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Can we fly less? Evaluating the ‘necessity’ of air travel 
 
Abstract 
Air travel is often justified as ‘necessary’ or ‘unavoidable’, in the sense that trips have purpose 
and value. Yet it is evident that people travel for reasons that may include forced and voluntary 
movement, with motives ranging from visiting friends and family, to leisure, or business. In 
light of the challenge to decarbonise transport, and the need to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, this paper discusses the perceived necessity of flight from individual and societal 
perspectives, while considering moral and economic viewpoints. It suggests that travel motives 
have different degrees of ‘urgency’, and that the ‘necessity of flight’ cannot be generalized. To 
empirically test this hypothesis, we used mixed methods to examine the perspectives of 29 
international students at Lund University, Sweden on the perceived importance of their flights 
(n=587) over a six-year period (2012-2017). Results show that the value associated with 
individual flights depends on flight motive, experience, life stage, or situational factors. Almost 
half of the flights made (48%) lack importance. Implications are discussed in the context of 
climate policy and the future development of the aviation system.  
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Introduction  
Aviation is increasingly in conflict with societal goals to limit climate change and challenges 
related to air pollution, noise, and infrastructure expansion (Finance and Trade Watch 2016; 
Gössling and Upham 2009). While aviation advocates have frequently underlined the 
importance of air traffic for GDP growth and employment, it is equally clear that increasing 
dependence on air travel contradicts several of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (UN 2015), such as Responsible Production and Consumption (Goal 12) and Climate 
Action (Goal 13), and undermines the Paris Agreement (Scott et al. 2016). These problems have 
become ever more pressing under scenarios of continued growth of air travel, as anticipated by 
industry actor groups. For example, the International Civil Aviation Organisation projects that 
emissions will grow by a factor of 2.8-3.9 between 2010 and 2040 (ICAO 2016). Neither 
technology innovations, the aviation sector’s own strategies, nor market-based measures can be 
expected to resolve this situation (Lyle 2018; Markham et al. 2018; Peeters et al. 2016). A 
central question for aviation is thus whether people should, or could, fly less. This pressing 
question received global attention when it was raised by the Fridays for Future movement and 
the mainstream media’s reporting on ‘flight shame’ in early 2019 (e.g. Evening Standard 2019). 
The Guardian (2019, no page) summarized the dilemma: 
 

So when scientists say that we must make “rapid, unprecedented change” to our 
lifestyles to avoid climate catastrophe, and pinpoint flying as the most destructive 
form of travel, the questions mount: Is there such a thing as a right to fly? Is self-
sacrifice necessary? Can you fly with a conscience? Are “love miles” to see 
family or friends OK?  

 
It is generally established that people travel for a wide range of reasons, such as business, to 
visit friends and family, to relax or escape, to experience novelty, or self-develop (Pearce and 
Lee 2005). Most of the longer distance trips involve aircraft, and an estimated 57% of all 
international arrivals are now by air (UNWTO 2018). Against this background, aviation 
organisations maintain two main discourses. The first sustains the notion that air travel is a 
‘norm’, involving large parts of the global population. While this is communicated by 
highlighting large global passenger numbers (e.g. IATA 2018), it obscures the reality that most 
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flights are taken by the most privileged social classes in the most affluent societies. The second 
discourse affirms that all air travel is valid, in the sense that flying is socially desirable and 
morally warranted, and that individual motivations for air travel are rational and justifiable, 
with air travel providing economic value (IATA 2018; UNWTO 2018). This latter discourse is 
perhaps best understood in terms of the absence of any critical debate on air travel motivations 
among supranational organisations such as United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 
UN World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO), World Tourism and Travel Council (WTTC), 
International Air Transport Association (IATA), or International Civil Aviation Organisation 
(ICAO). 
 
The low carbon challenge underlying the Paris Agreement demands a critical discussion of the 
discourses surrounding air travel. This article seeks to examine the ‘necessity of flight’, that is, 
the question of whether all air travel is perceived to be of equal importance, in order to ascertain 
the types of flight that might be more easily reduced. For this purpose, motivations for air travel 
are discussed from moral and economic perspectives. Moral concern demands reconsideration 
of energy-intense activities and lifestyles against the background of carbon inequality and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (Oxfam 2015; UN 2015). Economic perspectives are 
characterized by utility values assigned to air travel; that is, the money people are willing to 
spend in order to fly. Both moral concern and economic value can be discussed from societal 
and individual perspectives. The paper conceptualizes these interrelationships to then present 
the results of a mixed methods empirical study, in which personal value associations with air 
travel are analysed out of personal, retrospective views on the importance of flight. 
 
Background 
Flying as a social norm 
Air travel is regularly presented as a social norm, specifically by aviation organisations and 
airlines. This creates and fosters various discourses and mechanisms designed to strengthen a 
social norm of flying, for example based on passenger statistics, support of cheap flights, 
traveller self-promotion through frequent flier programmes, as well as wider issues of economic 
development, employment or intercultural understanding. A selection of discourses is presented 
in the following, illustrating how such social norms are presented. Importantly, discourses 
conceal that most people never fly, or fly very rarely (Peeters et al. 2006; Gössling et al. 
2009a,b).   
 
