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[bookmark: _Toc174884573]Executive Summary
This paper examines the leadership styles of British Airways (BA) considering economic fluctuations and identifies new leadership skills to help the airline overcome these challenges. The report discusses BA's evolution, position in the global market, and how economic fluctuations affect operational efficiency, employee morale, and customer loyalty. It uses various leadership theories, including Transformational, Situational, Adaptive, and Crisis Leadership, and their application in BA's current environment. The analysis shows that BA's leadership has strong prospects in managing crises, but also faces threats in industrial relations and customer satisfaction. The report recommends developing processes for managing future contingencies, such as adaptable thinking, emotional intelligence, strategic anticipation, and collaborative decision making. The application of these skills in training effective leadership and transforming organizational culture will be crucial for BA's future.
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[bookmark: _Toc174884574]Introduction
British Airways, a major international airline based in London, is the flag carrier of the United Kingdom and operates with over 250 aircraft. In 2023, it served around 40 million passengers, demonstrating its global connectivity importance. However, the airline industry has faced challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic, volatile fuel prices, and geopolitical risks, which have significantly affected demand and operational costs. BA's fleet of over 250 aircraft flies to over 180 destinations worldwide (British airways, 2024).
The current economic climate has exacerbated challenges faced by the airline industry, including inflation, rising operating costs, and changing consumer behaviours. These uncertainties directly impact British Airways, a global airline relying heavily on business and first-class passengers, as the airline industry is closely linked to consumer expenditure and international commerce.
This report aims to identify leadership skills relevant for British Airways in the ever-changing economic environment. As a large multinational company, BA faces significant challenges, making it crucial to study its leadership in conditions of volatility. The report examines leadership behaviours that enable BA to make strategic choices in volatile conditions, using leadership theories and frameworks to offer practical guidance and suggestions for the future.


[bookmark: _Toc174884575]Literature Review on Leadership Theories 
Transformational Leadership focuses on the actions of leaders in engaging and encouraging the workers to deliver outstanding results. This theory was first introduced by James MacGregor Burns and later by Bernard Bass, and it focuses on the leader’s ability to provide a vision, stimulate creativity, and generate trust. Transformational leaders are those leaders who are change-oriented and inspire their followers to change in order to bring about positive change for the benefit of the organization. In the case of British Airways, the issue of transformational leadership is important as the airline continues to operate in the midst of ongoing economic volatility (Bush, 2018). In this regard, leaders at BA can create a firm vision to help the organization to adapt to change and remain competitive within a highly dynamic industry, motivate its employees.
Situational Leadership by Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard stated that there is no one best way to lead. Leadership styles should be adjusted to the maturity and competence of followers and the challenges of the given context. Four leadership styles are identified: directing, coaching, supporting, and delegating. In the context of British Airways, situational leadership is particularly relevant due to the company's diverse employee base and global market issues. During operational disruptions, prescriptive leadership may be more appropriate than stable support or delegation. This flexibility allows leaders to adapt to specific situations, improving decision-making and organizational functioning (Thompson and Glaso,2018).
.
Adaptive Leadership Another important theory is contingency theory that is especially useful in the modern, dynamic and unpredictable environment. Adaptive leadership was initiated by Ronald Heifetz, which focuses on the capacity to adapt to new circumstances by being innovative. Adaptive leadership is different from other leadership styles since it emphasizes risk-taking, trying out new strategies, and failing (Bagwell, 2020). Such issues currently experienced by BA include; demand volatility, changes in regulations and technologies respectively, makes this approach important for BA. BA’s adaptive leaders can play a significant role in mitigating these challenges by promoting learning and adaptability, thus keeping the airline relevant to the external environment.

