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I. Executive Summary 
 

The first data-driven study of passenger attitudes about on-time data shows that current 
A-14 (arrivals within 15 minutes of scheduled time) reporting of on-time statistics does not 
match travelers’ expectations. The study also shows that the current A-14 on-time system 
adds stress to airline connections for passengers. Plus, a series of prior studies show an 
increase in costs to consumers and the economy by even small aviation delays. 

 
Key Study Findings 

● The current on-time system was created when flights were mainly point-to-point. 
Today, connections make up about 70% of flights. Schedules are far more important 
for network carriers than point-to-point operators. 

● Today’s aviation consumers expect flights to arrive within 5 minutes of scheduled 
arrival. 

● All airlines maintain a goal of operating according to their published schedules. 
● Current data collection, which is already taking place, will be easy to use to 

provide accurate arrival-time information for minimal costs. 
 

Recommendations based on study to improve the system 
● DOT should clearly notify passengers that under current DOT regulations dating 

back to the 1950s, planes that arrive up to 14 minutes and 59 seconds late (A-14) 
are considered on-time. 

● Current actual arrival time should be reported as part of the monthly ATCR. 
○ BTS should include minute-by-minute arrival data that will be easily 

searchable. On-time data searches will allow consumers to easily compare 
actual arrival times across airlines. 

○ The addition of searchable BTS arrival-time statistics of A-0, A-5, A-30, A-45, 
and A-60 to the ATCR monthly reports can be made under current 
regulations and will provide consumers better statistics for comparison of 
actual arrival times and overall airline on-time consistency. 

● NextGen ATC system improvements need public A-0 reporting for 
accurate assessments. 

● The online disclosure of flight-specific on-time statistics have been required by 
DOT since 2009. However, there is no such requirement for online travel 
agencies to make such disclosures. That is one loophole that should be closed in 
a future rulemaking. 
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II. Objective of Study 

 
The objective of this study is to provide consumer data that will support a DOT 
improvement in how it presents arrival-time data for consumers. Passenger expectations of 
reported on-time arrival do not agree with DOT reports. Arrival-time data must also take into 
account changes in the aviation system from point-to-point flights to networked routes. 
Funding for the study was provided by Travelers United through donations from individual 
members and stakeholder supporters. 

 
● Demonstrate consumer understanding of On-Time arrival vs. DOT definition. 
● What was once predominantly a point-to-point aviation system is now predominantly a 

connecting flight system.  
● Airline passengers experience more stress with connecting flights than with a 

point-to-point airline system. 
● Current system does not provide consumer information on consistency of on-time 

service. 
● Reducing delays will create multibillion-dollar savings for airlines and consumers.  

YouGov Survey Data Methodology 
● Data was collected from a 1,000-person sample that included relevant numbers 

of leisure and business travelers made up of what we called less-frequent fliers, 
frequent fliers, and more frequent fliers. 

● Survey data was collected from April 23 to April 29, 2019. 
● Data represented in the study of over 1,000 flyers provides a margin of error of plus or 

minus 3% at a 95% level of confidence. 
 
Key areas of inquiry in YouGov study 

● Consumer understanding about what on-time means 
● Stress levels of passengers when flights are late 
● Greater percentages of connecting flights 
● Differences between different segments of passengers 

 
Travelers United Poll Data (from the website newsletter polls) 

Data was collected from newsletter polls sent to 21,000+ active subscribers. Average 
open rate is 35% to 47%. These polls are the source of consumer knowledge about 
A-14 reporting by DOT and difficulty of finding on-time statistics. 
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III. Study Background 
DOT reporting of “on-time” for flights is outdated 

 
14 CFR Part 234.2 (Definitions) 
A flight is counted as "on-time" if it operated less than 15 minutes after the 
scheduled time shown in the carriers' Computerized Reservations Systems (CRS). 

 

For decades airlines have been operating under a 14-minute grace period by the US DOT 
when it comes to on-time arrivals. A flight arriving 14 minutes and 59 seconds late is 
considered on-time. It a part of federal airline regulations. This definition of “on-time” is 
almost impossible for consumers to find. The original A-14 on-time standard was 
established by the CAB in the 1950s. 

 
Originally, all airlines that account for at least one percent of U.S. domestic scheduled 
passenger revenues have been required to submit information on their on-time 
performance to the Department of Transportation under Title 14, Part 234, of the Code of 
Federal Regulations since September 1987. The reporting requirements have increased 
with deregulation of the airlines. 

