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It may be difficult to quantify how much  is it worth to find a highly relevant article or other document for someone’s research. The price of the source document may not express the value of it for the end-users. Often, not even the price can be quantified if through the library the document is “free” for anyone (including those who don’t pay taxes and don’t have a library card), or if it is an open access document. In contrast, when shopping around on the Web  for some goods and services the benefits  can be easily quantified, especially when the very same product is available through different Web shops.  When shopping around for airfares,  the savings on a single ticket can be hundreds and –as is shown - even thousands of dollars. Just as there is no single best source and strategy when searching for journal articles or conference papers about a topic, there is no single best route and search engine for finding the best airfare. The paper reviews the alternatives and demonstrates the easily measurable benefits of savvy searching for airfares.
The need for shopping around 
I have spent  much of my time teaching, writing, and talking about savvy searching in my graduate classes, in my columns published in Information Today, Computers in Libraries, Online, Database, and Online Information Review and at conferences and workshops organized and sponsored by ALA, Information Today, Inc, the Society of Scholarly Publishers, and many other societies, institutions and corporations. There is rarely any time left to talk about savvy searching in the everyday life, even if it can be very important financially, intellectually and emotionally. Shopping around for a specific product or service on the Web, and finding the best price after some comparative searches, often meets all the three criteria. The bigger the benefits the bigger the gratification. 

In our usual yearly budget, the travel expenses – both for pleasure and business trips - are far the largest. For us, every flight is a long haul flight, and every flight is expensive as the U.S. and Canadian airlines are in total harmony to increase the price of every flight to and from Hawaii. In case of business class the extent of abuse is appalling. There is no business class anymore  between the mainland U.S. and Hawaii, only “Economy Minus” and First Class. The Barely Business Class section was promoted to First Class by all North American carriers and the price tripled. I rarely go to or through North America because of this. I fly even to Europe through Asia (which may take 2-3 hours longer but in a much more relaxed travel environment at much lower price (or for much fewer mileage award).  When I travel for a lecture tour in 5 countries and 6 cities in 10-12 days, flying in business class is a must in order to arrive sane after a 15-18-hour flight, and start my lecture series the next day intellectually and physically fit. From this perspective it is not an advantage that I am 6’ 6” tall (and shrinking), 250 pounds (and growing).  
Searching around for the best airlines, best flights, best connections, best layover airports, best lounge, at the best airfare is critical for me. Saving hundreds and thousands of dollars in airfares is also critical for the sponsors of my lecture tours. 
There is much in common in  searching for the best  documents on a topic and the best flights at the best price on a route. The more you know about the databases (their size, depth and scope of coverage, currency) and the clout, impact of the journals, conference proceedings and other sources, the better decisions you can make about the best choices. Similarly, the more you know about the web travel agencies, the airlines, the airports, the lounges,  their ranking by the frequent flyer community, the better the value of your purchase will be. 
Of course, different folks, different strokes, so there is no universal best. I could not care less for airline food and entertainment, but I do care a lot about seat pitch and seat width, recline angle, power plugs and lounges at layover airports.  Spending a 5-hour layover at Singapore’s Changi Airport is incomparably better than doing it in depressing airports of India. It helps to know that the former has splendid  lounge facilities and services for the generic public (including free and functioning Internet terminals) that run circles around the sorry business lounge of Northwest Airlines at Narita, which has some free crackers, surly staff, and a few old computers – usually none of them working. I still like to fly with Northwest if my connection time is not excessive. 

For me flying any of the airlines that have China in their names (except for  China Airlines of Taiwan), is an experience comparable to charter flights  to New York on Tarom, the Romanian airlines in the Ceausescu era.        

My examples are focused on the Asia and Oceania, relying on searches I have done for my earlier and upcoming trips (and luckily made screenshots of some of them for my search diary at the time). However, essentially the same sources and strategies apply for travel within North America and Europe, and/or between the two continents. In travels to and inside South America and Africa there are far fewer alternatives for savvy airfare searching. Most of the web resources and search strategies to be discussed below are good also for finding the best compromise for hotels, but that cost element is usually much lower than the airfares. 
Airline databases

