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The COVID-19 pandemic affected almost every company or organisation worldwide, and the company in question, United Airlines, was no exception. United Airlines Inc. is a major American airline that operates mainly domestic and international routes. With its headquarters in Willis Tower, Chicago, Illinois, the organisation is the third largest in the world following its merger with Continental Airlines in 2010. United Airlines Inc. flies to more than 120 destinations internationally and 210 destinations locally (United, 2021). Even though the COVID-19 outbreak affected companies and organisations from all industries, the industry most hurt by the pandemic is the transport industry. The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in various measures that diminished revenues in multiple companies, including United Airlines. For instance, when the pandemic started, the government imposed movement restrictions within and outside the country, resulting in a decreased number of travelers around and beyond the country. By analysing the internal and external factors of the organisation, SWOT, PESTEL and Porter’s five forces, this report discusses the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on United Airlines.
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One of the significant impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on United Airlines is the reduced workforce. In December 2021, 3,000 company employees tested positive for COVID. As a result, some were hospitalised while some were forced to quarantine at home. On one such day, a third of all the company’s staff from Newark called in sick, saying they had either tested positive for the disease or had shown symptoms similar to the virus (Hsu, 2022). Consequently, the company experienced a staff shortage, which significantly affected its operations. For instance, the company was forced to cancel some flights due to the staff shortage caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The other internal impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on United Airlines is losses. Because of the pandemic, many flights were cancelled, and customers were refunded their tickets. However, the company still had to pay its employees. Therefore, due to the reduced passenger revenue resulting from fewer customers and canceled flights, the company recorded a loss of US $1.8 billion in 2020 only (Fontanet-Perez, Vazquez, and Carou, 2022). However, the losses exceed US $2 billion because the recorded US $1.8 billion loss was from the third quarter of the year.
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, various governments across the country implemented some restrictive measures to prevent the spread of the disease. As a result, fewer people within the country and beyond were not allowed, affecting the company’s local and international flights. Additionally, due to the pandemic, besides the restrictive measures implemented by governments worldwide, people became wary of traveling because of fear of contracting the disease. When the pandemic started, the World Health Organisation said one could contract the disease by being close to someone with the virus. Hence, people became afraid of traveling because they believed that traveling entails interacting with other people from other countries and regions, thus increasing their chances of contracting the virus. (Nuramira, 2019) As a result, the diminished demand greatly affected the travel industry, including our company.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, United Airlines was forced to lay off about 16,000 employees. Due to the pandemic, the number of customers and passengers traveling significantly reduced following the restrictive movement measures imposed by various governments. Consequently, the company’s passenger revenue was significantly reduced to the extent of making significant losses. Hence, the company was forced to lay off some employees because it could not sustain the vast expenses that included employee wages and salaries (Maneenop and Kotcharin, 2020). However, the decision was not positively taken by most of the employees and other people, as they cited an inhuman decision by the company, thus tainting its reputation and image.
When the pandemic started, most companies and organisations closed because of the lack of customers. Due to the movement restrictions and other preventive measures like maintaining a particular distance when in places like hotels or entertainment joints, the number of customers in these businesses significantly reduced. As a result, most companies fired most of their employees because they could no longer afford to pay them. Thus, millions of employees globally became victims of such measures and decisions. Furthermore, due to the recurring losses because of the lack of customers, some businesses and companies decided to quit operations. Hence, many people globally lost their jobs (Maneenop and Kotcharin, 2020). Therefore, the unemployment rate in the country and globally hit an all-time high. Due to the high unemployment rates and loss of jobs, people’s spending was reduced. Consequently, people could hardly travel to their favourite destinations, reducing the number of customers in the company.
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The SWOT analysis of United Airlines discusses the company’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats and how the COVID-19 pandemic affected these factors.
Strengths
One of the strengths of United Airlines is its brand identity. Founded in 1926, the company is known locally and internationally. The company’s great history and legacy make it the preferred airline company for most customers. In addition, United Airlines boosts its brand through extensive advertising via online ads, print, and social media engagement, among other forms of advertisement. Consequently, the company’s strong brand as evidenced by its massive following on social media platforms like Twitter, where the company has over one million followers (Shastri, 2022). The company’s strong brand on social media and physical presence ensures that most customers prefer it to other airlines. Therefore, despite the adverse impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the company managed to attract some customers, thanks to its brand identity.
