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Abstract

The purpose of this investigative case study research was to scrutinize the
approaches of organizational risk management strategies applied by the
Ethiopian Airlines throughout the global COVID-19 pandemic. It aimed at
assessing and documenting risk management methodologies, best practices and
lessons learned by the Airlines to survive the damaging impact the health crisis.
The researcher limited the participants to six senior and middle level staff who
are responsible to handle the Airlines risk management operations and the
project management departments. The Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (SCCT) and the Team Leadership Model (TLM) were the conceptual
frameworks used as the basis for this study. Data triangulation was used to
support the review and analysis of data gathered from various sources. Data
analysis methods in conjunction with the NVivo software were used to support
the identification of core themes. Situation Awareness and Decision Making,
Leadership Presence Strategy, Strategic Internal Communication and
Transparent Public Communication were the themes identified. A fundamental
finding from the study revealed that Ethiopian Airlines’ Strategic Business Plan
calls for the establishment of “multi-business units” as a key principle. This is
seen in how the company has diversified its operations into tourism, hospitality
and Aviation trainings in addition to the original passenger and cargo services
it offers as an airline.

Keywords: Strategies of Risk Management, Team Leadership Model,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory
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1.1 Background of the study

In a world full of uncertainties, every business and organization faces the risk
of unexpected, harmful and catastrophic events that can cost the company loses
in terms of financial or human resource, especially in this era of massive
globalization(Burke 2003). These eminent threats, which may also be avoidable,
could derive from a wide variety of sources, including financial uncertainties,
legal liabilities, strategic management errors, accidents and natural or manmade
disasters. Additionally, Information Technology (IT) security threats and data-
related risks, and the proper kind of risk management strategies to alleviate
them are now creeping in as top priorities for companies who deal in the digital
space, with the fast emergence of the internet age in the 21% century (Schwalbe,
2006). Hence, Risk management allows organizations to attempt to prepare for
the unexpected by minimizing risks and extra costs before they happen.
Through implementing a risk management plan and considering the various
potential risks or events before they occur, an organization can save itself
crucial resources and protect its future. This is evident that a robust risk
management plan will help a company establish procedures to avoid potential
threats, minimize their impacts should they occur and cope with the
results,(Chapman & Ward,1997).This ability to understand and control risk
enables organizations to be more confident in their business decisions.
Furthermore, strong corporate governance principles that focus specifically on
risk management can help a company reach their goals (Rouse, 2020).

Different organizations react to crisis situations differently resulting in either
turning around their businesses or leaving them to perish (Pan & Chen, 2014).
Effective crisis mitigation is designed to avoid or reduce the negative effect to
protect institutions, personnel, or enterprises from being damaged (Lei &
Chang, 2016). Consequently, the ability of a leader to turn crisis to an advantage
will depend on the leader’s ability to adopt appropriate risk mitigation strategies
and best business practices. Thus, crisis effect mitigation will play a significant
role in the sustainability of the aviation industry which is already being hugely
impacted by the ongoing health crisis. The objective in this study is therefore
to investigate the strategies of risk management and understand what
approaches and best practices has been employed by Ethiopian Airlines to keep
the company operating through the global COVID-19 outbreak. Many big and
well recognized companies in the airlines or travel industry have experienced
an unprecedented degree of loses in terms of income or revenue generation due
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to lack of operation. Airplanes have been grounded for months due to global
lockdowns and some companies even lost their employees to the corona virus
pandemic which has ravaged the entire 2020 year. According to the
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), aviation-supported jobs
potentially fell from 46 million in 2019 to 41.7 million (-52.5%) in 2020 while
direct aviation jobs (at airlines, airports, manufacturers and air traffic
management) fell by 4.8 million (a 43% reduction compared with pre-COVID
situation). Furthermore, nearly 39,200 special repatriation flights took nearly
5.4 million citizens home after borders closed in March 2020 and special cargo
flights totaling nearly 46,400 transported 1.5 million tons of cargo, mostly
medical equipment, to areas in need during the height of the pandemic response
throughout the year (ICAO, October 2020).

In a more specific context to Africa, a recent analysis by the International Air
Transport Association (IATA) Regional office for Africa and the Middle East
indicates that Africa aviation’s recovery will be weaker than expected. The
estimates indicate that the industry will reach just 30% of its 2019 levels.
According to IATA’s projections, the region is expected to see around 45
million travelers in 2020 rising to 70 million travelers in 2021 in terms of
absolute numbers. A full return to 2019 levels which was about 155 million
travelers is not expected until late 2023. Though domestic travel is picking up
across Africa as countries re-open their borders, international travel remains
heavily constrained as major markets including the European Union remain
closed to citizens of African nations. The report further disclosed that four (4)
of the continent’s flyers have ceased operations due to the impact of COVID-
19 and two (South African Airlines and another) are in voluntary
administration, with many more in serious financial distress. Without urgent
financial relief more carriers and their employees are at risk, as is the wider
African air transport industry, which supports 7.7 million jobs on the continent
(IATA, November 2020).

As recent developments show, the COVID-19 outbreak looks determined to
cross over to the New Year (2021) as many countries in the developed world
and even in Africa are still grappling with second wave of surge in cases.
However, with the emergence of several COVID-19 vaccines in recent months,
there seem to be hope on the horizon that could help the world put an end to
this huge catastrophe and prepare to deal with its impacts on the global
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economy and the livelihoods of the world’s more than 7 billion population.
Consequently, these researches and critical analyses by ICAO, IATA and
global bodies like the WTO and others have identified the causes of economic
devastation which leads to the loss of investment for shareholders and source
of livelihood for so many, including customers and employees and their
families. To proffer key solutions to such mind-blowing crisis affecting global
public health, strategies to mitigate the effect of the crisis situations at various
levels may prove effective (Meiste & Jakstiene, 2015). Beyond the knowledge
of possible crisis management, business/project managers will need a
comprehensive risk mitigation strategy to protect their institutions against
future occurrences. Findings from this research work could reduce the adverse
impacts of risk the crisis poses and ensure best practices needed for
sustainability depending on what we can discover from the ET’s approach.

1.2 Statement of Problem

In the midst of such extraordinary crisis the world is faced with and the
momentous risks it poses to the survival of businesses especially in the airlines,
travel and tourism industry, one company in Africa that has managed thus far
to continue its operations is the Ethiopian Airlines. So far, ET, (as the airline is
widely known around the word) has been able to sustain its operations, maintain
almost all of its thousands of employees globally and protected the investment
of shareholders, especially shifting to its cargo. How did the ET managed to
accomplish that? The general business problem in this study is that many big
companies seem to overlook the critical issue of risk management when it
comes to their operations. This is evident by the level of damage this corona
virus crisis has done to many reputable airline businesses (ICAO 2020). The
specific business problem that I addressed in this study is that some managers
in the airlines sector do not take time to acquaint themselves with possible crisis
situations for planning purposes, hence, they lack proper risk mitigation
strategies to safe their companies from possible collapse and to remain
sustainable after a crisis happens.

