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Abstract 

Purpose: This research explores the efforts of            

Emirates Airline in addressing a challenge to create 

personalized in fight amenities through an open              

artificial intelligence (AI) innovation. It is the central 

aim to investigate how AI can be strategically           

leveraged to raise the passenger experience in line 

with the airline’s long term business goals.  

Methodology: The way a study is framed is within a 

theoretical framework pertaining to Porter’s (1990) 

Competitive Strategies framework and Schilling’s 

(2005) Innovation Funnel model. These frameworks 

are utilized to examine the correspondence between 

AI-based offers and Emirates’ pronounced goal, cus-

tomer inclinations, along with its working adaptabil-

ity.  

Findings: Based on our implementation of the AI per-

sonal service package, it was revealed that there were 

three major advantages. The first was that it substan-

tially increased the customer satisfaction because of 

its services they offer that is caters to individual pref-

erences. Secondly, the service delivery system im-

provement increased the operational performance of 

the airline by reducing inefficiency.  

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Pol-

icy: The research based on the findings recommends 

that airlines would increasingly adopt use of AI based 

personalization as a core part of their innovation strat-

egy. With each new AI capability, the aviation sector 

has to realize AI as ’stuff to do better operations’, but 

also ’fuel to extend markets and to build customer de-

light’..  

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Aviation Innova-

tion, Customer Experience, Personalisation, OpenIn-

novation, Emirates Airlines, Strategic Management, 

Data Privacy, AI Ethics  
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INTRODUCTION 

As emerging AI systems increasingly allows airlines to personalize flight experiencing by tai-

loring meals according to dietary history or personal entertainment with predictive viewing 

analysis, personalizing flight experience will become more common and more of a ‘nice to 

have’ rather than a ‘nice to offer’. These innovations are changing the way that given industry 

shapes passenger and operational expectations. An international airline that is amongst the 

leading in the world, Emirates has been proactive in reacting to this change by launching a 

pioneering AI innovation initiative which seeks to set new flight experience standards. Instead 

of a one size fits all background, Emirates wants to offer individualised journeys by using 

artificial intelligence as a means of anticipating and fulfilling passengers’ individual prefer-

ences. With this initiative, the way to highly personalized air travel is closer than ever, where 

comfort, convenience and customer satisfaction are all being improved by technology. 

Context and Importance 

Digital disruption grows at rapid speed across multiple sectors and the aviation industry is using 

AI to achieve better market positions. Increasing operational expenses and changing customer 

demands and stronger competition requirements force airlines to combine enhanced customer 

service delivery methods with cost-effective solutions. AI offers vast potential—from predic-

tive maintenance and baggage tracking to real-time passenger engagement (BR, 2022). The 

existing powerful global brand of Emirates becomes a solid base for AI deployment to trans-

form flight experiences and boost customer retention while sustaining dominance in the mar-

ket. 

Problem Statement 

Despite modern computer systems airlines experience problems providing standardized effi-

cient and customized services within their organization. Customer expectations for conven-

ience along with relevant and seamless experience remain unmet by classical in-flight services 

at present. Earthly operational inefficiencies have a negative effect on customer satisfaction 

particularly through service allocation problems and onboard resource planning breakdowns. 

The resolution of current issues demands an advanced strategy that links business aims and 

customer related expectations while enhancing their integration with emerging technologies. 

Purpose of the Study 

Emirates launched an open AI innovation challenge to source and evaluate cutting-edge solu-

tions aimed at enhancing both operational performance and customer satisfaction. This study 

examines the structure and outcomes of the innovation challenge, particularly focusing on how 

it enabled stakeholder participation and led to the selection of a personalized in-flight service 

solution. The initiative addresses key service limitations rooted in legacy IT systems, frag-

mented data sources, and insufficient real-time integration across customer touchpoints. By 

inviting external innovators to solve these challenges, Emirates strategically leveraged AI to 

overcome organizational silos and create more dynamic, responsive, and tailored flight expe-

riences. The research highlights this initiative as a model of how AI can be used not just for 

incremental improvements but for redefining the competitive edge through differentiated ser-

vice offerings. 
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Research Approach 

Emirates’ innovation challenge was designed and evaluated using structured strategic frame-

works to ensure that it was in line with the long term vision of the company. The application 

of Porter’s (1990) Competitive Strategies model was used to determine the extent to which 

proposed AI-powered personalization services could increase Emirates’ differentiation strategy 

through providing Emirates with a unique and superior passenger experience.  

