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This report critically looks at how H.H Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed AI Maktoum of Emirates Airlines has managed changes within Emirates and the industry. This focuses on his leadership style, his decision-making, and how these have impacted the people and culture at the organisation. This report applies key leadership theories such as Lewin (1939), Burns (1978), Bass (1985), and Kotter (1990), alongside the organisational behaviour concept. This report also provides recommendations to help with leadership effectiveness at Emirates that could be improved in the future. 
H.H Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed AI Maktoum is the Chairman and Chief Executive of the Emirates Group, which is one of the most well-known organisations in the global aviation and tourism sector. Since its establishment in 1985, Emirates has expanded rapidly into a leading international airline and now operates across over more than 140 destinations worldwide and playing a key role in helping Dubai become a global transport hub. Sheikh Ahmed has played a big role in this growth and has helped the airline become very successful globally.
The aviation industry is subject to constant change and can be very unpredictable. Airlines deal with some major disruptions which includes new technological advancements, environmental and sustainability pressures, economic changes, strong competition, and above all, the COVID-19 pandemic. During the COVID-19 period, Emirates was heavily affected by COVID-19 and experienced a 66% drop in revenue to AED 35.6 billion and its first loss in over 30 years (Emirates, “Emirates Group Announces 2020-21 Results”). However, despite this, Emirates rebounded strongly and managed to recover from this by reporting AED 119.8 billion in revenue and AED 10.9 billion in 2022-2023 (Emirates, “Emirates Group Announces 2022-23 Results”).
In addition to these challenges. The aviation industry is also increasingly influenced by global sustainability goals and environmental regulations, which are forcing airlines to rethink their long-term strategies. Emirates, as a major airline globally, faces pressure to reduce its carbon footprint while maintaining profitability and service quality. This creates complexity for leadership, as decisions must be able to balance economic performance with environmental responsibility. As a result of this, effective leadership is not only about managing major challenges but also about preparing for future industry shifts. Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership must be evaluated not only on past performances but also on how well it positions Emirates for long-term sustainability and competitiveness. 
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The aviation industry has experienced and faced major change and disruption over the last decade, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Emirates experienced a big drop in passenger numbers, losing about 75% reduction of demand (Emirates, “Emirates Group Announces 2020-21 Results”), it also reported a loss of around $6 billion annually, which was its first lost in over 30 years (Travel Weekly, 2021) and on top of this, a 585 reduction in capacity (Aviation Week, 2021). Moreover, the aviation industry has wider challenges, which include sustainability requirements, increased competition from other airlines, and new technology transformations. 
According to Kotter (1990), this argues that leadership is essential in situations of change and uncertainty as opposed to management, whereas management focuses more on maintaining stability and control. In context, Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership was crucial in helping Emirates deal with uncertainty and recover from a crisis. 

[bookmark: _Toc226135410]Strategic Leadership Responses 
Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership can be linked strongly to transformational leadership style, as defined by Burns (1978), which describes this as a leadership approach that inspires and motivates employees, while Bass (1985) highlights the importance of transformational leaders as the importance of innovation and long-term shared vision. Sheikh Ahmed’s approach focuses on vision, resilience, and long-term strategic thinking. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Emirates showed flexibility with this by adapting quickly. For example, Emirates shift turned towards cargo operations to maintain revenue streams while the passenger demand declined. This reflects adaptive leadership (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2013) by responding effectively to environmental changes. On the other hand, despite financial losses, Emirates Chairman Sheikh Ahmed continued investing in aircraft and infrastructure while focusing on long-term success instead of short-term survival. Mullins and Rees (2023) argue that effective leaders maintain a long-term focus during a crisis period, which is a key feature of effective leadership. The airline’s recovery highlights the success of this approach. As a result, by 2021, Emirates had restored services to 128 destinations (Emirates, “Emirates Group Announces 2020-21 Results”). These results demonstrate Sheikh Ahmed’s strong recovery leadership in navigating through a crisis and growing even after major disruptions within the company. 
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Although Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership was effective during this time, there were some limitations. The pandemic showed that Emirates relies heavily on international travel, which made them vulnerable during the time when the borders closed. Gret (2012) argues that organisations need to recognise and address these weaknesses. In this case, greater diversification into areas such as cargo or logistics earlier could have reduced risk. In addition, many of the actions taken during the pandemic were reactive rather than planned. This suggests that Emirates could have improved its preparation for future crises. However, Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership was successful because he managed to stabilise the organisation and guide it back to its strong performance, which supports Kotter's (1990) ideas about leadership during change. A deeper evaluation of this also highlights the importance of strategic agility in certain environments. While Emirates demonstrated a strong recovery, the organisation’s response to this was largely reactive rather than proactive. The shift towards cargo operations was effective, but suggests this capability was not fully developed before the pandemic. Mullins and Rees (2023) argue that organisations that build flexibility into their strategy are better prepared for major disruptions. Similarly, Kotter (1990) argues that embedding long-term change rather than relying on short-term responses has a better outcome for organisations.  Therefore, Sheikh Ahemd’s leadership could be strengthened by adopting a more forward approach, anticipating industry trends such as sustainability and digital transformation rather than responding after major disruptions occur. 
