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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The COVID-19 pandemic morphed 2020 into an 
unrecognizable year for the air transport industry, with 
passenger numbers plunging and pressure to redesign 
operations to meet changing travel regulations.

Despite reduced workforces at airports and airlines 
globally, the per capita mishandled bag rate continued 
to decline (3.5 per thousand passengers in 2020). A 
significant reduction in long-haul flights meant fewer 
transfer bags, which historically account for most 
mishandled bags. Fewer passengers and flights also 
made getting bags to the plane an easier task, with 
less chance of disruptions. However, the time taken to 
resolve mishandled bag files has increased from reduced 
resources dedicated to bags, an area that will need to be 
monitored carefully as passenger volumes recover.

One positive outcome has been the acceleration of 
digitalization projects, with a concerted and unified push 
towards self-service and touchless technologies and 
operations. Three-quarters of airports and airlines are 
prioritizing touchless bag tagging options that rely on 
kiosks and passengers’ mobile devices. A large majority 
of airlines and most airports plan to make touchless 
unassisted self-bag drop available by 2023.

Passengers have embraced the shift towards touchless, 
with increasing numbers using mobile technology, 
and those who do reporting higher satisfaction rates. 
However, baggage remains an area where self-service 
and mobile technology adoption is slower compared to 
mobile check-in or self-boarding.

Quickly harnessing current technology solutions 
was key for survival during the pandemic, but this 
year’s unparalleled disruption marks an opportunity 
to reimagine and introduce new ways of handling 
passengers and their baggage. There is broad industry 
alignment that we must find green, sustainable, and 
contactless approaches that boost passenger confidence, 
reduce bottlenecks at airports, and enable efficient 
operations.

The pressure to reduce the total costs of managing 
bags is at an all-time high. We were excited to partner 
with customers to trial new solutions to reduce costs 
through innovative technologies like SITA Bag Vision. 
Currently in the trial phase, SITA Bag Vision uses artificial 
intelligence-powered computer vision technology to 
match images of a bag captured at check-in and during 
sortation, eliminating the need for a bag tag in identifying 
bags.

Outside of baggage, in 2021, SITA stepped up its efforts 
to address these industry efficiency challenges launching 
WorldTracer® Lost and Found Property, an artificial 
intelligence-enabled solution that cuts the cost of 
repatriating lost items by 90%.

Together with our partners and customers, SITA will 
continue to explore technology solutions that address the 
challenges of today while building a more sustainable and 
resilient industry for the future.

 —  Barbara Dalibard, CEO, SITA
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BAG HANDLING PASSENGERS AIRLINES AIRPORTS

ANALYSIS

Technology spend to reduce mishandled bags 

Having plateaued between 2018 and 2019, the 
number of mishandled bags dropped to 3.5 bags per 
thousand passengers in 2020. Airports and airlines 
achieved the increase in performance despite 
the cuts made across the workforce, as the industry 
struggled with a sharp downturn in travel due to the 
pandemic.

Investments in technology for airports to support 
their airline and ground handler tenants continue 
to reduce the number of mishandled bags and 
their associated costs while providing a cost-effective 
way for airlines to comply with IATA’s baggage 
tracking Resolution 753.
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ANALYSIS

Passenger and mishandled bag numbers recoil 

After reaching a high of 4.54 billion passengers in 
2019, the COVID-19 pandemic caused 2020 passenger 
numbers to drop to 1.8 billion, the lowest since 
SITA began reporting passenger trends in 2007. 
As such, the number of mishandled bags declined 
sharply, with 6.3 million mishandled in 2020, an 87% 
reduction from the 46.9 million mishandled in 2007. 

IATA predicts that air travel will not return to pre-
crisis levels until 2023.1 Still, airports and airlines are 
speeding up investments in touchless self-service 
processes to make the journey through the airport 
safer and more efficient for passengers and staff.
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ANALYSIS

Reduction in capacity leads to a lower 
mishandling rate  

2020 ended the steady year-on-year increase 
in passenger numbers, with the 1.8 billion total 
passengers representing a 28% fall from the figures 
of 2007. Despite the strains of a global health 
crisis, the baggage mishandling rate per thousand 
passengers continues to decrease.