In addition, United Airlines enjoys being one of the largest airlines in the United States. With over 5,000 flights daily to over 30 destinations and across 6 continents, the organisation is the third largest in the country. Furthermore, the company has more than 80,000 workers and operates over two million flights annually, serving about 140 million customers (Shastri, 2022). Hence, considering its enormous size, the company earns considerable revenue and profits that ensure it remains operational.
Moreover, the company offers excellent customer service, making it one of the preferred and sought-after airline companies in the country and globally. For instance, the company provides its customers with entertainment tools like Wi-Fi, music, onboard meals and movie streaming. These services ensure that customers are entertained and satisfied throughout their journey and have an exceptional experience (Shastri, 2022). Through such services and expertise, the company attracts many customers and maintains the existing ones. Therefore, regardless of circumstances like the COVID-19 pandemic, the company attracts new customers and ensures that its current customers remain.
Weaknesses
One of the weaknesses of United Airlines is its dependence on the third party for services like maintenance, fueling operations, and customer service. Relying on a third party for these essential services and functions can be challenging when the third party intentionally or unintentionally fails its duties (Shastri, 2022). For instance, if the company's third party depends on customer service and is involved in a scandal, the company may lose customers and investors because of its association with the third party. Furthermore, some third parties may not take the work of others seriously, resulting in constant errors and inconveniences that may affect the company's operations.
Another weakness associated with United Airlines is a bad brand image in handling some customers. Recently, the company was accused of mishandling a passenger when the employees of the company were recorded forcibly dragging out a passenger from a plane. The incident resulted in an online outburst as some customers and citizens cited poor customer service. In addition, the company’s brand image was affected when a pet died in one of the company’s plane overhead bins (Shastri, 2022). Therefore, these few cases of mishandling of passengers and the death of the pet give a wrong perception of the company’s image to the public. Due to such issues coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic, the company’s customer traffic was significantly reduced.
Opportunities
One of the opportunities United Airlines can take advantage of amid the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic is the growing tourism in the country and internationally. According to the US inbound tourism statistics, tourism in the country will continue to grow with more tourists coming from Canada, the UK, Mexico, Japan and China (Shastri, 2022). Therefore, considering the company’s losses during the COVID-19 pandemic, United Airlines can use this opportunity to open up other businesses and travel routes to make up for the losses caused during the pandemic.
In addition, the company can utilise its partnerships with other companies to attract more customers and offer various services and products. Through its partnerships with local and international partners, United Airlines can extend its services to newer and unexplored destinations (Shastri, 2022). More so, the partnerships with other organisations and companies enable United Airlines to utilise its resources and personnel to enhance its operations, products, and services.
Additionally, United Airlines can utilise the United States’ growing economy to enhance the company. The strong and growing US economy improves peoples’ purchasing power. More so, the strong and growing economy of the United States increases the demand for various services, including travel services (Shastri, 2022). Hence, the company can utilise this opportunity to enhance its investments because it will be sure that the business will prosper.
Threats
The primary threat to United Airlines is the many competitors offering similar services. Some of the close competitors to United Airlines are Southwest Airlines, American Airlines, Delta Airlines, and JetBlue Airways. Most of these companies offer low-cost airline services compared to United Airlines. As a result, the company is forced to offer discounted prices to its customers to avoid migrating customers to competitors (Shastri, 2022). However, offering discounts sometimes threatens the company's profit margins since it also has to pay for expenses like employee wages. If the threat or problem is not addressed or solved, the company’s survival and existence may be at risk.
Another threat to United Airlines and the aviation industry is increasing fuel prices. The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in increased costs of some commodities, and fuel was one of the commodities whose price hiked due to the pandemic (Shastri, 2022). Due to the high fuel prices, the company is forced to increase the cost of its services, including airfares. An increase in the cost of services is likely to result in fewer customers because some customers can hardly afford the hiked airfares.
