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0 1 · T OP -L INE

T H E  Q U AR T E R I N F O U R  N U M B E R S

Same hierarchy — new pressure points.
Q1 2026 numbers split cleanly: Delta led on revenue total, United on the bottom line, Southwest on transformation, American still in the red.

$51.6 B

Combined Q1 2026 
operating revenue 
across the Big Four U.S. 
carriers.

$1.79B

Combined operating 
income — 56% of which 
sits at United alone.

$1.15 B

United's net-income lead 
over Delta — driven by 
fuel, maintenance & 
investment items.

Across airlines 
in Q1 2026:

Demand — strong
Revenue — record levels
Profitability — dictated by 
costs (especially fuel) 

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Source: Carrier Q1 2026 filings



0 2 · THE Q1 2 026  HI ERAR CHY

F OU R  C A R R I ER S ,  FO U R  S T OR I E S

Same market. Four very different quarters.
First-quarter results showed a clearer split between revenue quality and bottom-line discipline — with corporate 
demand strengthening across the board.

BOT TOM-LINE LEAD ER  · #1

United Airlines
NASDAQ: UAL

Strongest profitability of the 
quarter. Cost discipline plus 

international strength and 
growth in premium delivered 

$997M operating income — 

nearly double Delta's. A $389M 

special-charge gain helped.

REVENUE LEADER ·  #2

Delta Air Lines
NYSE: DAL

Highest revenue and best unit 
economics again, with record 

corporate sales. Caught on the 
wrong side of fuel, 

maintenance and investment 

write-downs — a quarter-

specific drag.

TR ANSFORMAT ION WOR KI NG ·  #3

Southwest Airlines
NYSE: LUV

First tangible proof that the 
business transformation is 

moving the numbers. 
Strongest managed-business 

quarter on record, with margin 

expansion across the model.

STILL RECOVERING · #4

American Airlines
NASDAQ: AAL

Revenue improved and 
managed corporate revenue 

grew 13%, but cost pressure 
and execution kept the airline 

in operating-loss territory. 

Margin recovery remains 

limited.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Ranked by Q1 2026 operating income



0 3 ·  T HE Q1 20 26 HEADL IN E

R EV ENUE VS. EXPENSE · THE REAL STORY

Delta led on revenue. 
United won the 
bottom line by $1.15B 
— on three line items.

+21% +24%

$389M $587M



0 4 · Q1 20 26 SC OR EBOARD

F I R S T QU A R TE R  2 02 6 ·  R E P OR T E D  M E T R I C S

Six metrics that explain the quarter.
Leaders highlighted in sky; colored bars show each carrier's relative position on that row.

Metric
Q 1 2 02 6

American
AA L

Delta
DA L

United
U AL

Southwest
L U V

Operating Revenue
$ BIL LIO NS

$13.91 $15.85 $14.61 $7.25

Operating Income
$ MIL LIO NS

−$41 $501 $997 $330

Operating Margin
PERC ENT

−0.3% 3.2% 6.8% 4.6%

GAAP Net Income
$ MIL LIO NS

−$382 −$289 $699 $227

TRASM
¢ ·  REV ENU E PER  AS M

19.32¢ 22.92¢ 18.80¢ 17.24¢

Load Factor
PERC ENT

81.3% 81.6% 81.6% 74.1%

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Sources: Carrier Q1 2026 earnings filings



0 5 ·  REVEN UE QUAL IT Y VS. C OST

QU I C K  R OI  L EN S

Where the spread tells the truth.
TRASM minus CASM — cents earned per available seat mile after operating cost. United's spread is the widest. 
American's spread is negative.

United (UAL)

TRASM 18.80¢

CASM 17.52¢

Spread +1.28¢

Take Best balance of revenue 
& cost in the quarter.

Southwest (LUV)

TRASM 17.24¢

CASM 16.46¢

Spread +0.78¢

Take Early transformation 
gains showing through.

Delta (DAL)

TRASM 22.92¢

CASM 22.20¢

Spread +0.72¢

Take Highest TRASM, but cost 
spike narrowed the 
spread.

