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AIRLINE IT TRENDS
In 2020 airlines slashed their IT investment plans to 
mitigate the revenue drop caused by the pandemic. 
However, CIOs quickly reprioritized their IT investment 
agenda to increase efficiency in airport operations and 
ensure safer, automated processes were available.

Airlines are now prioritizing a completely touchless 
check-in process to help improve passenger experience 
and safeguard passengers and staff. Most airlines 
want mobile touchless payment options for all services 
provided from booking to arrival, and essential customer 
services will become contactless such as automated 
lounge access and mobile delayed baggage reporting.

In response to the pandemic, most airlines will invest 
more in in-house virtual and remote IT services allowing 
employees to work from home in a more agile and 
effective way.

Nearly all are investing in R&D programs focused 
on mobile applications for passenger services, while 
cybersecurity and cloud services are also set to see 
significant investment.

In the last year, airlines have doubled implementations 
and plan to double investment for self-boarding using 
biometric & ID documentation. By 2023, the majority of 
airlines plan to send passengers real-time notifications 
on their mobile about their bags and plan to provide real-
time bag-tracking information for staff.
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AIRLINE IT TRENDS IT SPEND

ANALYSIS

IT and Telecom spend for airlines 

Airline IT&T spend as a percentage of revenue 
remained very steady in 2019, plateauing at 4.86%. 
Looking at 2020, the COVID-19 outbreak had a 
significant impact on IT&T spend. 2020 planned IT&T 
spend saw small rises as a percentage of revenue to 
reach 5.07%, while airlines revenues dropped up to 
60% approximately in 2020.
Overall, operating spend as a percentage of revenue 
reached 3.07% in 2020, decreasing only slightly from 
the previous year.
For capital spend, however, airlines estimate a 
modest increase in 2020 to 2.00%, after this number 
dropped very slightly to 1.73% the previous year.
Planned IT&T spend in absolute value slumped to 
US$22 billion in 2020 for the airline market.
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AIRLINE IT SPEND SHIFT IN 2020



AIRLINE IT TRENDS IT SPEND

ANALYSIS

Airline IT spend predictions

The airline IT spend (in US$) predictions shifted in 
2020 with business challenges stemming from the 
COVID-19 crisis.
Over half of airlines (58%) confirmed an increase of 
absolute IT spend in 2019. Faced with the reality of 
COVID-19 however, a full 91% of airlines spent less 
than their original budgetary estimates in 2020.
This decrease in investment is expected to correct 
itself slightly in 2021 with only 40% of airlines 
expecting a decrease in absolute IT spend and 31% 
expecting an increase.
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AIRLINE IT TRENDS INVESTMENT PLANS

ANALYSIS

Airline CIOs’ priorities for IT Services by 2023

While the numbers of airlines investing in major  
IT&T programs dropped in 2020 compared to 
previous years, airlines are focusing on accelerating 
their digitalization.
CIOs reprioritized their IT&T investment agenda 
towards 2023 to adapt to a new normal for air travel.
‘Airline mobile applications for passenger 
services’ has ascended to top priority, with 97% 
of airlines having major programs and R&D by 
2023. ‘Cybersecurity’ and ‘Cloud services’ are also 
receiving significant investment.
The health crisis has sparked new investment 
priorities for CIOs.
86% of airlines want to invest more in ‘In-house 
virtual and remote IT services’ allowing employees to 
work from home in a more agile and effective way.
Most airlines are investing in major programs for 
revenue management systems to adjust to new 
market requirements, and the majority (89%) plan  
to enable passenger services via social media.

% of airlines planning major programs / R&D by 2023

Applications for 
passenger mobile services

97%

Passenger services 
via social media

89%

Cybersecurity

96%

In-house virtual and 
remote IT services

86%

Cloud services

94%

Revenue management 
system

86%
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TOP INVESTMENT PRIORITIES FOR AIRLINES



AIRLINE IT TRENDS INVESTMENT PLANS

ANALYSIS

Airline CIOs’ priorities for technologies

Investment towards emerging technologies is 
essential for airlines, with IT representing a core 
element of their business strategy.
The majority of airlines have set major programs for 
Business Intelligence software (51% of airlines) and 
R&D for Artificial Intelligence (54%), managing and 
sharing data for new business models.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF DATA CONTINUES TO GROW FOR AIRLINES



AIRLINE IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Airline self-service investment

In 2020, passengers overwhelmingly switched to use 
kiosks and mobile- or web-based online services to 
travel.
The use of automated self-service is set to overtake 
human interactions, becoming the most used method in 
the coming years:
 - Half of airlines (48%) offered automatic check-in to 
passengers in 2020 with 70% planning to by 2023.