Between 2007 and 2020, the mishandling rate per 
thousand passengers has reduced by 81%, from 
18.88 bags to 3.5 bags. The air transport industry’s 
annual bill for mishandled bags was $600 million in 
2020, an 85% decrease from $4.2 billion in 2007.
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ANALYSIS

Limited transfers reduce delayed bags 

Delayed bags remain the main reason for 
mishandled bags counting for 69% of all mishandled 
bags in 2020 – a 6% reduction from 2019. At the same 
time, the number of lost and stolen bags reduced 
by a percentage point to 4%, and those that were 
damaged and pilfered increased to 27%.

Constantly changing entry and health requirements 
around the world led to limited long-haul travel 
options in 2020. The reduction of these routes flown 
removed the critical bottleneck in a bag’s journey—
where it is transferred from one aircraft to another.

As numbers start to rebound, the industry is turning 
to touchless self-service technologies to meet 
travelers’ desire for a faster, automated, and digital 
journey. 66% of airlines have plans to implement 
contactless ways for passengers to report delayed 
baggage from their mobile device, avoiding long 
queues at busy baggage service counters or offices.2
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ANALYSIS

An exceptional year increases the failure to  
load rate  

While transfers still pose the greatest risk of a bag 
being mishandled, 2020 saw a reduction in bags 
delayed at transfer to 37% (from 45% in 2019). 

There was a rise in mishandling as a result of 
failure to load (20% in 2020); an increase from 
ticketing errors, bag switches, security, and other 
miscellaneous factors (19%); and a slight increase 
from airport, customs, weather, or space-weight 
restrictions (10%) and tagging errors (6%). 

Loading errors and arrival mishandling remain 
unchanged from 2019. 
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ANALYSIS

Passengers continue to adopt self-service 
technologies  

Despite the number of checked bags remaining 
largely unchanged in 2019 (80% of passengers), there 
is concern this figure may rise as airlines consider 
restricting carry-on as an added safety measure. 
Even the slightest uptick in the number of checked 
bags means corresponding pressure on baggage 
operations to keep performing. 

The importance of self-service initiatives is more 
apparent than ever; in 2019, 44% of passengers have 
already used technology at the bag tagging stage of 
the journey (primarily kiosks). 24% of passengers 
were using kiosks for self-bag drop, and 24% were 
using their mobiles to facilitate bag collection. 

At the bag collection stage in particular, passengers 
using technology reported a higher average 
satisfaction rate of 8.66 out of 10 compared to 8.00 
out of 10 for non-tech users in 2019.3
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ANALYSIS

Minimizing contact at all passenger touchpoints

The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed airlines and 
airports to invest in touchless self-service options 
with an eye to minimizing contact at all passenger 
touchpoints.

Three quarters of airports (79%) and airlines 
(74%) are prioritizing touchless bag tagging options 
that rely on kiosks and passengers’ mobile devices.  
A large majority of airlines (79%) and most airports 
(67%) plan to make touchless unassisted self-bag 
drop available by 2023. Finally, airlines (66%) and 
airports (22%) are planning touchless lost bag 
reporting and tracing to be accessible through 
passengers’ mobiles.2
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ANALYSIS

Technology remains key in improving the efficiency 
of baggage handling operations

“U.S. airlines’ baggage handling performance 
improved 30% in 2020 to just four bags mishandled 
out of every thousand enplaned. The increase 
benefitted from ongoing improvements in airline bag 
tracking systems, airport facilities, and employee 
training.”

 — John Heimlich, Vice President and Chief 
Economist,  Airlines for America

“The use of technology remains a key cornerstone 
in improving the efficiency of baggage handling 
operations. Over the past year, the COVID-19 
pandemic has also highlighted the need to reduce 
physical touchpoints in the overall air travel process, 
such as the utilization of contactless technologies 
where possible. Asian airlines are committed to 
continuing the excellent progress made in providing 
a clean, safe and seamless travel experience for the 
traveling public.”