Large passenger numbers and notions of frequent air travel are often highlighted to suggest that 
flying is a mass activity. According to the International Air Transport Organisation (IATA), an 
estimated 4.1 billion passengers were counted worldwide in 2017, and in this year, “the average 
citizen flew […] once every 22 months.” (IATA 2018: no page). The statement seems to 
suggests that “4.1 billion passengers” correspond to the flying population, which implies an 
activity that involves a significant share of humanity. However, passenger numbers represent 
individual flights. As virtually all travellers will return from their destination, two individual 
flights usually represent one trip. Where travellers move through hubs, or visit multiple 
destinations, the number of individual flights involved in one trip will be even larger. It is also 
important to note that there is no such thing as an “average citizen” in aviation, as flight activity 
is highly skewed between individual travellers: Frequent fliers may participate in hundreds of 
trips per year (e.g. Lassen 2006; Gössling et al. 2009b). Research thus suggests that a small 
number of highly frequent fliers account for a large share of total global air travel (Brand and 
Boardman 2008; Lassen 2006; Gössling et al. 2009a).  
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Even in wealthy countries, many citizens do not fly in any given year. For example, DEFRA 
(2009) reported that of the UK population 16 years or older, 59% had not flown in 2009. In 
Germany, 23% of the population did not travel anywhere for their holidays in 2014, and of 
those travelling, more than half did not fly (Gössling et al. 2017a). In countries of the global 
South, it is likely that large parts of the population never fly, as a result of financial constraints, 
visa limitations, or the unavailability of air travel opportunities. As Sheller (2016: 15) 
emphasizes: 
 

Mobility may be considered a universal human right, yet in practice it exists in 
relation to class, racial, sexual, gendered, and disabling exclusions from public 
space, from national citizenship, and from the means of mobility at all scales. 
These barriers to access and controls over mobility are implemented via formal 
and informal policing, borders, gates, passes, clothing, rules, and surveillance 
systems that limit the right to move […]  

 
While people in many developing countries face such barriers, affluent countries have extended 
significant financial support to the manufacturers of aircraft, infrastructure providers, airlines 
and airports (Gössling et al. 2017b). Subsidies to the aviation system can take the form of grants, 
equity infusions, loans and loan guarantees, public service obligations, reduced taxes or tax 
exemptions as well as hidden subsidies such as reduced infrastructure fees or monopoly rights. 
As transport demand is essentially a function of cost (Zahavi 1974; Schafer and Victor 2000), 
air travel also grows because it is subsidized, thus creating the basis for a social norm of cheap 
flight. This is perhaps best illustrated by the example of low-cost carriers, which continue to 
offer tickets at a price that is below or equivalent to the cost of fuel and handling fees1, and 
usually far lower than the equivalent cost of train travel.  
 
Contrary to popular belief, the introduction of low-cost airlines in the 1990s did not result in an 
increased diversity of people travelling (i.e. by increasing access to air travel for those on lower 
incomes), but increased the amount of air travel undertaken by the highest income groups. This 
was evidenced by Banister (2018: p.134) who found that a disproportionate amount of air travel 
across all airports in England and Wales is carried out by the 8% of those in the highest personal 
income group (>€65,000). These inequalities in flight activity were also reflected in UK 
household travel survey data, which reported that over a 7-year period (2006-2012) 54.8 per 
cent of those surveyed made no flights, yet at the other end of the scale 3.4 per cent of 
respondents accounted for 30 per cent of all flights, with 5 or more international flights (ibid).  
 
Social norms are furthermore reinforced through advertisement, in which airlines appeal 
motivations for travel including shopping, relaxation, or experiences; and within space-time 
constraints regarding the destinations offered, the length-of-stay suggested, or the timing of the 
flight during the year. Frequent flier programmes often complement offers in attempts to bind 
customers closely to airlines (Ostrowski et al. 1993). This may include rewards for frequent 
mobility, or opportunities for non-flight consumption to be turned into air travel, for example 
through purchases with credit cards issued by airlines (Toh et al. 1991). Advertisement as well 
as frequent flier programmes consequently reinforce norms of frequent air travel and, 
ultimately, notions of entitlement. This is made tangible in socially structured airport 

                                                 
1 As an example, Ryanair offered, in May 2019: Stockholm Skavsta (Sweden) to Karpathos airport (Malta), 2704 
km one way, for the price of 32 Euro, as well as Stockholm Skavsta to Bremen (Germany), 815 km one way, for 
the price of 4.80 Euro. At an estimated fuel use of 3.5 L per 100 km, and a world market price of €0.3/L, the 
prices charged can be compared to the estimated actual fuel use/cost of 95 L/€29 (Skavsta-Malta) and 28 L/€8 
(Skavsta-Bremen).   
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environments, in which only selected air travellers may access “Senator Lounges” or similar 
spaces restricted to a hierarchy of the most frequent fliers (Young et al. 2014). 
 
Because air travel is associated with opportunity, it is interpreted as a signifier of social standing 
(Urry 2011). More recently, social networking sites have made it possible to efficiently turn air 
travel into network- and social capital (Germann-Molz 2012; Gössling and Stavrinidi 2016). 
This subsequently has resulted in Instagram in particular becoming a key site for travel 
communication by influencers and travellers (Gretzel 2018). “Instagrammability” (The 
Independent 2017) describes the search for locations or experiences that can be used for self-
promotion. This is a process in which social norms of desirable lifestyles are created for which 
frequent mobility is a precondition (Gössling and Stavrinidi 2016; Gretzel 2017).  
 
The examples above illustrate how air travel is supported by and framed within discourses and 
practices underlining the social and individual desirability of flight, that is, how it is maintained 
as a social norm. At the same time, there is a notable absence of public discussion on the 
legitimacy of flight, the moral valence of different motives for air travel, or individual 
responsibility and accountability for emissions resulting out of flight practice. 
 
