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ABSTRACT 

 The topic of Brand Equity of Aviation Industry in the Middle East continues to be of great 

importance to private and state-owned firms in the creation and development of integrated transportation 

system both regionally as well as globally. The study aims at depicting the perspectives and changing 

scenarios of aviation industry in the region and its relationship with brand equity in light of consumer 

base. Detailed analytical coverage is made on brand equity of airlines using SWOT, PELTS, and CBBE. 

The study collects valuable information based on secondary data. Relevant statistics and self-designed 

models are also included. Nature of the study is more of descriptive and judgmental. The researcher finds 

that brand equity as such has not been a focal area for so many airliners in the Middle East. But lately, 

these firms are realizing the increasing need an importance of systematically planning and strategizing 

for consumer based brand equity so as to stay completive, profitable and attractive to the stakeholders. 

KEY WORDS: Demography, Brand Equity, SWOT, CBBE, and PELTS. 

INTRODUCTION 

 “The soaring pilot makes an aerial excursion, not an incursion. His passage leaves a whisper, not a 

shriek.” - Richard Miller, 1967 

 Traditionally, airline industry is one of the largest industries in the Middle East and the world at 

large. It acts as a catalyst for economic growth, world trade, international investment and tourism. It is 

even painful to ponder to paint the planet-earth with imaginative shade without a plane. As Bill Gates, 

the then CEO of Microsoft puts, “The Wright Brothers created the single greatest cultural force since the 

invention of writing. The airplane became the first World Wide Web, bringing people, languages, ideas, 

and values together.” Even IT revolution, which succeeds the travel evolution, is bound to crawl if 

unassisted by airlines industry. 

 Both types of airlines – full service, and low-cost airlines have been operating in their capacities and 

targeted market worldwide. Especially the low cost carrier (LCC) such as Air Arabia, Southwest 

Airlines, Ryan Air, and Air Asia have registered impressive growth in recent years in terms of 

passengers carried, airlines launched, load factor, revenue per kilometer, available seat per kilometer, 

aircraft ordered, and distribution worldwide, among other factors. On the other hand, full service carrier 

(FSC) has matured in the global aviation industry. Some leading international airlines such as Singapore 

Airline, Delta Airline, American Airline, Lufthansa Air, Cathay Pacific Airline, Emirates Airlines, Qatar 
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Airways, British Airways, just to name a few, have positioned themselves as powerful brands in the 

global market. Most of these maintain their status quo in the industry. While many airlines into FSC 

category have slipped into negative growth and even finally going bankrupt as well. FSC and LCC, if 

taken comparatively, the second type is eating the pie of the first type of carriers. 

 The Middle East market as such is still in its evolution phase and so is the aviation industry in this 

market, too which is relatively younger than the matured market of the US and Europe. The economy of 

this block widely varies from country to country. However, market in its totality is more fertile for the 

airliners. The aviation market of Middle East is one of the fastest growing in its industry.. The oil-rich 

countries like KSA, UAE, Kuwait, Iran, among others in the region have undergone a rapid and all 

rounded development since the last quarter of the 20th century. Infrastructural advances particularly have 

facilitated the smooth flow of airlines operation to meet the ever increasing challenges of logistics and 

travel industry in the region. Changes are occurring in every possible manner in this part of the world, “ 

be  it fleet expansion, addition of new routes and flights to hot destinations like India and rest of Asia, or 

corporate tie-ups, the picture clearly states that the face of the Middle Eastern aviation industry is all set 

to undergo a sea change”. 