 
In January 1995 an amendment expanded the rule to include delayed or canceled flights 
because of mechanical problems. Airlines were also required to report additional data. 
Taxi times, airborne times, and the aircraft’s tail number were added to reports. Additional 
amendments to the reporting rule required airlines to report delay causes beginning in 
November 2002. Tarmac delay reporting rules were changed in 2009.  

1

 
A rulemaking issued by the DOT in January 2018 changed the on-time and other 
reporting threshold to include all airlines that carry at least 0.5 percent of US domestic 
scheduled passenger revenues.  This change included the requirement that mainline 

2

carriers and their regional carriers report a single figure for the airline performance. 
 

… the provision requires that reporting carriers provide on their Web sites the 
following on-time performance information: (1) The percentage of arrivals that 
were on time—i.e., within 15 minutes of scheduled arrival time; (2) the  
including special highlighting if the flight was more than 30 minutes late more than 
50 percent of the time); and (3) the percentage of flight cancellations if 5 percent 
or more of the flight's operations were canceled in the month covered. 

. 

1 Enhancing Airline Passenger Protections, 74 Fed. Reg. 68983-69004 (Dec. 30, 2009). 
2 “Enhancing Airline Passenger Protections III”, Docket No. DOT-OST-2014-0056, 81 FR 76826 and 
https://www.bts.gov/topics/airlines-and-airports/lists-reporting-air-carriers-and-reportable-airports-time- 
performance 
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The current on-time regulations were created when flights were 
mainly point-to-point. Today, about 70% of flights are via 

connections 
 

When the initial 14-minutes-late system was developed during the Civil Aviation Board days, 
the airline system was a point-to-point world of flights. During the following 13 years hubs 
were created and network carriers constructed a hub-and-spoke world.  
 
This Travelers United study showed that 69 percent of respondents had connecting flights 
and 31% traveled non-stop. Today, connecting flights are far more important than non-stop 
flights when it comes to passengers’ stress and the importance of on-time operations. 
 
Though travelers prefer non-stop flights, the majority of travelers are faced with the reality of 
connecting flights. The data is surprisingly stark. 
 

Connecting flights Non-stop flights 
Less frequent fliers (2-5 flights) 60% 40%  
Frequent fliers (6-10 flights) 79% 21% 
More frequent fliers (11+ flights) 84% 16% 
 
The more frequently travelers fly on planes, the more chances they have of flying on 
a connecting flight. 
 
According to the Travelers United/YouGov study, though 71 percent of travelers prefer to 
avoid connecting flights, 69 percent of passengers (76 percent of business travelers and 66% 
of leisure travelers) have taken connecting flights during the past year. 
 
Major collection of studies about airline delays 
 
A major collection of studies have been completed by the FAA, DOT, FTC, and GAO as well 
as educational institutions from Berkeley to MIT. All show harm to consumers, the aviation 
system stakeholders, and the US economy from delays. These reports are referenced 
through the remainder of this study.  
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IV. Study findings 

How important to travelers are on-time arrivals? 
On-time arrival is the leading flight service according to this survey. More than twice as many 
travelers want an on-time arrival than want additional legroom. On-time departure is the third 
most important factor followed by friendly service, WiFi, food, and entertainment. 
 
Though most passengers expect minor variations in flight times due to weather, wind speeds, 
minor mechanical issues, and other unpredictable factors such as airlines holding flights for 
late-arriving passengers, they still look at on-time reporting as a way to assess the overall 
performance or airlines. 
 
 
Which of the following would you say is most-important to you when you fly? 

                               (FF=Frequent Fliers) Less FF FFs More FFs 
2-5 flights 6-10 flights 11+ flights 

On time arrival 41% 48% 52% 
On time departure 16% 12% 10% 
Additional leg room 19% 22% 21% 
WiFi connectivity on plane 5% 4% 5% 
Selection of TV and movies on the plane 3% 2% 1% 
Quality of food and drink served on the plane 4% 2% 3% 
Friendly staff/customer service 12% 9% 6% 
 
 

 
Which of the following would you say is most-important to you when you fly? 