One of the basic tenets of savvy searching is to use several databases for a search, including collections at aggregators and digital facilitators, publishers’ archives and repositories. Still, there are many users who go to the airline whose name they know, or to which they are led to by a search engine based on the generic search such as Air India in response to the web-wide search on flights to India, and order their ticket. True, many airline sites also show you fares of other airlines, especially their partner or alliance airlines. Very often, this would not be good enough, and sometimes it would be an extremely bad deal. For example, United Airlines would be happy to charge US$9,809 for the UA 9567/9566 Honolulu-Auckland return trip, and there would be buyers, such as the criminally reckless, and utterly incompetent bank honchos who never had to look at the price tag while driving the U.S. into economic disaster. 
Actually, it is Flight NZ9/NZ10 on Air New Zealand available for US$ 5,281 direct from the airline site. (It is also a steep price for this flight which is not one of the many multiple award winning Transpacific flights of Air New Zealand, but an old B-767 with business seats barely wider than Economy Plus seats on the best Asian and Middle East airlines)  The extra  US$ 4,527 that United Airlines would charge adds gross insult to injury, and is the direct consequence of the airline alliances and code sharing which are just euphemisms for mafia territories and extortion. In the PR of the airlines the alliances and code sharing are for making life easier for customers.    You must be very suspicious when searching airline sites, but shouldn’t rule them out, as some  less greedy airlines can indeed offer better fares for the same flights than anyone else. Of course everyone promises lowest fare guarantee, but this is like the cheapest campaign promises.
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Figure 1a. The US$ 5,281 fare on the web site of Air New Zealand 
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Figure 1b. The US$9,809 fare for the same flight with different UA flight codes charged on  United Airlines’ site 
Airfare Hub Sites and Web Travel Agencies
There are many web sites, such as TravelZoo and BookingBuddy,   that allow you to specify your flight preferences and  send the query to a variety of web sites to run it, and send you to look up the options instead of bringing in the results, integrate, sort and present them as a comparison chart.  Often, you need to type in again the dates and the departure and destination points. They may be best described as airfare hubs, but federated search engines they are not. 
There are three travel search engines, Expedia, Travelocity and Orbitz that share the majority of transactions related to all aspects of travel arrangements. It is not because they are the best three, but because they have the most money for placing paid links, ads and commercials on the Web, the TV networks, and in the glossy print media.   They seem to function as federated search engines. They don’t just gather and present the information, but happily carry out the transactions for a fee (more or less equal to the commission that travel agents used to get before airlines eliminated and the hotels and cruise lines reduced it). Often, their offers are  at higher and much higher prices than the airlines’ best fare for the identical flight. Occasionally, I buy tickets through them after checking out the alternatives, and finding that their fares are indeed the best. This rarely happens. Expedia had the worst mark-ups among them for many of my travels on a lecture tour in Asia less than 18 months ago as shown below. I just did not buy them, even if the difference in this case is only US$120 for the one-way Bangkok-Delhi flight. It is the cost of a 8 GB Sony Video Walkman MP3/MP4 player with 40 hours of battery life. 
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Figure 2a. Best fare at Thai Airways’ site 
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Figure 2b. “Best” fare at Expedia for the very same flight 
The fare difference for an earlier vacation side trip was much worse. The dates of departure and return were the same, but Expedia could not find the far less expensive fare and far shorter direct flight, and offered a  code share flight with Singapore Airlines – both ways.  The rewards of my efforts to find a better deal were multiple. I could get the ticket for the direct, shorter  flight, and doing it  for less than half of the fare that Expedia offered, buying 2 tickets and still having a surplus to pay for extra pampering in Bali, just by being a savvy searcher   
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Figure 2a. Thai Airways’ direct fare for a nonstop flight of about US$ 430 (in 2007)
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Figure 2b. Expedia’s “best” fare for a more than twice as long trip was more than twice as expensive 
Remembering your savviest search strategies may  keep paying back beyond a single trip. This year Expedia’s offer  had a worse ratio for the flight I needed to take to attend the International Conference on Asian Digital Libraries in Bali. It offered a US$1,553 fare versus the US$ 548 fare direct from the airline – this time for the identical flight, without using any promotional codes, or even my Thai Frequent Flyer code. 
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Figure 3a. The current “best” fare through Expedia nearly three times as high as my best fare through the airline 
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Figure 3b. My best fare for the upcoming conference for Bangkok-Denpasar through Thai Airways’ site directly  

Expedia would tell you that they provide after-sale care. I tell you to run for cover. Last year when my return flight booked through Expedia from Colombo was canceled on Cathay Pacific because the Tamil Tigers re-launched a series of attacks firing at the neighboring military airport,  I needed to get Expedia’s endorsement for getting out on Air Lanka, the only carrier that had some service, Expedia did not accept my e-mail plea, insisted that I call them. I did (with some difficulty from rural Sri Lanka near an awesome elephant gathering place), and I was disgraced by two of its employees whose geographic illiteracy dwarfed that of Sarah Palin and Dan Quayle combined. So much about after-sale care. 

