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Decision scope: Sequence the deployment of premium-cabin capacity across Delta's
international network

Case convention: This is an author-created decision exercise. The review assignment is
hypothetical;, company disclosures are historical. No private deliberations are represented.

The decision

On March 1, 2024, imagine you are preparing a commercial and network review for Delta Air
Lines. Delta has reported faster growth in premium-product ticket revenue than in Main cabin
and has announced a firm purchase of 20 Airbus A350-1000 aircraft, with deliveries scheduled
to begin in 2026. The airline says those aircraft will add premium seating and greater cargo
capability to its international widebody fleet. How should Delta sequence premium-capacity
deployment as these aircraft arrive?

The purchase of 20 aircraft is already committed. Delta also has an option to purchase as many
as 20 additional widebody aircraft; that option is not an exercised order. No route assignment,
cabin configuration, or additional premium-capacity budget is disclosed. Your task is to
recommend a deployment sequence for the committed aircraft and identify what evidence
should govern further deployment. Do not treat the question as a decision about whether to buy
the aircraft.

A growing premium business

Delta's FY2023 Form 10-K reported $19.119 billion in ticket revenue from premium products, up
26% from 2022. Main cabin ticket revenue was $24.477 billion, up 20%. Total passenger
revenue was $48.909 billion. The company says “premium” includes Delta One, First Class,
Delta Premium Select, and Delta Comfort+; these offerings differ by aircraft and itinerary. [P1]

Delta reported that premium yield growth significantly outpaced Main cabin and described its
2023 premium-cabin paid load factor as a record. It also said it expanded its mix of premium
seats, including Delta Premium Select. These are company-wide statements; the cited
disclosure does not provide route-by-cabin load factors, realized fares, or margins. [P1]

The revenue figures sit within a growing operation. In 2023, Delta's system capacity increased
17%. Domestic capacity rose 10%; international capacity rose 31%, while international
passenger revenue increased 49%. Delta attributed premium-product growth in part to new
aircraft with more premium seats and to higher premium yield than Main cabin. Passenger
revenue, capacity and management's explanation do not isolate the profit contribution of
additional premium seats. [P1]
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Aircraft already on the way

Delta disclosed that the 20 A350-1000 aircraft would begin arriving in 2026. The company said
the aircraft would add higher gauge, fuel efficiency, more premium seating and greater cargo
capabilities to its international widebody fleet. It also stated the order was within previously
announced capital-expenditure and capacity targets. Delta did not disclose a route-by-route
deployment schedule, the cabin layout, seat count, or aircraft-specific operating economics.
[P2]

The order creates a deployment question over time. A premium-led sequence could direct the
new aircraft toward international markets where Delta expects customers to pay for higher-tier
products. A broader sequence could distribute premium capacity across more routes and
regions. A staged sequence could align assignments with observed demand, operating
performance and aircraft availability as deliveries approach. The public information does not
establish which markets, products or sequence would perform best.

A competitive signal

United Airlines reported that fourth-quarter 2023 revenue from its premium cabin grew 16%
year over year, while revenue from Basic Economy grew 20%. United described both as part of
its diversified revenue strategy. Its quarterly company-reported figures are not directly
comparable with Delta's full-year ticket-revenue figures, but they show that other airlines were
also emphasizing more than one customer segment. [P3]

What the public record does not show

Delta's disclosures do not provide route-by-cabin paid bookings, flown load factors, realized
premium fares, upgrade and award-seat shares, incremental operating costs, or the extent to
which premium seats displace or complement Main cabin sales. They do not quantify customer
willingness to pay by route, competitor premium capacity on overlapping markets, or the
incremental contribution associated with the A350 configuration.

Those gaps matter for the deployment choice. A route with strong premium revenue growth
may also have more seats available, a changing passenger mix, stronger overall demand, or
different competitive conditions. The aggregate figures do not identify how much growth came
from each factor.

Questions for the review

1. How should Delta sequence the committed A350-1000 deliveries across its international
network: target selected routes, distribute capacity more broadly, or stage assignments
against evidence as aircraft arrive?

2. What data should govern an increase, pause, or shift in premium-capacity deployment?

3. How should the unexercised widebody option affect the review, given that no aircraft-level or
route-level return data are disclosed?

4. What is the strongest argument against your preferred sequence?
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Sources and conventions

All factual information is limited to what was public by March 1, 2024. Revenue values are
nominal company-reported amounts; they are not profit or incremental returns. Management
explanations and aircraft attributes are attributed to Delta. The academic research used in
preparing the case is not presented as company-specific evidence.

[P1]: Delta Air Lines, Inc., 2023 Form 10-K, filed Feb. 12, 2024; Iltem 1, printed p.3, HTML
99213-222 (premium definition, yield/load-factor statements); Item 7, printed pp.34-35, HTML
99951-975 and 990-1001 (revenue, capacity, international results and management
attribution). [P2]: Delta Form 8-K, Jan. 12, 2024; Item 1.01, SEC lines 79-81 (20 firm A350-1000
aircraft, option for up to 20 additional widebody aircraft, delivery start in 2026, stated
attributes, and order within previously announced targets). [P3]: United Airlines Q4 and FY2023
results, Exhibit 99.1, Jan. 22, 2024, lines 17-19 (Q4 premium-cabin and Basic Economy revenue
growth; company characterization).
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https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/27904/000002790424000003/dal-20231231.htm
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/27904/000168316824000244/delta_8k.htm
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/100517/000010051724000016/ual_12312023erex991.htm
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/100517/000010051724000016/ual_12312023erex991.htm

