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Research areas & thesis topics 2020 

All research topics are just a selection of ideas. You are free to hand-in a proposal on any other aspects 
in the field of aviation management or mobility management. Also, comprehensive research proposals 
in the field of Strategic & Marketing Management are of high interest to the CFAC-HSG.  
 

Hot topics – COVID-19: 

1. (Air)Travel Behaviour after Covid-19 
The Covid-19 crisis has had a severe impact on global aviation. While the immediate 
consequences were easy to observe, long time effects are unclear. Critical for the long term 
recovery of the industry will be the effect on passenger behaviour. Possible questions of this 
thesis include: 
• (How) has travel behaviour changed after Covid-19? 
• (How) have peoples attitudes toward (air)travel changed? 
• How do people experience the forced renunciation of holidays (air travel) outside of 

their home country  
• What are the emotional reactions of people who are unable to travel? 
• Are holidays incomplete without a plane trip? (Habits, endowment effect, etc.) 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
 

2. Strategic aviation management during a health or economic crisis. 
The airline industry has experienced several major economic and natural shocks such as 
SARS, 9/11 and Eyjafjallajökull or Indonesian volcano ash clouds or economic crises in the 
past two decades and most recently the mother of all disruptions COVID-19. Each of these 
events had specific characteristics, yet all have affected the industry economically.  Strategic 
management based on rigorous foresight processes is increasingly used to prepare 
governments and businesses for such extraordinary exogenous shocks. This topic covers any 
aspect of pandemics and economic shocks on the air transport industry.  
Possible contribution with a practice partner. 
 

3. Resilience management to better prepare for “COVID-27” and similar events accompanied by 
major economic shocks 
The airline industry has experienced several major economic and natural shocks such as 
SARS, 9/11 and Eyjafjallajökull or Indonesian volcano ash clouds and economic crises in the 
past two decades and most recently the mother of all disruptions COVID-19. Each of these 
events had specific characteristics, yet all have affected the industry economically.  Strategic 
management based on rigorous theories and models is increasingly important to prepare 
governments and businesses for such extraordinary exogenous shocks. This topic covers any 
aspect of pandemics and economic shocks on the air transport industry.  
Possible contribution with a practice partner. 

 

Hot Topics: Aviation & Sustainability 

4. The role of materialistic values in the sustainability of mobility behaviour  
Our values and beliefs strongly influence our behavior. Some people are more materialistic 
than others, which is reflected in their general consumer behaviour. This thesis investigates 
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whether these values also have an impact on mobility behavior. Possible research questions 
include: 

• What is the role of materialism in peoples travel behaviour? 
• Do materialists show a less sustainable mobility behaviour? 
• How can the mobility behaviour of people with materialistic tendencies best be 

influenced? 

(Sources:. Hurst, Dittmar, Bond, Kasser, 2013; Lu, Gursoy, Del Chiappa, 2016; etc.) 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
 

5. Anti-consumption values as part of sustainable mobility behaviour?  
Anti-consumption theory is the study of reasons against consumption. So far it has mostly 
been applied to consumer goods, where researchers have identified various consumer 
movements who acively deny the consumption of certain brands or categories of goods. In 
the case of aviation, the “Flygskam” movement is relatively new and an interesting research 
subject. Possible research questions include:  
• Why do certain people neglect to travel by a certain mode or to travel at all? 
• Is «Flygskam» an example of an anti-consumption movement in the mobility sector? 
• Do anti-consumpiton values influence the mode choice in mobility? 
• Which trade-offs are associated with the rejection of non-sustainable mobility 

behaviour? 

(Sources: Lee 2010; Lee & Chatzidakis, 2012, Black & Cherrier, 2010) 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
 

6. Identity processes: mobility and the self  
Personal mobility is not just about getting from A to B. Travel is closely related to how we 
perceive and express ourselves. This thesis examines how our mobility/(air travel) behavior 
is linked to our identity and how we define ourselves through mobility. Possible questions 
include: 
• Binge flyers vs. fly shamers – how do the extremes of the spectrum define themselves 

through mobility behaviour? 
• How does the self-image influence the travel mode choice? / How does the mobility 

behaviour reflect our identity? 
• Do climate-strikers choose sustainable travel opitons? Awareness-behaviour gap vs. 

attitude-behaviour gap? 

