Journal of Aviation/Aerospace
Education & Research
Volume 18
Number 3 JAAER Spring 2009

Article 10

Spring 2009

Case Study Methodology in the Aviation Industry
Jeffrey C. Johnson

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.erau.edu/jaaer
Scholarly Commons Citation
Johnson, J. C. (2009). Case Study Methodology in the Aviation Industry. Journal of Aviation/Aerospace Education & Research, 18(3).
https://doi.org/10.15394/jaaer.2009.1427

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at Scholarly Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Aviation/
Aerospace Education & Research by an authorized administrator of Scholarly Commons. For more information, please contact commons@erau.edu.

Johnson: Case Study Methodology in the Aviation Industry

CASE STUDYMETHODOLOGY IN THE AVlATIONINDUSTRY

Jeffrey C. Johnson

Abstract
g utility of the use of case study methodology as a means to enhance student learning in
This was a paper s h o ~ i n the
aviation education. A short discuooion ofthe case study methodology based on R. Yi's case study approach was
presented to give the reader background knowledge from which to perform a case study. Through the case study
methodology, the aviation instructor can identify key variables of airline management, define and present these
variables to the students in the classroom, and then have the students perform a case study investigation of their
selected airline over the course of a semester. Day-tday operational variables of aviation organidions can be
investigated from several sources included documentation, archival records, direct observation, participant
observation, and physical artifacts. Use of these data sources will ensure correlation of collected data among multiple
sources and increased reproducibility of collected data thus strengthening the validity of the instructor's and students'
study. A sample case study is presented with its associated selected, identified and defined variables. By tasking the
students to perform the sequential parts of a case study in multiple parts ovw the c o m e of a semester, each student
will have a complete, well investigated case study of an airline oftheir choice at the end of the course. A sample case
study of Aloha airlines is presented as an example of a completed case study on an airline. Recommendations for
incorporating a case study into the curriculum of an airline management course are presented as a sample of the use
of this teaching technique in the aviation classroom.
CBe study methodology is a tool that aviation
instructors can use successfullyto enhance student learning
about airliemanagement.Case study researchfacilihtesan
in-depth understand'mg of a current complex issue and
strengthens previous knowledge, while providing
opporhmitissfor further research. Yin definesthecase study
research method as, "an empirical inquiry that investigates
a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context;
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are
not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of
evidence are used" F
i
n
,
1994, p. 23). Yin goes on to say
that case studies are the preferred strategy when "how" or
"why" questions are asked in empirical studies, when the
researcher has little control over the events, and when there
is a contemporary focus within a real life context. Case
studies tend to be selective, focusing on one or two issues
fundamental to understanding the system being examined
(Tellis, 1997).
Case studies are most useful and as comprehensive
as possible when theresearcherutilizes the process of "thick
description." "Thick description" involves an in-depth
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description of the entity being evaluated, the circumstances
under which it is used, the characteristics of the people
involved iu it, and thc nature ofthe community in which it
is located (Yin, 1994).
Case Study Methodology
According to Yi (1994), there are three types of
case studies: Erploratoy - searching without first defining
specific variables; Erplanatory - searching afier deliniing
specific variables; and Descriptive reporting on findings
not related to specific variables. Robert Stake (1995)
included h e others: Intrinsic - when the researcher has an
interost in the case; Insnvmentul - when the case is used to
understand more than what is obvious to the obsewer;
Collective whn a group of cases is studied. Illustrative
case studies m primarilydescriptivestudies. They typically
utilii one or two instances of an event to show what a
situation is like. Illustrative case studies serve primarily to
make the unfamiliar familiar and to give readers a common
language about the topic in question. Exploratory (or pilot)
case studies are condensed case studies performed before
implementing a large scale investigation. Their basic

-
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function is to help identify questions and select types of
measurement prior t o the main investigation. Cumulative
case studies serve to aggregate information fmm seveml
sites collected at different times. Critical instance case
studies examine one or more sites for either the purpose of
examining a situation of unique interest with little to no
interest in genmlizability. or to call into question or
challenge a highly generalized or universal assertion.
Regardless of the many forms it can rake, "a case
study is generically a story: itpresents the concrete n m t i v e
detail of actual, or at least realistic events, it has a plot,
exposition, chmactm, and somtimes even dialogue"
paurn, 1996, pg. 21). Generally, case study reports are
extensively descriptive, bringing with them the problem of
determining the optimal combination of description and
analysis. Dul and Hak (2007)define a case study as a shrdy
where a singleor multiple organizations are chosen, selected
attributes are measured and scored and the scores are
analyzsd in a qualitative manner.
Case studies are detailed explanation$ of the
researchersi theoretical positions: of how those theories
drove the inquiry or led to the guidingresearchquestions; of
the participants' backgrounds; of the processes of data
collection; of the ~ainiigaud
of the coders,
along with a strong attempt to make connections between
the data md the conclusions evident, Because case studies
tend to be exploratory, most end with implications for
further study (Soy,2005).
Yi (1994) tiuther suggested that every
investigation should have a general analytic strategy, so as
to guide the decision regarding what would be analyzed and
for what w o n . Yin, in particular, refuted the criticism of
this decision by presenting a well constructed explanation of
the difference between analytic generalization and statistical
generalition: "In analytic generaliuuim previously
developed theory is used as a template against which to
compare the empirical results ofthe case study" (Yin, 1994,
pg. 32). The inappropriate manner of generalizing assumes
that some sample of cases has been drawn from a largm
universe of cases. Thus the incorrect terminology such as
"small sample" arises, as though a single-case study were a
single respondent.
Stake (1995)argued for another approach centered
onamore intuitive, empirically-pmdedgmmhtim.He
termed it "naturalistic" generalimtion. His argument was
based on the harmonious relationship between the reader's
experiences and the case study itself. He expected that the
data generated by case studies would often resonate
experientially with a broad cross section of readers, thereby

