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The Super-Slick UX of Virgin America’s
New Booking Site

BY.J 1 FLAHERT
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Even as Richard Branson was preparing a fleet of spaceships, Virgin America’s terrestrial
booking experience was stuck in the era of Internet Explorer. To fix it, Virgin's CMO tapped
Luanne Calvert tapped Work & Co., a seven-person design studio startup that has
previously worked with Google and Trip Advisor, and whose core team designed the HBO
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Go app In their previous roles at Huge. The result is a clean approach to airplane booking
that’s mobile-first and strikingly pain free.

As afrequent flyer, Work & Co. co-founder Gene Liebel had a checklist of pet peeves and
client requests to attend to. First off: The ads promising bargain vacations in Fort
Lauderdale; the smiling models schilling credit cards, and the car rental offers. In other
words, instead of using the site as a marketing tool, he wanted to strip it down to simply a
booking destination.

These were all trade-offs that involved foregone revenue. But then again, one of Virgin's key
goals was inereasing the number of flights booked on mobile devices and tablets. High-
consideration purchases like airline bookings are still fairly rare on smartphones, in part
because the websites are built on Web 1.0 technology stacks and comprised of Ul elements
that are a nightmare to navigate on small sereens. And so Virgin invested in a responsive
website rather than a website-plus-app strategy, on hopes that the ease for users would
more than make up for the relatively small amount of ad dollars flowing through the page.

THE RESULT IS A SITE THAT GETS FLYERS BOOKED NEARLY TWICE AS
FAST, ON ANY KIND OF DEVICE.
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using route maps to depict the cities the airline services, Work & Co. created iconic buttons
that play off each city’s landmarks and stereotypes. Lincoln represents DC, a terrier reps
Boston, and a pair of gay walrus computer programmers represent San Francisco (of
course). It’s a bold departure from the standard approach, but according to Liebel, user

tests proved its superiority.

Work & Co.’s redesign is striking partially because it
contains no photos. Most of the design is generously
spaced buttons and text, but what it lacks in pictures it
makes up for in humorous easter eggs with illustrated
cameo appearances from Richard Branson, Travis Bickle,

WASHINETON 54N FRANCISCO
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and even Scarlett Johansson in flagrante delicto.

Virgin America replaced a : : o
dull route map with Bevond the cutesy gloss is the first radical rethinking of

characterful and colorful the flight booking experience in a decade. The typical

icons that capture the multi-page flow has been reduced to a single screen
flavor of each city. Image:

REG T 3 designed to fit the mental map of the user rather than
Virgin America

foreing them through a legacy path dictated by
outmoded technology. Each decision, from where to fly,
on what date, and in which seat is presented
independently, allowing the user to focus on their

journey instead of a specious upsell. “We threw away a bunch of pull downs and other airline



hitp A wired. com/2014/06/the-super-slick-Lp-of-virdin-americas-new-boaking-site/
06/19/2014 02:253:40 PM

website standard conventions that were well past their due date,” he says. “The new design

replaces the concept of a back button with ‘simply seroll up.™

Oliver Dore, principal Developer at Work & Co. used an Angular MVC framework that was
originally ereated hy Google to make the haoking flow hehave maore like an app than a weh
page. “It’s not just design; it’s a collaboration between designers and engineers who get
design,” says Liebel. The result is a site that gets flvers booked nearly twice as fast, on any
kind of device, while building Virgin’s reputation as a passenger focused airline.

Boarding passes can be accessed on the website, but for those who prefer paper, the team at
‘Work & Co. also designed a version that’s printed on letter sized sheets and meant to be
folded to fit conveniently in a back pocket. “We made one side all about everything you need
to get to your gate and other side everything the TSA needs,” says Liebel.
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Preparing for Takeoff

One thing many design aficionados fail to realize is just how soul-crushingly difficult it can be
to make good ideas stick in massive, highly regulated, and fragmented organizations. It's
casy to redesign a site in Photoshop or ercate a killer conecpt video to scll an idea, but the

path from pitch meeting to production is usually turbulent.

Liebel gives eredit to Virgin for preventing their high-concept approach from being
homogenized. “Usually, you're dealing with digital group and they have to run the through
legal, operations, and 1'l'—that’s where the quality usually drains out the bottom,” he says.
“But all of those groups were involved from the beginning and cared passionately about the
guest experience.”
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713,917 Hotels From 201 Websites = sa e

trivago - the world’s largest hotel search

Find the ideal hotel at the best price with trivago.

Founded 9 years ago, trivago is the largest hotel search and information website warldwide  Every manth, 45
million users trust trivago as their starting point for travel research_frivago helps users find their ideal hotel
and book it for the lowest possible rate by comparing prices from 201 booking sites. We want to give you the

best travel experience you can get for your money. Don't sefile for less!

ymmercial Autumn

trivago is what you make of it

... a truly unique company

Find out about trivago's unmatched technology, our successful business model and branding approach. Learn

about our history, or keep up-to-date regarding our current management and offices around the world.
... a promising business opportunity

If you are a booking site or a hotel owner, you will benefit from publishing your rates on trivago.

... an exciting place for new experiences

Get to know why frivago might be your best choice for seeking new challenges. We want trivago to not only be
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