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This study provides a comprehensive analysis of Greece ̓s aviation management during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Greece was selected as a focal point due to its significant role in European tourism and its burgeoning air transport 

industry, both of which suffered greatly from the pandemic. The research is exploratory in nature and incorpo- 

rates an analysis of secondary sources including airline archives, public services, national regulatory authorities, 

European Union institutions, and public media, along with a series of detailed, semi-structured interviews with 

six executives from leading Greek airlines. The study illuminates the primary effects of the COVID-19 crisis on 

Greek air transport, scrutinizes the crisis management strategies employed by the airlines and assesses their per- 

ceived effectiveness. It also delves into the guidance and support provided by the Greek government and both 

national and international civil aviation organizations. Moreover, the study explores the impact of the crisis on 

emerging opportunities and innovations. Finally, it reflects on the lessons learned and offers recommendations 

for future improvements. 
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. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all industries, all sectors and

ll aspects of peoples’ lives with overwhelming economic and financial

osses. Passengers’ health concerns coupled with government-imposed

ational and local lockdowns had a devastating impact on the air trans-

ort industry. Beginning from March 2020, world passenger traffic col-

apsed up to − 60 %, compared to 2019 ( ICAO, 2022 ), forcing numerous

irlines to suspend flights or cease operations and ground entire fleets,

nding in an overall reduction of approximately USD 372 billion loss of

ross passenger operating revenues only for 2020 ( ICAO, 2022 ). 

A bulk of the literature has analyzed the impact of COVID-19 on air-

ines ( Suau-Sanchez et al., 2020 ; Agrawal, 2021 ; Warnock-Smith, 2020 ;

alteh et al., 2024 ; see Sun et al., 2022 for a thorough review); however,

ost of them focus on passenger demand and financial consequences.

e et al. (2023 ) claim that customers’ choice strategies may not be uni-

orm for all airlines, indicating large demand heterogeneities on dif-

erent airlines, depending on the type of their competitive advantage.

ikewise, airline ̓s responses to the crisis varied significantly. For exam-

le, Air France–KLM retired its A380 fleet prematurely, while Wizz Air

lanned its expansion into new European markets after the crisis ( Albers

 Rundshagen, 2020 ). 

The COVID-19 pandemic may have had the most devastating effects

o far; nevertheless, crises are not uncommon for the airline industry
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 Sun et al., 2022b ). Infectious diseases (SARS 2003; H1N1, 2009; MERS,

015; Ebola, 2014 and Zika, 2014, 2016), terrorist attacks, especially

he 9/11 World Trade Center attack, the 2008 economic and financial

risis, the 2011 Fukushima nuclear meltdown, the 2015 migration cri-

is, and the escalating climate crisis highlight the need to develop crisis

anagement strategies able to safeguard airlines’ survival and sustain-

bility. However, in contrast to the crises described above that refer to

ingle large shocks followed by single recoveries, the COVID-19 crisis

as unique in that it persisted for a long time and occurred in phases

 Rothengatter et al., 2021 ). The first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic

eaked between March and June of 2020, when most countries intro-

uced lockdowns and flight restrictions ( Sun et al., 2023a ). The reduc-

ion of COVID-19 cases and the coming of the tourist season led to the

elaxing of the transportation restrictions and a weak restoration of air

raffic during the summer of 2020. Nonetheless, new variants of the

oronavirus burst between October–December 2020 and March–April

021, causing the 2nd and the 3rd wave of the pandemic, respectively

 Fig. 1 ). This ‘on-off’ behavior of the COVID-19 crisis presented airlines

ith additional difficulties as they were in recovery mode during the

ummer and had to switch to a different mode during the winter. 

The necessity to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic effectively was

f particular importance for the Greek airline industry for the following

easons: Greece has the largest share in the tourism sector among EU

ountries. Tourism accounts for 12.6–33.4 % of Greece ̓s GDP and em-
ess Administration, University of Patras and Hellenic Civil Aviation Authority, 
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Fig. 1. IFR movements across Europe before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Note : Numbers in cycles represent the 1st, 2nd and 3rd wave of COVID-19 pandemic 

Source : Author’s representation based on Eurocontrol (2024) data. 
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i  
loys more than 900,000 people, accounting for one-fifth of the work-

orce ( MFA, 2021 ). Moreover, about 79 % of inbound tourism came by

ir in 2021 ( INSETE, 2022 ), indicating that any situation disturbing air

ransportation directly impacts tourism, hitting the Greek economy in

he heart. What’s more, Greece has only recently (2018) exited a long

ecession period, being in economic turmoil for almost a decade. How-

ver, the Greek economy still struggles with inflation hitting a 25-year

igh, government debt escalating to 237.6 % of Gross Domestic Product

GDP), negative growth rates, and a tourism-dependent economy vul-

erable to pandemics and climate change ( OECD, 2021 ). Moreover, the

nique Greek insularity that makes the country a world-famous tourist

estination exaggerates the need for adequate air connection. Limited

ccessibility to the islands will further undermine their growth potential

nd deepen regional inequalities causing problems for the fragile Greek

conomy. 

Having Greece as a focal point, this study aims to expand our knowl-

dge of how airlines can respond effectively to crises, both to safeguard

heir survival and to contribute to the national economy by serving

ourists, visitors, and local habitats altogether. This study examines both

nternal (i.e. managed solely by the airlines) and external (i.e. managed

y the sector or the government) responses in order to classify them, fea-

ure best practices, outline key implications for the post-COVID-19 com-

etitive landscape, highlight lessons learned, and raise attention points

or aviation managers and policymakers. The focus of this study lies in

he airlines’ management of the COVID-19 crisis, but the study’s conclu-

ions can find further application to future crises of similar or different

auses. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: In Section 2 , we ex-

lore the theoretical background of the COVID-19 impact on global and

uropean air transport, as well as the airlines’ crisis management re-

ponses documented in the literature. In Section 3 , we describe the study

ethodology. Section 4 illustrates how Greek civil aviation experienced

nd dealt with the COVID-19 pandemic, through the lanes of a group of

irline executives. Section 5 summarizes the results and Section 6 dis-

usses the study conclusions and their implications for the management

f future crises. 

. Literature review 

.1. COVID-19 impact on global and European air transport 

The air transport system connects people around the world in a short

ime. These two characteristics (increased connectivity and short travel
2

ime) turn global aviation into the most effective medium for disease

ransmission since passengers from one side of the world can arrive on

he other side in a time that is shorter than most germs’ incubation

eriod ( Budd et al., 2009 ; Sun et al., 2022). Based on this fact, flight

uspensions were among the first measures announced in March 2020,

pon the official outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The worst de-

line in global passenger numbers in the history of the aviation industry

− 94.4 %) was recorded in April 2020 ( ACI, 2020 ) and a slow recovery

tarted in May 2020 mainly due to the beginning of tourism season in the

orthern hemisphere. Passenger load factors that were around 82.5 % in

019 dropped to 65.1 % in 2020 ( IATA, 2021 ), and gradually recovered

o approximately 70 % by the end of 2021 (Sun et al., 2022). By the end

f 2020, the global air industry had lost 2.7 billion passengers, 65.9 %

n revenue passenger-kilometers (RPKs), 60 % in the number of routes

onnecting airports, and $372 billion in gross passenger operating rev-

nues ( IATA, 2021 ; ICAO, 2022 ). Domestic market demand proved more

esistant than international ( Sun et al., 2023a ); 2024 ). Notably, cargo

ights were not significantly affected compared to commercial passen-

er flights ( Wandelt et al., 2023 ; Sun et al., 2023b ), since the need for

arrying vital medical supplies such as vaccines and personal protective

quipment and industry-wide available cargo tonne-kilometers (ACTKs)

ell only by 21.4 % year-on-year in 2020 ( IATA, 2021 ). 

The COVID-19 impact was also significant for European avia-

ion, bringing passenger traffic in the EU back to its 1995 levels

 Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). The decrease in demand brought a decrease

n the number of daily flights, with leading groups going down by 53

, (e.g. Turkish Airlines) up to 67 %, (e.g. Lufthansa and EasyJet).

esides the reduction in the number of flights, the aircraft load fac-

or was around 50–60 %, meaning aircraft were operating half empty,

eaching the lowest point in April 2020 with 27 % of occupation

 Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). Overall, European airlines experienced revenue

osses amounting to €22.2 billion. In addition, 6.4 million direct aviation

nd supporting-aviation jobs in Europe were lost by December 2020, and

lobally 4.8 million more were under threat by the beginning of 2022

 Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). What is more, the COVID-19 pandemic led to

ignificant declines in Air Traffic Management’s (ATM) efficiency, caus-

ng heterogeneous effects on different Air Navigation Service Providers

ANSP) units across Europe ( Standfuss et al., 2023 ). 

