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Steve Heapy is the Chief Executive Officer of Jet2.com and Jet2holidays, one of the UK’s leading leisure airlines and tour operators (www.jet2plc.com, n.d.). Under his leadership, Jet2 has navigated significant industry disruptions, including Covid-19 pandemic, fluctuating customer expectations and economic instability. This is reflected in the company’s swift decision to cancel flights, issue cash refunds and retain its full workforce during the pandemic. Jet2 also topped up furlough pay for lower-earning staff, introduces temporary pay cuts for higher earners and maintained a fully staffed call centre to support customers. These actions, alongside CEO Steve Heapy taking a reduced salary, helped the company enter the following financial year in a stronger position (Sheen, 2023). Jet2 has consistently outperformed many competitors in customer satisfaction, operational reliability and financial resilience, particularly during periods of industry-wide disruption. Much of this success has been attributed to Steve Heapy’s leadership style, decision making approach and ability to shape a strong organisational culture (Jet2plc.com, 2021).
This report evaluates how Steve Heapy has dealt with changes in the tourism and aviation industry. Applying established leadership and change management theories including Lewin’s Three-stage Model, Kotter’s Eight-step change model, transformational and situational leadership theories and cultural frameworks such as Schein and Handy.
Leadership and Change Management
The aviation industry has faced significant turbulence in recent years, and Jet2 has been no exception. The most disruptive event was the COVID-19 pandemic, during which passenger numbers collapsed by “66% by far the sharpest decline in aviation history” in 2020 (IATA, 2020).
Beyond the pandemic, the travel and tourism industry continues to grapple with a range of structural and emerging challenges, including shifting customer expectations, persistent economic pressures, widespread labour shortages, rapid technological change and growing environmental scrutiny. Many of these issues reflect long-standing vulnerabilities that were evident even before COVID-19, particularly the sector’s sensitivity to global disruptions and sustainability concerns (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2020). Recent analyses show that labour shortages evolving consumer demands are reshaping service delivery and operational models across the sector (McKinsey & Company, 2023), while inflation and broader economic uncertainty continue to influence travel behaviour and business resilience (OECD, 2024). These challenges align with what Kotter (Kotter 1970) describes as a “burning platform” for change, requiring rapid adaption, strategic clarity and strong leadership.
Lewin’s (1951) Three-Stage Model provides a useful framework for evaluating Steve Heapy’s approach to managing change. The first stage “unfreezing” involves preparing the organisation for change by challenging existing assumptions and creating a sense of urgency. Steve Heapy demonstrated this effectively during the early stages of COVID-19. Jet2 suspended operations earlier than many other airlines, recognising the severity of the situation and communicating risks clearly to staff and customers (Sheen, 2023), “because it is the right thing to do and it is how you run a responsible business.” (Stanford, 2020). This early action helped protect the organisation from deeper financial losses and aligns with Mullins and Rees (2023) argument that successful change requires strong leadership during the unfreezing stage. Mullins emphasises that leaders must create psychological readiness for change, which Steve achieved through transparent communication and decisive action.
The second stage, “change” involves implementing new practices and behaviours. During the pandemic, Steve Heapy introduced enhanced safety protocols, flexible booking policies and digital communication tools. Jet2 issued over £1 billion in customer refunds (Gibbons, 2020), demonstrating ethical decision making and customer focus. This aligns with Kotter’s emphasis on empowering and removing barriers to change (Kotter, 1970).
According to Jet2 CEO Steve Heapy, the company has firmly embedded customer-centric behaviours into its long-term culture, stating that their “approach to providing first-class customer service has not wavered” and will continue into the future (Jet2.com, 2024). This demonstrates the last phase in Lewins refreezing stage, where new practices, such as flexible rebooking and enhanced digital communication become part of Jet2’s organisational identity. 