Crisis Leadership is most appropriate in dealing with the disruptive events such as the current coronavirus outbreak. This approach involves leaders who are able to make quick decisions, communicate efficiently, and remain composed during stressful situations. Crisis management, in particular, requires decisive actions, clear communication, and empathy because leaders are not only managing crises within their organizations but also need to ensure that employees remain motivated and trust their superiors (Wu et al., 2021). Crisis leadership has been critical for British Airways since the COVID-19 pandemic has led to grounding of flights, dealing with financial implications and ensuring the wellbeing of the passengers and employees. Crisis management at BA calls for strategic vision and tactical actions in order to steer the organization through difficult periods.


[bookmark: _Toc174884576]Application of Leadership Theories to British Airways
[bookmark: _Toc174884577]Analysis of British Airways' Leadership Approach
British Airways (BA) has faced many problems in the last decades in order to remain competitive and be one of the leading airlines in the world. BA’s leaders have used transformation, situational, adaptive, and crisis leadership over the years, given the nature and size of the organization, as well as the fact that it operates in a very dynamic industry.
The airline's transformational leadership style, led by Willie Walsh, has led to significant structural and strategic changes to reduce costs, increase efficiency, and gain a competitive advantage. The austerity measures implemented after the 2008 financial crisis were a clear example of transformational leadership, focusing on long-term strategy and encouraging workers to adapt to the new environment. This approach has helped the airline protect its future and maintain a competitive edge.
Situational leadership has also been common in the operational strategies of BA especially due to market changes and differences in the operation environment. For example, during the busy travel seasons, BA’s leaders revert to autocratic leadership and enforce strict compliance with processes and standard operating procedures to address a large number of passengers (Al-Ansari, 2023). On the other hand, in the periods of low activity or in some selected areas, it is possible to use a supportive or delegative leadership style that would enable local managers to experiment and adapt the services to local requirements.
In BA, there is a growing focus on adaptive leadership, especially with regard to the fast-evolving fields of technology and consumers. Concerning organisational adaptability, the strategic management of new technologies like biometric boarding or advanced customer service AI also show that leadership welcomes change and innovation in the organisation to respond to the trends in the industry. This was also a key success factor in BA’s management of the COVID19 pandemic where changes in strategy had to occur in a short span due to unprecedented operations disruption (Zhou, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc174884578]Critical Evaluation
The effectiveness of British Airways' leadership in responding to recent economic challenges, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, rising fuel costs, and fluctuating demand, has been mixed. On one hand, the leadership demonstrated strong crisis management skills during the pandemic, rapidly grounding a large portion of its fleet, implementing cost-saving measures, and securing government support to weather the crisis. This quick response showcased effective crisis leadership, where decisiveness and clear communication were paramount. The airline's ability to survive one of the most challenging periods in aviation history reflects the strength of its leadership in navigating crises (Medium, 2022).
However, there have been notable weaknesses in British Airways' leadership strategies as well. The company faced significant criticism for its handling of employee relations during the pandemic, particularly regarding the proposed "fire and rehire" strategy, which aimed to cut costs by rehiring staff on less favourable terms. This approach, while perhaps necessary from a financial perspective, damaged the airline’s reputation and morale among its workforce. It highlighted a potential overemphasis on cost-cutting at the expense of employee engagement, a weakness that can undermine the long-term effectiveness of transformational leadership (Villamizar, 2024).
Moreover, while BA's adaptive leadership in embracing new technologies is commendable, there have been instances where the implementation of these innovations was less than smooth. The airline has faced customer backlash over technical glitches and service disruptions associated with new systems, indicating a need for more careful planning and risk management when introducing significant changes (ET Online, 2024). This implies that even though BA has a strategic and innovative leadership, there could be weaknesses in implementing the adaptation strategies without affecting the customer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc174884579]Personal Leadership Reflection
Were one to stand in a leadership capacity of the British Airways, it would be necessary to incorporate all the leadership theories such as the transformational, adaptive, situational and even the crisis leadership. Perhaps, a focus on the transformational leadership would be important, especially in relation to the creation of a shared vision, and the management of change through the provision of relevant information and involving employees in decision-making processes. However, this would have to be accompanied by situational sensitivity, to ensure that the defined leadership styles are appropriate for the various operational environments within the airline (April Yue et al., 2019).
