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[bookmark: _Toc232028235]1. Introduction and Background
One of the most revolutionary industries of the modern times has been commercial aviation. The United Kingdom was the first country to develop it, and in 1919, the world's first scheduled daily international airline was introduced between London and Paris (Dobruszkes and Graham, 2016). After several decades of government ownership, British Airways was officially established in 1974 as the result of a merger between BOAC, BEA and two regional airlines, after which it was privatised in 1987, later merging with Iberia in 2011 to become the International Airlines Group (IAG) (British Airways, 2024). In the UK, it was Sir Stelios Haji-Ioannou, the founder of EasyJet, who, in 1995, made the first step towards low-cost point-to-point air travel with a single route between London Luton and Glasgow and directly challenged legacy airlines and changed how British consumers travel by air (Simple Flying, 2024). Combined, these two airlines have been the model of opposing contrasting business models that have defined the modern aviation landscape in the UK.
The history of the industry is one of being prone to vulnerability. According to Aviation Business News (2025), the terrorist attacks of September 2001, the 2008 world financial crisis and the 2010 Icelandic volcanic ash cloud all had a great but short-term impact. None, however, were as big as COVID-19. The International Airport Review (2021) states that in 2020 the total number of passengers at UK airports decreased by 75.2, down to 1985 levels, and April to December 2020 saw an 89.1 per cent fall compared to the same months in 2019. This was not only a demand shock but a structural crisis of being in the sector.
The economic impact was drastic. According to Airlines UK (2023), in 2020 and 2021, British Airways incurred losses before exceptional items of £2.3 billion and £1.9 billion, respectively, whereas EasyJet incurred losses of £858 million in the year to September 2021 (Airlines UK, 2023).  As validated by Budd, Ison and Adrienne (2020), European airlines had to implement cost-saving initiatives on a large scale, and Amankwah-Amoah (2020) indicates that the severity of the impact was conditioned by both externally imposed limitations and cost structures of carriers. Although this disruption is of such magnitude, there is limited comparative analysis of UK-specific turnaround strategies. As British Airways and EasyEasy are opposite extremes of companies that reacted to the pandemic unevenly, a comparative analysis of their post-pandemic strategies is an unexplored, yet analytically rich, source of information.
[bookmark: _Toc232028236]2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Aim: The aim of this research is to conduct a comparative study examining the corporate turnaround strategies adopted by British Airways and EasyJet following the COVID-19 pandemic.
Objectives:
· To analyse the financial recovery strategies implemented by British Airways and EasyJet post-COVID-19
· To evaluate the operational restructuring approaches adopted by both airlines during the recovery period
· To compare the effectiveness of turnaround strategies between British Airways and EasyJet post-pandemic
Research Questions:
· What financial recovery strategies were implemented by British Airways and EasyJet following COVID-19?
· What operational restructuring approaches did both airlines adopt during the post-COVID recovery period?
· How do the turnaround strategies of British Airways and EasyJet compare in terms of post-pandemic effectiveness?