 - Airlines were already providing unassisted bag-drop, 
but this will become the standard by 2023 with 91% 
confirming implementation plans.

 - Passengers used automated boarding gates widely, 
with one third of airlines providing the service in 2020, 
set to reach 68% in the next three years.

 - Finally, passengers will soon receive real-time 
notifications on their mobile with information on their 
bags, with 79% of airlines having implementation 
already operational or planned by 2023.

Airlines also want to reinforce passenger support 
with staff accessing real-time information on mobile 
devices:
 - The majority of airlines provide mobile assistance at 
check-in helping passengers at departure.

 - 85% of airlines want to provide staff real-time bag-
tracking information at arrival in the next three years.
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AIRLINES TACKLE AUTOMATION FOR PASSENGER PROCESSING 



AIRLINE IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Airlines’ touchless self-service initiatives 

Airlines are introducing self-service options at all 
passenger touchpoints to support social distancing 
and help limit contact. 
As a priority, airlines are aiming to make the check-
in process completely touchless, improving the 
passenger experience and helping safeguard the 
health of passengers and staff.
This means that airlines want passengers to be able 
to check-in (84%), print bag-tags from mobile (79%), 
and drop bags (74%) without touching a screen.
Also, airlines (74%) want to allow mobile touchless 
payment for all airline services provided along the 
journey, from booking to arrival.
Finally, airlines are looking at essential customer 
services becoming contactless, including automated 
lounge access and mobile lost bag reporting.

% of airlines with planned touchless self-service initiatives by 2023 
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AIRLINE PRIORITIES FOR THE INTRODUCTION OF TOUCHLESS SELF-SERVICE



AIRLINE IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Passenger identity management

Self-boarding automation is a key element of most 
airlines’ strategy.
The majority of airlines (67%) enable staff to check 
and scan ID documentation for passengers.
Airlines have doubled implementation and plan to 
double investment for self-boarding using biometric 
& ID documentation, reaching 82% in 2023 (up from 
39% today).
Also, 57% of airlines have now focused their 
investment on self-boarding gates using biometrics 
only.

% of airlines with an implemented or planned passenger ID management solution

2020

2019

2018

2023

67%
63%

82%

77%

Staff checking & 
scanning ID documentation

39%
12%

82%

5%

Self-boarding gates using 
biometric & ID documentation

5%
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57%

5%

Self-boarding gates
using biometric only
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AIRLINES DOUBLE INVESTMENT TOWARDS AUTOMATED BOARDING GATES



AIRLINE IT TRENDS OPERATIONS

ANALYSIS

Airlines’ investment plans at airport

Self-service solutions for IROPS remains a key 
investment priority for airlines, with almost all 
planning investment in this area over the coming 
three years.
‘Biometric identity management solutions’ have 
remained stable since last year with 83% of airlines 
again planning investment (35% plan a major 
program while 48% plan to invest in a pilot program). 
A new category that we measured this year, 
‘passenger health and safety solutions at boarding,’ 
showed over three quarters of airlines (77%) 
investing in response to the new pandemic health 
requirements.
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AIRLINE INVESTMENT PRIORITIES AT AIRPORT



AIRLINE IT TRENDS SUSTAINABILITY

ANALYSIS

IT sustainability initiatives for airlines

Airlines have already implemented a number of 
sustainability initiatives, such as Corporate Social 
Responsibility programs and on-board recycling, and 
many have plans to introduce more over the next few 
years.
The breadth of possible sustainability initiatives is 
large, but industry actors focus on IT sustainability 
initiatives as technology is core to their business. 
When it comes to IT initiatives, four key initiatives 
have already been implemented by more than half of 
airlines:
 - ‘Policies to discourage printed outputs’ (64%)
 - ‘IT life-cycle management to encourage re-use of 
equipment’ (57%)

 - ‘Controls in place to manage end-of-life recycling 
of IT equipment’ (55%)

 - -Reducing paper consumption where printing is 
necessary’ (54%)

Key next steps for airline sustainability are 
implementing physical system controls to save 
energy (51%) and applying selection criteria for 
external data center providers (42%).
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SUSTAINABLE IT LEADERSHIP SET BY AIRLINES



AIRPORT IT TRENDS
In 2020 airports cut their IT spending dramatically in 
line with falling revenues due to COVID-19. However, 
the pandemic also accelerated planned investment in 
some key areas, including the automation of passenger 
processing. 

