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Introduction: Michael O’Leary is the CEO of Ryanair, which is one of Europe largest successful budget airline. Michael O’Leary is known for the change in Ryanair to creating it low-cost which makes flying more affordable and accessible to all types of passengers. 
With Michael O’Leary making travel more cost effective, it has helped boost tourism in a wide range of different destinations throughout Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. This not only increases passenger numbers but also helps support local economies by boosting spending in hotels, restaurants and attractions across 40 countries which Ryanair fly to. 
COVID-19 has had a massive impact on all airlines, as the world had to put air travel to a pause which then led to massive financial losses and operational restructuring. For leaders like Michael O'Leary, they had to think fast on how they could protect their business and create new measures that needed to be followed to be able to keep their company’s standing. 
There have been many changes which Michael has faced throughout his career, however this is one of the most recent one “Ryanair is seeing a short-term spike in demand for short-haul bookings, as consumers seek alternatives to travel through” (Massy-Beresford, 2026, p.1) due to the issues between Israel, Iran and America there are travel restrictions against all Middle Eastern countries. This has boosted demand for more European travel which has been beneficial towards Ryanair and other short-haul airlines. Although, this creates an added pressure to airlines like Ryanair when they need more aircraft availability, staffing, and airport capacity. This means strict planning and schedules need to be followed to ensure Ryanair can offer the best availability to their customers. 
The purpose of writing this report is to explore how Michael O’Leary contributes to managing change, improving organisational culture and enhancing the quality of Ryanair. To be able to support this report, I will research and provide information about Michael O’Leary leadership and change management, his leadership styles, and strategic recommendations for leadership. 

Main Body:
Leadership and Change Management- 
Michael O’Leary has been CEO of Ryanair since 1994, however he has been part of the company since 1988. Michael has been faced with a wide range of challenges and changes over his time with Ryanair which involves customer demand, technological developments and economic shifts. Whilst working at Ryanair Michael has had to come up with new strategies and decisions to be able to manage all these changes in the aviation industry. “Change is inevitable. There is comfort in predictability, but the truth is, without change, there is no growth” (Leung, 2026, p.1.) This shows that change is essential for progress and improvement, and the leader needs to be willing to adapt and transform the business to be successful. 
Ryanair has multiple different airline competitors such as EasyJet, Wizz Air and Jet 2 (Porter’s Five Forces, 2026) Michael had to come up with a plan on how to be the best in the aviation industry, he created an “Always Getting Better” plan which is a 5-year customer experience improvement programme (Ryanair, 2018) The “Always Getting Better” programme is there to improve overall customer experience whilst still keeping the costs as low as possible. By Michael creating this new programme it demonstrates that he is willing to change his management to hopefully improve his customer feedback which is an effective leadership skill to have in a business like Ryanair. Ryanair has outperformed it's low-cost rivals, in many departments of an aviation business (Meehan, 2017) With Michael introducing this ‘Always Getting Better’ programme shows he wanted to change the business to achieve a cost-focused model which also focuses on customer experiences, which suggests a more flexible leadership style. The ‘Always Getting Better’ programme targets Ryanair to experience no delays on 90% of all flights while committing to price promises (Mudler, 2020)
“Ryanair has launched a suite of digital customer enhancements to further improve customer service and provide easy access to flight information” (Future Travel Experience, 2021, p.1) This shows Michael O’Leary is using effective change management as he wanted to improve his technology for his customers to create that smoother online experience. This decision highlights a proactive and forward-thinking approach, as Michael recognised that things needed improving within the technology department and he then created an idea which would hopefully be successful. This shows he is a determined businessman to make things easier and accessible to all customers.  
“COVID-19 swept across the globe, causing unprecedented disruption worldwide, marking the aviation sector as one of the pandemic's most devasted industries” (Westlud, 2025, p.1) COVID-19 massively impacted Ryanair and many other airlines, as there was a huge drop in passengers, as there was travel restriction introduced globally. This led to flights being cancelled, staff redundancy and reduced working hours. In 2020, Ryanair carried a total of 139 million passengers, which is a massive drop from 2019 when there were over 157 million passengers onboard the aircrafts (tutor2u, 2023) Michael used effective change management by implementing rapid cost-cutting measures, which kept Ryanair low-cost budget airline reputation which then kept passengers attracted to Ryanair. “The outcomes demonstrate an overall decrease in prices of more than-30%, varying according to market destination and operating carrier” (Manag, 2022, p.4) This quote shows that many airlines were massively struggling with the outbreak of COVID-19. However, Michael saw an opportunity to keep his business flowing and working. Michael was very open about financial struggles with his staff, which led him to cut staff hours or redundancy. 
