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[bookmark: _Toc224607652]1. Introduction
The Airbus SE provides a notably challenging environment to conduct the strategic management analysis due to both duopoly competition in the commercial aircraft sector and due to the defence area and space, helicopters, sustainability regulation and long-term industrial implementation. The company is in operation in markets where the performance is not based on branding or price alone but rather on the capability to coordinate technology, safety, certification, global suppliers, geopolitical relations and production ramp-up through many years. By 2025 Airbus had reported revenues of EUR73.4 billion, EBIT Adjusted of EUR7.1 billion and 793 commercial aircraft deliveries and had a record commercial aircraft backlog of 8,754 aircraft, which demonstrates the intensity of demand and the challenge of translating demand into a consistent output (Airbus, 2026a; Airbus, 2026b).
The thesis of this report is that Airbus is still in a good strategic position since its competitive advantage is based on a capability system, and not on any given product line. Those abilities consist of engineering richness, deployed fleet economics, worldwide service connexions, programme administration, certification experience and a library that connects civil aerospace to defence and space. The advantage is however getting pressured by three overlapping tensions, which are fragility of the supply chain that is here to stay, the challenge of decarbonising aviation, and scaling up of commercial output without compromising quality or strategic agility. The report thus considers Airbus not as a stable incumbent, but as an organisation that is trying to defend current strength whilst remaking itself to be more politically exposed, carbon-constrained and digitally integrated aerospace future.


[bookmark: _Toc224607653]2. Section 1: Strategic management analysis of Airbus SE
[bookmark: _Toc224607654]2.1 Organisational context and overview
Airbus has its roots in the late 1960s European initiative to develop a viable aerospace powerhouse that can compete against the US giants. That ancient reasoning does have its significance. Airbus did not develop in single-brand consumer business but as a multinational industrial alliance that was able to transform scale, engineering cooperation and political coordination to strategic resource. The group currently designs and produces commercial aircraft, helicopters, military transport, defence systems, satellites and space-related services, and is currently the largest aerospace company in Europe and one of the most strategic and important industrial companies in the area (Airbus, 2026c; Airbus, 2026d).
Airbus is not a company that has its core strategic intent as a simplified slogan but as purpose. It claims to be creating sustainable aerospace to a safe and united world, and its strategic approach focuses on serving the customers, retaining market strength throughout the company and ensuring safety, quality, integrity, compliance and security, which are the non-negotiable pillars (Airbus, 2025a; Airbus, 2026d). To make it analytical, the vision of Airbus can thus be taken as the leadership in safe and sustainable aerospace systems and not the leadership in aircraft volume. Its positioning is reflected in its business model. The value is created in the process of long development cycles, platform sales, the aftermarket services, digital support, military and governmental relationships, and economics of the fleet commonality. In the case of commercial air transport, customers are not just purchasing airplanes, they are also purchasing operating performance, training consistency, trainings logic, financing reliability and residual-value assurance. The latter makes the model of Airbus technological, relational, and ecosystem-based at the same time.
The strategic behaviour of Airbus is based on industry structure. On the large commercial aircraft the company is competing mainly with Boeing, with some selected segments also having to contend with Embraer and other specialised manufacturers. Airbus was the largest commercial aircraft manufacturer in terms of deliveries at the end of 2025 with 793 commercial aircrafts delivered in a year versus 600 commercial aircrafts delivered by Boeing in a year (Airbus, 2026a; Boeing, 2026). Competition however cannot be reduced to annual delivery tables. The total company revenue reported by Boeing was still 89.5 and a historic backlog of 682billion, which proves that the strategic competition is still fierce and that Airbus cannot count on a competitor that is temporarily disrupted as a sustainable source of competitive advantage (Boeing, 2026). The market position of Airbus is good in that it is a scale of narrowbody, credibility of widebody, large installed fleet and adjacency defence-space capability but the position is still subject to its capacity to perform reliably at higher rates.
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Figure 1. Airbus revenue and commercial aircraft deliveries, FY2023-FY2025. Source: compiled from Airbus (2024), Airbus (2025b) and Airbus (2026a).
The broader business environment is positive. The 2025 Global Market Forecast of Airbus estimates the demand of 43,420 new passenger and freighter aircraft between 2025 and 2044, of which 34,250 tend to be single-aisle and 9,170 tend to be widebody aircraft, as a result of the anticipated annual growth of traffic of 3.6% (Airbus, 2025c). This is a strategic move since it proves that the Airbus problem is not the poor long-run demand. The issue is implementation on abundance: transforming a traditionally profound order book into lucrative, top-quality and reduced-carbon delivery expansion.
[bookmark: _Toc224607655]2.2 External and internal environment analysis
PESTEL analysis can be utilised in this case as the external environment of Airbus is more interdependent than usual. Defence budgets, export controls, industrial subsidies and transatlantic trade conditions are influenced by politics. Economic reasons have an impact on airline profitability, the demand of leasing, the availability of financing, as well as exchange rates. Social factors involve passenger movement trends and legitimacy pressures exerted on the aviation sector as a high-emitting sector. The technological factors are propulsion, digital engineering, materials, satellite systems and cyber-security. Of particular interest are environmental forces as aviation decarbonisation is a growing factor in fleet renewal, regulatory legitimacy and investor scrutiny. Legal forces consist of certification regimes, safety compliance, competition law and procurement regulation. These areas do not work separately in case of Airbus. Their strategic impact is a result of interaction.
Table 1. PESTEL synthesis for Airbus. Source: author’s analysis based on Airbus (2026b), Airbus (2026d), ICAO (2025) and Reuters reporting.
	PESTEL factor
	Strategic implication for Airbus
	Why it matters

