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Abstract

The aim of the article is to analyse the growing competitiveness
of airlines in the European passenger transport market using
the example of three companies: Turkish Airlines, TUI Group,
and Ryanair Holdings. Furthermore, an attempt was made to
determine the improvement in airline competitiveness in the
European passenger transport market through a comparative
economic analysis of the leading carriers. Amidst increas-
ing financial pressure, uneven regulatory environments, and
post-pandemic recovery efforts, European airlines face signifi-
cant challenges. This study identifies key performance indicators
and evaluates structural and managerial differences between the
major market players. The TOPSIS method was used to assess
competitiveness, allowing the simultaneous consideration of cri-
teria that are advantageous and unfavourable for the entities ex-
amined. The research reveals that fleet efficiency, hub structure,
employee productivity, and customer service quality significant-
ly influence airline competitiveness.
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1. Introduction

The European air transport market is a complex and
dynamic environment that has undergone significant
transformations in recent decades. The process of lib-
eralisation of domestic passenger transport markets,
initiated at the end of the twentieth century, enabled
a significant increase in competition and the emer-
gence of new business models (Doganis, 2019). The
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second half of the 20th century saw the development of hub-and-spoke networks, which was
the dominant business model (Gillen, 2006), but by the end of the century, models based on
the operation of low-cost airlines had emerged (Gillen & Morrison, 2005). Although liber-
alisation has opened national markets, led to substantial economic and traffic growth, and
allowed increased competition (Fu, Oum, & Zhang, 2010), many carriers continue to struggle
with profitability, customer satisfaction, and operational efficiency. The COVID-19 crisis fur-
ther exposed systemic weaknesses, including overreliance on state aid, fragmented infrastruc-
ture, and outdated management practices (IATA, 2024).

At the beginning of 2024, hundreds of airlines operated in Europe, with a small number
meeting the criteria for independent, large carriers with significant market power (Eurocontrol,
2025). The remaining entities were mostly small regional airlines or subsidiaries of larger cap-
ital groups. The market consolidation process, implemented through strategic alliances such
as Star Alliance, SkyTeam, and Oneworld, contributed to the deepening of competitive dis-
parities between major and small carriers (Gov, 2020). It should be noted that membership
in such an alliance allows large carriers to benefit from an extensive network of connections,
better use of seats, and access to global loyalty programmes, which translates into economic
and financial development and increased market share. A handful of large parent companies
now control a significant share of the industry (IATA, 2024).

This research aims to analyse the current competitive landscape in the European passenger
air transportation sector by evaluating key airline performance metrics. Furthermore, the use
of the TOPSIS method allows simultaneous consideration of stimulating and destimulating
criteria, which helps to obtain an objective picture of the competitive position of individual
airlines. Particular attention is paid to three distinct models of airline operations: a national
carrier (Turkish Airlines), a tourism-orientated holding (TUI Group), and a low-cost leader
(Ryanair). These airlines are chosen for their unique structures and market strategies, which
reflect broader trends and potential solutions in the industry.

The concept of competitiveness in the airline industry is multidimensional, combining eco-
nomic efficiency, strategic management, and innovation capacity. According to Porter (1980),
competitiveness arises from a firm’s ability to implement strategies that create and sustain supe-
rior performance relative to rivals. In the context of air transport, this advantage may derive from
cost leadership, differentiation, or niche specialization (Doganis, 2019). Airlines compete not
only through price but also through service quality, network connectivity, and brand reputation,
all of which influence consumer choice and market share (Button & Ison, 2020).

From the perspective of the resource-based view (RBV), competitiveness depends on ac-
cess to unique and difficult-to-imitate resources, such as an efficient hub network, brand eq-
uity, or technological capabilities (Barney, 1991). In aviation, strategic resources also include
fleet composition, partnerships within global alliances, and data-driven decision-making
(Wittman & Swelbar, 2013). Airlines that manage to align tangible resources (aircraft, infra-
structure) with intangible ones (organizational know-how, digitalisation, and customer trust)
tend to achieve sustainable advantages (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).

At the macro level, airline competitiveness is shaped by regulatory and institutional
frameworks. The liberalisation of European air transport markets in the late 20th century
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transformed national carriers into global players, while simultaneously increasing rivalry and
efficiency pressure (Fu, Oum, & Zhang, 2010). Deregulation allowed new entrants—especially
low-cost carriers—to develop innovative business models, drastically lowering fares and re-
shaping passenger expectations (Gillen & Morrison, 2005). However, increased competition
also led to market consolidation, as alliances such as Star Alliance, SkyTeam, and Oneworld en-
abled major players to extend network coverage and optimize capacity (Gov, 2020).