facilitating a p a t w understanding of the phenomenon.
Yin's Case Study Methodology suggestion^
Yin (1994) explains that the case study
methodology is a complex methodology resulting in
sxtansive study of one or more real-life situations with the
intent of generalizing those happeainp to other, similar
circumstances. This methodologylends itselfto the study of
contemporary situations such as instances of peculiarity in
the airline industry of an airline's operations. It also allows
the researcher the ability to clearly and succinctly present
data, find'mgs, and conclusions to the public in a
r e c o m l o format through a witten report. Many studies
of the airline industry should take the form of a case study
because it is the most applicable methodology for the study
of the factors leading to the successful operation of an
airline. This is evident from the numerous case studies in
modem scholarlyjournals including an investigation of Air
Baltic and SAS by Huettinger (2006),and an analysis of Au
C b i by Ahmed, ZBiri, and Almarri (2006). In each
study, airline managanent is studied by identifying key
variables and performhg a case study using those identified
variables m come to conclusions on various airline
management techniques. Dul and Hak (2007)maintain that
the case study methodology, if employed correctly, is often
the preferable and most appropriate research strategy in
management investigations.
Oncc the case study methodology is chosen, Yin
(1994)suggesta the research follow four stages:
1. Design the case study,
2. Conduct the case study,
3. Analyze the case study evidence, and
4. D e v e l o p t h e c o n c t u s i o n s ,
recommendations and implications.
During the course of the case study, Yi (1994)
suggests the researcher applies the following f a u research
techniques:
1. To explain complex causal links in real
life interventions
2. To describe the real life mntext in which
the intervention has occurred
3. To describe the intervention itself
4. To explore those situations in which the
intervention being evaluated has no clear
set of outcomes
Yin (1994)listed several characteristicsthat a successful
case study should entail. The list of characteristics put
forth by Yin follows.

-
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Bccker. et al. (2005).resenrclrers must fitst develop explicit
qucaions for exploration to design successful case studic-.
'These questions are die cquivalmt of h e I~ypoM~esis
stntcment or question in other forms of research. researchro:.ni tllcse
queslions. thc researcher thcn must dccidc Rom which
theoretical pcrspcdive thc study will approach thc case.
Research dcsign. according to the C$ll writing
guidc (Beckcr.et a!.. 2005). providesd~eplan the restarcher
will follow OI begin the research project; limit thc reopc of
the research pmjecf by deciding which data aw reluma to
the research: accomplish the rcscmlr pf~.iajcct:irrralpi% bthc
data c~llscrsdduring the research projcct: and, finally. drdw
conclt~~ions
From the mscarch. A strongly designed nmnrch
project has a definite link betwecr~tbc r e u ~ s c hquestions.
the data presented and the conclusions p r o p o d . Sitnply
stated, research d e s i g p r ~ v i d ~rhc
. s tuadmnp for getting
kam rhc rcsenrcb question to the rc$uu~hso~l~lusion.
Cirw Sit!+ M~~lrudoluqr
rle,$ignCmpuntnls. In
order ro dcsign R successful case study. the researcher must
define livc componew inlo the o v c ~rwearch
l
de~sign(Y in
1994). Lcc (2005)s h o w Br:intcrrclelionships aFWlucc Five
cnmponcnts in the desigrt uf a case study in flgw 1.

Collects data abour a specific individual.
objrct. or group.
~ n c multiple
s
sources of evidence.
1:requently includcs nccounts from thc
subjccts thenisclvm.
Studies cvcntv and rubjrcts in rcal+lifc
ecrtraxts.
I)mwsconclusions ahauf the researchand
limits lhum to rhc subjectIs) within I~IL*
dclined contuxl unly. No ultempt is madc
to focus on or discnvcr univcrsnl truths or
theories.
Scrks ro undcntand complex phenomena
from U\c participant's p i r l t of view. It
docs 11111 5wk 10 d i x o w r r~.latim~hips
anlong nlcasurcd. more empirical
variables.
Sccks rlswers to questions of how and
wlry. i t s t ~ dor who. what, w h w , how
much. md how many.