When dealing with economic risks, the focus would be on the adaptive leadership style, which implies the willingness to change and experiment. This would entail not only adopting new technologies but also implementing these changes in a way that improves the customer experience and organizational performance. Furthermore, it will be crucial to continue to prioritize the management of healthy and productive employee relations, especially in the context of a struggling economy, to guarantee that the workers stay loyal and committed to the company’s mission (Bagwell, 2020).
Finally, crisis management competency would be required to manage any unexpected disruptions effectively along with a strong focus on decision making, communication and managing the stakeholders’ expectations. This approach would assist in making sure that British Airways not only sustains itself, but also grows in an industry environment that is becoming more unpredictable and competitive.
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[bookmark: _Toc174884581]Strengths and Limitations
British Airways (BA) has always been known to have strong leadership strategies, especially in the way it has managed to overcome different calamities and market fluctuations. However, these strategies have their pros and cons, which have become more apparent in recent years, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 crisis and the subsequent recovery.
Strengths
Another major advantage of British Airways leadership strategy is that it is very effective at the quick and crisp action during emergencies. For example, in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, BA was able to park most of its planes, lay off many employees, and obtain funding to cope with the crisis. All these actions were crucial for the survival of the airline and the observed high levels of crisis leadership that were necessary for the preservation of the immediate financial stability of the airline (Sun et al., 2022). By deciding to scale down its capacity and cutting down costs, BA was able to control its cash flow during a time when it was almost completely non-existent, thus making the airline sustainable in the short term.
Another major advantage of BA’s leadership is the focus on technology, including its adoption and development. The management of the airline has made it its policy to continually buy new technologies that would enhance operations and customer relations. For instance, BA was among the first of the major airlines to employ biometric boarding and smart health passes in the COVID-19 crisis. These innovations not only improved the flow of passengers but also placed BA in a new light as a modern airline company willing and able to meet new customer demands (British Airways, 2022). This is in line with the company’s leadership strategy that has proved vital in sustaining the company’s competitiveness in an industry that is experiencing continuous transformation.
In addition, the leadership of BA has been keen on ensuring that the brand continues to remain a luxury one. Nonetheless, the economic downturn has seen the airline continuing to invest in its premium cabins and lounges to retain its appeal to business and first-class passengers (Sun et al., 2022). This focus on service quality during the lean years shows a paradigm shift that aligns with the transformational leadership that stresses the value of customer satisfaction and company image.
Limitations
However, the leadership strategies of British Airways have also revealed some major drawbacks that include management of labour relations and costs. It is worth highlighting that during the COVID-19, BA implemented the fire and rehire policy, which means that the airline offered to dismiss employees and re-employ them at lower wages and conditions. This decision was received with much disdain from the employees, trade unions and the public, which greatly eroded the company’s image (Pittard and Ewing, 2024). The approach was more of a ‘managerial’ rather than a ‘molecular’ leadership, which in essence was more about cost-savings than about inspiring the employees. The effects of this decision have been long-term poor employees’ relation which has led to strikes, low productivity, decreased quality of service and therefore customers’ dissatisfaction.
Another limitation of BA's leadership is its sometimes-slow response to operational challenges. For example, the airline has faced numerous operational disruptions in recent years, including IT failures that led to significant flight cancellations and delays. In 2017, a major IT outage grounded hundreds of flights, affecting over 75,000 passengers and costing the airline an estimated £80 million. More recently, in 2022, BA experienced further IT-related issues, leading to flight cancellations and operational chaos (ET Online, 2024). These incidents suggest weaknesses in BA's crisis management and risk mitigation strategies, particularly in the areas of IT infrastructure and contingency planning.
Furthermore, while BA’s leadership has focused on premium offerings, there has been criticism regarding the airline’s service in economy class, which is often perceived as subpar compared to competitors. This has led to customer dissatisfaction, particularly among price-sensitive travellers who expect more value for money (Pittard and Ewing, 2024). The airline’s focus on premium segments, while strategically sound in maintaining profitability, has sometimes alienated other customer segments, which could pose a risk in a market where consumer preferences are increasingly diverse.