American (AAL)

TRASM 19.32¢

CASM 19.38¢

Spread −0.06¢

Take Costs slightly outrun 
revenue.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Spread = TRASM − CASM



0 6 ·  MAR KET CAPIT ALI ZAT ION

MA R K ET  C AP I T A L I Z AT I ON  ·  M AY 1,  2 0 2 6

What the market thinks.
Valuations confirm the operating story — Delta priced for durability, United rewarded for cost discipline, Southwest 
holding ground on transformation, American discounted on execution risk.

Delta Air Lines $45.2B 45.2 $B

United Airlines $29.5B 29.5 $B

Southwest Airlines $19.8B 19.8 $B

American Airlines $7.8B 7.8 $B

Read: Delta still commands the premium valuation despite a soft Q1. United has narrowed the gap on bottom-line credibility. Southwest 

holds steady on early transformation evidence. American's market cap continues to reflect investor scepticism on margin recovery.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 As of May 1, 2026



0 7 ·  WHAT DR OVE THE QUAR TER

W HA T  D R OVE  T H E QU A R T ER

Three forces shaping Q1 2026.
The Q1 2026 story turned on volume returning to corporate, the cabin divide widening further, and fuel pressure building into Q2.

01
C O R P O R A TE  I S  B AC K  —  B R O A D L Y

Volume, not just price, is finally 
moving.

American managed corporate revenue 

+13% YoY. Delta called it a quarterly record. 

Southwest reported its strongest managed-

business quarter on record; United reported 

higher business traveler volumes and 

growth in premium and international 

revenues.

02
P R E M I U M  >  E C O NO M Y

The cabin divide keeps widening.

Premium revenue carried a 

disproportionate share of growth and 

margin again. Domestic main-cabin 

demand, especially in lower-yield 

segments, is under visible pressure across 

the network airlines.

03
F U EL  P RE S S UR E  AH EA D

Iran-driven oil moves expected 
into Q2.

Carriers flagged rising fuel costs as a 

growing concern. Expect higher fares to 

absorb that cost — and a new test of how 

far pricing can move without affecting 

demand.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Structural drivers · Q1 2026



0 8 ·  SIGN ALS FR OM T HE QUAR TER

SI X  T H I N GS  T O R EME MBER

Signals from the quarter.

1 Two different races, both real

Delta is winning on revenue led by price. 
United is winning on the bottom line. Q1 

2026 is the clearest example of this split 
since the recovery.

2 Delta's expense spike is concentrated

Fuel, maintenance, and the absence of 
special gains help explain the operating-

income gap to United.

3 Corporate volumes are real this time

For the first time in the cycle, all four 
carriers reported volume gains in 

business travel — not just price.

4 Domestic main cabin is under 
pressure

American and United both flagged 

weaker demand in lower-yield segments 

and a more competitive pricing 

environment.

5 Southwest's transformation is 
showing up

Margin expansion, better revenue 
performance, and a record managed-

business quarter all point in the same 
direction.

6 American's gap is structural

Revenue improved and corporate trends 

are positive, but cost and execution still 

produced an operating loss — the only 

one in the group.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Buyer-side signals · Q1 2026



0 9 · FOR T R AVEL BU YER S

FO R  T R AV EL  BU YER S

Heading into Q2 2026.

DL Delta remains the most reliable option for premium and corporate-heavy programs.

UA United is delivering strong financial performance and offers scale — it is closing the gap on premium and corporate.

AA American should get more competitive, but be prepared for some bumps along the way.

WN Southwest is becoming more relevant for domestic travel as its product and pricing model evolve.

! Domestic market conditions may create pricing opportunities, but watch schedule stability and service consistency.

NEW M .O.  ·  A IR L INES Q1  2 02 6 Program guidance · Q2 2026



10 · WAT CHL IST

W AT C H L I ST  ·  2 0 26

Questions buyers should be asking.

? ?

? ?

? ?



Are you ready for a New M.O.?
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