Perspectives on the legitimacy of flight: moral concern and economic value 
Until 2018, public debate on the legitimacy of flight has been modest, though newspapers 
reported irregularly on the issue (e.g. Deutsche Welle 2018; USA Today 2018). In autumn 
2018, the term ‘flight shame’ emerged in Sweden (Extrakt 2018) and rapidly spread worldwide 
(e.g. Evening Standard 2019). Flight shame identifies air travel as morally questionable (cf. 
Markowitz and Shariff 2012), hence raising the issue of the legitimacy of travel motivations. 
Hares et al. (2010) suggested that ‘necessity’ is not self-evident, as the climate implications of 
air travel may not be part of decision-making: in many countries, climate change remains a 
contested issue (e.g. Ballew et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2015), and environmental impacts of flying 
are of little or no concern to a significant share of air travellers (Alock et al. 2017; Cohen and 
Higham 2011; Hares et al. 2010; Hanna and Adams 2017). Reasons for this may be implied in 
notions of entitlement (Barr et al. 2010), social needs (Thurlow & Jaworski 2006; Germann-
Molz 2012), or beliefs in future technology to resolve the issue (Peeters et al. 2016). 
 
Yet there is evidence that significant variation lies in the value ascribed to air travel. Research 
among international tourists in New Zealand found that tourists distinguish “legitimate 
holidays” from “dispensable trips” (Becken 2007), though where and why boundary lines are 
drawn is unclear. Cohen and Higham (2011) established that a share of travellers show moral 
concern and even anguish over the consequences of their air travel, to the degree that they may 
decide to no longer fly, at least temporarily (Higham and Cohen 2011; see also Randles and 
Mander 2009). Similar findings were presented by Kroesen (2013) who affirms that air 
travellers consider flight by integrating environmental concerns (not flying or flying only in 
emergencies), ignorance (insufficiently informed about environmental outcomes), denial 
(climate is not changing), necessity (to perform work), guilt (inacceptable, but part of lifestyle), 
or indulgence/fatalism (lifestyle/too late anyway to act on climate change).  
 
The deep moral conflicts in which some air travellers find themselves (Randles and Mander 
2009) prompted Higham et al. (2014) to suggest that with growing awareness of climate 
impacts, air travel would be increasingly characterized by a “flyers dilemma”, that is, a growing 
tension between desirable consumption patterns and climate concerns. Kantenbacher et al. 
(2017) expected that in the course of such events, any limitation of air travel would increasingly 
amount to ‘sacrifice’ in the form of foregone personal benefit. However, significant traveller 
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numbers in Sweden voluntarily opted out of air travel as a result of flight shame, as measurable 
in an observed decline in passenger numbers (Bloomberg 2019). As a growing share of air 
travellers weigh the desirability of air travel against its moral legitimacy, social norms are 
beginning to be recast in the process, creating new perspectives on personal responsibility and 
accountability in flying decisions.  
 
As Gardiner (2011) emphasized, the challenge of addressing climate change is ultimately 
ethical, and relates to the failure of political and economic systems to hold individuals 
accountable for their actions. Views of what is legitimate is again linked to behaviour in society 
as a whole, in the sense that the norms of social networks influence and guide individual actions 
(Gilovich and Griffin 2010). It is also for this reason that Ajzen (1985) distinguished attitudes 
from social norms; the former representing an individual’s evaluation of the desirability of a 
given behaviour, the latter referring to the moral frameworks of society or peer groups. As both 
are interlinked, individual and societal views have relevance in the discussion of moral concern 
and social practice in the sphere of air travel consumption. 
 
A second major perspective on flight is contained in the economic value ascribed to flight by 
individuals and society. Individual economic value perspectives are represented in market 
transactions, in the form of demand for air travel in relation to cost. This also means that 
consumption ‘norms’ are negotiated in terms of affordability, implying that if the cost of air 
travel was higher, this may not be considered a (forced) sacrifice (Kantenbacher et al. 2017), 
rather an economic reality. Indirectly, the findings presented by Kantenbacher et al. (ibid.: 10) 
support this proposition, because, as the authors conclude: “[…] on average, people have a 
greater willingness to give up leisure air travel than many other forms of consumption”.  
 
Table 1 conceptualises dimensions and possible measures of moral concern and economic value 
in relation to flight, including both individual and societal perspectives. Individuals concerned 
about the implications of their flight activity may abstain from air travel. For example, 
Sweden’s abovementioned decline in air traveller numbers, possibly as a result of flight shame 
debates (Bloomberg 2019). Likewise, an increase in voluntary carbon offset purchases would 
seem to reveal an increase in moral concern (Huber et al. 2018), given that offsets represent a 
personal cost for a benefit that accrues to society as a whole.  
 
On the societal level, discussions on the environmental implications of flight and ‘flight shame’ 
have appeared in global media formats as diverse as The Guardian (2019) and Forbes (2019), 
bearing witness of an emerging social norm that is more critical of energy-intense consumption. 
Even though perhaps global for the first time in terms of media coverage, this is not necessarily 
a new view, as Randles and Mander (2009: 93) already reported on diverse perspectives of 
frequent flying a decade ago: 
 

Accounts and justifications concerning frequent flying range from surprise that a 
taken-for-granted everyday activity which until very recently had been considered 
a culturally desirable thing to do, has suddenly become frowned upon; to a sense 
of almost guilty pleasure, apology and, at its extremes, defiance. 
 

