
There are three major global airline
alliances: Star Alliance, oneworld and
SkyTeam. These three brands are
expanding their global presence as
their team members grow.  Each air-
line alliance has its own brand, which
is used in each airline’s member mar-
keting promotion together with the air-
line’s individual brand.  A question
that could be raised at this point is how
each alliance brand affects its mem-
bers’ brands.  This article presents how
this effect is perceived by the airlines
that participate in the three major
alliances.        

Survey background
The heads of the alliance and market-
ing departments of all airlines – that is
33 carriers at the time of this research
– that belong to the three major
alliance groupings were contacted to
participate in a questionnaire survey
between March and May 2005.  It
should be noted that 27 carriers partic-
ipated in the research,  giving the sur-
vey a 82% response rate.  

In order to have a clear picture of how
the alliance brand effect on their indi-
vidual brands is perceived by the air-
lines, it was of interest to also assess
the following:

> Whether airlines believe that it is
possible to have both a strong airline
and an alliance brand or whether to
focus on one brand at the expense of

the other.

> Whether airlines consider that their
brand value categories are similar to
their alliance brand value categories.

> Whether there are differences in the
above perceptions according to the
specific alliance that an airline belongs
to, the size of the airline, its region,
and the time frame of joining an
alliance.

The general impact of alliances
on airlines branding
In general, airlines consider their par-
ticipation in the alliances in terms of
branding as successful, since the vast
majority of respondents (89%) per-
ceive that, in general, their alliance
branding affects their individual

brands either positively or very posi-
tively whereas the remaining (11%)
took a neutral stance.  This finding is
of extreme significance since the
reservations expressed in the industry
of potential damage of the powerful
brand airlines from their alliance
brand is not shared by the airlines
themselves. This is also supported by
the fact that the majority of respon-
dents (78%) agreed that there are ben-
efits in promoting the alliance as a sin-
gle brand.

The major benefit that the airlines per-
ceive to gain from their alliance mem-
bership in terms of branding is the
brand power in markets that would
normally experience little or no brand
equity, taking advantage of the
alliance global recognition. The dis-
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Much research has been carried out to evaluate the impact of strategic alliance membership on
performance of airlines. None of them, however, has investigated this impact in terms of brand-
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survey was required of the alliance management and marketing departments of airlines that par-
ticipate in the three global strategic alliances. The results from this survey give an indication
whether the strategic airline alliances enhance, damage or do not have any impact on the individ-
ual airline brands.
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Figure 1:  Airline Strategic Alliances Brand Equities



benefits that were more often men-
tioned include: passengers’ confusion
from having expectations of a more
harmonized service from all airlines
participating in the same alliances;
that the alliance brands are strongly
influenced by the dominant airlines’
brands; that the airlines lose a part of
their individuality and that their image
could be damaged.

Figure one presents the responses for
each statement included in the ques-
tionnaire.

The findings of this survey demon-
strate that the respondent airlines are
currently satisfied with their respec-
tive alliance brand equity (74%), but
that they also believe it should be rein-
forced further (78%). Most airlines
agreed that this brand reinforcement
will be mainly achieved by increasing
their alliance promotion.

Although the respondent airlines
wanted their alliance brand to be rein-
forced further, most of them (89%) do
not want that their alliance brand equi-
ty exceeds their individual brand equi-
ty. This demonstrates that no airline is
willing to be sacrificed for the sake of
the alliance. Another finding validates
this statement,  as nearly all airlines
(89%) do not want their individual
brands to be absorbed by their alliance
brand.

Another crucial finding from this sur-
vey is that most airlines (78%) believe
that there are other airline members in
their alliance that have to catch up
with their alliance brand’s standards.   

Another important finding is that near-
ly all respondent airlines believe that it

is possible to maximize both their
individual and alliance brands at the
same time without having to maximize
one at the expense of the other.  

The following figure presents the
degree of importance for each brand
value category for the airlines and the
alliances.

The biggest difference between the
airline and the alliance brand values is
related to the emphasis that the airlines
put on their network size, which is far
more crucial (30%) for the alliances
than it is for the airlines individually
(11%), and this makes sense, since one
of the most important reasons why
these strategic alliances were formed
was to offer a global network with
many destinations to their customers.
The importance of seamless travel for
the alliance as a brand value (5%) in
comparison with its importance for the
airline as a brand value (0%) rein-
forces this conclusion.

The importance of a carrier’s national-
ity is also an important value (11%) to
them but has no value at all to the
multinational alliances.

The reassurance related feature, has
almost identical results with the
nationality results, implying that the
airlines want to maintain a closer rela-
tionship with their own customers and
are not willing to give it away. A pos-
sible explanation is that it has not yet
developed the brand equity that is
required for it. The results for the safe-
ty-related brand values, which are
twice as important to the airline (8%)
in comparison to the alliance (4%),
reinforce the conclusion above.  