Making the check-in process completely touchless is now 
the main priority for airports to help protect passengers 
and staff, improve passenger experience, and drive 
efficiency. 

By 2023, the majority of airports plan to have self-
boarding gates and automated border controls, further 
increasing cost efficiency and supporting new travel 
requirements such as social distancing. 

Airport CIOs continue to enhance and invest more in 
virtual and remote IT services allowing employees to 
work from home in a more agile and effective way. 

Airports will continue to invest in data exchange, cloud 
services, and business intelligence, but CIOs now also 
plan to accelerate their digital airport processes. This 
includes increasing services on passenger mobile apps 
and ensuring staff services are accessible via mobile or 
tablets. 

Three-quarters of airports are also investing in 5G 
communication networks.
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AIRPORT IT TRENDS IT SPEND

ANALYSIS

IT and Telecom spend for airports

Airports confirmed an actual IT&T spend as a 
percent of revenue decreasing to 4.77% in 2019 from 
the previous year. Airline passenger traffic growth 
slowed in 2019 while international passenger traffic 
climbed +4.1% in 2019, compared to 2018. The results 
reveal a total IT&T spend of approximately US$8.8 
billion in absolute spend in 2019 for the airport 
market.
Looking at 2020, the COVID-19 outbreak had a 
significant impact on IT&T spend. Airports have 
estimated that their 2020 IT&T spend increased to 
5.46% of revenues when airport revenues slumped 
by approx. 60%.
In 2020, operating spend reached 3.21%, a level 
similar to the previous year. In contrast, capital 
spend plateaued at 2.25%.
The planned IT&T spend in absolute value slumped  
to US$3.5 billion in 2020.
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AIRPORT IT TRENDS IT SPEND

ANALYSIS

Airport IT spend predictions

The airport IT spend (in US$) predictions shifted in 
2020 with the new business challenges arising from 
the COVID-19 crisis.
In 2019, 58% of airports confirmed an increase of 
their IT spend in absolute value.
2020 shows a significant downward shift with 85% 
of airports reporting IT spend decreases due to the 
pandemic.
2021 predictions show some positive signs with 55% 
of airports saying their IT spend will increase or stay 
the same. But airports remain cautious for 2021 with 
45% anticipating an IT spend decrease.
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AIRPORT IT TRENDS INVESTMENT PLANS

ANALYSIS

Airport CIOs’ priorities for IT Services

2020 IT investment priorities brought passenger and 
employee health and safety activities (e.g. automated 
temperature checks, social distance monitoring, 
sanitization robots…) to the forefront.
Looking at the next three years, top IT investment 
priorities for airport CIOs remain cybersecurity 
(94%), cloud services (90%), and business 
intelligence (87%).
But CIOs also set new IT services investment 
priorities representing the acceleration of digital 
airport processes.
We see plans to:
 - Accelerate remote working practices, with 84% 
of airports having major programs and R&D 
investment plans for in-house remote and virtual 
IT services by 2023.

 - Develop more services on passenger mobile apps.
 - Set major programs to make staff services 
accessible via mobile or tablet.

% of airports planning major programs / R&D by 2023

94%

Business intelligence

Passenger mobile
services 

84%

Cybersecurity

90%

In-house virtual and 
remote IT services

84%
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Staff mobile 
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AIRPORT IT TRENDS INVESTMENT PLANS

ANALYSIS

Airport CIOs’ priorities for technologies

Airports have set new priorities for technology 
investment plans for the next three years. ‘Business 
Intelligence’ and ‘Biometric identity management’ 
technologies remain the top priority for airport CIOs 
with major programs and R&D articulated. 
There are new technologies of interest for airport 
innovation during the next three years:
 - 75% of airports are investing in ‘Data exchange 
technologies’ (ranked 3rd) to allow the exchange 
of larger and richer messages based on the latest 
industry standards. XML technology investments 
are accelerated with the development and use of 
mobile apps for staff and passengers requiring a 
higher volume of data exchange.