Business Leisure  
Travelers Travelers  

On time arrival 48% 44%  
On time departure 15% 14%  
Additional leg room 19% 21%  
WiFi connectivity on plane 4% 5%  
Selection of TV and movies on the plane 2% 2%  
Quality of food and drink served on the plane 3% 3%  
Friendly staff/customer service 8% 11%  
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Consumers extensively use on-time reporting by DOT 
in flight decision making 

 
When making decisions about booking flights, on-time statistics are important. Studies have 
shown that consumers’ willingness-to-pay falls in response to longer flight delays.  
 

● The Travelers United study shows the importance of airline schedules on 
passenger expectations and stress. 

● DOT reporting does not take into consideration passenger issues such as 
connecting flights, checked-baggage transfers, and larger aircraft. 

● Passengers plan travel based on published airline schedules. 
● Studies have shown that on-time statistics can affect ticket prices.  

3

● Airlines refer to their placement in the DOT rankings in advertising campaigns. 
Schedules and on-time ratings are considered an important part of airline 
marketing. 

● DOT rankings are reported in national or local media outlets and via the Internet 
and blog postings. Often, news stories will report the percentage of on-time 
flights for all airlines and may point out which airlines have improved or 
deteriorated relative to the others, often highlighting which carriers are 
consistently near the top or the bottom. 

● News reports normally refer to flights being “on-time” without explaining that 
the DOT’s definition of “on-time” is within 15 minutes of scheduled arrival. 

● The Air Travel Consumer Report (ATCR) performance tables, particularly the 
on-time rankings, are widely accepted as important indicators of the carriers' quality 
of service, and are frequently referred to in news reports, industry analyses, 
academic studies, and consumer commentaries and forums. 

● Consumers use ATCR data and rankings for decision making when deciding to 
purchase air transportation.  

4

● Some airlines use this data for internal management decisions, employee 
compensation, and performance metrics. 

 

 

3 Forbes, Silke J. (2008), “The Effect of Air Traffic Delays on Airline Prices,” International Journal of 
Industrial Organization 26(5), 1218-1232. 
4 DOT Final Rule, Enhancing Airline Passenger Protections III, 81 Fed. Reg. 76,800, 76,808 (Nov. 3, 
2016) 
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This survey found that “on-time” is considered to be within five 
minutes of the schedule for 75% of travelers 

 
The study authors found that 75 percent of aviation consumers consider on-time to be when 
a plane arrives at the gate within five minutes of the scheduled time. When these responses 
are split among three tiers of travelers who fly 2-5 times a year, 5-10 times a year, and more 
than 10 times a year, there is little difference. 
 
Only 24 percent of the flying public consider “on-time” to mean greater than 5 minutes after 
the scheduled arrival time. 
 
This data held steady within 4% for business and leisure travelers and for travelers who fly 
less than 5 times a year and more than 10 times. There was no significant change when this 
data was correlated against number of trips, type of traveler (business or leisure), connecting 
passengers, or preferred airline. 
 
Note: Airline executives have publicly stated that as many as 87% of airline travelers only fly 
on one round-trip a year. This group contributes about 50% of airline revenues. The 
remaining 13%, the more frequent travelers, fly frequently and are responsible for the other 
50% of passenger revenue.  Our study takes the attitudes of both leisure and business 5

travelers into consideration. 

 
Source: Travelers United/YouGov On-Time Study April 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5 Comments by United Airline President, Scott Kirby, during earnings AA call, Skift, October 23, 2015 
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Connecting flights require more accurate on-time reporting. 
 
The system of counting all flights as “on-time,” even when in reality they are up to 15-minutes 
late, was developed by DOT and the FAA decades ago. The original designation of “on-time” 
was limited by the technology of 1978 and not in the context of the hub-and-spoke systems.  
 
Reporting was done by hand, on paper, and was limited by accuracy considerations and 
data aggregation. The A-14 data reporting made it possible for both airline compliance and 
DOT/FAA reporting back when the reporting was initiated. Today’s information technology 
does not suffer from most of those limitations. 

 
In addition, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) recommendations call for 
minute-by-minute and airport-by-airport data capture.  And, FAA studies have 6

detailed the economic benefits of improving on-time arrivals for both the 
passengers, airlines, and the national economy.  

7

 
 

Passengers experience increased stress when connection flights 
and checked baggage are involved 

 
In order to create a “stress test” for passenger anxiety, the Travelers United Survey asked 
passengers how often they checked the time during various phases of their flight. The study 
concluded that under normal on-time circumstances, airline consumers faced with the reality 
of A-14 reporting and on-time data often have no problems with the current range of on-time 
reporting. However, when connecting flights come into play and baggage transfers are 
considered, the current A-14 world is faced with rising passenger anxiety. 
 
