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“THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN SPEAKING, IT IS NOW SAFE TO MOVE AROUND 
THE GLOBE.” AIR TRAVEL AND THE MYTH OF STAGNATION
Today, more people travel, more cheaply and safely than ever before. Travel has been 
democratized. Progress abounds. The “stagnationists” just can’t get anything right.



R obert Gordon, the Northwestern University macroeconomist, 

begins his TedTalk before an eager crowd.1 He flashes an old, 

black and white photo on the giant video screen behind him on stage: 

it shows a horse and buggy slowly traversing a muddy, rain-soaked 

road. “That horse is pulling [the buggy] along at 1% of the speed of 

sound,” he declares.

Then he switches to the color picture of a commercial jetliner taxiing 

down a tarmac. That’s a Boeing 707, he says, “which 60 years after the 

buggy, traveled at 80% of the speed of sound.”

He pauses, then utters the punchline, “And we don’t travel any faster 

today.” His tone is one of disappointment. 

He continues, “Could it be that the best years of American economic 

growth are behind us? Maybe economic growth is almost over? If we 

invent less wonderful things, growth will be much lower.”

So goes the lament of the world’s most famous stagnationist. He is so-

called (by us) for his insistence that human progress and innovation 

have slowed such that our best ideas today will be less useful in sur-

mounting economic problems than they were in the past.

Air travel is an easy and emotional example used to sell the stagnation 

story. On the surface, it appears that airplanes have not changed all 

that much in the lifetimes of many passengers. 

Air travel is also fraught with hassles. We face the slow boarding 

process to fill rows of passengers. We face snarling lines as we pass 

through the bureaucratic nightmare that is airport security each time 

we travel. We endure restrictions on the size and number of carry-on 

items. We scoot miserably into the middle seat in coach class (now 

dubbed “economy class” on so many airlines) and pay for snacks that 

once were freely distributed throughout the cabin. 

Yes, traveling by plane often feels no better than a standard bus 

shooting through the sky at 500 miles an hour. 
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«COMMERCIAL JETS TODAY 
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SMOOTH LANDING: THE AVERAGE US TICKET PRICE HAS COLLAPSED IN THE LAST 30 YEARSfig.1
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Yet, actually, air travel is better, safer, far cheaper, and more widely 

enjoyed by human beings than ever before. So while air travel provides 

a useful rhetorical device for stagnationists to wax eloquent about the 

failure of economic growth, actual progress marches on athwart con-

ventional assumptions and cries from gloomy economists. 

Move your seat to its full and upright position, stow your seat back 

tray table and make sure your seat belt is fastened low and tight across 

your waist. We have been cleared for take off: let’s see the truth about 

air travel. 

THE MANY DIMENSIONS OF TRAVEL

Speed is one dimension of the travel equation. It’s true that flight 

speeds at cruising altitude today vary from 480 miles per hour to 510 

miles per hour (mph), compared to the old Boeing 707’s quick, 525 

mph average cruising speed. And, for the typical passenger, that means 

that “in 1971, a regular airliner took eight hours to fly from London to 

New York; it still does.”2

But flight speed alone is a poor measure of human progress. There 

are engineering issues with faster planes, namely fuel economy. Flying 

faster means more fuel, which means higher ticket prices, all else 

equal.3 For ivory tower economists, the main metric of travel may be 

how long it takes to fly from London to New York. However, for the 

average middle class person the main determinant is how big a bite 

out of their discretionary income a flight will eat up. So the object of 

the airline industry isn’t necessarily to fly the fastest on every route. 

Instead, airlines aim to profit; that means flying most efficiently.

For efficiency, the key consideration is fuel burn per passenger mile–

especially given the sky high price of jet fuel in the 21st century so far. 

Commercial jets today have reduced fuel use per passenger mile by 

well over 70% compared to the original commercial jets held in such 

high regard. Further, planes today made from lighter, composite mate-

rial can carry two and a half times as many passengers or fly two and a 

half times farther! Look out your window as you take off: the wing tip 

devices alone have dramatically reduced fuel consumption. Modern 

jet aircraft are also 75% quieter than the first models and each new 

model gets better. 

To be fair to aeronautical engineers, we (humans) have flown faster: 

the Concorde jet graced the skies between Europe and New York 

for 30 years, flying at roughly twice the speed of sound. But, com-
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plaints about the “boom” sound that rippled through the atmosphere 

generated by the supersonic aircraft limited its routes. It turns out 

sonic booms over the Atlantic Ocean are preferable to large booms 

heard daily over major cities.

So we have outpaced the 707’s speed. For the airlines, it isn’t economic 

to do so. Even if cruising speeds of today’s major airlines are slower, 

the planes are more fuel efficient, carry more passengers per flight and 

are far quieter than ever before.

CHEAPER THAN EVER 

Some flyers nostalgically recall the halcyon days of air travel that fea-

tured the finest food served on China dinnerware, window curtains 

and smoking throughout the cabin. As is often the case, the past is not 

quite what it seemed. 

The problem? A ticket on an airplane in the 1950s came with a first 

class price tag and was therefore out of reach for the average poten-

tial flyer. Back then, more than 80% of the US population had never 

been on a flight. 