 - Three quarters of airports want to invest in a 5G 
communications network.
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AIRPORT IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Airport self-service investment

The pandemic has accelerated the investment at 
passenger processing stages where automation  
can be scaled up.
The introduction of self-boarding gates, which 
airports initiated over the past few years, is 
being accelerated, with 77% of airports having 
implementation plans by 2023. The majority (73%) 
also plan to enable self bag-drop for passengers.
Airports are investing in automated border control to 
cope with new requirements such as managing social 
distancing and improving efficiency; 71% of airports 
aim to have these services in place by 2023.
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AIRPORTS FOCUS ON AUTOMATED SERVICES FOR BOARDING AND AT 
BORDER CONTROL 



AIRPORT IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Airport touchless self-service initiatives 

Airports have prioritized investment in self-service 
options to help limit contact at all passenger 
touchpoints.
Making the check-in process completely touchless 
is the main priority for airports. Airports want 
passengers to be able to check-in (89%), print bag-
tags from their mobile devices (79%), and drop bags 
(67%) without touching a screen.
Biometric technology is the focus for airport 
investment to enable a faster automated passenger 
process:
 - 64% of airports have planned to implement 
biometric-enabled border gates by 2023.

 - 64% of airports are prioritizing automatic biometric 
boarding gates by 2023.

% of airports with planned touchless self-service initiatives by 2023 
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AIRPORTS FOCUS ON AUTOMATED SERVICES AT  
BORDER CONTROL AND BOARDING



AIRPORT IT TRENDS PASSENGER SERVICES

ANALYSIS

Passenger identity management

There is a slight increase in the number of airports 
planning for identity management solutions to 
facilitate secure passenger processing at the airport. 
The longer-term trend still indicates an increase, 
with levels remaining generally higher than in 2019.
Self check-in remains a key part of identity 
management solutions with 46% of airports having 
implemented them and a further 36% with plans to 
implement over the next three years. 
Self bag-drop is also a key part of identity 
management solutions with 35% having already 
invested and a further 45% planning to do so.
The main focus for airports is the investment at 
departure and boarding stages to meet security and 
efficiency requirements.
 - 63% of airports plan to implement automated 
border gates at departure by 2023.

 - 64% of airports aim to roll out self-boarding gates 
using biometric & ID documentation by 2023, three 
times as many as in 2020.
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AUTOMATED ID MANAGEMENT AT DEPARTURE IS ESSENTIAL FOR AIRPORTS



AIRPORT IT TRENDS OPERATIONS

ANALYSIS

Investment plans for airport operations

The most widely implemented operations service 
initiative is ‘passenger health and safety protocols’ at 
72% implementation. 
However, the area that has seen the biggest increase 
in adoption over the past 12 months is ‘operations 
and BI dashboards for airport staff.’ The majority 
of airports (56%) have implemented dashboards 
harnessing data to improve operational efficiency.
Managing and integrating data will become more 
commonplace with integrated Airport Operations 
Control Center (AOCC) implemented by 72% of 
airports in 2020, up from 50% in the previous year. 
By 2023, 90% of airports plan to have integrated 
AOCC to concentrate on more proactive decision 
making and saving costs at every step.
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AIRPORT OPERATIONS ARE DRIVEN BY DATA



AIRPORT IT TRENDS SUSTAINABILITY

ANALYSIS

IT sustainability initiatives for airports

Airports are implementing and planning to 
implement a range of both general and IT-specific 
sustainability initiatives. While some initiatives are 
already in place at most airports (e.g. recycling 
points and refilling stations), significant increases 
are set for the coming years in areas such as smart 
building, airport infrastructure, and sustainable IT 
and telecommunications.
When it comes to IT initiatives, the majority of 
airports have already implemented policies and 
controls around more basic functions (e.g. printing 
and paper reduction), but are set to introduce more 
advanced measures in the coming years such as 
shifts to energy efficient cloud centers for 71% of 
airports and greater life cycle management of IT 
systems for 70% of airports.
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SUSTAINABLE IT LEADERSHIP SET BY AIRPORTS



METHODOLOGY

SURVEY
SITA’s Airline IT Trends Survey is well established   
as the global benchmarking survey for the  
airline industry.

The survey was first produced in 1999, and 
was designed to offer all air transport industry 
stakeholders the latest facts, figures and trends 
related to technology adoption and spending. 
Comparisons to previous surveys are made where 
appropriate, although the respondent sample may 
vary between years.

