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Air India's Turnaround Goes Off the Flight
Plan

= Hindustan Times 31 July 2026

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Privatisation was meant to fix Air India's problems by removing the state's hand from day-to-
day management. If the turnaround is now stalling under private ownership too, does that

suggest the original diagnosis, that state ownership was the core problem, was incomplete?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Selling the airline was the easy transaction; rebuilding the airline is the actual project, and three years in,

the project is running behind the schedule the transaction’s champions implied.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Disinvestment and privatisation of public-sector enterprises is a recurring GS3 theme, and Air India offers
UPSC’s most prominent recent case study for testing whether candidates understand that ownership change is

a necessary but not sufficient condition for organisational turnaround.

GS Paper 3: Indian economy, effects of liberalisation on the economy; infrastructure: airports and civil

aviation; government policies for disinvestment.

For Prelimes, fix the Tata Group’s 2022 acquisition of Air India and the “Vihaan.AI” transformation plan as

the key named facts.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT
Disinvestment/privatisation Transfer of a state-owned enterprise’s Air India (2022, Tata Group) is
ownership, wholly or partly, to private hands UPSC’s most current, high-

profile case study

Vihaan.Al Air India’s post-privatisation transformation The specific named plan whose
plan under Tata ownership targets this editorial assesses

Legacy operational Deep-rooted organisational, cultural and asset- The analytical concept this

dysfunction base problems accumulated under prior editorial centres on

ownership, not automatically resolved by a

change of ownership

Turnaround timeline The realistic multi-year period required for A recurring gap between
organisational transformation, often longer announced targets and actual
than initial projections delivery timelines in large

turnarounds

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Tata Group acquired Air India from the Government of India in 2022, ending decades of state ownership
marked by sustained financial losses, an ageing fleet, and declining market share and service reputation. The
acquisition was widely welcomed as returning the airline to its original founding family’s stewardship and as a
template for successful public-sector disinvestment. The “Vihaan.AI” plan set out ambitious, multi-year
targets for fleet modernisation, network expansion, service-quality improvement and market-share recovery,

against which the airline’s actual three-year progress is now being assessed.

MILESTONE DETAIL

Privatisation 2022, Tata Group acquisition

Transformation plan “Vihaan.AI”

Time elapsed as of July 2026 Approximately 3 years

Recent setback Ahmedabad crash and subsequent safety scrutiny

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Why the turnaround narrative has slowed

The initial optimism around Air India’s privatisation rested partly on the assumption that removing state
ownership would resolve the airline’s core problems: bureaucratic decision-making, underinvestment, and

political interference. Three years in, fleet modernisation, replacing and updating an ageing aircraft fleet at
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scale, remains incomplete, and service-quality complaints persist at a level that has drawn continued public
and media attention, suggesting the original diagnosis of “state ownership as the primary constraint” was, at

best, incomplete.

The Ahmedabad crash as a compounding, not merely coincidental, setback

Heightened safety scrutiny following the Ahmedabad crash has imposed costs beyond the immediate incident
itself: regulatory attention, reputational damage, and the operational disruption of responding to safety
reviews all compete for management bandwidth with the ongoing transformation effort, at precisely the point
in the turnaround where consistent, positive momentum was most needed to rebuild customer and market

confidence.

What ownership change does and does not fix

A change of ownership can remove certain structural constraints almost immediately, access to capital,
freedom from state procurement rules, insulation from populist pricing pressure. It cannot as quickly dissolve
an ageing physical asset base requiring years of capital-intensive replacement, entrenched work-culture and
labour-relations patterns built over decades, or the accumulated reputational damage of a prior era, all of

which require sustained, patient remediation rather than a single change-of-control event.

The case for patience, carefully qualified

Global airline-turnaround precedents suggest a decade-scale horizon is more realistic than a three-year one,
meaning Air India’s current stalling should not necessarily be read as evidence that privatisation failed. The
important qualification is that patience should not translate into an absence of scrutiny: transparent,
independently verified safety and service-quality metrics remain essential even while the longer
transformation plays out, since a longer timeline is a reasonable expectation, but not an excuse for reduced

accountability.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Distinguish problems a change of ownership can solve quickly from problems it can only
enable solving over a longer horizon. Ownership and governance changes are often treated in policy
discourse as if they instantly reset an organisation’s trajectory, but most large organisational turnarounds
separate into an immediate structural-constraint-removal phase and a much longer, harder culture-and-asset-
remediation phase. When evaluating any privatisation or major ownership-change case, identify which phase
the evidence you are examining actually reflects, since judging a multi-year remediation problem against an

immediate-reset expectation systematically produces premature and misleading conclusions.
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THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture an old house (Air India under state ownership) with a leaking roof, outdated wiring and a foundation
crack, sold to new owners (the Tata Group) in 2022. The new owners immediately gain the freedom to
renovate without needing permission from a prior landlord, a genuine and valuable change. But the roof still
leaks until it is actually replaced, the wiring still needs to be redone room by room, and the foundation crack
requires careful, load-bearing repair that cannot be rushed without risking the whole structure. Three years in,
the new owners have started renovations, some rooms look better, but the house is not yet the house the sale
announcement implied it would quickly become, and an unexpected storm (the Ahmedabad crash) has just

tested how much of the old structural weakness remains.