The travel sector has been one of the worst casualties of the corona virus disease
outbreak since it was declared a pandemic in early 2020, with flights grounded
and borders closed. From government bailouts to staff layoffs and forced
retirements in some cases, commercial airlines have taken drastic measures to
stay afloat through this damaging health crisis (AFP). But Ethiopian Airlines
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found a way to limit the damage. According to CEO of the company, the
company pivoted to meet surging demand for air shipping in March,
repurposing 45 passenger jets to build out its cargo fleet. "We were very quick,
very fast, flexible and agile to move our forces, resources and everything to
cargo; I would say that those actions have saved the airline". So far these
measures have caused Ethiopian Airlines to avoid seeking a bailout from
government, laying off any full-time employees or requesting deferrals on debt
payments (Tewolde, 2020). For the first half of the year (2020), ET reported an
unaudited profit estimate of 44million dollars, a gain which is largely credited
to its partnership with the World Food Program (WFP) following the United
Nation’s decision taken in April to open a humanitarian transport hub at the
Bole international airport in Addis Ababa. To date Ethiopian has operated 360
cargo charters of personal protective equipment (PPE) to more than 80
countries, and the airlines has planned to make available at least 40 airplanes to
join the global vaccine distribution, the CEO noted.

As the industry attempts to gradually recover, ET is aiming to cement its ties
with other African carriers, starting with the struggling South African Airways
(SAA). This comes in addition to a 45-percent stake the company holds in
Zambia Airways which the CEO said he expected would be launched in
October/November last year and the already existing partnerships with
Malawian Airlines and ASKY Airlines out of its Western African hub stationed
in Togo. However, these promising signs are not without key challenges that
has faced Africa's biggest airline (ET) and the global aviation industry as a
whole. In the early parts of 2020, Ethiopian Airlines reported a loss of $550
million resulting from international flight restrictions due to the COVID-19
pandemic, a revenue loss which led to 90% cut of international flights for the
national carrier. This means flying to only 19 international destinations out of
110 destinations that the airline used to cover pre-COVID 19 times. The
international aviation industry in general lost $52 billion, with African airlines
losing $4.2 billion of said total (ICAO, 2020).In more positive news for
Ethiopian Airlines, the company officially completed and launched its 86,000-
square-meter terminal expansion project at Addis Ababa’s Bole International
Airport in late August 2020. With the capacity to serve 22 million passengers a
year, Africa’s main transit hub is now home to the continent’s second largest
capacity airport after South Africa’s O.R. Tambo International. But this is no
ordinary terminal project: the $300 million Terminal 2 has the distinction of
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being the world’s first completed amid the pandemic and designed with an eye
towards bio-safety.

Aside from daily airport cleaning procedures, this means digitized features,
including state-of-the-art thermal scanners, 30 self-check-in kiosks, 60 check-
in counters, 32 arrival immigration counters with eight e-gates, 16 security
screening areas, touch-free sanitizing gel dispensers, and socially distanced gate
seating. The new facility now provides a contactless experience for travelers.
“Using the Ethiopian mobile app, you can book, pay, check in, print tags, drop
baggage, scan your boarding pass at immigration, or at the lounge. It’s about
empowering the customer to own the experience end to end”, Miretab Teklaye,”
Ethiopian Airlines’ director of integrated marketing, told the audience during
the launch. The ultramodern terminal which was built in multiple phases over
three years is part of Ethiopian’s strategy to continue investing in infrastructure,
one of its four key pillars. The project was financed by EXIM Bank China and
designed by Singapore firm CPG. Although the airline went from growth mode
to survival mode in March, future plans remain in place for the redesign of
Addis’ domestic terminal by 2021, as well as an 80 to 100-million-passenger
$5 billion airport just 39 kilometers southeast of the capital. Like the world’s
major commercial carriers, Ethiopian has suffered a massive loss in passenger
flight revenue since Covid-19, to the tune of $1 billion by the close of June
2020. What’s notably different, however, is that the airline hasn’t been
impacted negatively in the way other carriers have: no government bailout
request, no layoffs and no salary reductions. Instead, it has managed to turn a
profit.

In late March, while other African airlines were grounded, Ethiopian saw the
opportunity to recoup its passenger revenue loss by expanding its established
10-fleet cargo unit. The airline converted 25 passenger planes to cargo and
deployed its 54,000-square-meter, high-tech pharma wing to store and
distribute Covid-19 medical supplies and millions of PPE donations from China
and from the UN World Food Programme to over 80 countries in Africa,
Canada, the U.S., Europe, Asia, and South America. In addition to completing
the airport expansion, the global shutdown has opened a window of new
opportunities for the airline. Ethiopian began transporting Norway’s fish
exports and Kenya’s flower exports. As a result of the skyrocketing demand
through June, the airline doubled its cargo revenue and its cargo route expanded
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to 74 destinations. “If cargo hadn’t been our strategic pillar back in 2010, we
couldn’t do anything now, (CEO Teklaye).

Additional cash revenue sources have come from aircraft maintenance, repair
and overhaul (MRO) services, which is another of Ethiopian’s established
business units. In this sector, 40 aircraft from sub-Saharan Africa, plus a Middle
East carrier — as well as from 63,000 repatriation charter flights to the
Americas, Middle East and Asia since March. Ethiopian airline’s decision to
diversify over the years had proven to be “a life-saving decision” according to
the company’s veteran CEO. In June 2020, just as PPE cargo and repatriation
demands decreased, Ethiopian Airlines began resuming its commercial flights.
Thirteen aircrafts have been reconfigured back to passenger and the airline is
currently operating 68 daily flights, albeit at limited capacity and reduced
frequency, to destinations such as Dubai, Istanbul, Paris, London, and two of
Ethiopian’s heaviest Africa routes — Ghana and Nigeria. It’s a number that
keeps shifting as more governments lift flying bans.  Aviation experts have
expressed doubt that increased cargo revenue could keep Ethiopian afloat over
the long-term. With other African airlines crumbling, the current aviation
climate may also open the door wider to outside competitors looking for a share
of African skies. But Ethiopian remains optimistic it can empower its fellow
African carriers, while continuing to eye global opportunities in cargo, MRO,
and even in hospitality with vacation packages aimed at Addis Ababa’s 70
percent transit passengers, incorporating the city’s new green and historic
attractions, such as Unity Park and Entoto Park. Hence the research question is:

e What approaches of risk management practices has the Management of
the Ethiopian Airlines employed to keep the company operating through
the global COVID-19 outbreak?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Theoretical Literature

In this era of global connectivity and growing technology, many companies
conduct abundant portions of their jobs in the form a project. Projects were
mainly found in the construction industry and sections of the military as a
traditional practice during the 19' century; but the global competition in today’s
markets couple with fast-changing technology is inspiring most companies to
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adopt project management methods (Burke, 2003). This is clearly seen by the
immense successes gained through the implementation of mega projects across
the world. To put this in context, the Project Management Institute defines
Project management as the application of knowledge, skill, tools and techniques
to project activities to meet project requirement. This process is mostly
accomplished through the use of the processes such as: initiating, planning,
executing, controlling, and closing (PMBOK guide, 2000).

