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Ito successfully pulled off 
a significant amount of 
change, a remarkable 

feat in Japan
ANA launched the 787, but had to be patient 
waiting for the Dreamliner to become a reality

Shinichiro ito
preSented to

ExEcutivE LEadErShip 

paSt winnErS
2011 
KonG donG, AIr CHInA

2010 
rICHArd AnderSon, deltA AIr lIneS

2009 
enrIque Cueto, lAn

2008 
wolfGAnG mAyrHuber, luftHAnSA

2007 
JeAn-CyrIl SpInettA & leo vAn wIJK, 
AIr frAnCe-Klm

2006 
GerArd Arpey, AmerICAn AIrlIneS

2005 
Geoff dIxon, qAntAS AIrwAyS

2004
wIllIe wAlSH, Aer lInGuS

2003
rod eddInGton, brItISH AIrwAyS

2002
xAbIer de IrAlA, IberIA

 L
ike a boxer punching above his 
weight, All Nippon Airways was 
constantly trying to outdo its bigger 
rival Japan Airlines. In the past few 
years, through various circumstanc-

es, but largely through Shinichiro Ito’s inspired 
leadership, it may have finally succeeded.

Ito, who became the Star Alliance member’s 
president and chief executive in April 2009, 
has been with ANA for almost four decades 
and held a variety of senior positions. Since 
assuming the top job, he has aggressively led 
ANA to become the domestic and internation-
al leader, surpassing JAL which had to enter 
bankruptcy protection in 2010 and severely 
curtailed its network and fleet as a result.

Under Ito, ANA has become launch custom-
er for the Boeing 787 (which it finally intro-
duced last year after long delays) and has taken 
advantage of the opening up of Tokyo’s Haneda 
airport to significantly and strategically expand 
its network. It has also embarked on numerous 
codesharing and joint-venture agreements to 
take advantage of a more open regulatory land-
scape, aggressively reduced costs, and created 
a group structure with strategy at the holding 
company level. More significantly, it has start-
ed Japan’s first true low-cost carrier Peach and 
will have a second when a joint venture with 
AirAsia starts operations shortly. 

All of this, as Ito likes to point out, was with-
out any government help – a big swing at the 
government bail-out JAL received as part of its 
rehabilitation. One judge said that Ito success-
fully managed to pull off a significant “amount 
of change” – a rather remarkable feat in Japan. 
Another, referring to ANA’s entry into the low-
cost market, pointed out that Ito has shown 
leadership by “recognising that they needed to 
address a different market segment”.

The judges also said Ito has been “bold and 
dynamic” to position ANA for long-term fi-
nancial prosperity via a number of “strategic 
actions”. The financial results bear that out. In 
the year to 31 March, ANA’s net income rose 
20.9% to Y28.1 billion ($347 million) on rev-
enues that grew 4% to Y1.4 trillion. Signifi-
cantly, operating expenses rose only 1.9% to 
Y1.3 trillion, leading to a 43.1% jump in oper-
ating income to Y97 billion.

As Ito himself told Airline Business last 
year, JAL may not be a “great competitor” to 
compare ANA with anymore, given that its 
network itself is now almost as big as the flag 
carrier’s. But as if to point out that his airline 

is not resting on its laurels, he added that “size 
alone does not do any good” to any airline.

“You really have to be an organisation that 
can make profit. If you are big and you can’t 
make profit, it does not make any sense. Talk-
ing about someone else doesn’t really help us. 
All we need to do is stand firm on our feet and 
to do whatever we need to, surely and steadily. 
Ever since ANA was established, from our very 
first step into this existence, we have been a 
private-sector company. That is very unlike 
JAL. That is a very big difference between us – 
and that difference is a source of pride.”

Lest anyone think he is only focused on the 
operational side, Ito points out ANA is also 
looking at the softer side of the industry – im-
proving service all round, marketing the 
brand more aggressively in Japan and region-
ally, and making the airline a “household 
name”. The airline, he says, should not only 
have efficient operations but be able to notch 
up top marks in “customer satisfaction”. 

“We would like to make sure our 33,000 
employees firmly share these values,” he says. 
“Yes, there are obstacles and the environment 
is quite tough, but once we get over these, we 
will continue to grow and become the number 
one airline in Asia.” Under Ito, ANA has be-
come a true heavyweight contender.
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