DEFRA (2009: 65), in the same year, reported in a study of UK citizens that 44% of respondents 
supported the view that “people who fly should bear the cost of the environmental damage that 
air travel causes”. Hares et al. (2010) however identified the lack of personal responsibility 
among air travellers as a major barrier to behavioural change (i.e., flying less). Contributors to 
climate change “were considered to be governments, businesses and other countries” (ibid.: 
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471). Similar findings were presented for air travellers in Sweden, who considered themselves 
the least responsible for their flights, after aircraft producers, airlines, governments and 
intergovernmental organisations (Gössling et al. 2009b). This indicates diverging perspectives 
on responsibility between flying individuals and society at large, which may be measured in 
terms of the number and geographical distribution of shame debates, or societal views on 
accountability. Both would be representative of changes in social norms. It needs to be noted, 
however, that there also exist discourses regarding socially warranted forms of travel, such as 
contributions to biodiversity conservation, poverty reduction, or voluntary work (Fennell 1999; 
McCabe et al. 2012; Scheyvens 2011). 
 
The economic value of flight could be measured, on the level of the individual, as the share of 
income placed on air travel, or their frequent flier status. Economic value perspectives would 
consequently measure ‘desirable’ air travel in relation to what is considered affordable. A 
general relationship, travel money budgets, was postulated by Zahavi (1974), and could be 
assessed for air travel: Surveys have generally found that air travellers are disproportionally 
wealthy (e.g. Banister 2018; Carlsson-Kanyama and Lindén 1999; Gössling et al. 2009b). 
Economic interrelationships have also been measured in price elasticity, denoting that an 
increase in price will result in a decrease in demand (Gillen et al. 2003). Price elasticity varies 
between traveller segments, in relation to distance, travel motive, and flight class (SIKA 2006), 
suggesting that the necessity of flight is contextual. Frequent flier status is another measure of 
economic value, in terms of the importance associated with flight activity and status class, for 
which additional trips will be made (“mileage runs”; Gössling and Nilsson 2010). On a broader 
societal level, the economic value of flight may be assessed on the basis of the value of subsidies 
extended to airlines, infrastructure providers or aircraft manufacturers (Gössling et al. 2017b), 
or the opposite, the existence and scale of taxes or air passenger duties placed on air travel 
(T&E 2018). These are not necessarily representative, however, of public opinion on aviation’s 
economic value. 
 
Table 1: Measures of the importance of flight 
Perspective Individual Social 
Moral concern • Reduction in flight activity 

• Carbon offsets 
 

• Shame debates 
• Views on accountability 

Economic value • Income to flight ratio 
• Frequent flier status 

• Level of subsidies 
• Air passenger duties 
 

 
To illustrate the wide range of perspectives on moral concern and economic value that may 
exist in relation to specific travel motivations, a number of examples are discussed in the 
following section.   
 
Motivations for flight 
Motivations for air travel are usually characterized as leisure, visiting friends and relatives 
(VFR), or business (UNWTO 2018). Leisure is generally considered to be the key drive of 
discretionary air travel, a category that includes motivations ranging from novelty seeking, 
escape, relaxation, relationship strengthening, autonomy, nature exploration, self-development, 
stimulation, self-actualisation, nostalgia, romance and recognition (Pearce and Lee 2005). VFR 
refers to any travel primarily related to maintaining social ties (e.g. Moscardo et al. 2000). 
Business travel can include meetings, conferences and conventions, exhibitions, training 
courses (and other forms of education), product launches, or incentive travel (Swarbrooke and 
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Horner 2001). Any of these can involve very different actors, such as business travellers, 
government employees, NGO workers, military servicemen, students and teachers (ibid.). 
Business travel as defined in this article would also include that undertaken by athletes, singers 
and musicians. For many trips, however, travel motives may not fit any of these categories, or 
may blur across several of them (Hall 2005).  
 
To illustrate the variation in reasons for flight in the context of what may constitute ‘necessary’ 
air travel, Table 2 lists a wide range of media reports on travel motives. Their choice is neither 
systematic nor representative, and serves the sole purpose of highlighting potentially 
controversial perspectives on the relevance or justification of different trips.  
 
Table 2: Media headlines illustrating a diversity of reasons for air travel 
Reason Reference 
£9.99 million seat sale – cheap travel 
Shopping weekends – shopping 
Stag parties – city break with friends 
(Mega)sport events – sports  
Music performances – music  
Celebrity photographs – meeting celebrity 
Company-sponsored breaks – incentive trip 
Diplomacy – politics  
Political missions and campaign trails – politics  
Overseas educational trips – education  
Protests and rallies – climate change protests 
Pet transport – moving a dog in private aircraft 
Mileage runs – flying to earn points 

Ryanair, 2018 
Lufthansa, 2019 
Stag Company, 2018 
New York Times, 2018 
Daily Sabah, 2019 
The Guardian, 2018 
Dagbladet, 2018 
The Atlantic, 2013 
Samtiden, 2018; The Guardian, 2016 
Stuff, 2018 
Mirror, 2019 
Financial Times ,2016 
CNN, 2018 

 
Cheap flight is a key sales argument used by low-cost carriers, with Irish airline Ryanair being 
known for campaigns in which “one million seats” are offered at a very low price (£9.99 in late 
2018; Ryanair 2018). German Lufthansa advertises a three-night ‘Christmas Shopping in New 
York’ trip (Lufthansa 2019), while the Stag Company advertises ‘flight experience stag 
weekends’ (Stag Company 2018). Hundreds of thousands of spectators fly to see the Olympics 
(New York Times 2018). The 2019 Europa Cup final between two London clubs separated by 
eight miles (Arsenal and Chelsea) was played in Baku (Azerbaijan); a five-and-a-half-hour 
flight of 2860 miles (4600 km) undertaken by tens of thousands of fans. Sport competitions and 
events at all levels of competition from school teams to global championships have very 
significant air travel demands (Higham & Hinch, 2018). Music-related travel can involve 
singers, musicians, choirs or ensembles, sometimes travelling over vast distances (Daily Sabah 
2019). The Guardian (2018), in highlighting an emerging problem for Korean Air, reports on 
K-pop fans booking flights to get close to their favourite band members, only to disembark 
again after having taken the photographs, and to then claim back the money paid for the tickets. 
 
