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Understanding how airlines determine the optimal aircraft size is crucial for maximizing
profitability and operational efficiency. Southwest Airlines, known for its cost-effective
approach and point-to-point service model, provides an excellent case study in fleet
management and capacity planning. When demand for a particular route or service
increases, airlines must decide whether to scale up their existing aircraft or acquire new
planes. This decision hinges on various factors, including passenger demand, aircraft
capacity, operating costs, and fleet flexibility.

In this article, we will explore the implications of an increased demand
scenario—specifically, what happens if demand rises to 88 seats—using the Southwest
Airlines example. We will analyze how to determine the appropriate aircraft size, the
considerations involved, and the strategic decisions airlines face to meet increased demand
efficiently.

---

Understanding Southwest Airlines' Fleet and
Capacity Strategy

Southwest Airlines’ Fleet Composition

Southwest Airlines primarily operates a fleet composed of Boeing 737 aircraft, which
simplifies maintenance, training, and operations. Their fleet includes various models such
as the Boeing 737-700, 737-800, and 737 MAX 8, each with different seating capacities:

- Boeing 737-700: Typically seats around 143 passengers.
- Boeing 737-800: Usually configured for approximately 175 passengers.
- Boeing 737 MAX 8: Offers around 175-200 seats, depending on configuration.

This uniformity allows Southwest to optimize scheduling and reduce costs. Their typical
seating capacity for short to medium routes hovers around 143 seats on the 737-700,
which aligns well with their standard demand levels.



Capacity Planning and Demand Management

Southwest emphasizes matching aircraft capacity closely with passenger demand to
maximize load factors (the percentage of seats filled). When demand increases, they
consider:

- Adding more flights with existing aircraft.
- Upgrading aircraft to larger models with more seats.
- Utilizing flexible scheduling to adjust flight frequency.

The key is to find the right balance—overcapacity leads to low load factors and lost
revenue, while undercapacity causes missed sales and customer dissatisfaction.

---

Scenario: Demand Increase to 88 Seats

Initial Assumption: Current Demand and Capacity

Suppose the current demand for a particular route is around 75 seats per flight,
comfortably handled by a Boeing 737-700 with 143 seats. The airline operates this route
with a high load factor, ensuring optimal utilization.

Now, demand increases to 88 seats per flight, exceeding the typical capacity of their
standard aircraft. This scenario prompts the question: What size aircraft should Southwest
consider to efficiently meet this new demand?

Factors Influencing Aircraft Size Choice

When demand rises to 88 seats, several factors influence the decision:

- Cost Efficiency: Larger aircraft have higher operating costs but can achieve economies of
scale if the load factor remains high.
- Fleet Compatibility: Southwest prefers maintaining a uniform fleet for operational
simplicity.
- Flexibility: Larger planes may be less flexible for short notice adjustments.
- Market Dynamics: The potential for future demand growth or seasonal fluctuations.

---



Determining the Appropriate Aircraft Size for 88
Seats

Step 1: Assess Existing Aircraft Capabilities

Given Southwest’s fleet:

- The Boeing 737-700 seats around 143 passengers.
- The 737-800 and MAX 8 can accommodate 175-200 passengers.

Since demand is now 88 seats, which is less than the capacity of all these aircraft, the
airline has options:

- Use existing smaller aircraft (Boeing 737-700) and perhaps increase frequency.
- Opt for larger aircraft (737-800 or MAX 8) to meet demand with fewer flights.

Step 2: Analyze Load Factors and Revenue Potential

If the airline maintains a high load factor (say, 85-90%), then:

- Flying a 143-seat aircraft with 88 passengers results in a load factor of approximately
61%. This is acceptable but leaves some capacity unused.
- Using a larger aircraft (e.g., 737-800 with 175 seats) with 88 passengers results in
approximately 50% load factor, which is less efficient.

Therefore, Southwest might choose to operate two flights with smaller aircraft rather than a
single larger aircraft, depending on route frequency and cost considerations.