Kotter’s Eight Step Change Model provides a more detailed framework for evaluating Heapy’s leadership during change. The first step, establishing a sense of urgency, was evident not only in Heapy’s early recognition of the pandemic’s impact and his decisive action to suspend operations, but also in his continuous support to hoteliers, which the Tourinews Awards jury highlighted as “very positive for the hotel sector” during the crisis (Rokou, 2022). This recognition shows that Heapy understood the severity of the situation and acted quickly to stabilize Jet2’s wider ecosystem, reinforcing the urgency of coordinated action. 
The second step, forming a guiding coalition was demonstrated as Steve Heapy worked closely with government bodies, airport partners, and senior leaders after COVID‑19, stressing that Jet2 would support the UK government however needed to reopen travel safely. He highlighted strong cooperation with tourism ministers in Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, Portugal, and Spain, all eager to welcome UK visitors again. As customer confidence slowly returned, Heapy praised Jet2’s response to the “unprecedented” crisis and emphasized coordinated efforts across the industry to rebuild travel.
The third step, creating a vision for change was reflected in the way Steve led the company through post‑pandemic recovery by strengthening its finances early, enhancing customer service, and accelerating digital engagement (Macnamara, 2021). He encouraged independent agents to adopt hybrid working models (admin editor, 2023) and leveraged Jet2’s tools to support sales. These strategic moves helped Jet2 emerge from the pandemic more resilient, customer‑focused, and digitally agile.
The fourth step, communicating the vision, was one of Jet2’s strengths. The company provided regular updates to customers and staff (Jet2.com, 2026), demonstrating transparency and reducing uncertainty. Effective communication is essential for reducing resistance to change (Hargie, 2021). 
The fifth step, empowering employees, was evident as Steve Heapy’s encouragement of frontline staff to make decisions regarding customer service and safety reflects his wider leadership approach, especially his belief that organisations should act “from a position of strength and not wait until the last minute,” empowering teams to respond confidently and proactively (Craig, 2022).
The sixth step, generating short-term wins, was demonstrated though Jet2’s ability to sustain high customer satisfaction, minimise operational disruption during the 2022 staffing crisis, and accelerate post-pandemic recovery) (Klein, 2025). Steve Heapy’s leadership describes as a “meteoric rise” supported by “excellent business management during the covid crisis” and “continuous support during the pandemic” (Rokou, 2022), has helped reinforce the change process and build organisational momentum.
The seventh step, consolidating gains, was reflected in Jet2’s continued strengthening of its operations through expanded recruitment, enhanced training, and significant fleet growth, supported by the company’s confidence during the pandemic when it “did an aircraft order for up to 146 aircraft,” demonstrating its commitment to long‑term expansion (Houghton, 2023).
The final step, anchoring new approaches in culture was evident in Jet2’s strengthens customer-centric culture (Jet2.com, 2026b). The company’s values, service, reliability and trust became more deeply embedded (Pizam,2020). Overall, Steve Heapy’s approach aligns closely with Kotter’s model, demonstrating effective change leadership.
However, not all aspects of Jet2’s change management was successful. The company struggled with rapidly changing government regulations, causing operational strain (London Daily, 2025). Jet2 has been slower to modernise than other airlines such as EasyJet or Ryanair, especially when it comes to digital tools. Its new AI-powered revenue system is still only being tested on a small slice of flights and the report makes it clear the airline needs to push harder and invest more if it wants to catch up (AviationOutlook, 2025).
Leadership style, Culture and People
Steve Heapy’s leadership style combines elements of transformational and suitualtional leadership. Transformational leaders inspire and motivate employees through vision, communication and personal influence (Bass, 1985). Steve’s clear customer-centric vision, strong communication and hands-on leadership reflect transformational leadership. This is demonstrated through his commitment to elevating guest experiences, fostering motivated teams. Championing sustainable tourism and driving innovation across the travel industry (CEOs Desk, 2024). This style is associated with higher morale, innovation and service quality (Northouse 2021).
Steve Heapy demonstrated situational leadership throughout COVID‑19 by adapting his style to the demands of each phase. During the crisis, he adopted a directive approach, making rapid operational decisions as Jet2 delivered what he described as an “industry‑leading response” to the “biggest crisis the travel industry has ever faced” (Macnamara, 2021). This reflects Hersey and Blanchard’s (1982) directing style, where leaders provide clear guidance in high‑pressure situations. As recovery began, Heapy shifted to a more supportive style, praising staff, acknowledging the emotional strain of the pandemic, and emphasising collective resilience (Macnamara, 2021).