Like any other airline company or business, terrorist attacks are a severe threat in the industry that affects all companies, including United Airlines. Following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks that were accomplished by hijacking planes, the aviation industry has been under severe scrutiny by the public and the government (Shastri, 2022). As a result, aviation and airline companies have been forced to implement measures to prevent such attacks. However, following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks where most of the victims were plane passengers, some people are reluctant to use planes as their mode of traveling in fear of a similar incident.
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The PESTEL analysis is a framework or approach that analyses the political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal factors affecting a company.
Political Factors
One of the political factors that may affect the operations of United Airlines is a trade war between the United States and other countries. A trade war creates an unstable and unfriendly environment for any business, including the aviation industry (IATA Economics, 2018). Trade war results in trade restrictions, whereby certain types of goods or services are allowed in a particular country. For example, due to a trade war, a country where United Airlines operates may restrict the number of customers the company can service in a particular month or year (Fern Fort University, 2021). Furthermore, the country may ultimately limit any form of business and force the company out of business in that particular country. When such a situation occurs, the company will likely make huge losses, as it will be forced to exit a lucrative market.
Another political factor that affects or may affect the company’s operation is the political instability of some countries. Since United Airlines operates locally and internationally, political instability in the destination country can hinder the company’s operations in that country (Fern Fort University, 2021). Political instability results in violence and wars, which can put the staff and plane crew at risk; hence, the company may be forced to suspend operations in that country. Moreover, political instability in some countries prevents the company from extending its operation to countries prone to political unrest because of the fear of the unknown.
In addition, salary and wage policies may pose a significant risk to the company. For instance, the country may impose specific policies that dictate the wages and salaries of crewmembers and staff, thus affecting the company’s operations. For example, the government may set a higher minimum wage for staff and crew, thus affecting the company’s revenues and profits (Fern Fort University, 2021). When the minimum wage is high, the company will spend most of its revenue on wages and salaries, thus reducing its profits.
Economic Factors
One of the major economic factors affecting United Airlines and the aviation industry, in general, is the country’s inflation. Due to the current inflation in the country, prices of commodities such as fuel have gone up drastically (Fern Fort University, 2021). Hence, the company revenues or profits are affected because a large portion of the revenues goes to purchasing expensive fuel. Besides fuel, inflation has resulted in the hike of some commodities like spare parts, making it costly to maintain planes.
Another economic issue affecting United Airlines in its daily operations is the poor infrastructure in some countries. Since the company operates in international countries and destinations, the poor infrastructure in some countries is a massive challenge for the company (Fern Fort University, 2021). Some airports where planes land is in poor condition, affecting the safety of the aircraft and people on board.
Exchange rates and the host country’s currency's stability are other economic factors affecting the company's operations. A weak currency of the host country will see the company make losses because the weaker the currency, the lower the returns (Fern Fort University, 2021). Furthermore, when the exchange rates are high, the company will likely make losses.
Social Factors
One of the social factors affecting or may affect United Airlines is the culture in destination countries. Since the company has several destinations worldwide, certain cultures in these countries may affect the company's operations (Fern Fort University, 2021). For example, some countries may be against having women in certain positions in a company. For instance, some countries may be against women being pilots, and men cannot fly in planes where women are pilots. Such cultural norms and practices may affect the company if only the women are skilled in that route.
Another social factor that concerns United Airlines is people’s education or skill level in a particular country. If a company has or creates branches in other countries, it must employ some staff from the local community as a social responsibility. Using staff from the local community is beneficial because it enhances the community’s support for the company and security reasons (Fern Fort University, 2021). However, in some situations, some communities lack educated or skilled people in the sectors relevant to the company.
Technological Factors
The aviation industry is one of the industries that is characterised by constant technological advancements. Almost every year, new technology emerges that makes aviation products and services better while at the same time making former products and services obsolete (Fern Fort University, 2021). Therefore, even if the company had made massive investments in some features, the features may be useless with new technology.
Another technological factor that may affect the company is the automation of some activities in tasks that may render pilots and other employees jobless. Nowadays, developers and designers are working on how to minimise or replace human activities (Fern Fort University, 2021). Therefore, in the case of the automation of some services due to technological advancements, the company’s employees may lose their jobs.