.2. Airlines’ crisis management responses 

Aviation and tourism industries are sensitive to various external and

nternal challenges and crises; however, crisis management in these sec-
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A  
ors received insufficient attention for decades, with the relevant liter-

ture almost exclusively preoccupied with aircraft accidents, terrorism

nd natural disasters (Laws et al., 2006). Nowadays, crisis management

as again attracted managerial and scholarly attention due to the health,

conomic and social deterioration caused globally by the COVID-19 pan-

emic ( Wut et al., 2021 ). Airlines reacted immediately, albeit not ho-

ogenously, to the COVID-19 crisis. Albers & Rundshagen (2020) clas-

ified their strategic responses into four categories: Retrenchment, Per-

evering, Innovating, and Exit. 

Retrenchment refers to “reductions in costs, assets, products, prod-

ct lines, and overhead ” ( Pearce & Robbins, 1994 ). Immediately after

he COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, all European airlines grounded their

eets more or less completely due to the imposed travel restrictions

 Albers & Rundshagen, 2020 ). As the air traffic was gradually restored,

ajor airlines relaunched many of their routes, however with very low

ircraft load factors, partly due to the scant demand and partly due to the

S Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommendation

hat keeping middle seats vacant on airplanes can reduce risk of COVID-

9 exposure by up to 57 % ( Dietrich et al., 2021 ). This measure however

as soon abandoned because the break-even point of most airlines is

ell above the suggested 67 %, meaning that the long-term application

f this request was simply unfeasible ( Fickling, 2021 ). As cash burn con-

inued, airlines announced job cuts, unpaid leave, reduced work patterns

e.g. seasonal or part-time jobs) and/or salary cuts to decrease unit labor

osts ( Kotoky et al., 2020 ). In the long-term, airlines tried to reduce their

xed costs by retiring the unprofitable superjumbo A380 and other large

ircraft like B747–400, reducing their fleet and their flights, canceling

ircraft orders and stopping their growth strategy, or restructuring their

usiness model to put more emphasis on Low-Cost subsidiaries ( Albers

 Rundshagen, 2020 ; Adrienne et al., 2020 ). In addition, many airlines

ocused on their domestic market as travel restrictions disrupted mostly

he international traffic flows ( Suk & Kim, 2021 ). 

Persevering refers to measures aiming to preserve the status quo

f the organization and its activities ( Wenzel et al., 2020 ). Although

ersevering lacks popularity, it may be a good option, at least in the

edium run, for protecting firms from operational disruptions, some-

hing that may provide a competitive advantage for firms continuing to

ake “business as usual ” (Wenzel, 2020). To do so, most airlines sought

overnment aid through grants and loans at preferred conditions, tax de-

errals, state guarantees, or subsidies. In 2020, the aviation industry re-

eived government support through capital injections, loans, tax defer-

als, and stimulus packages to provide temporary relief to airlines until

he air travel demand recovered. The US provided $25 billion in pay-

oll support, the European Union proposed a €7 billion aid package, and

he UK provided £600 million in loans and grants ( Halteh et al., 2024 ).

ufthansa received a German government support package of €9 billion

nd Air-France KLM received support of approximately €10 billion from

rance and The Netherlands, under the auspices of the European Com-

ission ( Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). In return, several states increased their

wnership of the airlines, which means they will have higher interven-

ion and deciding power, something that represents a major policy turn

n European strategy about competition ( Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). To fur-

her facilitate the airlines’ survival, the European Commission waived

he 80/20 rule (Sun et al., 2022). Under this rule, airlines must operate

t least 80 % of their slots, if they are to keep them in the next scheduling

eriod. Because of the 80/20 rule, at the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-

emic, airlines couldn’t reduce the number of their flights and they were

orced to fly nearly empty aircraft in markets with insufficient demand

o save their slots. Acknowledging the tremendous impact of COVID-19

n air traffic during this period, the European Commission waived the

0/20 rule in March 2020 and announced a slot relief program in 2021

Sun et al., 2022). 

Innovating refers to the strategic renewal of the organization dur-

ng a crisis (Wenzel, 2020). The ongoing COVID-19 emergency, coupled

ith technological breakthroughs, has forced many firms to reconfig-

re their service provision to ensure their resilience and competitive-
3

ess ( Heinonen & Strandvik, 2021 ). Innovations emerging out of, rooted

n, or accelerated by the COVID-19 crisis, are referred to as “CoviNo-

ations ” ( Amankwah-Amoah, 2021 ). Among the CoviNovations intro-

uced in air transport, are inflight social distancing, an open-middle-

eat policy, aircraft disinfection with UV-light, and cabin air filtration

ystems equipped with a high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA), COVID-

9 insurance, utilizing touchless technologies at airports and biometrics

 Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). Other air carriers enriched their marketing of-

er, by introducing “flight to nowhere ” routes, in which a flight takes

ff and lands at the same destination ( Suk & Kim, 2021 ). 

Exit refers to the discontinuation of an organization’s activities. It can

e either a forced outcome of an unviable business setting or a strategic

esponse to the crisis and it is not limited to closing the entire business,

ut it can also refer to operational, marketing, or strategic downscal-

ng ( Wenzel et al., 2020 ). This category includes airline bankruptcies

e.g. Air Italy) or going into court administration (e.g. CityJet). It also

ncludes withdrawals from specific markets or segments. For example,

ritish Airways (BA) suspended its short-haul European flights London

atwick for two years ( BA, 2022 ) and Lufthansa closed its Germanwings

ubsidiary ( Albers & Rundshagen, 2020 ). Market exit (unlike filing for

ankruptcy) may be a good alternative strategy to quickly put an end

o cash burns, given that the average airline company would run out

f cash after 8–9 months ( Rodrigues et al., 2021 ). Therefore, although

xits are not costless and potentially leave a stigma of business failure,

uch responses may be an effective medium-to-long-term option ( Albers

 Rundshagen, 2020 ). 

. Methodology 

The scope of crisis management includes crisis prevention, crisis pre-

aredness, crisis response and crisis revision ( Wut et al., 2021 ). Crisis

revention includes methods intended to keep people from experienc-

ng a future crisis. Crisis preparedness usually involves forming crisis

anagement teams, formulating crisis preparedness plans and training

pokespersons. Crisis response consists of a set of measures undertaken

y governments, organizations, communities, or individuals to better re-

pond and cope with the immediate aftermath of a crisis. Crisis revision is

he mechanism by which we learn from a crisis ( Wut et al., 2021 ). In the

ase of the COVID-19 pandemic, crisis prevention was out of the hands

f the airlines. Conceptually, therefore, the current study aims to cover

he other three dimensions of crisis management, exploring the airlines’

lready existing mechanisms to cope with a crisis of any cause (crisis

reparedness), the measures undertaken after the COVID-19 outbreak

crisis response) and the lessons learned so far (crisis revision). Addi-

ionally, this research also explores the operational and organizational

mpact that the COVID-19 pandemic had on Greek airlines. 

The nature of this research is exploratory, aiming to a comprehensive

nalysis of Greece’s management of the COVID-19 pandemic, aviation-

ise. Additionally, it aims to unveil insights from a group of Greek air-

ine executives as to how they perceived and dealt with the COVID-

9 crisis. Since the research in this field is based mainly on litera-

ure reviews ( Albers & Rundshagen, 2020 ; Amankwah-Amoah, 2021 ;

uk & Kim, 2021 ; Sun et al, 2021 ; 2022), a combination of primary

nd secondary sources was used in this study. Primary sources refer to

nterview-based qualitative research used to get a deeper understanding

f the underlying phenomenon directly from the participants. Using se-

ective sampling based on airline size and type of operation, this study

ocused on the category A Greek air carrier population, i.e. airlines op-

rating aircraft with 20 or more seats and/or 10 or more tonnes MTOM

 HCAA, 2023 ). Executives of eleven Greek airlines were approached by

mail and positive replies from five airlines were received. However,

nly four airlines (A–D) were finally selected, because one responded

irline (E) had ceased operations before the onset of the pandemic,

herefore it was not within the scope of this study. It must be noted

hat Airline A is a consolidation of two carriers (Aegean and Olympic

ir) holding separate Air Operator Certificates. According to the Hel-
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Table 1 

Participating Airlines’ profiles. 

Airline Type of operation Network Number of aircraft Annual passengers (2019) 

A (Aegean & Olympic Air) Scheduled/ charter/air-taxi Greece, Europe 65 15,000,000 

B (Sky Express) Scheduled/ Charter/ business/cargo Greece, Europe 21 1,200,000 

C (Ellinair) Scheduled/ Charter Greece, Europe, CIS countries 5 850,000 

D (GainJet) Charter/ business/VIP Worldwide 8 7,000 

Source: Authors’ elaboration 
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e  

M  
enic Civil Aviation Authority estimations, the four airlines participat-

ng in this study conducted more than 90 % of the total flights operated

y Greek airlines in 2019 and correspond to 40 % of the population

f category A operators ( HCAA, 2023 ). Airlines D’s share in the 2019

ights is about 0.8 % while the remaining airlines (not participating in

his study) accumulated a share of about 3.3 %. Although the interviews

ere selective, we aimed for a diverse cohort ( Table 1 ). 

Airline A (Aegean & Olympic Air) is the largest Greek airline by total

umber of passengers carried, by number of destinations served and by

eet size. Aegean commenced operations in 1999 and since it has per-

ormed scheduled charter and business aviation flights. In 2013, Aegean

ompleted the acquisition of Olympic Air, which operates in the Greek

omestic market and holds a separate AOC. 