This result contradicts the finding for
the power feature as a brand value to
some extent, since airlines perceive it
as important to their alliance brand
(7%) but not to their own brand (0%).
All other brand value categories are
quite similarly rated for both the air-
lines and the alliances, and will there-
fore not be further analyzed.  It should
be noted that the most important brand
value category to the airlines is image-
related (27%) and, despite that this
category is second to the alliances, it
still has a very high score (24%),
which is very close to the one of the
airlines.

The impact of alliance branding
according to different cate-
gories
In this section, the survey findings are
examined by looking at different
groupings (alliance group, airline size,
region, and date of entrance) in order
to identify potential differences
between them that will further assist in
understanding the alliance branding
impact.

The impact of alliance branding
by alliance groupings
The Star Alliance members seemed to
be the most satisfied with their
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Figure 2:  Alliance Brand Effect by Alliance Groupings 

Figure 3: Airline and Alliance Brand Values Categories



alliance branding, since 5 members
identified this impact as very positive
in comparison with only one member
from SkyTeam and none from
oneworld.  Figure 3 presents the ana-
lytical results of this question.  

Almost all oneworld members (3 out
of 4 respondents) stated that they do
not believe that there are airlines in
their alliance that have to catch up
with their alliance brand. This could
be explained by three facts. Firstly,
oneworld is the smallest alliance in
terms of members and it is therefore
easier to establish and maintain similar
standards; secondly, they seem to be
less diverse than the other airlines, at
least in terms of common communica-
tions since five out of the eight mem-
bers come from English-speaking
countries; and thirdly, their alliance
has not yet progressed as far as the
other two have.

In terms of airlines’ satisfaction from
their alliance brand equity, there are
different trends for each of them. The
Star Alliance members seemed to be
the most satisfied with their alliance
brand equity, which can be understood
by the fact that it is this alliance that,
so far, has placed a greater emphasis in
promoting their alliance brand.  

The majority of SkyTeam members is
also satisfied, but to a much smaller
extent than the Star Alliance members
with their alliance brand equity, possi-
bly explained by the fact that it is the
youngest alliance and has not yet
established a central management
function. In contrast, half of the
oneworld members is satisfied and
half is not satisfied with their alliance
brand equity, resulting in a neutral
position. This could explain why, in
this survey, oneworld had, by far, the
lowest response rate (50%).
Throughout its history, oneworld has
been developed, and currently still is
highly dominated, by its two largest
and core members (British Airways
and American Airlines) without estab-
lishing a powerful and more independ-
ent brand. The fact that this alliance
has not been granted approval by EU
and US authorities to advance to the
levels the other alliances already have,
is understood to create reluctance
among oneworld members to invest in

increasing their alliance brand equity.
This is confirmed by another finding,
which identifies that the majority of
oneworld respondents (75%) believes
that there are no benefits in promoting
the alliance as a single brand.

The impact of alliance branding
by airline size
Large carriers seem to have a more
neutral opinion about the alliance
brands’ effects than the medium-sized
and smaller carriers. This can be
explained by the fact that it is mainly
the larger airlines in each alliance that
influence the alliance brands and,
therefore, regard themselves more as
the alliance brand shapers instead as
members influenced by them.
Moreover, their airline brand equity is
much stronger than their alliance
brand equity, and the alliance brand
has therefore not enough power yet to
be able to influence the larger airlines’
brands.  The neutral opinion could be
explained by the fact that large airlines
more strongly believe than the medi-
um-sized and small airlines that their
brands conflict and therefore are the
least satisfied by their brand alliance
effect. This conclusion is reinforced
by the fact that large airlines are the
least satisfied with their alliance brand
equity.  

Only two small and one medium-sized
airline are willing to have their
alliance brand equity exceed their own
airline brand equity and finally
become absorbed by them. 

New findings have emerged when
investigating for potential differences
among the airline and alliance brand
value categories, according to the air-
line sizes.

As expected, small airlines put a lot
less emphasis on their network when
promoting their airline brands (3%) in
comparison with the medium-sized
(16%) and large carriers (11%), and,
therefore, they find this feature much
more important (32%) when promot-
ing their alliance brand. It is interest-
ing that large and medium-sized carri-
ers find their alliance network impor-
tant as well when promoting their
alliance brands, which is, by far, the
most important element of all cate-
gories mentioned from respondents,

emphasizing the main reason behind
the formation of the alliances.

Small carriers rank service quality
(2%) much lower when promoting
their own brand in comparison with
the medium-sized (7%) and large car-
riers (7%), but, looking at service
quality when promoting their alliance
brand, small carriers rank that item
higher (7%) than both medium-size
(4%) and large carriers (5%).
According to this result, small airlines
believe that they gain a quality of serv-
ice value from their alliance brand.

According to this survey, the country-
of-origin effect as an airline brand
value seems to diminish as airline size
increases, since it is of very important
value to the small carriers (24%), of
much less but still important value to
the medium-sized carriers (8%) and is
of trivial value to the large carriers
(1%).