Our data allows us to “take the stress temperature” of passengers when faced with 
connecting flights and with baggage transfers. 
 
According to the Travelers United study, though 71 percent of travelers attempt to avoid 
connecting flights, 69 percent of passengers (76 percent of business travelers and 66 percent 
of leisure travelers) have taken connecting flights during the past year. 

6  Setting On-Time Performance Targets at Congested Airports Could Help Focus FAA’s Actions, 
October 2010, GAO-10-542, Highlights. 
7 NEXTOR Total Delay Impact Study, October, 2010 
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When your flight is running on-time and you have a connecting flight, how frequently do you 
check the time during each of the following circumstances? 
 

Not very frequently 14% 
Somewhat frequently 46%  
Very frequently 40% 

 
When your flight is running behind schedule, how frequently do you check the time during 
each of the following circumstances? 
 

Not very frequently 4% 
Somewhat frequently 17% 
Very frequently 79% 

 
Is it the airline’s responsibility to let me know if my flight is running even a few minutes 
behind? 
 

Yes 85% 
No 15% 

 

Shorter connecting times together with late arrivals mean more problems with 
both connecting flights and checked-baggage transfers. 
 
Many airports, for example, have official connection times that may only be 30-35 minutes.  
 
Should a flight be “on-time,” yet arrive at the gate the allowed 15 minutes late, and the 
passenger is seated in the back of the plane, the “on-time” arrival can result in an almost 
30-minute delay by the time the passenger steps off the plane. 
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In a USA Today  article, Christopher Elliott noted: 8

 
“The half-hour American Airlines allowed Herbst [a passenger], might have worked. 
But on the day he flew to Raleigh, his airline couldn't have predicted a 25-minute 
takeoff delay. 
 
"I got to Reagan and found that I had to change terminals on a bus to make the 
connection," he recalls. "I sprinted to the bus, begged the driver who was in no hurry 
to get going, finally made it to the terminal and sprinted to the gate. When I got there, 
I found that the door was closed, and they refused to let me board even though the 
aircraft was still there." 
 
Neither American nor Reagan National Airport discloses minimum connection times 
on their websites. But it's clear that the 30-minute guideline is standard – and often 
questioned by minimum connection time skeptics. Herbst [a passenger] ended up on 
a flight to Greensboro, North Carolina, eight hours later. 
 
"Anyone who travels a fair amount has probably missed a connection," says Seth 
Kaplan, editor of Airline Weekly, a travel trade publication. "I know I sure have." 
 
Here's what's happening behind the scenes. Airlines could schedule more nonstop 
flights, but they aren't as profitable. Instead, they operate more "hub and spoke" 
flights to and from major hubs, which require connections. To avoid testing their 
customers' patience, they develop minimum connection times with the airport and 
then schedule the briefest possible connections.” 

 
This creates major stress. When changing terminals is involved, it may make on-time 
connecting flights impossible to reach prior to having the door closed. 
 

  

8 USA Today, April 12, 2019 
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Passengers do not know that the definition of DOT on-time is 
actually 15 minutes late 

In normal passenger information, the DOT on-time definition is difficult to find. It is not clearly 
explained by DOT or by reporting airlines on websites. In a poll of Travelers United 
newsletter readers, conducted during the week of June 27-July 2, 2019, these were the 
results of the question: When DOT reports a flight arrives “on-time,” what does that mean to 
you? 

According to the airline schedule 62.1% 
5 minutes later than scheduled 4.8% 
10 minutes later than scheduled 8.9% 
15 minutes later than scheduled 20.2% 
30 minutes later than scheduled 4% 

Usage of on-time data on airline websites 
 
During the week of July 11-16, the newsletter poll results for the question, “Do you check 
airline statistics when booking a flight?” were: 
 

Yes, always 9.2% 
Yes, if I have a close connection 20% 
Sometimes 29.2% 
Tried but couldn’t find them 6.7% 
Never 35% 

 
Online travel agencies do not regularly publish on-time statistics. 

