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 It has been a remarkable journey 
for Etihad Airways. From a 
standing start in 2003, the Abu 

Dhabi airline has grown to have a 
fleet of 78 aircraft carrying more 
than 10 million passengers to 
almost 100 destinations, and has 
been in the black for the past two 
years. For much of that time, 
renowned leader James Hogan has 
been at the helm.

In one judge’s view, Etihad’s 
strategy under Hogan “is shaking 
up the industry”. Another felt 
that for a carrier without a major 
home market, Etihad had found 
“an interesting way to gain access 
to markets in a sustainable and 
equitable way – a win-win situa-
tion for both sides”. Revenue 

increased by 17% in 2012 to $4.8 
billion, and is expected to exceed 
$5 billion in 2013. The region’s 
other airline executives are not 
surprised at the rise of Etihad. 
Just after its launch, the head of a 
neighbouring carrier described 
Etihad as having “huge poten-
tial”, while another predicted it 
could one day rival Emirates in 
terms of scale. “Our trick was that 
we started with a clean sheet of 
paper. We’re not a legacy carrier, 
we weren’t established with 
infrastructure that may have been 
right 20 years ago but isn’t rele-
vant today,” Hogan says. 

In line with its drive to organi-
cally expand its network, Etihad 
has built a virtual network span-
ning 350 destinations through 
codeshares with 45 carriers. 
“We’re still half the size of our 
two nearest competitors. That’s 
why we embarked upon a strong 
codeshare strategy,” Hogan says. 

And during the past two years, 
Etihad has created deeper part-
nerships with a select group of 
airlines in Europe, Australia and 
Africa through equity holdings, 
including Air Berlin, Aer Lingus, 
Air Seychelles and Virgin Aus-
tralia. It is working to broaden 
this “equity alliance” through 
stakes in India’s Jet Airways and 
Serbian flag carrier Jat Airways.

Etihad made headlines in 2012 
when it extended an olive branch 
to one of Europe’s leading carriers 
– Air France-KLM. That commer-
cial tie-up with a legacy airline 
group raised eyebrows, but despite 
Etihad’s penchant for partnerships 
it has steered clear of global group-
ings. “Alliances are becoming 

fractured,” says Hogan, pointing 
to Oneworld founder member 
Qantas’s tie-up with Emirates as 
an example of how global groups 
no longer work. “Our model is dif-
ferent. It’s about partnerships and 
relationships and, certainly, about 
mutual benefit,” he adds.

While alliances can offer bene-
fits in areas such as loyalty, they 
cannot really help with the bot-
tom line. “When you start talking 
about costs, it’s ‘I’m sorry, that’s 
my contract, you stay away’. As 
we have demonstrated with our 
minority equity investments, sig-
nificant ongoing savings can be 
achieved through joint initia-
tives,” says Hogan.

Etihad’s collaboration strategy is 
also “about scale”, Hogan says. Its 
shareholdings create a group flying 
almost 100 million passengers on 
routes covering up to 500 destina-
tions, generating $20 billion in rev-
enue. And, with aircraft deliveries 
about to increase, Etihad is set for 
major expansion. But Hogan is not 
letting it go to his head: “We will 
take 100 aircraft over the next 10 
years but still won’t be as big as our 
neighbours.” 
Max Kingsley-Jones

“Our model is 
different. It’s about 
partnerships and 

relationships and… 
mutual benefit”

James HOgan
Chief executive, Etihad Airways
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