There were several stages of the funnel; the funnel included: idea generation, initial screen, 

concept development, and pilot testing – all of which had its evaluation criteria. These models 

were operationalized by placing submissions on scoring matrices consisting of technical via-

bility, cost efficiency and the market appeal potential. 

Significance 

The challenge led to the development of a service system based on AI technology which 

adapted to individual customer needs in-flight. The solution uses integrated passenger data to 

customize meals as well as entertainment offerings and onboard support for passengers (Zaba-

lawi & Al Jammal, 2021). The unique aspect of this initiative results from the collaboration 

which extends across Emirates’ internal groups together with AI technology partners and reg-

ulatory bodies and customer insight divisions. Competing departments together delivered a 

technical solution which combined strength and usability. 

Overview of Paper 

This research examines the AI innovation challenge of Emirates through analysis of strategic 

components and operational framework and technological implementation details. The paper 

starts with explaining how the project used theoretical methods and approaches before delving 

into the steps of challenge design and stakeholder engagement and solution evaluation. The 

paper presents an evaluation of the solution selection along with risk considerations and sector-

level implications for aviation while providing useful information for both practitioners and 

researchers examining AI-driven service innovation.  

A. Background and Literature Context  

Artificial Intelligence in Aviation 

Artificial Intelligence emerged as a disruptive technology for the aviation sector to deliver 

solutions which combine operational enhancement with service optimization and safety 

security and cost minimization. Airline operations benefit from machine learning and data 

analytics solutions that help them observe passenger requirements and enhance both their land 

and air services as well as their decision-making process (Hassan et al., 2023). Elaborate 

customer personalization demands form an exceptional business opportunity through which 

airlines can transform their passenger experiences with AI technology. 

Strategic Frameworks: Porter (1990) and Schilling (2005) 

Porter's (1990) Competitive Strategies model provides airlines with essential information for 

realizing competitive advantage through cost leadership or differentiation strategies. For 

Emirates, differentiation—is marked by enhanced service quality and innovation—is an 

integral component of its strategic emphasis. The personalized AI services enhance Emirates' 

competitive strategy of providing travel experiences that are difficult for its competitors to 

replicate. Schilling's (2005) systematic innovation assessment model provides a step-by-step 

analysis of the most valuable innovations. The funnel method pools a large number of ideas, 
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which upon passing through feasibility and business value tests, yield customized solutions 

ready for implementation (Gomez & Okhmatovskiy, 2023). The model provided the 

foundation for realizing the single AI application with maximum value out of several 

applications presented in the Emirates AI innovation challenge that participated in in-flight 

personalized service delivery. 

Market Demands and Customer Expectations in Global Airlines 

This shift in model towards the user is in line with a larger reorientation in consumer behaviour 

fed in by the requirements of the digital economy. For Ngadi (2024), increasing numbers of 

airline passengers desire services that allow them to choose their meal according to personal 

preferences, entertain themselves individually during flight, and receive personalized services 

that are oriented to their needs. Moving forward, if IATA turns out to be correct, this trend 

also, according to IATA (2023), 83% of passengers would like to turn over their personal data 

should it be in return for more personalized travel experiences. To survive, and in increasing 

competition around the globe, full service carriers need to distinguish themselves from just 

price point, continuing in service innovation and digital enhancers that respond to expectations. 

Therefore, airlines need to bring advanced technologies, such as AI, to their business to stay 

relevant and competitive in a market where personalization is now becoming a standard 

expectation and not a luxury anymore. 

Emirates’ Innovation Culture and Digital Transformation 

Emirates consistently demonstrates innovative leadership in air travel with new planes and 

luxurious amenities, and investing in the latest technology for digital infrastructure. Emirates 

traverses the latest innovation culture by evolving with technological advancements from 

biometric boarding and AI services to app improvements (Machado, 2024). The open AI 

innovation challenge naturally belongs to this open innovation culture as it provides for outside 

ideas to enter a formal transformation process for scalability. 

METHODOLOGY  

Open Innovation Challenge Format 

Emirates used an open innovation challenge format to initiate development of important AI 

solutions. The open innovation method allowed contributions from different sources that 

included workers throughout Emirates as well as AI startup entities, academic research 

institutions and technological equipment suppliers to present AI-based solutions for operational 

enhancement and customer satisfaction improvements (Dafri, 2024). By using an open 

innovation challenge format Emirates obtained a wide array of input from different 

contributors. Each step of the challenge included submission of ideas then technical evaluation 

and proof-of-concept development to determine final selection through real-life assessment. 