 

 

V. Previous delay studies  
 

Studies show major economic costs to the US economy, passengers, and the 
aviation industry 
 
During the past decades many studies have been completed that show the harms to 
consumers, the aviation industry, and the national economy due to the consequences of 
delays. Calculations vary depending on the survey or study. However, all have concluded 
that there are significant effects on the economy because of the current  DOT reporting 
protocols. And, passengers bear the brunt of the costs. 
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A detailed analysis of the passenger perspective and passenger costs is presented in the 
NEXTOR Study prepared for the FAA in 2010.  This study also factors in the reality of 9

increased load factors, hence the possibility of longer wait times. A delay on the first flight in 
a connecting-flight scenario has a far greater impact on passengers. 
 
Any on-time reporting system will result in airlines creating schedules that will enhance their 
on-time reporting. At the same time all airlines find that there are significant costs to the 
schedule padding. There is a reputational gain from being on-time and an economic cost to 
extending schedules to ensure on-time arrivals. 
 
The current A-14 reporting places the stress levels both on the airlines (for on-time arrivals at 
A-14) and passengers who are making connections. Both resort to schedule padding. Airlines 
seek to maintain schedules and consumers seek to be on time for flights. 
 
Airlines face competing incentives with respect to schedule lengthening. On the one hand, 
longer schedule times make it more likely that flights will arrive at or before their scheduled 
arrival times. This both improves reported on-time metrics and can reduce disruptions in an 
airline’s network as passengers, crew and aircraft are more likely to be available for 
connections and subsequent flights. Consumers may also value arriving ”on-time,” even if it 
takes longer, because it facilitates booking connections and meetings/activities after arrival.  10

 

Current DOT on-time disclosure program clearly encourages gaming/padding 
An FTC study from 2011  noted that DOT’s design of the disclosure program clearly 11

encourages gaming. Gaming in this case results in schedule padding in order to eliminate as 
many late departures and arrivals as possible. 
 

To the extent that the 15-minute cutoff used in the ranking is imperfectly correlated 
with the dimensions of on-time performance that consumers care about, then 
changes in rankings that are simply due to gaming may cause consumers to believe 
that an airline has improved on the dimensions they care about when they have not.  12

 

9 NEXTOR Total Delay Impact Study, October, 2010 pages 7-12 
10 Do Airlines Pad Their Schedules? Padding Schedules SSRN-id3065986 by Forbes, Lederman, and 
Yuan, October 9, 2017 
11 Do Firms Game Quality Ratings? Evidence from Mandatory Disclosure of Airline On-Time 
Performance, October 2011, 
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/public_events/fourth-annual-microeconomics-confere
nce/lederman.pdf 
12 Op.cit. Flight delays cost $32.9 billion, passengers foot half the bill 
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Should airlines reduce padding, there will be an undetermined reduction in airline costs. The 
second main economic effect would be an increase in labor productivity from a reduction in 
the number of unproductive hours lost to delay.  13

 
A May 2008 report by the Joint Economic Committee, United States Congress, 
estimated that the total costs of air traffic delay equaled $40.7 billion in 2007 . The 14

majority of this estimate reflected increased airline operating costs and other costs to 
the economy … Reductions in airline costs have offsetting positive and negative 
economic effects...There is also a loss in labor productivity by business travelers. 
 

Padding has been used as an argument for keeping the current A-14 arrival system. The 
claim is that forcing airlines to operate on time will require additional aircraft and end up 
costing consumers more in airfares. Travelers United notes that airlines will save far more 
with consistent on-time operations and that, ultimately, travelers will benefit. 

Passengers bear the brunt of costs for delays 
In a separate study completed by researchers at the University of California Berkeley , “just 15

over half the cost was borne by passengers, the study found (see table below). This number 
was calculated based on lost passenger time due to flight delays, cancellations and missed 
connections, plus expenses such as food and accommodations that are incurred from being 
away from home for additional time.”  
 
The estimated cost of schedule padding (a two-edged sword) made up almost 30% of the 
consumer cost of the current system in the table below.  16

 
Image from NEXTOR Total Delay Impact Study, October, 2010 

 

13 NEXTOR Total Delay Impact Study, October, 2010 
14 ibid., page 64 
15 Flight delays cost $32.9 billion, passengers foot half the bill, October 18, 2010. Study led by 
researchers at the University of California, Berkeley 
16 ibid., page 35 
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The Berkeley Study includes costs not previously tallied as part of a single data set:  17

● The cost to passengers based on passenger time lost, delayed flights, flight 
cancellations, and missed flight connections on multi-leg flights; 

● The cost of hidden delays, that is, delays that the airlines anticipate and thus build 
into “padded” or “buffered” schedules; 

● The cost of forced rescheduling due to runway capacity limitations; 
● The cost to passengers of additional time spent away from home or work because of 

anticipated delays; 
● The total cost of lost demand from potential airline customers who used alternatives 

such as traveling by automobile, or conducting their business using telecom and 
video conferencing, rather than face airline delays; 

● The impact of delays and cancellations on the GDP based on lost productivity. 