	Political
	Rising European defence spending improves demand in Defence and Space, while export controls and industrial policy complicate market access.
	Portfolio value depends partly on Airbus’ ability to leverage dual-use scale without overexposure to political volatility.

	Economic
	Airline profitability and financing affect fleet orders; currency movements influence reported earnings and backlog value.
	Backlog strength is valuable only if customers can finance deliveries and Airbus can defend margins.

	Social
	Air travel recovery supports growth, but social licence is constrained by climate criticism and pressure for responsible mobility.
	Demand growth now coexists with rising expectations around carbon, noise and community impact.

	Technological
	Hydrogen, SAF compatibility, digital design and systems integration will shape future competitiveness.
	Aerospace advantage is cumulative and path-dependent, so delayed technology choices can become structural disadvantages.

	Environmental
	Net-zero commitments, lifecycle emissions scrutiny and SAF availability affect product strategy and operating legitimacy.
	Airbus must show that growth and decarbonisation are compatible in practice, not only in ambition.

	Legal
	Certification, safety rules, export control, procurement law and trade actions alter programme economics and timing.
	In aerospace, legal compliance is not back-office administration; it is embedded in product viability.


Supply-chain execution is the most pressing strategic force in 2026. Airbus also admitted to have managed to operate in a complicated environment, yet the management and Reuters coverage both point to ongoing bottlenecks, particularly in the case of Pratt & Whitney engine supply and other late-stage parts problems (Airbus, 2026a; Reuters, 2026a; Reuters, 2026b). This is not some inconvenience in the day-to-day running of the operation. Delayed engines or structural components in the aerospace market may conceal the values of completed stock, ram-up strategies as well as shaking the confidence of the customers. Airbus was forced to reduce its objective of producing narrowbody aircraft to a target of between 70 and 75 units per month instead of a single 75 target, which shows how competition performance is currently reliant on supplier strength as much as factory ambition (Reuters, 2026a).
The second critical success factor is durability of product-market fit in single aisle segment. In its disclosure, Airbus indicated that the A320neo family retained a c. 60% share of the single-aisle backlog by the year 2025, which is an indication that customers were keen on its narrowbody platform and its foundation of a considerable part of the long-term value creation (Airbus, 2026b). This strength however presents a strategic challenge. Since single-aisle demand is clustered and ramp-up strategies are observable, supplier conflicts, labour-constrained or failed quality in that area can have excessive company-wide impacts. Scale is then the origin of the advantage of Airbus as well as the medium through which the execution risk can be increased.
The environmental aspect forms a rather vague strategic image. Airbus makes sustainability a strategic element, with all aircrafts aimed to be compatible with 100 percent sustainable aviation fuel by 2030 and extended investment in hydrogen and other technological innovations (Airbus, 2025d; Airbus, 2026d). However, the company also pushed the anticipated time when a hydrogen-powered aircraft can commercially work to later than 2035 as the ecosystem is advancing at a slower pace than is projected (Airbus, 2026b; Reuters, 2025a). This is a strategically significant issue since it is a sign that again and again, there is a mismatch between the technologies which are the most significant in terms of long-term legitimacy and those which are best prepared to be used on a commercial scale in the near term. Airbus will have to accomplish a decarbonisation transition in layers, fleet renewal and SAF compatibility will be nearer-term decarbonisation levers, but the hydrogen and electrification options should remain open.