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The Emirates Group highlights leadership effectiveness, according to Emirates (“Emirates Group Achieves Record Profit in 2024-25”), record profits exceeding $5 billion. This demonstrates the alignment with Kotter’s (1990) principle of creating direction and maintaining organisational momentum during change. While Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership was highly effective during the crisis recovery, there were limitations. The airline’s dependence on international travel exposed vulnerability during the global pandemic, which made it more vulnerable when borders closed. Grey (2012) suggests organisations must critically reflect on structures and dependencies to improve resilience. 
Also, many of the actions taken during the pandemic were reactive rather than planned. This suggests that the airline could improve its preparedness for future crises. However, overall, Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership was effective as he was able to stabilise the company and lead it back to success. 
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Sheikh Ahmed’s leadership uses a combination of transformational and democratic leadership styles. Lewin (1939) describes democratic leadership as encouraging collaboration and involving others in shared decision-making, which can be seen and reflected in the Emirates’ strategic alignment among senior management. At the same time, transformational leadership is shown through Sheikh Ahmed, who demonstrates this through the ability to set a clear vision, motivate employees, encourage innovation, and engage with senior leaders and strategic coordination across the Emirates Group. 
However, transactional leadership is also present, particularly in the organisation’s focus on performance targets and business efficiency. Bass (1985) notes that leaders often combine transformational and transactional approaches to achieve goals, as this combination appears to contribute to Emirates’ organisational performance. 
Transformational leadership styles include:
· Vision and inspiration (Burns, 1978).
· Motivation and performance enhancement (Bass, 1985).
· Employee engagement (Armstrong, 2016).
These leadership styles are particularly important and effective during change as it encourages innovation and commitment. Armstrong (2016) suggests that transformational leadership improves employee engagement and organisational performance, which is evident in Emirates’ recovery and success that is continuing to grow. 
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Leadership has a strong influence and shapes organisational culture (Schein, 2010). Emirates has created and developed a culture that includes focusing on strong customer service excellence, high performance, innovation, global orientation and continuous improvement (About us | Emirates, 2026). During COVID-19, leadership decisions had a significant impact on employees. While there was a reduction in the workforce that occurred, Emirates tried to maintain communication and organisational direction while supporting the remaining employees, which led to supporting employee morale and teamwork (emirates.com, 2020). Additionally, Emirates rewarded employees following record profits, which helped reinforce a performance-driven culture (AP News, 2025).  Rees and Porter (2015) highlight that leadership builds trust and teamwork, which are important during recovery. Robbins (2015) also highlights that leadership influences motivation and job satisfaction. However, Buchanan and Huczynski (2013) note that large-scale organisations face hierarchical challenges which can limit employee input but giving employees more voice can improve innovation and adaptability. 
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While the organisational culture at Emirates is a strong, performance-driven culture, it also creates pressure for employees due to the demanding performance-focused nature. Hofstede (2001) suggests that cultures can lead to stress and reduced employee well-being if not managed well. Furthermore, although leadership appears to be effective at senior levels, there is limited evidence of widespread employee empowerment across the organisation. Heifetz (1994) argues that adaptive leadership requires improving responsibility and encourages input from all levels, without this, organisations may struggle to respond quickly to change in the industry. Therefore, while Sheikh Amed’s leadership has a strong organisational performance, it can give greater priority to employee well-being and inclusion, which can help strengthen Emirates’ organisation. 
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To improve leadership effectiveness at Emirates, there should be a few strategic steps for improvement that should be considered. Firstly,  Emirates should strengthen its focus on digital transformation as it is an important factor by investing in technology such as data analytics systems, artificial intelligence, and customer-focused technologies, which will improve both operational efficiency and customer experience when travelling with the airline. Secondly, Emirates should diversify its business model. The pandemic showed that relying too much on passenger travel can be a risk to the business, so expanding cargo and logistics services can make the company more resilient. Thirdly, Sheikh Ahmed could adopt to more of an adaptive leadership by allowing employees at different levels within the business to make decisions. Heifetz (1994) explains that this can help organisations respond more quickly to change. Finally, developing stronger crisis management plans would help the company be better prepared for future crises in the business. 
In terms of people and culture, improving communication in the business is key and can be effective. Kotter (1990) highlights that clear communication helps organisations manage change successfully. Emirates should also invest in employee training, specifically in furthering their employees' digital skills and adaptability (Mullins and Dossor, 2013).  Furthermore, promoting diversity and inclusion is another important factor that Emirates can implement, as it can improve creativity and problem-solving (Hofstede, 2001). Finally, strengthening organisational culture by focusing on shared values and employee engagement, which will support long-term success for the business (Schein, 2010).
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In conclusion, overall, H.H Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed AI Maktoum has shown strong leadership in managing change at Emirates. His transformational and democratic leadership style has helped the company to deal with major challenges, specifically the COVID-19 pandemic. Through effective decision-making and a clear vision. Emirates has recovered and remained competitive. Leadership theories such as Lewin (1939), Burns (1978), Bass (1985), and Kotter (1990) show that leadership is important for managing change, and Sheikh Ahmed’s approach reflects these ideas. 
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To continue being successful, Emirates should focus on improving digital technology, diversifying the company, improving communication, and supporting employees. These steps will help the company to deal with future challenges and stay competitive in the global aviation industry. 
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