Step 3: Consider Aircraft Size and Fleet Strategy

- Maintain current fleet size and increase flight frequency: Use existing 737-700 aircraft to
operate more flights per day, matching the 88-demand level.
- Upgrade to larger aircraft: If demand is expected to grow further, or if reducing the
number of flights is desirable, a larger aircraft like the 737-800 can handle 88 passengers
comfortably and with better efficiency per seat.

---

What Size Is the Airplane? A Strategic Overview



Option 1: Continue Using a 737-700

- Advantages:
- Simplifies maintenance and training.
- Flexibility to operate multiple flights.
- Cost-effective if demand remains around 88 seats.

- Disadvantages:
- Lower efficiency per flight at partial load.
- Potentially higher operational costs per seat.

Option 2: Switch to a Larger Aircraft (737-800 or MAX 8)

- Advantages:
- Better seat economy if demand increases further.
- Fewer flights needed, reducing operational complexity.
- Better adaptability for future demand growth.

- Disadvantages:
- Higher fixed costs.
- Larger aircraft may be less optimal for routes with lower demand.

Option 3: Use a Mix of Aircraft Sizes

- Southwest could deploy a mixed fleet, using smaller aircraft for routes with lower demand
and larger ones for high-demand routes, optimizing overall fleet utilization.

---

Strategic Recommendations for Southwest
Airlines

Based on the demand increase to 88 seats, Southwest should consider the following:

1. Assess Future Demand Growth: If demand is expected to stabilize around 88 seats,
upgrading to a larger aircraft may be prudent.
2. Evaluate Cost-Benefit Analysis: Compare the operational costs of flying with a 737-700
versus a 737-800 or MAX 8 at the new demand level.
3. Optimize Fleet Utilization: Use existing aircraft efficiently by increasing flight frequency
before investing in larger planes.
4. Maintain Flexibility: Keep a diverse fleet to adapt quickly to demand fluctuations and
route-specific needs.

---



Conclusion

When demand increases to 88 seats, Southwest Airlines faces a critical decision in fleet
management: what size aircraft best balances capacity, cost, and operational flexibility?
Given their fleet composition and strategic focus on cost efficiency, flying a Boeing 737-700
with increased frequency is a viable option if demand remains around 88 seats. However, if
the airline anticipates further growth or seeks to optimize per-flight costs, transitioning to
larger models like the 737-800 or 737 MAX 8 makes strategic sense.

Ultimately, the choice hinges on a comprehensive analysis of demand forecasts, cost
structures, and fleet flexibility. Southwest’s ability to adapt quickly and efficiently to
demand changes exemplifies the importance of strategic fleet planning in the competitive
airline industry. By carefully assessing capacity needs and leveraging their existing fleet
strengths, airlines can ensure they meet customer demand while maintaining profitability.

---

Key Takeaways:

- An increase in demand to 88 seats influences aircraft size decisions.
- Maintaining flexibility and operational efficiency is vital.
- Larger aircraft offer economies of scale but may be less flexible.
- Fleet standardization simplifies operations and reduces costs.
- Strategic planning aligns aircraft capacity with market demand for optimal performance.

---
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By understanding these principles and analyzing the specific demand scenario, airlines can
make informed decisions to enhance their service offerings and financial performance.

Frequently Asked Questions

If Southwest Airlines' demand increases to 88 seats,
what size airplane would be most appropriate to meet



this demand?
The airline would likely need to operate a larger aircraft, such as a Boeing 737-800 or
similar, which has a seating capacity of around 160-189 seats, to accommodate increased
demand beyond the current aircraft size.

How does increasing demand to 88 seats influence
Southwest Airlines' choice of aircraft size?
An increase in demand to 88 seats suggests the need for a larger plane than the typical
smaller jets, prompting Southwest to consider aircraft with higher seating capacities to
efficiently meet customer demand.

If the demand for seats rises to 88, what factors should
Southwest consider when selecting a new aircraft size?
They should consider the aircraft's seating capacity, operational costs, route length,
turnaround time, and availability of suitable aircraft models that can efficiently serve the
increased demand.

