Collecting data is vital to understanding the operations of any business. Airlines not only collect data to learn more about their own operations, but they get extra help from the United States government in monitoring the airline industry as a whole. The United States Department of Transportation’s Bureau of Transportation Statistics, or BTS, collects data from airlines for its Air Travel Consumer Report that is published monthly at www.dot.gov. These data are aggregated to provide an overall picture as well as to show how individual airlines rank on key performance measures.
Bob Jordan, Executive Vice President of Strategy and Planning for Southwest Airlines explains what types of data are collected by the airline and reported to the government. 

We track several key measures about our flights and our company overall. The primary are what we call our Department of Transportation statistics, so on-time arrivals, and we have a lot of systems to track when the aircraft depart the gate, when they arrive at the gate, when they land, when they take off to make sure that we stay on time. We also pay a lot of attention to both the complaints and the commendations made to Southwest as a key barometer of not only where we need to improve and where we’re doing well, but how we stack up related to other airlines. A key measure is our complaint ratio compared to our competitors. 

We also look at our bag handling—basically how many bags you lose somewhere in the process per thousand bags and that tells us a lot of things. It tells us where, from a route cost perspective, we may need to improve, because we’re always trying to attack those issues to improve, and it also tells us how we stack up compared to our competitors. As an example, if you look at complaints, a lot of months one letter, one complaint, makes the difference between first and second place in the Department of Transportation statistics.

From a contextual perspective, the Department of Transportation collects data on who, which flights; what, flight delays, consumer complaints, mishandled baggage, or oversales; and why, extreme weather, security delay, and other internal process problems. They also collect data on when, the date each occurred; and where, which airport was involved.

As Bob Jordan noted, airlines collect data on daily operations activity and report them to the Department of Transportation’s Bureau of Transportation Statistics. It may seem simple, but combining and analyzing raw data, which isn’t meaningful, from different sources to meaningful information can be a daunting task. Statistics plays a key role in accomplishing this task because statistics is what turns the data into information.

The BTS uses common descriptive statistics like this pie chart to provide useful information about the airline industry. The pie chart shows the percentage of delays attributed to various causes such as cancellations and extreme weather for a given month across all airlines. It does not report which individual airlines experienced those delays or which airports were involved, however other descriptive statistics compiled by the BTS do. For example, the Air Travel Consumer Report also includes a table that displays the percentage of air carrier delays due to circumstances within the airlines’ control such as maintenance or crew problems for each airline.

Such information is valuable for several reasons. It can be used to track airline industry performance over time, individual airlines can use it to benchmark their own performance and examine their own processes for improvement opportunities, further it provides a means for ranking airlines. Airlines use such information to proudly announce their rankings, such as Southwest’s top ranking since 1987, when the Department of Transportation started collecting and reporting this information.

And finally passengers, without whom the airlines would cease to exist, can use it to make more informed decisions about which airline to fly the next time they head for the skies.