Business incentive travel is widespread. In January 2017, a group of 60 Norwegian plumbers 
on a flight from Oslo to Munich created media headlines because their aircraft had to return 
due to a faulty toilet – the group was on a company-sponsored short break (Dagbladet 2018). 
According to The Atlantic (2013), former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had visited 112 
countries in her four years in office, flying 956,733 miles (or 1.5 million km) for diplomatic 
and political missions. In Sweden, the question was discussed whether “politicians are worth 
to fly business class” (Samtiden 2018: no page), while politicians in Germany faced criticism 
for using governmental air services for private trips (Der Spiegel 2014). An outcry arose in 
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New Zealand in 2017 when it as revealed that members of parliament received free 
international business class travel for themselves and their spouses for the rest of their lives at 
the taxpayer’s expense (The Herald 2017). Overseas school educational trips are common in 
many western countries, and there is an array of opportunities for educational trips including 
short-term exchanges to gap year travel (Stuff 2018). Celebrities may fly to rallies to protest 
climate change (Mirror 2019). CEOs and business owners travel in private aircraft (Bloomberg 
2018), sometimes using these to only fly their pets (Financial Times 2016). CNN (2018), in 
discussing “the art of the mileage run”, reports that: 
 

Paul Bevan flew from New York to Detroit to Tokyo to Singapore and back the 
same way without ever leaving an airport. The whole thing took 63 hours. Bevan 
says he "showered, ate a fabulous Indian meal at the food court at 3 a.m., mooched 
around a bit and flew back at 6 for 21,000 MQM's [Medallion Qualification Miles, 
the authors] and ensured making Diamond [a frequent flier status, the authors] 
again this year." 

 
As the examples from media headlines illustrate, reasons for flight vary widely, as expressed 
in terms of the economic value associated with these trips. Often, this value is personal: for a 
less affluent person, using a subsidized flight offered by a low-cost carrier may be the only 
affordable form of air travel. For a wealthy individual, it may seem justified to fly home a 
favourite pet in a private aircraft. Yet, individual and societal views on the importance or 
desirability of these flight motives may vary, if moral concern is involved. In particular when 
the benefits associated with specific flights, such as mileage runs, accrue to the individual, 
negative implications for society may be weighed into considerations of desirability. Given 
complex views on the necessity and desirability of flight, an important question is also whether 
a considerable share of air travel is “induced”, either through marketing campaigns, or offers 
of cheap flight. One way to further disentangle these interrelationships is to empirically evaluate 
ex post personal views on the perceived importance of air travel.  
 
Methodology 
A mixed method approach was used to examine perceptions of the importance of air travel, 
including a quantitative analysis of travel patterns of a sample of international students (n=29), 
and an analysis of essays written by these students discussing ‘flight importance’. Data was 
collected in September 2018 in a class of Service Management Master Programme students at 
Lund University, Sweden. Students were between 21 and 37 years, representing 24 different 
nationalities. The sample includes 14 male and 15 female students. This is a convenience 
sample, which was deemed acceptable given that this research only seeks to understand whether 
the importance placed on different flights varies; i.e., to test the general hypothesis that not all 
air travel is equally desirable or relevant. Data on individual flight activity in combination with 
information on flight purpose is generally unavailable, and difficult to obtain for frequent fliers 
(Gössling et al. 2017a). Whilst the sample size would normally not meet the criteria for 
statistical power, our statistical analysis was not concerned with within or between subject 
analysis of the participants, rather we took the flights (n=587) as the unit of analysis. 
 
In order to collect data on flight activity, students were asked to provide lists of their flights 
over the past six years (2012-2017), though depending on age or other factors, students may 
only have flown in 2017. To generate complete accounts, they were encouraged to recall trips 
on the basis of social media accounts (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram), and/or passport entry/exit 
stamps and visas. All flights had to be entered in a specifically designed Excel-file, detailing 
departure and arrival information. Flights had to be registered one by one, i.e. stopovers had to 
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be considered. For example, a trip from Stockholm, Sweden to Brisbane, Australia, via Los 
Angeles, USA, would be registered as two flights: From Stockholm to Los Angeles, and from 
Los Angeles to Brisbane. If students had returned via different routes, this was registered 
separately. Travel over New Year was registered as a flight in the respective year; i.e., only the 
flight falling into a given year was registered in this year.  
 
Once all flights had been identified, students were asked to calculate the distances flown, using 
the website www.greatcirclemapper.net. This will underestimate true flight distances by about 
5%, as detours, no-flight zones or other deviations from great circle distance are not included 
(UNWTO-UNEP-WMO 2008). Distances were then added up, to derive the total distances 
flown by each student. Once this was completed, students were asked to annotate the purpose 
of each flight in the Excel-file, using categories including VFR; trips home (to see family); 
business, work or study; leisure; religious purposes; sports; other (specify).  
 