Current DOT reporting does not demonstrate airline schedule consistency 
When we examine the reported DOT on-time data it is easy to see the airline on-time data, 
but that does not reflect the airlines’ consistency of on-time measurements. There is clearly a 
need for additional measurements that tell the arrival story for flights that arrive after the A-14 
threshold.  
 
Even DOT, in its rule 234.11, dealing with flights that are late more than 30 minutes more 
than 50 percent of the time, realizes that the current basic A-14 arrival data is not sufficient to 
show airline consistency. The ability of BTS to easily provide data for A-30, A-45, and A-60 
arrivals allows DOT to present complete data that informs consumers about the overall 
consistency of airlines’ schedules. The current system abandons those who connect flights. 
 
Ben Baldanza, former CEO of Spirit Airlines, notes in his blog:  18

 
“… let’s consider airlines A and B. Each has a flight scheduled to depart at noon and 
arrive at the same destination at 3 pm. Each airline has a maintenance problem at the 
time of departure. Airline A cancels the flight, and books everyone on their 4 pm flight 
that same day, getting them to their destination at 7 pm instead of 3 pm. Airline B 
fixes the problem and departs two hours late, at 2 pm, and gets everyone to their 
destination at 5pm. Since Airline A’s 4pm flight was on-time, according to the DOT, 
the customers on that flight would not be considered as “late”. Yet all of the customers 
on Airline B are “late” because the flight left two hours late. Airline B’s customers got 
to their destination at 5 pm, while Airline A’s customers got there at 7 pm. The DOT 
metric would not show this.” 

 

17 Flight delays cost $32.9 billion, passengers foot half the bill, October 18, 2010. Study led by 
researchers at the University of California, Berkeley 
18 Time for a New Airline Reliability Metric, Ben Baldanza, April 27, 2017, http://benbaldanza.com/blog/ 
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Another example is provided by Mr. Baldanza to support the publication of A-0 data. This 
directly demonstrates the ability to determine airline schedule consistency. 
 

“Take two airlines, A and B. Airline A has every flight arrive exactly 15 minutes late, 
and reports a 0% on-time record. Airline B reports a 90% on-time record, but the 10% 
of their flights that arrived late were each four hours late. Which airline would you trust 
more, the 90% airline or the 0% airline? Fifteen minutes late is easy to deal with, but a 
10% chance of a long delay could be highly penalizing. ” 19

 
Shifting to an A-0 reporting system would allow the system to measure on-time better for 
consumers. 

Unintended consequences of the current on-time system. 
The current on-time data may also have a perverse effect on airline and passenger 
schedules. Since a plane is counted as a late departure after the 15-minute window, the DOT 
reporting system can work against passengers. 
 
For an airline, it seems that a flight that has no hope of making up time during its flight will be 
abandoned by gate agents to load another flight for an on-time departure. This ensures that 
other scheduled flights will remain within the on-time windows. Airlines suffer no additional 
reporting penalties for a flight that arrives 16 minutes late or an hour late. Hence, delayed 
passengers may face additional delays as gate agents and schedulers work furiously to get 
other aircraft in the air at their scheduled departures. 
 
Major airlines interviewed for this study have suggested that a more pressing problem is the 
lack of consistency reporting for airline arrivals. One way to make the reporting more relevant 
and useful to travelers would be to add data points such as A-30, A-60, A-90, and A-120 to 
the ATCR. The publication of these additional metrics would provide a view of airline 
consistency that will provide a benefit to consumers. 
 
A study completed in 2015 is consistent with Travelers United anecdotal observations.   20

 
Our results indicate that, relative to the past, flights are experiencing (slightly) longer 
departure delays, are taking longer to complete, are spending relatively more time 
taxiing and, yet, they are more likely to arrive on time, according to the DOT metric. 