Airline B (Sky Express) was established in 2005 and is currently serv-

ng 35 domestic and 8 international destinations. Sky Express is the sec-

nd largest airline in Greece, and it operates scheduled, charter, cargo,

ir taxi, emergency medical services, excursion and sightseeing flights.

ky Express passenger growth was exponential before the pandemic,

eaching 70,000 passengers in 2015; 500,000 in 2017 and topping 1.2

illion in 2019. 

Airline C (Ellinair) was established in 2013 and headquartered in

hessaloniki, operating scheduled and charter flights. The company was

nitially created to serve the high volume of tourists from Eastern Eu-

ope and Russia to North Greece. In 2015, Ellinair launched new do-

estic routes. Before the onset of COVID-19, Ellinair was awarded by

he Athens airport as the fastest-growing airline for its performance in

017 and 2018. In 2019, Airline’s C capacity reached 83.4 %, 6555

ights were carried out and it flew 854,585 passengers. In September

019, Ellinair added a new Russian destination to its roster after enter-

ng a deal with Vnukovo International Airport opening a direct year-

ound Thessaloniki-Vnukovo flight. The new route aimed at boosting

ourist traffic between Greece and Russia and creating new prospects in

ourism. 

Airline D (GainJet) is a private charter and business aviation airline

perating worldwide. GainJet ̓s executive aircraft serve government,

orporate, VIP and individual charter, while its aircraft management ser-

ice is involved in maintenance, sales, and repossession. GainJet head-

uarters are based in Athens, Greece. The company also has a sales of-

ce in London at Heathrow Airport and a subsidiary operation based in

hannon, Ireland. 

Six senior aviation executives, two from Airline A (A1, A2), one from

irline B, one from Airline C, and two from Airline D (D1, D2) were

nterviewed between 19 March 2022 and 17 April 2022. Four of the re-

pondents were male and two were female. Two of them were in the age

roup of 35–44 years old, three were 45–54 years old and one was above

4 years old. Two were High School graduates, two had a Bachelor’s

egree, and two had a Master’s degree. Regarding their total working

xperience in airlines, it varied between 9 and 30 years of relevant work-

ng experience. Their position at the time of the interview was “Safety

 Compliance Administrator ”, “Chief Operations Officer ”, “Crisis Man-

ger ”, “Ground Operations Manager ”, “Administration Manager ” and

Safety Manager ”. All of them participated in the crisis management

eam of their organizations. Their roles involved gathering and orga-

izing rules and guidelines from national and international authorities,

ollaborating with national authorities, sharing information across the

rganization, issuing guidelines for the staff, updating the organization’s
4

mergency response plan, coordinating operational crisis response, cre-

ting operational health protocols in line with the state authorities’ in-

tructions, making decisions about the flight schedules, informing the

ey stakeholders (shareholders, regulators, employees and passengers)

nd applying for state aid. All research ethical standards, as defined

y the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), were kept for this

esearch. Based on the literature review discussed in Section 2 , an in-

erview protocol (Appendix A) was designed as suggested by Castillo-

ontoya (2016) , to encourage respondents to express their views while

nsuring consistency between all interviews. The interviews had an av-

rage time length of thirty-five minutes and all were conducted online.

hortly after each interview, the transcripts were coded and the data

ere analyzed and structured, according to Gioia’s inductive coding

ethod for new concept development and grounded theory articula-

ion ( Gioia et al., 2013 ). Following this technique, first-order concepts

rom the interviews were organized in second-order themes and then

n first-order dimensions. More specifically, preliminary data encoding

as conducted going through the transcripts, and a list of topics that

merged more than twice was created (1st-order concepts, e.g. fleet

rounding, remote working, deferred payment of VAT). Then, the 1st-

rder concepts were organized into 2nd-order (theory-centric) themes,

.g. human resources management (HRM) practices, operational prac-

ices, government practices, etc. In the third step, the 2nd-order themes

ere consolidated into 1st-order dimensions, i.e. the four strategies (re-

renchment, persevering, innovating and exit) described by Albers and

undshagen (2020) and the three steps (crisis preparedness, crisis re-

ponse and crisis revision) described by Wut et al. (2021) . 

In addition, secondary sources were used as suggested by

reene et al. (1989) to acquire convergence and confirmation of data

btained from the interviews, as a means of further explanation, im-

rovement, exemplification, and elucidation of the findings, to uncover

aradoxes and contradictions that prompted a re-evaluation with the

nterviewees, to utilize the discoveries from one approach to assist in-

orming the other approach and to expand the range and the diversity

f the research. Secondary sources included airlines’ official websites,

rchives, press releases, annual reviews and financial reports; national

egulatory authorities (Hellenic Aviation Service Provider/HASP and

ellenic Civil Aviation Authority/HCAA); the Greek Ministry of For-

ign Affairs; the Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT); the European

ourt of Justice (ECJ); the European Commission (EC); the Greek Gen-

ral Commercial Registry (GEMI); the Institute of the Greek Tourism

onfederation (INSETE); aviation and tourism websites (WYVERN; the

reek Travel Pages); newspaper and public media documentation (Eth-

os, Imerisia, NPR). In the case that data from the secondary sources

onflicted with the information provided by the interviewees (e.g. re-

arding the number of airline employees or the State support the airline

eceived), a supplementary communication with the interviewees took

lace via phone or email to elucidate these points. 

. Results 

.1. Implications of COVID-19 on Greek air transport 

The Greek airline sector is comprised of 11 category A air carri-

rs, operating aircraft with 20 or more seats and/or 10 or more tonnes

TOM and 14 category B operators of aircraft with 19 or fewer seats
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Fig. 2. Evolution of International, Domestic, and Cargo air transport 

volumes in Greece. 

Note : The y-axis corresponds to million passengers/kgrs of freight. 

Source : Author’s representation based on HASP (2024) data. 
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nd/or less than 10 tonnes MTOM ( HCAA, 2023 ). To give an overview

f the Greek airline market, it is known that, for the week of 13-Jul-2015

o 19-Jul-2015, seat capacity in Greece was shared between foreign air-

ines (75 %) and Aegean airlines (25 % including its subsidiary Olympic

ir). Aegean is a member of Star Alliance, the leading global alliance in

reece with a seat share of about 30 %. Foreign airlines include Ryanair

9 %), EasyJet (7.7 %), Thomson Airways (4.7 %), TUIFly (3 %), Travel

ervice (2.9 %), Thomas Cook (2.8 %), Condor (2.6 %), Air Berlin (2.6

) and other airlines (41.5 %). The international market is strongly

hort/medium haul focused and refers to seats to/from Europe (94 %),

hile the share of international seats taken by LCCs grew to 40 % in

014 ( CAPA, 2015 ). More recent data reveals that, for the first week of

uly 2023, the share of the foreign airlines remains at three quarters,

egean is the biggest operator with a seat share of about 16.5 %, and

ky Express has climbed to 5.2 %. Greek aviation sector is led by leisure

emand on short/medium haul routes, and it has also experienced a

trong increase in the capacity share taken by low-cost airlines (pro-

ected to be 42 %), with Ryanair (10.3 %) and EasyJet (9.2 %) ranking

s the second and third largest airlines in Greece by seats, and Jet2.com,

izz Air, Eurowings and Volotea all in the top ten ( CAPA, 2023 ). 

Greece has 39 airports of which 29 serve international air traffic, 6

erve only domestic traffic and 4 are communal airports ( Kitsou et al.,

022 ). Athens International Airport (ATH) is the busiest airport in

reece with more than 25 million passengers in 2019, corresponding

o 42 % of the total flights that Greece receives on an annual basis

 Paraschi et al., 2022a ). International air traffic to Greece is highly

easonal, primarily catering to leisure travelers visiting the various

reek islands. This results in significant fluctuations in demand through-

ut the year. The peak season, which spans from June to Septem-

er, sees a substantial surge in air traffic which accounts for approxi-

ately 57.9 % of the total annual traffic ( Pagoni & Koumoutsidi, 2022 ).

fter a decade of constant growth, 2019 was a record year for the

reek airports, which served 526,155 flights, and 64,169,000 passen-

ers ( Fig. 2 ) and the expectations for 2020 were even higher. Following

he COVID-19 outbreak, Greece and the other EU member states decided

o close their external borders to all non-EU nationals on March 18,

020 ( HCAA, 2020a ). A few days later, on 23 March 2020, Greece sus-

ended all commercial, general, and business aviation passenger flights

o and from the territory of Italy, Spain, and the UK. Exemptions in-

luded cargo, sanitary, humanitarian, state, military, ferry and Frontex

ights, as well as flights in support of the Hellenic National Healthcare

ystem, those for repatriation of Greek citizens and emergency flights

 HCAA, 2020b ). On the same day, the Greek government imposed a total

ockdown, restricting all non-essential movement throughout the coun-

ry. Entry restrictions for international travelers were gradually lifted

n mid-June 2020, and entry restrictions on British tourists expired on

5 July 2020, starting an anemic tourist season 2020 ( NPR, 2020 ). The

bove pandemic-driven restrictions resulted in a total decline of 69.3
 c  

5

 in passenger volumes that fell to 1991 levels ( Fig. 2 ). Again, the

mpact of COVID-19 was more profound on the international market

− 72.6 %) than in the domestic market (− 59.6 %). Cargo air trans-

ortation resisted the crisis with a slight decline of − 6.6 % tonnes

f goods carried ( HCAA, 2021 ). These observations are in line with

un et al. (2023b) analysis concluding that the impact of the COVID-

9 pandemic on air freight has been rather minimal, and the process of

ecovery in domestic markets would be more straightforward. 

