
Improving the Mobile Flight Booking 
Experience 
Let’s be honest. Even in a “mobile first” world, some things are just easier to do on a computer. 

One of those things is booking flights.  

In this case study, I explored what makes users abandon their mobile devices for PCs and 
designed a better mobile experience for mobile flight search and booking. 

Background 
As air travel expands to new destinations across the globe—and at a better value than decades 
past—air travel volume continues to increase. In fact, air travel represents 58% of all modes of 
transportation for international tourism, up from 46% in 2000.1  The International Air Transport 
Association (IATA) forecasted a $29.3 billion net profit for the global airline industry in 2020, up 
from $25.9 billion net profit for 2019.2 

The Problem 
While users are claiming to be comfortable with booking flights (and other travel plans) on their 
mobile devices in various reports3-7, a Euromonitor International report predicted that the highest 
percentage of flights booked on mobile in 2019 would be, at best, 40% in some countries.8 

Despite this, mobile travelers are a good target demographic because they are more likely to take 
trips and to “strongly agree” that travel is an important part of their lifestyle.9 

The Plan 
Though there are many mobile apps for booking flights, I wanted to understand why people turn 
to their PCs for booking flights. I also wanted to complete competitive research on existing apps, 
and couple all these insights to design and test an improved mobile booking experience.  

Additionally, I wanted to gauge users’ experience with and perceptions of chatbots and possibly 
include this in the solution.  

My Role 

I worked alone on this project, completing user research and analysis, ideation, design, testing and 
iteration, with excellent mentorship from Eido Gat. 
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Constraints 

I was working on this project alone with a small budget so the scope was limited accordingly. 

DISCOVER 

User Research 

First, I needed to learn more about users’ motivations, goals and attitudes when searching for and 
booking flights. I started with secondary research. 

Secondary Research Methods 

I combed credible travel industry sources and reports online, especially those completed by 
Phocuswright and SITA. I discovered that American and British travelers describe mobile flight 
booking pain points as 

●​ Too much information 
●​ Time spent 
●​ Varying prices 
●​ Lack of useful visuals10 

I also read about the growing implementation of chatbots by airlines. As of 2019, SITA reported 
that over 25% of airlines have implemented chatbots and another 55% plan to implement them by 
2021.11 However, the most common tasks for chatbots are to direct passengers to FAQs and provide 
flight status information.12 

Primary Research Plan & Methods 

Next I wanted to deepen my understanding of the user experience. I developed a research plan so 
I could screen and interview users myself. Crafting the research plan allowed me to ensure that 
my research objectives were clear achievable. I sought to answer: 

1.​ What pain points do people experience when searching for flights online? 
2.​ What pain points do people experience when booking flights online? 
3.​ What is most important to people when searching for and booking flights on a mobile 

device? 
4.​ What are travelers’ attitudes towards using chatbots during the flight search and booking 

process? 
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Screener Survey 

To ensure I would be connecting with people who had booked at least one flight in the last 12 
months (and who may have experience with chatbots), I used a screener survey. This also allowed 
me to collect a bit more data myself about device use for air travel planning. 

34 people completed my screen survey. The results were a reflection of the information I 
discovered during my secondary research. 

While 90% of survey respondents shared that they had used a computer to search for a flight in 
the last 12 months, less than 60% had used their mobile device to do so (whether it was via an app 
or a mobile website). 

 

 

It gets worse from there; less than half used a mobile app to book the flight while only 13% used a 
mobile website to do so. 

 

The next question was why?  
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User Interviews 

I selected 7 people to interview and developed an interview script to guide my conversion with 
each user. I completed most of the interviews over Skype or on the phone, taking an audio 
recording of each and recording notes in a Google Sheets file. I used the script as a guide, but 
allowed the conversations to flow naturally. 

Define 

Research Results & Synthesis 

Interview Results & Affinity Map 

“I don’t know.”          “It just seems easier on a computer.” 

One of the most interesting observations I made during the interview process is how many people 
responded with an “I don’t know” when asked why they opted to use a PC over mobile for 
booking. For many, it almost seemed as if it was the first time they really thought about it and 
they weren’t entirely sure themselves. Some were only able to offer a vague “it just seems easier 
on a computer” type of sentiment. (As recorded later in the Lessons Learned section, I will probe 
further in future interviews and ask users to define what they mean by “easier.”) 

