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Virgin Australia has become an  
integrated airline with one brand
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T
ransforming a hybrid low-cost 
carrier into a full-service airline 
requires a clear vision and plan, 
especially when it is done in only 
12 months.

When the process started for Virgin Blue, as 
it was then called, the airline’s business model 
placed it “in the middle of nowhere”, accord-
ing to some, between full-service Qantas and 
low-cost Jetstar and Tiger Australia Airlines.  

John Borghetti took Virgin’s controls in May 
2010 and saw the need to accelerate changes 
his predecessor, Brett Godfrey, had gradually 
started. It was not until February 2011 that 
Virgin rolled out its first domestic business 
class, and May of the same year when it re-
branded itself as Virgin Australia. Since then, 
the trickle of change has turned into a torrent.

Borghetti told reporters on 4 May – the first 
anniversary of the rebranding – that on a re-
cent Virgin flight he tried to spot anything that 
was still the same as 12 months earlier. “I 
couldn’t find it,” he said.

Livery, cabin configuration, seats, crew uni-
forms and in-flight food were all different 
Borghetti observed. He might also have added 
new airport lounges, an upgraded frequent-fly-
er programme, new computer reservation sys-
tem, new A330s for transcontinental flights, 
ATR turboprops for a new regional alliance 
with Skywest Airlines, and antitrust immunity 
to strengthen overseas alliances with Air New 
Zealand, Delta, Etihad and Singapore Airlines.

Because Borghetti had been executive gen-
eral manager of Qantas for six years before 
moving to Virgin, he knew how a premium air-
line worked. He also knew Qantas enjoyed a 
near-monopoly on Australia’s high-yield travel. 
Virgin’s heavy reliance on leisure traffic made 
it susceptible to the vagaries which can affect 
discretionary travel, while Qantas, with a bet-
ter balance of traffic mix, was more resilient. 
Virgin’s four brands – Virgin Blue, V Australia, 
Pacific Blue, and Polynesian Blue – also con-
fused passengers and posed internal problems.  
It was clear, Borghetti recalls, that Virgin need-
ed to become “an integrated airline with one 
brand and less reliance on leisure travel”.

Knowing what needs to change is one 
thing; making it happen is quite another. 
Borghetti recalls that when he started he trav-
elled around and asked the staff: “What are 
we doing wrong; what do you think we 
should do?” Comparing their responses with 
his own ideas, Borghetti says: “I found that 

over 50% of what I had drafted was covered 
in staff suggestions.”

The combined list grew into a game-change 
plan. From there on, Borghetti gives all the 
credit to his staff. “People power is what mat-
ters. I know a lot of airlines in this part of the 
world – I’ve been around a long time – and I 
think we now have a management group that 
I will stack up against any airline.” Underscor-
ing his point, Borghetti adds: “The proof’s in 
the pudding.” That proof is evident in a dis-
tinct shift in Virgin Australia’s passenger mix.

In the past year, its domestic share of busi-
ness and government traffic grew from 10% to 
17%, while its share of high-yield traffic more 
than doubled to 25%. Surveys also show a big 
jump in its brand recognition, and growing 
popularity for its Velocity frequent-flyer pro-
gramme, which now has more than three mil-
lion members.

Borghetti says the leisure sector is softer, 
but business travel has remained steady. He is 
convinced Virgin Australia’s strategy shift was 
“absolutely the right thing to do”. The judges 
who gave this award saw the transformation 
of Virgin Australia as “more than just a re-
branding exercise”. “If you take marketing in 
a total sense, they have done an amazing job,” 
they said.
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“We have a management 
group that i will stack up 

against any airline” 
john borghetti

Chief executive, Virgin Australia
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