Environmental Factors 
One of the safety measures of running an airline company is understanding the weather and when to fly. As a result, the aviation industry, including United Airlines, is greatly affected by adverse weather changes (Fern Fort University, 2021). For instance, prolonged rain in a particular destination may interfere with the company’s schedule because it is advisable to fly when the weather is conducive. During the rainy season, fog in some areas may be very thick, hampering the pilots’ visibility and posing a severe safety risk.
Legal Factors
One of the significant legal factors affecting United Airlines is copyright issues. Whenever the company launches a service or product, other airline companies launch the same or similar product or service. As a result, the company can hardly create a competitive advantage because of these copyright issues (Fern Fort University, 2021). For instance, when the company introduced loyalty programmes and incentives for its loyal customers, some competitors launched and implemented similar services and programmes, threatening the company’s creativity.
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Porter’s five forces refer to a framework or approach that analyses a company’s competitive environment by considering the power of its competitors, potential new market entrants, suppliers, customers, and substitute products. The following is Porter’s five forces analysis of United Airlines.
Competitive Rivals
Considering the profitable nature of the aviation industry or businesses, competition is usually stiff. Even though United Airlines is one of the best five airline companies in the United States, the company faces competition from major and minor companies. Since there are different types of customers in the country, some small companies offer lower prices for products and services, thus offering competitive with United Airlines. However, with a 12.4 percent market share, the company enjoys many customers compared to some of its competitors. The major competitors to United Airlines, according to 2020 data, include American Airlines with a 19.3 percent market share, Southwest Airlines with a 17.4 percent market share and Delta Airlines with a 15.5 percent market share (Kasi, 2022).


The Threat of New Entrants
Considering the high entry and exit barriers in the aviation industry, the threat of new entrants is reasonably low. Entering the aviation industry requires enormous investments, expansion costs, and other associated costs. Despite incurring all these costs, success in the industry is not guaranteed. Hence, it is unlikely that there might be new entrants in the industry that will push existing companies like United Airlines out of business. Besides the financial barriers, the aviation industry is characterised by strict regulations and economies of scale that discourage potential investors. In addition, in the case of a new entrant, the entrant must first compete with the well-established and concentrated industry, which can be challenging (Kasi, 2022). Moreover, United Airlines constantly invests in new planes and skilled personnel to ensure that it is up-to-date with new developments. Therefore, considering the high financial needs and regulatory barriers, the possibility and threat of a new entrant are low.
Threat of Substitutes 
The aviation industry and air transport were introduced for quick transport and low cost. Traveling by plane between cities may take a few minutes, while traveling the same distance via train or road may take hours. As a result, the aviation industry has become the leading mode of transport in the country and other countries (Kasi, 2022). However, there are complaints and suggestions for developing projects that cause less environmental harm through carbon emissions. However, such projects take time and a lot of effort before they come to fruition. Therefore, considering the cost and time that a new project or substitute may take to enter the industry, there is no threat of a substitute to United Airlines.
Bargaining Power of Buyers
Due to technological advancements and the ease of obtaining information, the customers’ bargaining power is high. Since customers or consumers can quickly and easily get information about the services and costs from various companies, the consumers can easily choose another company if one proves to be complicated or expensive (Kasi, 2022). For instance, if the consumers browse the rates of United Airlines and compare them with those of another company, the consumer can easily choose the company of their choice. Hence, customers or buyers have higher bargaining power.





Bargaining Power of Suppliers
Airplane manufacturers and human resource providers are the leading suppliers in the aviation industry. Airline manufacturers deliver the plans and provide parts for in-service maintenance. Airline producers come from three top companies, namely Boeing, Airbus and Bombardier (Kasi, 2022). Therefore, considering the few suppliers relative to the big industry, the suppliers have high bargaining power. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic affected a range of industries and companies. Among the industries most affected by the pandemic is the aviation industry. Hence, companies like United Airlines felt the impact. The internal effects of the pandemic on United Airlines include a shortage of customers and losses, while external impacts include decreased demand. To determine the various marketing fundamentals of the company, conducting a SWOT, PESTEL and Porter’s Five Forces analysis is essential.
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