[bookmark: _Toc232028237]3. Preliminary Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc232028238]3.1 History of the Airline Industry
Commercial aviation came into existence following the First World War when excess military aircraft were used commercially. With deregulation of the aviation industry, initiated by the US Airline Deregulation Act of 1978 and followed by liberalisation packages in Europe, which were completed by 1997, deregulation turned the aviation industry into a competitive international market (Dobruszkes and Graham, 2016). IATA (2024) documents that growth in the 1950s was a few million to 4.7 billion passengers by 2024, whilst the Civil Aviation Authority (2024) records that in 2019, UK airports recorded that they served 297 million passengers. Nevertheless, Dobruszkes and Graham (2016) warn that liberalisation did not have an equal effect on markets and types of carriers, making it difficult to simplify the process of deregulation into the idea of stable growth.
[bookmark: _Toc232028239]3.2 Impact of COVID-19 on Airlines
COVID-19 has caused greater financial and operational harm than anything the world of aviation had ever faced. Based on the ICAO, IATA and EUROCONTROL statistics, Dube, Nhamo and Chikodzi (2021) established that the pandemic caused widespread bankruptcies and liquidations in the global arena, with the number of passengers plummeting to an unprecedented low. Warnock-Smith et al. (2021) build on this by quantifying a loss of US$371 billion in gross passenger revenues in 2020, a 60% decrease, with international traffic decreasing by 74% and domestic markets being relatively more resilient. Sun et al. (2021) verify that May 2020 was the worst month in the history of aviation, and scheduled services were almost completely destroyed. What these aggregate numbers hide, though, is that the pandemic raised the structural vulnerabilities that were already present and not entirely novel, a difference which has significant analytical consequences in terms of strategic appraisal of the subsequent turnaround plans.
Another finding in the literature is that recovery outcomes were influenced by other factors other than the initial impact. Amankwah-Amoah (2020) claims that the intensity of impacts was defined by carrier-specific cost designs and interactions between internally generated responses and externally introduced government constraints. The article by Budd et al. (2020) that analyses 40 European airlines affirms that no airline had proper contingency plans in place, which indicates that the vulnerability was not an incidental but a systemic issue. Sun et al. (2021) also show that government actions made winners and losers in competition, i.e., recovery became a policy decision as it was an airline's strategy. There is still a significant gap, though: current research pays much more attention to the acute phase of the crisis in 2020 and does not directly compare British Airways and EasyJet as opposite UK airlines throughout the recovery process to 2025, leaving unknown whether the differences in their recovery can be discussed as the result of strategic decisions, structural benefits or legislative policies.
[bookmark: _Toc232028240]3.3 Airline Industry Challenges and Problems in General
The fragility of the airline industry structure is not new to COVID-19, and it is important to realise that these weaknesses existed before the pandemic and that post-pandemic turnaround plans can be viewed as either signs of genuine recovery or just a stabilisation. Merkert and Morrell (2012) use the DEA analysis of 66 airlines to show that the historic average EBIT margin of 40 years was only 0.1, which proves that the low profitability is a structural characteristic, not a cyclical event. Using GMM analysis on a sample of international airlines operating between 2005 and 2019, Maung, Douglas and Tan (2022) determine that high fixed costs, overleveraged balance sheets, low entry barriers and sensitive fuel prices are the four structural drivers of the fragility that are persistent across the sample.
According to Gossling (2020), COVID-19 was a diagnostic crisis, highlighting overdependence on volume growth and chronically inadequate liquidity buffers predating the pandemic. Comparing the historical situation with 9/11 and the 2008 recession, Suau-Sanchez, Voltes-Dorta and Cuguero-Escofet (2020) find that COVID-19 did not introduce new structural weaknesses but disastrously enhanced the preexisting ones. In a systematic review of crisis literature, Cook, Mayer and Doy (2024) observe that there is no scholarly consensus regarding the best airline crisis response and further claim that turnaround strategies were mostly improvised instead of being evidence-based. These studies combined lead to a critical question which forms the basis of this study: whether retrenchment and restructuring can really cure structural weaknesses or only stabilise airlines until the next crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc232028241]3.4 Airline Business Models: LCC vs Full-Service
The low-cost and the full-service models are the opposite in terms of competition strategy. Full-service carriers are hub-and-spoke networks with high fixed costs and multiple cabin classes, whereas low-cost carriers are point-to-point, single-aircraft type, and lean in pricing (unbundled) (Klophaus, Conrady and Fichert, 2012). Nevertheless, both models are empirically validated by Daft and Albers (2015) as converging prior to the pandemic, as LCCs took on connecting services and fare bundling, which blurred traditional differences. Azadian and Vasigh (2019) apply this to the financial sphere, discovering that the cost convergence between the legacy carriers and Southwest Airlines is possible, but it is carrier-specific and not universal, implying that convergence is not universal.
In spite of this convergence, Maung, Douglas and Tan (2022) affirm that full-service carriers still have a growth-profitability trade-off that cannot be structurally avoided by low-cost carriers. Using financial ratio analysis on FSC and LCC airlines, Ma (2024) reveals that low-cost airlines bounced back more quickly than COVID-19 and had better financial results despite getting fewer government bailouts, which he attributes to more cost-efficient cost structures and operational flexibility. The fact that models are converging and performance diverged so widely in crisis conditions implies that the difference between them may not just be due to the business model structure but may be due to turnaround strategy as well—as this research explores in the UK context.
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Turnaround Theory
According to Hamrick and Schecter (1983), turnaround strategies are categorised as efficiency-orientated strategies, including asset and cost surgery and repositioning strategies that entail strategic change in the market. Their study showed that efficiency-orientated strategies were best related to effective recovery in established sectors. The specific retrenchment and restructuring measures implemented by both airlines will be classified and evaluated based on this theory, allowing the evaluation of whether the responses by the two airlines were in line with established turnaround principles.

