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[bookmark: _Toc129260321]1.0 Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc129247577]Before undertaking an evaluation of strategic management, it is imperative to understand the role of strategy and its role in the broader business environment. According to Lynch (2021), strategic management can be described as the identification of the purpose of the organisation and the plans and actions to achieve that purpose. It’s important to note that this is not the only definition (Hill and Jones (2007). Hill and Jones (2007) further argue that stability, expansion, retrenchment, and a combination of strategies should not be just about actions and objectives.
This definition is open to differing interpretations as each organisation will have its objective and goals that need to achieve. So, the question needs to be asked why is Strategic Management essential, and why do organisations need it? Strategic Management has benefits both financial and non-financial. A robust strategic management policy can help an organisation and its leadership to tut and plan for its future (Ambrosini, 1998). To provide a balance, looking at the negative aspects of strategic management is imperative to determine what can be learned and how it can improve the organisation’s operational objectives. Some strategists dispute the approach to strategy, and Quinn (2017) emphasises the uncertainty of the future and that setting out a strategic plan may be a fruitless task. Quinn (2017) also suggests that strategic management consists of the analysis, decisions and actions an organisation undertakes to obtain a competitive advantage; it can be expensive and time-consuming to implement; however, there are huge benefits if organisations can get it right.
The report will present a case study of Delta Airlines, one of America’s most successful airlines, which continues to enjoy great success due in part to the strategic management model they have implemented regarding its client base, target segmentation and competitive advantage against its competitors. To critically evaluate strategic management, the report will focus on three key objectives to draw an effective and appropriate conclusion. Firstly; it will focus on the nature of strategic management, why it is important and what benefits it can bring to an organisation. David (2011) suggests it is crucial to understand the strategy and acknowledges that strategic management allows systematic change. Systems can help businesses to find direction and grow through a process of assessment, evaluation and then development which can help to identify new business goals, set appropriate and achievable objectives, and help businesses to regain a competitive edge. Finally, the analysis will look at strategy formulation to try and understand Delta Airlines’ decision-making decision and how its model can help the company achieve its long-term vision (Nickols, 2016). Once the correct procedures are in place, how do you turn the plans into achieving the desired outcome? Forest (2022) suggests that the success of any organisation rest on its capacity to implement decisions and execute critical processes efficiently, effectively, and consistently.


[bookmark: _Toc129247576][bookmark: _Toc129260322]2.0 Delta Airlines - An American success story
The history of Delta Airlines goes back to 1925; the company was initially known as Huff Daland Dusters and was the world’s first aerial crop-dusting company. Huff Daland began as the first commercial agriculture flying company, and its 18 planes became the largest privately owned fleet in the world. The crop-dusting operations operated from Florida to Arkansas, over 800 miles (Gay, 2019). After C.E. Wooland bought Huff Daland out in 1929, the company was renamed Delta Airlines Service, which started a new generation in aviation. The first commercial flight took off in 1929 from Texas to Mississippi with a stopover in Monroe, Louisiana, and thus heralded a giant step forward into passenger travel. Delta Airlines was started with the Delta Difference, which C.E. Wooland, its founder, believed “There is only about two per cent difference between success and failure — and that two per cent is the determination and singleness of purpose that makes us do things. Without it, we are just another airline — with it, nothing can stop us." (Delta Airlines Museum, 2021). This remains the view of Delta Airlines in 2023. 
Delta Airlines has created a business model that sets itself apart from its main three competitors and makes it a unique carrier. Delta Airlines’ success has gone from strength to strength in the last ninety-four years, becoming America’s most admired airline and employing more than 74000 employees worldwide. The airline is also on Forbes’ list of best companies to work for diversity in 2022 (Baldanza, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc129260323][bookmark: _Toc129260324]2.1 Market Share
Delta Airlines and the other three major carriers hold twenty per cent of the market share; however, each has its strengths and weaknesses. Delta Airlines has worked hard over the last fifteen years to achieve its top spot in the industry, and they have done that by improving the quality of Deltas’ in-flight and airport experience (Mockler, 2003). The airline has also expanded its list of destinations and consistently outperforms its competitors regarding reliability and customer satisfaction. This has helped to propel the organisation to number one in Conde Nast Traveller’s 2022 Readers’ Choice, Award for best airlines in the US (Conde Nast, 2022). There have been many challenges facing the airline industry over the last three years, and one of the more notable challenges is COVID-19. Airlines are only now bouncing back, and the pandemic, in part, has increased the low–cost traveller. Even if the next few years see an increase in low-cost travel from a leisure perspective, Delta Airlines will still be one of the biggest airlines in the US (Shrivastava, 2022).
2.1.2 Better Labour Relations
Forging better relationships with labour groups has been critical to Delta’s business strategy. This has resulted in Delta keeping many of these groups non-union, which means a better negotiating position when arranging new contracts for their workers. Part of Delta’s strategy is to negotiate and complete the deal well before the expiry date, whereas it takes the other airlines years to complete the sale. The Railway Labour Act Law requires organisations to negotiate on or around the expiry date. This puts Delta in a perfect position (Whittington et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc129260325]2.1.3. Smarter Fleet Strategy
 One of the significant successes of Delta Airlines is a smarter fleet strategy. Most of their planes typically spend 17 years in service, which is longer than American Airlines (11 years), Southwest Airlines (12 years) and United Airlines (14 years). However, when a passenger steps on board the aircraft, they would not know the plane's age due to the high interior specification (Sweigart, 2021). This is a smart move by the airline and reduces the need to seek further investment to purchase new planes.