~ i * r / n11~(b.W $u&
Idenrfiing o Th~orcticali ~ m ~ ~ c c f i According
vt..
to
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Smdy Qualttians. Why & 1 1 9 ~
......

.-

,

51ndyPr~pusrtiu#w

I

Published by Scholarly Commons, 2009

I CHSCStudy U U ~ ~Cornponrnls
QII
(K.et.2005)

3

Journal of Aviation/Aerospace Education & Research, Vol. 18, No. 3 [2009], Art. 10

Case Study Methodolorn

Yin (1994) defines the five components of a case
study as:
1. A study's questions.
2. A study's propositions (if any).
3. A study's units of analysis.
4. The logic linkingthe data to the propositions.
5. The criteria for interpreting the fmdings.
Case Stu& Design Conditiom. Yin (1994)
presented three conditions for the design of case studies: a)
the type of research question posed, b) the extent of control
an investigator has over actual events, and c) the d e p e of
focus on contempomy events. In case studies of airline
operations, the msearch question seeks to identify key
characteristics of an airline that, if duplicated may hold the
key to successful operations in other, similar airlines. The
strrmgth of the question is its limitation to the scope of the
research project. The initial research should be limited to
one airline, making it a single case study, and should define
the unique operating environment and geowphical area to
be studied. By limiting the study to this degree, the
mscarcher satisfies hvo goals. First, the pmjmt is of such a
scope that it cau be ~OnIpletedamumkly and in a timely
fashion. Timeliness is especially imponant in the everchanging aviation indushy. Ifthe study were to continue for
too long a period of time, the context in which the study
started could change drastically enough as to negate the
need for the study. Second, l i t @ the scope of the study
in the manner described opens up further investigation into
similar airline operations in other regions of the world.
Follow-on multi-subject case studies may strengthen this
initial study's ~difigs.
~ecommendedProcedures. Y i (1994) identified
six primary sources of evidence for case study research.
They were documentation, archival records, interviews,
d
i
m observation, participant observation, m d physical
artifacts. Because no single source of data is better than
another during the course of a case study, Yi suggested
researchers use as many varying sources as possible but
cautioned that researchers follow h e principles duriagthe
collection of data. The researcher should use multiple
s m e s of data, m a t e a m e study database to organizeand
track data, and maintain a cham of evidence appropriate for
each type of data. The validity of the study is strmgthened
greatly by keeping an accurate data base and a thorough
chain of evidence. Because of the sensitivity of the
information relayed to the researcher d h g employee
interviews, senior airlie management often limits
dissemination and publication of written records of
individual employee interviews. Relying on Yin's proposed
course of action, interview results can be correlated with
public domain iuformation collected h m various sourccs
including the Federal Aviation AdminisIration, the National
Tratlsportation Safety B o x 4 the Deparhnent of
Transportation, the Airline Transpon Association. the
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Airline Pilots' Association, the Regional Airline Association
and other indusby sources. In this way, the validity of the
data gathered during interviews would be available for
inclusion in the final report.
Conducting Be Case Study
Robert E. Stake, Helen Simons, and Robert K. Yi
r e h e d Yin's initial description of ease study methodology
(Lee, 2005). They suggested case study researchers should
use six steps rather than the original four offered initially by
Yin. These six steps were:
Determine and deiine the research questions
Select the cases and determine data gathering and
analysis techniques
Prepare to collect the data
Collect data in the field
Evaluate and analyze the data
Preparethereport
Lee (2005) suggests that establishing a defmite
research focusshould bethe ikistep in case study research.
This will guide the researcher during the project by
providing an overall goal to the study. Lee (2005) goes on
to suggest that most case study research projects answer one
or more basic questions that begin with "how" or "why!' To
maintain a manageablsscope,theresearcher must ensurethe
questions are g e m 1 enough to allow investigation of the
proposed subject but also specific enough to set boundaries
for investigation. Once the initial goal of the study is
determined and the scope is defined by the initial questions,
the researcher then conducts a literature review. During the
c m e of M s review, the researcher should search for
sources that may already answer the initial questions ofthe
project. The researcher will discover those areas that were
undiscovered and should apply investigative resources to
answering those questions remaining unanswered.
Aeer setting the purpose of the study, the
researcher should next design the case study research u,
accomplish the proposed goal of the investigation (Lee,
2005). In some instauces, the researcher may decide the
proposed case is unique and does not have any other reallife case that is comparable to the proposed subject. In this
instance, the decision would he fairly straightforward; the
single case study method would be warranted. But what if
the researcher studied something in comparison to other,
comparable real-life cases7 Should the researcher then
always choose to perform a multiple case study? Typically,
the answer would depend on the type of subject proposed
for the study. The strength of the case study is the use of
multiple techniques and sources for data to coverthe subject
of the investigation. The researcher must rely on the basic
questions proposed forthe studyto determine whether ornot
inclusion of comparative cases would strengthen or weaken
the project.
Once the researcher decides on the methodology
the study will follow, decisions on data gathering tools und
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techniques are made. Takiig precautions in this area will
strengthen the study and enhance its validity and reliability.
Once the type of case study methodology to be
used for the project is selected, the researcher must obtain
resources to gather data and obtain proper permissions for
observation during the data gathering phase (Lee, 2005).
This step is integral to the studybecause the meawhwmust
have the ability to observe a11 aspects of the subject to
ensure validity of the collecttrd dam.
Once the project propsses into the datacollection
p k e , theresearchermust collect, catalogandstoremultiple
sources of evidence (Lee, 2005). Roper cataloging and
storing of collected data will allow the resemher show a
direct relationship between conclusions drawn and dam
collected.
Researchers at Colorado SIfite University propom
that using multiple sources of evidence increases the
reliability and validity of the data. This, in turn, causes the
case study to be much more convincing and accurate
because it is bwed on sevaal different sources of
information (Becker, et al., 2005). This causes the
to keep facts k s h and allows subtle threads of
s i m i h d y to emerge during data collection.
After the researcher is satisfied enough data haq
been ~ l h c t e dfrom which to cb'aw conclusions to answer
the basic research questions and satisfy the plupose of the
CW study, the resemher next analyzes and evaluates the
data (Lee, 2005). The researcher reviews the raw data ushg
as many pempctives as possible with the objective of
finding linkages between the observed and recorded data
and the research subject.
Finally, once the study is complete and the
conclusions m w e r the original research questions md
sHtisfy the purpose of the study, the researcher presents the
data in such a way that allows the reader to follow the
collection of data and the subsequent analysis of data. lfthis
is done properly and the l i e of the data to the
conclusion is done correctly, the reader will come to the
same conclusions as the researcher.
App(ication of Case Study Methodology in rhe Study of
Airline Management
The methodological approach is successful when
used in the study of airline management. As described in
Case Studv Methods, the "case study is an in-depth study of
the cases under consideration" (Hamel, et al., 1993, pg 32).
The author$ go on to say, "the d e p of detail in the
description of the case sNdy thus serves to ensure that the
representativeness of the case under investigation" (Hamel,
et al., 1993, pg. 32) ofthe entire population. There ir no
more appropriate application of this research methodology
than studying the uniqueness of a particular airline. To
accurately present the total picture of an airlie's business
model and operatianal pedormanea, this type of study
provides an accuraterepresentation ofboth the environment