There are also a trade and geopolitical exposure which complicates strategic decision-making. According to Reuters, the chief executive of Airbus warned about new risks following serious losses on trade, and also, the company reported better conditions in defence and helicopters (Reuters, 2026c). This supports a larger argument: Airbus is not a commercial aircraft company in its purest form that is susceptible to the cyclical demand of airlines. Its multi-segment profile gives it a hedging value, although it also drags the company into politically disputed areas like defence procurement, cross-border industrial policy and sanctions-sensitive supply structures. The portfolio that contributes to resilience can thus bring about governance and prioritisation problems.
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Figure 2. Strategic pressure matrix for Airbus in 2026. Source: author’s synthesis from Airbus (2026a; 2026b) and Reuters (2025a; 2026a; 2026c).
By going inward, the resource-based view will be used to explain why Airbus has been able to stay strategically strong despite such external pressures. Airbus has critical resources which are not physical like assembly lines, patents and tools. They comprise systems level capacities as well: certification expert knowledge, programme governance, multinational engineering work together, installed fleet economics, relationship with airline, digital support systems, and capability to organize civil and military technological learning. According to Grant, (1991), competitive advantage is not as much based on possession of resources alone but on the combination of the resources into capabilities that are hard to imitate. Airbus conforms to the case. Its combination of narrowbody size, regulatory expertise, services platform and European industrial support cannot easily be replicated by its competitors.
Meanwhile, the critical analysis should distinguish between high-value capabilities and expensive capabilities. The huge backlog and production system that Airbus has is only useful when the organisation is capable of exploiting it by means of well-organised operations. Similarly, a sustainability ambition brings about a strategic value when it helps in customer economics, regulatory credibility and discipline in capital allocation. Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) highlight dynamic capabilities, which imply the capability to sense, seize and transform in the changing conditions. This is significant in this case since Airbus is not operating within a stable technological regime. It must at the same time increase its existing production, fix supply interfaces, industrialise and reposition itself towards decarbonisation.
Table 2. VRIO assessment of Airbus. Source: author’s analysis drawing on Barney (1991), Grant (1991), Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997), Airbus (2026a) and Airbus (2026b).
	Resource or capability
	V
	R
	I
	O
	Strategic implication

	A320-family installed base, product economics and customer familiarity
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderately to yes
	Yes
	Major source of sustained advantage in narrowbody competition

	Systems integration and certification capability across civil, defence and space programmes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Deep strategic asset that rivals struggle to replicate as a system

	Global industrial network and European political-industrial support
	Yes
	Partly
	Yes
	Yes
	Strengthens resilience and scale, but may reduce agility in some decisions

	Record commercial backlog and long-term airline relationships
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderately
	Yes
	Enhances visibility and bargaining power, though only if delivered on time

	Hydrogen and new-energy R&D portfolio
	Yes
	Partly
	Partly
	Yes
	Important option value, but not yet a proven near-term advantage

	Supplier-dependent production ramp-up capability
	Yes
	No
	No
	Partly
	Necessary operational competence, but vulnerable to external bottlenecks


