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airline’s ability to respond, adapt, and recover during the crisis. Using a qualitative, comparative 

Ryanair’s experience illustrates the power of consistency. Its conservative financial model, 
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1. Introduction

represent contrasting strategic philosophies. Ryanair’s model is centred on simplicity, liquidity, 

exposed to the same shock but equipped with unequal strategic flexibility. By placing Ryanair’s 

resilience and Norwegian’s restructuring within the sam
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2. Methodology

19 crisis. The approach fits the study’s aim, as it 

airlines’ responses during the crisis

basis for analysing the carriers’ responses to the pandemic.
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airlines’ 

analysis of both companies’ responses, while the comparative approach enables us to highlight 
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–

European Commission (2019) policy framework setting the EU’s 
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–

Ryanair Annual Report FY2019 presenting the airline’s pre

Ryanair Annual Report FY2020 providing the company’s financial 

Ryanair Annual Report FY2021 covering the airline’s first full 

Ryanair Annual Report FY2022 showing the carrier’s early post

–
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Investor presentation (January 2020) outlining Norwegian’s 

Investor presentation (April 2020) explaining Norwegian’s liquidity 

Norwegian press release (August 2020) reporting the airline’s 

–

3. Research Note

3.1. Core Capabilities and Core Rigidities
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3.1.1. Dynamic Capabilities

them as a firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure resources when faced with rapid 

3.2 Organizational Ambidexterity

Tushman and O’Reilly (1996) extended this insight by introducing the notion of ambidextrous 



14

3.3. Institutional and Stakeholder Theory
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communities, and customers. Each of these groups holds a stake in the organisation’s decisions, 

responsibilities is not peripheral to strategy but an essential part of it. Freeman’s work reframed 

In parallel, DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) institutional theory offers a complementary 

3.4. Crisis Responses
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3.5. SWOT Analysis

Strengths and weaknesses reveal the organisation’s internal resources, competencies, and 
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4. Case Study

4.1 The Industry in Crisis

In early 2020, the world’s skies fell silent. Within weeks, the COVID

€9 

€ €

€
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Europe’s supposedly integrated market. 
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4.2 Ryanair Before the Crisis

regional operator into one of Europe’s largest and most profitable airlines,

. This structure gave management flexibility across Europe’s complex jurisdictions 

€ €

€

r’s balance sheet reflected the same prudence that defined 

€

Ryanair’s daily operations mirrored its financial discipline. Aircraft typically flew up to six 
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mindset. Michael O’Leary, Ryanair’s outspoken chief executive, was known for his sharp focus 

As 2020 began, confidence within Ryanair’s leadership was high. The company had weathered 

4.3 Norwegian Before the Crisis

carrier in 2002, Norwegian evolved from a small regional airline into one of Europe’s most 

growth strategy. By 2019, Norwegian had become Europe’s 

Norwegian’s approach departed from the traditional low

oriented passengers. For a time, Norwegian’s innovation and sleek branding made it one of 

Europe’s most admired airlines.
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€

€

€

global grounding of Boeing’s 737 MAX aircraft squeez

In 2019, management launched “#Focus2019,” a programme designed to reduce debt, sell 

Inside the company, optimism had begun to fade. Executives were proud of Norwegian’s 

reputation for innovation, but many recognised that the company’s growth had outpaced its 

4.4 The Collapse of European Aviation
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Ryanair’s response was immediate and characteristically disciplined. The company rejected 

payroll support available to all firms, including the UK’s 

aid, the company preserved strategic flexibility and reinforced its reputation as Europe’s most 

Norwegian’s crisis unfolded with far greater intensity. As international travel collapsed, the 

company’s cash reserves drained within weeks. Passenger revenues fell by 

€

“

”
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€ €

Europe’s aviation industry exposed the underlying strength of one model and the fragility of 

4.5 Diverging Paths to Survival

demic had altered Europe’s 

modest loss of €355 million for the year, the rebound set the stage for a s

returned in FY2023, reaching about €1.4 billion, supported by robust demand, cost discipline, 
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Norwegian’s path was slower and far more painful. After filing for bankruptcy protection, the 

€6 

The airline’s fleet was reduced from 156 aircraft to 51, and all long

repositioned Norwegian around a “back to basics” philosophy that emphasised punctuality, 

of NOK 1.5 billion (approximately €150 million), its strongest financial result since 2017 

Norwegian’s recovery was cautious but disciplined, grounded in the recognition that gro
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5. Teaching Notes

Institutional Theory, and Wenzel et al.’s Crisis Response Typology. Together, these 
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Examine how business model design and capital structure determine an organisation’s 

This case is intended for master’s or executive

How did Dynamic Capabilities influence Ryanair’s and Norwegian’s responses to the 

How did each company’s business model and financial structure condition its crisis 

How can Wenzel et al.’s Crisis Response Framework explain each firm’s trajectory?
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–

ness to adapt. Norwegian’s 

In sum, Ryanair’s independence reinforced legitimacy through strength, while Norwegian’s 

–
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the crisis without altering the company’s core model. The airline’s strategy relied on 

incremental innovation, such as fleet renewal and digital upgrades. Ryanair’s resilience 

company’s previous configuration, yet this collapse became the basis for renewal. The result 

capabilities. Norwegian’s resilience was therefore 

process of simplification and realignment. The firm’s survival depended on the willingness to 

by internal design and environmental pressure. Ryanair’s financial conservatism produced 

resistance, while Norwegian’s transformation produced regeneration

– How did Dynamic Capabilities influence Ryanair’s and Norwegian’s 

Ryanair’s case, the ability to sense, seize, and transform was already 
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Norwegian’s experience reveals the opposite pattern. The airline recognised the severity of the 

that adaptation only became possible once the company’s constraints were lifted through legal 

– How did each company’s business model and financial structure condition 
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Each airline’s business model and financial structure shaped the degree of freedom management 

compared directly. Ryanair’s 

widened the corridor of actions available to managers, while Norwegian’s structural 
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– –

–

Barton’s framework helps explain why the same kinds of strengths enabled Ryanair 

to act effectively during the crisis but restricted Norwegian. Core capabilities reflect a firm’s 

ways those routines cannot accommodate. For Ryanair, the crisis fit the organisation’s existing 
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but because they no longer match the environment. Ryanair’s system happened to align with 

the conditions created by the pandemic, while Norwegian’s no longer fi

– How can Wenzel et al.’s Crisis Response Framework explain each firm’s 

Norwegian’s trajectory contrasted sharply. Its sequence moved through retrenchment, exit, and 
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– Comparative Mapping of Ryanair and Norwegian’s Strategic Responses to the COVID

–
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d by Michael O’Leary’s direct leadership style, kept the 

Taken together, the comparison shows two very different outcomes. Ryanair’s contextual 

was equipped to handle. Norwegian’s structural form, which once suppo

•
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•

•

•

• Stakeholder alignment and legitimacy strategies must fit the firm’s financial position.

•

•

6. Limitations and Conclusion

revealed how deeply a company’s identity shapes its capacity to endure crisis. Through the 

Ryanair’s experience showed that stability itself can be a form of strength. Its discipline, cost 

ground shifts beneath it. Ryanair’s independence and Norwegian’s coop
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because they made sense within each company’s culture and reality. Leadership was essential 

in holding that coherence together: Michael O’Leary’s defiance reinforced Ryanair’s self

reliance, while Geir Karlsen’s calm pragmatism helped Norwegian regain trus

data, which provides a rich but external view of each airline’s decisions. The inner workings of 
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