Due to global economic pressures, instability in the corporate environment and
market forces which leads to increasing demands and tougher competition,
projects have to be implemented at lesser cost, within shorter timeframe, and
with better functionalities (qualities). This further escalates growing demands
on the management’s ability to forecast and react to unforeseeable events or
risks (Timothy &Warrren, 2002). Risk is described by (Raftery, 1994) as an
abstract concept whose measurement is very difficult. The 5™ edition of Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the term “risk” as —the possibility or
chance of meeting danger, suffering loss or injury”’; while the British Standard
(BS 4778) considers risk to be “A combination of the probability, or frequency,
of occurrence of a defined hazard and the magnitude of the consequences of the
occurrence”.

Risk as a general concept may include other related connotations, for example,
the Corporate Financial Institute (CFI) views risk in the Business context to be
a threat to a company’s ability to achieve its financial goals. CFI goes further
to explain that risk in business means that a company’s or an organization’s
plans may not turn out as originally intended or that it may not meet its target
or achieve its goals. Such risks cannot always be blamed on the owner of the
company, as risk can also be influenced by various external factors, which may
include rising prices of raw materials for production, growing competition, or
changes or additions to existing government regulations and civil unrest or
health crisis (CFI, 2020). Consequently, risk management is a critical factor to
successful project management in today’s ever changing world.

Project risk management is the scientific art of identifying, analyzing, and
responding to risk throughout the lifecycle of a project and in the best interests
of meeting project objectives (Schwalbe, 2006). Risk management has been
practiced informally by everyone, with or without noticeable consciousness
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since the onset of time. Modern risk management, which had become a widely
accepted management function during the period from 1955-1964 has its roots
in insurance to which it has been closely aligned for more than three centuries
(Snider, 1991). Moreover, the story of risk management has not all been
positive and supports the argument that it is currently ineffective at managing
surprise. In the 1960’s project management was under heavy criticism for
project failures due to technical uncertainty, contact strategy, community
opposition and project environmental impacts (Morris, 1997). A project
manager may still today argue that the last two are external project factors and
outside the immediate project environment under their control (Ibid) and it may
be often assumed that these will be passed up the line to higher management
levels (Chapman & Ward, 1997). The main objectives of risk management
according to (Yee et al., 2001) include: a) enables more systematic and less
subjective decision-making; b) Provides an improved understanding of the risks
facing a project by identifying risks and response scenarios; c) Assists in
deciding which risks require urgent attention and which can be addressed in the
future; and d) Alert management’s attention to the many possible outcomes for
a project, and that appropriate measures should be planned for any adverse
consequences. Flanagan and Norman (1993) proposed a risk management
framework as shown in Figure 1 which depicts the elements of the risk
management system — risk identification, risk classification, risk analysis, risk
attitude and risk response.

Risk
Response

Risk Risk Analysis Risk Attitude

Classification

Risk
Identificatio

Figure 1: Risk management Framework
Source: Flanagan & Norman (1993).

According to PMI (2000) and Schwalbe (2006), project risk management has
the following processes as displayed in figure 2.
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Risk Management Planning

Risk Identification

Qualitative Risk Analysis

Quantitative Risk Analysis

Risk Response Planning

Risk Monitoring and Control

Figure 2: Risk management processes

Source: Flanagan & Norman(1993)
Figure 3 depicts how risk management processes involved in each step of the
project management cycle

. Controlling Closing
Initiation IW Executing ]4 ]4 l

. . R k
Risk Identification Risk Risk 1S
Identification Monitoring Response

Control

Risk Quantification

J

Risk Response

Develonment

Figure 3: Risk Management Processes in each Project Management Process
Source: Dan Brandon(2006)

Risk management will not get rid of all the risks. However, it will enable
explicit decision making which will reduce the potential effect of certain risks.
It will also engender the process of rational and secure decisions regarding the
allocation of risk among the stakeholders to the project. Moreover, Risk
analysis is not a substitute for professional judgments and experience. On the
other hand, it helps professionals to make use of the full extent of their
experience and knowledge by redeeming them from the necessity of making
simplifying assumptions in order to produce predetermined plans and forecasts.
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Risk analysis is a supplement to, not a substitute for professional judgments
(Flanagan & Norman, 1993). Taking cue from the Project Management Body of
Knowledge (PMBOK Guide), one of the most important of the Nine
Knowledge Areas in Project Management is Project Risk Management. This
simply means, project risk management deals predominantly with the need for
project leaders and managers to think ahead and visualize how to compensate
for minimizing the potential of things going wrong in the project. This research
would further emphasize that effective risk management should ensure that all
the identified risks are analyzed on the basis of the likelihood of their
occurrence and the magnitude of their impact on the project. This will make it
possible to identify those risks that are most likely to occur and those with the
highest severity on the project. Using such procedure, one can then classify
risks in term of priority as follow:

2.2 Empirical Literature

Risk is considered as a phenomenological variable, which implies that this
concept is interesting to investigate in terms of how people understand it.
However, if a risk is equated to a threat, it relates mainly to the uncertainty and
variability of the specific resulting actions. A prevention or mitigation system
for possible threat effects should be created by taking into account the
experience and the dynamics of the threats to safety development at the
international, regional, national and local levels. Such a system should be based
on the rules of risk management in crisis situations (Beck &Baran, 2012).
Threats and uncertainty on the other hand have always been the part of human
existence, and, in the past, this phenomenon used to be even greater than it is
today. The risk of individuals and their families developing a disease, sustaining
a premature death, or societies being decimated by famine and plague, was
much greater in the Middle Ages than it is at present. Risk semantics is
something quite different. Since the early modern period it has been associated
with the growing impact of decisions, uncertainties and probability in the
process of modernization. It concerns future threats, which we can see now,
stemming from civilization’s success (Beck &Baran, 2012: 15).