According to the VRIO analysis, the strongest strengths of Airbus are not individual but combinative. When they complement each other, the installed base, services linkage and certification competence are the most powerful. In comparison, the resources that are associated with a single future promise, i.e. hydrogen visibility are strategically valuable but not yet the source of a sustainable advantage. This difference is significant because the companies may overestimate options and underestimate implementation. The current competitive advantage of Airbus is mainly based on what it can be confident in delivering at the moment, with the help of the capabilities that are routine, supported by the relationships and institutional memory.
Internal strengths thus have three key ways of creating competitive advantage. First, they lower the switching incentives of customers by integrating Airbus into the airline training, maintenance, fleet planning and route economics. Second, they enhance strategic resilience since Airbus will be able to strike a balance between commercial activity and helicopters, defence and space, but not rely on a single product cycle. Third, they allow plausible long-term investment in future propulsion and digitalisation due to the current business creating scale, cash flow and engineering learning. Nevertheless, internal strength is no determinant of the absence of execution risk. It raises the cost of failure. The presence of Airbus backlog, visibility and political importance is harsher when a company cannot convert strategic assets into reliable throughput.
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Figure 3. Airbus FY2025 revenue split by business segment. Source: compiled from Airbus (2026a).
[bookmark: _Toc224607656]2.3 CSR and sustainability objectives
Airbus CSR agenda is not strategic in nature as the company is in an industry where long term legitimacy is determined by the environmental and social performance. With the core concept of deterrent sustainable decarbonisation as a rougheness, the company is anchored on the idea of pioneering sustainable aerospace and aligned it with responsible sourcing, employee and community commitments, safety, and transparency in governing (Airbus, 2025d; Airbus, 2026e). Strategically, this alignment is important since CSR in the aerospace industry influences licence to operate, access to capital, customer trust and support of the policy.
Fleet efficiency and fuel transition are the strongest areas of business alignment. According to Airbus, the future of aviation is the net zero by 2050, which is achieved with the help of new-generation aircraft, the expanded use of SAF, and the breakthrough technologies (Airbus, 2025d; ICAO, 2025). These priorities are in line with commercial logic since airlines purchase lower fuel consumption, improved economics and compliance preparedness. The alignment is however not smooth. The data provided by Reuters on SAF projects and production deficits indicate that the provision of cleaner fuel is still miles away of what the industry would require to decarbonise rapidly, which implies that the sustainability strategy of Airbus relies in part on infrastructure and ecosystem alterations that are not within its direct control (Reuters, 2025b; Reuters, 2025c).
Most importantly, the strongest part of Airbus CSR strategy is where it is integrated in design, procurement and operations but not philanthropy only. The sustainability governance of the company is formally embedded, and the top-level responsibility and clear coordination of objectives, reporting and engagement of stakeholders (Airbus, 2026b). That makes Airbus more credible than companies whose sustainability propositions are not part of the operating decisions. The weakness is that the environmental development in the aviation sector is path dependent and system constrained. Airbus has the ability to optimise the aircraft and prepare it to operate with SAF, however, it is not the only one who can ensure energy supply, airport preparedness and the pace of hydrogen ecosystem development. Its CSR strategy is thus being strategically serious, and can only be controlled partially. The managerial issue remains to transform a plausible sustainability stance into operational improvements which can be measured, without laying off on schedules that are impossible.
[bookmark: _Toc224607657]2.4 Comprehensive and holistic view: Balanced Scorecard
Balanced Scorecard is also an effective tool since it converts strategic purpose into a system of interconnected working priorities as opposed to perceiving performance as a financial outcome (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). Subsequent literature also indicates that the tool can only be used to generate value when applied with discipline and causal clarity other than being a box-ticking dashboard (Tawse and Tabesh, 2023). In the case of Airbus, it is particularly applicable: the size of the backlog, the engineering excellence and sustainability ambition cannot be adequate unless the management are able to coordinate profitability, customer reliability, industrial discipline and capability renewal.
Table 3. Proposed Balanced Scorecard for Airbus. Source: developed from Kaplan and Norton (1992), Tawse and Tabesh (2023), Airbus (2026a) and Airbus (2026d).
	Perspective
	Strategic objective
	Illustrative KPI
	Indicative target
	Priority initiatives