Examining the five largest Greek airports, which account for 77.7 %

f total IFR traffic ( Fig. 3 ), it is clear that (a) ATH airport handles nearly

wice the traffic compared to the other airports, (b) traffic seasonality

eaks during the summer season and follows a consistent pattern across

he years, as noted by Kitsou et al. (2022) , and (c) air traffic has grad-

ally rebounded, albeit at different rates across airports. ATH required

wo years to return to 2019 traffic levels and three years to surpass them.

n contrast, peripheral airports (HER, RHO, CFU) reached pre-pandemic

raffic levels by the summer of 2021 and maintained this growth trajec-

ory in subsequent years, indicating a strong demand for leisure travel

ost-COVID-19. Nonetheless, SKG airport did not experience the same

evel of recovery, primarily due to the Russia-Ukraine war, which cut off

rucial markets in northern Greece and contributed to the bankruptcy

f Ellinair airlines, whose main hub was SKG. 

The reduction in international air traffic in 2020 led to a signif-

cant loss in the country’s tourism sector, totaling 17 billion euros

 GTP, 2021a ). In more detail, direct tourism GDP, which constituted

2.6 % of the total Greek GDP in 2019, plummeted to 3.7 % in 2020.

onsidering the multipliers, the combined direct and induced tourism

DP contribution was 33.4 % before the pandemic and dropped to 9.7

 in 2020 ( Greek Ministry of Tourism, 2022 ). This substantial decline

f 73.7 % is directly related to the decrease in international air traffic

hich is the primary source of inbound Greek tourism. The decline in

ourism during 2020 led to a negative national GDP growth of − 9.5 %

nd a 2.6 % increase in unemployment compared to 2019 ( Dimitriou

 Sartzetaki, 2022 ). This setback disrupted the gradual recovery of the

reek economy from the major recession of 2011 and highlights the im-

ortance of effective crisis management within the Greek air transport

ector. 

.2. COVID-19 crisis management in Greek airlines 

.2.1. Crisis preparedness 

All airlines participating in the study have a permanent crisis man-

gement mechanism as required by the national and international au-

horities, which includes a crisis management team, a crisis room, emer-

ency response plans (ERP) and standard operating procedures (SAPs),

nd regular staff training and emergency drills (Executives A1, A2, B,

, D1, D2). Crisis preparedness in airlines deals mainly with aircraft ac-

idents and incidents, safety risks such as adverse weather conditions,
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Fig. 3. IFR movements in the five busiest Greek airports before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Note : ATH = Athens, HER = Heraklion, SKG = Thessaloniki, RHO = Rhodes, CFU = Corfu airport. 

Source : Author’s representation based on HASP (2024) data 
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a  
rones or flocks of birds in the vicinity of airports, technical malfunc-

ions, security risks such as unruly passengers, terrorist attacks or cyber-

ttacks and commercial issues that can disturb the normal operation,

ike baggage mishandling, mistreatment of passengers, workforce strikes

nd airport congestion causing long delays. Although chemical, biolog-

cal, radiological, nuclear and explosive (CBRNE) hazards are often in-

luded in the ERPs, airlines did not put public health hazards high on the

isk agenda, therefore COVID-19 pandemic found airlines technically

nprepared (Executives A2, B, C, D1). This finding reaffirms pre-existing

tudies on safety and security risks in aviation ( Paraschi et al., 2022b )

hich reported that aviation professionals ranked pandemic threats as

he least likely in 2016. 

.2.2. Crisis impact 

All Greek airlines ceased their international operation for three

onths (March 2020–June 2020) following the Government guidelines.

ll interviewees reported decreased revenues due to diminished demand

nd increased costs mainly due to the strict health protocols they had

o adhere to, including strong recommendations for an empty middle

eat, aircraft cleaning and sanitizing procedures after every flight and

ersonal protection equipment for cabin crew members. However, they

id not face remarkable operational problems because of their staff ill-

ess. The passenger mix altered slightly in 2020 and mainly on domes-

ic routes, where people avoided non-essential (leisure) travel and flew

ainly for work and medical reasons (Executives A1, A2, B, C). More

pecifically, for Airline A (Aegean Airlines & Olympic Air), the decrease

n passenger traffic was 65,5 % in 2020 compared to 2019. Interna-

ional passengers’ share of total traffic was reduced from 58% of total

assengers in 2019 to 48 % in 2020 and domestic traffic share was in-

reased from 42 % in 2019 to 52 % in 2020 ( Aegean, 2021 ). Similarly,

he decrease in annual turnover in 2020 compared to 2019 amounted

o − 73,2 % for Airline A, − 46,4 % for Airline B and − 89 % for air-

ine C ( Fig. 4 ). Ellinair’s shrinkage was obvious even pro-pandemic,

ince the airline’s turnover in 2018 was €112.45 million and fell to

83.5 million in 2019 ( GEMI, 2023b ). Reduction in load factors and

ight frequencies that agonized commercial airlines had no applica-

ion to Airline D (GainJet), which is a private aviation carrier (Exec-

tives D1, D2). Airline D specializes in business and VIP flights, and

heir passengers’ volumes were not significantly affected during the

risis. 
6

.2.3. Crisis responses 

The participating airlines resorted to a variety of strategies and tools

o manage the COVID-19 crisis. Table 2 gives a detailed overview of

he measures taken. Accordingly, the airlines’ responses were grouped

ccording to the four strategies (Retrenchment, Persevering, Innovating,

nd Exit) described by Albers and Rundshagen (2020) . 

.2.3.1. Retrenchment strategies. To address the negative consequences

f the pandemic, all airlines refrained from hiring new staff and took ad-

antage of the horizontal HRM support schemes promoted by the Greek

overnment, such as remote working and work contracts suspension

rrangements. Airline B made extensive use of part-time staff to serve

he weak passenger volumes during the summer season 2020 (Execu-

ive B). Airline C followed an austerity HRM strategy resorted to stuff

edundancies and salary cuts (Executive C). Airline D (GainJet) avoided

edundancies during the pandemic, by employing flexible working con-

itions and making use of the state supportive mechanisms. 

To reduce operating costs, Airline A hired 21 % fewer seasonal em-

loyees in 2020 and used 10 % fewer aircraft in service. Moreover, the

irline reduced the amount of food and beverages offered on board and

dopted the ‘only one hand baggage’ policy to ease congestion and secu-

ity concerns (Executive A2). Regarding Aegean’s investment program,

he management negotiated with Airbus and agreed to extend the deliv-

ry period of the new aircraft orders until 2026, to protect liquidity and

aintain its flexibility in the changing and difficult conditions caused

y the pandemic (Executive A1). 

.2.3.2. Persevering strategies. All airlines took advantage of the Greek

overnmental measures for private sector employees in response to

OVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, from the end of March 2020 till the

nd of June 2020, when all flights were restricted by the Greek Gov-

rnment, the employment contracts were suspended, and the employees

ere entitled to a special State benefit on a prorated basis and full social

ecurity coverage borne by the State. Starting from July 1st, 2020, the

reek airlines were included in the SYN-ERGASIA measure. Under this

rogram, the State provided financial short-term work support to em-

loyees whose working hours had been reduced, corresponding to the

ime they did not work. Other government measures for financial alle-

iation included deferred payments of value added tax (VAT) and social

ecurity contributions (all Executives). Moreover, for the two airlines (A

nd B) serving routes under Public Service Obligations (PSO), the Hel-
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Fig. 4. Evolution of the annual turnover of 

the participating airlines (A, B, C, D), before, 

during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Note : Only the available financial data, as re- 

ported in the airlines’ official financial state- 

ments, are depicted. 

Source : Greek Business Registry ( GEMI, n.d ). 
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a  
enic Civil Aviation Authority eased the PSO service requirements, e.g.

y reducing the flight frequencies (Executives A2, B). 

Furthermore, Airline A used the “COVID-19 Enterprise Guarantee

und ” to raise a five-year loan of €150 million with an 80 % State guar-

ntee from four Greek systemic banks ( Aegean, 2021 ). Additional hori-

ontal measures included a deferral of Eurocontrol fees and rent reduc-

ions (Executive A1). Despite the aforementioned efforts, the duration

nd intensity of the crisis and the significant State aid to airlines in other

ountries resulted in an agreement with the Greek State, for a grant of

120 million as compensation for damages suffered due to the pandemic

nd travel restrictions (Executive A2). This compensation proposal was

pproved by the European Commission in December 2020, under the

uropean Union’s State aid rules. The Greek State received free rights

without consideration), with a notice price equal to the price that will

e offered to investors for the new shares during the share capital in-

rease. The rights can be exercised at any time during the period be-

ween 2 and 5 years after the disbursement of the support by the Greek

tate so that the Greek State can benefit from any future upward trend

n the value of the Aegean’s share ( Aegean, 2021 ). 