A crisis can be defined as a moment, a period of breakdown, a turning point, a
time of economic crisis (Kopalinski, 2000: 282). It is associated with an
enduring disruption of the regular and goal-oriented activities, upsetting the
functional balance, and even with a threat to one’s existence. The basic
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characteristics of a crisis include the surprise factor, time pressure, late
response, a loss of control, a danger to important functions, an increase in
tension, and information deficit (Gol¢biowski, 2003: 10). The concept of a
crisis is very often equated to the concept of a crisis situation; however, these
concepts are not identical and there are significant differences between them
(Kosowski, 2008: 24): A crisis is an element of a crisis situation, every crisis is
a crisis situation, but not every crisis situation has an element of a crisis, The
occurrence of crisis symptoms does not have to cause changes to the
organization core, but it poses a challenge for the subjective sense of the
operation normality. According to Krzakiewicz (2008: 11-15), crisis situations
are characterized by the following factors: Threat of the losses incurrence and
the survival of the organization being in danger, Loss of control over the
ongoing events, Serious, negative impact on the organization’s resources, Not
enough time to take necessary actions or to react, Lack of credible information,
i.e. the occurrence of uncertainty. The taxonomy of threats in crisis
management involves the assignment of threats to specific groups, which
characterize a given threat. From the perspective of crisis management, not all
groups will be prioritized in the same way. While conducting a threat analysis
as part of crisis management, the first step is to locate the threat by taking into
account its source, and then its destructiveness level and spatial extent
(Grodzki, 2012: 71).

The broader concept of risk is commonly associated with uncertainty. Several
scholars have contributed extensively to this topic but this research has singled
out the work of Willet (1901). He was one of the first authors who made efforts
to differentiate between risks and uncertainties. In 1901, in his work titled “The
Economic Theory of Risk and Insurance”, Willet presented the economic
theory of risk. He based the presented concept on the negation of the
randomness of external processes. Willet, being an advocate of philosophical
determinism, posited that risk was a measure of the uncertainty degree resulting
from an imperfect knowledge of the laws governing external processes. His
theory spurred further discussion on the topic of risk and mutual relations
between risk and uncertainty (Sliwinski, 2002: 15). As indicated earlier, risk is
considered a phenomenological variable, which implies that this concept is
interesting to investigate in terms of how people understand it. However, if a
risk is identified with a threat, it relates mainly to the uncertainty and variability
of the specific actions results. Thus, we have various suggestions concerning
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distributional risk measures, such as variance, semi variance, standard deviation
or variability. Therefore, it is assumed that we know the distribution probability
of selected important environment states with a negative impact on the value of
expected action results. Risk is a function of two variables — the probability of
failure and the magnitude of the loss. Probability is also a function of the
quantity and quality of information on the economic and social and political
processes (Sienkiewicz, 2006: 45). Risk is an objective phenomenon as it
involves real economic phenomena connected with the existence of a threat
(danger) stemming from, among other things, the demand fluctuations, the
activity of competitors, cooperation conditions, and State regulatory actions. It
is also a subjective phenomenon, because it results from the decision-makers’
knowledge of economic processes. We are dealing with a risk when the decision
results of a situation are not fully known. In practice, to determine the risk, the
following mathematical formula can be applied: Risk = loss probability x loss
value.

The development of an enterprise involves uncertainties and danger, but it also
creates opportunities. Risk management primarily aims at identifying threats
and opportunities. The determination of the diversified risk impact extent on
the enterprise is of pivotal importance (Kaczmarek, 2008: 11). Risk
management can be defined as a decision making process in a way that ensures
the highest level of security by reducing the impact of anticipated factors on the
economic entity functioning. Therefore, risk management focuses on the
prevention and mitigation of losses. The concept of risk management should
constitute an inseparable part of an enterprise’s development strategy. Once
drawn up, it will make it possible to plan the organization’s performance taking
into account risk factors, and to monitor the extent of the impact of these factors
on the broadly-defined financial performance and financial standing
(Sienkiewicz, 2006: 45). Risk management is aimed at the complete elimination
or, at least, the mitigation, of causes and/or the effects of events that can disrupt
the organization’s economic processes resulting in a crisis. There are two
phases of risk management: Risk analysis (identification, estimation, evaluation
and Risk management (planning, control, monitoring).

2.3 Research Gap Analysis

Gap analysis in general business context is defined as a method of assessing the
differences between the actual performance and expected performance in an
organization or a business. The term “gap” refers to the space between “where
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we are” (the present state) and where “we want to be” (the target state). A gap
analysis can also be referred to as need analysis, need assessment or need-gap
analysis (Sanaullah Panezai, 2016). Consider a hypothetical case, where an
organization manufactured product A. This product has reached the target
audience in the market. Product A has all the qualities to excel in the market,
the right features, pricing margin, and demand. Yet for some reason, the product
didn’t perform well in the market. This signals a gap exists that must be
analyzed in order to have the product perform well. In its literature review, this
study has searched and reviewed several books, journals, professional articles
and other researches. These materials have lengthily discussed key related
topics and analyzed theories in the context of leadership, crisis management
and risk management and/or mitigation strategies. There has also been
numerous studies that look at operations within the aviation industry
considering key sectors such as tourism, air transport and hospitality, just to
name a few. However, the specific area of risk management especially during
time of crises has not been fully dealt with in term of research. Our review of
available literature on the topic “Assessing Organizational Risk Management
Practices in time of crisis”, did not find any resource that addressed this topic
and particularly studied an individual business organization or company. And
that’s where the gap exists and this research is focused on reducing the
knowledge gap and is also hoping to provide some answers and propose key
recommendations for future studies.

2.4 Conceptual Framework

The concept of risk management should constitute an inseparable part of an
enterprise's development strategy. Risk management is aimed at the complete
elimination or, at least, the mitigation, of causes and/or the effects of events that
can disrupt the organization's economic processes resulting in a crisis.
Additionally, Ostrowska (2014) considers risk as a phenomenological variable,
which makes this concept interesting to investigate in terms of how people
understand it. However, if a risk is equated to a threat, it relates mainly to the
uncertainty and variability of the specific actions results. A prevention or
mitigation system for possible threat effects should be created by taking into
account the experience and the dynamics of the threats to safety development
at the international, regional, national and local levels. Such a system should be
based on the rules of risk management in crisis situations (Ostrowska,
2014).Based on the fact of unavailable theory that specifically addresses risk
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management, the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) and the
Team Leadership Model (TLM) are used as the conceptual basis of my study.
These theories have been analyzed in the general context of crisis management
as this research endeavors to draw out the benefits of a comprehensive risk
management strategy in time of a given crisis. The SCCT and the TLM serve
as the conceptual basis of my study. Coombs developed the SCCT in 2007 and
provided a framework for understanding the behavior of stakeholders during
crisis situations (Coombs, 2007a). The SCCT projects the pattern of the reaction
of stakeholders in response to the crisis that threatens the reputation of an
organization. The SCCT holds that communication affects people’s perceptions
of a crisis. The words that management uses and the actions they take affect
how people perceive an organization during the crisis (Coombs, 2015).

