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1	Introduction

   Cathay Pacific Airways Limited is a leading international airline headquartered in Hong Kong. Founded in 1946, it has established itself as a premium carrier renowned for its high-quality service and extensive global network spanning over 190 destinations. As a key member of the Oneworld alliance, Cathay Pacific plays a significant role in global aviation. (Cathay Pacific Airways Limited, 2023) (Oneworld, 2024) However, over the past few years, Cathay Pacific has faced substantial challenges, including the impact of COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing political instability in Hong Kong and competition from both regional full-service carriers and low-cost airlines such as AirAsia, Scoot, Emirates etc. To maintain Cathay Pacific’s competitiveness and ensure long-term success, it must adapt changes to these evolving market conditions.

   The COVID-19 pandemic drastically reduces global air travel demand, which forces airlines to implement cost-cutting measures and operational adjustments. There was no exception for Cathay Pacific, which was facing prolonged travel restrictions, reduced passenger volumes and financial strain. Additionally, political unrest in Hong Kong has further complicated the airline’s operations, affecting its reputation and market positioning. Meanwhile, the rise of budget carriers in Asia has intensified competition which pressured Cathay Pacific to enhance efficiency while maintaining its premium service standards. (IATA, 2021)

   In response to these challenges, Cathay Pacific’s leadership team has been instrumental in driving organizational transformation. The management team has introduced several strategic initiatives to modernize operations, improvement on cost efficiency and enhancement on customer experience. Key changes include digital transformation efforts such as implementing AI-drive customer service solutions and enhancing mobile app functionalities to streamline passenger interactions. Cost-cutting measures have been prioritized including workforce restructuring to align with reduced demand, fleet optimization and fuel efficiency programs. The challenges of the changes for Cathay Pacific is its workforce strategy. The airline had to make difficult decisions regarding staff levels, including layoffs and voluntary redundancy schemes, which reskilling employees to adapt to new operational demands. Employee engagement has been the major focus, emphasizing transparent communication, training programs and strategy involvement to maintain morale and productivity during the period of the change.

   This report examines how Cathay Pacific’s leaders navigate these challenges by implementing strategic changes. It evaluates the effectiveness of digital upgrades, cost-cutting measures and workforce adjustments. Additionally, the report explores how employee engagement and innovation initiatives have contributed to the airline’s transformation. The report provides insights into how Cathay Pacific can further refine its change management approach to ensure sustainable growth and staying competitive in the airline industry.







2	Analysis of organizational change by using Force Field Analysis

   Force Field Analysis is a decision-making tool that identifies factors that either support (driving forces) or oppose (restraining forces) a proposed change. It is developed by psychologist Kurt Lewin. (Trevor H, 2025) Assigning numerical values to each factor helps to understand whether a proposed change is likely to succeed or fail. In order to implement a proposed change, driving forces should be stronger than restraining forces. (Jaydee R, 2024) If the driving forces are stronger, change will happen. However, if the restraining forces are stronger, change will fail or face problems. To perform a Force Field Analysis, we have to define the change needed, identify driving and restraining forces and assign a score to each factor. This method helps leaders to make better decisions about managing the change. (Trevor H, 2025)

   The Force Field Analysis for Cathay Pacific reveals a near-equilibrium between driving and restraining forces, with restraining forces slightly outweighing the drivers. The airline faced huge challenges, including political protests, COVID-19 pandemic and financial losses. It’s leadership made tough decisions to survive but these changes also created new problems.

