckily, Ms. Kumar 

catches her New York flight just in time, but still feels disappointed, tired, and disrespected as she 

was made to wait exceptionally long for her wheelchair assistance service. A delayed arrival of the 

Delhi-Helsinki -flight on top of a long waiting time to be assisted with a wheelchair and at the secu-

rity control at Helsinki Airport “ate up” all of Ms. Kumar’s connecting time.  

After returning home, and upon reflecting on the trip, Ms. Kumar feels relieved and accomplished 

to have made the trip. She is happy to have spent time with her family but also disappointed in 

having such a disrupted journey from Delhi to New York. Ms. Kumar is especially dissatisfied with 

the poor wheelchair assistance service at Helsinki Airport and therefore decides to give feedback 

to Finnair about it. She hopes that her comments and customer experience will be taken into ac-

count in improving the wheelchair assistance service at Helsinki Airport. Despite the negatives, Ms. 
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Kumar is nevertheless optimistic and trusting that her next travel to New York will be smoother. Ms. 

Kumar’s customer journey is visualized in Figure 47. 

 

Figure 47. Ms. Kumar’s customer journey in Finnair flight disruption.  

To summarize, an hour’s delay of Ms. Kumar’s 1st flight from Delhi to Helsinki resulted in multiple 

consequences for the customer journey. As PRM customers using wheelchairs are dependent on 

receiving assistance and help with proceeding their journey, the researcher thinks that it is neces-

sary to critically assess the process of wheelchair assistance service when flights are disrupted. 

How is the service adapted to accommodate delayed flights? Are the resources of the service pro-

vider’s staff optimized accordingly and if not, shouldn’t they be? The researcher thinks they should. 

The results of the three wheelchair customers on Delhi flights as well as according to the re-

searcher’s work experience indicate that most wheelchair requests concern Delhi flights.  

…there was only one wheelchair available for the whole group of people in 

need of assistance. (AY122 DEL-HEL, NOV/22.)   
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This raises a concern with the researcher that the resources of the wheelchair assistance service 

at Helsinki Airport are either inadequate or not optimized according to Finnair flights’ operational 

disruptions. Therefore, and in reference to the topic of this thesis, the researcher proposes the 1st 

development to be: 

- Re-evaluate the process of wheelchair assistance service at Helsinki Airport to make sure it 

meets the needs of Finnair’s PRM customers in situations when flights are delayed.  

In other words, optimization and change management of the wheelchair assistance service when 

Finnair flights arrive and/or depart delayed need to be reassessed. Customers’ journeys are 

changed also in cancellations and other disruptions, and therefore the service would ideally need 

to accommodate and consider those as well, however, the researcher proposes a more realistic 

approach and suggests that the first steps of development include only delays. This development 

is important because it also enhances collaboration between Finnair and Finavia in reaching a 

common goal of making air travel more accessible and inclusive for PRM passengers.  

As Ms. Kumar’s customer experience also demonstrated, another important area of development 

is customer communication in flight disruptions. During a delay and a minimal transfer time at Hel-

sinki Airport Ms. Kumar’s experience was that she was not well-informed of her disrupted journey. 

She would have benefited from a real-time customer communication through a Finnair App/Chat 

whether her connecting flight was waiting for her or not. Therefore, the researcher proposes the 2nd 

development suggestion to be: 

− Add enhanced feature to Finnair App that enables customers to follow-up their disrupted 

flight status in real-time and check if their connections still “hold”.  

− In addition, in operational flight disruptions, prioritize PRM customers’ contact requests in 

Finnair Chat over other “regular” (not urgent) customer contacts. Call this new chat a Fin-

nair Disruption Chat. 

Based on the researcher’s work experience at Helsinki Airport customer service, assisting PRM 

customers in flight disruptions is a priority and therefore development of similar service in Finnair 

App/Chat would harmonize and align Finnair’s ways of handling disruptions, and thus provide PRM 

customers a much-needed exclusive channel (Chat) to get in touch with customer service when 

they most need it. The researcher believes that these improvements would enhance PRM cus-

tomer experience and develop consistent ways of working at Finnair.     