In turn, those perceptions shape evaluations of the organizational reputation as
well as stakeholders’ emotional response toward future interactions with the
organization. From the SCCT, I related the global health crisis affecting the
world’s economies with specific reference to the aviation industry to the
leader’s ability to understand and adopt strategies to mitigate the crisis. The
main assertion to a functional approach to team leadership is that the leader’s
main job is to implement what the group needs to be successful (Nouthouse,
2016; Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2001). The Team Leadership Model
stemmed from the functional leadership approach by McGrath in 1962, which
emphasized the diagnose selection of the appropriate tools and the guidelines
to mitigate the crisis. Thus, the SCCT guidelines for managers and leaders in a
crisis situation entails the adoption of strategic communication with
stakeholders to repair the reputation, reduce the adverse effect, and to prevent
harmful behavioral intentions (Coombs, 2007a; Park, 2017), whereas the
proponents of TLM emphasized the ability of the leadership to diagnose, and
select the appropriate tools and the guidelines to mitigate the crisis.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research Approach and Design

The three research methods that were considered for this study are qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods. Quantitative research involves examining
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relationships or differences among variables by testing statistical hypotheses
measure numerically and analyzes outcomes (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill,
2015). However, because this study is not focused on testing the efficiency of
risk management strategies in many institutions, except a single research
subject, the quantitative method is not appropriate in the instant case. As a
conventional practice, researchers use mixed method which comprises both the
quantitative and the qualitative methods; which are not also necessary for this
study as well based on reason given above. In view of the above mentioned
approach, this research has therefore opted for a more qualitative research
method considering the nature of the study. This research employed the
descriptive technique using the following selection criteria: (a) The desire to
gain an in-depth understanding of a group of individuals and the nature of their
works in existing settings, the Ethiopian Airlines in this case;(b) The ability to
develop a complete detailed description of the key focus areas which the study
has investigated; and (c) The ability to explore and address intangible aspects
such as thinking, believing, and reasoning (Yin, 2014).

Qualitative research for its part has different research designs to choose from in
collecting data. The popular and helpful categorization of qualitative research
designs to collect qualitative data includes ethnography, narrative,
phenomenological, grounded theory, and case study (John Creswell, 2015).
Counting on the qualitative research method, this study is structured around the
case study design taking advantage of the questionnaire and semi-structured
interview technique; as a key focus, our study was aimed at drawing from the
knowledge and experiences of both senior and junior level managers who are
considered as experts in the company and to use multiple sources of data, like
desk review and review of related literature to establish a greater understanding
of the topic concerning risk management practices in crisis time. Other data
collection methods were applied necessarily in cases where the research subject
required the researcher to meet other specific conditions based on company
policy.

3.2 Data Sources and Collection methods

As a general research principle, two main types of research data collection has
been used for this study. This involved the use of Primary data that is usually
collected by a researcher from first-hand sources, using methods such as
surveys, observations, experiments, questionnaires, focus groups, interviews,
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etc. The secondary data on the other hand refers to data that is collected by
someone other than the primary user or researcher, and notable sources of these
data include books, journals, information from government departments,
organizational records, research articles, web pages, and blogs, etc. For the
purpose of this study, specific questionnaires were designed and sent out to risk
management experts at Ethiopian Airlines. A semi-structured interview process
was also conducted with selected subject matter experts from the company’s
project management department as part of the sample size for the primary data
collection. The secondary data collection method entailed reviewing key
documentary evidence of the Airlines and from other supporting sources to
identify strategic implementation methodologies and assess best practices of
risk management in addition to the general literature reviewed.

The researcher plays a significant role in the data collection process. Yin (2014)
as well as Harvey (2015) noted that the researcher is the primary data collection
instrument given the level of interaction he/she will have with all other sources
of evidence in a qualitative case study research such as this one. In this instance,
I was therefore, the ultimate primary data collection instrument in addition to
the questionnaire and interview that I developed to assist me in describing the
various events during the data collection process. While Eizenberg, Orenstein,
and Zimroni (2017) emphasized the use of focus groups in qualitative case
studies, Yin proposed that a case study investigation should involve multiple
sources of evidence involving documentation, archival records, interviews,
direct observations, participant observations and physical artifacts. Yin further
indicated that a researcher must use at least two of the data origins; and in this
study, I collected data from a well-structured questionnaire and conducted a
limited semi-structured interviews of experts for follow-up purpose. We also
used existing documents relevant to crisis management and risk mitigation
strategies from the participants to explore the organizational risk management
practices in time of crisis at the Ethiopian Airlines.

Semi-structured interviews allow the use of open-ended questions and also
enable the researcher to ask follow up questions to gain the understanding of
participants' submissions. Interviews provide learning opportunities through
participants’ experiences, values, attitudes, and opinions (Cridland ef al., 2016).
Specifically, Elsawah et al.(2015) posited that researchers administer semi-
structured interviews for the purposes of interpreting the information, capturing
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data about the participants' thoughts and then making judgment. From the
perspective of Kallio et al. (2016) semi-structured interviews are flexible,
versatile, and successful in enabling mutual exchanges with the interviewees,
thereby allowing the researcher to improvise follow-up questions based on
participant’s responses. Documentary evidence is another strategic source of
data for qualitative research. Yin (2014) explained that documentary evidence
could take many forms and include sources such as announcements and minutes
of meetings, and other written reports of events, proposals, progress reports,
and formal studies or evaluations. Hence, the authors managed to gather many
relevant documents as much as possible from the organization through ethical
means to substantiate and enhance other data sources for this study. However,
the authors also guarded against getting lost in too much information and not
focusing on material details to support the study (Yin, 2014). It is keen to note
that obtaining hard copies of these documents from authorities at the company
was challenging since the management has a very restricted policy on releasing
company records. We were constantly referred to the company’s website and
other digital platforms.

3.3 Population Sample size

The targeted sample size for this research comprised 6 managers (2 senior and
4 junior levels). The researchers limited the participants to six senior and middle
level staff who are responsible to handle Ethiopian airlines’ risk management
operations and the project management departments who have successfully
managed the company through this and other crises. Due to the technical nature
of the topic and other compelling situations such as pandemic restrictions and
safety measures, this study could only managed to keep within the sample size
of six participants.

3.4 Data Analysis Method

Having collected and processed data, a critical element of a researcher’s duty is
to provide analysis of the data. Data analysis involves discovering meaningful
patterns, themes and description of the data relative to the purpose of the
research (Yin, 2014). An important process towards credible research outcome
is triangulation. Triangulation is a validation technique and involves using more
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than one source of data and method of collection to confirm the authenticity of
research data, analysis, and interpretation (Saunders et al., 2015). In the social
sciences, triangulation refers to the application and combination of
several research methods in the study of the same phenomenon. By combining
multiple observers, theories, methods, and empirical materials, researchers
hope to overcome the weakness or intrinsic biases and the problems that come
from single method, single-observer, and single-theory studies. (Nightingale
2020), explains triangulation as a technique to analyze results of the same study
using different methods of data collection. It is used for three main purposes: to
enhance validity, to create a more in-depth picture of a research problem, and
to interrogate different ways of understanding a research problem. Most often,
triangulation helps validate research findings by checking that different
methods or different observers of the same phenomenon produce the same
results. In particular, triangulation can be used in
both quantitative and qualitative studies. It is a method-appropriate strategy of
founding the credibility of qualitative analyses and becomes an alternative to
traditional criteria like reliability and validity. Most researchers in the social
sciences preferred triangulation for alignment in data.

