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The reality of
leadership in
aviation
Aviation isn’t just about planes in the sky - it’s a complex,
high-stakes ecosystem where every player, from
manufacturers to airlines, air traffic controllers to
maintenance crews, is interconnected. The industry
moves people, goods, and drives economic growth,
generating $4.1 trillion in global economic impact and
supporting over 86 million jobs worldwide.
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But aviation is also one of the toughest industries to
work in. It never stops. It’s one of the few true 24/7
sectors, demanding split-second decision-making, global
crisis management, and constant adaptability. Whether
it’s geopolitical instability, pandemics, extreme weather,
or volatile oil prices, aviation executives live in a
perpetual state of high alert.

Yet, amid the unrelenting pressures, one critical element
is often overlooked: the health and wellbeing of the very
leaders keeping this industry moving.

To better understand the real challenges executives face,
we surveyed over 200 aviation leaders across all sectors.
We asked them to select their top three challenges, when
it comes to wellbeing and performance. Their insights
paint a clear picture: stress, burnout, and declining
health are taking a toll on both performance and
personal lives.



"There’s no such thing
as a mid-life crisis in
aviation because every
day is a crisis!"

- Herb Kelleher



The three biggest health
challenges facing
aviation executives 
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Managing stress
& avoiding
burnout

Balancing career
demands & personal
wellbeing

Maintaining mental
clarity & focus in high-
stakes situations

01

02

03

36%

28%

18%

* other answers : 
Finding sustainable ways to boost energy levels throughout the day - 11%
Accessing the right support or resources for mental and physical health - 5%
Other - 2%



Managing stress & 
avoiding burnout

Balancing career demands with
personal wellbeing

Aviation leaders are expected to operate under relentless
intensity. High-pressure decision-making, constant
travel, and demanding workloads create a perfect storm
for chronic stress. In the UK alone, stress-related deaths
reach nearly 180,000 annually - a statistic that aviation
executives can’t afford to ignore.

Executives are deeply committed to the industry and their companies, but this
commitment often comes at a personal cost. Health becomes an afterthought,
leading to exhaustion, poor sleep, and long-term health consequences. The
biggest myth? That prioritizing health requires more time - when in reality,
smarter strategies yield greater productivity in less time.

Maintaining mental clarity &
focus in high-stakes situations

Aviation leaders don’t just manage logistics - they have to make critical
decisions daily. Yet, stress and exhaustion sabotage cognitive function. Studies
have shown that chronic stress is associated with forgetfulness, rigid thinking,
difficulties with concentrating, constant worrying, and poor judgement – none
of which belong in a cockpit or boardroom.  In an aviation context, the negative
effects of stress on decision-making could have disastrous consequences.
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What aviation
executives want 
most

6

01

02

03

21%

20%

16%

* other answers : 
Build habits that support long-term, wellbeing and fulfilment- 15%
Increase resilience to manage stress more effectively - 11%
Extend career longevity by maintaining good health - 9%
Improve energy levels for greater productivity - 8%

Achieving a better work-life
balance

Sustainable high performance
without health trade-offs

Sharper mental
focus & clarity



The concept of work-life balance is outdated. 
Work is not separate from life, it’s part of it. Instead of treating
them as opposing forces, the aviation industry must create
environments where career success and personal wellbeing
coexist seamlessly. This means fostering a culture that
supports sustainable work habits, smarter health strategies,
and an approach where performance thrives alongside
wellbeing.

Achieving a better
work-life balance

Sustainable high performance
without health trade-offs 
The notion that achieving career success means compromising health is a false
assumption. The aviation industry has long been associated with overwork -
pulling all-nighters, skipping vacations, and constantly pushing through
exhaustion. But the reality is, health is the ultimate performance enhancer.
Leaders who prioritize their wellbeing experience sharper decision-making,
increased stamina, and the ability to lead with greater clarity and effectiveness.
Organizations that support executive health don’t just create healthier leaders,
they create stronger, more resilient and more profitable businesses.

Sharper mental focus & clarity

In an era of endless distractions - emails, meetings, and firefighting urgent issues
- executives struggle to maintain the deep focus required for strategic thinking.
Studies show that interruptions can take up to 23 minutes to recover from,
leading to decreased productivity and decision fatigue. Executives need
structured strategies to minimize distractions, improve cognitive function, and
work smarter - not harder. The best leaders recognize that mental clarity is a
competitive advantage. 7



Why traditional
solutions aren’t
working

8

92% of the surveyed aviation
executives have tried
traditional solutions to take
control of  their wellbeing, but
the common strategies are
falling short.



 

25%

19%

15%

Joining a gym

While exercise is essential, inconsistent habits and
overcomplicated fitness routines often lead to frustration and
eventual abandonment. Many executives sign up for gyms with
the best intentions, but long hours, constant travel, and lack of
energy mean these memberships often go unused. The key is
finding simple, sustainable movement strategies that
seamlessly integrate into daily life rather than relying on
sporadic, time-consuming workouts.