[bookmark: _Toc174884582]Impact of Leadership Decisions
The leadership decisions at British Airways have had a profound impact on the company’s performance, employee morale, and customer satisfaction, particularly during times of economic uncertainty.
Company Performance
Leadership decisions, particularly those related to cost-cutting and operational efficiency, have helped BA stabilize its financial performance during periods of economic downturn. For instance, the rapid downsizing of operations and workforce during the COVID-19 pandemic was a critical move that helped the airline manage its financial obligations when revenues plummeted (PTI, 2020). Therefore, BA was able to escape the fate of some of its international counterparts, who went bankrupt. The leadership’s ability to manage the expenditures and ensure the company has adequate liquidity during this pandemic is a clear indication of their ability to manage crises.
However, these decisions also had implications that went far into the future. This is because the “fire and rehire” strategy, alongside other aggressive cost-cutting measures, eroded the airline’s reputation and thus impaired its brand value and competitive positioning. This is due to the fact that the loss of experienced staff and the effect on employee morale have resulted in operational issues and service delivery gaps that may hinder the company from recovering and growing in the long term.
Employee Morale
Some of the leadership decisions that have affected the morale of the employees at British Airways have been highly destructive especially in the period leading up to and after the pandemic. The program known as “fire and rehire” coupled with other austerity measures caused discontent among the employees as many of them reported feeling unappreciated and unmotivated at work. Offering returning employee’s worse terms and conditions, along with the failure to engage with unions, led to the development of distrust and animosity (Ewing and Hendy, 2020). This has been evidenced by strikes, low productivity, higher turnover rates that have led to interruption of operations and decreased efficiency of the airline.
This is a major weakness in leadership, as the drive to keep costs low has been done at the expense of the employees, which is an issue that should be addressed in transformational leadership. When people do not feel appreciated or when they work in an organization that is unstable and uncertain, it is unlikely that they will be motivated or willing to perform beyond their responsibilities. These decisions may result in the long run to a diminished organizational culture as well as commitment, which have a ripple effect on service delivery and customer satisfaction (Ewing and Hendy, 2020).
Customer Satisfaction
Customer satisfaction has also been affected by the leadership decisions at British Airways to a large extent. The technological advancement and the introduction of premium services were positively received in some parts of the market by the airline, but operational challenges and service delivery gaps create customer discontent. For instance, the multiple IT breakdowns have not only resulted in massive interruptions but also reduced customers’ confidence in the airline’s operations. In a sector where customer satisfaction is directly proportional to service delivery, these disruptions are not only likely to persist but also have a detrimental effect (Salah and Abou-Shouk, 2019).
However, the emphasis on the high-end segments has sometimes come at the cost of the economy segments, which are still the largest customer base of the airline. There are more complaints about the lack of legroom, less provision of food and beverages and other cuts made in the economy class. This has resulted in a decrease in customer satisfaction ratings and more complaints especially on social media since unhappy customers are more vocal.


[bookmark: _Toc174884583]Recommendations for Leadership Amid Economic Uncertainty
[bookmark: _Toc174884584]Emergent Leadership Skills
To effectively manage ongoing economic uncertainty, British Airways (BA) should focus on cultivating key emergent leadership skills that align with the challenges it faces. These skills include emotional intelligence, agility, resilience, and collaborative leadership.
Emotional Intelligence: Given the understanding that leadership decisions determine the morale of the employees and the satisfaction of the customers, leaders at BA require to enhance their levels of emotional intelligence. This involves being more in touch with the employees’ requirements and concerns, which are very important in the process of rebuilding trust in the company after a disaster. High EI managers are able to control emotions of people during the volatile situations, and while making some decisions that may not be well received, they are able to foster a positive culture (Kotsou et al., 2019).