Stakeholder Involvement 

The innovation challenge achieved success because it required continuous involvement from 

different stakeholder communities.  

The pilot solutions received direct feedback from passengers who also tested the applications.  

The operational understanding of service delivery and resource management and workflow 

efficiency was delivered by Emirates cabin staff together with ground personnel.  
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AI partners comprising both startups along with data scientists and established technology 

firms existed to design and create AI models for the project (Faccia et al., 2023).  

The regulatory authorities made sure all proposed innovations met aviation safety requirements 

and data protection standards thus reinforcing their legal validity.  

Through a connected system of partners the organization received solutions which 

demonstrated technical capabilities and operational fit along with regulatory adherence. 

 

Figure 1: Feedback Analysis 

Source: Canva 

Evaluation Criteria 

Submissions to the challenge were assessed using a multi-criteria framework based on both 

strategic and operational considerations. The primary criteria included: 

 Market Demand – Alignment with passenger expectations and global trends 

 Scalability – Potential for broad implementation across Emirates’ fleet and service 

classes 

 Cost Feasibility – Return on investment and resource requirements for deployment 

 Customer Impact – Degree to which the solution could enhance passenger satisfaction 

 Strategic Fit – Consistency with Emirates’ long-term vision and brand positioning 

Each idea was scored against these metrics by an expert panel comprising executives, 

technology leads, customer experience managers, and external advisors. 

Data Collection Methods 

The collected data used for this research included both qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies. The research employed three essential tools - customer surveys, staff 
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interviews as well as technical pilot test outputs. Selected routes for the customized flight 

service pilot operation allowed researchers to validate service adaptability as well as passenger 

interaction and system performance stability in actual flight conditions (Shamout & Ali, 2021). 

The selected solution received steady feedback integration from expert panels along with 

stakeholder participation for continuous improvement leading to its finalization. 

Implementation of the Innovation Challenge  

Design and Phases of the AI Innovation Challenge 

Emirates created their AI innovation challenge with a purpose to obtain transformative scalable 

solutions which would improve both customer interactions and operational efficiencies. 

Multiple structured phases led the process to maintain an extensive and exclusive evaluation 

method for developing new ideas as well as their execution. The first step of the challenge 

accepted submissions made by internal staff members alongside outside AI developers while 

following Emirates’ designated strategic objectives (Adelaja, 2024). Before advancing further 

candidates needed to pass through a review phase during which businesses checked proposed 

solutions against organizational goals and technical viability assessments. The selection 

process directed candidate ideas to development while testing and simulation happened in 

controlled conditions. The final test phase carried out live pilots for direct evaluation of ideas 

in actual conditions to perfect and verify their concepts. 

Shortlisting and Testing of Ideas 

The concepts focused on primary operational needs and operational experiences. The objective 

behind predictive maintenance was to use artificial intelligence-driven analysis for decreasing 

aircraft maintenance periods and enhancing safety levels. The system sought to boost end-to-

end visibility and decrease mishandling problems by implementing real-time monitoring for 

baggage tracking. The program personalized in-flight services through entertainment and food 

choices as well as individual customer assistance by using customer data including behavior 

and preferences (Sharafi, 2022). The evaluation process included extensive simulations and 

pilot runs of all three solutions before professional reviewers judged their performance using 

Emirates' assessment criteria. 

Reasons Behind Selecting Personalised In-Flight Service 

The personalized in-flight service solution outshone other projects because it perfectly matched 

Emirates' brand commitment to customer service and flight luxury experience. The delivery 

system provided noticeable enhancements to passenger satisfaction by creating distinct 

experiences which passengers found meaningful (Li, 2023). The personalisation model allowed 

continuous advancement by machine learning so Emirates could establish long-term customer 

loyalty over time. Under Porter's framework the customized aircraft amenities played a 

strategic role to help Emirates implement its differentiation strategy. 

Pilot Scope: Cost, Timeline, and Expected Outcomes 

As part of their trial run the personalized air service debuted on certain long-distance flight 

paths designed specifically for first and business class customers to act as initial users of the 

program. The budget for this project stood between $5–10 million to develop and integrate the 

system along with employee training and testing stages. Top management agreed the project 

would require between 12 to 18 months for completion. The program evaluation tracked three 

major performance indicators such as passenger contentment scores combined with personal 

option acceptance rates alongside live-flight system stability parameters. In addition to high 
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engagement, the collected initial data demonstrated that delays in service provisions were lower 

while customer interest remained strong enough to support the adoption expansion to the entire 

fleet. 