 

Figure 1 

Sub-source: www.google.ae 
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Broadly, Middle East is a junction of three continents - Asia, Africa, and Europe. Its strategic location 

arguably puts the region in sharp focus of rest of the major economies of the world.  The exact boundary 

or number of countries for the region is varied. Its span often goes well into North African region which 

is commonly known as MENA (Middle East and North Africa).According to the Centre for Asia Pacific 

Aviation, the latest long-range aircraft technologies, with ranges of up to 8,000 nautical miles, make it 

possible to fly long-haul non-stop from the Middle East to anywhere in the world. Even the short-haul 

flights are mushrooming in this region rapidly. Geographically, too the climate is in favor of the region 

otherwise several airports from the other regions, at times, suffer from unfavorable and uncertain climate 

conditions. This offers a strategic advantage over the other regions.  Air Arabia, for instance, finds its fist 

hub-Sharjah strategic to serve different markets like India, CIS countries North African market and GCC 

market. The new hub at Casablanca is a perfect location to target European market. This upholds the 

view that location offers an excellent advantage to the airlines companies operating on long or short haul 

in the region.   

Population and demographics 

 The population of Egypt as below shown is the highest while Bahrain constitutes the lowest. Turkey, 

Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia follow the top rank. UAE stands at the 10th position in terms of absolute 

population. The following figure in table 1 reflects the population. 

S.N. Country Population 

1  Egypt 77,545,232 

2  Turkey 71,517,100 

3  Iran 70,472,846 

4  Iraq 28,807,000 

5  Saudi Arabia 24,573,000 

6  Yemen 21,730,000 

7  Syria 19,050,000 

8  Israel 7,026,000 

9  Jordan 5,703,000 

10  United Arab Emirates 4,496,000 

11  Lebanon 3,925,502 

12  Palestine 3,702,000 

13  Kuwait 2,687,000 

14  Oman 2,567,000 

15  Qatar 813,000 

16  Bahrain 727,000 
Figure 2 

Source: www.wikipedia.com (accessed 14.06.2010) 
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 While the growth rate of population in this region is highest to 2 .3%, leaving far behind the world’s 

average growth rate of 1.3%.The GCC countries in particular has been growing at the highest rate in the 

region. The robust economy based on oil and trading together attracts vast population as an expatriate 

mainly from Asian sub-continent and rest of the world. In return, skilled and semi skilled professionals 

heavily contribute to the growth of the region. UAE and Kuwait constitute 78% and 67% expatriates of 

total population respectively. Additionally, the region constitutes young and mobile population to the 

tune of 37% in the age group of 15 to 35. (Ellen, 2002)2 

 As compared with other regions, the aviation industry has been growing steadily. The performance 

even during the recession is undoubtedly impressive. “IATA said that the further strong gains seen by 

Middle East carriers were driven by 'solid regional economic growth and some gains in share on long-

haul markets'. At the other end of the scale, carriers in North America and Europe saw demand increase 

by 2.1% and 3.1%, respectively, and Middle East carriers have been keen to take advantage of the 

struggles that these regions have faced” (www.ameinfo.com)3. The recession has hit the global aviation 

industry hard. Some leading carriers are operating at loss, while some have shut down the operation. The 

same scenario is in the European market as well. But, the Arabian market of aviation industry has posted 

growth in the range of 12-16% for the last few years. 

 

Figure 3 

Sub-source: www.economist.com 

The above figure shows that Heathrow Airport in London is the largest in terms of passengers handling 

per year, while Hong Kong and Dubai follows at the second and third rung respectively. After the 

opening of T3, the capacity of the Dubai Airport has risen to 42 million passengers from all three 
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terminals a year as stated by Paul Griffiths, CEO of Dubai International Airport. “Aviation accounts for 

about 25 per cent of Dubai’s GDP” (The Gulf Today, 2010)4. However, this airport will move to Al 

Maktoum Airport at Jebel Ali, which will handle 160 million passengers a year. This airport then is 

going to be the world’s largest airport.   

 

Figure 4 

Sub-source: both, www.economist.com 

 The trio – Emirates, Etihad Air, and Qatar airways have risen from strength to strength in recent 

time. These three airlines are competent enough to control all the departments. As shown in the above 

chart, Emirate will carry approximately 76 million passengers per year by 2020. They have outperformed 

even in bad times and have maintained their status quos intact. Besides these three dominant players in 

the Middle East, following are the main network airlines in the region: Saudi Arabian Airlines, Gulf Air, 

Kuwait Airways, Middle East Airlines, Iran Air, Egypt Air and Air Cairo Egypt, Oman Airline.  