(Sources: Sirgy & Su, 2001; Hosany & Martin, 2011; Hilbert et al., 2014; Ram et al., 2014) 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
 

7. Intermodal/multimodal travel behaviour 
As the social acceptance of short-haul flights is coming under attack, but the need for 
mobility remains strong, the question inevitably arises whether rail can replace air travel 
and as to how rail and air can be combined more effectively. Possible questions include: 
 
• Which short haul connections can be replaced by rail? (Leisure, business, feeder, etc?) 
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• (How) can feeder traffic be replaced by rail? What are obstacles / customer 
expectations? 

• What is passengers attitude toward night trains as their travel mode of choice? 
Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller and possible cooperation with a 
practice partner. 
 

8. Fascination Flying – Can trains replace the aviation experience? 
While an increasing number of destinations can be reached with other modes, there seems to 
be an implicit tendency towards air travel. The aim of this thesis is to explore the fascination 
of flying in the leisure context. Possible questions include: 
 
• Is the fascination learned, i.e. do people who travel by plane as children perceive the 

experience differently than people who have only flown as adults? 
• What about the total experience of air travel is responsible for the fascination of flying 

(plane, airport, holiday feeling, etc.? 
• What is passengers attitude toward (night) trains and how is this a different experience 

than flying? 
Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller and possible cooperation with a 
practice partner. 
 
 

9. Destination Zoom City: Will video conferencing replace business (air) travel? 
The Covid-19 crisis has had a severe impact on global aviation. Many companies were forced 
to replace business travel with video conferencing and other forms of virtual meetings. After 
the crisis when planes are up in the air again, companies will be confronted with the question, 
whether a physical meeting is really necessary. Possible questions of this thesis include: 
• After Covid-19: will home office and video conferencing replace business travel? 
• What is the future role of business travel? How will business travel change? 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller and possible cooperation with a 
practice partner. 
 

10. Pricing for sustainable aviation 
Price instruments have been a hot topic in the European political climate discourse for some 
time. Various states have already decided on CO2 levies for aviation. Currently, however, 
there is a lack of a coordinated strategy and clear targets for the levies. It is unclear whether 
the agreed levies will have a steering effect or whether they will even generate climate-
damaging avoidance behaviour. Possible questions for this thesis include: 
• Minimum prices, ticket taxes, etc - How should an effective pricing system be designed 

for more sustainable aviation? 
• What different pricing models for CO2-compensation exist (calculator, pay what you 

want, etc.) 
• What legal foundations for price instruments exist? 
• What is the acceptance of price instruments? 
• What is the price-elasticity of Swiss air travellers? 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
 

11. Advertising for sustainable aviation 
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Low-cost airlines like Ryanair regularly advertise with flight tickets under 20 euros. This 
price does not come close to the actual cost of an airline ticket. While in other areas 
(alcohol, tobacco, leasing) rules for advertising have already been created, airlines can still 
advertise with such offers. Such advertising has an effect on price perception and the 
demand for air travel. It could be argued that airline advertising is largely ignoring the 
climate change discussion and promoting unsustainable behaviour. Possible questions 
include: 
• What are the possibilities to communicate the negative climate impact of aviation (e.g. 

anti-alcohol/tobacco campaigns, warnings)? 
• Can regulating advertising reduce unsustainable travel behaviour (eg. advertising bans 

for lowest prices, transparency rules, warnings, etc.) 
• How to encourage compensations? 

Possible contribution to the dissertation of Adrian Müller 
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Other Hot Topics 
 

12. Human-machine interface: a cockpit augmentation for pilots.  
What are aspects in the human-machine interface? How can this interface enable safety in 
pilot operations through eliminating human factors? This master thesis would work on a 
framework for a new "Cockpit Augmentation for pilots" to create a frontend-solution for pilots. 
Possible collaboration with IT-Professor of the HSG and Emirates Airline’s A380 pilot. 
 

13. A practice approach to strategic management in aviation: new perspectives. 
What is the role of BoDs in the strategic management process today? What should it be in 
times of environmental change enabled by new technologies? Develop checklists and models 
for BoDs and their role in the strategy process and strategy meetings in times of environmental 
change transformation. Contribution to the dissertation of Erik Linden. 