During September-October 2020 this year, 
questionnaires were sent to senior IT executives in 
each of the top 200 passenger carriers, including 
low cost operators, together with carriers 
representing important players in the regional and 
leisure sectors.

The survey represents the views and insights of 
carriers representing 25% of global passenger 
traffic, providing a clear insight into IT strategic 
thinking and developments for the industry. This 
year’s survey also explores the impacts of the 
recent pandemic that are set to transform  
the industry.

WEIGHTING
A weighting system is applied, based on annual 
passenger traffic statistics, to ensure that the 
results are a representative sample in relation to 
global passenger traffic and to compensate for 
annual fluctuations in the respondent group. This 
year, we have implemented a slightly altered version 
of the weighting for the non-IT-spend elements of 
the survey which better accounts for airline size.

Direct comparisons from previous years’ data 
should therefore be treated with caution, although 
we have included references to re-weighted 2017 
data in this report, which is comparable. Questions 
regarding IT spend remain weighted in the same 
way as previous years and therefore can be 
compared directly.

RESEARCH
Independent market research agency Savanta 
was commissioned to undertake the research on 
behalf of SITA. The research was conducted in 
strict confidentiality and the results are presented 
in an aggregated form. All source data remains 
confidential and the results of individual returns are 
not disclosed to the research stakeholders.

SURVEY
The 17th annual Airport IT Trends Survey continues 
to be the most extensive study of IT trends within 
the global airport industry. The study took place 
during September and October of 2020 and focused 
on senior IT executives at the world’s airports.

This year’s survey results came from respondents 
who collectively represent the views of 146 airports. 
The airports participating in this year’s research 
represent 27% of global traffic (source: 2018 
Airports Council International passenger traffic 
data) or 2.51 billion passengers.

WEIGHTING
A weighting system is applied, based on ACI annual 
passenger traffic statistics, to ensure that the 
results are a representative sample in relation 
to global passenger traffic and to compensate 
for annual fluctuations in the respondent group. 
This year, we have implemented a slightly altered 
version of the weighting for the survey which better 
accounts for airport size. Direct comparisons with 
previous years’ data should therefore be treated 
with caution, although we have included references 
to re-weighted 2016 and 2017 data in this report,  
which are comparable.

RESEARCH
Independent market research agency Savanta was 
commissioned to undertake the research on behalf 
of ACI and SITA. The research was conducted in 
strict confidentiality and the results are presented 
in an aggregated form. All source data remains 
confidential and the results of individual returns are 
not disclosed to the research stakeholders.
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For further information,  
please contact SITA by  
telephone or e-mail:

Americas 
+1 770 850 4500 
info.amer@sita.aero

Asia Pacific 
+65 6545 3711 
info.apac@sita.aero

Europe 
+41 22 747 6000 
info.euro@sita.aero

Middle East, India & Africa 
+961 1 637300 
info.meia@sita.aero

SITA AT A GLANCE

Easy and safe travel every step of the way.

•  Through information and communications 
technology, we help to make the end-
to-end journey easier for passengers 
– from pretravel, check-in and baggage 
processing, to boarding, border control 
and in-flight connectivity.

• We work with about 400 air transport 
industry members and 2,800 customers 
in over 200 countries and territories. 
Almost every airline and airport in the 
world does business with SITA.

• Our customers include airlines, airports, 
GDSs and governments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Created and owned 100% by the industry, 
SITA is the community’s dedicated 
partner for IT and communications, 
uniquely able to respond to community 
needs and issues. 

• We innovate and develop collaboratively 
with our air transport customers, 
industry bodies and partners. Our 
portfolio and strategic direction are 
driven by the community, through the 
SITA Board and Council, comprising air 
transport industry members the  
world over. 

• We provide services over the world’s 
most extensive communications network. 
It’s the vital asset that keeps the global 
air transport industry connected.  
 
 

• With a customer service team of over 
2,000 people around the world, we 
invest significantly in achieving best-in-
class customer service, providing 24/7 
integrated local and global support for 
our services. 

• Our annual Air Transport and Passenger 
IT Insights for airlines, airports and 
passengers are industry-renowned, as is 
our Baggage IT Insights. 

• In 2019, we had consolidated revenues of 
US$1.8 billion.

For further information, please visit  
www.sita.aero

Follow us on www.sita.aero/socialhub
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