   Cathay Pacific benefits from several key strengths. Driving forces demonstrate a strong foundation for recovery and growth, particularly in operational and financial areas. Restructure and cost-cutting measures and travel demand recovery are the most significant drives, indicating successful adaptation to COVID-19 pandemic conditions. Cathay Pacific once took advantage of an employee strike to dissolve the union and terminated employees who participated in the strike, while conducting a large-scale layoff. Cathay Pacific laid off about 30% of its workforce and targeted high-salary employees, such as senior pilots to reduce costs through layoff. Subsequently, Cathay Pacific began replacing employees with lower salaries to save cost and conducting internal training to rebuild its team. The company also reduced other costs by delaying new aircraft orders and cutting executive pay. These factors improved efficiency and a favorable market rebound. Recovery in Travel Demand which is a strong force to Cathay Pacific. After COVID-19, more people started their trip again, especially in Asia. Cargo flights remained profitable during the pandemic, which helped Cathay Pacific survive. Strong reputation and business growth highlighted Cathay Pacific established a high brand and market position. Cathay Pacific is still seen as a high-quality airline by many travelers. It kept important business partnerships, it is still a member of the Oneworld alliance. These factors reflected Cathay Pacific’s brand resilience and potential for expansion. Government support provides stability, although increment of Business growth scores lower, it is a positive sign and suggested financial recovery is still in progress. The Hong Kong Government gave Cathay a HK$39 billion bailout in 2020, Cathay Pacific repaid this loan early in 2023 which gave it more independence.

   The restraining forces highlight critical challenges that could hinder Cathay Pacific’s progress. Employee dissatisfaction is the most pressing issue, signaling potential risks in workforce morale, retention and service quality. Cathay Pacific's internal restructure action aimed to reduce costs and adapt to market changes, but they also raised concerns about talent loss and the future development of the industry. Many workers are unhappy and unsatisfied after layoffs and pay cuts. The company’s decision to weaken unions created distrust. The employees affected employees' job security and could determine operational efficiency and customer experience. Losing experienced staff may hurt service quality in the long run. Intensive competition reflects a highly contested market, Cathay Pacific requires strategic differentiation to maintain its market position. Middle Eastern airlines like Emirates offer strong competition on long flights. At the same time, Chinese airlines are expanding internationally. Budget airlines are taking customers on shorter Asian routes. High operational costs and political & regulation challenges are industry wide restrictions, though they are not as severe as internal workforce issues. Fuel prices keep changing and making costs unpredictable, which shows Hong Kong is an expensive place to run an airline. Political issues such as tensions between the U.S. and China could affect Cathay Pacific’s business. Legal issues such as Hong Kong’s labor laws make it hard to make quick changes to staff policies. COVID-19 Pandemic remains a minor threat as it is the turning point for Cathay Pacific and brings opportunities to Cathay Pacific. Cathay Pacific’s driving forces are slightly stronger than the restraining forces. The airline has survived its crises but it still faces significant challenges.

   To ensure Cathay Pacific maintains its competitive position in the market, remains efficient, innovative and service-oriented, below are some actions that Cathay Pacific should put into its practice. Address employee dissatisfaction through better engagement, incentives and workplace policies to enhance morale and retention. To improve relationships with employees by listening to their concerns and offering fair pay. In order to make Cathay Pacific stand out in the aviation industry and become different from competitors, leveraging Cathay Pacific’s strong reputation, premium service offerings and customer loyalty programs, focusing on excellent service and good customer loyalty programs. Optimize cost structures further to mitigate high operational expenses while maintaining service quality. Strengthen financial growth through strategic investments, partnerships and revenue diversification. The leaders of Cathay Pacific should find new ways to make revenue, such as expanding cargo service or offering new flight options.

   If Cathay Pacific can balance these forces well, it has a good chance of staying strong in the future. However, if employee dissatisfaction or airline internal competition grows too much, the airline could face serious problems. 
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Score chart of Cathay Pacific by using force field analysis

3	Evaluation of the change model – Lewin’s Change Management Model

   Cathay Pacific’s transformation aligns with Lewin’s Change Management Model as the change model which comprises three key stages: unfreezing, changing and refreezing.

3.1	Unfreezing
   This initial stage involves preparing the organization to adapt to the change. Cathay Pacific recognized they needed to update and improve their operations. They introduced a new passenger system called Passenger Support System (PSS) to replace old technology and looked into starting a low-cost airline to increase reach to more customers and operational efficiency. Communication was critical to explain the rationale behind these changes to employees and stakeholders, reducing resistance and garnering engagement. (Berkeley Partnership, 2025)

3.2	Changing (Transition)
   In this phrase, Cathay Pacific implemented the new system and operational changes. They installed the new PSS system which integrated multi-channel interactions and enhanced user experience for both passengers and staff. Cathay Pacific provided internal training to around 12,000 employees across 80 locations on usage methods and transferred their working processes to be more efficient. The resources were allocated on new technologies and operational models, such as fuel-efficient operations and cost-effective processes in the low-cost segment. (Berkeley Partnership, 2025)