 

Aviation: Economics & Management 

13. Does compliance generate incremental profit? 
The implementation and maintenance of compliance processes come at a cost for each 
organization. Understanding the cost-benefit relationship can result in economic profits, 
added value and competitive advantage for companies in the aviation industry. Evaluate the 
compliance system and (non-) economic impact of one or many companies in the aviation 
sector. 
 

14. Compliance and deregulation: EASA regulatory framework vs. EU market liberalization 
Increasing supranational regulation of operations in the aviation industry is confronted with 
trends of free economic markets and consolidation efforts (mergers, alliances, co-operation) 
in Europe. The challenge consists of keeping a balance between imposed compliance and 
economic viability in a changing environment. Assess the overlaps and gaps of regulation 
and liberalization in the European aviation market. 
 

15. Collaboration between airlines, service providers and airport operators: Data exchange vs. data 
privacy 
Synergies, competitive advantage but also security considerations are based on standard data 
and exchange of information. Many participants in the aviation industry serve the same clients 
throughout the value chain and rely on consistent data. Identify and assess the critical 
requirements of serving a passenger in different end-to-end travel scenarios under GDPR 
considerations. Possible collaboration with a practice partner. 
 

16. Autonomous air vehicles: a provider-perspective  
Autonomous vehicles are heavily covered in books and recent literature. Many new concepts 
emerged in recent years, such as Volocopter and Lilium. They base their business case on a 
combination of autonomous and electrical aspects. Assess the market potential for 
autonomous vehicles and conduct a multiple case study to discuss possible business cases 
for autonomous air vehicles. Possible collaboration with a practice partner. 
 

17. Electric air vehicles: a literature review on recent developments  
Recent developments and studies show the massive potential of electric air vehicles. Some 
even state that this power source will eliminate negative effects of air travel. However, is this 
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true? What is the state of research in this field and what are further avenues which might be 
of interest? Conduct a literature review on electric air vehicles and discuss further avenues 
for research in this field.  
 

18. A fully integrated aviation system: establishing the aviation vision of the EU  
Europe is facing an aviation crisis. The summer of 2018 has been a season of discontent for 
European air passengers. According to Eurocontrol’s Central Office for Delay Analysis 
(CODA), the average delay per flight in June 2018 increased by 4 minutes to 17.5 minutes, in 
July it rose by 5 minutes to 21 minutes and in August increased by 3.6 minutes to 17.9 minutes 
per flight. Does a fully integrated aviation system eliminate those negative developments? 
Define scenarios for the future of the integrated aviation system and assess the impact for 
various stakeholders of this system. Possible collaboration with practice partner. 

 

 

Airports: Operational vs. economic efficiency 

19. Balance between safety/security and profit maximization 
The increasing requirements of security at airports and safe operations result in additional 
investments in infrastructure, IT and processes. Airports can mitigate the financial impact by 
charging higher airport and handling fees, but within limitations and under economic pressure 
by airline clients. Determine the correlation of costs for safety and security and the 
profitability of airport operators (empirical evidence). 
 

20. Airport expansion and investment: Financing conflict 
Airport operators undertake significant investments to increase capacity and diversify their 
portfolio. Internal funding through aeronautical revenue can create a conflict with clients, 
depending on the business model (single till / dual till) and the financial magnitude. Evaluate 
investment projects of airports, the underlying business cases and financing methods from 
different stakeholders’ point of view. 
 

21. Airport cities and the value chain of non-aeronautical profit drivers: A long-term perspective 
A clear trend exists for airports creating income from non-aeronautical revenue streams and 
real estate projects. The combined effect of location and people traffic create business cases 
for shopping malls and office spaces. Identify the synergies and economic drivers for those 
megastructures and assess the impact on neighboring communities and society. 

 

Airlines: Management of change 

22. Safety culture in a world of constant change: Continuous improvement concepts of airlines 
and service providers 
Safety remains the key priority of the aviation industry, which is part of an ever changing eco-
system and exposed to global fluctuations. Adapting processes, infrastructure and people 
requires a safety culture as part of the organization’s values. Highlight the critical elements 
of safety culture and define the requirements of implementing and maintaining successful 
concepts. 
 