 Low Cost Carriers Low cost carrier is also known as budget airline, no- frill, or discount airline. 

The term was used in the US for the first time in 1949. Pacific Southwest Airline was the first low cost 

airline which championed the low priced operation. Rolling King and Herb Kelleher laid foundation of 

Southwest Airlines in 1971(Jiang H., 2007)6.Ryan Air is another successful airlines from Ireland. These 

two budget airliners have been an envious model for the rest of the world today. Air Arabia has based its 

business model based the same and has emerged as the leading budget airlines in the entire Middle East 

only in seven year of time. 

 1. High aircraft utilization:  This is about the turnaround time of the aircraft on the ground. Right 

from early morning to the middle of night, the effort is to minimize the time of aircraft spent on the 

ground so that the use of the aircraft could be maximized. 
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 2. Restricted service: The company does not offer in-flight services free of charge. However, 

meals, snacks are served based on payment. The company does not practice ticket refunding, loyalty 

program, ticket booking (uses ticketless booking), and free seating. 

 3. Streamline operation: It uses the single type of aircraft usually A380 from Airbus or Boeing 737 

from Boeing. Pilots, flight attendants, mechanics, and operational staff are at ease to get the training 

which is cost effective. Standard Operating Procedure (SOPs) is important to achieve efficiency. 

 4. Secondary airport: This kind of airline uses the relatively small airport away from crowded city 

area.  

 5. Point-to-point system: The direct flight is used rather than hub and spoke system, which is used 

by full-service airlines 

 6. Distribution system: This is a lean system which implies that the firm does not involve ticketing 

agent to sell the ticket. Direct purchase of the ticket is in practice through internet booking based on 

credit card payment. In addition, this does not practice worldwide reservation system, which all finally 

helps save more of the customer’s share of wallet (Quqa and et al, 2008)7. 

 7. Aggressive fuel hedging program: LCCs practice fuel price fixing agreement with the fuel 

supplying companies to avoid price fluctuation, which is uncertain and often costly. 

 8. Yield Management Practice: No refunds or transfers to later flights in the event of missed 

flights. Besides, the company charges differently in timings, seasons, peak and off-peak hours and so on.  

 9. Simple fair: The company charges the simple fair such as charging one-way tickets half that of 

round-trips (typically fares increase as the plane fills up, which rewards early reservations). 

 Sharjah based Air Arabia, for instance, is modeled on no frills or low cost and arguably, leads in the 

entire Middle East. 

LCC in the Middle East 

 The US and the European market for the LCC have already matured, while the Middle East market 

is a green pasture for the budget airliner. Air Arabia unleashed its wings and soared steadily only in 

seven years, and has emerged as the leading and most enviable airline in the region. The credit of success 

goes to Mr. Adil Ali, the CEO of the company. The company operates from three hubs with 22 aircrafts 

of A320 from Air Bus. Today, 10 other budget airlines have made foray into the industry. 

 The region has been late in joining the bandwagon of budget airlines. When the market of budget 

airlines matured in the North American and European market, this sector is still in the growth stage of the 

service product life cycle. “The region’s LCCs accounted for about 7.1 per cent of total intra-regional 

capacity in 2009” (Jain, 2010)8. Criselda mentions in his article, “While full-service commercial airlines 

may still dominate the Middle East skies, low-cost carriers (LCCs) have been showing vigor as their 

regional  
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Countries LCCs Founding Year Fleet Size 

Bahrain Bahrain Air Feb, 2008 6 

Kuwait Jazeera Airways May,2004 11 

Lebanon Meena Jet NA NA 

KSA Nas Airlines Feb,2007 11 

KSA Sama Airlines May,2007 6 

Syria Syrian Pearl 2008 2 

UAE Air Arabia Oct. 2003 22 

UAE Flydubai June, 2009 11 

Yemen Felix Airways 2008 4 

Figure 5 

Source: company websites, June 2010 

 Market share steadily widened in 2009, the Centre for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA) noted in an 

analysis released late March”. The list above shown shows the budget airlines in the Middle East market 

where Air Arabia stands out. 