Based on the example from class, what is the minimum
aircraft size needed if demand increases to 88 seats?
The minimum aircraft size needed would be one that can comfortably seat at least 88
passengers, which typically means upgrading to a medium-sized jet like a Boeing 737-800
or similar model.

What impact does increasing demand to 88 seats have
on Southwest Airlines' fleet planning and aircraft
purchase decisions?
It may lead the airline to reevaluate its fleet composition, possibly purchasing or leasing
larger aircraft to meet higher demand efficiently, and adjusting scheduling and route
planning accordingly.

Additional Resources
Using The Southwest Airlines Example From Class...If Demand Increased To 88 Seats, What
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In the ever-evolving landscape of commercial aviation, understanding the relationship
between passenger demand and aircraft size is essential for airline strategic planning, fleet
management, and operational efficiency. This investigative analysis delves into the
practical application of these principles, using the Southwest Airlines example discussed in
class as a foundation. Specifically, we explore the question: If demand increased to 88
seats, what size is the airplane? This inquiry not only sheds light on aircraft sizing strategies



but also illustrates broader economic and logistical considerations that airlines face in
adapting to changing market conditions.

---

Context: Southwest Airlines and Aircraft Sizing
Fundamentals

Southwest Airlines is renowned for its low-cost, point-to-point service model, which
emphasizes efficiency, quick turnaround times, and a simplified fleet. Historically,
Southwest has predominantly operated Boeing 737 aircraft, opting for a uniform fleet to
reduce maintenance and training costs. The specific model typically used is the Boeing
737-700, which has a standard seating capacity of approximately 143 seats in a high-
density configuration, but often fewer in standard configurations.

Understanding why aircraft size matters begins with recognizing its impact on profitability,
operational flexibility, and customer satisfaction. An airline must match its fleet size and
capacity with demand to optimize revenue per flight, minimize idle time, and ensure a
seamless passenger experience.

---

Analyzing Demand and Capacity: The Core
Relationship

The core principle in determining aircraft size based on demand hinges on the concept of
seat capacity relative to passenger demand. When demand increases, airlines have to
decide whether to:

- Increase flight frequency with the same aircraft,
- Operate larger aircraft, or
- Use a combination of both strategies.

In this specific case, where demand increases to 88 seats per flight, the question becomes:
What size aircraft best matches this demand?

---

Understanding Aircraft Capacity Options

To answer this, it’s important to examine common aircraft sizes and their typical seating
capacities:



| Aircraft Model | Typical Seating Capacity | Notes |
|------------------|-------------------------|--------|
| Boeing 737-700 | 130-143 seats | Widely used, efficient for short to medium routes |
| Boeing 737 MAX 8 | 162-178 seats | More recent, larger capacity, improved fuel efficiency
|
| Airbus A319 | 124-156 seats | Similar to 737-700, used for regional routes |
| Embraer E195 | 120-144 seats | Regional jets, often for short routes |

Given the demand of 88 seats, several options emerge:

- Use a smaller regional jet (like Embraer E175 or E195),
- Operate a standard narrow-body aircraft with fewer seats,
- Opt for a slightly larger aircraft and fill it partially.

---

Evaluating the Appropriate Aircraft Size for 88
Seats

The key is to match the aircraft's effective capacity with the anticipated demand. If the
airline’s goal is to minimize costs while maximizing load factors, selecting an aircraft with a
capacity close to 88 seats makes sense.

Option 1: Use a Smaller Regional Jet

Regional jets such as the Embraer E175 typically seat around 76-88 passengers in a
standard configuration.

- Advantages:
- Perfectly matches demand.
- Lower operating costs compared to larger aircraft.
- Flexibility for short routes or less busy airports.
- Disadvantages:
- Limited capacity if demand exceeds expectations.
- Less common on high-frequency routes that might require larger aircraft.

Option 2: Use a Standard Narrow-Body Aircraft with
Lower Seating Capacity

The Boeing 737-700, in a lower-density configuration, can seat around 130-137 passengers,
but airlines often configure them with fewer seats to match demand.