In recent years, sustainability and environmental performance have become additional
dimensions of competitiveness. Airlines are increasingly evaluated based on their carbon foot-
print, fuel efficiency, and use of sustainable aviation fuels (SAFs) (ICAO, 2024; EASA, 2024).
Environmental responsibility is not only a regulatory requirement under the EU Emissions
Trading System (EU ETS) and CORSIA but also a key determinant of brand perception and
long-term resilience (Firlej, Firlej & Luty, 2024). Consequently, modern competitiveness frame-
works in aviation must integrate economic, social, and environmental factors, aligning with
the broader concept of ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) performance.

Lastly, in the context of the post-pandemic recovery, competitiveness increasingly depends on
digital transformation and the ability to anticipate demand shifts through predictive analytics and
artificial intelligence (IATA, 2024). These technologies allow airlines to optimize pricing, routes,
and maintenance schedules, thereby reducing costs and enhancing customer experience. As noted
by Button and Ison (2020), the interplay between operational efficiency, regulatory adaptation, and
technological innovation determines the sustainability of a carrier’s market position.

Taken together, existing theoretical perspectives suggest that competitiveness in the
European airline industry is not determined solely by financial indicators, but by a complex in-
terplay of resources, institutional conditions, and adaptive capabilities. This study contributes
to the literature by applying a multicriteria evaluation method (TOPSIS) to capture this mul-
tidimensional nature of competitiveness across different airline business models.

Airline competitiveness is also shaped by policy and geopolitical factors. EU regulations on
passenger rights (Regulation EC No. 261/2004), state aid rules, and safety oversight by EASA
create a harmonised but demanding regulatory landscape (Eurocontrol, 2025). Additionally,
conflicts, trade sanctions, and airspace restrictions directly influence route availability, fuel
costs, and insurance premiums (ICAO, 2024).

The ability to manage regulatory risks and adapt to policy changes has therefore become a stra-
tegic competence, particularly in the post-pandemic recovery phase. The analysis covers 2023, re-
flecting the latest and most representative data available at the time of the study. This period was
chosen to capture the post-pandemic recovery phase of the European aviation market and to ac-
count for structural changes driven by regulatory, environmental, and demand factors.

2. Methodology

In the first step, we develop a comparative analytical framework based on publicly available fi-
nancial, structural, and operational data. Key indicators include (EASA, 2024), (Solovyov, 2002):
o Fleet size and composition.
o Hub structure and efficiency.
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«  Employee productivity.

o Load factor and average ticket price.

«  Revenue and profit margin.

o Market share and customer satisfaction ratings.

The airlines were rated in three main categories to standardize performance metrics across
airline sizes and business models (AirlineRatings, 2025) (ICAO, 2024):

«  Passenger-related (ticket prices, load factor, customer satisfaction).

o Economic (revenue, profit margin, assets per subsidiary, market share).

o Structural (fleet utilisation, hub network, company history).

In the second step, the TOPSIS ranking method was used to assess the efficien-
cy of selected airlines. A set of indicators representing various areas of activity was select-
ed for the study:

o number of aircraft (demotivator)—a large fleet means high maintenance costs;

o number of employees (demotivator)—more employees mean higher costs;

« total number of passengers (stimulant)—a higher number of passengers served

means better efficiency;

o  passenger-to-employee ratio (stimulant)—a higher number of passengers per em-

ployee means better efficiency;

«  profit per passenger (stimulant)—higher profits mean greater financial efficiency.

The weights of the criteria were assumed to be equal (0.2 for each of the five criteria), based
on the assumption that all analyzed factors have an equal impact on the airlines’ competitive-
ness. This equal weighting allowed us to avoid subjectivity in the respective variable assess-
ment. The study was carried out according to the following formulas (Czerwinska-Kayzer,
Florek, & Stanistawska, 2013; Firlej, Firlej, & Luty, 2024):

Step I: unitarization of feature values:

Xy = min{x;x}

for stimulants: Zjx = 1,2,.,mk=1,2,..,m)

max{xy}— min{xy} >V
L L
max{Xk}— Xik

for destimulants: z;;, = (i=1,2,..,mk=12,..,m)

max{xic} - min{aye}
L

where:

miax{ Xk} —maximum value of the k-th feature;

min{ x;, } —minimum value of the k-th feature.
i

Step II: calculating the Euclidean distance:

m m
di = Z(Zik -z{)?, di = Z(zik—Z;)z
k=1 k=1

Problems of Economics and Law 2025, t. 10, nr 1 ‘ 67



Isa Maksims Seidametovs, Marcin Stanuch

Step III: determining the value of the synthetic feature:

== (i=1,2,..n)

Tdf+d;y

The synthetic characteristic values (gi) are in the range of 0-1, where values closer to 1

indicate better airline efficiency.