In a last step, students were asked to rate the relative importance of each flight, on a Likert 
Scale from 1 (very important flight) to 5 (flight having no importance at all). In order to 
understand how students had defined “importance”, they were then asked to reflect on their 
understanding of the term in a personal essay. Essays were intended to confront students with 
their own travel decisions, and the desirability of different flights. This qualitative aspect of the 
research design served the purpose of better understanding and illustrating quantitative findings 
(Bryman 2016). Specifically, the discussion of less or more important flights added insights to 
the reasoning of students, while increasing the credibility of the conclusions drawn. Essays 
were evaluated using a structured approach to content analysis, in that comments regarding less 
important to very important flights were collected in a data file, and compared for the entire 
sample of students. This allowed examinations of links, and common as well as contradictory 
views. These are discussed in the form of a narrative, outlining important themes (ibid.).  
 
The approach used in this study is different from earlier studies that have studied perceptions 
and attitudes (e.g. Cohen and Higham 2011; Higham and Cohen 2011) or measured intentions 
to reduce flight activity (e.g. Gatersleben et al. 2014; Morten et al. 2018). The assessment of ex 
post views on air travel allows for a more credible evaluation of personal views on the 
importance of flight, and thus complements these earlier studies. The data is however limited 
in that students enrolled in the Service Management programme at Lund University are not 
representative of any wider student population, or air travellers in general. Their views are 
necessarily indicative only. Data on flight activity is also conservative in the sense that most 
students participated in a great number of flights and thus some may have been overlooked.   
 
3. Results 
In total students (n=29) recalled 587 flights that covered a total distance of 2.19 million 
kilometres, or an average of 75,413 km per student over the six-year period. Results indicate 
vast differences covered by individual students, of whom the least-travelled covered 864 km, 
and the most frequent flier 320,901 km. This is not necessarily a reflection of travel intensity 
per individual, as the periods covered depend on student age (20-37 years) and the number of 
years during which students had flown (2012-2017; that is one, and up to six years).  

Most flights were registered for the year 2017. About one third (32%; n=187) of all flights were 
made in this year, covering a total distance of 549,645 km. This translates into an average of 
9.4 flights per student, with a minimum of 1 flight (the return flight taking place in the following 
year), and a maximum of 15 flights (median: 6 flights). The average distance flown in 2017 
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was 18,953 km, and ranged from 518 km to 46,836 km per student. Results thus indicate that 
the group of international students studied in this paper is composed of frequent fliers. 

The students flew for a wide range of reasons, with “leisure” being the most frequently cited 
motive that accounts for 237 (40%) of the 587 flights (Figure 1). VFR was the second most 
common reason (23%; n=135) followed by education (14%; n=84), work (11%; n=64), visits 
home (3%; n=19), to renew visa (1%; n=8) and to partake in or observe sports events (1%; 
n=5). Miscellaneous included 6% of trips (n=35), comprising, for example, religious motives. 
It should be noted that “visits home” refer to immediate family, in comparison to VFR travel to 
see friends or other relations.   
 
A majority (37%; n=217) of flights were considered ‘very important’ and 21% (n=125) 
‘important’ (Figure 2). Another 21% of flights (n=124) were judged neither important nor 
unimportant, while 13% (n=76) had ‘limited importance’, and 8% (n=45) had ‘no importance 
at all’. Results thus suggest that one in five flights (21%), i.e. those with no or limited 
importance, may be considered redundant.  
 

 
Figure 1: Travel purpose for flights 
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Figure 2: Flight importance 
 
Figure 3 shows the analysis of flight distance by purpose, indicating that flights to visit friends 
and relatives have the highest mean average of 4,460 kilometres, though individuals also travel 
significant distances for educational purposes (mean = 4,325km). Participants in this study did 
not fly the furthest for leisure purposes, with the average distance for this type of trip being 
3,218 km. Trips home (2,953 km), for work (2,519 km) and for visa renewal (2,244 km) 
represented transport motives covering the shortest distances. When exploring the total flight 
distance (2.19 million kilometres) differences between the distance of the flight and the purpose 
of the trip were found to be statistically significant (F (7, 579) = 2.500, p< 0.05).  
 

 
Figure 3: Flight distance by purpose 
 
Figure 4 compares flight distance and importance ratings. This relationship tested statistically 
for the total distance travelled (2.19 million kilometres), with F (4, 582) = 7.767, p< 0.01. The 
mean average distance of flights rated as ‘very important’ was 4,688 kilometres whereas the 
mean average was half that for flights rated as having ‘no importance at all’ (mean = 2,027 km). 
This suggests that the longer flights made by students have greater importance. This result 
would have been expected given that longer flights will on average also be more expensive, 
and may not be able to be replaced by other modes (e.g. high-speed rail). It also indicates a 
relationship between the importance of flight, VFR travel motives, flight distance, and 
willingness to pay for air travel.  
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Figure 4: Importance of flight by distance travelled 
 
Table 3 gives an account of the purpose for travel and its relative importance rating. Whilst 
there is a general mix in terms of each holiday purpose having some trips that are important and 
some that are not, the differences achieved statistical significance (H (7) = 65.842, p<0.01). For 
example, 52% of all leisure trips were rated as ‘important’ or ‘very important’ leaving the 
remaining 48% as lacking explicit importance (percentages are similar for VFR and work). 
Flights taken for the purpose of education was rated as the highest in terms of importance with 
71% of flights for educational purposes being rated as ‘very important’ and a further 11% as 
‘important’. Flights taken for trips involving sport were rated as least important with 80% of 
all sports trips rated as ‘no importance at all’, however the number of sports trips was low across 
the data corpus. Typically, educational trips are longer in duration than sports trips, which in 
the vast majority of cases can be readily substituted by seeking competition that is less distant 
and does not require international or domestic air travel (Higham and Hinch 2018).  
 