Does this mean that you should always buy your ticket from the airline rather than a Web travel agency that offers customer care  by grossly under-trained employees, and  whose “best” fare is almost three times as high that one can dig up with 5 minutes of extra work? Of course, not - as you saw the common rip-off effect earlier. 
You should first shop around and search using some good, unbiased  federated search engines that are merely the mediators, but not the sellers. They don’t charge the users, just inform them about the options available. The once legendary but rapidly deteriorating  airlines of the most developed countries of the world do their best to rip off the naïve  searchers, and confuse even the more experienced  travelers with their abusive tricks. The best federated travel search engines at least can alert the victims to this racketeering. 

Federated searching for airfares

The pioneering work was done by ITA Software, Inc.  << www.itasoftware.com >> in the mid 1990s, and I have been using its  very intelligent Trip Planner  software for almost a decade – saving lots of money. This genuine federated search engine dynamically collects in usually less than 30-40 seconds  listed airfares for a large variety of routes as defined by the user’s preferences in terms of dates, time of days, class, nonstop flights, carriers, seat availability, change of airport, etc. 
It presents in a most effective, re-sortable matrix of the alternatives that can be in the hundreds for the intended destination from the point of departure. It provides the advantage of at-a-glance comparison of the alternatives, and even adds a verbal warning when the layover is very long or dangerously  short. It also alerts you to the danger of the abuse of the darned code sharing  practice of the airline  alliances, the functional –if not the methodological- equivalents of  the Gambino, Genovese, Colombo, and Lucchese families, monopolizing airline routes, rather than garbage collection routes. 
Scrolling down the screen that points broader picture  for the simple Honolulu-Auckland route that would be the first leg of my lecture tour in New Zealand and Australia, you would see not only stunningly different fares from Air New Zealand and United Airlines for the same flight, but many other airlines’ flights with exactly the same departure and arrival times, stop, and duration for the very same route at very different prices. This is the typical symptom and consequence of the code-sharing practice that mightily discombobulates the non-experienced users, as did the misleadingly presented mortgage deals in the past few years. 
True, the airlines’ lawyers made sure that there is an indication about the  airline actually operating the flights, but few customers read that part in time, fewer understand the meaning of it, and thus the once good airlines may appear prominently in the schedule, while a mediocre airline carries the passenger. Although the service quality gap between the traditionally good airlines and the very mediocre ones seems to narrow rapidly, it still may not be a good idea to fly on an airline operated by one of the newly independent countries of the former USSR, but is sold under the  rapidly declining, but still well-known name and logo of safer, and –from engineering perspectives-  better maintained  U.S. or Canadian airlines with the mantra of code-sharing. The absurdly high, and unjustifiable mark-ups of fares under the fig-leaf of code sharing just adds a mighty dose to the confusion of customers. Next step would be to add more Latin words to the contract and reduce their font size to 6 points. This is worse than traditional price fixing, it is price gouging.
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Figure 4. The broader picture of the consequences of alliances, code-sharing and price gouging 