Agility: The level of flexibility is one of the primary defining features: it is necessary to be prepared for quick shifts between tasks or even between approaches. Another benefit of agile is that it can enable BA to respond to different types of uncertainty such as demand volatility or shifts in the regulatory landscape. This skill originates from the adaptive leadership theory which emphasises on the ability to change the strategies being used when undertaking a project while maintaining an understanding of the overall plan.
Resilience: It is only natural that organizations need strong leaders during the period of turbulence over the course of the long time. Resilience means not deviating from the plan and not giving up even in the face of adversities, which ensures that BA will be able to recover quickly from disasters and continue to thrive (Sisto et al., 2019). This is in line with crisis leadership that refers to one’s ability to produce sound decisions in emergent situations.
[bookmark: _Toc174884585]Strategic Leadership Plan
To implement these emergent leadership skills within British Airways, the following strategic plan is recommended:
Leadership Development Programs: Implement structural, cultural, and training changes to strengthen the emotional intelligence, adaptability, and problem-solving abilities of current and future leaders (Taran, 2019). These programs should consist of workshops, simulations and realistic business scenarios so that the leaders can rehearse these skills in a safe environment.
Employee Engagement Initiatives: Improve workplace relations between leaders and subordinates to enhance trust. Town hall meetings, feedback sessions, and an open-door policy can assist leaders in keeping their finger on the pulse with regards to their employees, while also effectively managing any issues that may arise and foster a strong organizational culture.
Agile Decision-Making Framework: Adopt a contingency approach to decision making to facilitate quick and timely adaptation to the dynamic environment (Jaggars and Jones, 2018). This could be decentralised decision making, where the local managers are allowed to make quick decisions based on the real time information to make BA continue to be adaptive to the market forces.

[bookmark: _Toc174884586]Conclusion
In conclusion, British Airways can provide its leaders with the emergent skills to manage economic volatility by embracing thinking skills, EI, strategic visioning, and collaborative decision making. This paper has outlined the challenges that BA faces and how it can address them through a strategic plan that focuses on leadership, culture, and learning in order to achieve sustainable success in the context of a shifting industry.
In conclusion, there are many challenges for British Airways to operate in the current conditions of the global economy, which has been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, growing fuel prices, and volatile demand. The examination of these leadership approaches that are employed by BA shows that there are merits and demerits and therefore underlines the need for emphasizing on adaptive, transformational and crisis leadership in order to ensure that there is operational sustainability and an edge over the competitors. On the positive side, the leadership of the airline has shown that they are capable of handling a crisis and are willing to embrace change while on the negative side, especially concerning the employees and customers, there have been significant downsides.
To overcome these challenges, it will be necessary to use emergent leadership skills, including thinking ability, emotional intelligence, strategic vision, and collaborative decision-making. These skills, in combination with the effective leadership plan for development, culture, and learning, will help BA to increase leadership competence, engage employees, and meet the needs of various customers.
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Task 2: Reflective Essay

[bookmark: _Toc174889113]Introduction
In this reflective essay, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle will be used to evaluate and reflect on the leadership skills that have been developed during this module. The Kolb’s model of experiential learning has four stages: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation that can be used to analyse my learning experience and evaluate my potential to meet leadership roles and responsibilities.


[bookmark: _Toc174889114]Reflection using Kolb’s Model
[bookmark: _Toc174889115]Concrete Experience
In this particular module, I have participated in a number of learning activities that have helped me to relate to leadership in practical ways. These were in form of case studies and group projects all of which are meant to create real life like leadership experiences. A memorable activity was at workplace, i had to act as a team manager who had to guide a team through a crisis management exercise. This task involved decision making, self-control and flexibility since the strategies to be employed had to change with the progression of the situation (Morris, 2020). 