5.3 Answering the development task questions  

The objective of this thesis was to produce suggestions for the target organization to improve the 

PRM customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions. Another objective was to increase the general 
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knowledge and understanding about PRM customers’ journey in flight disruptions at Finnair and 

within the aviation stakeholders.  

To come up with the befitted development suggestions, the research aimed at finding answers to 

two development task questions:  

Q1: What are the most significant challenges or deficiencies arising from the feed-

back? and  

Q2:  What can be done to improve the PRM customer experience/journey in Finnair 

flight disruptions?  

The research findings support the purpose and objectives of this thesis. The resurfaced new 

knowledge in the data was mostly familiar and resonating to the researcher due to her prior work 

experience, however, “intensity” of some feedback startled the researcher slightly. During the 

study, the researcher’s in-depth understanding of the topic increased, and therefore the researcher 

assumes that the readers of this thesis have also gained new learnings and deeper understanding 

of the topic. This means that the other more general objective to raise awareness of the PRM cus-

tomer journey in flight disruptions was also achieved. Through careful study and analysis of the 

data, the results enable answering the development task questions in full comprehension.  

The primary contributions of this study and the messages to the commissioner of this research are 

as follows, 

A1: The three most significant deficiencies arising from the feedback are lack of com-

munication, lack of or inadequate wheelchair service, and prolonged travel time. 

A2: PRM customer journey in Finnair flight disruptions can be improved with develop-

ment of: 

1. Optimization of the wheelchair assistance service resources at Helsinki Air-

port according to Finnair flight disruptions (delays),   

2. Real-time flight information status follow-up in Finnair App, and 

3. Finnair Disruption Chat to assist PRM customers in flight disruptions.   

Throughout the research, several other development ideas surfaced for the researcher as well, 

however, the above three suggestions were the most relevant and useful in the researcher’s opin-

ion. They are directly addressing the deficiencies found in the feedback. In sum, the researcher 

calls Finnair and Finavia for collaborative action to develop the wheelchair assistance service at 

Helsinki Airport in a way that accommodates flight disruptions (delays) in a more balanced and 
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flexible way. With regard to disruption customer communication, developing Finnair App and Chat 

is also necessary, especially for the benefit of deaf customers. Concerning the actualization and 

application of the development suggestions, the researcher wishes to leave them to the experts 

and responsible persons of PRM customer processes at Finnair and Finavia to take further.  

5.4 Research ethics and quality 

Research is the quest for knowledge obtained through systematic study, thinking, observation, 

and experimentation. While different disciplines may use different approaches, they each 

share the motivation to increase our understanding of ourselves and the world in which we 

live. (ALLEA 2023, 3.) 

This study meets the revised code of conduct mentioned above and systematically follows the ethi-

cal principles developed by the European Federation of Academies of Sciences and Humanities 

(ALLEA). The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity has served the researcher as 

framework for independent research work from the very beginning of this project. In Finland, re-

search integrity is monitored by the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK, which has 

also issued a set of guidelines for research ethics. (TENK 2021.) ALLEA’s and TENK’s principles 

are aligned, however, the researcher paid special attention to the revised version of ALLEA as it 

was the most recent and taking into account for example changes in data management practices, 

i.e., GDPR (see 3.4.1).  

The purpose of responsible conduct of research is to ensure that the research is ethically accepta-

ble, reliable, and credible. Ethics and quality are important to the researcher personally as well, 

and therefore applied in the researcher’s own everyday life and work. Reliability, honesty, con-

sistency, and open communication are the cornerstones to succeed not only in life but also in any 

project, such as this research, and hence this study was executed with integrity, meticulousness, 

and accuracy. It was important for the researcher to proceed with the research as independently as 

possible to learn as much as possible during the process, however, when support was needed, the 

researcher reached out to collaborate and communicate with members of the thesis steering 

group, in particular the thesis supervisor, in a consistent and open manner to maintain transpar-

ency and mutual understanding of what was going on in the project and which uncertainties, confu-

sions, or questions were troubling the researcher.   