.2.3.3. Innovating and growth strategies. Aiming at increasing cargo

ransport capacity, Airline A converted two A320/321 aircraft to trans-

er the largest amount of medicine, equipment, or other medical ma-

erial possible. Moreover, the airline used innovative health protection

echniques, such as ultraviolet light (UV) for aircraft disinfection and

EPA filtration system (Executive A1). The cabin air system is designed

o deliver roughly 60 % outside air and 40 % filtered, recirculated air.

EPA (High-Efficiency Particulate Air) filters can filter out bacteria and

iruses of extremely small size (from 0.1 to 0.3 𝜇m), with a 99.7 % ef-

ciency rate ( Bhuvan et al., 2021 ). Moreover, Aegean launched in-seat

n-flight entertainment (IFE) service in 2021 offering Wi-Fi onboard in-

ernet (Executive A1). 

Airline B (Sky Express) responded to the COVID-19 crisis with an

mbitious growth strategy. With investments of more than 300 mil-

ion euros for the purchase of twelve new, State-of-the-art aircraft, Sky

xpress has been trying to establish itself as another “national ” car-

ier (Executive B). The new aircraft (Airbus 320neo and ATR 72-600)

ave lower energy consumption and higher fuel efficiency, greater au-

onomy and flight range. The A320neo offers a very safe environment

hrough the highly efficient HEPA filters, while all the air is renewed

very 2–3 minutes. The crisis accelerated the acquisition of aircraft, due

o the reduced prices that exist internationally. The new aircraft, fur-

her enhanced its flight network, allowing Sky Express to enter the most

mportant domestic route, the one that connects Athens with Thessa-

oniki at the end of 2020 (Executive B). In 2021, Sky Express installed

leven international destinations from Athens and strengthened the po-

ition of its secondary hub (Thessaloniki) in its flight program with
7

n increase of available seats and more frequent itineraries, while in

022 Sky Express announced direct flights from Thessaloniki to Lar-

aca, Cyprus ( Imerisia, 2021 ). Furthermore, between 2019 and 2022,

ky Express launched several strategic partnerships, cooperating with

ransavia France, Germany’s Condor, EasyJet, Emirates and entering

nto interline agreements (with EL AL Airlines, American Airlines, Air

rance, KLM, Qatar Airways, Cyprus airways) and signing an intercon-

ection agreement with Middle East Airlines ( GTP, 2022 ). Sky Express

stablished partnerships not only within the aviation sector but in the

roader tourism industry. In 2021, it partnered with Let’s Ferry, offering

onsumers the opportunity to combine and manage air and sea travel

t the same time ( GTP, 2021b ). In addition, Sky Express joined forces

ith HotelBrain, a leading hospitality group that manages or operates

4 accommodation units of all types in 32 Greek destinations, to create

ttractive travel packages for Greek destinations both for travelers and

ourism professionals ( GTP, 2020a ). 

Airline C (Ellinair), after the record year 2019, increased its fleet

y leasing two Airbus A320 to meet the demand growth expected for

020. However, the COVID-19 pandemic frustrated the airline’s plans.

n March 2020, Ellinair temporarily suspended its flight schedule in re-

ponse to the travel restrictions applied in Greece and the EU due to

he COVID-19 outbreak and waived flight change fees on newly booked

ickets, aiming to give passengers more flexibility for their travel plans

ue to the spread of the coronavirus (Executive C). At the end of June

020, Ellinair gradually resumed its domestic flights and launched a se-

ies of Facebook live events first in Russian and then in English, under

he title: #OlaKala (meaning “everything is fine ” in Greek), to send a

essage of optimism and promote Greece as a safe top holiday desti-

ation ( GTP, 2020b ). The same season, Ellinair launched another new

oute connecting Thessaloniki with Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan. This

oute expanded the number of destinations it served from Greece, which

ncluded Moscow, St. Petersburg and Volgograd in Russia; Kyiv, Lviv,

desa and Kharkiv in Ukraine; Warsaw, Katowice, Krakow in Poland;

ucharest and Cluj Napoca in Romania; Tbilisi, Georgia and Belgrade in

erbia. In 2020, Ellinair operated flights from five bases to 40 destina-

ions ( GTP, 2020c ). 

After the lift of air traffic restrictions in the summer 2020, Airline D

GainJet) followed a marketing strategy with lower prices and targeted

ffers to boost demand. The company retained top health safety stan-

ards using ultraviolet (UV) light for aircraft disinfecting and establish-

ng a partnership with MedAire 360, which is a company specializing

n medical security services. In addition, it signed an agreement with

oeing Digital Solutions to optimize its fleet operation ( Boeing, 2019 ),

hile in January 2022, GainJet renewed its WYVERN Wingman safety

ertification ( WYVERN, 2022 ). 

Additionally, airlines A, B and C took corporate social responsibility

ctivities to contribute jointly to the State’s effort to handle the unprece-
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Table 2 

Overview of the airlines’ responses. 

Airline: Aegean & Olympic Air (A) Sky Express (B) Ellinair (C) GainJet (D) 

CRISIS IMPACT 

Decreased revenue 
√ √ √ √

Increased in costs 
√ √ √ √

Reduced load factors 
√ √ √

Temporal suspension of operations 
√ √ √ √

Cancellation of itineraries due to health restrictions in certain regions 
√ √ √

Reduction of flight frequency 
√ √ √

Operational problems (e.g. due to staff illness) 

Change of passenger mix (e.g. age, work/leisure) 
√ √ √

CRISIS RESPONSE 

A. Retrenchment strategies 

A1. Human Resource Management practices (1) 

Staff Redundancies 
√ √

Non-recruitment of new staff
√ √ √ √

Remote working 
√ √ √ √

Part-time staff
√ √

Salary cuts 
√

A2. Operational practices (2) 

Fleet grounding 
√

Change in the international/domestic flight ratio 
√ √ √

New aircraft orders cancellation 
√

Freezing of investments 
√ √

Rent reduction 
√ √ √

Renegotiating contracts with suppliers 
√ √ √ √

Reduction of services offered (e.g. in-flight meals) 
√ √ √

Only one hand luggage on board 
√ √ √

B. Persevering strategies 

B1. Government practices (3) 

Soft loan (e.g. through the COVID-19 Enterprise Guarantee Fund or other schemes) 
√

State funding 
√ √

Repayable no interest loan 
√

SYN-ERGASIA 
√ √ √ √

Suspensions of employment contracts 
√ √ √ √

Credit voucher instead of passenger compensation 
√ √ √

Easing of requirements in the PSO service (e.g. frequency reduction) 
√ √

n/a n/a 

Deferred payment of social security contributions 
√ √ √ √

Deferred payment of VAT 
√ √ √ √

C. Innovating strategies 

C1. Growth practices (4) 

Fleet increase 
√

New destinations 
√

Strategic partnerships 
√ √ √

Acquisitions/Mergers 

C2. Innovation practices (5) 

Use of passenger aircraft for cargo transport 
√

(temporarily) 

Wi-fi on board 
√ √

Use of an airline health certificate/award 

Disinfecting aircraft with ultraviolet light (UV) 
√

HEPA filtration systems 
√ √

CSR-related innovation 
√ √ √

C3. Commercial practices (6) 

Increased fares to increase revenue 

Decreased fares to boost demand 
√ √

Targeted offers 
√ √ √ √

Network redesign 
√

Flexibility in bookings 
√ √ √ √

COVID-19 insurance 
√

D. Exit 

Cessation of operations 
√

Bankruptcy 

Source: Author’s elaboration 

d  

H  

c  

i  

G  

c  

a  

i  

A  

b  

C  

(  

l  

a  

t  

(

4  

u  

n  
ented COVID-19 crisis. In this direction, Airline A joined forces with

ellenic Petroleum (which incurred the fuel costs) to offer ten free-of-

harge flights for the transport of medical and pharmaceutical materials

n March 2020 ( Aegean, 2020a ). Additionally, Aegean and SETE, the

reek Tourism Confederation, offered a 6-day full holiday package, in-

luding flights and accommodation, to the Civil Protection front liners,

s a small token of gratitude for their continuing effort to mitigate the

mpact of COVID-19 since its very beginning ( Aegean, 2020b ). Similarly,

irline B (Sky Express) strengthened its corporate responsibility profile

y offering free tickets to the medical personnel of Greece’s Intensive
8

are Units, to show solidarity in the time of the coronavirus pandemic

 Sky Express, 2020 ). Ellinair (Airline C), together with BOMO hotels be-

onging to the same group of enterprises offered free transportation and

ccommodation in Greece to 50 Russian and 15 Ukrainian doctors and

heir families, as a “thank you ” for their efforts to fight the pandemic

 GTP, 2020d ). 