withim which this airline operated and how it opwated
successfully in that environment. By parforming a detailed
case study, a study of this nature accomplishes this task
The aviation insbctor can use the case study
methodology to enhance the students' learning by
developing a case study with them throughout the course of
a semester. The itlsrmctor and each of the students should
select an airlimethey will investigate. In the beginning of the
semester, the students, under the direction of the instructor,
should develop a list of management variables that they
should study gwsrically in airtime management. As a guide,
the following areas of an airline should be examined by the
students:
Aiiliie history
Competitive advantage
Airlme economics
Service strategic strategy
Human resources

Managernentmtml
Service-price offer
Management information systems
Airline fleet composition
Communications
Service-delivery
htemal and external relationships
Once the students identify thc variables, the
instructor can either define them for the students, or,
preferably, have the students defme the variables through
investigative readii of selected airline management
journals. Each student should be required to prepare apaper
listing the selected variables and defining each variable.
This could be the first required submission of the course.
Next, the class should collaborate and agee upon
the design of the individual studies. By having one set
design, the instructor can guide the entire class through their
investigatiomeven rhough each student will be investigating
a separate airlme. These studies should be designed along
the four-stage s h u c m suggested by Yh (1994) as
discussed earlier in this paper. The h i section should
define the variables studied and show the students' l i g e
of those variables to the operation the subjsct airlme. The
next section should contuinthe students' observations ofthe
subject airlines' operations and data from various other
sources documenting aspects oftha airlines' o m t i o w that
are not observable fiom a researcher outside the airline
industty. This chapter should also contain an analysis of the
various data points h r n which the students drew
conclusions on the factors that may lead to successful
operations by new enaants into areas. Finally, the last
section should contain conclusions and generalizations that
show the applicability of the study's findings to airliie
operations in other, similav opmting environments.
Case studies of airlineoperationsshoulduse fiveof
the six primary sources available to case study researchers.

