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Dining in the friendly skies

Passenger surveys tell Northwest Airlines to keep in-flight
food simple and healthy

By CECILLE M. SANTILLAN-VISTO, Sub-Editor

Air travel, especially a long-haul flight, can turn out to be a nightmare especially if the food
is awful.

Imagine, for instance, an 18-hour flight from Singapore to New York, currently the longest
non-stop commercial flight. A sumptuous menu, an innovative inflight entertainment
package, comfortable seats and efficient service should make up for an otherwise grueling
plane ride.

If the journey is uneventful, customers will
keep coming back. Unhappy clients could
shift carriers in a snap.

Thus, companies like US carrier Northwest
Airlines are doing their best to keep
customers happy.

And to know exactly what they want, since
2002 the company has been conducting
quarterly surveys. Some 9,000 frequent
travelers, mostly flying business class, are
the respondents.

Hector Adler, Northwest Airlines Vice-
President for Inflight Service, said there

used to be a time when air travel was
synonymous to a grand dining experience.
But over his 30-year experience in the airline
industry, particularly taking care of inflight
operations of a number of carriers, he saw
that economic constraints and customer
taste and preference have caused significant
changes.

Serving a meal in Northwest's Business Class

"The industry is in a constant flux.

Competition is getting tougher and tougher. The economics of the business no longer allow
us to continue to function the way we did in the past, nor are we able to look at our product
offerings the way we did in the past," he said in a recent interview at the Northwest
headquarters in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Mr. Adler said travelers today, unlike in the 1970s and '80s, prefer simplicity and efficiency
over frilly air service. They also want more control over their experience on the airplane.
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The Northwest executive noted that clients now are more practical and see airplanes as a
way to get to their preferred destination and not a place for gastronomic delights.

"It used to be that the excitement of the journey started on the airplane and the airplane
was a crucial component of the whole travel experience. But there has been a great shift in
the mindset," he said. "Now the customers are telling us to 'forget the cous-cous,' that kind
of esoteric food. They said they don't want it. They don't trust it and it's something that
never tastes good. The customers want their salads, their entrees and desert and they will
be very happy. They hate fancy looking plates and overly decorated food," Mr. Adler added.

Results of Northwest's research last September validated changes in customer preference
and the American carrier responded by altering its World Business Class offerings.
Innovative suggestions obtained from the open comments section are also carefully
considered.

The surveys started two years ago and these were conducted every three months. In
September 2003, Northwest started to institute changes based on the results of the survey.

Generally, travelers want faster service, not the three-hour type of service they used to
have. They prefer to eat, work on their computer, watch movies or sleep.

"But they still want a nice and a relaxed service," Mr. Adler said.

Curiously, clients want their airline food to be healthy, basically low-calorie and low in
carbohydrates, but they also want ice cream and chocolate and Northwest is only too happy
to give it to them.

"It's difficult to get the perfect choice because we can't provision every choice, given the
cost factor, space and there are certain foods that do not survive well in a pressurized cabin
and considering that they were prepared hours before the flight, the quality of some foods
tend to suffer," he explained.

But Northwest compensates by giving more alternatives to diners. There are usually three
choices of main courses instead of the usual two in other airlines. It also has a Sky Break
Basket, which has a selection of light snacks available in the galley.

For the Japan-Los Angeles flight, which this writer recently flew, the Western-style dinner

had mixed seasonal fresh greens for starters with a choice of Parmesan or Japanese chuka
goma dressing. The main course was beef tenderloin topped with boursin herb cheese and
bacon with red-skinned potatoes and roasted peppers, or chicken Tuscany in herb shiitake
mushroom sauce with asparagus risotto, or mustard crusted black cod with garlic mashed

potatoes and green beans.

The Japanese-style dinner had sakizuke or salmon sushi and "Smoke scallop, takiawase or
steamed vegetables, kobachi or seasoned mushroom, soba or chasoba, osuimonoor soup
with teriyaki chicken as main meal and a traditional Japanese dessert.

The a la carte dessert had fresh fruits, a chef's selection of cheeses with port wine, ice
cream, premium coffee or tea and liquers.

Mr. Adler said the food preference of travelers is diverse and even varies depending on the
route, day of week and even time of year. But Western cuisine is the general choice.

"On flights departing Asia, there is lesser demand for Asian food but there is more demand
for such going back home. And if the flight is timed during the Golden Week in Japan, there
is more demand for Japanese meals," he explained.

Northwest has also been awarded the Best Wine Cellar in the Sky for the last two years. It
has a wide array of spirits on board for its business class travelers.

Since Northwest started implementing changes, there has been a 19% increase in customer
satisfaction in trans-Pacific flights.

The results of the most recent survey covering the first quarter of the year, Mr. Adler said,
"validated" the changes Northwest made nearly 10 months ago.

The carrier changes its meal offerings every three months in international flights and every
15 days in domestic first class flights.



So even if the survey results showed that entertainment on the airplane has become far
more important than food, Northwest said there is no reason to neglect the palate to give
way to the feast of the eyes.

Besides, what could be more horrifying than traveling on an upset stomach?
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