Strategic Analysis  

Application of Porter’s Competitive Strategies 

The strategic application of AI at Emirates can be evaluated through Porter’s (1990) 

Competitive Strategies framework which demonstrates how the company uses AI to elevate 

customer value. Emirates has maintained a differentiation approach by establishing itself as a 

luxury travel service dedicated to outstanding service delivery. This strategic objective finds 

direct support through the personalised in-flight service which delivers customized quality 

experiences based on individual customer preferences. AI technology transforms Emirates into 

an aviation leader through its ability to customize dining options and entertainment content and 

anticipatory help services using past user data in an intensely competitive market characterised 

by standardised services. Emirates directs its approach towards business and first-class 

passengers who make up its focus markets under its strategy. These specific client segments 

deliver both substantial financial gains and conduct the majority of brand-related activities. 

Artificial intelligence personalization within premium cabin spaces provides concrete benefits 

to high-end customers which leads them to stay loyal while recommending the airline to others. 

The tested implementation acts as a demonstration model that can be expanded into economy 

class operations in future applications. 

Use of Schilling’s Innovation Funnel 

Emirates utilized Schilling’s (2005) Innovation Funnel to define and enhance their airport 

booking system that involved artificial intelligence (AI). Through the funnel mechanism the 

organization obtained many innovative ideas followed by systematic assessment through 

business and technical evaluation factors like feasibility combined with cost analysis and 

scalability assessment and customer impact evaluation. The systematic evaluation process 

made sure that valuable resources were allocated to projects which demonstrated most promise 

for success in authentic aviation operations (Alnaqbi & Yassin, 2021). Detailed analysis took 

place for the three selected ideas which included predictive maintenance with intelligent 

baggage tracking and personalized in-flight service by utilizing the funnel model. The 

evaluation process required checking each concept three times using expert assessments of 

stakeholders while implementing pilot data tests. The personalised in-flight service became the 

preferred choice because it brought significant strategic worth while fostering better customer 

encounters that matched Emirates’ brand vision. 
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Figure 2: Innovation Funnel Process 

Source: Canva 

Internal Capabilities and External Partnerships as Strategic Assets 

During the innovation challenge process Emirates demonstrated the essential role of 

developing internal capacity and forming strategic external relationships. Emirates employed 

its solid IT infrastructure together with its large pool of passenger data and culture of innovation 

as foundations to develop and test artificial intelligence concepts from within its organization. 

The airline facilitated rapid implementation of pilot projects which led to confirming the 

practicality and market worth of its selected solution. Through partnerships with AI developers 

as well as regulatory bodies and technology vendors Emirates gained the ability to integrate 

advanced systems which might have seemed inaccessible as a standalone operation. The airline 

made partnerships that enabled the integration of state-of-the-art AI expertise and safeguarded 

the personalized services against international privacy requirements and aviation security 

regulations. The strategic asset created through Emirates' partnership with other organizations 

combined innovation elements with operational excellence that allowed both parties to 

succeed. 
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The 6Cs Framework: A Holistic Strategic Lens 

As per Dong (2022), the implementation of the AI-powered personalised in-flight service can 

also be assessed through the 6Cs framework—Collaboration, Context, Capabilities, Customer, 

Change, and Competition: 

 Emirates demonstrated strong cross-sector collaboration with regulators, developers, 

and internal teams. 

 The initiative was developed in the broader context of rising customer expectations, 

digital transformation, and competitive pressure in global aviation. 

 Emirates drew on robust internal systems, skilled personnel, and an established 

innovation culture to enable rapid deployment. 

 

Figure 3: Concept of 6cs Framewrok 

Source: https://creative-million.org/2022/03/23/the-6c-model/ 

Benefits and Impact of the Solution  

Enhanced Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty 

AI-driven personalized in-flight management provides maximum customer satisfaction as the 

key advantage. Emirates has transformed bare slate travel services into customized experiences 

by casting the individual preferences of every passenger in terms of food and entertainment 

and onboard assistance programs and by proactively providing a complete set of services based 

on traveller profiles. With such customer personalization, it comes as no surprise that it attracts 

high-value customers, i.e., business and first-class passengers, who possess a fastidious 

standard of service. The outcomes generate robust brand loyalty since passengers value airlines 

that manifest personal understanding in terms of their individual needs.  

Operational Efficiency through Pre-Emptive Service Design 

Pre-emptive service design allows Emirates to get ahead of passenger needs even before they 

board. By leveraging AI, they can tailor meals, entertainment, and assistance to each individual. 
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This forward-thinking strategy not only streamlines crew workflows and minimizes mistakes 

but also enhances how resources are allocated. Greater operational efficiency while ensuring 

top-notch service quality from start to finish in the passenger experience. 