 The two graphs in the next page highlights market share of airlines in the region and international 

market. LCCs have registered an impressive market share of 5.8% in 2009 from 0.0% in 2003. While the 

corresponding figure in the Middle East market is 7.1% 
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Figure 6 

 

Figure 7 

Sub-source: (Both-Emirates Business24/7)9, June 2010  

Brand Equity: A conceptual perspective  

 A term brand is nothing new for long. “The practice of branding has been conducted for centuries as 

a means for producers to distinguish their goods against those of competitors by creating a recognizable 

and memorable image” (Smith, 2007)10.  
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 Brand equity, as a concept, has come to the fore in the 1980s. Keller (2008)11 views a brand in a 

perceptual entity rooted in reality, but it is more than that-it reflects the perceptions and perhaps even the 

idiosyncrasies of consumers. “Brand equity refers to the incremental utility or value added to a product 

from its brand name.”(Chen, C., Chang,Y. 2008)12 and the other is “Brand equity is the difference 

between the value of the brand to the consumer and the value of the product without that 

branding”(Percy and Elliot, 2007)13. Other definition is “it allows organizations to enjoy high brand 

loyalty, name awareness, perceived quality and strong brand associations with customers” (Bristow et al., 

2000). Aaker (1993) too advocates almost the same. A comprehensive model of brand equity in the 

general environmental context is developed as below:  

 

Figure 8 

Source: self-devised 

 The two environments interact with each other and then influence brand equity as shown in the 

above model. Brand equity of big brand in return influences the environment at varying level. Airlines 

industry, being into service sector, builds brand equity more on intangibles, which connect the nodes of 

network in memory of the travelers (based on associative network of nodes in memory).The marketer 

must use the following elements to build brand equity  as below:  

Internal 
Environment 

      -    Offerings 
- Goal 
- Policy 
- Employees 
- Values 
- Others 
-  

External 
environment 
- PELTS 
- Customerer 
- Promotion 
- Competitors 
- Others 

 
 

Brand Equity 

Environment and Brand Equity Model 
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Figure 9 

Source: Self-devised; August, 2010 

 Airlines industry in the Middle East market is actively engaged in building and enhancing brand 

equity. Several airliners from both categories- FSCs and LCCs design the service products, which work 

on customers touch points. All intangibles are diligently put to service. The airliners synchronize the 

various tangibles and intangibles at different levels to meet the customer’s requirements. This is little 

challenging for LCCs as they position their offerings primarily on low price. However, all these 

contribute to shape the equity of the airlines companies positively. This equity is based on customer and 

not on finance, though the change does and must reflect in the financial values of the company over time. 

Qatar Airways and Etihad Airways, for instance have offered the best possible service, which also satisfy 

the various class of customers. The sequence of equity building as per Keller (2006)14 is identity, 

meaning, response, and relationships as shown in the diagram below: 

  

Recognition 
 and recall of 
the various 
brand cues 

 
Facilities and 
infrastructure 
at the airport 

Imagery 
tangibles and 
intangible on 
and off the 

ground 

The ability 
   of the airlines 

to deliver 
satisfying 
services 

Frequency of 
fliers, 

Customer  

 
CBBE 

of airlines  
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Resonance

Judgment Feelings

Performance Imagery

Salience

4.Relationships
What about you and me?

3.Response
What about you?

2.Meaning
What are you?

1.Identity
What are you?

Customer-based brand equity pyramid

 

Figure 10 

Source: Keller, 2006 

 SWOT analysis of aviation industry in the Middle East 

 The analysis in the tabular form as shown in the next page depicts most key elements and do not 

include comprehensive scenarios of dynamic and volatile Middle East market.  