.2.3.4. Exit. Exit strategy was put into practice by Airline C, rather

nexpectedly. In March 2021, the founder of the Ellinair contacted coro-

avirus during a business trip to Moscow and died of heart failure. In



E.P. Paraschi, A. Panagopoulos and M. Fragkogianni Journal of the Air Transport Research Society 3 (2024) 100032

J  

i  

s  

i  

s  

fl  

l  

c  

2  

d  

s  

s

4

 

e  

2  

t  

s  

t  

r  

c  

l  

t  

s  

f  

r  

s  

p

 

B  

w  

e  

s  

y  

2  

2  

t  

t  

e  

h  

U  

A  

m  

i  

u  

M  

l  

m  

o  

o  

E  

r  

€  

€  

b  

f

 

t  

d  

a  

m  

S  

c  

T  

G  

t  

p  

t  

t  

p  

e  

m  

c  

E  

s  

(  

C  

s  

a  

B  

d  

(  

i  

p  

i  

o

 

t  

c  

p  

t  

h  

r  

a  

s  

p  

r  

n  

p  

b  

j  

b  

a  

d  

a  

o  

a  

C

 

p  

l  

n  

g  

t  

(  

t  

G  

f  

a  

f

 

i  

a  

2  

i  

w  

a  

i  

h  

s  

a  
une 2021 the partner tour operator Mouzenidis Travel announced that

t would suspend operations due to the prolonged health crisis and re-

trictions on the movement of tourists. Ellinair continued operation dur-

ng the summer season 2021 making use of the horizontal Government

upporting schemes but in November of the same year, it returned its

eet, undergoing a board reshuffle. Finally, in March 2022, the Hel-

enic Civil Aviation Authority (HCAA) revoked the Air Operator Certifi-

ate (AOC) and the Operating License of Ellinair (Executive C). In May

022 the airline was granted a €6.8 million State compensation for the

amage suffered due to the coronavirus pandemic ( E.C., 2023 ). Table 2

ummarizes the COVID-19 crisis impact on the participating airlines and

pecifies their responses. 

.2.4. Recovery and crisis revision 

Airline A announced a partial (64 %) recovery of its financial and op-

rating results for 2021, as a result of the tourist season (June–October

021). Aegean’s ratio of domestic and international to total traffic al-

ered slightly (48 % and 52 %, respectively). The passenger load factor

tood at 67.4 % about the same level as in 2020 and significantly lower

han the usual pre-pandemic ( Aegean, 2022a ). According to Aegean’s

epresentative (Executive A1), the sector as a whole expected a signifi-

ant recovery for 2022, while the demand for the Greek tourism product

ooked particularly strong at the time of the interview (March 2022). At

he same time, however, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has created new

ignificant uncertainties, while it also has had a significant impact on

uel costs. Aegean has accelerated the investment in new aircraft that

educe the impact of fuel costs and is planning new destinations, new

ervices and products, as well as the gradual return of capacity to pre-

andemic levels for the summer season of 2022. 

The executives of the three airlines that remained operational (A,

, C) estimated that the COVID-19 measures taken by their companies

ere as effective as possible and they wouldn’t do something differ-

ntly at the corporate level. The numbers seem to justify their opinion,

ince Aegean Airlines’ financial results fully recovered in 2022, after two

ears of significant losses due to the pandemic. Consolidated revenue in

022 reached €1,34 bil., 98 % higher than 2021 and 2 % more than

019 ( Fig. 4 ). The effects of the resurgence of robust demand for travel

o/from Greece, the significant increase of revenue per available seat,

he evolution of Aegean’s fleet upgrade with a higher number of deliv-

ries of new technology aircraft in 2022, the benefit from partial fuel

edging all came together to offset the impact of high jet fuel costs and

SD appreciation ( Aegean, 2023 ). Moreover, the stock price of Aegean

irlines was about 8.5 € in 2019, plummeted to 2.47 € after the lost sum-

er of 2020, raised to 5.5 in 2021 and 2022 and skyrocketed to 13.10

n the summer 2023 ( Yahoo Finance, n.d ). In December 2022, AEGEAN

nveiled plans to invest €140 million in establishing Greece ̓s inaugural

aintenance, Repair, and Overhaul Facility (MRO) and the first Simu-

ator Training Facility for pilots and cabin crew members. This invest-

ent is projected to generate up to 500 new direct jobs and a total of

ver 1100 new direct and indirect high-skilled positions within a period

f five to seven years ( Aegean, 2022b ). The growth of Airline B (Sky

xpress) is also reflected in the firm’s turnover ( Fig. 4 ). The company

ecorded a turnover of €15.9 million in 2016, €32.6 million in 2017,

59.6 million in 2018, €78.7 million in 2019, €42.2 million in 2020 and

122.2 million in 2021 ( Metaforespress, 2022 ). According to the latest

alance sheet available for Airline D, GainJet also increased its turnover

rom 38.2 million in 2020 to 39.6 million in 2021 ( GEMI, 2023a ). 

Regarding the role of the Greek Government, some of the execu-

ives (A2, B, C, D2) expressed the opinion that, looking back, lock-

owns and mobility restriction measures may be too strict, discour-

ging travel not only for leisure but even for essential reasons and

aking air travel procedures too cumbersome. This finding aligns with

un et al. (2024) who also reported a controversial view of aviation

ommunity towards lockdowns, quarantines and departure restrictions.

he executives also claimed that the horizontal support received by the

reek Government was sufficient and in the right direction, however,
9

hey believe that the State should have also given an extension in the

ayment of their tax liabilities along with low-interest, long-term capi-

al loans, guarantees, or even direct subsidies. Moreover, two of the in-

erviewees (B, D2) hinted at the way non-horizontal State support was

rovided to particular airlines. It should be noted here that the Gov-

rnment support offered to the Greek airlines was two-tier: horizontal

easures such as VAT and tax reduction and deferral, payment of so-

ial security contributions and employment support mechanism (SYN-

RGASIA) were applied indiscriminately to aid the Greek air transport

ector which employs about 11,000 people and is important for tourism

 Reuters, 2020 ). Individual measures, such as soft loans through the

OVID-19 Enterprise Guarantee Fund and State funding were given to

pecific airlines (Aegean and Ellinair) as a result of individual negoti-

tions. In March 2020, eight Greek airlines (Air Mediterranean, Blue

ird, Ellinair, GainJet, Lumiwings, and Orange2Fly) asked for imme-

iate State financial aid pointing out that their liquidity is exhausted

 Ethnos, 2020 ). Finally, funding was granted to Aegean ( €120 million)

n 2020 and to Ellinair ( €6.8 million) in 2022 ( E.C., 2023 ). There are no

ublished details of the negotiation procedure and the selection criteria,

t is known however that the aid given to Aegean has been subject to

bjection from Ryanair ( ECJ, 2021 ). 

At the European level, the interviewees expressed the opinion that

he EU decisions significantly affected their operation, especially those

oncerning the ban on flights and the waive of the 80/20 rule on air-

ort slots. The GainJet representative (D1) expressed the opinion that

he COVID-19 crisis will have a long-term impact on the sector, and they

ave already updated their risk assessment manual to deal with bioter-

orism and pandemic hazards. However, they wish that the national

nd international authorities had better coordination by introducing a

ingle body for crisis management globally, establishing a specific Euro-

ean fund to support the airlines, lowering the airport fees and the slot

estrictions and running campaigns to promote travel and tourism. It is

oteworthy that the airline executives made no reference to the Euro-

ean Aviation Crisis Coordination Cell (EACCC). EACCC was established

y the European Commission following the eruption of the Eyjafjalla-

ökull volcano in Iceland in 2010 ( EC, n.d. ) to ensure that Europe will

e better prepared for any type of crisis that could potentially impact

ir traffic. The primary function of the EACCC is to support the coor-

ination of responses to network crises that have a negative impact on

viation, in close collaboration with corresponding bodies in States and

perational aviation stakeholders. However, it is noteworthy that the

irline executives referred to the European Aviation Crisis Coordination

ell. 

International organizations’ (like IATA, the International Air Trans-

ort Association) contributions were criticized for being too general and

acking in attention to detail for each individual nation. As a result, the

ational aviation authorities could consider adding more details to the

eneral rules published by the transnational organizations. At this point,

he executives B, C and D1 believed that the Greek national authority’s

HCAA) contribution was rather mediocre. The interviewees explained

hat HCAA has narrow flexibility opportunities since it has to follow the

overnment lines. However, HCAA showed understanding, lowering the

requency requirements in the Public Service Obligations (PSO) routes

nd allowing airlines to offer vouchers instead of cash compensations

or flights delayed, canceled or rescheduled. 

At the last part of the interview, when the executives were asked

f they had something to add, all interviewees expressed their concern

bout the crisis between Ukraine and Russia that outbroke on February

4, 2022. Even though Russia has only a small contribution (about 2 %)

n the total Greek inbound tourism, aviation executives fear that, if the

ar continues, creating an unstable situation in Europe, both European

nd USA markets will be affected. The major concern however is the

mmediate impact that the war and the EU sanctions on Russia have

ad on the fuel prices that have surged. Given that fuel is the major cost

ource for an airline (making up 20–25 % of the total operational costs),

nd that jet fuel traded in February 2022 at more than 75% higher than
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Fig. 5. The airlines’ crisis response practices in relation to the crisis manage- 

ment strategies. 