 In this case, I used adaptive thinking to modify the course of action after realizing that the situation was different from what was expected, for instance, changes in team members and emerging obstacles. I also used the aspect of emotional intelligence to address issues to do with morale in the team since everyone felt stressed. This active engagement provided me with a firsthand experience of the challenges and expectations of leadership, which created a basis for further pondering (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc174889116]Reflective Observation
After going through these experiences, I proceeded to the phase of reflecting observation where I was able to analyse my behaviours, as well as the consequences of the leadership style that I adopted. Crisis management exercise revealed that I was flexible and able to adapt to changes as they were occurring. For instance, when the team has faced some challenges which were not expected by other members, I was able to change the direction of the team and aim at other objectives. This is in consonance with Kolb’s view that reflection assists in the acquisition of knowledge about the experience and this helps to note the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (Kolb and Kolb, 2018).
At the same time, I identified some of the leadership shortcomings that I have that require attention. While leading the team I was able to maintain focus and direction but when it came to making decision where there were several good choices, I was not decisive enough. This tendency to overanalyse and thus take longer than necessary, was a weakness in the decisiveness which I came to understand as being essential in leadership positions. Also, while I was able to deploy emotional intelligence to foster team unity, I realized that stress was being bottled up within me and at some point, impacted on my communication as I was not clear and concise enough at certain times (Bagwell, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc174889117]Abstract Conceptualization
The last stage in Kolb’s model is the synthesising stage where I used leadership theories to conceptualise my experiences. In this module, I looked at different leadership theories such as the adaptive leadership, transformational leadership, and emotional intelligence. These theories helped me to develop a theoretical framework through which I can describe my leadership assets and liabilities. 
 Adaptive leadership as described by Ronald Heifetz gives much importance to flexibility in leadership and management. Through the appointment as the leader of the crisis management exercise, I was also able to learn that this particular theory is very useful because it allows one to modify the implemented strategies in consideration of the changing conditions. Like with other topics, the theory of emotional intelligence. This theory made me realize that there is a need to come up with improved ways of handling stress so that one can be effective in leadership especially when there is pressure. 
 With reference to the theoretical concept of situational leadership, I recognized that my inability to make decision could be attributed to my propensity to involve the team in the decision-making process, more often than necessary. Situational leadership, which suggests that a leader should take a particular approach depending on the circumstances and the team, taught me the value of being both democratic and authoritarian at the same time. This conceptual understanding enabled me to generalise from the experience and to develop strategies for the future lessons (C. April Yue et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc174889118]Active Experimentation
In the final stage of Kolb’s model, active experimentation, I plan to apply the insights gained from my reflections and conceptual understanding to improve my leadership practice. Recognizing the need for greater decisiveness, I intend to work on trusting my judgment more and making quicker decisions in high-pressure situations. This will involve practicing decision-making under simulated conditions where I can develop confidence in my ability to choose the best course of action without overanalysing (Kotsou et al., 2019).
To enhance my emotional intelligence, particularly in managing stress, I plan to engage in regular stress management practices, such as mindfulness and reflective journaling. These practices will help me remain calm and clear-headed, even in challenging situations, allowing me to communicate more effectively with my team. Additionally, I will seek opportunities to lead in high-pressure environments, where I can apply these strategies and continue to refine my approach (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022).
I also intend to experiment with situational leadership by being more selective in when and how I involve the team in decision-making. While collaborative decision-making is valuable, there are times when a more directive approach is necessary to ensure efficiency and timely outcomes. By practicing this balance, I can become a more versatile leader, capable of adapting my style to the needs of the situation (Elkhwesky et al., 2022).
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[bookmark: _Toc174889119]Conclusion
Applying Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle to my leadership development has provided a structured approach to reflect on my experiences, draw insights, and plan for future improvement. Through this process, I have recognized my strengths in adaptive thinking and emotional intelligence, while also identifying areas for growth, such as decisiveness and stress management. By continuing to experiment with these skills in real-world contexts, I am confident that I can enhance my ability to fulfil key leadership responsibilities, particularly in environments characterized by uncertainty and change. This reflective journey has not only deepened my understanding of leadership theories but has also equipped me with practical strategies to become a more effective and resilient leader in my future career.
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