Small carriers are also significantly
affected by their alliance brand, gain-
ing a frequent flyer reward value
attached at their brand. They consider
this feature to have no value to their
airline brand but to have an important
value to their alliance brand (6%).

Finally, small airlines feel that their
alliance brand conveys a certain brand
value of power and dominance (24%),
something that they do not see from
their own airline brand (0%).

The impact of alliance branding
by region
Some important conclusions can be
drawn, when examining differences
between the brand values categories
according to the airlines’ regions.

American airlines ranks their network
much higher (24%) when promoting
their airline brands in comparison with
Asian (7%) and European (5%) air-
lines. It can be assumed that this is
related to the fact that the American
domestic air market is much larger
than all other national air markets.
Nevertheless, network size is extreme-
ly important to all carriers when pro-
moting their alliance brands, no matter
what region they come from. When
looking at the magnitude of this bene-
fit, European carriers gain more, since
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they rank alliance network as an
alliance brand value much higher
(31%) than Asian carriers (25%).
Although American carriers rank net-
work as alliance brand value the high-
est (32%), the difference with the rank
they award network as airline brand
value is the smallest of all regions
investigated.

Asian airlines, by far, rank service
quality as brand value for both their
own airline (16%) and their alliance
(13%) the highest - higher than their
European and American counterparts
(2% and 3%, and 4% and 3% respec-
tively).

Another important finding from this
survey is that the European airlines
rank nationality the highest when pro-
moting their airline brands in compar-
ison with their American counterparts
(4%), whereas Asian carriers do not
name it at all.  Therefore, a potential
brand conflict may exist between the
multinational and global alliance
brands and the national European
brands.

Asian airlines consider their image-
specific brand values as far more
important (39%) than American (27%)
and European
(21%) airlines. A
typical example of
these image-specif-
ic brand values for
the Asian carriers is
the Singapore girl
of Singaporean
Airlines. Its impor-
tance was even rec-
ognized by the wax
museum Madame
Tussauds in
London, as a wax
Singapore girl is on
display there, which
is the first commercial statue in the
exhibition.

A significant proportion of European
airlines is currently not satisfied with
their alliance brand equity. This
explains why those same airlines con-
sider to be no benefits in promoting
their alliance as a single brand.  

Although the majority of American
airlines believes that there are benefits

in promoting their alliance as a single
brand, a significant proportion of them
(38%) is currently not satisfied with
their alliance brand equity. This high-
lights the American airlines’ willing-
ness to enhance their alliance brand
equities.

All Asian airlines are satisfied with
their alliance brand equity and 38% of
them do not want their alliance brand
equity to be reinforced. The entire
sample of Asian carriers has rated their
airline image as very important (high-
est score of 5) and they might be afraid
that this image will be diluted if their
alliance brand will grow stronger than
their own.  

The impact of alliance branding
by date of entry
The results show that the longer an air-
line has been part of an alliance, the
higher that (in most cases founding)
airline ranks image-specific brand val-
ues (31%) in comparison with airlines
that joined after the inception of the
alliance (16%) and with airlines ones
that joined the latest (14%). This high-
lights a continuous slope on the
image-specific attributes of the
alliance brands. It is obvious that if
more airlines with different images

join each alliance, and if those images
are more diverse, the alliance brands
will lose their capabilities of being
associated with just a couple of specif-
ic images.

The group of alliance entrants that
came in the latest experience the most
conflicts among the three groups. This
is because it is them that had to change
their service specifications most
recently in order to conform to the

alliance standards. 

A significant proportion of the found-
ing alliance members (31%) is cur-
rently not satisfied with their alliance
brand equity. These members might
have different expectations from the
alliance brands when they decided to
form the alliances in comparison to
what they have become. Also, airlines
that joined an already existing alliance
have a clearer picture of what the
alliance brand is.  

Conclusion
The overall conclusion that arises
from the questionnaire analysis is that
airlines do not feel that there are any
major brand conflict as a result of their
participation in a global alliance. 

The majority of the respondent airlines
believes that there are many benefits
in promoting the alliance as a single
brand. Most airlines also believe that
there are other alliance members that
have to catch up with the remaining
carriers’ brands.  A huge majority of
airlines is currently satisfied with their
alliance brand equity, but still believes
that it should be further reinforced but
without exceeding their own brand
equity, since they are against getting

absorbed by their
alliance brands in the
future.

An alliance’s network
has been identified as the
most important brand
value by far, when pro-
moting the alliance
brand.

The Star Alliance seems
to be the most successful
alliance in terms of

branding, followed by
SkyTeam and oneworld.

Further research is required to identify
other potential brand conflicts
between the alliance brands and their
members’ brands according to passen-
gers’ perceptions. This research will
be more valuable since the success of
branding is measured by customers’
acceptance and not airlines’ own per-
ceptions. 
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Figure 4:  Satisfaction when Promoting the Alliance Brand by Region 


