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The future of air travel 
The economics of social distancing 

6 feet apart? 

UBS Evidence Lab 

June 9, 2020 



What is the practical way for 
airlines to implement social 
distancing, and how would it 
impact their profitability? 

When will passengers 
take back to the skies, 
and at what price? 
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UBS Evidence Lab just launched a new study of 
passenger seating demonstrating various 
scenarios for social distancing. 

NEW 
study 

Methodology 
Overlaid 6-feet-apart rules on CAD drawings for the 
most commonly used narrow- and wide-body planes 
 
Simulated seating scenarios using actual airline PNR 
booking data to determine the impact on load factors 

Boeing 737 Airbus 320 Narrow body 

Boeing 787 Airbus 350 Wide body 
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For narrow- and wide-body planes with all passengers or groups of 1, 2 and 3 spaced 6 feet apart, 
airlines would be nowhere close to breakeven load factors. 

Airbus A320 
Load Factor 10.5% 

Boeing 787 
Load Factor 15.8% 

Groups of 1 
   

Breakeven load factor ~74% 

Groups of 1, 2 and 3 
(Based on real-world passenger distribution using PNR data) 

Breakeven load factor ~74% 

Airbus A320 
Load Factor 16.4% 

Boeing 787 
Load Factor 21.2% 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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Airlines have chosen to adopt minimal social distancing (empty seat, wall or aisle next to those not traveling in 
groups) to get close to reaching their breakeven load factors. 

Airbus A320 
Load Factor 66.1% 

Boeing 787 
Load Factor 65.6% 

Groups of 1, 2 and 3 
(Based on real-world passenger distribution using PNR data) 

Breakeven load factor ~74% 

Total number of seats: 250 
Occupied seats: 170 

Percentage of seats occupied: 65.6% 

Total number of seats: 171 
Occupied seats: 113 

Percentage of seats occupied: 66.1% 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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What do future 
bookings reveal? 

US Airlines 

European Airlines 

Asia Airlines 

South America Airlines 

6 



US Airlines – prices for future departures 

US carriers are offering fares per seat that are down ~13% 
y/y for flights departing in the next three months compared 
to a ~20% decline in April. 

Prices for Delta and United flights are falling as the 
departure date approaches.  
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European Airlines – prices for future departures 

Prices are slightly less negative for European carriers than for 
US carriers. 

Budget airlines like RyanAir and easyJet have increased 
prices, while full-cost carriers like British Airways have 
reduced prices. 
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Asia Airlines – prices for future departures 

Fares for ANA's domestic flights in Japan fell 17% in April 
but are relatively stable for departures in July. 

India domestic airfares declined ~35% y/y in April. Air India is 
offering higher prices than a year ago for July departures, while 
future prices for Go Air and SpiceJet are down y/y. 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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Asia Airlines – prices for future departures 

 

ASEAN countries show a mixed price trend. 
Airlines in China are offering higher domestic fares y/y after 
declines earlier in the year.  

Source: UBS Evidence Lab Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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LATAM Airlines – prices for future departures 

 

LATAM countries show a mixed price trend. 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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Are consumers 
ready to fly again? 

US consumer sentiment 

UK consumer sentiment 
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US consumer sentiment 

How soon from now would you be comfortable traveling 
and/or going on vacation? 

How has the coronavirus affected your travel plans, if at all? 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab, Civic Science Source: UBS Evidence Lab, Civic Science 
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UK consumer sentiment 

Within 6-12 months after the coronavirus situation improves, do you expect to take more, the 
same, or fewer flights than you usually did before COVID-19? 

Source: UBS Evidence Lab 
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UBS Evidence Lab 
Insight-ready datasets to help you answer the questions that matter to your decisions. 
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© UBS 2020. The key symbol and UBS are among the registered and unregistered trademarks of UBS. All rights reserved.  
 
This material is for information only. It is for distribution only under such circumstances as may be permitted by applicable law. It may not be distributed, copied or reproduced without the 
express prior written consent of UBS. The recipient should not construe the contents of this material as legal, tax, accounting, regulatory, or other specialist or technical advice or services or 
investment advice or a personal recommendation. Neither UBS nor any of its directors, officers, employees or agents accepts any liability for any loss or damage arising out of the use of all or 
any part of this material or reliance upon any information contained herein. UBS Evidence Lab is a separate business to UBS Research and is not subject to all of the independence disclosure 
standards applicable to material prepared by UBS Research. UBS Evidence Lab provides data and evidence for analysis and use by UBS Evidence Lab clients including UBS Research; it does not 
provide research, investment recommendations or advice. 
 
As a firm providing wealth management services to clients, UBS Financial Services Inc. offers investment advisory services in its capacity as an SEC-registered investment adviser and brokerage 
services in its capacity as an SEC-registered broker-dealer.  Investment advisory services and brokerage services are separate and distinct, differ in material ways and are governed by different 
laws and separate arrangements. It is important that clients understand the ways in which we conduct business, that they carefully read the agreements and disclosures that we provide to 
them about the products or services we offer.  A small number of our financial advisors are not permitted to offer advisory services to you, and can only work with you directly as UBS broker-
dealer representatives.  Your financial advisor will let you know if this is the case and, if you desire advisory services, will be happy to refer you to another financial advisor who can help you.  
Our agreements and disclosures will inform you about whether we and our financial advisors are acting in our capacity as an investment adviser or broker-dealer.  For more information, please 
review the PDF document at ubs.com/relationshipsummary.  
 
UBS Financial Services Inc. is a subsidiary of UBS AG. Member FINRA/SIPC. 
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