	Financial
	Protect profitable growth while funding future propulsion and defence-space renewal
	Revenue growth; EBIT Adjusted margin; free cash flow before customer financing
	Maintain positive free cash flow and margin resilience while scaling output
	Rate discipline; supplier-risk buffers; portfolio capital allocation; aftermarket growth

	Customer
	Increase delivery reliability and lifecycle value for airlines, governments and operators
	On-time delivery rate; fleet dispatch reliability; services growth; repeat-order intensity
	Improve schedule credibility and deepen long-term customer retention
	Integrated customer support; digital maintenance tools; fleet commonality leverage; mission-ready services

	Internal business processes
	Stabilise production ramp-up without quality erosion
	Engine availability; work-in-progress dwell time; quality escapes; industrial cycle time
	Reduce parked aircraft and late-stage bottlenecks materially year on year
	Dual sourcing where feasible; digital supply visibility; program governance escalation; factory automation

	Learning and growth
	Build capabilities in sustainable propulsion, digital engineering and resilient leadership
	R&D productivity; critical-skill retention; digital adoption; safety and compliance training coverage
	Strengthen capability pipeline for hydrogen, SAF, cyber and systems engineering
	Targeted capability academies; supplier collaboration labs; cross-segment technology transfer; leadership development


The financial approach cannot be narrowed down to yearly increase in revenue. The strategic finance issue facing Airbus is to maintain the cash flow and control the increases in capital rates which are capital-intensive, inventory risk and investment in future technologies. Customer vision is also very important since aircraft customers are interested in schedule reliability, quality of support and mission readiness at least as much as list-price rhetoric. The priorities in the internal processes should then be on synchronisation of suppliers, industrial flow and quality assurance. The last reason is learning and growth since competition in aerospace is cumulative. Airbus will need to refresh its competencies in digital engineering, alternative propulsion, cyber resilience and systems leadership and maintain the culture of safety needed in a highly-regulated industry.
[image: ]
Figure 4. Airbus commercial aircraft deliveries by programme, FY2024 and FY2025. Source: compiled from Airbus (2025b) and Airbus (2026a).
[bookmark: _Toc224607658]2.5 Strategic choices and implementation
Airbus in general adheres to a differentiated value strategy, as opposed to cost leadership, at the business level. Aircraft are not purchased by airlines and governmental customers the same way as the commoditised products are purchased by consumers. Airbus competes on the economics of operation, technological believability, safety, commonality of fleet and depth of service platforms. The differentiated efficiency characteristic of its narrowbody franchise is exhibited in the following way: the product is desirable not because it is the cheapest asset in absolute terms, but because it is expected to operate in better whole-life economics and provide more flexibility to many operators in their networks.
At corporate level, Airbus is engaged in related diversification and not unrelated expansion. Helicopters, defence and space continue to offer strategic diversification to commercial aircraft, which have remained the economic centre of gravity in the neighbouring technological and institutional space. This is better than diversification that is not related since it enables the Airbus to move engineering expertise, systems integration habits, digital skills and purchasing power across segments. The recent increase in European defence demand underlines the worth of that structure especially in the event that the commercial section experiences industrial bottlenecks or trade friction (Reuters, 2025d; Reuters, 2026c).
The most appealing strategic option of Airbus is not the radical shift of course but a selective reinforcement of two positions. The former is controlled growth in commercial aircraft by execution-based differentiation: enhance reliability, safeguard the A320-family franchise and expand services without exaggerating production rates. The second is to enhance corporate advantage through two civil-military capabilities, particularly where defence, satellites, secure communications and systems integration is advantaged by increasing European strategic autonomy issues. However, making a regrettable decision that ignores the fact that hydrogen needs to establish fundamental links among its market competitors before it can proceed with its initial development would be inappropriate. It would consume management time without generating justifiable short-term returns.
Airbus has had an ambivalent but not a weak change management. The company has been shown to be able to transform in a strategic way, such as expanding its sustainability agenda, reinforcing digitalisation and responding to defence-space performance. However where supplier ecosystems are concerned it has been more difficult with operational change. It was reported by Reuters that there were persistent disagreements and confusion over Pratt and Whitney engine assignments, and Airbus itself realised a more wary course of the narrowbody ramp-up (Reuters, 2026a; Reuters, 2026b). This implies that the quality of implementation is more robust within the perimeter of the direct organisational structure of Airbus than the external supply chain. This difference is important since massive industrial change is more heavily reliant on ecosystem coordination, as well as internal leadership.
Altogether, Airbus has been more effective in change management at strategic framing level than at industrial synchronisation level. It has not been unable to identify the right priorities. The problem is transforming such priorities into reliable cross-firm implementation. Strategic-management wise, there is no so much to do in making decisions related to which destination to be chosen, but rather it is a question of establishing the adaptive routines, buffers and governance that render delivery credible in the face of uncertainty.
[bookmark: _Toc224607659]2.6 Strategic evaluation and recommendations
These two models of SWOT and Ansoff present an advantageous framework on which to assess the present Airbus strategy. The commercial backlog, A320-family competitive position, services relationships, broad engineering capability and adjacent defence-space portfolio are the strongest ones. Supplier dependence, ramp fragility and the inability to turn the sustainability ambition into the near-term industrial reality are the primary weaknesses. Such opportunities are multi-decade fleet renewal, increased defence demand in Europe, digital service revenues and more efficient new-generation aircraft. The threats are the chronic shortage of engines, disruption in trade, regulatory pressure on aviation emissions and competitor recovery, in particular, in case the operational stabilisation of Boeing is carried out further.
Table 4. Airbus SWOT summary. Source: author’s evaluation based on Airbus (2026a; 2026b), Boeing (2026) and Reuters sources.
	Dimension
	Priority judgement