As you can see from the figure above Air Canada goes beyond United Airlines in jacking up the fare of the Air New Zealand flight, nearly doubling the already high fare of Air New Zealand, and all its does is to add its own code, AC 9504 to the outbound flight. If these different codes represent  the same flight than why United charges U$4,151 more and Air Canada US$5,289 more for the identical flight, identical seat, identical bottle of tepid water than Air New Zealand which already has its pretty good profit built in the US$5,658 fare of this 18 hour round trip flight. 
American Airlines does the same, jacking up the high fare of Quantas for the Honolulu-Sydney leg of the trip. They do it to have a windfall profit, and created a functional monopoly on this route with connecting flights (and many others), unless you are willing –literally- to go out of your way  and  spend 70 hours getting there and back to save $100 flying through Seoul with Delta (or so you think).  
Actually, the flight is operated by Korean Air, which charges US1,901 more (US$7,467) than Delta (US$ 5,566) if you buy the same ticket through the web site of Korean Air.  Price gouging is fervent across the sky – among the traditional airlines who don’t want compete. They follow the policy of you scratch my  back and I’ll scratch yours while the consumers keep itching like crazy to figure out this mess of non-sense. 
One must be careful with all airlines, and  consider at which one to buy the ticket for the same, code-shared flight. If it seems to be a motivation  that you are to fly an Asian airline with the comfort and polite service associated with the best of the Asian airlines, such as Singapore Airlines, Malaysian Airlines, Japan Airlines, JALways, EVA Airways, Cathay Pacific or Asiana (the far better airline from Korea), I have some bad news. The flight attendants at Korean Air seem to have come from the DMZ where they spent too much time practicing to stare down their North Korean counterparts to see who blinks first, and lobs a rocket. As a passenger I got that stare when I asked for an English language newspaper as if I had asked for the current issue of the  Pyongyang Herald. My two bright South Korean students in recent years never gave me that look, even when they disagreed, so this must be be some special perk on Korean Air.
Korean Air may try to recover with this $1,901 surcharge per victim some of the costs of its expensive and extensive ad campaign for its flights. It is the most dysfunctional airline commercial  (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMA5CHCAqFQ)  that I saw (although its sound track is excellent). It starts as a swimsuit-with-gown ad, morphing into a shampoo, perfume, stiletto, champagne, eyewear  and Calvin Klein Obsession ad before flashing in the 25th second a stewardess (actually an actress) looking  at the overhead racks apparently from her motion just out of her neck brace - with  a motherly smile  of a nurse in the night shift in the  ER preemie section, finishing the ad reaching its climax. One may wonder what was  meant to be promoted as there were barely anything about Korean Air or about Korea.

You would see the same symptoms of code sharing abuse left and right. In Figure 5 of the Orbitz FareMatrix (that the company got trademark for), you can see that Korean Air reciprocates the favor by letting Delta to gouge the price –although only by US$910- on the Honolulu-Bangkok route operated in reality fully by Korean Air as flights KE52, KE653, KE660 and KE51, if you look up the details. Delta has it s own fig leaf code but it does not fly to Korea, let alone to Bangkok. This policy is a key to endless love between the airlines, and must keep accountant busy.  
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Figure 5. Korean Air reciprocates the favor to let Delta charge nearly US$2,000 more for a series of  purely Korean Air flights
There are a very few similarly comprehensive and well designed federated search engines for airfare hunting as Trip Planner, such as Kayak (which acquired also my former other favorite federated airfare search engine, SideStep. They show now the same results so don’t bother to go to both where many airfare hub sites would send you, not aware of this change). Kayak  is so good because it was designed by the developers of the Trip Planner, which is licensed and customized  also by airlines, such as Continental, Alaska and Alitalia. 
Kayak quickly led me, for example,  to a $439 flight between Taipei and Bangkok on KLM (which is not nearly as good as it was until a decade ago), but cost almost a third of what the alternative direct flights would have cost. Similarly, Air Lanka’s flight with its perfect business class seats  for $333 was the obvious choice over the much more expensive alternatives with huge detours for the short flight between Bangalore and Colombo after a weeklong multi-city lectures series at universities in India, where travel conditions improved but it is still not for the faint-hearted. The web site of the airline is barely functional in sharp contrast with the efficiency of the airline, the new and charming airport, but this is when web travel agencies can be used, even if they charge much extra for sending old fashioned print ticket – there is no alternative. 
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Figure 6. Really best fares for two flights through Kayak
The Low Cost Carriers and Federated Search Engines
The rapid development of the network of low cost carriers (LCC) or budget airlines was the best that happened in the past 10 years to compensate for the steep decline in the quality of services of the traditional airlines. It added insult to injury, and made air travel more and more a nightmare that the airfares of the traditional  airlines increased as steeply as the service deteriorated. 
The budget airlines are particularly prominent in Asia (except for the absolute lack of it in the otherwise booming South Korea), in Australia and across Europe. Unfortunately, practically nothing happened in Central and South America (except some minor efforts  in Brazil for domestic flights), and –much less surprisingly - in Africa.  In the Middle East, the good news is that brand new non-budget, but very competitive airlines came up with high-quality services at much better fares than the far less than royal airlines of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait with their absurd fares and aging fleet. 
The best ones include Emirates Airline with better economy seats than business seats on some old airlines, and the newer Etihad Air – both from the most progressive country in the region, the United Arab Emirates. Qatar Airways complements them well. They provide excellent  hubs with perfect spikes for those traveling from Europe and Africa to Australia, West, South and East Asia, and some parts of the United States. Not even they  offer flights to Central and  South America (except one for Sao Paolo).