3. Analysis and results
3.1. Fleet structure, customer service, and utilisation

Table 1 presents key operational indicators and business aspects of selected European air car-
riers. Turkish Airlines operates a diversified fleet with 13 aircraft types, averaging 166 seats

and an average age of 9.2 years. Additionally, the company operates 13 aircraft models and

employs 40,200 people, serving more than 83 million passengers annually, translating to

2,072 passengers per employee and a profit of €72.28 per passenger. These aircrafts are main-
tained by external companies, with an average staffing of 74 people per aircraft. The TUI
Group standardises mostly Boeing models across five airline subsidiaries, averaging 208 seats

and an aircraft age of 8 years. The TUI Group, with 9 models and 65,018 employees, serves

11.5 million passengers (177 people per employee) and achieves €39.63 profit per passenger—
its aircraft are maintained under contract with Ryanair and the average number of staff per
aircraft is 431. Ryanair Holdings focusses almost exclusively on Boeing 737 models, averaging
203 seats with a younger fleet at 6.5 years. Ryanair Holdings operates the largest fleet (949
aircraft, almost exclusively a single model), employing 27,076 staff serving more than 184
million passengers (6,825 people per employee). The company’s lean workforce underscores
its efficiency-focused approach. Turkish Airlines shows strong service quality and profitability,
while Ryanair leads in operational efficiency.

Table 1. Aircraft fleet structure

Airline Operational .and Turkish Airlines TUI Group Ryanair Holdings
Performance Metrics
Number of aircraft 542 151 949
Number of aircraft models 13 9 5
Average age of aircraft 9.2 years 8 years 6.5 years
Average capaci-
. 166 208 203
ty of one aircraft
Average number of per-
. 74 431 29
sonnel per aircraft
FEC 1.28 0.38 2.51
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Airline Operational and
Performance Metrics

Turkish Airlines

TUI Group

Ryanair Holdings

Aircraft fleet maintenance

Use the services
of other companies

Signed an agree-
ment with Ryanair

Has strict main-
tenance procedures

Number of staff 40,200 employees 65,018 employees 27,076 employees
Employees 40 200 65018 27076
Passengers 83 300 000 11 500 000 184 800 000
Per Employee 2072 177 6825
Profit/Passenger €72.28 €39.63 €10.66

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on: Turkish Airlines, 2024; Ryanair Holdings, 2024; TUI Group, 2024.

Figure 1 shows the distinct advantage in terms of hub scale over both Ryanair Holdings
and the TUI Group. These data indicate differences in business models, with Turkish Airlines
concentrating traffic at a single major hub, while TUT and Ryanair rely on dispersed or less
intensively used hubs. This allows Turkish Airlines to achieve the highest efficiency in serving
passengers per hub. Turkish Airlines has four main hubs, led by Istanbul Airport, with ~21 mil-
lion passengers per hub. The TUI Group manages 29 seasonal hubs, while Ryanair’s decentral-
ised network spans 94 bases.

25000000

20825000

20000000

15000000

10000000

5000000

Number of passengers

1965957
396522

Turkish Aurlines TUI Group Ryanair Holdings
Figure 1. Passenger turnover per hub

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on sources.

3.2. Results of research using the TOPSIS ranking method

The results of the conducted research (Table 2) suggest that all three airlines are relatively
comparable, but Ryanair has a clear advantage in terms of efficiency (1st place), because it has
the best passenger-per-employee ratio and, importantly, it has the fewest employees, and this
(taking into account the cost criterion) works to its advantage.
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Table 2. Ranking of airlines using the TOPSIS method

Airline TOPSIS Score Rating
Turkish Airlines 0.5178 2
TUI Group 0.3639 3
Ryanair Holdings 0.5654 1

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on sources.

Second place went to Turkish Airlines, whose strength lies in its high profit per passenger.
This airline is characterised by high profitability but less organisational efficiency than Ryanair.
Third place went to TUI Group, which, despite having the smallest fleet, achieved the worst
employee efficiency (177 passengers per employee).

