
Strategic lessons from Apple and Ryanair... 
and the role research could have played but didn’t 
 

Apple and Ryanair share many similarities  despite  
their cultural differences  and sector focus. 

 

1. Both have copied other companies before 
launching their products and service, respectively.   

• Apple tends to copy the efforts of others once major 
glitches are removed. 

• Ryanair’s low cost fare business model mirrors US 
based Southwest airlines.   

 

 

2. Both brands have challenged convention in their 
respective markets. 

 

 

3. Both brands have made significant above average 
profits for their sector.   

• Ryanair has grown while other airlines have gone bust.  

• Apple may have had its ups and downs but enjoys 
significant profit margins.     

 

 

But their pricing strategies are at the opposite ends of 
the spectrum.  

• Price premium through product leadership (Apple) 

• Low price through low cost leadership (Ryanair) 
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Both brands have taken non-research approaches to 
understanding customer needs and wants 
 
Apple creates products we 
didn’t know we wanted.  

 

 

 

Ryanair created a service without 
the things we thought we needed: 
allocated seats, free food and drink 
and flying to recognised airports.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It’s not the 
consumers’ job 
to know what 
they want”  
Steve Jobs. 

 

 

 

 
What role for research? 
 
Apple may be proud of producing iconic products but a test stage in 
the product development process of the iPad, for example, would 
have uncovered customer dissatisfaction through its inability to be 
used in bright sunlight and no obvious way  of printing. 
 

Co-creation of products may not be in vogue at 
Apple but using consumers to test products may 
have resulted in a better product and saved lost 
sales to the Kindle whose advertising stresses its use 
in the sun.  Further research on understanding 
customer choice would have proved or disproved 
this last point! 
Perhaps research does have a role to play at Apple! 
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Ryanair is pretty adamant it knows what customers want 
 

Ryanair’s stripped down approach is similar to budget hotels like Travelodge.  
In research we use trade off techniques to measure demand for products and 
services at different price points referencing various feature combinations.  In 
many cases we are looking to advance the number of features rather than 
strip them down – think about entertainment or safety features in cars or 
building the next generation credit card. 
 
 
 
 

“The European 
consumer 
would walk 
over broken 
glass to get 
cheap 
airfares” 

The next generation electric vehicle will include the gadgets we 
have come to expect. How about a stripped down version for the 
cost conscious driver that makes driving both affordable and 
environmentally friendly?  
 

“At the moment 
the ice is free, but 
if we could find a 

way of targeting a 
price on it, we 

would” 

In conclusion 
Research techniques could be used at some point in product development 
even if the brand feels that the basic concept is not something that consumers 
can describe.  
Research can help drive a new breed of stripped down products in categories 
currently focused on bundles of benefits. 
 
 

Michael O’Leary 

 
Here’s a thought 
 
In times of economic recession and a focus on reducing our impact on the 
environment, stripped down products and services might be the order of the 
day - we just need to turn the research technique we use on its head, as it 
were. 
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