 Strength: The market in this region for airlines is still in the growth stage. The overall economy is 

growing healthy. This has positively affected travel and tourism industry particularly, which are showing 

upward movement in the growth chart. Oil based economy and offers unique advantage to maintain the 

resilience of multidimensional challenges. Due in part to this reason too, expatriates from across the 

world in general and Asia in particular travels to and from the home country in large volume with 

varying frequency. 
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   WEAKNESS 

 THREATS 

Figure 11 

Source: Self-devised 

 Weakness: Like all the regions worldwide, this region, too is faced with weaknesses. The industry 

lacks professional management. The local people usually hold key positions though they do not possess 

demanded skills. This curtails transparency in the management which often results in lack of trust and 

confidence. Besides, for almost every thing, the industry has but to rely on imported materials that is 

outsourcing. Often, it is challenging to outsource the talent from across the region. Besides, diversity of 

the employees poses a constant challenge to the management. Cultural differences at times give birth to 

trust deficit. As a result, employers and employee confidence is not very strong. 

 Opportunities:  The region abounds in opportunities. The whole market is in the upward movement 

which is still in growth stage. Since entire economy is developing and not saturated, therefore overall 

opportunities are quite promising, be it in population growth, infrastructure development, and mobility of 

expatriates, economic development and so on. Added, lots of new routes can be explored and or code 

sharing agreement and alliances can be forged on to gain business mileage. Locationally, Middle East 

region is at the central location between Asia and Europe. All these offer quite good opportunities in the 

future. 

 Threats: Aviation industry in this part of world is haunted by intermittent threats. Terrorism every 

now and then looms large anywhere, more threats are in the European and US market. Pricing and fuel 

cost closely related to each. Price war, especially predatory price is very damaging to the competitors. In 

recent times, LCCS are entering the marketing thereby challenging the major legacy carriers and the 

existing ones are spreading the wings in the potential markets. Government policies and regulations are 
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�  Economic Growth 
�  Growing Tourism 
� Liberal Environment 
� Modern Fleet 
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beyond the control of the companies and whatever a change in the regulation and laws either regionally 

or internationally is made, the airlines operators are to abide by which should be viewed positively for 

the whole society at large. Then, natural disaster or calamities take its own toll from time to time, which 

is quite threatening, to the operators. 

Analysis on PELTS 

 Political/Legal: Political conditions in the region for quite long time are almost stable except some 

countries neighboring Israel and Lebanon. Since most of the countries in the region are authoritarian 

based, intermittent or periodic political chaos is hardly seen in this part of the world. Political stability 

facilitates a strong and smooth flow of travel business in the region. Unionization of labor is also not 

liberally allowed to influence the corporate world which adds further dimension of stability. Rules and 

regulation stemming from the quasi-political bodies that is judicial and legislative bodies as well 

discharge their respective functions in a rather smoother manner than do so many democratic institution 

in the developing countries like India, Pakistan, Myanmar, Indonesia, etc.  

 Political stability acts as a catalyst for various agreements for the airlines companies in the region. 

This also releases subsidies to the government airlines, decrees employment laws, frames taxation 

policies, airlines deregulation, permits new hubs or LCC, manipulates fuel price, and involves in 

exchange rate , among various measures the government takes in line with the international guidelines 

from various bodies like IATA and ICAO. 

 Economic: The economy is shaped more by the reserve of oil and ever increasing mobile 

expatriates. “The local model for economic growth is based on foreign labour. Stemming the flow of 

migrant workers would only stunt the local economy.” (Downs. J., 2010) .The main source of the 

revenue in the region is from oil and trading in some countries. The fluctuation oil price is a major 

challenge to the airlines. To just cite example, today on July, 2010, the price of oil is US $76 per 

barrel.(www.businesss24-7.ae). Almost two years before the price shot from US$ 37 to US$156. This is 

quite pinching even if the firms opt for price hedging. The economic growth rate has been between 4-10 