23. LCC 2.0: What happened to the low-cost approach after 2018? 
Many operating concepts of airlines are not static any longer. Network carriers and point-to-
point airlines also experiment with hybrid strategies and diversified service concepts, testing 
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traditional low cost and full-service approaches for acceptance by passenger needs. Evaluate 
the business strategies of airlines and their economic sustainability/foresight concerning 
the requirements of today’s travel patterns. 
 

24. The global airline: From alliances to mergers and operating concepts of the future 
Mergers and financial investments are complementing global alliances to gain access to 
routes, slots and passenger markets. The mix of integration can disrupt formerly separate 
offerings by each airline or alliance, resulting in management actions to align with the overall 
strategy and growth plans. Assess each form of cooperation/integration from an executive 
point of view. 
 

25. Inflight connectivity: Service portfolios and their added value for passengers 
The early offerings for in-flight communication services did not meet passengers’ expectations 
concerning price and quality. With solutions evolving in ground-to-air communication using 
fast and scalable LTE technology, airlines are trying to fix the quality gap. Asses the value 
generation of new voice and data services from an airline’s marketing point of view and the 
willingness to pay from a passenger’s perspective. Possible collaboration with Nokia. 
 

26. Freemium Models: possible business models for free of charge travel 
Recent developments hint to the fact that air travel will be free of charge in the future. CEOs 
of LCCs foster this discussion and emphasize that this business model will be the critical 
business model for Airlines in the future. However, is there a business case and if so, under 
which conditions? Asses the possible business model of a freemium Airline and the effect of 
it on the Aviation market. 

 

Passengers: A consumer point of view 

27. (Total) Service quality: How do passengers perceive service quality of different providers in 
an end-to-end travel scenario? 
Air travel involves various providers from booking, terminal, flight and arrival services to 
ground transportation. Passengers will value each service from different perspectives; the 
individual perception of each service element can affect the total trip experience in both ways. 
Identify critical elements of the end-to-end travel scenario, which affect perception and 
evaluation of services. 
 

28. “Hand luggage only”: The impact of carry-on luggage on cabin design and travel behavior 
New airfares and ticket offerings are creating a variety of service levels, including a trend to 
travel without checked luggage. Short turnaround times of aircraft and more hand luggage 
result in the necessity to update the cabin experience and potentially affecting passenger 
behavior in the long-term. Evaluate the trend from a passenger point of view and conclude 
airlines and aircraft manufacturers. 
 

29. Non-rational decision making: How passengers’ choice affect the aviation industry 
Selection criteria by consumers, in general, reflect very individual needs, which can be seen 
“non-rational” by standard means of society. Each service provider in the aviation industry 
is facing the challenge of understanding the needs and creating offerings, which meet those 
requirements and are profitable at the same time. Provide a portfolio of business cases, which 
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exemplify the selection process of passengers and how service providers react to match with 
their expectations. Possible collaboration with the Marketing Institute of the University. 
 
 

30. Autonomous vehicles: what do they mean for social cognition, biases, and heuristics 
Autonomous vehicles are heavily covered in books and recent literature. The core concepts of 
marketing management are not understood in detail yet. What do autonomous vehicles mean 
for customers’ social cognition, biases, and heuristics? Conduct a literature review on the 
core concepts and assess the role of them for the use of autonomous vehicles. Possible 
collaboration with business partners. 
 

31. You never get the chance to make a first impression: the airport as central destination decision 
criteria for tourists 
Airports are a significant factor for many touristic aspects, e.g., airports make up for a major 
part of the impression of a country from a tourist perspective. However, is this true? Conduct 
a literature review on the core concepts and assess the role of the airport for assessing a 
tourist destination. Possible collaboration with the IRM-HSG and Zurich Tourism. 

 

Human Factor in Aviation: the role of human variables in aviation research 

32. Human factors of pilots: what is the state of research? 
Human factors are the crucial factor for air travel safety. However, what is the state of 
regulation? What are factors that define human factors? How can they be measured and be 
influenced? Conduct a literature review on human factors in air travel and assess further 
avenues for research. Possible collaboration with NASA and CFAC research fellows. 