 — Beatrice Lim, Director, Industry & Regulatory 
Affairs, Association of Asia Pacific Airlines

Data Sources: 
Europe: 2007 - 2013 Association of European 
Airlines. 2017 - 2020 SITA Worldtracer®.   
North America: Airlines for America.  
Asia: Association of Asia Pacific Airlines.
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ANALYSIS

Lufthansa Group has launched a completely 
contactless way for passengers to report delayed 
baggage from their mobile device, avoiding long 
queues at busy baggage service counters or offices. 
SITA’s initial trials of WorldTracer® Self Service 
showed that the service has already proved to be 
popular with travelers, with two-thirds opting to use 
this service instead of visiting a baggage counter.

In addition to meeting new COVID-19 hygiene 
requirements, WorldTracer® Self Service saves 
airlines on average $10 for every mishandled bag 
reported by eliminating the need for additional 
infrastructure to manage the reporting of delayed 
bags.

Stefan Kapactsis, Director Digital Ground Services 
at Lufthansa Group, said: “Fortunately, delayed bags 
are very rare. But in case this happens, we want to 
provide a comfortable and easy recovery experience 
– without waiting at the belt, queueing at the Lost 
& Found counter or calling the baggage hotline to 
trace the bag. We are proud that, with this new digital 
solution, we can provide this improved experience to 
our passengers.”

Following the successful launch at Munich Airport, 
the Lufthansa service has been rolled out worldwide 
and is now available to all SWISS and Austrian 
Airlines passengers.
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ANALYSIS

2020 has been a momentous year for the air 
transport industry, with COVID-19 forcing us to 
re-examine our processes and priorities. Digital 
innovation has advanced rapidly due to the pandemic, 
and we’ve seen some exceptional technology 
designed to help resume safe and secure travel.

The last year saw an unprecedented fall in the 
number of mishandled bags as travel came to a 
standstill worldwide. When traffic does resume, 
aviation must achieve the same level of service 
passengers have come to expect but with far fewer 
resources. Embracing a digital shift now will bring 
greater efficiencies and cost-effectiveness during the 
post-COVID era and into the future.

With demand to reduce the total costs of managing 
bags at an all-time high, SITA is exploring the bag 
tracking utopia of the future: no bag tags, no bag 
tag printers, and much cheaper readers allowing 
data on bag whereabouts to be acquired and used 
in management systems at a much lower cost. 
Currently in the trial phase, SITA Bag Vision uses 
Artificial Intelligence-powered computer vision 
technology to match images of a bag captured at 
check-in and during sortation, eliminating the need 
for a bag tag in identifying bags. The cameras the 
Bag Vision technology relies upon would represent 
a significantly reduced expense (not to mention 
environmental footprint) for airlines compared to 
Barcode or RFID ATRs plus the associated bag tag 
printers, without sacrificing accuracy.

 — Peter Drummond, Product Management 
Director, Baggage, SITA
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ANALYSIS

As the industry emerges from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the worst crisis in its history, there is 
an opportunity to rethink the travel experience to 
deliver more choice, flexibility, and a more seamless 
experience for passengers. Baggage is a specific 
area where there is a need to develop new solutions 
and processes. The keywords are green, sustainable, 
and contactless; delivering standards that cater 
to this travel experience, including maximizing the 
technical solutions to enable it, is a top priority for 
IATA. This will benefit passengers and help airlines, 
airports, and ground handlers run a more cost-
efficient and reliable baggage handling flow.

Whereas most touchpoints along the journey have 
been redesigned over the years to fit with the 
demand for greener, paperless solutions, the same 
has not been true of the baggage area. Who would 
have thought that 15 years after the mobile boarding 
pass was introduced, we would still need a printer, 
a roll of sticky paper, and a good portion of excess 
time to figure out how to attach it to the handle? 
Not to mention the limitations of a 1D barcode with 
stripes for bag identification. More information 
(messaging data) could be shared to ensure efficient 
handling and tracking of baggage, and also push 
information to the customers about delivery time and 
belt location. Now is the right time for airlines and 
airports to consider such opportunities before traffic 
volumes increase.

