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The ambition to rapidly de-
velop the size of an airline’s 
fleet, the number of frequen-

cies, its network size or the number 
of destinations it serves is point-
less without a brand able to sup-
port the plan, says Turkish Airlines 
chief executive Temel Kotil.

He admits Turkish was previ-
ously in such a predicament, and 
realised a boost to its status would 
be required in order to get passen-
gers to buy into the brand.

But Turkish had to first get its 
product right in terms of service 
quality “before we could tell every-
body about it”, says Kotil, as even 
the greatest marketing strategies 
can easily be undone by a failure to 
deliver on promises to customers.  

Once this was achieved, Kotil’s 
goal to build “the biggest network 
on this earth” at Turkish necessi-
tated a marketing campaign with 
similar global reach. “When you 
are knocking on doors in different 
places where nobody knows you, 
you need to bring somebody with 
you as an ambassador,” he says. 
As such, Turkish Airlines’ rise in 
status is being supported by high-
profile multimedia advertisements 
featuring some of the world’s most 
recognisable sports stars. 

Among recent prime-time tele-
vision commercials, one features 
the Manchester United football 
team playing with a football inside 
an aircraft, narrowly avoiding un-
suspecting 75-year-old club direc-
tor and former England legend 
Bobby Charlton, who is relaxing 
with a book. Another, featuring US 
basketball player Kobe Bryant and 
Argentinean soccer star and serial 
world footballer of the year Lionel 
Messi, is one of the most watched 
clips on YouTube of all time, with 
over 100 million views.

The judges noted that for “mar-
keting coming out of a country 
that doesn’t have a background in 
this, [it] has been very, very good”. 
They feel Turkish has “taken a 
pure local brand…turning it into a 
true international brand and 
something people want to fly on”.

Although not a football fan, 
Kotil recognises “it’s important for 
Europe, the Far East, Hong Kong, 
Bangkok; in Japan they love it”. 
He says that while “soccer is also 
appealing in the USA”, it is by fea-
turing Bryant that Turkish has en-
sured it will capture the attention 
of the US market. “[When] you 

want to give a message, it’s better 
to have common ground.”

He adds that marketing requires 
different approaches in different 
regions. “On the branding for each 
land, each culture, you need to 
bring whatever you have in your 
hands,” he says. “Barcelona is ex-
cellent branding, Manchester 
[United] is excellent, but we do [a 
lot of] tiny things to make sure we 
capture the heart of passengers.”

When management  were sent 
a photograph of a Kenyan 
woman named Ama wearing a 
Turkish Airlines baggage tag as a 
ring,  Kotil says, they invited her, 
her husband and five of her chil-
dren to Istanbul to make a com-
mercial for the African market. 
“For Africa, football is good, bas-
ketball is good; but that lady is 
from that land,” he says.

“Branding is not mathematics,” 
Kotil adds. “[For] branding you 
need to have experts; it’s the do-
main of the young people. They 
feel and know what they are 
doing.” He dedicates the market-
ing success the airline has achieved 
to his “young team” and the agen-
cies with which they work.
ALEX THOMAS

“Branding is the 
domain of the young 

people. They feel  
and know what  
they are doing”

Temel KoTil
Chief executive, Turkish Airlines
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Kotil: wants biggest network
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