WAY FORWARD

O® publish independently verified, standardised safety and service-quality metrics on a

regular cadence, rather than relying primarily on the company’s self-reported progress narrative.

2 Reset public expectations to a realistic, decade-scale turnaround horizon, consistent
with global airline-privatisation precedents, rather than the implicit shorter timeline of early

Vihaan.Al framing.

3 Prioritise fleet-modernisation and safety-related capital investiment ahead of brand and
marketing spend, given the direct link between ageing assets and both safety scrutiny and service-

quality complaints.

o Maintain regulatory oversight intensity on safety compliance regardless of the airline’s

private ownership status, avoiding any perception that privatisation reduces safety accountability.

nvest deliberately in work-culture and labour-relations remediation, recognising tha
O t deliberately i k-cult dlab lati diati gnising that
legacy organisational culture does not change automatically with a change of ownership and

requires sustained management attention.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has tested disinvestment policy and public-sector enterprise reform as a recurring GS3 theme, and Air
India’s ongoing post-privatisation trajectory offers a live, evolving case study likely to remain exam-relevant as

the turnaround continues to unfold.

Practice question: “A change of ownership can remove structural constraints quickly but cannot dissolve
legacy organisational dysfunction on the same timeline.” Examine this claim with reference to Air India’s post-

privatisation turnaround under Tata Group ownership. (250 words, 15 marks)

Interview angle: Privatisation was meant to fix Air India’s problems by removing the state’s hand from day-
to-day management. If the turnaround is now stalling under private ownership too, does that suggest the

original diagnosis, that state ownership was the core problem, was incomplete?
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Sources: Hindustan Times, Directorate General of Civil Aviation, Ministry of Civil Aviation

Source: Air India's Turnaround Goes Off the Flight Plan — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Air India’s privatisation to the Tata Group, initially framed as a
decisive fix for decades of loss-making state-airline dysfunction,
has produced a slower and more uneven turnaround than
anticipated more than four years in, with safety scrutiny following
the Ahmedabad crash, delayed fleet modernisation, and
continued service-quality complaints suggesting that ownership
change alone does not automatically resolve deep, legacy
operational and cultural problems.

v SUPPORTING

* The "Vihaan.Al" transformation plan set ambitious targets for fleet modernisation, service
standards and market share recovery, but more than four years into private ownership
several of these targets remain substantially unmet, indicating the turnaround timeline was
likely underestimated at the outset.

* Heightened safety scrutiny following the Ahmedabad crash has imposed additional
operational and reputational costs precisely when the airline needed to demonstrate

reliability to rebuild customer trust and market share against increasingly competitive
domestic and international rivals.

* Legacy issues inherited from the state-airline era, ageing aircraft, entrenched work-culture
practices, and complex unionised labour relationships, do not automatically dissolve upon a
change of ownership, and often require a longer, more deliberate remediation timeline than
a change-of-control transaction alone provides.

A COUNTER

Airline turnarounds globally have historically required a decade-scale horizon even under
well-resourced private ownership, so a little over four years, still short of that horizon, may
understate progress already made on fleet orders, route network rationalisation and brand

repositioning that will only become fully visible over a longer timeline.

— WAY FORWARD

Evaluate Air India’s turnaround on a longer, decade-scale horizon consistent with global
airline-turnaround precedents, while insisting on transparent, independently verified safety
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and service-quality metrics in the interim rather than relying solely on the company’s own

progress narrative.

gé. MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Examine the challenges facing Air India's post-privatisation turnaround under Tata Group ownership,

and assess what this case reveals about the limits of ownership change alone as a solution to legacy

public-sector enterprise problems. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Air India’s privatisation to the Tata Group in 2022 was widely framed as a decisive solution to decades of
loss-making dysfunction under state ownership, but three years on, the “Vihaan.Al"” transformation plan’s
targets remain substantially unmet, and the airline now faces heightened safety scrutiny following the

Ahmedabad crash alongside continued fleet-modernisation delays and service-quality complaints.

BODY

The turnaround'’s stalling illustrates a broader lesson about privatisation as a policy tool: a change of
ownership can remove certain structural constraints, state-imposed pricing pressure, bureaucratic
procurement delays, political interference in operational decisions, but it does not automatically dissolve
deeper legacy problems embedded in an organisation’s operational culture, workforce relationships, and
physical asset base. Air India inherited an ageing fleet requiring substantial capital investment to
modernise, entrenched work-culture practices built over decades of state-airline operation, and complex
labour relationships that any new owner, however well-resourced, must navigate carefully rather than
override unilaterally.

The Ahmedabad crash and subsequent safety scrutiny compound these challenges by imposing additional
costs, both reputational and operational, precisely during the period when the airline most needed to
demonstrate improved reliability to recover market share from increasingly competitive rivals. This does
not necessarily indicate that privatisation was the wrong decision, airline turnarounds globally have
historically required a decade or longer horizon even under well-resourced private ownership, but it does
suggest that the initial three-year timeline implicit in early Vihaan.Al framing understated the genuine

difficulty of the task.

CONCLUSION

Air India’s case is best read not as evidence that privatisation failed, but as a caution against expecting
ownership change alone to resolve legacy operational and cultural dysfunction on a compressed timeline;
the more appropriate evaluation horizon is longer, and should rest on transparent, independently verified

metrics rather than the company’s self-reported progress narrative.
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