Pasc 37
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These five primary sources are documentation, archival
records, direct observation, participant observation and
physical artifacts (Yin, 1994). Because of the nonreproducibility of the sixth source, personal interviews,
conclusions drawn h m them must be corrobmted with
other reproducible data (Lee, 2005). In this way, the validity
of these studies will be ensured by the reproducibility of
data h m which conclusions and recommendations are
drawn.
Design of a Case Study in the Airline Industry
Basic manngnncat theories apply to the aviation
industry except that safely is p m o m t in all aspem ofthiis
unique industry. According to Rodwell (2003), slrategic
management, one business principle, refers to the
management of long-term goals. Service strategic
management, another business principle, is the means
through which a service organization will implement its
vision of its specialized service (Holloway, 2002). While
still a long-term implementation plan, service strategic
management deals specifically with the delivery of a
specialized service. In the airline industry, this service is
travel and the various facets that make up that service
specialition such as route structure, fleetmake-up, aircraft
cabin class structure, and fare structure.
In successful endeavors, strategy is formedhugh
the implementation of a systematic process that follows a
welldeiinecl, step-by-step pmcess (Houger, 2006). Often
times, organizations will take thii too literally and forget to
modify the plan as time passes. When this happens, various
opportunities become evident and are missed. In order for a
company to have a successful stsategy, the stakeholdm
must specify the organization's objectives, analyze the
various organizational environments, make assumptions of
expeaad and forecasted future events, formulate sevwal
possible plans of action to -in the stated objectives, md
then select and implement one ofthese chvices. Finally, the
organization must set up control, or feedback, mechanisms
and measurement standards to provide a means to ensure
adequate progress toward the strategic goal.
As the students begin to identi@ and define the
variables they will consider in their case studies, the
instnrctor should ensure the variables are d e h e d
adequately. The following discwsion shows an appropriate
level of definition for the variables previously presented.
Airline History
Historically, according to Dempsey and Gesell
(1997), several key eveom have shaped the aviation
industry. The first powered flight in 1903, thc development
of mail contracts in the U.S., the formation of flying clubs
and regulatory bodies in Europe, WWI and WWlI and their
effects on the advancementof aeronautical technologies, the
invention and advancement of the jet engine, the
advancement and aviation application of computer
technology, and the proliferation of a worldwide economy
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are examples. Each step in the advancement of aviation
oahsred in new requirements for increased performance.
These requirements, in turn, led to further research and
development and the invention of exciting new aviation
technologies.
During the growth of aviation, the application of
basic management theory to aviation became more defined
and could be seen as a cyclical process. In his study of
management versus leadership, DeGrosky (2006) defmed
the four basic functions of management as planning,
organizing, d i g , and controlling. Studying factors that
lead to hovation in facilities maintenance management,
Pitt, Goyal, and Sapri (2006) provided linkages of these
management functions to the aviation industry. The
management function of planning refers to formulating the
road map an organitation will take toward its stated goals.
Organizing for the voyage toward these goals includes
identifying what resources the organization will need to
succeed in anaining their gds. Once organized to
accomplish the tasks required to attain the stated goals, an
organization must have leadership directing and
coordinating the actions of its various parts toward the
common goah. Pmally, tomure the organization is moving
toward its goals accordiigto its original plan, the leadersh~p
of the organization must measure their progress through a
systematic conirol system to give feedback on i*l progress.
If tha organization's progress toward its goals is proceeding
according to plan, the organization continues to move
forward toward attaining the goals. If, on the other hand, the
organization is not making pmgress toward its goals, the
management on the organization will see this lwk of
progress in the control function o f management and must
then go back to the planning function to redraw a roadmap
toward the intended goals.
In the aviation industry, implementing these four
management functions allowed aviation managers to
become aware that the ever increasingcapabilitiesofaircraft
in the aviation industry demanded a cyclical application of
the management functions. This allowed aviation managers
to adequately manage and conttol further advancement. An
example of this is shown in a management study by Houger
(2006). In this study, Houger shows that through the
application of a cyclical managwent process, the Boeing
Corporationmdefmed its overall goal to remain competitive
in the market. In its oarly years, the Booing Corporation
focused on wing design and maaufaclure as its main
product. The company domioated large aircraft mainhue
production by consistently producing unique, better
performing wings that redefined the existing performance
standards. As t h e past, and new competitors entered the
markat, Boeing realized it could no longer rely solely on
wing design to stay ahead of its competition, instead, as i t
cyclically went through the four functions of management,
it changed the focus of the company h m wing design to