Taking time off to
recharge
The idea that a vacation can undo months or years of
accumulated stress is misleading. Disconnecting is nearly
impossible when work follows you home and onto your holiday.
Many executives return feeling more overwhelmed than before,
facing a backlog of tasks that erases any temporary relief. The
real solution isn’t just time off, it’s embedding daily recovery
practices into busy schedules to prevent burnout before it
happens.

Practicing traditional
stress management
Meditation, yoga, and breathing exercises are great tools, but
their effectiveness depends on consistent practice - something
most executives struggle to maintain amid hectic schedules.
When stress is already high, it’s difficult to start a new habit.
What’s needed is a more proactive approach that incorporates
stress resilience into leadership strategies, ensuring executives
stay calm and focused even in high-pressure situations.
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The solution: a
smarter, simpler
approach to
executive wellbeing
At Wellnesstory, we developed
TAKEOFF -  a science-backed,
aviation-tailored framework that
integrates small but powerful
habits into high-performance
lifestyle.
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Seven steps to
sustainable 

leadership health

Making physical activity practical and integrated into daily
routines.

Transforming sleep from an afterthought into a leadership
strategy.

       AT YOURSELF
HEALTHY

       VERHAUL
YOUR MOVEMENT

     IX YOUR SLEEP

   URN  OFF  
AUTOPILOT

       DDRESS 
YOUR  STRESS 

       NOW 
YOUR WHY 

    ASTEN YOUR
SEATBELT

Awareness of habitual stress responses and health patterns.

Strategies for resilience and recovery that fit into a demanding 
schedule.

Aligning health goals with long-term career success.

Smart, practical nutrition for cognitive and physical
performance.

Building a personalized wellness blueprint for sustained high
performance.

T
A
K
E
O
F
F
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Why this matters

The future of aviation leadership
therefore depends on a shift toward
sustainable performance and building
more health-centric cultures so that
people can thrive and perform at a
higher level. 

Aviation thrives on precision, agility, and high
performance. Yet even the most sophisticated aircraft
require consistent maintenance to stay at peak
efficiency. The same holds true for leadership. A leader’s
ability to drive results, navigate complexity, and inspire
teams depends on sustained energy, resilience, and
mental clarity.

The aviation industry cannot afford to normalize poor
health, exhaustion and burnout. A culture that prioritizes
leadership wellbeing is a culture that fosters innovation,
long-term strategic thinking, and operational excellence.
High-functioning executives are not those who simply
push through stress - they are the ones who build
sustainable habits that enhance decision-making, focus,
and endurance.

It can often be difficult for leaders to put up their hand
and admit that they need help. But the reality is that
everyone is in the same boat. There are very few
individuals that are unaffected by the pressure and stress
of modern life and the challenges of working in the
aviation industry. But by continuing to ignore the
problem and pushing through the pain, we’re only
storing the problems up for later. The resulting mental
and physical illnesses can be serious - even life
threatening.
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If you’re an aviation executive looking for a smarter way
to sustain high performance - both for yourself and your
team - let’s talk.

Let’s start building that
future today. 

Click here to schedule a free 30-minute consultation

For companies, our Health-Centric Leadership program helps organizations
foster a culture where executives and teams thrive. If you want to reduce
burnout, enhance decision-making, and drive long-term business success, let’s
discuss how embedding wellbeing into leadership strategy can transform your
company’s performance.

For individuals, our one-to-one executive coaching is designed to help high-
performing aviation leaders build resilience, sharpen focus, and sustain peak
performance. If stress, exhaustion, or declining energy levels are affecting your
leadership, schedule a call with us to explore how small, strategic shifts can
radically improve your health and supercharge your efficiency.

Health is the runway to success - let’s ensure
aviation’s top leaders are Ready for TAKEOFF!
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https://calendly.com/wellnesstory/wellnesstory-discovery-call-clone-1


We bring a unique blend of aviation leadership
experience and wellness expertise. We are former
airline executives with over 25 years of combined
leadership experience. We have been in the
trenches and we know what a senior aviation
executive’s life is like. 

We know the challenges but we also know the opportunities. We
designed the TAKEOFF program specifically for you. We will be your
co-pilots in creating a sustainable healthy lifestyle that will
supercharge your life and inspire the people around you.

About us 

Natasa Kazmer Jim Callaghan
Co-founder of Wizz Air 
Former Head of Corporate Communications
and Public Affairs of Wizz Air Group
Former GM of Wizz Air Ukraine
Leaderhsip and communication coach
Nutrition & breath coach 

Former General Counsel and Company
Secretary of Etihad Airways
Former General Counsel and Company
Secretary of Ryanair 
Former General Counsel of Uber EMEA
Stanford Diploma in Exercise Physiology 
L1 Crossfit coach 
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