Source : Authors’ elaboration, based on Wut et al. (2021) and Albers & Rundsha- 

gen (2020) . 
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t did in February 2021, airlines trying to recover from the pandemic

ust cope with the impending fuel crisis, with a number of responses,

.e. by adding fuel clauses in their contracts passing on the impact to

he tour operators if prices exceed a certain amount, before applying

icket surcharges to passengers, or by applying fuel hedge contracts, to

stablish a fixed or capped fuel cost, via a commodity swap or option. 

. Discussion 

This paper analyzes crisis management in light of the new challenges

hat have emerged in the Greek airline sector during the COVID-19 pan-

emic. By conducting semi-structured interviews with executives from

our leading Greek airlines, the main strategic responses were specified

nd differentiated. The interview content analysis revealed broad con-

equences that ranged from short- and medium-term decreases in de-

and to direct threats to airlines’ existence. All airlines reported rev-

nue drainage due to quarantines and a rise in their expenses due to

tricter health protocols and hygiene measures. The long-lasting decline

n travel demand and the small size of the domestic market led some

reek airlines to exit the market. Except for Ellinair, the newly founded

lyGR8 and Orange2Fly also ceased operation in 2021. 

Using the four categories of strategic responses (retrenchment, perse-

ering, innovating, exit) described by Albers and Rundshagen (2020) as

 springboard, this paper identified six groups of crisis management

ractices used by the airlines in the crisis response phase: Human Re-

ources Management (HRM), operational, Government, growth, innova-

ion and commercial practices. Retrenchment strategy was materialized

nto HRM and operational practices which refer to handling airlines’

eet, human resources and other assets to ensure both cost reduction

nd continuity of essential operations. Persevering strategy was trans-

ated mainly into Government practices of financial support and relaxing

heir obligations towards the Greek State. Innovating strategy material-

zed with business growth and expansion, innovations and commercial

ractices to boost demand. The above categorization is illustrated in

ig. 5 . The interviewees consider Government practices and innovation

ractices as more important than operational practices, cost reduction

ractices and commercial practices; it is possible therefore to rely more

n these practices to deal with future crises, too. 
10
Likewise, airlines’ responses varied accordingly to their specific char-

cteristics (size, type of operation, growth phase, etc.) and their business

odel. The study also found that the strategic responses differentiate

uring the time, supporting Sun et al. (2022) who also describe a time-

elated menu of airlines’ responses. At the beginning of the pandemic

January–March 2020), when the crisis impact was low, most airlines

aintained their status quo expecting that the new disease would soon

e put under control. Later, when the magnitude of the destruction be-

ame high (late March 2020 until late June 2020) they went into a re-

renchment mode, grounding their fleet for three months. Afterwards,

irlines engaged in persevering strategies implementing capacity adjust-

ents and requesting Government relief measures. 

Although global aviation showed signs of recovery in 2021, last-

ng industrial adversity and uncertainty have made the airlines post-

one ambitious investment plans and aggressive takeover opportuni-

ies. However, two airlines invested in ‘green’ aircraft both due to

heir advanced characteristics (e.g. cabin air renewal, improved fuel ef-

ciency) and the price discounts. Facing massive order cancellations

ue to COVID-19, the two major aircraft manufacturers (Boeing and

irbus) reduced the values of narrowbody aircraft by between 15 %

nd 30 % and widebodies aircraft by between 20 % and 45 %. Ag-

ng aircraft no longer in production or reaching the end of their prod-

ct life cycle experienced the most severe discounting ( Leighton, n.d ).

s fuel prices continue to rise, additional readjustments are expected

o the aircraft supply chain, with widebodies (e.g. A380, B747-400,

777) particularly impacted and a realignment towards longer-range

arrowbody aircraft such as the A321 that can better match supply and

emand. 

The two legacy carriers (Aegean and Sky Express) having amounted

o a healthy financial situation from the previous, ever-growing, years,

nd having an all-year-round domestic market to rely on, managed to

vercome the deepest phase of the crisis. However, both airlines’ ex-

cutives expressed the opinion that the Greek domestic market is very

imited and further investment in the domestic network would be un-

rofitable, especially during winter, when there is marginally enough

arket space for two airlines. For this reason, Sky Express decided to

nvest in the international market, where there are growth opportuni-

ies, especially in high-income destinations such as North and Central

urope. This strategy aligns with the findings of Halteh et al. (2024) who

laim that an airline ̓s ability to withstand macroeconomic swings and

void financial difficulty and insolvency can be greatly improved by

 combination of company-specific characteristics such as a solid finan-

ial position, several sources of income, and the use of fuel hedging tech-

iques. On the other side, the third airline (Ellinair) applied extensive re-

renchment practices, both in operational dimensions and in HRM, with

taff redundancies and layoffs. This downsizing however didn’t have the

esired results, but rather deprived the airline of valuable relational re-

erves undermining its resilience, confirming Gittell et al. (2006) . On top

f that, the heavy reliance of Ellinair on charter flights from Russia and

kraine, which suffered long travel restrictions during the pandemic,

nd which in February 2022 involved in a war with unpredictable con-

equences further drained its financial reserves and laid a tombstone in

ts hopes for demand recovery, leading Ellinair to exit the market. Gain-

et seems to be affected the least by the COVID-19 crisis for a number of

easons. Passenger health concerns and cumbersome travel procedures

pplied to commercial flights, non-availability or very low frequency of

cheduled flights to a particular destination in contrast to the greater

omfort and easy-to-use shared private jet programs resulted in an in-

rease in the use of business jets. Moreover, private flights do not depend

n high load factors to achieve their break-even points. For the above

easons, private jet GainJet recovered faster than other aviation sectors.

verall, as Gittell et al . (2006) have concluded for the crisis caused in

he U.S airlines by the 9/11 terrorist attack, the above findings fully

onfirm that maintaining strong relational and financial reserves and

aving a viable and competitive business model is of utmost importance

or airlines’ ability to recover from crises. 
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. Conclusions and lessons learned 

By attempting to conceptually aggregate the lessons learnt from this

tudy, we can identify the following concepts that arise in relation to

anaging the COVID-19 crisis. These concepts, mutatis mutandis, could

e valuable in controlling future crises of similar or different charac-

er. Effective crisis management encompasses flexibility and adaptabil-

ty, diversification, financial robustness, corporate social responsibility,

takeholder relationship management, innovation, proactive health and

afety measures, and the role of institutions. 

Flexibility and adaptability involves dynamic scheduling and capac-

ty management, diversification of services and partnership strategies.

ynamic scheduling and capacity management will allow airlines to move

apacity where demand is likely to be in the near future. This involves

ecuring a blend of short-term leases and supplier and staff contracts

daptable to ramping up or ramping down operations as required. Di-

ersification means that airlines continuously reevaluate their business

odel, their operational portfolio by geographically spreading their net-

ork, targeting different market niches and creating new customer of-

erings. As reported by Jaroenjitrkam et al. (2023) , internationalization

rovides airlines with enhanced operational flexibility and increased re-

ources in times of crisis. This is particularly important when domes-

ic markets are small in size or/and restricted, for example by Public

ervice Obligations that do not allow the entry of new airlines in spe-

ific routes. This is also important considering new geopolitical crises

estricting travel to particular regions. Furthermore, business portfolio

iversification could be a good option for those airlines that can es-

ablish a private/business aviation service, since business aviation has

 lower price elasticity than commercial aviation, therefore increases

n airfares do not cause a proportionately higher decrease in demand.

iversification can also be materialized through cargo services, char-

er flights, hybrid carrier models between full-service carriers (FSCs)

nd low-cost carriers (LCCs) and other ancillary revenue streams such

s MRO (maintenance, repair, and operations) services, with the latter

roviding a good alternative source of revenue when passenger demand

s low. Network/Partnership strategies leverage alliances by intensifica-

ion of the cooperation and by codeshare agreements, so as the network

s retained although specific connections might become uneconomical.

he future role of micro-alliances/partnerships in aviation is becoming

ncreasingly significant as reported by Sun et al. (2022). Cultivating a

upportive stakeholder network can serve as a safety net in times of cri-

is according to Nicolescu and Nicolescu (2022) . Flexibility and adapt-

bility also mean that the airline leaders are open to change, able to

imely recognize new challenges, form their emergency plans in a way

hat leaves space for unknown challenges ( “black swans ”), review their

trategy regularly and make adjustments accordingly as the situations

nfold. Furthermore, given the ever-increasing uncertainty of the busi-

ess environment, crisis management education and training should be-

ome a priority, not only for airlines but for all aviation and tourism

takeholders. International safety and security organizations need to re-

ssess their risk agenda at regular intervals and reallocate their budgets

o make them more flexible and adaptable to emerging threats (e.g. cy-

ersecurity, bioterrorism, health and safety, CBRNE threats, etc.) and

ata privacy issues. Therefore, flexibility and adaptability emerge as

ore themes in aviation crisis management. 