% in the various countries which has declined during the current recession time. Some countries like 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, and UAE have usually been on the highs of economic 

performance. John (2010)15 views “The main growth driver of the UAE aviation sector is the massive 

capacity expansion in both infrastructure and fleet.”  The sustainable growth and economic stability, 

excluding the current recession time, leads to more international business, which results in furthering 

aviation industry. Overall per capita income here is either quite enough to use air travel or there is no 

choice for the expatriates who need to travel to and from the home country which again boosts the 

airlines industry in the region. But other side of the industry is that “in the current economic climate, 

finance providers are extremely cautious about new lending and are demanding greater levels of 

reassurance. Their caution is not just in terms of security but also in wanting to analyze and understand 

the business plans of the airlines involved and their associated risks. It is important that companies have 

effective risk management systems in place so they can show that they have considered the full spectrum 
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of risks that the business faces and that they are managing those risks… Despite this, Middle East 

airlines are expected to add 114 aircraft to their fleets in 2009 - 8% of total worldwide deliveries and 122 

in 2010, or 9% of the world total, according to the Centre for Asia Pacific Aviation.” 

(www.ameinfo.com) 

 Technological: Technological advances add value and catalyst to the airlines industry that is loaded 

with numerous engineering and mechanical products. Two aircrafts supplying firms Boeing and Airbus 

have enviously designed and delivered customized products to various airliners in this region. Boeing 

747, 787 or dreamliners plus A380 from Airbus have added the latest version of wide-bodied aircrafts to 

the industry. Broadband internet sector is estimated to grow by 20% a year by 2014. Currently it is 

lowest in the world (Field. R. 2010). Now, Wi-Fi is available for the in-flight connection of internet. 

Oman Airlines in the region has become the first airline to facilitate the call and SMS facilities onboard. 

Besides, online ticket booking is now an alternative means through credit card. Various types of 

technologies like body scanners, eye scanners etc at the airport are being employed to monitor and 

control the suspicious and impermissible persons or goods to travel. 

 Socio-cultural: This constitutes a set of opinions, beliefs, attitude, traditions, customs, value 

systems, habits and preferences of the people in the region. The region allows the to assimilate easily 

within a controlled social structure. A wide array of diversity of the locals and foreign workers cohabit 

together in near perfect harmonious manner. The number of nationalities residing here outnumbers the 

total number of the members of the UNO. These divers workforce are often compensated varyingly 

depending on nationalities, experience, and qualification. White people from Europe, the USA etc, for 

instance, are paid relatively higher than the brown people from Asia. While employees receive almost 

five times more for the same position and job nature in the US. This offers competitive advantage over 

other airlines in the industry. Besides, Labor union does not exist. So, the industry manipulates the cost 

in its favor in the Middle East market. 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Aviation industry since its inception to saturation in the global marketplace has essentially remained 

one of the most thrust areas of economic catalyst for any government in the world. The industry appears 

luxurious and churning out large revenues for the airlines, but the average profit margin has been 

between 4-6% after 1980, though before this it was up to or more than 10% in global market. True, total 

revenue collection for the government is heavy, but proportionate cost of investment is very high. A little 

mismanagement in the operation results in bankruptcy or closure of the company. But, the figure in the 

Middle East market is all in the range of 12-17 % against 3-5 % of global growth rate.  

 In fact, the entire Middle East market especially UAE, Qatar is growing with five strong airlines 

namely Emirates Airirlines, Etihad Airways, Qatar Airways, Air Arabia, and Flydubai of which the last 

three are from the network category while the last two LCCs. The growth is attributed to oil based 

economy, increased trading and ever huge number of working expatriates in this region. The 
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geodemographic factors, too favor the fate of the airlines in the region. LCCs too are operating profitably 

in the region. 

 Most of the airlines in the region have positioned themselves distinctly and strongly in the market. 

They have added value to the customers and enhanced brand equity over time, though customers have 

made more price-prone deal especially during current economic sump. Customer tend to be loyal to the 

airlines but often ticket booking is guided the various factors like available routes and flights, seasons, 

company policy, and so on. The consumer buying behavior is influenced by conformity of committed 

services, quality of services, brand associating, and brand awareness, pricing, availability of flights to the 

destination and so on. 
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