The subject of the research is very topical and current in today’s post-pandemic world as it is trying 

to find new sustainable ways to do business not only in the aviation sector but also within other in-

dustries. The population of the world is growing and aging and this means people will have more 

disabilities in years to come. Any study that investigates how things can be improved to ensure 
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accessible and smooth air travel for passengers with disabilities is “thinking forward” and taking re-

sponsibility to prepare the business for sustainable ways to operate.   

With respect to the work of other researchers’ work, appropriate referencing to the publications 

was used in this study, and sources of information listed according to the reporting guidelines pro-

vided by Haaga-Helia UAS. The researcher also made notes and thus documented important 

steps of the research process to enable better planning and scheduling of the intermediate goals. 

These goals were realistic and reached punctually. As mentioned before, the researcher’s study 

leaves also enabled full concentration on the project, and hence a thorough time-consuming study 

was executed in a way that also satisfied the researcher personally.  

To increase reliability and validity of this study, triangulation was utilized. Versatile sources of infor-

mation were used throughout the research, and both qualitative and quantitative methods exploited 

to better understand the researched phenomenon and analyze the data.  

Confidentiality and anonymity of the customer feedback were initially a concern for the researcher. 

How to handle this confidential data in a proper way and yet publish the results and the entire 

study? This concern was however resolved by itself in the analyzing phase because all identifiable 

personal customer data was removed at that point by the researcher leaving only the flight infor-

mation and the feedback content itself as was. In Chapter 5, when reporting the results of the re-

search, some customer feedback in their original wordings were used in citations to highlight the 

relevant findings, however, the flight date information of these feedback was then removed to fur-

ther protect anonymity of the customers. The researcher considered that attaching this open feed-

back in customers’ own words in Chapter 5 was important, because it reveals customers’ thoughts 

and emotions in an authentic way enabling customers’ own voice to be heard in the study, too. The 

researcher did not want to rephrase these expressions, and according to Kuovi (6 November 

2023), use of speech bubbles with direct customers’ quotations was acceptable if it didn’t include 

any personal information, which it doesn’t. During the entire research project, the complete cus-

tomer data was visible only to the researcher and Mirja Kuovi. 

Conducting this research in the best possible way was important to the researcher. All phases, 

steps and processes have been described in as much detail as possible to make it clear for the 

reader how the project was carried out. Also, the researcher aimed to produce well-balanced re-

search, that had all the main chapters in smooth correspondence with one another in a way that is 

easy for the reader to follow.  

Another important goal was also to use professional English, which was rich in its expression. The 

researcher’s proficiency in English language originates from spending an exchange student year in 
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the US in 1989-90 and having frequently visited the country ever since. Therefore, it was natural 

for the researcher to use American English text in writing this thesis as opposed to British English 

text. In this context, ChatGPT was used as a supportive tool to check the correct spelling between 

the American and British English, e.g. with words such as toward vs. towards, cancelled vs. can-

celed, traveling vs. travelling, honored vs. honoured, aging vs. ageing, and analyze vs. analyse. 

This was important as the researcher wanted to sustain a consistent style of using only American 

English. Artificial Intelligence (AI) was also utilized to generate synonyms for frequently used 

words, e.g. development and process, and check grammatically correct ways to express some 

words, e.g. subchapter vs. sub-chapter. Using ChatGPT to generate ideas to make the text more 

vivid and nuanced and simultaneously improve the researcher’s English vocabulary has only con-

tributed to a better quality of this study. In sum, AI has only been used in this study as a “support-

ing intelligence” as instructed by Haaga-Helia UAS.  

The researcher’s extensive work experience and professionalism in the subject matter also sup-

ported the execution of an ethically correct and high-quality study. 

5.5 Limitations and recommendation for future development 

The researcher acknowledges the limitations of this study. As only the feedback written in English 

and Finnish are covered in the study, some topic-related and relevant feedback in other languages 

may have been excluded from the study. The study may have benefited from a more diverse set of 

feedback, e.g., comments and experiences of Swedish, French, and German speaking customers. 

Nevertheless, the researcher is not concerned about the validity of the outcomes as the scope of 

the research and inclusion of 33 topical feedback generated a sufficient knowledge base to con-

duct the analysis.  