	Strengths
	Narrowbody franchise, services lock-in, engineering depth, diversified aerospace portfolio, strong order visibility

	Weaknesses
	Supplier bottlenecks, execution sensitivity at higher production rates, delayed hydrogen commercialisation, portfolio complexity

	Opportunities
	Fleet replacement for efficiency, defence-spending growth, digital services, sustainability-led product renewal

	Threats
	Engine shortages, trade and tariff tension, decarbonisation credibility gap, Boeing recovery, programme overruns


Ansoff-wise, the existing strategy of Airbus is a combination of market penetration and associated product development. The purpose of commercial ramp-up is to gain more value out of the existing markets, whereas the purpose of A321XLR, SAF readiness and future propulsion research are the product development in the same broad area. Aerospace and security and systems integration are also related areas of diversification that are reflected in the corporate portfolio. The strategy is reasonable, yet this is not a sufficient criterion. The only thing that constrains performance now is not conceptual direction but the difference between strategic opportunity and execution capacity.
This is followed by four recommendations. To begin with, Airbus needs to restructure supply-chain governance based on resilience, but not on nominal throughput alone. Supply-chain resilience research is progressively focusing on visibility, digital sensing, redundancy and adaptive decision structures, particularly in the case of large-scale disruption (Ali and Golgeci, 2019; Shekarabi, Kiani Mavi and Macau, 2025). In the case of Airbus it implies stricter early-warnings, risk-level groupings of suppliers, common data standards and selective buffering of parts of strategic importance. This is not aimed at creating inefficiency by piling up inventory massively but to minimise the value destruction due to late-stage stoppages.
Second, Airbus needs to consider services and lifecycle support as growth engine and not as a complement to platform sales. The logic behind this recommendation is resource based: installed fleet relationships are more difficult to duplicate than short term order campaigns and generate recurring revenue and customer stickiness and information advantage. In practise, the long-lasting benefits of aerospace are usually found in embedding in the operating processes of the customers, not in winning launch contracts. An increase in digital maintenance, predictive analytics, and mission-ready service package would thus enhance the customer value and resilience.
Third, Airbus ought to become more overt in its decarbonisation storey. The company should use a series of actions to convey a pathway of effects, delivering on short to immediate reduction of emissions by renewing its fleet and scale-up of its operations; a reduction of decarbonisation should take place in the medium term instead of strategic retiring through a series of scale-ups of SAFs and ecosystem collaboration; and value of option flexibility in the long term should include hydrogen or other breakthrough technologies. This is more convincing than considering all the levers of decarbonisation as the same mature levers. The academic and industry data on SAF indicate that its scale-up will not be easy, yet it has one of the most accessible levers that can be used by aviation, both short-term and medium-term (Cui et al., 2024; ICAO, 2025; Reuters, 2025c).
Fourth, Airbus needs to tighten the strategy of integrating both commercial and defence-space without losing responsibility. The increased European security need is an opportunity but the breadth of the portfolio can also lead to loss of focus in case corporate leadership perceives every neighbouring opportunity to be equally strategic. The preferable option entails disciplined relatedness: leverage over common digital, cyber, systems and engineering capabilities among businesses, without compromising distinct divisional performance ownership. This would increase the corporate-level synergies and without the recreation of the coordination overload that usually cripples diversified industrial groups.
Combined, these suggestions are aimed at enhancing the strategy of Airbus, not by substituting the logic that it already follows, but by making it more practicable and more realistic in the face of uncertainty. Airbus already has a lot of the components of sustained competitive advantage. The second strategic test is that it is able to translate strength into consistency and demonstrate that aerospace growth, security relevance and decarbonisation can be co-promoted.