19 ibid. 
20 Travelers United, Does reporting on-time flight performance make late flights later? Janice Hough, 
August 5, 2015 
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Thus, reported on-time performance is improving even as these other dimensions of 
quality are deteriorating.  21

 
Even a small 10-minute change in arrivals will save all stakeholders and the economy 
billions of dollars. The 15-minute cut-off gives airlines strong incentives to reduce 
delays around the 15-minute threshold but limited incentives to reduce very short or 
very long delays.   22

 
Eliminating the A-14 demarcation between on-time and delayed flights could mean a 
reduction in delays of more than 50%. Airlines would aim at being on-time to the minute, 
rather than 15 minutes late. These arrival data points between A-0 and A-14 are currently not 
considered by DOT, BTS, and the FAA. The statistics are focused on A-14. Plus, a reduction 
in arrival delays may have a cascading effect on missed connection flights and misdirected 
connecting checked baggage.  

FTC 2011 study shows consumer benefits if arrivals reporting was more 
accurate 
A study done for the Federal Trade Commission (FTC)  in 2011 shows that changing the 
definition of “on-time” would have a positive effect on all airlines.  
 

Although the DOT collects detailed data about the actual minutes of delay incurred on 
each flight, it only considers a flight to be late if it arrives 15 minutes or more behind 
schedule. Since this is the metric that is used by the DOT and the media when 
producing monthly rankings of airline on-time performance, airlines have an incentive 
to game the program by trying to reduce delays on specifically those flights that would 
otherwise arrive close to the 15-minute cutoff.  23

Additional benefits: NextGen ATC system improvements need A-0 reporting for 
accurate assessments 
Moving to a reporting system based on A-0 will allow the FAA to more easily and 
transparently assess the impact of NextGen ATC system improvements. 
 

21 Forbes, S. J., M. Lederman, and T. Tombe (2015): “Quality Disclosure Programs and Internal 
Organizational Practices: Evidence from Airline Flight Delays,” American Economic Journal: 
Microeconomics, 7(2), 1–26. 
22 ibid. 
23 Do Firms Game Quality Ratings? Evidence from Mandatory Disclosure of Airline On-Time 
Performance, October 2011, 
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/public_events/fourth-annual-microeconomics-confere
nce/lederman.pdf 
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The FAA already uses minute-by-minute arrival and departure data to assess progress. The 
data is baked into the BTS system. Extracting it to allow consumers to know true arrival and 
departure times should be relatively easy.  
 

DOT’s and FAA’s actions — including near-term elements of NextGen and other air 
traffic management improvements — could help reduce delays over the next 2 to 3 
years and are generally being implemented at the airports that contribute to the most 
delays in the system. However, the extent to which these actions will reduce delays at 
individual airports or contribute to the agency’s overall target is unclear. FAA has an 
88% on-time arrival performance target for the national airspace system to measure 
how its actions help to improve systemwide on-time performance. This target, 
however, masks the wide variation in airport performance. For example, in fiscal year 
2009, Newark had an on-time arrival rate of 72%, while St. Louis International 
exceeded the target with 95%. FAA has not established airport-specific performance 
targets, making it difficult to assess whether FAA’s actions will lead to the desired 
on-time performance at these airports or whether further actions are required to 
improve performance, especially at airports affecting delays systemwide. Also, FAA’s 
modeling indicates that even if all ongoing and planned NextGen and other 
improvements are implemented, a few airports, such as Atlanta, Washington Dulles 
International, and Philadelphia, may not be able to meet the projected increases in 
demand, and if market forces do not dampen that demand, additional actions may be 
required at these airports. However, without airport-specific targets, FAA cannot 
determine what additional actions might be required to achieve a targeted level of 
performance at these airports.  24

 
Adding an A-0 reporting system to the BTS data will not entail any additional work from the 
airlines’ point of view and can be accomplished through software programming by BTS. The 
data is already being collected. And, should the new ATC rollout require airport-specific data, 
it will be transparently available. 
 
These actions will allow DOT to meet the recommended executive actions to “develop and 
make public airport-specific on-time performance targets.” 

 
...we continue to believe that airport-specific on-time performance targets could help 
FAA demonstrate how its actions are affecting delays at individual airports and 
throughout the national airspace system, but they could also help FAA, aviation 
stakeholders, and the public understand the desired level of airport performance.  25

 
 

24 Setting On-Time Performance Targets at Congested Airports Could Help Focus FAA’s Actions, 
October 2010, GAO-10-542, Highlights. 
25 ibid. pg. 39 
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VI. DOT and BTS can report minute-by-minute data 
Today, all data is machine reported up to the minute. The data is already available and can 
be searched by the public, although with difficulty, on the BTS website. Travelers United data 
personnel and other experts conclude that there would be minimal costs to establishing a 
true “on-time” on-time arrival report as part of the BTS reported data. 
 