- Advantages:
- Flexibility to increase capacity if demand grows.



- Cost-efficient for higher load factors.
- Disadvantages:
- Potential underutilization if demand is only 88 seats.
- Higher fixed costs relative to smaller aircraft.

Option 3: Operate a Larger Aircraft with Partial Loads

Flying a Boeing 737 MAX 8 or Airbus A319 with only 88 seats filled might seem inefficient,
but it’s a possibility if demand fluctuates or for strategic reasons.

- Advantages:
- Capacity for future demand growth.
- Flexibility in route planning.
- Disadvantages:
- Lower load factors leading to reduced profitability.
- Higher fuel and maintenance costs per flight.

---

Economic and Operational Considerations in
Aircraft Selection

Choosing the right aircraft size isn't solely about matching seat count to demand; it
involves a comprehensive analysis of operational costs, route characteristics, and strategic
goals.

Cost Per Seat and Load Factor

- Cost per seat mile is a critical metric; operating a larger aircraft with fewer passengers
increases this metric, reducing profitability.
- Load factor, the percentage of available seating filled with paying passengers, should
ideally be above 70-75% for profitability.

Flexibility and Future Demand

- Anticipating future demand growth influences aircraft choice.
- An airline might opt for slightly larger aircraft to accommodate future increases without
needing immediate fleet changes.



Operational Flexibility

- Smaller aircraft can serve more airports and routes, especially in regional markets.
- Larger aircraft are more efficient on high-demand routes but less flexible for niche
markets.

---

Applying This Analysis to Southwest Airlines'
Context

Southwest’s fleet strategy emphasizes uniformity, primarily using Boeing 737s, which
simplifies maintenance and training. Given their fleet’s typical seating capacity (~143
seats), operating a plane with only 88 demand poses challenges.

Potential strategies for Southwest include:

- Adjusting seat configurations on existing aircraft to better match 88-seat demand,
perhaps by reconfiguring seats to reduce overall capacity.
- Using smaller aircraft or regional jets (like Embraer E175s) for routes with lower demand.
- Increasing frequency of flights with existing aircraft instead of downsizing the fleet.

If demand increases to 88 seats per flight, Southwest might consider:

- Leasing or acquiring smaller aircraft with around 100 seats to optimize capacity utilization.
- Reconfiguring current aircraft to a lower seat count if feasible.
- Combining this with schedule adjustments to maintain profitability.

---

Conclusion: The Optimal Aircraft Size for 88 Seats

Based on the detailed analysis, the most suitable aircraft for a demand of 88 seats would
be a regional jet such as the Embraer E175 or a similarly sized aircraft in the 76-90 seat
range. This size provides a close match to demand, enabling high load factors and
operational efficiency.

Key takeaways include:

- For demand around 88 seats, operating aircraft specifically designed or configured for that
capacity is optimal.
- Larger aircraft (like the Boeing 737-700 or MAX 8) may be less efficient unless demand is
consistently higher.
- Smaller regional jets offer flexibility and cost advantages for lower-demand routes.
- Strategic fleet planning must consider future demand, route network, and operational



costs.

In essence, the decision hinges on balancing demand, cost efficiency, and flexibility.
Southwest Airlines, with its emphasis on fleet uniformity, would likely favor a smaller, more
fuel-efficient aircraft configured to seat approximately 88 passengers if such demand
becomes a regular occurrence. This approach underscores a broader principle within the
airline industry: capacity must be carefully matched to demand to ensure profitability and
operational excellence.

---

Final Reflection

Understanding the interplay between passenger demand and aircraft size is vital for airline
success. The Southwest Airlines example vividly illustrates how a relatively modest increase
in demand—from, say, 70 to 88 seats—can influence fleet decisions profoundly. Airlines
must tailor their fleet composition not only to current needs but also to strategic growth
prospects, operational costs, and customer service standards. As demand fluctuates, so too
must the aircraft size, ensuring the airline remains competitive, profitable, and agile in a
dynamic marketplace.
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