Today, the average ticket is cheaper than ever before. Adjusted for 

inflation (the erosion of each dollar’s purchasing power over time), 

the average round-trip domestic fare in the US fell from $442 in 1979 

to $275 in 2014 (see Figure 1 on page 10). That represents an annual 

savings of approximately $20 billion for US travelers. 

Globally, air travel costs have plunged as well. Since 1970, the infla-

tion-adjusted cost of air travel has dropped by more than 60%. The 

combination of less government regulation, more fuel efficient tech-

nology and low-cost air carriers (e.g., Southwest and Ryanair) has 

opened flight to the masses. What was once a luxury has become a 

necessity for all. 

MORE TRAVELERS THAN EVER BEFORE

As ticket prices plunged, the number of travelers took off–literally. 

One passenger bravely embarked on the first commercial airline flight 

on New Year’s Day, 1914. A century later, 8.5 million passengers per-

formed the same New Year’s feat. Similarly, in 1948, approximately 

120 flights criss-crossed the Atlantic between the US and Europe 

each week. In 2014, more than 1,200 flights per day crossed between 

Europe and North America alone. 

The world’s airlines carried more than two billion passengers in 

2009–a record at the time. To put that in perspective, imagine the 

entire populations of China, America, and all of the European Union 

flying each year. And the flying population had doubled in the twenty 

years leading up to 2009, after also doubling from 1979 to 1989.
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STAY SAFE, TRAVEL IN THE AIR: FATALITIES PER BILLION PASSENGER MILESfig.3

Source: Savage, Ian (2013). “Comparing the fatality risks in United States transportation across modes and over time.” Research in Transportation Economics 43, pp. 9‐22.   
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Some imagined that the global financial crises would put a dent in 

passenger travel. But it turned out to be “light turbulence” in an other-

wise smooth ascent, with the passenger tally reaching new heights by 

2013, when more than 3 billion people flew, the all-time record high. 

Many of those travelers were outside the OECD countries (see Figure 

2 on page 11). 

It turns out that “the wealthier we become, the more we value our 

time, and the more we value our time, the more likely we are to fly.”4 

As per capita gross domestic product (GDP) rises toward $60,000, 

flights per capita in each country approach 1. That doesn’t mean every 

resident will fly each year, but the number of flights will mirror the 

population. Over the next two decades, conservative estimates point 

to 6 billion airline passengers on an annual basis.5

It should not be surprising then that the countries becoming wealthy 

the fastest will yield the most passengers in the decades ahead. The 

bulk of those new passengers, nearly 1 billion, will depart from China. 

But, the US is still expected to add an additional 600 million passen-

gers to the airways.

“THE SAFEST PART OF YOUR TRIP IS NOW OVER”

The last, but in our minds most important point to consider, is safety. 

Fatalities due to air travel accidents have dwindled despite the mete-

oric rise in flight volumes. Whereas the original airlines recruited pilots 

who had experience with emergency landings, today the fatalities per 

billion miles traveled in the air are just a scant 0.07. As some pilots are 

fond of reminding passengers as they disembark the plane, arrival at a 

destination airport is the end of the safest part of the journey. 

In fact, fatalities from air travel are lower than all other major forms of 

transportation. Riding a bus? Per billion miles, fatalities are 0.11. How 

about driving a car? 7.28 fatalities per billion miles. How about riding 

a motorcycle? Per billion miles, the deaths are off the charts…212.57 

(see Figure 3 on previous page). Better to stay at home than take your 

Kawasaki on the 405 freeway in Los Angeles or the Autobahn in Ger-

many. So while CNN churns out endless hours of footage on tragic 

air accidents, the truth of the matter is that they disconcert us so 

because they are rarities, not regularities. 

KEEPING THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE

Contrary to the “stagnationist” claims, travel is better than ever. It is 

easy to find points to criticize if we isolate a certain aspect of travel 

(e.g., flight times between two major cities) and it is easy for the pes-

simists to prey on the emotions of stressed-out travelers. 

But, as is often the case with economics, the popular story fails to look 

beyond one number. Once you examine the details, the truth is not a 

lack of progress but that of staggering advance. 

Just a little more than 100 years ago, in 1899, a young man penned a 

letter: 

“I have been interested in the problem of mechanical and 

human flight ever since as a boy I constructed a number 

of bats of various sizes. . . . My observations since have 

only convinced me more firmly that human flight is pos-

sible and practicable. It is only a question of knowledge 

and skill as in all acrobatic feats.”6

That’s Wilbur Wright, of Wright Brothers fame, the two brothers 

who gave humans flight for the first time over the beaches of Kitty 

Hawk.

With flight accessible to a greater number and a greater share of the 

global population, the dream and allure of flying will spread. Who says 

another Wilbur Wright is not thinking up an even better, cheaper, and 

safer flying machine? After all it’s just an acrobatic feat we humans 

have learned. 

For now, passengers can move on to complaining about something 

else–like the poor quality of in-flight WiFi (yes, access to the internet, 

something that did not exist 30 years ago!) and why they can’t stream 

Netflix at 38,000 feet.  
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