Real-Time Adaptability of Services Using AI 

This solution really shines because it can adapt to changes almost instantly. Essentially, AI 

algorithms tap into ongoing interactions to adjust services based on shifts in flight preferences 

and sudden changes from passengers. For instance, the app can quickly update service 

instructions if a passenger decides to change their meal choice right before boarding the plane. 

The quicker the onboard services can adapt, the more accurate and relevant they become, 

making passengers feel valued from the moment they leave the ground until they reach their 

destination. Plus, since the system can analyze past customer behavior, it can consistently 

create and apply unique personalization models throughout the entire operation. 

Competitive Positioning as a Global Innovation Leader 

The successful implementation of AI through high-profile customer contact positions Emirates 

at the forefront of worldwide aviation innovation. Emirates stands out from other airlines 

through its passenger customer interaction approach which marks a new standard for premium 

travel because the airline utilizes AI technology differently. Emirates establishes leadership in 

digital transformation for the aviation industry by doing so which gives others cause to conform 

with similar approaches. The visible improvements in customer experience through AI 

duplicate Emirates' brand personality and help carry out its plan to remain distinctive in the 

industry. 

Positive Feedback from Pilot and Stakeholder Validation 

The airline gained positive customer feedback alongside increased customer satisfaction and 

personalized product use that enhanced customer recommendation rates. Multiple stakeholders 

evaluated the service validity along with operational effects to validate system integration 

simplicity and limited workflow disturbances for operational teams. The successful 

implementation of the service created essential backing from inside and outside stakeholders 

that lets the airline proceed with widespread deployment. 

 

Figure 4: Pilot Metrics Dashboard 

Source: Canva 
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Risk Management and Ethical Considerations  

Emirates is all about using AI responsibly, focusing on key areas like data privacy, system 

reliability, regulatory compliance, and ethical oversight. By putting structured safeguards in 

place, they make sure that technology improves the customer experience without sacrificing 

trust or safety. They also keep a close eye on things and collaborate with various stakeholders 

to maintain the system’s integrity, ensuring that innovation goes hand in hand with 

transparency and ethical standards. 

Addressing Data Privacy Concerns 

To keep passenger data safe, Emirates strictly follows global data protection laws like GDPR. 

They anonymize and encrypt information, collecting it only with user consent. Passengers have 

the choice to opt in or out of AI-driven services, which promotes transparency and gives them 

control while building trust in the personalization process. 

System Dependability and Fallback Measures 

The reliability of their systems is bolstered by redundancy protocols and manual override 

options for the crew. They rigorously test AI functionality to guarantee uninterrupted service. 

If any technical issues arise, fallback procedures are in place to ensure that service continues 

smoothly, maintaining operational stability and the quality of the passenger experience. 

Regulatory Compliance and AI Transparency 

Emirates collaborates closely with aviation authorities to ensure they meet regulatory 

requirements and maintain transparency in AI usage. Passengers are kept informed about how 

their data is used, and the AI decision-making processes are designed to be understandable. 

This commitment to openness promotes accountability and aligns with ethical AI principles in 

the aviation sector. 

Ongoing Monitoring and Ethical Oversight 

A dedicated oversight committee is always monitoring the performance, ethics, and fairness of 

the AI systems. They conduct regular audits to check compliance and spot any potential biases. 

This proactive governance approach ensures that Emirates stays aligned with ethical standards, 

meets customer expectations, and adapts to evolving regulations, reinforcing their commitment 

to responsible and sustainable AI implementation. 

Conclusion 

In conclsuion, it can be said that it’s important to note that this study has its limitations. It 

primarily examines one company Emirates which, while significant, operates in a distinct en-

vironment that may not be easily replicated by others. We still lack clarity on how AI person-

alization will influence factors like long-term customer loyalty, brand perception, or the actual 

costs of maintaining these systems at scale. These are critical areas that warrant further inves-

tigation, especially as the technology becomes more widespread. Looking forward, future re-

search could delve into how AI personalization affects various customer demographics, service 

tiers, and even cultural contexts. It would be beneficial to compare airlines that implement 

similar technologies with those that don’t, to gain a clearer understanding of what strategies 

are effective—and which ones fall short. Long-term studies could also shed light on how these 

systems perform over time, particularly as market dynamics shift and customer expectations 

evolve. 
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