,
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total aircraft integration making wing design and production
one
.... of
.. its s u e n h s instead of its onlv slreneth.
"
In the; study, ~om~etitive*DvnJmiu
of Interfirm
Rivalrv.Baum and Kom (1996) studid the enhance of new
air-Farriers to specific markets in the aviation postderegulation period. This study, a dynamic analysis of
California commuter airlmes h m 1979 through 1984,
showed that when market domain overlap increased,
airlines' rates of market enny and exit rose, but when multimarket contact between rivals increased, the entry and exit
rate decreased. This was observed even more markedly
where one dominant airlie was presentt. f i ~ h r r s , in
contradiction to what the researchera intuitively suggested,
in market segments of this type, close competitors were not
the most intense rivals. Rather, airlines were less aggressive
toward each other when thuy met in multiple markets than
those that met in one or even a few markets. However,
Baum and Kom found a distinct correlation between market
entty and exit, and competition in a single market versus
multi-markets. In the case of regional airlines, the authors
concluded that airlies that competed in multiple markets
challenged each other's operations in each other's markets
far less vigornusly than those that competed in a single
market. A corollary to the study's conclusion is that airlmes
that operate together in single markets compete with each
other's operations far more vigorously than those that
compete in multiple markets.
Barn and Korn (1996) also concluded that age of
m airline also correlates positively with its expansion into
new markets and routes. They stated that the newer the
airlme the greaterthe desire to enter new markets. S i of an
airline, however, showed to have anegative carrelation with
market enhy. The authors concluded that as an airline grew
in size, it became less fik~lyto enter new markets. Their
view agreed with Amburgey & Miner (1992) who
concluded that the previous enky and exit patterns of
airlin8s played little role in their c m t willingness, or lack
thereof, to expand or contract route suuctwes.
Comp+#ifiveAdvantage
Competitive advantage can mean many things
depending on the context in which it is examined. In their
study of management, Henard and McFadyen (2006) deiine
competitive advantage as result of the invesunent made by
an organization in key areas that differentiate its pmduct in
the marketplace thus ensuring 10ag-term success. In the
aviation industiy, it refers to the ability of one carrier to fmd
some advantage in an area over another carrier. Because of
the complex relationships between carriers, a competitive
advantage in one area toward one carrier may not be the
same competitive advantageover another carrier. Depending
on the route segment, the local economy, and the general
economic environment, airlimes and aviation indushy
members remain flexible to vary competitive advantages,
depending on the geographic or economic segment in which
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it is sought. Without competitive advantages in various
areas, a carrier will loose its ability to attract a suitable
customer base and remain economically viable in an
indushy where profit mwgins rarely tap 3%.
Henard and McFadyen (2006) maintain that to
capitalize on an organization's competitive advantage, the
organizationmustpersistently invest in those d i i n t i a t i n g
c ~ t i c that
s provide success m the marketplace.
bepending on the operational environment, marketing
effo~tsmay take varying amounts of resources to be
effective. What may work in one segment may not work in
another. Again, the unique global nahve of the aviation
industry dictates that marketing efforts vary widely for a
company as it markets itself across national borders. The
application of the basic marketing principle of addressing
the price, pmduct, place and people in marketing efforts
varies based on specific market analysis in specific
segments,
Airline Economics
Basic economic principles apply to the aviation
indusq, but the global, fast-paced nature of the industry
make their application vary slightly h m other industries
(IZodwell. 2003). Ia the economic study of several airlines,
T e m e i e r (2006) proposes that good economic initiatives
that are non-aviation related are just as important as those
that deal directly with aviation activities. Things such as
landscaping expenses, utilities, terminal and hangar rent,
and maintanance spare parts inventory wst all impact the
viability of an airline's economic situation. Using natural
lightingthrough the installation of sky lights in their hangen
resultod in a considsrable energy savings for Aloha airlines.
Cash flow in the aviation industry is much more impoi-tant
than in many other indusaies because ofthe consumptionof
fuel. However, the consumption of fuel does not, in itself,
produce revenue. Rather, revenue is produced through the
delivery ofall the services that make up the traveling day for
the customer (Dempsey, 1997). Sufficient revenue must be
diverted to the purchase of fuel to ensure continued
operations. This will, in turn, allow the airline to purchase
more fuel. Maxon (2005) cautions, however, that the
b a s e in fuel prices over the past several years place
extreme economic pressure on airlics and must be guarded
against with alternative fuel purchasing strategies. One
example was America West's second quarter fuel purchwe
hedge (Choe, 2005). Because the airline WEUable to by buUc
fuel futures for the second quarter of 2005 at what turned
out to be at a cost considerably less than what the firel price
rose to, the airline was able save $11.3 million in jet-fuel
expenses during that quarter.
Service Strategic Strategy
In considering the formation of service strat~gic
shtegy, an aviation organization must find mas of
competitive advantzge. While analyzing the vaiiow
environments in which it operates, an organization must
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determine the competitive scope in which it will operate
(O'Malley, 2005). This competitive scope includes
decisions on the W s of servicesthe organization will offer
to differentiate it from im competition. The way a service
organization will use this competitive scope to amin its
smegic goals is the organization's service strategic
s h k g y . In the case of an airline, the types of geographical
and demographical envirmmnta in which it will operate
and compete are among the variables that must be planned
for. The diction defmed by this competitive scope results
m a set of service concepts. These dietate what type of
operations the airline will offer, which will, in turn,
determine the operational guidelines for the airline to attain
its strategic goal. The service strategic smtegy is, therefore,
determinedby discovering competitive advantages,defining
how the competitive scope will capimlize on those
advantages, and determining what service concepts will
deliver the service required to realm those advantages.
Human Resources

To attain a strategic goal, an organization must
staff itself appropriately. In their study of innovation
performance in companies, Cano and Cano (2006) obseme
that the human resource function of management is
responsible for this. Rmmiting, hainin& and deauiting am
also the responsibility of Human Resources. The difference
benveen the aviation industry and other industries is that
matching very s p e c i a l i d skill levels to specific positions
to ensure safe operations atall times is a p m o u n t concern.
While other i n d u d e s can accept a cenain amount of
incompetence, the aviation industry has no room for error.
An employee must perform the assigned tasks correctly the
k t time or a mishap may result. This means there is no
room for Human Resources to fail in its screening process.
Human Resources in the airline industry are one of the most
one af the most critical
powerful entities s&g
management functions.
Management Control