Trringlllatlun
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Figure 4: A trend of the triangulation process.

As shown in Figure 4, the purpose of triangulation in qualitative research is to
increase the credibility and validity of the results. Several scholars have aimed
to define triangulation throughout the years. Cohen and Manion (2000) define
triangulation as an "attempt to map out, or explain more fully, the richness and
complexity of human behavior by studying it from more than one
standpoint." Altrichter et al. (2008) contend that triangulation "gives a more
detailed and balanced picture of the situation.” According to O'Donoghue and
Punch (2003), triangulation is a "method of cross-checking data from multiple
sources to search for regularities in the research data." Denzin (2006), for his
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part identified four basic types of triangulation: Data triangulation: involves
time, space, and persons. Investigator triangulation: includes multiple
researchers in an investigation. While Theory triangulation: comprises using
more than one theoretical scheme in the interpretation of the phenomenon and
methodological triangulation: involves using more than one method to gather
data, such as interviews, questionnaires, documents, observations, and etc.

3.5. Data Organization

The logical and sequential process for data analysis is another stage of a
qualitative case study research. Boddy and Boddy (2016) introduced the NVivo
software as a potent and credible tool for research data analysis. They suggested
a three-step approach in using the NVivo software which involves data impute,
review and analysis. Thus, the first stage enhances the data analysis process
while the review stage helped to identify and clean out redundant materials,
thereby limiting the themes for analysis. These three-step approaches were
therefore adopted for this study beginning with inputting data into the NVivo
software, reviewing and analyzing the data to form the core themes that are
relatable to the objective and conceptual framework of this research.
Newcombeet al. (2015) argued that the NVivo software ensures coherence in
the process of qualitative data analysis. Thus, my main focus was to ensure a
pattern of consistent sequence during the entire data analysis process in order
to achieve a credible desired outcome. Hence, we also opted to manually review
all the data since the sample size for the study is not so large. This was done to
validate the results produced by the NVivo software which we used for the first
time. To achieve this, we literally had to read and review each of the responses
5 to 7 times and compare it with that which the electronic tool (NNivo) was
showing me as an outcome.

Weigl et al. (2017) pointed out that using manual data analysis order than a data
management tool like the NVivo software, was time consuming, error-prone,
and could lead to inefficient data analysis. NVivo software was used to reduce
personal biases that may have arisen from the manual data analysis to ensure
effective use of available resources and quality research output. Beyond the
sequential process of data analysis were efforts in linking the core themes
derived from the data to the conceptual frameworks. Weigl et al. (2017)
emphasized text and contextual alignment in research studies and its
importance in promoting reliability of the study. In this regard, the study
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focused on pointing out the link between core themes and the conceptual
frameworks which involve the role of situational crisis communication and
team leadership model in identifying the approaches of risk management and
strategies of mitigating the effect of crisis, using the Ethiopian airlines as a case
study.

The data analysis demonstrates the neutrality and the examination of the audit
trail to validate the avoidance of researcher biases (Bengtsson, 2016; as MacRae
et al. (2015) noted, a qualitative study that endeavors to satisfy these elements,
therefore ensure quality and rigor. To this point, my focus during the data
collection and analysis stages was on quality control measures given the need
to prove the consistency and high degree of transparency in the research
findings to avoid possible doubts. To achieve this and for the purpose of
confidentiality, I coded each of the six respondents as follow: SLM-1 PMD,
SLM-2 RMS, JLM-1 RMS, JLM-2 PMD, JLM-3 PMD and JLM-4 RMS; where
SLM represents senior level manager and JLM stands for junior level manager.
I used the approved questionnaire and observed the semi-structured interview
protocol to acquire all the data for this study.

4. Results and Discussion

This section of the paper contains basic in-depth information about research
subject (Ethiopian Airlines), and an outline and discussion of the key emerging
themes from the study. The overarching research question for this qualitative
single case study research was: What approaches of risk management practices
has the management of Ethiopian Airlines employed to keep the company
operating through the global COVID-19 outbreak?The data collection process
the authors used for this study involved questionnaire which we sent to all
respondents and a semi-structured interviews with the two senior level
managers that have experienced some form of crisis with the company and have
survived. These managers work as key figures within the project management
department and/or the risk management section. Some of them are with more
than ten years of experience between working for the Ethiopian Airlines Group.
We had gone through a rigorous process with the company’s HR office for over
three weeks to get the right participants from the appropriate department for my
study. Out of the almost 15 staff between the two sections (project management
department and the risk management section), we were able to work with six
nominees. The 4 junior level managers with supervisory roles received the
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questionnaires through emails and returned them within 5-7 days each, while
the 2 senior managers received the questionnaires as well and were also
interviewed at different time intervals for the purpose of follow-up based on the
responses they provided on the questionnaires. Upon manual transcription of
the interview materials, we sent the draft transcript back to each participant to
review and correct any answer we may have gotten wrong. Once corrected, the
final interview transcript was compared to the answers given on the
questionnaire in order to determine if the emerging themes as discovered have
direct relationship to the key findings of the study. We also discussed the
aspects of the findings that confirmed the conceptual frameworks and the
existing literature on risk mitigation strategies in crisis management.

4.2 Core Themes
1) Situation Awareness and Decision Making

Risk Management experts explained situation awareness as the perception of
environmental elements and events with respect to time or space, the
comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of their future status. Good
risk management practice involves consistently assessing situations for any
existing or future threats or risks based on the current situations. This concept
of situation awareness speaks to the act of being aware of what is happening
around you, where you are in relation to other people or things, and what
potential threats there might be. It forms part of a well carved risk management
strategy. We discovered that when this critical information are gathered from
every step of the ladder (bottom to top) and made available to decision makers,
it leads to decisive action and smooth implementation. Furthermore, it points to
how much a leader or the company management values collective team efforts.
As shown in their responses, most of the respondents, if not all, clearly showed
how the ET management saw the possible negative impacts the COVID-19
crisis could have on the company, but they also saw the opportunities to
diversify the company’s operations. They allowed their own experts to evaluate
the situation and listened to whatever opinion that came from the experts as an
advice before management took any strategic decision.