With respect to the performance of specific flights, the DOT reports do not provide 
information about the on-time performance of specific routes or flights except to identify 
flights that arrive late more than 80% of the time. However, information about the on-time 
performance of specific flights and routes is searchable on the Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics website.  
 
In addition, as part of the monthly reporting requirements, airlines are required to calculate, 
for each nonstop flight they operate, the percent of operations that were on-time during that 
month (using the 15-minute metric) and convert that percentage to a code that is submitted, 
along with the airline flight data, to the consumer reservation systems (CRSs) in which the 
airline distributes its flights.  
 
In December 2009, the DOT passed a rule requiring reporting airlines to display the on-time 
performance of each flight on their website on the page where consumers view the initial 
listing of flights or by a hyperlink on this page. This makes the on-time performance of 
specific flights visible to consumers at the time when they may be booking travel. The DOT 
rule did not apply to online travel agencies, though most online travel websites appear to 
integrate some form of on-time performance information.  26

 
Current regulations limit changes to DOT reporting of on-time statistics because of 
regulations and the need for a formal rulemaking process. However, the publication of data 

26 Do Airlines Pad Their Schedules? Padding Schedules SSRN-id3065986 by Forbes, Lederman, and 
Yuan, October 9, 2017 
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on the BTS website can be easily modified to allow passengers to compare more accurate, 
minute-by-minute on-time arrival data.  
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VII. Conclusions and recommendations 
 
All interviews with airline personnel reveal that all efforts are always to arrive either right on 
schedule or before schedule. The economics of an airline system running on-time according 
to schedule are dramatic and allow for the most efficient operation of any airline network. 
 
The regulatory definition of “on-time” is within 14 minutes of scheduled arrival.  Changing 27

that definition will take a rulemaking.  
 
Additions of the BTS arrival-time statistics of A-0, A-5 A-30, A-45, and A-60 data to the ATCR 
monthly reports can be made under current regulations and will provide consumers better 
statistics for comparison of actual arrival times.  
 

● This study clearly shows that today’s aviation consumers expect flights to arrive within 
5 minutes of scheduled arrival. 

● The aviation system has changed from primarily point-to-point flights. Today, 
connecting flights make up about 70% of flights. 

● DOT can improve the passenger comparison-shopping experience by making more 
accurate arrival-time reporting available to consumers through the ATCR. 

● Current reporting does not report data for flights that arrive prior to or after A-14. 
Travelers United proposes the addition of A-0, A-5, A-30, A-45, and A-60 statistics. 

● DOT can improve the passenger experience by changing on-time reporting. 
○ Providing less stress about connection flights and checked baggage.  
○ Improving connections and checked baggage transfers. 
○ Saving money for passengers, airlines and the economy. 

● NextGen Air Traffic Control (ATC) system improvements need A-0 reporting for 
accuracy.  

● The Air Travel Consumer Report's (ATCR) performance tables are used by airline 
consumers for comparison shopping based on performance.  28

 
 

  

27 Department of Transportation Title 14, Part 234, of the Code of Federal Regulations 
28 DOT Final Rule, Enhancing Airline Passenger Protections III, 81 Fed. Reg. 76,800, 76,808 (Nov. 3, 
2016) 
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About Travelers United 
Travelers United (formerly Consumer Travel Alliance) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan membership 
organization that works to provide consumers an articulate and reasoned voice in decisions 
that affect travel consumers across travel’s entire spectrum — airlines, rental cars, cruise 
lines, rail and hotels. Travelers United’s staff gathers facts, analyzes issues, and 
disseminates that information to the public, the travel industry, regulators and policy makers. 
For more information or to join, visit travelersunited.org. 
 
 
About YouGov 
YouGov is an independent third party global provider of analysis and data in more than 40 
markets. As market research pioneers, YouGov’s data consistently outperforms others on 
accuracy, as concluded by Pew Research. YouGov’s custom research business specialists 
provide a full spectrum of quantitative and qualitative research services that deliver 
comprehensive market intelligence to the world’s leading businesses and public institutions.  
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