Others, however, were able to offer more specific reasons for turning to a PC for booking flights, 
including 

●​ Too much scrolling on mobile 
●​ Hard to see all the information on a mobile device screen 
●​ Seems easier to double check their typing on a computer 
●​ Seems faster to book on a computer 

In the interviews, I also discovered that most of my participants had used chatbots before, but not 
for air travel planning.  

Click here for the full interview notes. 

Affinity Map 

After the interviews, I “downloaded” my notes into an (electronic) affinity diagram in Miro. 
Clustering similar comments and data revealed a few themes and areas of opportunity.  

[Insert image(s)] 

●​ Price is the most influential factor when searching for a flight 
●​ Users aren’t loyal to one airline 
●​ Users are loyal to sites where they had found good deals in the past 
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●​ Some users perceived mobile sites and apps as less technically reliable than desktop 
websites (more “buggy”) 

●​ Willing to do a quick search for flights on their mobile, but may turn to PC to book 

Empathy Map 

To continue synthesizing my qualitative research and better empathize with users, I created an 
empathy map to capture the sentiments of the users I spoke with. 

 

User Personas 

I felt two types of users emerged from my research. Though both are concerned with finding good 
prices, I felt it was important to represent at least two types of motivations. Some key differences 
include why the user type wants to find budget flights, their comfort level with technology and 
mobile bookings, and their loyalty to particular airlines. 
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Problem Statements & How Might We 

After synthesizing the research and developing maps and personas, I emerged with two problem 
statement and three “How Might We” questions. 
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Problem Statements 
1.​ I want the cheapest (but not terribly inconvenient) flight to my destination. 
2.​ I want booking to be easy and not involve a lot of scrolling. 

How Might We? 
1.​ How might we improve the flight search process? 
2.​ How might we help travelers find the best flight deals? 
3.​ How might we make booking on a mobile device more convenient? 

 

Ideate 

Solution Concept 

After reviewing the pain points and goals of users, I decided to focus on a mobile app design 
concept and forego exploring the use of chatbots for flight travel. This was partially due to a 
resource, time and budget constraint as I was the sole designer on this project. At this time, I was 
still considering adding a price alert feature to my solution. 

Competitive Analysis 

After deciding to focus on a mobile app, I wanted to dig deep into the strengths and weaknesses 
of the leading flight booking apps. I varied the types of apps in the analysis, including airline apps, 
online travel agency apps and Google Flights (which is currently only available as a mobile or 
desktop site).  

I dug deep into each step of the search and booking process, noting where apps excelled or could 
be improved. Some examples of my analysis are below.  

For a very detailed competitive analysis, click here. 
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User Stories 

Before beginning to sketch my design, I wrote user stories, created user flows and created a site 
map. At the time, I was still considering a price alert feature in my solution. I also considered 
allowing “sticky” filters (filters which would apply to every future flight search session until the user 
toggled it off). 
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User Flows 

My user flows reflect my initial idea of applying filters to the search results before viewing them, 
with the option to save them as “sticky” filters. 

[insert image] 

Site Map 

 

Prototype 

Sketches & Scope Refinement 

Before I began sketching, I reviewed my solution concept again with my mentor. We discussed 
the need (or lack thereof) for the “sticky” filter feature and the logistics of coding this. 

Ultimately, we opted to forego the price alerts feature and sticky filter sto focus solely on 
improving the flight search and booking process in a mobile app. 

I created rough sketches for the app, some of which are below. 
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Wireframes 

Next I created wireframes in Adobe XD. This allowed me to play with the layout and flesh out the 
navigation and functionality of the app.  
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Wireframe Iterations to Low Fidelity 

I continued to refine the wireframe design and functionality. I also played with the design of the 
search result cards. 

Ultimately, I went with a paper boarding pass motif, not only because it relates to air travel, but 
because the other design required more vertical space on precious real estate. 
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Usability Testing - Wireframes 

Once my wireframes were at a medium-high fidelity, I wanted to do a quick round of testing to 
gain some feedback. I first drafted a usability test plan to clarify my objectives, research questions 
and approach. 
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Usability Test Plan 

 

Round 1A Test Results 

After only 2 tests, it became clear that my initial design of the checkout process was confusing. I 
originally planned for users to “add” a traveler to their account as they checked out that could be 
saved for later. 