 — Hasse Joergensen, Senior Manager Global 
Baggage Operations, IATA
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ANALYSIS

Despite the devastating effects the COVID-19 
pandemic has had on the air transport industry, one 
positive outcome has been the rapid acceleration of 
digitalization projects, with a big drive towards self-
service and touchless technologies and processes. 
Airlines and airports are investing in touchless 
self-service options with the overall objective 
of minimizing contact points at all passenger 
touchpoints. This plays into the vision for baggage 
that was developed through the ACI and IATA NEXTT 
(New Experience Travel Technologies) initiative: 
convenient and hassle-free handling and tracking 
of baggage for passengers, with greater choice of 
services offerings. 

From a digital Bag ID token to off-airport bag 
collection to passenger push notifications upon 
arrival, the concepts proposed in NEXTT are 
more applicable now than ever; firstly, to provide 
immediate solutions required to mitigate COVID-19 
risks when traveling, then to improve efficiency for 
airports and airlines in the future. 

 — Thomas Romig, Vice President Safety, Security  
& Operations, Airports Council International 
(ACI) World
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CONVENIENT AND HASSLE-FREE HANDLING AND TRACKING OF BAGGAGEACI COMMENTARY

THROUGHOUT THE 
JOURNEY

0 1 2 3 4 5 6
A Bag ID is used as the 
token to identify the bag 
operationally and is linked 
to the passenger’s digital 
identity.

OFF-AIRPORT

Passengers can choose 
contactless pick-up and 
delivery of their bag at time 
of booking.
 

AT DEPARTURE 
AIRPORT

The airline receives the bag 
via contactless drop-off 
upon entry to the airport.

 

AT DEPARTURE AND 
CONNECTING AIRPORTS 

Passengers can receive 
notifications and tracking 
information for purchases 
made en route.

 

IN FLIGHT

Passengers can check the 
status of their baggage 
while in-flight.

 

AT ARRIVAL AIRPORT

Upon arrival, passengers 
receive notifications based 
on their chosen bag delivery 
method.

 

AT DESTINATION

Baggage is cleared and 
delivered to the location 
selected by the passenger 
in a completely contactless 
exchange.



METHODOLOGY
WHAT IS A MISHANDLED BAG?

A mishandled bag is a report of a delayed, damaged or 
pilfered bag which is recorded by either an airline or its 
handling company on behalf of the passenger and that is 
handled as a claim.

SCOPE OF THE 2021 BAGGAGE IT INSIGHTS REPORT

SITA applies a weighting system, based on IATA passenger 
traffic statistics, to its WorldTracer® data in order to 
calculate the baggage mishandling rates. This weighting 
ensures that the results are a representative sample in 
relation to global passenger traffic and compensates for 
annual fluctuations. Backward comparison with results 
published pre-2016 should be undertaken with caution.

This report uses IATA’s forecast passenger total for 2020 in 
the analysis of 2020 baggage handling performance data. 

For year-on-year performance comparisons with 2019, 
passenger numbers and related bag handling statistics 
have been updated since last year’s report to reflect 
confirmed IATA passenger data for 2019.

NOTES

1.  IATA Economics using data from Tourism  
Economic/IATA Air Passenger Forecast, April 2021.

2.  SITA, 2020 Air Transport IT Insights.

3.  SITA, 2020 Passenger IT Insights.

 BAGGAGE

IT INSIGHTS20
21

15 | 2021 Baggage IT Insights | © SITA 2021



 
All trademarks acknowledged. Specifications subject to change without prior notice. This literature provides outline 
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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 & 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 pre-travel, check-in and baggage 
processing, to boarding, border control 
and inflight connectivity.

• We work with over 400 air transport 
industry members and 2,500+ customers 
in over 200 countries and territories. 
Almost every airline and airport in the 
world does business with SITA.

• Our customers include airlines, airports, 
ground handlers, aircraft, air navigation 
service providers, and governments. 
 
 
 
 
 

•  Created and owned 100% by air transport, 
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 
1,700 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 reports for airlines, airports 
and passengers are industry-renowned, 
as is our Baggage IT Insights report. 

• For further information, please visit www.
sita.aero

For further information, please visit  
www.sita.aero

Follow us on www.sita.aero/socialhub