Resource-Based View
According to the resource-based view developed by Barney (1991), the long-term competitive advantage is based on the resources that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable. This framework will justify the reason why British Airways and easyJet had entirely different recovery capabilities regardless of the fact that the same crisis affected both companies. The Heathrow slots of British Airways and membership in a global alliance are in contrast to the lean fleet and the low-cost culture of EasyJet. Combined with turnaround theory, the RBV enables this study to differentiate strategic decisions and resource-based restrictions in the formation of recovery outcomes.
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The available literature deals with the overall effect of COVID-19 on aviation and the identification of the structural dissimilarity between LCC and FSC models but does not conduct a longitudinal analysis of the respective turnaround strategies of British Airways and EasyJet in the entire post-pandemic period, i.e., 2020-2025, using the turnaround theory and the resource-based view in the context of a mixed-methods framework. The study will address this gap by offering business-model-comparative insights that are UK-specific and are not provided in the academic literature at present.
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The research will utilise a pragmatist research philosophy, which suggests that research questions must dictate methods and not philosophical commitment to one paradigm (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Pragmatism is suitable in this case since the study needs both quantitative analysis of financial ratios and qualitative analysis of strategic papers, and neither a pure positivist nor an interpretivist approach would fit this inter-combination. Although pragmatism allows methodological flexibility, its use can complicate the synthesis of the results of other epistemological traditions, and its application needs to be carefully designed to ensure the consistency of the results (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc232028246]4.2 Research Approach
The research will be based on an abductive research method, which alternates between empirical evidence and theoretical constructs as opposed to pursuing a deductive or inductive direction (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Abduction is especially fitting in this case since, according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), this approach is most suited to the research that aims to apply the existing theoretical frameworks as an interpretive lens and, at the same time, be open to discoveries that might invalidate or refine these frameworks. Since there is not much pre-research specifically on the turnaround strategies of British Airways and EasyJet in the aftermath of the pandemic, abduction will enable the research to produce analytically rich insights that neither pure deduction nor pure induction would produce independently.
[bookmark: _Toc232028247]4.3 Research Design
The present research will be based on a mixed-methods comparative case-study research design, which will involve the comparison of British Airways and Easy Jet in the years of 2018-2025. The mixed methods design is chosen, as the research questions entail both quantitative analysis of financial recovery and qualitative analysis of strategic decisions, and no single strand would allow a researcher to provide a deep level of evidence. Using the comparative case study method enables a detailed and systematic study of two opposite organisations that encounter the same external shock and thus compare strategies and results directly (Yin, 2018). This is presented as a comparative study so that the decisions made and the ways in which operations have been restructured under policy statements issued by both airlines throughout the recovery period can be directly compared. Using two airlines with different business models that were subject to the same external shock creates greater analytical rigour to the results. Although case study research is especially useful in the sense that it does not only provide an insight into what occurred but also how and why (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019), the outcomes might not be applicable to other airlines beyond the two analysed.
[bookmark: _Toc232028248]4.4 Data Collection
All information will be taken out of secondary sources. The quantitative strand will involve 2018-25 published annual reports of British Airways and EasyJet and extract financial data to analyse ratios such as liquidity, profitability and leverage ratios. Financial (quantitative) data analysis will be a key feature of this strand, and financial data will be sourced from published annual reports and analysed systematically to reveal measurable trends across pre-pandemic, pandemic and post-pandemic periods. To complement the numerical results, policy statements, restructuring announcements and strategic communication from both carriers will be reviewed. The qualitative strand will be based on IATA reports, publications of the Civil Aviation Authority, strategic statements, and restructuring announcements of both carriers. The search will be done in Google Scholar and Scopus. The following table presents the search terms for the study:
Table 1: Literature Search Terms, Source: (Self-Made).
	Theme
	Search Terms

	COVID-19 and airlines
	"COVID-19 airline impact", "aviation pandemic financial losses", "airline industry 2020 recovery"

	Turnaround strategy
	"corporate turnaround strategy", "airline retrenchment", "business recovery aviation"

	Business models
	"low-cost carrier vs full-service", "LCC FSC comparison", "airline business model convergence"

	UK aviation
	"British Airways turnaround", "EasyJet COVID-19 recovery", "UK airline financial performance"

	Industry challenges
	"airline profitability", "aviation structural problems", "airline resilience crises"



Here are the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the data collection:
Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria, Source: (Self-Made).
	Criteria
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Publication date
	2015 onwards
	Before 2015

	Language
	English only
	Non-English sources

	Source type
	Peer-reviewed journals, official annual reports, IATA/CAA publications
	Opinion pieces, blogs, unverified sources

	Geographic focus
	UK and European aviation; global where directly relevant
	Studies with no relevance to aviation

	Subject focus
	Airline strategy, turnaround, COVID-19 impact, LCC/FSC models
	Unrelated transport or tourism studies



Since this study will be based solely on publicly accessible secondary data, there will be no ethical issues associated with the consent of participants or their privacy, and the academic integrity will be ensured by ensuring the consistent and clear referencing of all the sources.
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Financial ratio analysis will be used to analyse the quantitative data. This includes metrics like current ratio, debt-to-equity ratio and operating margin that allow for a structured numerical comparison of both carriers year-on-year. These will be measurable outputs which will give an evidence base to critically analyse and compare the qualitative strategic outputs. It will allow structured year-on-year comparison of financial performance between the pre-pandemic, pandemic and post-pandemic periods of both carriers. The qualitative data will be analysed based on thematic analysis following the six-step process of Braun and Clarke (2021), which is chosen due to its flexibility and rigour of analysing strategic documents without predetermined coding frameworks. 
[bookmark: _Toc232028250]4.6 Risks and Mitigation Strategies
The following table demonstrate the risk associated and mitigation strategies:
Table 3: Risks and Mitigation Strategies, Source: (Self-Made).
	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Mitigation Strategy

	British Airways reports within IAG Group, limiting standalone financial analysis
	High
	High
	Cross-reference with IAG segmental reporting and supplementary CAA and IATA data

	Key annual reports or strategic documents unavailable
	Medium
	Medium
	Use multiple sources including Airlines UK and IATA industry reports

	Researcher subjectivity in thematic analysis
	Low
	Medium
	Follow Braun and Clarke's (2021) reflexive thematic analysis checklist
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Figure 1: Research Timeline, Source: (Self-Made).
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