There are more than 200 budget airlines, but practically none of them are covered by  any of above mentioned travel engines. It is  regrettable, especially for those who travel intensively in Asia, where superb and widely spread out really budget airlines based in Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand operate , such as Air Asia, JetStar and JetStar Asia, and the improving Tiger Airways (which may be the first LCC to fly to and from Korea in 2009). These airlines flew us to and from Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, Burma and Singapore on our anniversary tour flawlessly and for peanuts.  
Then there are   the primarily domestic airlines, such as Nok Air in Thailand (which charged me for its perfect, but since ceased round trip between Bangkok and Hanoi about 15% of the competition (Vietnam  Airlines and Air France) a year ago, or the impeccable services of Mandalay Air, and tiny Air Bagan that made our travel inside Myanmar/Burma efficient, reliable, delightful  and cheap.         
The good news is that there are federated search engines also for budget airlines. The bad news is that there is much less  than meets the eye. The site LowcostPlanet.com is the same as Flightlowcost.com, and had no impressive fares to show. Many of them don’t work. Skylow.com, for example, did not show any results , but sent my CPU usage to 100%, so it was difficult even to close it. Eurotrip.com  kept spinning endlessly time and again, so I gave up on it, especially after I saw that it identifies the  BKK city code  with the old airport of Bangkok (which should be DMK for Don Muang), I sensed that it was not updated since the new airport opened a couple of years ago, handling all the international flights, so I gave up on it.  Skyscanner.net is promising in its design and coverage of budget airlines not covered by others such as GOL and WebJet for domestic flights in Brazil, but it did not seem yet ready for efficient fare hunting.
The site Flylowcostairlines.org had some good fares, but missed from its offers for all  routes in my test suite, Bangkok Airways which is not really budget airline, but less expensive and far better than the flag carriers in some countries.. It was also very odd that it was offering routes for a planned Miami – Rio de Janeiro flight on Air Berlin and Condor through Dusseldorf, and on Martinair and Condor through Amsterdam, respectively.  I did not fancy either option (geographically and time-wise for this flight plan) and fly backward so excessively. It is also a hindrance that it provides only the airlines name and the route, but does not summarize the findings, does not tell the dates, times, and fares, just sends you to book this flight to the sites of the 2 or 3 airlines involved in operating the flights. It is not a federated search engine but more like an airfare hub site. It has, however, excellent information about low cost airlines, cities, and airports. 

After many tests,  the BestFlight.com.au site turned out to be the best federated search engine for finding the best fares of the best budget airlines in one fell swoop. It covers 75 budget airlines, and all of my favorites are included. It also covers traditional airlines, which is good if there is no LLC flying the route on the given day, or at a given time, or if occasionally the traditional airline may have a special fare beating even the budget airline’s fare. The only fare where it failed to find the best deal is the one for Bangkok-Denpasar which was not found by any of the tested engines, even though it was accessible through its public menu as I have shown above. It found similarly superior fares for most routes as shown here for a possible trip from Bangkok to Ho Chi Minh City which the engine is smart enough to offer also under its earlier name, Saigon, and intelligently converted my choice of the new name automatically. 
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Figure 7. The best federated search engine for  budget airlines around the world
I wish the currency could be changed from Australian dollars to instantly sense  the difference in your own currency. It would also be nice to be able to sort the fare list also by trip duration (in case of connecting flights with possibly very different layover and in different time zones). These are compensated by the excellent additional information about the budget airlines, the matrix of hot-linked logos of the budget airlines arranged by regions that they serve, and the awesome collection of the interactive route maps of those. I spotted an error on the route map of Southwest Airlines, indicating a non-existent direct flight between Honolulu and Fort Lauderdale, but in context of the very tangible benefits, this is not an issue. 
As I was writing this, United Airlines, a prime example for airlines that give less and less, and charge more and more, significantly increased the mileage requirements for award travel. All of the dinosaurs of the airline industry introduced extra charges using the sudden rise in oil price, and while it fell by 40% lately, this is not reflected in their fares. It makes even more important to treat these more and more decrepit airlines,  their alliances, and code-sharing practices more suspiciously, and exploring the best deals through savvy searching that yields instantly measurable benefits for inspiration.    Depending on your traveling pattern, being a savvy travel searcher can easily save enough money to yield very good return on investment It also reinforces some of the best practices for savvy searching from 9 to 5.     