2) Leadership Presence Strategy

We found that leadership presence and availability in an organization during
crisis play a significant role in reducing the effect of the crisis on the employees,
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the clients and the company itself. The participants in their responses
emphasized the importance of leadership-employee-client engagement. SLM-1
during the interview stressed on the physical presence, strategic direction, and
exemplary behavior at the highest level of the company. This perspective on
leadership presence strategy involves management making themselves
available sometimes to interact with employees and clients personally. SLM-2
for his contribution to this theme indicated that the physical presence of
leadership during the time of crisis increases the trust and confidence of the
customers in the company and it also reassures the employees “that yes, there
is a crisis, but we believe in our management to solve this and protect our
livelihood”.

In line with the conceptual framework of this study, this emerging theme of
leadership presence and availability involve the physical presence, strategic
direction, and exemplary disposition. The proponents of internal task function
of the team leadership concept promote the ability of the leader to focus on
goals and get the bye-in of team members and juxtaposing goal orientation with
restructuring plans, processes, and roles to achieve organizational objectives
(Northouse, 2016). Furthermore, Northouse (2016) listed eight characteristics
of team features involving clear team goals, having a results-driven structure,
competent team members, unified commitment, collaborative climate,
standards of excellence, external support and recognition, and principled
leadership that help in effective teams. These characteristics played major roles
in bringing to light the risk management approaches employed by the
management team at Ethiopian Airlines to mitigate the impact of this COVID-
19 crisis on the company. This was demonstrated by the management swift
action to remodel several passenger aircrafts to cargo planes when lockdowns
were being imposed across the world to limit the spread of the corona virus. All
the respondents in this study mentioned this move by the company’s
management as very impressive and a form of strategic thinking.

3) Strategic Internal Communication

One significant theme that emerged during the conversation with the various
managers is how management communicates with the employees internally and
how management and staff jointly work together to communicate with
customers externally. SLM-2 admitted that communicating with the over
thousand employees across all departments of the company was the most
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critical thing in dealing with a crisis of such magnitude. This, he noted was a
challenge for both the management and the employees since such health crisis
was new to everyone and there was just little information from the beginning.
“However, we managed to work aggressively with our internal structures that
already exist to get important management decisions and critical messages to
the employees at all levels”. This implies that systematic and factual
communication is a critical component of the risk management strategy of
Ethiopian airlines and the top management adopted it as one key strategy to
mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the company to remain in
business till date.

4) Transparent Public Communication

Transparent public communication was another significant crisis mitigation
strategy used by the ET management. The two senior participants (SLM-1
&SLM-2), as well as junior managers (JLM-2 &JLM-3), indicated how the ET
management recognized the critical need to be transparent with external
customers when communicating about the crisis in order to better positions the
company in the view of the public so the crisis would not present a damaging
impact in terms of public relations. As SLM-1 emphasized “the currency for
public trust is truth and transparent communication”. This idea, he said the ET
management borrowed from public health experts and that it works true for all
fields of businesses and even public service.

5) Link Emerging Themes to Conceptual Framework

The crisis of any sort has varying effects on organizations and their
stakeholders. Crisis leaders will either design mitigation strategies to reduce the
probability of the event occurring, reduce the magnitude of associated
consequences, or both (Kirkos, 2015; Yang, Hsu et al., 2017). The effect of
crisis can be addressed from preventive, proactive and reactive perspectives
(Gurtner, 2016; Lam & Su, 2015), depending on the phase of the occurrence
(Gaudard & Romerio, 2015; Sztojanov & Stamatescu, 2015). Hence the crisis
effect mitigation strategy cannot be universal. More also, given most crises
have early signals that suggest potential danger, sensing and taking proactive
steps, such as developing a comprehensive risk management plan and
mitigation strategy is deemed the first step toward evading or resolving a crisis
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or minimizing their impact (Aljuhmani & Emeagwali, 2017). Managers in a
crisis can take various corrective measures depending on their specific
conditions. As pointed out in chapter 2 of this study, the SCCT for crisis
communication has been empirically supported in various crisis situations
involving product recalls, organizational misdeeds, and accidents (Conrado et
al., 2016). However, our review of available literatures showed that there has
been no research conducted specifically looking at risk management
approaches to mitigate the effect of the crisis in the aviation sector using SCCT.
This also speaks to the fact that no health crisis of this magnitude has hit the
airlines industry over the last century.

Pillai ef al.(2015), observed that during a crisis; leaders have the responsibility
to deal with strategic challenges they face, manage risks exposures and utilize
opportunities, correct errors they make, avoid the pitfalls they need to avoid,
and create the paths away from crisis. This view of the researchers caused them
to define a leader as one who never reacts, but observes, understands, analyzes
and then acts decisively. Similarly, the advocates of TLM model suggests that
leaders are responsible for diagnosing any problems that could potentially
impede group and organizational goal attainment as well as generating and
planning appropriate solutions (Northouse, 2016). This suggestion is largely
seen in the one of the core themes (Leadership presence strategy) that emerged
during our interactions with the respondents. Specifically, JLM-1 mentioned in
his response to one of the questions, use of the “bottom up” approach of
leadership decision making by the ET management. Another respondent, SLM-
1 also alluded to a cordial working relationship amongst the management and
the employees. To this end, after a step-by-step review of all the resources
(literatures, questionnaires, interviews, etc.) that were available for this
research, it is the view of this study that authorities at the Ethiopia Airlines have
demonstrated the Team Leadership Model (TLM) of leadership practices as
described in our investigation and professionally managed and mitigated the
impact of the Corona virus health crisis to keep the company operating to
almost an 80% scale till date. This observation is vividly exemplified in the
management’s strategic decisions, just considerations, and conscious but bold
actions taken at the right time. The above assertion is backed by the responses
given for the specific questions and follow-up interviews of the six participants
chosen for this study provided as outlined in appendix 1.
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4.3. Brief Discussions of Major Findings

As it has been clearly indicated in the introduction, the main objective of this
thesis was to scrutinize the approaches of risk management strategies applied
by authorities at Ethiopian Airlines throughout the global COVID-19 pandemic
to mitigate the effects of the crisis to remain sustainable. This exploratory study
is aimed at assessing and documenting risk management methodologies, best
practices and lessons learned by the airlines to survive the damaging impact of
this unexpected health crisis. In view of this, the following major findings were
obtained on the basis of the qualitative analysis done through this study. The
study revealed that Ethiopian Airlines currently uses the Enterprise Risk
Management approach to manage and handle overall risks event under the
company. As a key finding for this study, remodeling more than twenty (20)
passenger aircrafts from its fleet for use in the cargo service of the business to
accommodate the available opportunities presented by the crisis was the key
risk management approach applied by Ethiopian Airlines authorities throughout
the COVID-19 crisis. This was a very remarkable move which has kept the
company afloat to remain in operations. It is noticed that most of the
respondents agreed that for a large and international company like Ethiopian
Airlines, risk management serves as the backbone of the business. In other
words, risk management is a vital part of ET’s Business plan and it is the
surviving lifeline of the company. The study discovered that the ET
management exhibited situation awareness and decisiveness in decision
making. This implies that the leadership was aware of the negative impacts the
COVID-19 crisis would have on the company, but they also saw the
opportunities that came along with it, so they took advantage of those
opportunities.