Steve Heapy’s leadership during organisational change at Jet2 can be understood through Schein’s (2017) three levels of organisational culture and Handy’s (1933) cultural typology. Jet2’s long-standing belief that “people come first” is reflected in Steve’s emphasis on customer service wellbeing, which aligns with Schein’s basic underlying assumptions that guide behaviour during uncertainty. This is evident In Steve’s hands-on transparent communication style and his focus on teamwork, values that are visible as espoused values and artefacts in Jet2’s culture (Heroes Of Adventure, 2025). During major industry disruptions, such as the covid-19 pandemic, Steve reinforced stability through Jet2’s structured processes, reflecting Handy’s “role culture”, which supports clarity and reliability in times of change. However, he also encourages cross-functional collaboration and empowered teams to solve problems quickly (Jet2.com, 2025), introducing elements of Handys “task culture”, which fosters adaptability and innovation. Overall, Steve’s reactions during change can be explained by the deep cultural assumptions embedded within Jet2 and his deliberate use of both role and task cultures to support people, teamwork and organisational resilience. 

Strategic Recommendations for Leadership
To strengthen the long-term adaptability, Steve Heapy, could enhance his leadership by accelerating the company’s digital transformation, an area where Jet2 has lagged behind competitors such as EasyJet and Ryanair (AviationOutlook, 2025). Although his crisis leadership during Covid-19 was highly effective, adopting a more proactive, innovation driven approach would help Jet2 respond to ongoing technological and market shifts (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2020; Rokou, 2022). This aligns with Kotter’s (1970) emphasis on sustaining momentum and embedding change into organisational culture. Steve could also broaden distributed decision-making by empowering cross-functional teams, building on his existing encouragement of frontline autonomy (Craig, 2022). From a people and culture perspective, strengthening internal communication and expanding staff development opportunities would reinforce Jet2’s “people come first” culture foundation (Heroes Of Adventure, 2025) and would support Schein’s (2017) view that shared values underpin organisational resilience. Encouraging greater collaboration between departments and embedding psychological safety would further enhance Handy’s (1933) task-culture elements already merging within Jet2. These steps would help Steve Heapy strengthen the organisation maintaining its strong customer-centric identity while becoming more agile, innovative and future ready. 

Conclusion
Steve Heapy’s leadership has been key in guiding Jet2 through unprecedented levels of disruption in the aviation and tourism sectors. His decisive early actions during Covid-19 pandemic, such as suspending operations, issuing rapid refunds and prioritising customer welfare demonstrate effective “unfreezing” in the line of Lewin’s (1951) model and reflect Kotter’s (1970) emphasis on establishing urgency. These actions, supported by transparent communication and ethical decision making, helped Jet2 maintain customer trust and operational stability (Sheen, 2023; Gibbons, 2020). As Jet2 transitioned through the change and unfreezing stages, Steve Heapy embedded long term customer-centric practices and strengthened digital communication, reinforcing the organisation’s cultural identity (Jet2.com, 2024).
Steve’s leadership style, combining transformational qualities (Bass, 1985) with situational adaptability (Hersey and Blanchard 1982), has supported Jet2’s resilience and service quality. His ability to shift between directive leadership during crisis and supportive leadership during recovery aligns with Schein’s (2017) cultural framework and Handy’s (1933) role and task cultures, helping maintain stability while encouraging collaboration and innovation (Heroes Of Adventure, 2025; Jet2.com, 2025). However, Jet2’s slower progress in digital transformation and challenges adapting to shifting regulations highlight areas where further strategic development is needed (AviationOutlook, 2025).
Overall, Steve’s approach has strengthened Jet2’s culture, enhances customer satisfaction and supported organisational performance, but continued innovation and cultural development will be essential for sustaining long-term competitiveness. 
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