 

Other Hot Topics: 

- An ethnographic approach to measure aspects of the Board of Directors / Top Management 
Teams in mobility 

- Event study on the constitution of the board of directors and its effect on performance or 
market value in the aviation or mobility sector 

- Psychology & Aviation - Dynamic managerial capabilities in the aviation industry 
- Ambidexterity of Board of Directors / Top Management Teams in Aviation 
- Ambidexterity of Board of Directors / Top Management Teams in Mobility 
- Further works on existing papers and publications of the CFAC-HSG 

o Global Airline Innovation Index 
o Airport Competitiveness  

- KI and behavioral targeting in mobility or aviation 
- Lufthansa rebranding case study 
- World-map of the freedoms of air travel – multiple case study 
- Social Media in airline management – an event study 
- System dynamics modeling of the aviation system 
- On-demand, free-floating business models in aviation 
- Comac and China Aviation Industry – a case study 
- Glarus Airport as a Regional Airport for Eastern Switzerland 
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Please be aware of the following Journal and Call for Papers: 

- Air Transport Management  
o Journal of Air Transport Management (JATM) 

https://www.journals.elsevier.com/journal-of-air-transport-management  
o Transportation Research, Part C: Emerging Technologies 

https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-c-emerging-
technologies  

o Transportation Research Part D: Transport and Environment 
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-d-transport-and-
environment  

o Transportation Research Part A: Policy and Practice 
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-a-policy-and-practice  

o Tourism Management 
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/tourism-management  

o Transportation 
https://www.springer.com/journal/11116  

- Management 
o General Contribution AMJ (Academy of Management Journal) 

http://aom.org/amj/  
o General Contribution AMR (Academy of Management Review) 

https://journals.aom.org/journal/amr  
o General Contribution JOM (Journal of Management) 

https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jom  
o General Contribution Organizational Science 

https://pubsonline.informs.org/journal/orsc  
o General Contribution California Management Review 

https://cmr.berkeley.edu/  
o MIT Sloan Management Review 

https://sloanreview.mit.edu/  
o Harvard Business Review (HBR) 

https://hbr.org/  
o Environmental Change, Strategic Entrepreneurial Action, and Success 

https://www.strategicmanagement.net/sej/overview/special-issues/open-calls  
o Complexity and Multinationals 

https://www.strategicmanagement.net/gsj/overview/special-issues/open-calls  

 

If you are interested in one of the topics above, please describe your research question, - 
conception, - design and your method in more detail. All these points can be changed throughout 
the process; the short input helps to estimate whether our supervision makes sense. You can find 
the ”Final Assignment-Proposal” on our homepage. Please use this for your proposal. Thank 
you and we are looking forward to your scientific inputs.  

 

 

Contact persons:  

https://www.journals.elsevier.com/journal-of-air-transport-management
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-c-emerging-technologies
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-c-emerging-technologies
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-d-transport-and-environment
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-d-transport-and-environment
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/transportation-research-part-a-policy-and-practice
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/tourism-management
https://www.springer.com/journal/11116
http://aom.org/amj/
https://journals.aom.org/journal/amr
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jom
https://pubsonline.informs.org/journal/orsc
https://cmr.berkeley.edu/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/
https://hbr.org/
https://www.strategicmanagement.net/sej/overview/special-issues/open-calls
https://www.strategicmanagement.net/gsj/overview/special-issues/open-calls
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All diploma theses will be advised by Dr. Andreas Wittmer or Dr. René Puls 

Contact person at CFAC-HSG

Dr. Andreas Wittmer – All topic and special focus on Marketing Management 

Mail:  andreas.wittmer@unisg.ch  
Tel.:  +41 71 224 25 25 
Fax:  +41 71 224 25 36 

 

Dr. Rene Puls – special focus on Economy and Airports 

Mail:  rene.puls@unisg.ch 
Tel.:  +41 71 224 73 46 
Fax:  +41 71 224 25 36 

 

Erik Linden – special focus on Strategic Management 

Mail:  erik.linden@unisg.ch  
Tel.:  +41 71 224 25 39 
Fax:  +41 71 224 25 36 

 

Adrian Müller – special focus on Marketing and Sustainable Aviation 

Mail:  adrian.mueller@unisg.ch 
Tel.:  +41 71 224 28 19 
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