Managemout must set a common path for the
orgmbtion to follow. Pmgress toward thedesired end state
is monitored through a series o f measurements and
observations that m&e up the control function of
management (Beranek et al., 2006). To perform the cmtml
fundion properly, managers must set measurement
standards to indicate proper progress toward attaining unit
objectives. Most often, these measurements are set in the
fom of goals. To be effective, goals must be both attainable
and measurable. Oods muat be challenging and indicate
when progress toward the end objective is being made and
are often referred to as outcome controls.
Service-Price Q%
Once the strategy is set for an organization, and the
markets most likely to produce the best return on service are
identified,the organizationsea about the task of developing
the "service-price offer." In a study of product market

regulations,Messina(2006)definesthe"service-price offer''
as the relationship of an organization's chosen service
offerings and is pricing scals. Afkr an organization
determinesthe set of services thntacertainmatket demands,
the organizationmust then decide what costs the market will
support and, f d l y , the correct mix of services to satisfy as
many of the customers' desims as possible, while still
dowiog the organbation to operate profitably. To
determine this mix, the organization looks at the individual
servicesand determines the distinguishingcharacteristicsof
each.
Intangible service$ m those services that do not
produce physical products (Bourdeau et al., 2005). Rather,
they produce actions that customers desire. Cardinal
Airlines (l%ss,A., 1999)begansenrice between Floridnand
New York offering only f i s t class seatiag, in the hopes of
capturing the business traveler sector of the travelers
between the two states. The basic characteristicsof services
areintangibilii, perishability, inseparability,and variability
(nowdeau et al., 2005). Intangibility refers to the extent to
which a service renders no physical product. While a hotel
chain may produce the intangible product of a place for a
traveler to stay for the evening, its m i c e product is less
intangible than an airlie's service of moving the m e
traveler h m point "A" to point " B because of the short
amount of time the passenger takes advantage ofthe airline
service. The traveler is exposed to a hotel's service for much
longer and develops a correlation between the service the
hotel provides and the physical anributes of the hotel.
Therefore, botel service is less intangible than airline
service. Similarly, perishability refersto s h r n e s s of time a
service h an impact on the customw. In the example of a
hotel chain, the service offored may last for several days
dependig on the traveler's needs. Because an aircraft must
land to refuel, an airline's service will only last several
hours at most. The airline's service is more pwishable and
therefore has higher perishability.
Logically, the thud atuibute of a service is
heparability (Eourdeau et al., 2005). Thisconcspt refersto
the ability of a service provider to separate its intangible
service offer from the physical capital equipment used to
produce the intangible service. In the case of a hotel, the
service a havsler receives is tied d i y to the type of
buildmg and furnishings offered by the hotel. An airline, in
contrast, can offer the same flight segment on a myriad of
different aircraft with l i e or no difference in the travsling
environment. This is due to the aerodynamic d e s b
requirements o f various aircraft. All commercial aimaft are
driven to similar design based on segment requirements.
Hotels vary widely because the services offered vary
requiring various physical attributes h m the service
provider to support the production of the chosen service.
Finally, the concept of variability refers to a
service's consistency over time (Bourdeau et al., 2005).
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Individual organizations w e measurements of certain
pmducts and procedures to examine rhe amount of
variability of their production. Because of the great
regulatory requirements of the airlime industry, airline
operation$ are consistent and the services provided by the
indusiyy's members do not vary widely. The Federal
Aviation Administration tracks the on-time m i c e delivery
of the indusuy's airlines. A flight is considered delayed if it
departs more than f i A m minutes late.
An airline examines each of these characteristics
from a demand view point and a supply view point. Once
this is accomplished, the airline can make the comct
service-price mix and market to the selected customers.
Afier the mix is decided upon and murkerod, the airline
assesses the efFediveness of the offering. This is most often
done with the reception of the offer by the customer base
and is measured primarily through sales data. If the offering
does not satisfy the market, sither through improper pricing
or impropermix, sales data will show an insufficient amount
of revenue to justify continuing the offer. The airline will
then reassess the service-price mix and decide to adjust or
abandon it.
Management Information $ystems
Managument Informtion System (MIS)are used
extensively in the airline indusay. Organiz~tions,including
airlines, rely heavily on MIS while performing market
analyses (Lcahy, 2006). The use of MIS in the aviation
industry is mandated by the fast paced indushy trends such
as introduction ofnew low cost c m i m to market sagmmts
duringpost-regulation andpost911 I industryreorganization.
Timely, proper evaluation of choices is necessary so n m w
profit margins arenot lost (Konnor, 1995). Savingtime on
the evaluation of a WVice-pIice offer mix can o h mean
the difference of discontinuingan offering before it leads to
a loss in revenue. In other cases, the use of accurate,
automated planning computer systems and the related
software often allow airlines to maximike the efficiency of
the match of their aircraft fleet with their route structure
(DeBoer, 2004).
The entire aviation industry's reservation system,
including scheduled carriers, corporate operators and
general aviation, is housed in computer system. Extensive
financial studies are done several times a year to identify
wasteful practices and eliminate non-profitable operations
(Gillie, 2004). Capitalizing on the speed and accuracy of
MIS is a top priority for the industry (Milne, 1999).
Airlirte Fleet Composilion
While testifyingbcfore the House Transportation and
Infrastructureh om mi nee during hearings on airline pensions,
Delta Senior Vir;e h i d e n t Donald Yohc (2005)stated that
boginning with the t m r i R attacks of 911 1, several economic
crises have befallaathenation's strugglhgairlintLduslry.Thc
airline indushy h&s lost over $33 billion, and the latmt crisis
plaguimgthcindusqis skyrocketing fuel costs. Acquisition of
efficient rcgional jet liners with low fuel consumption fates