Table 3: Travel purpose and flight importance  

 Leisure VFR Education Work Home Visa Sports Other 

Very Important 51 (21.5%) 50 (37%) 60 (71.4%) 18 (28.1%) 11 (57.9%) 3 (37.5%) 1 (20%) 23 (65.7%) 

Important 72 (30.4%) 20 (14.8%) 9 (10.7%) 13 (20.3%) 1 (5.3%) 3 (37.5%) 0 7 (20%) 

Indifferent 58 (24.5%) 40 (29.6%) 4 (4.8%) 13 (20.3%) 4 (21.1%) 0 0 5 (14.3%) 

Limited 
importance 41 (17.3%) 17 (12.6%) 1 (1.2%) 16 (25%) 1 (5.3%) 0 0 0 

No importance 
at all 15 (6.3%) 8 (5.9%) 10 (11.9%) 4 (6.3%) 2 (10.5%) 2 (25%) 4 (80%) 0 

 
These results can be compared to qualitative data from the essays. First of all, students agreed 
that ‘importance’ is subjective, implying different things for the individual, such as 
opportunities for personal development, unique experiences, the achievement of life goals, or 
specific situations of relevance such as the wish to see family. As air travel was assessed in 
retrospective, views imply that students evaluated what they would have ‘missed’ had they not 
made the flight. Students also agreed that perspectives are comparative, in that they weigh 
different trips and travel purposes over the entire range of trips made by air in their lives. From 
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the discussion it also emerged that views on ‘importance’ are evolving, in that they change with 
the frequency of flight as well as the overall number of flights made.  
 
The discussion of the importance of trips revealed that social (visits at home, VFR) and 
educational motivations had great importance for students. Notably, the first flight ever made, 
and in particular the first intercontinental flight, was mentioned as having great importance, as 
signifying new opportunities to visit other countries and cultures. As the sample addressed 
international students, who often stay for extended periods in Sweden, going home for special 
(social) events or holidays had great importance. Likewise, to maintain relations with friends 
was mentioned as an important reason for air travel. Very important trips are also those related 
to studies, for a term abroad, and writing Bachelor or Master theses, as studies are considered 
as having great relevance for personal and professional development. This implies that with 
growing opportunities for working or studying abroad, these very important travel motives will 
increase.  
 
Important trips are also linked to leisure travel. Students highlighted that getting out of daily 
routines, to take a break, to encounter new values and cultures was important to expand 
worldviews and to appreciate personal lives and origins. Students also mentioned decisions to 
travel to ‘must see’ destinations, which may be influenced by social media, though this could 
result in high expectations that were not met. A relevant finding in this context is that 
destinations become less important once visited: as an example, the second trip to Paris is 
considerably less important than the first. More generally, less important trips included those 
planned by others, or trips where the destination had not been a personal choice. Negative 
experiences, such as adverse weather conditions, unfortunate social or professional encounters 
in the destination, or illness also resulted in a decline in trip value. Lower importance was also 
placed on trips to closer destinations, as well as ‘assigned’ business trips. The latter were 
considered less desirable when they had negative outcomes, or perceived as not relevant enough 
to motivate travel.  
 
In their essays, students confirmed that had they not made flights with no or limited importance, 
it would not have mattered to them. Partially, such trips were only made because of their low 
cost, with students reporting that they often hunted for bargains. Cheaper connections also 
influenced flight decisions with regard to timing (day time, date), travel time (time needed to 
arrive at destination), as well as destination choice. Essays also revealed that air travel was 
favoured over other transport modes (such as trains) because of cost considerations. Yet, 
students did not feel that restrictions in air travel, such as rising cost, would affect them 
negatively, as they believed they could adjust. For example, the growing high-speed railway 
system in China and the growing number of long-distance low-cost bus connections in Europe 
were mentioned as alternatives. For business travel, students suggested that most meetings 
could have as easily been held as a video-conference, or by phone call. As the relevance of trips 
can often only be assessed after the trip, it may however be difficult to establish the importance 
of a given flight in advance. 
 
Finally, students distinguished “compulsory” and “spontaneous” trips. Compulsory travel 
cannot be avoided, including for example trips to renew a visa. Spontaneous trips are associated 
with a higher cost, and they had to be more carefully justified. The need for such trips may arise 
out of specific situations, such as a case of illness or death among friends or relatives. 
 
Discussion 
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The purpose of this paper was to discuss whether all flight is ‘necessary’ or ‘desirable’, as often 
purported by airlines and aviation organisations that prefer to leave the desirability of air travel 
unquestioned. Various authors have indirectly taken up this question. For instance, Randles and 
Mander (2009) as well as Dickinson et al. (2010) showed that air travel co-evolves within the 
structures provided by society, in which the cost of flying is a key determinant. The implication 
is that where the price is low, air travel demand will grow: for instance, as a result of various 
forms of subsidies extended to airlines, aircraft manufacturers or airports. Hares et al. (2010) 
thus concluded that economic instruments and regulatory controls are needed to reduce 
emissions from air travel. These are however difficult to implement given perspectives on 
entitlement to air travel (Higham et al. 2016), while also having to be significant in order to be 
effective (Markham et al. 2018). 
 
