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Why are we still flying to… 
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BRU 205

CDG 480

LHR 570

DUS 180

FRA 435

• Society disapproves
• Government dislikes it
• Actieagenda trein en 

luchtvaart 2020
• CO2 reduction
• Part of the KLM 

sustainability roadmap

• The customer prefers 
the train… right?



KLM intermodal: a short history

• 2002 Start codeshare Thalys-KLM 
KLM is selling Thalys tickets between Brussels (ZYR) / 
Antwerp (ZWE) and Amsterdam Airport Schiphol

• Over the years the amount of passengers taking the train 
between ZYR/ZWE and  Schiphol has steadily increased to 
approximately 25% of total traffic

• Unfortunately, numbers show that most customers still 
prefer an air/air connection instead of an air/rail connection

• Key question: How can KLM better fulfil the needs of these 
customers and make them choose for an air/rail connection?  

• 2022 Thalys and KLM launched a breakthrough pilot, testing 
an intermodal POC that is attractive enough to replace short-
haul flights
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Key take-out for intermodal: 
short haul passengers are TRANSFER passengers

o As a network carrier, we accommodate both O&D (Origin 
Destination) customers and transfer customers

oOD = customers travelling directly to/from AMS

oTransfer = customers with a connection via 
Amsterdam

o For destinations within 700km from AMS the share of transfer 
customers  is very high, almost 100% 

o For intermodal mobility it is key to acknowledge that the customers 
needs of OD and transfer passengers are different 

o For a successful air to rail substitution especially the needs of 
transfer customers must be fulfilled 
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What are these customer needs? 

Customer needs can be clustered in needs that are related to 

1. Sales and Booking (i.e. price, easy to book)

2. Itinerary (travel time, time of arrival at dest)

3. Fulfillment
(provide adequate information to the customer and deliver the 
purchased product or service as agreed)

4. Servicing
Take care of the customer when things go wrong
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US Citizen, Male, 41

Married, children

Full-time job

SkyTeam Elite Plus – member

Travelling for Business 

Journey booked via Delta.com
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My Customer needs

Booking:
I want all my segments in one booking

Fullfilment:
I have never done an air/rail transfer, so I need clear communication from KLM on 
what to expect, where i should go, how I check in and so on. Also,  I want to be
able to check-in online and get all boarding passes in my app. 

Servicing:
I have an important meeting in the European Parliament, so if the flight is delayed
KLM must rebook me on the first possible train

Example: Paul, a transfer passenger

IAD – AMS operated by KLM

AMS – BRU operated by Thalys



Successful air/rail substitution can be done
This are the 5 requirements

1. International trains have to stop at an international airport
to accomodate transfer passengers

2. Arrival and departure times of trains and planes should
match. 
If the connection takes too long passengers will search for air/air 
alternatives

3. Connectivity between the IT systems of the airlines and
railway companies is a must have. 
This is a prerequistite in order to accomodate check-in, boarding, 
luggage drop-off, rebooking, customer communication)

4. Seamless luggage handling from point of origin until final
destination. 
Trains should have a (secured) luggage compartment.
Train stations at airports should have a luggage handling point.

5. Seamless and fast rail to air transfer (vv) at the airports  
Idealy there is a direct secure access to airside for air/rail 
passengers
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THE THALYS-KLM PILOT (PHASE-1)

July 17 – October 29
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Replacement of KL1731/2

Selected trains
BRU AMS: TH9357 on all days expect for Saturday, TH 9351 on 
Saturday (corresponds to KL1732)

BRU 16:52 departure (Saturday 15:52 departure) LT
SPL 18:25 arrival (Saturday 17:25 arrival) LT

AMS BRU: TH9376 on all days expect for Saturday, TH9382 on 
Saturday (corresponds to KL1731)

SPL 17:34 departure (Saturday 18:34 departure) LT
BRU 19:08 arrival (Saturday 20:08 arrival) LT



Zooming in on the pilot

• IT connectivity between air and rail IT systems is crucial for air/rail 
substitution

• Since this connectivity is absent between Thalys and KLM, we have 
designed a ‘workaround solution” 

• KLM has commited itself to purchase a fixed number of seats (block) on a 
daily Thalys train between Brussels Midi and Schiphol vv.