The researcher also thinks that this study may have advantaged from a few semi-structured inter-

views from organizations that represent the people with physical disabilities in Finland, e.g. The 

Finnish Association of People with Physical Disabilities (Invalidiliitto) or Disability Partnership Fin-

land (Vammaiskumppanuus, Vammaisjärjestöjen kehitysyhteistyö). Interviewing the Finnair experts 

and process owners about PRM customer practices would have also complemented the research, 

but as the commission of this thesis was to acquire the new knowledge from the PRM customer 

feedback, the researcher honored this request and focused to collect data through this method 

only, and thus other forms of data collection were excluded from the study. When reviewing the 

feedback, the researcher also perceived that processing the larger database (DB1) in particular 

was going to be time-consuming and demanding, so limiting the study was necessary.  
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Despite these limitations and their potential effect on the outcomes of this study, the researcher is 

fully confident that the validity and generalizability of the results is not jeopardized. 

For future research, the writer of this thesis recommends digging even deeper into the core of ac-

cessible and inclusive PRM customer journey in air travel. To widen the topic on a global level and 

research on how the cooperating airlines could align and unify their processes to make the PRM 

customers’ journeys smoother, despite the disruptions.  

During the study, the researcher also got acquainted with an interesting project of Inclusive Avia-

tion (INCLAVI) which aims at enabling smooth journeys for all air travelers no matter what their 

special conditions or disabilities may be. (INCLAVI 2023a.) In addition to the consortium members 

of the project, INCLAVI has also partnered with airBaltic, Finavia, and The Assosication of Finnish 

Travel Industry (SMAL AFTA). (INCLAVI 2023b.) The researcher sees that Finnair’s participation in 

this project, or any other topic-related project, in which Finavia is also involved would further 

strengthen the mutual cooperation of Finnair and Finavia.   

Based on the study and an existing gap of knowledge in the Finnair CX metrics, the writer of this 

thesis also recommends future research and development of PRM customers’ NPS and Emotion 

score in particular when flight disruptions occurred. As the Accessibility NPS currently only in-

cludes data from wheelchair users, the researcher thinks it is important to contain information also 

from other PRM customer types, such as deaf and elderly customers. Further, the researcher rec-

ommends another customer experience metric, Emotion score, to be developed so that it provides 

data from PRM customers’ emotions when their flights have been disrupted. Research and devel-

opment of these CX metrics is essential as it not only provides means to monitor PRM customer 

satisfaction holistically, but also supports the development of such processes and services. With-

out data of how PRM customers perceive and feel their journeys in Finnair flight disruptions, it is 

harder to understand which developmental actions are the most needed ones.   

5.6 Closing words  

What a ride this has been! As I am now reflecting on what I have gone through during the past year 

while working on this thesis I am in an awe and a little loss for words. Yet, I will try to “pull myself 

together” and say something smart.   

My wise friend told me at some point of my thesis process: “Marianna, remember to also look back 

on what you have already accomplished.” This was such a valuable advice. Looking back was truly 

important because it allowed me to recognize the work that I had already done and take pride in it. 

With the new confidence gained, it was then easier to move forward again. Slowly but surely, sen-

tence by sentence, I got closer to the finishing line.  



112 

 

 

“Well-planned is half-done” has been a guiding work principle for me throughout this thesis project. 

I am happy that I succeeded in planning a realistic timetable and was able to stick to that schedule 

from the beginning of this thesis work to the end. It wasn’t easy and required a lot of prioritization, 

but I did it. 

This thesis work has been by far the biggest writing achievement of my life. Although I consider 

myself a strong writer and good at expressing myself in English, I have still learned significant new 

skills in academic writing. I also value the fact that I am now more conscious about various types of 

sources of information and can critically assess their origins.    

When I started this thesis journey, I saw myself standing in a valley surrounded by high mountains. 

These mountains represented the various obstacles that I needed to overcome to reach my goal of 

a completed thesis on the other side of the mountains. The goal was then too far to see or even 

think of and the entire project felt intimidating and overwhelming. Nevertheless, after taking the first 

daunting step, the process moved forward steadily and firmly, and here I am with a finished thesis. 

Standing proudly on the other side of those mountains and looking forward to seeing what tomor-

row will bring upon me.  
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