3.3	Refreezing
   The final stage of using new ways of working style was made a regular part of the company. Cathay Pacific made sure the new systems, processes and cultural shifts into everyday business practices. Cathay Pacific kept evaluating how well the changes were working through global employee surveys and organizational alignment assessments which were used to monitor staff acceptance and performance improvements. The company also worked on stabilizing the new ways of working to prevent regression and to sustain long-term benefits like improved customer service, operational efficiency, and employee engagement. (Graham, B.)

   Cathay Pacific’s experience shows that successful change management requires a structured approach, strong leadership, clear communication, and continuous engagement with employees. The use of frameworks like Lewin’s model and tools such as organizational alignment surveys helped the airline navigate complex transformations while maintaining strategic agility and improving performance.









4	Assessment of the leadership’s role in achieving a balance between stability and change

4.1	Leadership role of Cathay Pacific
   Cathay Pacific’s leaders play an important role in keeping the company steady while also implementing necessary strategic changes to stay competitive in the airline industry. They use participative leadership by involving employees in decision making and listening to their ideas. (Thao V.) This helps employees feel included, more likely to support new initiatives and less worried about changes. (Thai V.) The leaders also use situational leadership by changing their approach depending on the situation, which helps the company handle different challenges better. The leaders keep things stable by explaining clearly why changes are necessary and how the change will help, getting employees involved in the change process, keeping important daily operations steady and using step-by-step plans to manage change smoothly which helps minimize uncertainty and resistance. (Tass M, 2015) The leaders are using structured change management models such as Lewin’s three-step model: unfreeze, change, refreeze, to guide the organization through transitions in a controlled and systematic manner. (Thao V)

   Several critical factors contribute to successful organizational change at Cathay Pacific, such as vision and leadership commitment, effective communication, employee involvement, resource allocation, minimizing resistance and sustainability and collaboration. The leaders of Cathay Pacific have a clear plan and show they support the changes. A clear, compelling vision for the future is essential, and top leadership must demonstrate ownership and commitment to the change. (Tass M, 2015) The leaders provided effective communication with the employees. Transparent communication about the reasons for the change, let the employees’ prior predict the outcomes beforehand which helps aligning the organization and reduce anxiety. (Tass M, 2015) The leaders engage staff at all levels through participative leadership ensures buy-in and leverages diverse perspectives for better solutions. (Thai, V.) The company provides technological, infrastructural and manpower resources to the change process. Through good communication with the staff, the leaders address employee’s concerns and involve them in the change process which helps reduce resistance and fosters a positive attitude towards transformation. The company works with employees, partners and customers to make changes, especially for things like environmental goals. (Cathay Pacific, 2022)

   Cathay Pacific’s leadership demonstrates a strong ability to balance stability with change by adopting participative and situational leadership styles, emphasizing communication, and fostering collaboration. These elements combined with a clear vision and resource support which are the key drivers of successful organizational change.

4.2	Challenges while making organizational changes
   However, Cathay Pacific faced several challenges when making organizational changes, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath. The company had to reduce about 5,900 jobs including making 5,300 Hong Kong-based employees redundant and ceasing operations of its regional subsidiary Cathay Dragon which caused significant workforce disruption and morale challenges. (Cathay Pacific, 2017) (Cathay Pacific, 2020) Hong Kong-based cabin crew and pilots were asked to accept new contracts with reduced pay and altered working conditions to improve competitiveness. This created tension and uncertainty among staff. (Cathay Pacific, 2020) Hong Kong Aircrew Officers Association (HKAOA), the union criticized as “coercive”. Articles cited anonymous employee complaints about “low-morale” and “overwork” during post-pandemic recovery (South China Morning Post, 2020) Although Cathay Pacific restructured to reduce cost, it continued to burn large amounts of cash monthly which forced deep cost-cutting measures including executive pay cuts, freezing salary increment and suspending bonuses for staff. This action impacted employee motivation and operational flexibility. (Cathay Pacific, 2017) (Cathay Pacific, 2020) (Cheung, E., 2023) With job losses and contract changes, the organizational change brought uncertainty and resistance among employees. It requires extensive communication and support measures to manage. (Cathay Pacific, 2020) During COVID-19 pandemic, Cathay Pacific was impacted by this external factor which complicated the change management. The travel restrictions, geopolitical issues and economic downturns which limited the effectiveness of change efforts and prolonged recovery. (Hitesh B, 2024) Frequent disruptions, service changes and negative publicity during restructuring posed risks to Cathay Pacific’s brand reputation and customer loyalty. (Hitesh B, 2024)