I decided to make the changes to the traveler and checkout process after only 2 tests. I feel 
confident that this was the right call because it allowed me to test the new process with more 
users. 
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Round 1B Test Results 

I continued testing after changing the traveler information & checkout process. I worked on 
facilitating valuable usability tests with all types of users and gained a lot of great insights as to 
what was working and what wasn’t. 
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High Fidelity Design 

Mood Board  

Once the first round of usability tests were complete, I focused on transforming the wireframes 
into a high fidelity prototype. I first created a mood board with two directions; one featured 
inspiring photography and the other interesting illustrations. 

Direction 1 | Photography 

Rich colors, energy-filled shots, earth colors, aspirational. 

 

Direction 2 | Illustrations 

Bright colors, energizing, playful. 
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Accessibility 

When adding colors to my screens, I ensured they had a high contrast and met accessibility 
standards.   

Ummmm….a bunch of my color combos failed. :(   

Exploring Design Directions 

I added color, images and refined the design of several elements and screens. I tested both 
directions (photography and illustration) on the flight search form screen. 

Photography Direction 
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Illustrations Direction 

19 



 

Other Screens 
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Design Refinement/Decision 

I opted to go with the illustrations, a rounded button and card style and Poppins font. After 
applying some of the visual design decisions, I was ready for my first round of testing with a high 
fidelity prototype. 

Click here for the High Fidelity A prototype.  
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Usability Testing (High Fidelity A) 

I recruited participants and tested with them in person. I learned a lot with just 3 testers in my first 
round of high fidelity testing. I felt this was enough to iterate on my design and make changes to 
address the most critical issues, which are listed below.  

It was interesting that many people noted that round trip pricing was confusing, even though this 
is somewhat conventional in many flight search apps. However, this was a great opportunity to 
improve upon what exists in the market today. 

 

Iteration & Amelioration (High Fidelity B) 

I iterated on my design, updating the pricing from round trip to one way pricing, which was the 
number one complaint about my first design. 

I also removed the flexible dates menu from the date selection screens. I made this decision 
because 

●​ Including the pricing on the date selection calendar makes a flexible date selection 
somewhat superfluous 

●​ The flexible date menu was confusing to users 
●​ I would still offer the option to easily view search results of nearby dates via the date tabs at 

the top of the search results list 
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Usability Testing (High Fidelity B) 

Again, usability testing was very effective at confirming what was working and what needed work 
in my design. I recruited and tested with 5 people. Two tests were remote, one of which was with 
an international participant (from the Netherlands). 

The use of boxes to separate information (on the expanded flight information card, the trip 
summary and confirmation screen) really helped users feel confident they had successfully 
reviewed all the information they needed to; this directly addressed a pain point from the 
research. 

Other positive comments included 

○​ “I love how many dates I can see at once and that all the prices are included. It helps 
me pick a date so much quicker. Especially as I’m usually looking at prices for several 
days because my dates are flexible.” 

○​ “I like the little boxes and how that makes it easy to scan the information.” 
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○​ “I like the edit button at the top in case I want to change my search.” 
○​ “It’s clean and easy to see what you need to fill in.” 
○​ “This trip summary is great. I could even screenshot it really easily.” 
○​ “I like that I can scan through the important stuff. I like that the layover time is 

included so I don’t have to calculate how long the layover is.” 
 
Issues were also included in a usability report. A sample is pictured below. 

 

Final Solution 
After the second round of high fidelity usability tests, I made a few changes to the final design. 
There are also some action items for the future if I were to continue working on this app. 

Action Items for Future 

[insert screenshots]* 

Lessons Learned 
●​ Probe deeper in initial user interviews (ex: words like “easier”...what does that mean to you?) 
●​ Check accessibility color contrast sooner 
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Miscellaneous  

Summary of Steps 

●​ User research 
○​ Secondary research 
○​ Primary research (survey and user interviews) 

●​ Define 
○​ Affinity map 
○​ Empathy map 
○​ User personas 
○​ Problem statements 
○​ How Might We questions 

●​  Ideate 
○​ Solution Concept 
○​ Competitive Analysis 
○​ User Stories 
○​ User Flows 
○​ Site Map 

●​ Design & Iterate 
○​ Sketches 
○​ Wireframes 
○​ Mid fidelity wireframe testing 
○​ High fidelity prototype design 
○​ High fidelity prototype testing 
○​ Iterate and retest 
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