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Chart 1: UK Airline Pilots - Average Annual Hours Flown - 1997-2007 

Productivity Metrics  

Pilot Hours Flown 

Ratio of annual hours 
flown by each airline and 
average pilot headcount 
during the year 

Pilot Cost per Flight-Hour 

Ratio of total annual pilot 
costs and annual hours 
flown by each airline 

Pilot Ratio 

Number of pilots required 
per aircraft, by seat/rank 
based on average units 
and average headcount  

   

 

 

       

       

Introduction  

This is the first in a series that analyses the productivity of pilots flying with UK-based 
airlines. We measure productivity using the three metrics opposite, derived from publicly 
available data for 2005-2007. Figures are presented for 14 of the largest passenger carriers 
based in the UK, and for Ryanair. The next issue in Summer 2009 will include data for 2008. 

Efficient crew deployment is an important consideration for airlines. Crew typically represent 
10 to 15% of total costs, of which pilots are the largest component. Careful optimisation of 
these costs can confer a competitive advantage, however crew economics are complex and 
the varying nature of networks and schedules means that no one metric is sufficient to fully 
assess performance. Rather than seeking to identify who is most efficient overall, this 
monitor aims to highlight trends and lead airlines to question whether they are as efficient 
as they could be. In addition to the metrics presented, we recommend that airlines monitor 
items such as duty hours and days worked, the distribution of duty and flying hours, and 
dilution from pilot overheads and training. The merits of efficient crew deployment must 
also be considered in the context of wider commercial and operational performance.  

Key Findings  

In 2007, average pilot hours flown declined for the first time since 2002, although many airlines still witnessed an 
increase, with low cost airlines extracting the greatest number of hours from their pilots. easyJet fell back significantly 
as it recovered from the pilot shortage of Summer 2006, while flybe may have been adversely affected by the 
acquisition of BA Connect. In contrast, British Airways consolidated its position as the most productive full-service 
airline in terms of hours flown. From a cost perspective, however, BA still has the highest pilot cost per flight-hour, 
albeit only marginally higher than Virgin Atlantic, and at around twice that of the lowest-cost airlines.  

Average Hours Flown by All UK Pilots 

Airline expansion from 2003 
to 2006 was accompanied by 
a sharp increase in average 
hours flown, reflecting a 
tight pilot recruitment 
market, economies of scale 
and active efforts by carriers 
to improve productivity. 
Chart 1 shows how, in 2007, 
average annual hours flown 
by pilots of UK-based 
carriers fell for the first time 
since 2002, to 529 hours, at 
a time when the economy 
and passenger traffic started 
to falter, and fuel prices 
reached new highs.  

As the economic downturn 
progresses, productivity may fall further, as there will be some lag before the impact of actions to trim fleets and 
workforce are felt. It remains to be seen whether average hours flown will return to the levels witnessed prior to 
2002, or whether a higher underlying level of productivity will prevail given the structural changes of recent years. 

For further details call Jim Paton on 07981 948540 or email info@invenzyme.com
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Chart 2: Annual Hours Flown by Pilots of UK-based Airlines - 2007
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Chart 3: Annual Hours Flown by Pilots of UK-Based Airlines 2005-07

2005

2006

2007

Airline

Pilot Average 

Hours Flown

% Change           

2006-2007

Pilot Cost per 

Flight-Hour (£)

% Change           

2006-2007

bmibaby 669 -2% 175 -5%

Ryanair 654 6% 149 3%

Jet2 607 32% 259 -4%

British Airways 593 1% 331 1%

Thomas Cook 572 3% 271 -11%

First Choice 565 -4% 315 -23%

XL Airways 559 8% 234 16%

easyJet 541 -19% 240 -26%

Virgin Atlantic 536 6% 330 -2%

Monarch 524 -4% 277 -10%

MyTravel 512 6% 318 -10%

Thomsonfly 507 -4% 310 5%

bmi group 469 -6% 258 -8%

flybe 430 7% 248 -23%

UK Average 529 -3% 283 -6%

Pilot Hours Flown by Airline  

Chart 2 shows average 
annual hours flown by pilots 
at the largest airlines in the 
UK. In practice, individual 
pilot hours will be widely 
distributed around the 
averages. The majority of 
carriers lie between 500 and 
700 hours, compared with a 
legal maximum of 900 hours 
p.a. However, figures include 
pilot managers, trainers, 
pilots in training and part-
timers, who may not 
contribute fully to the line. 
The average hours of pilots 
flying the line full-time, will 
typically be 10-20% higher 
than the figures shown. 

Table 1: Pilot Hours and Unit Pilot Cost 

for 2007 and Change vs 2006 

As might be expected, low-cost airlines 
are generally the most productive in 
terms of pilot hours flown given their 
high utilisation business models. 
ōƳƛōŀōȅΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƳŀȅΣ 
however, have benefited from being 
part of the wider bmi group. Of note, 
both easyJet and flybe experienced a 
sharp decline in hours flown in 2007. 
Conversion training at flybe following 
its takeover of BA Connect will have 
diluted hours flown, while easyJet will 
have been impacted by remedial action 
following pilot shortages in 2006.  
 

British Airways is the full-
service airline with the 
highest pilot hours flown. In 
contrast, flybe exhibits the 
lowest level among those 
airlines examined. This 
reflects the shorter stage-
length of its more regional 
operation. Flybe pilots may 
however compensate by 
flying on a greater number of 
duty days.  
 
Chart 3 illustrates airline 
trends from 2005 to 2007. Of 
note, Thomas Cook has seen 
productivity increase steadily 
and now sits well ahead of its 
fellow charter operators. 
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Chart 5: Pilot Cost (GBP) per Flight-Hour for UK-Based Airlines -2007
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Chart 6: Pilot Cost (£) per Flight-Hour for UK-Based Airlines 2005-07

2005
2006
2007

Productivity also improved 
year on year at MyTravel, 
strengthening its lead and that 
of merger partner Thomas 
Cook over the rival First 
Choice/Thomsonfly pairing. 

Chart 4 shows that airline 
growth is often accompanied 
by a decline in average hours 
flown by pilots. An increase in 
training is likely to be one of 
the main factors responsible. 
Moreover, the step-function 
nature of crew costs means 
that airlines tread a fine line 
between maximising the 
utilisation of existing crew and 
recruiting enough new pilots. 

Pilot Cost per Flight -Hour  

Table 1 above and Chart 5 
opposite illustrate how 
individual carriers perform in 
unit cost terms.  Once again, 
low cost carriers are the best 
performers, while British 
Airways costs are the highest, 
despite their favourable 
position in the hours flown 
rankings. Virgin Atlantic and a 
number of long-standing 
charter airlines also have 
above average pilot costs per 
flight-hour.  This is likely to 
reflect the older, more 
experienced workforce in 
those airlines as well as legacy 
industrial agreements.   

Chart 6 illustrates unit pilot 
cost performance from 2005 
to 2007. Despite their low 
ranking in 2007, British 
Airways have improved their 
cost position year on year, and 
their resulting unit pilot cost 
per flight-hour is now only 
marginally higher than that of 
Virgin Atlantic, who have 
instead witnessed year on year 
increases, along with bmi 
Group and most of the charter 
airlines. Of note, there is a 
factor of around two between 
the lowest and highest unit 
pilot costs for those carriers 
considered.  
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