[bookmark: _Toc129260326]2.1.4 Clear Strategic Focus
Having taken the above into account, Delta Airlines has a strong focus on where they are in the business and are aware of its core competencies. The President of Delta Airlines, Ed Bastian, is mindful of the threat of low-cost carriers in the global airline market. The organisation’s strategy continues to focus on its high-paying travellers as experience has shown the airline that their length of service, reliability, and attention to detail, travellers are happy to pay higher prices as Delta Airlines beat what their competitors do (Alumni, 2015). To compete with the low-cost carrier market, Delta Airlines have introduced its first economy fare, which they hope will attract more low-cost paying customers. Delta’s strategy is to serve as many of its 200 million customers annually with the industry-leading customer -service, safety, innovation, and reliability. Delta’s mission is to ensure that the future of travel is connected, personalised and enjoyable (Rothaermel & King, 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc129247578][bookmark: _Toc129260328]3.1 Strategic Capabilities 
Strategic capability includes resources and competencies that a firm utilises to compete in its business environment. It can therefore constitute a firm's strengths and weaknesses and be a source of competitive advantage or disadvantage over its rivals. 
(Capasso et al., 2005). Since 2021, Delta Airlines has adopted a robust strategic management plan focusing specifically on its strategic capabilities to ensure the organisation can create value over the long term, which will help to achieve its company vision. Awareness of the strategic capabilities is crucial when considering the company’s long-term view. According to Hermann (2005), there is value in strategic capabilities when they provide a competitive advantage in a market at a cost that allows an organisation to realise acceptable levels of return. Delta significantly focuses on strategic capabilities, particularly the airline segment, which provides transportation for people and cargo in the U.S. and internationally, with 70% of net sales coming from the U.S. market (Magreta, 2012). Although Delta Airlines started as a crop-dusting company, it has now grown into one of the largest airlines in the world. Delta travels to over 320 destinations in 60 countries and has a fleet of over 800 planes.
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Formulating a robust strategy is essential in any organisation. It can help to define the direction a business must travel and aids in establishing realistic objectives and goals that are in line with the vision and mission charted out for it (Cote, 2020). Delta Airlines have an aggressive management strategy when dealing with its business model. Like other major airlines, Delta has been exposed to Ultra Low-Cost Carriers (ULCC) in the marketplace. Each airline has its approach to the situation; however, Delta Airlines’ response is to introduce its first basic economy ticket to help mitigate the risk from competitors.
Cote (2021) adds that Delta’s strategy has several weaknesses. Delta only relies on business from one market, North America, which equates to 82 per cent of total revenue. Delta Airlines also has a high attrition rate which can have a negative impact on the organisation. This can result in a loss of valuable knowledge and experience loss of morale for those employees that are left. Delta Airlines must factor this into its strategy with being a Fortune 500 company (Lewis and Newton, 2016). Delta must be aware of the external forces that can affect the organisation’s business model, as this could affect the viability of the business and its profits. The airline’s strategy will constantly be changing to consider these forces. The company must know its competitors and adjust its strategy and objectives accordingly (Amason & Ward, 2021). A better demonstration of this is the five forces theory in Porter’s five forces framework (Grundy, 2006). These forces include the number and power of a company's competitive rivals, potential new market entrants, suppliers, customers, and substitute products that influence a company's profitability. If these factors are not considered, Delta Airlines could lose its competitive edge and its number rankings or even face an impact on its profits, limiting the possibility of expanding the business (Walters and Helman, 2020).


[bookmark: _Toc129247585][bookmark: _Toc129260331]Conclusion
The report aimed to answer two fundamental questions. Evaluate the competitive strategy Delta Airlines has adopted to develop its current competitive position and analyse the advantages and limitations of this strategy in the current environment.  Delta Airlines has created a strategy that has made the organisation one of the biggest airlines in the world. Over the last ninety-four years, Delta has developed a system that sets it apart from its major competitors and allowed it to be the top airline running for the previous three years. Delta has achieved this by attracting high-paying travellers happy to pay a premium in return for reliability, second-to-none customer service and attention to detail. By adopting this strategy, Delta has become America’s most admired airline employing over 74,000 employees and winning several accolades. The airline has fostered excellent relationships with labour groups, placing the company in a good negotiating position when contracts renew. Delta Airlines has the oldest fleet in the industry; however, all aircraft have been designed with state-of-the-art interiors, which detracts from the age of the fleet—an intelligent move on behalf of the airline.
If Delta Airlines reviewed the areas of weakness, the company would have a strategy fit for the future. Delta focuses on its business model and is aware of the popularity of low-cost travellers, so it has introduced its first basic economy fare to compete with its rivals. Given this, Delta will continue aggressively targeting its high-priced customers because this is where the most profit is created. However, there are issues with the strategy, with 82 per cent of sales coming from just one market in North America. There is a high attrition rate, so Delta would need to review why so many employees are leaving the company as part of the strategy, and the management would need to look at staff retention.
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