• These blocked seats are manually uploaded in the KLM systems. 

• This will enable KLM to handle these passengers like they are on a flight. 
They can for example check in online, receive their boarding cards, receive
pre-flight communication and will proactively be rebooked in case of a 
delay.  

• Blocked seats also do guarantee a minimum capacity for KLM

• During the pilot we have done in-dept customer research in order to
understand where we need to improve our POC. 
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Customer benefits current air/rail product 
versus pilot POC
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Customer benefit Current product Pilot POC

Easy to book via KLM YES YES

Online check-in NO YES

Through check-in NO YES

Boarding passes for all segments 
at origin

NO YES

Receive KLM trip communications 
per email or sms

NO YES

Pro-active rebooking in case of 
delays

NO YES

Luggage drop off  and through 
check

NO NO

Minimal transfer time NO YES

Codeshare possible NO YES



QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE 
SURVEYS WERE LAUNCHED
Learnings from the customer surveys
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5 key headlines
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 The short haul air-rail combination has potential, but the journey is far from seamless

 For (overseas) unexperienced train travellers, the combined air-rail journey is hard to
grasp

 Pre-journey information is seen as insufficient and too general

 From Brussels to Amsterdam: a guided start at ZYR, but the transfer at Schiphol is unclear
(assistance and support)

 From Amsterdam to Brussels: already tired after the first leg, the air-rail transfer for many
passengers at a busy Schiphol/Schiphol Plaza is confusing (luggage handling, signage, 
waiting)



key insight 1 – Air-train combination is not a 
seamless and integrated journey
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The initial perception of passengers is that the KLM train-air alternative between Amsterdam-
Brussels vv can be a comfortable, sustainable and time-efficient transfer, but in reality they do not 

experience the journey as an integrated and seamless trip, causing significant levels of stress. 
Despite the experienced hick-ups, there are more passengers would prefer the train-air transfer to 

the air-air switch, after completion of the journey.



key insight 2 – Experience matters
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There is a key difference between train experienced (previous trips or outbound trip) versus train 
unexperienced travellers:  

experienced travellers need practical and clear step by step information
while unexperienced travellers need support and guidance throughout the total journey. 



Key insight 3: Pre-journey information is seen
as insufficient and too general
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Pre-journey information is seen as insufficient and too general:
• At orientation and booking phase, passengers indicate that they need more information on the 

train-air transfer.
• Passengers have questions around the ticket, luggage and the transfer. They need visual and 

simple infomation.
• Check-in process (including boarding cards) is seen as unclear and complex, both online and at 

the Brussels Air France KLM desk.



Key insight 4: from Brussels to Amsterdam, a 
guided start at an unpleasant station, with a 

confusing transfer at Schiphol
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 From Brussels to Amsterdam: a guided start at an (uninviting) ZYR station, a comfortable train 
ride and a transfer at Schiphol that is unclear (assistance and support)

• Train station: Station is unpleasant, check-in desk and Thalys platform are difficult to find
• Train ride: comfortable and relaxed, but luggage is an issue
• Transfer: confusing on where to go, but better than the expectations



Key insight 5: from Amsterdam to Brussels: 
tired and confused during transfer and train 

ride
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Already tired after the first leg, the air-rail transfer for many passengers at a busy 
Schiphol/Schiphol Plaza is confusing (luggage handling, signage, waiting)
• Arrival at Schiphol: lots of confusion on how the transfer works, in a hectic environment, 

without waiting time.
• Taking the train: frustrations on lack of flexibility, train sometimes busy and dirty
• Arrival at Brussels-Midi: not so pleasant and a lack of information on onward travel options



Conclusions

• Air/air NPS is higher than air/rail NPS

• Customer feedback on Thalys/KLM POC offers useful insights 
for collective improvements

• Main focus should be on 

–customer communications

–Improvement of the baggage flow

–Improvement of the physical airport transfer

• We should be mindful of long term vs short term solutions
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QUESTIONS ? 
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