The research also disclosed the use of the leadership presence and availability
strategy by ET management. This highlighted the leadership-employee-client
engagement, which suggests how much the company management values
collective team efforts by using the bottom to top approach in decision making.
The study further revealed that Ethiopian Airlines’ Strategic Business Plan calls
for the establishment of “multi-business units” as a key principle. This is seen
in how the company has diversified its operations into tourism, hospitality and
Aviation training in addition to the original passenger and cargo services it
offers. This research discovered that the practice of multi-business units is
cardinal to ET’s risk management strategy which allows the company to easily
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accept whatever risk a given crisis poses, because it has the capacity to spread
the impacts of said risk to other sectors of the business.

5. Conclusion & Recommendations for further research

5.1. Conclusions

The purpose of this qualitative single case study research was to explore the
approaches of risk management strategies applied by authorities at Ethiopian
Airlines throughout the global COVID19 pandemic to mitigate the effects of
the crisis to remain sustainable. My participants were senior and junior level
managers who have been responsible to handle the company’s risk management
operations and the project management departments, and they have
successfully managed the company through this and other crises and remained
operational and sustainable in business. As Coombs (2015) and Opitz et al.
(2018) suggested, a crisis is a frequent phenomenon in business circles as in
other areas of life and presents both threat and opportunity. However, a crisis
does not happen overnight but begin, develop, and crystallizes into a disaster if
not attended (Cakar, 2018; Coombs, 2015; Liff & Wahlstrom, 2018). The
negative effect of a crisis on the aviation sector and provision of travel related
services is destructive as the effect has the propensity to destroy a given
organization/airline company leading to loss of capital, loss of business
opportunity, loss of reputation and loss of employment. Consequently, the need
for well layout strategies to mitigate the effect of the crisis has the potential of
protecting the investment of shareholders and the employment of qualified
employees.

The study further found out from that Ethiopian Airlines uses the Enterprise
Risk Management (ERM) approach as a business principle to handle and
manage the company’s overall risks regardless of where such risk emerges.
Relying on its firmed and well- structured governance system, the management
focused on the skill sets of their human resources and the availability of their
leadership during this crisis. Additionally, we also discovered that the
leadership adopted strategic internal communication through the staff to engage
with the customers, transparent public communications to protect the image of
the organization throughout the pandemic. Moreover, the ET management
exhibited situation awareness and decisiveness in decision making. Respondent
SLM-1, explained with no doubt that the swift move by the company
management to listen to its risk management experts’ advice and shift or
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remodel more than twenty (20) passenger aircrafts for use in the cargo section
of the business was very remarkable. This he noted above all, was a more
offensive strategy of the company’s business plan which re-aligns resources
into innovative processes to reposition the company and remain sustainable in
times of crisis. A natural situation such as this COVID-19 health crisis is a real
phenomenon and has destroyed many organizations, livelihoods, and
commercial projects in many countries across the globe. However, some
multilateral and continental companies and individual business practitioners
have adopted key strategies especially in terms of risk mitigation to overcome
the difficulties presented by these crises and remain sustainable.

For seventy-five (75) years now and still counting, Ethiopian Airlines has
recorded great success and survived very few crises as a company. This is due
to what I will characterize as visionary and far-sighted leadership and I have
documented some of their success strategies used for this global health crisis to
help other leaders in the aviation/travel industry in African, who will be
interested in learning from the ET experience to save their institutions and
survive any turbulence during and after the crisis. I believe these findings will
serve as lessons to protect investments, sustain employment and save the
livelihoods of employees in the hospitality, tourism and other air travel related
services in Africa and beyond.

5.2 Recommendation for Further Research

As already mentioned several times, the aim of this study was to explore the
approaches of risk management strategies applied by authorities at Ethiopian
Airlines throughout the global COVID-19 pandemic to mitigate the effects of
the crisis to remain sustainable. The researcher limited the participants to six
managers in total (2 senior and 4 junior levels) who are responsible to handle
Ethiopian airlines’ risk management operations and the project management
departments who have successfully managed the company through this and
other crises and remained operational. The limitations of the study included the
possible biases of the participants, which could affect the trustworthiness of the
study. The researchers could reduce participant biases by using the mixed
method of data collection involving questionnaire surveys and structured-
interviews based on the availability of the participants. It is also important to
mention that the scope of the study was only limited to a particular company
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(Ethiopian Airlines) and a small sample size of six risk and project management
experts which may not represent the entire population of institutions which have
faced and survived crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. It is therefore the
researcher’s opinion that future studies could expand the number of case studies
with a larger sample size involving more companies in the aviation industry in
Africa with successful outcomes of crisis management and risk mitigation
strategies for a more expanded view on the subject.

Additionally, future research work on crisis management and risk mitigation
could include the other African airlines that suffered the larger blow of the crisis
through bankruptcy, staff layout and subsequent closure or ceased operations.
The experiences of these other airlines like South African Airways for example,
might introduce a new approach and bring about different perspectives on
strategies for future crisis effect mitigation. Moreover, given the perspectives
of the risk and project management experts provided for this study could be
limited to their experiences, the future research could benefit from the diversity
of management positions to include other participants such as board members,
general employees and other line managers who benefit from the work of the
risk management team.

According to Jinet al.(2018), employees are crisis management partners and
would have adopted some strategies at their own levels to handle the pressure
from customers. Those other managers who would have adopted specific
implementation strategies within their departments could provide more insight
into crisis management and risk mitigation strategy. We, therefore, recommend
further studies into effective crisis management and risk mitigation involving
other employees of Ethiopian Airlines to have a more rounded and broader
perspective with specific focus on effective implementation of risk mitigation
strategy in time of crisis. This study notes that there may be various types of
crises that the aviation industry in Africa faces, and it would be insightful to
select a specific type of crisis and explore possible mitigation strategies
accordingly. While some companies experience identity crisis or mission drift
crisis, others also experienced either liquidity, regulatory or default crisis
(Boateng et al., 2016; Breza & Kinnan, 2016; Mia et al., 2019; Valackiené
&Virbickaité, 2011). The crises in the aviation sector may vary in nature from
natural to man-made events. Hence, such crises could also need different
mitigation strategies. The future studies could, therefore, explore specific crisis
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type to allow in-depth investigations and analysis of the relevant approaches to
gain a greater understanding of the crisis phenomena.
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3. Interview JLM-1 RMS: Junior Level Management from the Risk
Management Department of Ethiopian Airlines, 08 March 2021.

4. Interview JLM-2 PMD: Junior Level Management from the Project
Management Department of Ethiopian Airlines, 09 March 2021.

5. Interview JLM-3 PMD: Junior Level Management from the Project
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