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Regardless of these challenges, 
the aerospace community seems 
to agree that increasing the speed 
of flight so drastically is the kind of 
achievement aerospace engineering 
is all about and, therefore, it is worth 
investing in. After all, reducing to 3 
hr. what currently takes more than 
11 hr. would be major progress. But 
would it be progress, really? Perhaps 
it would actually be a misallocation 
of resources. Instead of investing in 
faster aircraft, what about investing 
in something that would truly make 
a difference for the majority of air 
travellers, such as service quality and 
customer experience?

I have been a frequent flier for 30 
years, across all classes of air travel 
and types of airlines—including a 
stint as a flight attendant during my 
university years. It seems to me that, 
while the quality of service in most 
industries has improved significantly 
in the last few decades (thanks to 
technology and increased focus on 
customer needs), air travel is prob-
ably one of the very few sectors—if 
not the only one—in which service 
standards have been frozen in time. 

To be clear, I am not talking about 
reliability or efficiency (which had 

The recent award to Airbus of a patent for a hypersonic jet 
has revived discussion of the feasibility of and interest in 

a Mach 5+ aircraft that could take passengers from Paris to 
Tokyo in 3 hr. Several articles about it have appeared in this 
magazine, highlighting the underlying technical and operational 
challenges. Of particular concern are the economics and envi-
ronmental impact of flying such an aircraft. 

The Lost Art  
of Air Travel 
Are hypersonic operations the best way  
to improve commercial air transport? 

Under the banner of “safety and 
security first,” each step of the jour-
ney is scripted down to every word 
and gesture. All flight attendants say 
the same words; every passenger is 
meant to perform the same ges-
tures when requested. As American 
psychologist Barry Schwartz notes, 
scripts like these are insurance 
policies against disaster and, by and 
large, they do prevent disasters. But 
what they also ensure, when applied 
too mechanically, is mediocrity in 
human interactions and in the overall 
travel experience. 

So I do question whether hy-
personic technology is the kind of 
innovation the industry needs today. 
Surely, wealthy individuals already 
flying private jets or in first class on 
commercial airliners may be interest-
ed in speeding up their journey. But 
for most of us, there is much more 
at stake than saving time—such as 
flying in more energy-efficient and 
environmentally friendly aircraft or 
escaping the commodity trap that 
air travel has fallen into and making 
these 9 or 12 hr. of flight an opportu-
nity for quality time instead. 

For some people that may mean do-
ing some work; for others it will mean 
relaxing or entertaining themselves. 
For all of us, it should mean reflecting 
on the fact that distances—be they 
geographical or cultural—are things 
to be relished rather than minimized. 

In a nutshell, my rallying cry to 
aviation and aerospace executives is 
this: If you want your organizations 
to innovate in a meaningful way, if 
you want to really contribute to the 
progress of your industry, what about 
setting yourself a mission of intro-
ducing some humanity and art back 
into the business of air travel? What 
about investing your R&D money in 
creating environments more condu-
cive to enjoyable and truly memo-
rable experiences? 

Indeed, for a service business, the 
ultimate sign of success is not that 
your customers wish to “get out of 
here” as quickly as possible; it is that 
they don’t mind remaining in your 
company a little longer because they 
are enjoying themselves so much. c

to improve to cope with the sheer 
increase in the number of aircraft 
and passengers) but about customer 
experience. I am shocked by how 
onboard service has remained largely 
unchanged since my early flying 
years. 

Airlines are using the same 
contrived service routine, onboard 
service equipment, safety announce-
ments and cabin configurations. I 
am disturbed by the unreliability of 
supposedly high-tech airport security 
systems that will every so often ring 
without reason, thus subjecting me 
to the probing of a well-meaning 
but sometimes overzealous agent. 
I dread the time I have to spend 
walking through the maze of shops 
strategically laid out between airport 
security and departure gates, harass-
ing my senses with blends of dubious 
fragrances. 

Overall, I am dismayed by how air 
travel has become such a mechanical, 
near-robotic experience in which the 
goal is to “process” as many pas-
sengers as possible in the shortest 
time and cram them into the smallest 
space while maximizing commercial 
revenues throughout their “captive” 
presence.  
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