   Cathay Pacific’s organizational changes were challenged by significant workforce reductions, financial strain, employee uncertainty, operational scale-backs and external market pressures. These problems required careful leadership, communication and support to navigate successfully.


5	Conclusion and Recommendation

5.1	Conclusion
   Cathay Pacific’s organizational change highlights both its resilience and challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing political instability in Hong Kong and competition from other airlines. These factors have forced Cathay Pacific to adopt aggressive restructuring measures, digital transformation and workforce adjustments. While these changes have resulted critical issues such as employee dissatisfaction, financial strain and operation inefficiencies remain.

   The Force Field Analysis showed that while Cathay Pacific benefits from strong brand reputation, government support and cost-cutting measures to restrain forces which particularly focus on workforce morale issues and competitive pressures. The Lewin’s Change Management Model provided a structured framework for implementing changes, but the airline must ensure long-term sustainability by reinforcing the “refreezing” stage through continuous employee engagement and performance monitoring.

5.2	Recommendations for Cathay Pacific
   As a change agent advising Cathay Pacific to remain efficient, innovative and service-oriented, I recommend the following strategies. Firstly, leverage advanced technology and AI for operational efficiency. By implementing AI-driven predictive maintenance and real-time digital tracking of aircraft, this will help anticipate issues before they cause delays, reduce aircraft downtime and improve fleet availability. Using AI machines in operations and maintenance control centers enables faster learning, smarter decision-making on routing and repairs. To drive accountability and continuous improvement, using performance-based metrics (KPIs) to be more focused on technical reliability and maintenance efficiency. (Adam, G, Alex W, Francois B, Nepal R, Christopher S, 2025) Secondly, enhance customer experience through digital innovation. Mobile apps and self-service kiosks could be expanded and improved to streamline booking, check-in, seat selection and baggage tracking which would make travel more convenient and personalized. Adopting biometric boarding and AI-powered customer service chatbots to speed up processes and provide 24/7 support. By upgrading in-flight entertainment with features to enhance passenger comfort and satisfaction, such as 4 K screens, Bluetooth audio and reliable Wi-Fi. (Symphony Solutions, 2025) Thirdly, strengthen employee engagement and development. Cathay Pacific could continue investigating employee training and e-learning platforms, such as Cathay’s “Learner’s World” to improve service quality and innovation capability. Reward outstanding staff performance to motivate employees and maintain high service standards. (Kason C, 2010) (Cathay Pacific, 2024) Fourthly, optimize cost management and strategic partnership. Cathay Pacific could continuously seek operational efficiencies by optimizing fleet utilization, flight schedules, and supply chain management. Reduce risk and cost volatility by negotiating favorable contracts with diversified suppliers. Forming strategic alliances and code-sharing agreements with other airlines, airports and travel agencies to expand network reach and improve customer experience. (Adam, G, Alex W, Francois B, Nepal R, Christopher S, 2025) Fifthly, innovate the brand and service offering. Offering curated travel-related benefits beyond flights, such as dining, shopping, wellness and exclusive events to develop Cathay Pacific as a premium lifestyle brand. Investing in modern, fuel-efficient aircraft with enhanced passenger comfort and privacy to lead in regional travel innovation. By using data analytics to personalize offers and rewards programs to deepen customer engagement and loyalty. (Cathay Pacific, 2025)

   By combining these recommendations, Cathay Pacific can maintain operational excellence, foster innovation and deliver superior service to ensure the company remains competitive and resilient in a rapidly changing aviation landscape.
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