[bookmark: _Toc224607660]3. Section 2: Reflective account using Kolb’s learning cycle
The learning cycle proposed by Kolb provides a practical means of considering the process of conducting research and writing this report since it focuses on learning as a process of movement between experience, reflection, conceptualisation and future action and not as a descriptive act. That is important in the work of strategic management. Not only was the task to gather information about Airbus, but to transform complex evidence into an organised managerial judgement.
[bookmark: _Toc224607661]3.1 Concrete experience
The tangible experience commenced with a practical problem: the company had to be strategically rich to enable critical analysis throughout the entire brief, yet at the same time be distinct enough in comparison with more widely selected consumer or technology companies. Airbus instantly proved to be appealing as it can be found in the nexus of commercial competition, sustainability, long cycle industrial performance and geopolitical exposure. The case however turned out to be trickier than anticipated once the research began. Airbus has a vast amount of official content, and a significant part of it is convincing corporate communication. Meanwhile, external reporting pays a lot of attention to the delivery races or headline conflicts every month, which may lead to wrong strategic judgement in isolation.
The second tangible characteristic of the process was the necessity to operate on various time horizons at the same time. Other evidence was short term like 2026 coverage of engine delays and production targets. Other evidence was medium term, like revenue, backlog and portfolio structure in the 2025 results. Other evidence was long term, including the Global Market Forecast and the decarbonisation pathway of the aviation. The lesson on the assignment one of the earliest to be learned was thus that strategic analysis is undermined when all evidence is assumed to be of the same time horizon. Airbus will appear to be very safe with only backlog and forecast growth under focus, or very vulnerable with only supply bottlenecks under focus. The two impressions are partial.
[bookmark: _Toc224607662]3.2 Reflective observation
Looking back at the research process, the factor that was of the greatest significance was the initial choice to structure the evidence around a key strategic question as opposed to the headings on their own. The working question was: why is Airbus resilient and what are the current limitations to the transformation of this resilience into performance stability? The quality of section planning was enhanced by that question since the PESTEL, VRIO, Balanced Scorecard and recommendation sections became cumulative and not independent. Judgements made on external pressures could be based on the way it influenced execution. The internal resources might be evaluated based on their real inimitability. The Balanced Scorecard could then convert such diagnosis into managerial priorities.
The second advantageous aspect was the planned triangulation of the sources. Baseline facts, segment figures and commitments of the official Airbus disclosures; competitor contrast through Boeing reporting; independent external examination through Reuters reporting; and interpretative prism through academic theory were the source of baseline facts, segment figures, and public commitments. This combination minimised the chances of producing a report that would restate the narrative of the company. Reflectively, it was especially significant in the sustainability section. Airbus has a strong purpose-led storey, which is why outside content about SAF shortage and hydrogen lateness allowed talking about this distinction between strategic gravity and implementation confidence.
Selectivity was the weaker side of the process. The aerospace strategy produces enormous volumes of potentially useful data: monthly deliveries, certifications, developments, satellite programmes, airline orders, supplier disagreements and decarbonisation technologies. At first, I was taking more material than the report could put into good use. This created a danger of postgraduate writing: coverage without order. The turning point was when I realised that high marks would not be determined by the amount that could be included as much as the clarity with which I was able to prioritise issues that had the most significant bearing on competitive advantage and strategic implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc224607663]3.3 Abstract conceptualisation