Financial robustness requires increased cash reserves and higher liq-

idity levels which will be the best shield for airlines when suffering

rolonged revenue downturns. This will be achieved by making a pru-

ent financial management and diversification of funding sources. Ac-

ess to emergency funding such as pre-arranged credit lines and agree-

ents with financial institutions and governments is also important to

rovide a critical lifeline when crises arise. This includes having an effi-

ient stakeholder management and proactive dialogues with stakehold-

rs to consider what support mechanisms might be in place. Further-

ore, embedding permanent cost management strategies in business-

s-usual uses makes it less necessary to take despairing measures when
11
 crisis hits. This might be by reducing the amount of fuel the company

ses over a period of time, or it might be by cutting down on wasted

esources through improved logistics, or it might be through updating

he fleet the company operates to more efficient planes. 

Corporate Social Responsibility and stakeholder relationships man-

gement means building meaningful partnerships with customers and

mployees, local communities, governments and industry bodies. CSR

an serve as a social image tool, to improve the airlines’ brand im-

ge and enhance employees’ commitment. This discovery corroborates

he research conducted by Athanasiadou et al. (2024) which found that

SR mitigated job insecurity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic among

mployees in the European aviation industry, enhanced organizational

ride and work engagement, and ultimately resulted in organizational

itizenship behaviors. Furthermore, airlines’ CSR can be used to develop

assengers’ loyalty and induce favorable treatment of the authorities i.e.

n relaxing the PSO requirements or allowing airlines to reimburse cus-

omers with vouchers instead of financial compensation for rescheduled

r canceled flights. Customer CSR involves flexible and refund policies

or easy rescheduling and cancellation ( Sun et al., 2024 ), as well as offer-

ng pandemic travel insurance. Providing community support in times of

eed and engaging in social citizenship behaviors in times of crises can

elp foster cooperation and drive resilience. Moreover, regular, trans-

arent and timely communication about departure and health measures,

perational, commercial and refund policies, contribute to generating

rust and loyalty with passengers, employees, and stakeholders. Stake-

older management can be translated into negotiating and collaborat-

ng with suppliers about the delivery of aircraft orders, with bankers

nd investors about financing tools, with regulatory authorities about

ontractual obligations, with Government about tax accommodations

nd financial support, with international decision-makers about flight

egulations, health protocols and slot rules, with airports about airport

ees, with passengers about flight accommodations and with employees

bout working conditions. 

Innovation through technological advancement leads to better oper-

tional efficiency and customer experience. Airlines can engage in in-

ovation to improve fleet utilization (e.g. temporary usage of passen-

er aircraft to cargo) and fleet upgrade (i.e. orders of new, “green ”

ircraft), improve their services (e.g wi-fi onboard), meet health re-

uirements (e.g. HEPA filtration systems) and effectively manage their

uman resources (i.e. work from home). As reported by Amankwah-

moah (2021) , innovation can help airlines and other enterprises over-

ome obstacles, reduce operational costs, expand their offerings and

urn challenges into opportunities. A type of innovation that thrived

uring COVID-19 is digitization and in airports and airlines. Touchless

echnologies, such as e-gates and biometrics, along with cloud comput-

ng, big data, blockchain, artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things

nd 6G constitute an emerging field with high potential in facilitating

assengers experience and addressing future health-related challenges

Sun et al. 2022; 2024 ). Given the rising dependence on digital solu-

ions and touchless technologies, investments in strengthening cyberse-

urity infrastructure are critical. Investment in transport infrastructure

s crucial for sustaining employment, keeping businesses operational,

nd maintaining the economic productive capacity ( Dimitriou & Sartze-

aki, 2022 ). Such measures would also extend to protecting customer

nformation and securing online transactions and communications. Fur-

hermore, data-driven decision making can give airlines a commercial

dge using big data and analytics to track trends, forecast passenger be-

avior and tailor operations to suit. Airlines can make better on-the-spot

ecisions during a crisis due to the real-time nature of the data. 

Proactive health and safety measures means creating pandemic pre-

aredness plans and implementing specific playbooks for different sce-

arios, bioterrorism not excluded. This can reduce the response times

n future health and safety/security hazards and increase organizational

fficiency. Also, innovations in health and safety such as exceptional air-

ltration systems to UV cleaning technologies and rapid test facilities at

irports will retain customer confidence and preserve travel willingness
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s reported by Sun et al. (2024) . Finally, periodic health protocols and

raining through different drills are necessary to prepare staff for health

nd safety hazards. 

Implementing the proposed measures will help airlines be more

eady for the next health-related or other global crisis. However, for

ystemic and devastating crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic that

re far beyond corporate control, effective measures are also needed

t a macro-level, placing stress on the role of national and interna-

ional institutions. State authorities can jointly promote campaigns to

ncourage inbound tourism and to rebuild passengers’ confidence in air

ravel. This is of particular importance for tourism destinations such as

reece, knowing that passengers’ perceptions about a destination’s poli-

ies and situation has a strong impact on their decision to fly to this place

 Sun et al., 2024 ). Airlines also need liquidity and cash flows to be able

o cover their high operational costs, which further increased with the

ealth protocols’ requirements. In this way, they would be able to pro-

ect their financial and relational reserves which are essential for their

esiliency, as suggested by Gittell et al. (2006) . State aid to airlines is

dvocated by the aviation community, too ( Sun et al., 2024 ). This atti-

ude was also expressed in other tourist sectors hit by the Covid, such

s the Greek hotels ( Pavlatos et al., 2021 ), which reopens the discus-

ion about State intervention in the newly-deregulated Greek aviation

ector. There are at least two major reasons for Governments to facil-

tate airline survival: to preserve essential connectivity and to protect

illions of jobs in directly and indirectly affected industries ( Sun et al.,

021 ). While these motivations seem reasonable for each Government,

ome scholars ( Wu et al., 2023 ) and several airlines’ CEOs have ex-

ressed concerns that the amount of State aid granted to the aviation

ector could jeopardize competition in the internal market, a view also

ecorded by Sun et al. (2022). They also highlight the risk that Member

tates could use the current opportunity to support airlines that were

lready problematic, such as Alitalia ( Pantazi, 2022 ). The same ques-

ions could also be raised about the financial compensation approved

o Ellinair a few months after the suspension of its operation certifica-

ion by the Greek State. Ryanair in particular has taken several cases

o court ( Sun et al., 2022a ), challenging subsidiaries given to rival air-

ines, including Aegean. During the first months of 2023, the European

ourt of Justice, Europe’s second-highest court, sided with the Dublin-

ased carrier against the European Commission (EC), for the €130m of

tate aid granted to airlines holding an Italian operating license dur-

ng the COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, a case raised against the €6bn

f State aid granted to German flag carrier Lufthansa (LH) and against

AS Scandinavian Airlines (SK) granting of €1bn aid ( Cross, 2023 ). For

hese reasons, it is proposed that the European Commission should care-

ully reconsider its rules for approving State aid to airlines and Govern-

ents and must find a balance point between ensuring connectivity and

voiding competitive distortion by disproportionately supporting flag

arriers against other airlines that request equity injections, too. An-

ther point regarding the role of institutions in crisis management comes

rom the executives’ view that a joint civil aviation crisis management

ody should be created at the European or global level, both for the ex-

hange of best practices and for better coordination and harmonization

f hygiene and sanitation protocols for all tourism stakeholders. A single

oint of (accurate) information would be very useful to alleviate passen-

ers’ confusion about the travel restrictions and entry requirements in

ach country. These statements confirm Sun et al. (2023b ; 2024 ) who

laim that there is a need for coordinated responses to emerging out-

reaks, as well as the requirement to establish shared regulations and

trategies for a synchronized and well-informed recovery; on the other

and, they reveal that airline executives are probably unaware of the

ole of the European Aviation Crisis Coordination Cell (EACCC). The fact

hat the airline executives resorted heavily to IATA for guidance during

he pandemic, although IATA is not a regulatory body, suggests that the

ole of EACCC remains vague among aviation stakeholders and should

e strengthened. The findings of this study also suggest that IATA’s role

hould be reinforced at the decision-making level, because IATA, as the
12
rade association of the world’s airlines, made numerous recommenda-

ions during the pandemic, but only a few of them were adopted by the

fficial institutions (Governments and regulatory authorities) across the

orld. 

In the limitations of this study, we acknowledge a geographical bias,

s all of the interviewees belong to Greek airlines. This is partially miti-

ated by the global perspective of the air transport business, the interna-

ional operations of the participating airlines, and the global scope of the

ubject at hand. Additional limitations stem from the non-availability of

ata published by State authorities regarding the main features of the

reek airline sector (e.g. passenger and flight volumes per airline, mar-

et shares, etc.). Therefore, the only way to access this data was by

irectly asking the participating airlines. Moreover, the methodology

f the study is based on interviews, meaning that the information pro-

ided by the airline executives depends on the interviewer’s ability to

hape the interview and ask the right questions and on the interviewee’s

bility to accurately recall the relevant information avoiding inconsis-

encies. Other possible drawbacks might be caused by the subjectivity

both personal and corporate) of the executives’ perceptions or/and by

nformation not revealed due to confidentiality. To alleviate the above

oncerns every possible effort was made to cross-check the facts reported

y the interviewees with official documents. 
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