4. Scenario evaluation and strategic recommendations: Airline models

European airlines operate under distinct business models, each tailored to specific market con-
ditions and passenger expectations. The national carrier model, exemplified by Turkish Airlines,
prioritises service quality, route diversity, and hub efficiency, resulting in higher costs per passenger,
but outstanding customer satisfaction. Tourism holding, represented by TUI Group, focusses on
seasonal operations and bundled travel products. Although this approach proves economically vi-
able for peak periods, it remains less competitive throughout the year. The low-cost carrier model,
led by Ryanair, is characterised by high operational efficiency, low prices, and a decentralised net-
work, achieving operational dominance, but facing challenges in customer perception.

Each model can succeed in its own environment, but comparative performance is depend-
ent on how business structure and operational strategy align with changing market dynamics.
To enhance success, the targeted recommendations are as follows:

1. National carriers: Emphasis on sustainability and lower operational costs, particularly

through fleet upgrades and improved intermodal integration in major hubs.

2. Tourism-orientated airlines: Implement more dynamic scheduling and foster partner-

ships with low-cost carriers to smooth seasonal traffic fluctuations.

Low-cost carriers: Focus on improving service quality (for example, through digital up-
grades or loyalty programmes) without significant cost increases and diversify aircraft types
while expanding into new regional markets.

In all models, the use of Al and predictive analytics for demand forecasting and the pursuit
of environmental strategies (such as carbon offset and the adoption of sustainable aviation fu-
els) are crucial to maintaining competitiveness and strengthening ESG profiles in an evolving
European market.

5. Conclusions

The TOPSIS analysis comparing Turkish Airlines, TUI Group, and Ryanair highlights three
distinct strategic models in the European aviation sector. Each represents a different balance
between cost structure, efficiency, and market positioning.
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1. Turkish Airlines is a network-orientated full-service national carrier orientated to the
network, focussing on service quality, route diversity, and connectivity to the airport.
Its high profit per passenger (€72.28) reflects a premium positioning, but this comes
with higher operational complexity, a large fleet and significant staff base. While cost
efficiency lags behind the low-cost model, Turkish maintains strong brand equity and
customer loyalty, supported by Istanbul’s hub strategy.

2. TUI operates as a tourism-integrated airline, combining flights with vacation packag-
es. Its performance is limited by strong seasonality, low passenger volume, and lim-
ited fleet use. Although financially stable within its niche, TUI shows the weakest
operational efficiency, reflected in the lowest passenger-to-employee ratio.

3. Ryanair leads the ranking due to superior operational efficiency and cost discipline. It
achieves the highest passenger volume (184.8 million) and exceptional staff productivi-
ty (6,825 passengers per employee). Despite low per-passenger profit (€10.66), the scale
of operations and streamlined model make Ryanair the closest to the TOPSIS ideal.

By applying an evidence-based normalized evaluation framework, this study also reveals
hidden inefficiencies, such as underutilised hubs and staff redundancies. While the TOPSIS
method proved effective in identifying efficiency patterns among airlines, the study’s find-
ings are constrained by the equal-weight assumption and the limited scope of quantitative
indicators. Incorporating qualitative dimensions such as ESG performance, customer satis-
faction, or innovation could enhance the robustness of future analyses. Future work should
expand the scoring system to incorporate risk assessment, inflation sensitivity, and geopolit-
ical instability.
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Abstrakt

Celem artykutu jest analiza rosngcej konkurencyjnosci linii lotniczych na europejskim rynku przewozéw
pasazerskich na przyktadzie trzech przedsigbiorstw: Turkish Airlines, TUI Group i Ryanair Holdings. Podj¢to
probe okreslenia poprawy konkurencyjnosci linii lotniczych na europejskim rynku przewozéw pasazerskich
poprzez poréwnawczg analize ekonomiczng wiodacych przewoznikéw. Rosngca presja finansowa, nieréwne
otoczenie regulacyjne i wysilki na rzecz odbudowy po pandemii sprawiaja, Ze europejskie linie lotnicze sto-
ja w obliczu powaznych wyzwan. Przeprowadzone przez autoréw badania identyfikujg kluczowe wskazniki
efektywnosci oraz oceniaja rdznice strukturalne i zarzadcze migdzy gtéwnymi graczami na rynku. Do oceny
konkurencyjnosci zastosowano metode TOPSIS, ktéra pozwala na jednoczesne uwzglednienie kryteriow ko-
rzystnych i niekorzystnych dla badanych podmiotéw. Badania pokazuja, ze efektywnos¢ floty, struktura hubow,
produktywno$é¢ pracownikéw i jakos¢ obstugi klienta znaczgco wplywaja na konkurencyjnosé linii lotniczych.

Stowa kluczowe

linia lotnicza, konkurencyjnos¢, strategia, efektywnos¢
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