The abstract-conceptual phase of the Kolb cycle poses the question of what are the general principles that can be deduced out of the experience. The first lesson I learned is that strategic frameworks can only be useful when they enhance judgement. PESTEL was not beneficial in that it enabled me to assign six types of external forces, but rather to differentiate between those forces that were most important to Airbus at this point, which are supply-chain execution, decarbonisation pressure and geopolitical-commercial complexity. VRIO came in handy not because it affirmed that Airbus had a great number of resources but because it compelled the identification of scalable strengths and simply aspirational or readily challengeable assets.
A second principle is associated with the connexion between competitive advantage and resilience. My pre-report assumptions were that resilience was primarily a defensive mechanism that assists firms to withstand shocks. Airbus case took me to the next level of knowledge. Resilience does not exist apart of benefit in industries where the product cycle is long and where the production process is safety-based. It belongs to the process of the creation and safeguarding of advantage. A backlog is only useful when there is the ability of the organisation to feed it. Technology leadership can only be considered credible in the event that it is supported by the supplier system, quality routines and organisational architecture. The given insight also connected academic research on dynamic capabilities and supply-chain resilience to the realities of aerospace management to a smaller extent.
The third principle is that of sustainability. The report revealed that ambition statements are not sufficient to assess sustainability strategy in hard-to-abate sectors. The analytical question that is right is not whether a company says it is concerned about decarbonisation, but the way its business model, ecosystem needs and technology plans impact the reality of the transition path. This assisted me to get out of a simplistic good and bad judgement. It seems that Airbus is strategically serious about sustainability but the report also demonstrated the reason why seriousness does not eliminate structural constraints. The theoretical point here is that fit to business goals should be evaluated both in its feasibility and in its intent.
[bookmark: _Toc224607664]3.4 Active experimentation
In case I should take up such an assignment in the future, there are four ways in which I would modify my process. At the beginning, I would set up a source architecture, which would isolate the company disclosures, competitor disclosures, academic theory, and independent reporting. That should have been done prior to that so that there can be better source balance and it is easier to tell whether a section was being overworked by a particular type of evidence. Second, I would create a pre-draught issue-ranking matrix. That would assist in making the decision at a younger stage on the matters that are central, secondary or distracting.
Third, I would be more conscious in turning analysis to visual communication. In writing this report, the areas in which the argument got the most accurate were frequently the areas where I needed to transform narrative into a table or figure. The vague thinking is immediately seen in a scorecard table, a VRIO matrix or a strategic pressure graphic. This implies that images are not only presentation tools, but they may also serve as a disciplining tool. I would thus apply visual synthesis earlier in the work rather than just towards the end in future.
Fourth, I would devote more time to cross-checking the manner in which the recommendations are developed out of the diagnosis. Ideas that are not based on others are not the best strategic recommendations. They must become inevitable when the analysis of it is previously accepted. In this report, which became finally connected, on later revision, when the recommendations were narrowed down to resilience, services, staged decarbonisation and disciplined integration of portfolios. My next step in the future is thus to explicitly test recommendation logic: every recommendation is to respond to a clearly demonstrated weakness, to take advantage of a clearly demonstrated strength or to respond to a clearly demonstrated external threat.
In general, the cycle by Kolb demonstrates that the assignment was neither a writing practise about Airbus. It was a learning exercise in how to think in a strategic manner with incomplete evidence that was in some cases contradictory. The lesson that the high-level strategic analysis relies on prioritisation, source triangulation and disciplined transformation of frameworks into judgement was the most valuable one. That is a lesson that can be applied to academic work and practise.
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Strategic pressure matrix for Airbus in 2026
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Airbus FY2025 revenue split by business segment
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