have allowed low cost carriers to gain control of 30% of the
domosticmarkct and they aregaining even greater markat sham
quickly. The flexibility inmutastruchwethesesmallerjets give
these regional carriers also adds m their utility in a market with
very low profit margin. To gain competitive advantage. airlines
must control costs.
Communlcatlons
One of the most important tmks for any organization
is wmniudic&g its activities to its ~onstituencies.For an
airline, once the decision is madm on ths desired service-price
mix, it must communicate the make-up of the mix to its
customers. This is called *markcring" (Thogemen, 2006).
E W v e marketing, and successful opefation, therefore, is
grounded in effectivecommunication.
Service-Delivery
Once the service-pricc mix is communicated to the
customer, an organization must dffiide how to deliver the
serviceto the customer. This is known as the "se~vivicedelivery"
model (Harvey,2006). Because there are limited ways an
indusby urn deliver its services to the public, differences in
service-dolivery modcls bmtween competitors are based upon
the effectiveness and cfficicncy of the operations model of
each. Accomplishingtach approach requires differing amounts
ofresources. Each organizationmustoptimize its effectiveness
and efficiency to m i n i cost and maxim& pmfitability.
Inl~rnaIand Errerd Relallowhips
Relationships in organizations include internal
relationrihips between employees and external relationship
butwcun cmploym and customers. Internal relaionships arc
affected by the corporate culture of an organization. External
relationships are affected by the environment in which the
organization operates. The most pmduaive relationships are
those that we mutually beneficial. These wllaborative
relationships are symbiotic and result in win-win situations
where each party gains from the other. This is the type of
relationship an organization should foster between its
employees and its customers (HerinBon et a].. 2005).
The externalrrlationshipbetween the management of
an airline and its unions is extremely i m p o m to successful
airline operations.When considering this external relationship,
care must be taken to examine the relationship with each
individual union bargaininggroup. In the U.S. airline industry,
pilot union contract negotiations typically precede all other
union contract negotiations. This is due to the amount of the
pilots' salaries compared to other airline employees. A
concession that msulu in a small proportional reduction in
pilots' wages*ically results in a greater wst savingthan a far
greater proportional reduction in otha employees' wages.
Because of this, airliemanagement negotiates with the pilots'
unions firm, and then with the other bargaining units.
An Example Case Study ofA16hr Airlies
fhe next exercise for the snidenu wlll be to perform
a case stu& of their selected airline usine the list of defined
variables thy presented in their papers. h o m i n g such an
investigation is a daunting task and a preferable mahod to
enhance learning is to investigate and report on three or four
variables at atime as the inshctor leads classroom discussions
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o n the variables. 10 this way, all the variables can be
investigated and reported on over a period of two months. The
s t u d ~should
t ~ prepare and turn in a papa on each group of
variables separately. At the end of h a semester, the final
assignment should be for the students to merge the various
papers they havo prepared and provlde conclusions on the
selected airline and the various management techniquos that
proved successful or dcaimental.
Conclusion
Through B e use of the case study methodology. an
aviation insbuctor can sb'Uchuc a smwter long course on
air1'me management around acase study of an airline chosen by
each individual stndmt. The instructor can use the
identification and definition of a list of variables for
inyestigarion as the script for teachingthe various management

techniquos that affect the airline industry. Once this is
accomplished, and eaob student has prepared and submitted a
formal paperdetailiigththescvariables, the instructor can vcrlfy
the applicability variables to the airline industry by guiding
classroom discussions where the students will discuss their
investigative findings ofthree or four variables at a time. Attcr
Ulese discussions, the -dents should submit written reporb
detailing their f i n d i . Once the entire list of variables is
covmd overthecourssofthe samester,the final project should
be for each student to merge the various papers into one final
project and add their own ~nclusionson which variables were
beneficial or dDaimental to their selected airline's operations
and profitability.+
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Appendix A

Sample Discussion Guide
Time:

Date:

Title;

Subject:

Subject's credentials (why is helshe appropriate for this subject maner?):

Subject's position in the airline industry:

Reason for the interview:

Qumtion:

Subject's response:

What is your position?

How long have you had this position?

What are your qualifications?

What is your assessment o f the state of Aloha?

Commcdts on specific area of research:
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