The discussion in this paper adds that attitudes and social norms also have important 
implications for behaviour. While most studies concluded that air travellers will not fly less 
because of moral concerns (Alcock et al. 2017; Becken 2007; Cohen and Higham 2011; 
Dickinson et al. 2010; Hares et al. 2010; Hanna and Adams 2017; Randles and Mander 2009), 
it seems clear that this can change when wider social norms change. In the past, moral concerns 
have been deflected by assigning responsibility to others, including governments, airlines, or 
aircraft manufacturers (Gössling et al. 2009b; Hares et al. 2010). With emergent debates on 
flight shame, it seems increasingly difficult to maintain this viewpoint. Specifically, media 
interventions of Swedish student Greta Thunberg, Swedish athlete Björn Ferry, or British 
academic Kevin Anderson, who all refuse to fly, have changed perspectives on personal 
accountability. For example, Morten et al. (2018: 303) affirm that individuals with more 
positive attitudes towards reducing flight activity and who also believe that important others 
would want them to fly less are more likely to intend to reduce their own flight numbers. In 
contrast, where mechanisms of denial for accepting responsibility persist, there is a conflict 
between self-interest and common good, in which changing one’s own behavior is not an option 
when others continue their unsustainable activities (Hares et al. 2010). 
 
This contradicts notions that fostering awareness of air travel’s climate impacts is largely 
superfluous (Alcock et al. 2017); rather, it confirms that supporting moral concern is key to 
changing social norms that will also build pressure on lawmakers to implement low-carbon 
policies for aviation. Notably, in countries where moral concern is more developed and trust in 
government high, it will be easier to justify and introduce such policies (Higham et al. 2016). 
A conclusion is thus that where moral concern and social norms co-evolve, this can affect both 
social practices and policy support for interventions. Current debates on flight shame and the 
justification of specific motivations for flight should thus be seen as supportive of changes in 
social norms.  
 
Further insights can be gained from the empirical study presented in this paper. Findings 
suggest that the sample of international students consists of frequent fliers, with few exceptions. 
Students fly for a wide range of reasons, though in retrospective, they considered almost half 
of all flights (48%) as “indifferent”, “not important at all” or “of limited importance”. These 
less desirable flights are generally shorter in terms of the distance flown, and related to sports, 
work, visa, as well as leisure. For these trip motives, more than 25% were considered redundant. 
Very important trips include education (71%), travel home (58%), and VFR (37%). While trips 
to renew a visa are also considered very important by a significant share of students (38%), this 
is not necessarily a contradiction to visa-related trips considered redundant, as visas are both a 
necessary precondition for international trips and in particular education. Students may have 
had difficulties in aligning personal wants with institutional needs, when deliberating the 
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importance of flight for visa renewal. These findings affirm that the ‘necessity’ or desirability 
of air travel varies with trip purpose, also confirming that leisure or VFR related flights should 
not per se be seen as “more superfluous and readily avoidable” than business flights widely 
considered outside the individual’s control (Morten et al. 2018).  
 
Student essays also confirmed that economic reasoning underpins most travel decisions (timing, 
length of stay), as well as travel motivations (whether to travel in the first place). Cost will thus 
determine whether a flight is relevant, suggesting that studies of price elasticity (Gillen et al. 
2003) need to pay greater attention to motivations. The findings presented in this paper 
underline that under scenarios of significant cost increases for air travel, a large share of air 
travel is likely to simply disappear, in an analogue with congestion charges. For example, in a 
study of the effects of the Stockholm city charge, Eliasson (2014: 85) concluded that even 
though there was a significant decline in traffic, a three-quarter share of the shunned car trips 
“seems to have gone unnoticed by the travellers themselves” in the sense that respondents did 
not recall changes in transport behaviour. 
 
It is evident that views on ‘necessary’ flight can be framed by economic value and moral 
concern, and that perspectives will vary between individuals, between individual and society, 
and between societies, with the value associated with flights varying depending on motive, 
experience, life stage and other situational factors. There is evidence that discourses of cheap 
flight and entitlement to air travel as created by airlines and aviation organisations support 
social norms that are not aligned and, indeed, fundamentally at odds with the low-carbon 
challenge. Discourses also contribute to a culture of deniability, even though any society 
interested in reducing emissions should foster personal accountability and moral concern. 
Policymakers should be aware of these interrelationships, and support critical debate on 
aviation, while resisting and perhaps ultimately restricting indoctrination by the aviation 
system. 
 
Conclusions 
Currently questions of the necessity of air travel are conveniently ignored, or actively resisted 
by the vast majority of air travellers in the current socio-technical and dominant neoliberal 
economic systems, which prioritise and encourage excessive air travel (Young et al. 2014). The 
need to fly cannot remain unquestioned in a situation with pressing timeframes for emission 
reductions (IPCC 2018). This paper asked active air travellers confronting questions of the 
necessity of air travel. It shed light on how air travel is valued, and revealed heterogeneous 
justifications and perceived necessities for different types of travel, revealing that types and 
purposes of air travel are not equal. Rather the importance of air travel depends on a wide 
variety of factors which include, but are not limited to, the purpose of travel, the distance and 
availability of alternatives, and other societal features including prestige. Notably, much air 
travel is induced by its low cost. 
 
The research suggests that in order to reduce the carbon dependency of the transport system, 
and air travel-related emissions in particular, immediate steps should be taken to reduce 
superfluous air travel which is deemed by the traveller to be ‘unnecessary’. To this end, 
ensuring that the cost of flight includes the environmental costs of flying should be an important 
and immediate priority, a point noted and accepted by air travellers in earlier research (Higham 
and Cohen 2011). An important insight emerging from this paper is that flying for social 
purposes such as VFR, or visits home, and for educational reasons, is likely to be relatively 
price inelastic and to endure even while many other flights may ‘disappear’ in the context of 
stronger policies to curb aviation demand.  
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It must be noted that this paper represents an initial foray into an aspect of consumer culture 
and freedom to consume that will be resisted by many and fiercely opposed by some. It is 
important to extend this urgent line of enquiry to achieve detailed insights into how perspectives 
vary between individuals, between individual and society, and between societies.  
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