An example of a case study was when Michael O'Leary introduced ‘Amazon of Travel’ which was aimed to transform the company from a basic airline into a digital travel platform. “Michael O'Leary, Ryanair chief executive, wants to almost double profits to £2 billion a year over the next six to eight years as the budget airline aims to become the ‘Amazon for travel’ in Europe” (The Irish Times, 2015, p.1) This show Michael has recognised a cost and growth strategy which would work over the years to create major profit margins. This also shows that Michael is a driven and ambitious business leader. “We will roll-out Ryanair Holidays to all markets, and continue to build out ‘Amazon of Travel’ platform for better search tools, travel guides, express bookings, auto check-in, and onward transport partnerships” (Future Travel Experience, 2017)
Additionally, this will help consumer behaviour, as digital platforms are becoming extremely popular and it what people now use 24/7. This decision was effective because there was no major cost to create, but also enlightened Ryanair as a company with their marketing and sales revenue.
Leadership Style, Culture, and People- Michael has demonstrated transformational, supportive and collaborative leadership whilst working as the CEO at Ryanair. His transformational leadership has made Ryanair extremely unique and special. “The strategic mechanism is essentially the sinew of Ryanair’s low prices and no –frills strategy, responsible for its success” (Niwagbara, nd) The no-frills approach, is where passengers only pay for the basic flights package, however they would need to pay extra for baggage, seat allocation and services onboard. This allows to be able to keep revenue flowing but also keeping the cheap prices of flights which Ryanair has always kept. “Michael O’Leary, who has agreed to stay on for another five years, is well-known for not being shy about expressing his views, famously excoriating his staff, his customers, competitors, regulators and governments” (Espiner, 2019) This quote highlights how Michael O’Leary communication influences the people and culture of Ryanair, especially when there change going on in the company. His confidence to confront customers, staff and competitors shows he uses very direct leadership and is not wasting time. Regardless of the prevalence and value of change in an organisation, it could still face resistance by employees (Psychol, 2022) This show that sometimes introducing change in a business can help growth and success. However, employees could feel unsure and uncomfortable with these changes which could lead employees to leave the company. By emphasising efficiency, solid cost control, and well-defined goals, Michael O’Leary’s approach to managing people, teamwork, and culture at Ryanair has enabled the company to effectively adjust throughout change. “We value each individual's contribution and the benefit from different perspectives, experiences and cultures” (Ryanair, 2021, p.1) This shows Ryanair values inclusivity and diversity and make sure everyone feels valued and important. Michael O'Leary demonstrates supportive and collaborative leadership skills these skills can help build trust and work enjoyment for employees. 
Strategic Recommendations for Leadership- Michael O’Leary has made many changes throughout his career. However, there are ways which he could improve his leadership to better managing change and improve the organisational performance. In October 2013, Michael said on Twitter “We’re not interested in being your friend. We want your money and we want your bum on our seats” (Green, 2019, p.1) This quote from Michael O’Leary shows poor leadership, as this lacks empathy and it does not look well on the company. It does not show supportive leadership, which may deter customers and staff away from the business. To make a better approach Michael O’Leary should take a more friendly customer-focused approach. Instead of directly stating that the money is his biggest priority, he should have spoken more on how he wants customer satisfaction which would then create a long-term loyalty and brand reputation. Michael O’Leary could strengthen his team and organisation culture at Ryanair by adopting a more inclusive and people-focused leadership approach. “Ryanair is making good news by changing their values and setting a new standard for businesses worldwide” (BeyondHR, 2024. P.3) To make this work Michael O’Leary should put this into everyday practices rather than just promoting them. This could work by getting staff feedback more involved, this will make employees feel more appreciated and considered. Although visible behavioural change is crucial for developing organisational culture and setting a real standard for other businesses.
Conclusion:
“Michael O’Leary has accomoplished what he has become he is an extremely astute businesses and manager and with total focus on what he wants” (The Irish Times, 2006) This quote shows that Michael O'Leary is a highly focused, and driven businessman, which proves excellent leadership skills. Throughout Michael career in Ryanair, he had to make many decisions in customer demand, technology and the economy. Michael came up with many ideas to improve these ideas for example he created the ‘Always Getting Better’ programme. This programme was developed to help improve services on-board, digital transformation and keeping the prices as low as possible. The goals for this programme were to value their customers and giving them the most enjoyable experience as possible (Customer Experience Consultancy, nd) Michael has used multiple different leadership styles that has helped Ryanair to become more successful. He created a clear vision on what he wanted to do, with the low-cost prices. He wanted to keep prices as low as possible, however he also saw the opportunity to increase his revenue by adding extra service with an added charge. Michael O’Leary introduced ‘Amazon of Travel’, he was thinking strategically about this by expanding Ryanair, with partnerships with hotels and transfers. Michael has identified opportunities to grow and expand with minimal costs.
To help the organisation in the future, Michael could do many things for both employees and customers to succeed in the future. Michael O’Leary could try and get a better understanding of people opinions and thoughts. He could hold montly meetings with employees on feedback, on how their job is going and what could be improved. With the increase of involvement from employees, it could help create a better environment for both staff and customers. He could post surveys out on the Ryanair app for customers to fill out on what they think went well or what didn’t go well with their experience at Ryanair. This would help Michael O’Leary to gather an understanding on what going well and what should be changed. This would then help Michael to take in charge on how to develop successful and be the best in the aviation industry.
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