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Preface

Southwest Airlines is a remarkable company with a consistent record of
profitability and performance in a turbulent industry. However, most
popular accounts of Southwest’s success have focused on the charismatic
leadership style of founder, former CEO, and current chairman Herb
Kelleher. Now that Kelleher has stepped down from his day-to-day lead-
ership role, it is time to explore other underlying factors that have been
critical to Southwest’s success. In this book I argue that Southwest’s most
powerful organizational competency—the “secret ingredient” that
makes it so distinctive—is its ability to build and sustain high perfor-
mance relationships among managers, employees, unions, and suppliers.
These relationships are characterized by shared goals, shared knowledge,
and mutual respect. Although these relationships appear simple, appear-
ances are deceptive. Over time, Southwest Airlines has carefully devel-
oped a set of organizational practices that build and sustain strong
relationships among those who are critical to the organization’s success.

Southwest’s competitors have not found these relationships easy to
achieve, as I learned while conducting field research on the airline
industry, over a period of eight years, at Southwest, American, Conti-
nental, United, and other airlines. One significant obstacle has been a
tradition of deep divisions among the functions that are involved in air
travel: pilots, flight attendants, gate agents, ticketing agents, ramp
agents, baggage transfer agents, cabin cleaners, caterers, fuelers, freight
agents, operations agents, and mechanics. Much like relationships be-
tween physicians and nurses, or between design engineers, production
managers, and sales reps, their relationships typically lack shared goals,
shared knowledge, or respect for the roles played by the others. As a
ramp agent at American Airlines explained to me:

xi
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There are employees here who think they’re better than other employees.
Gate and ticket agents think they’re better than the ramp. The ramp think
they’re better than the cabin cleaners—think it’s a sissy, woman’s job. Then
the cabin cleaners look down on the building cleaners. The mechanics think
the ramp agents are a bunch of luggage handlers.

Lynn Heitman, the station manager for this particular station, had come
from a prominent position at American’s headquarters and had quickly
observed these obstacles. She concluded that there was tremendous
potential to improve station performance if cross-functional teamwork
could be strengthened at the point of service delivery. Over several years
of painful effort, however, she learned that there was little to no support
at American Airlines for her efforts at that time. The company as a
whole was not adept at building strong relationships and did not see
their importance. The top management team itself was functionally
divided, each member overseeing its own functional silo and protecting
its own functional turf. In addition, there had been years of adversarial
labor relations at American under the leadership of Robert Crandall, a
former CEO who sought confrontation and fostered distrust.

As I observed Heitman’s experience at American Airlines in the early
1990s, I began to hear reports of a remarkable airline with a reputation
for providing reliable service, making money consistently, and giving
credit for these outcomes to its frontline employees. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation had just put out a report documenting this air-
line’s impact on the competitive landscape of the airline industry. The
company was Southwest Airlines. Through a series of conversations, I
made contact with Colleen Barrett, who at the time was executive vice
president of customers and now is president and chief operating officer.
Colleen was quite open to my coming and studying their operations.

My first interview at Southwest Airlines was with Rollie Lyson, the
station manager for Phoenix. “I want to meet with people in each depart-
ment,” I said. “That should be easy enough,” he replied. He described
the departmental structure. “That sounds very similar to the way depart-
ments are organized at other airlines,” I said, surprised. “Oh, it’s identi-
cal,” he said. “I’d like to see how you coordinate the flight departure
process,” I said. “What do you mean?” Lyson asked. “Well, do you have
cross-functional teams?” I asked. “Well, it depends what you mean. We
don’t have meetings on a regular basis. Everybody talks to each other and
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they know what to do. We have a fact-finding meeting if something can’t
be worked out directly.” I left this conversation more curious than ever
about what Southwest did to achieve its remarkable performance. As I
had done at American Airlines, I began to watch Southwest employees at
work. I asked them what they were doing and why.

The contrasts were dramatic. The same functions existed at South-
west—pilots, flight attendants, gate agents, ticketing agents, ramp
agents, baggage transfer agents, cabin cleaners, caterers, fuelers, freight
agents, operations agents, and mechanics—each of which was critical
for servicing aircraft, passengers, baggage, and freight in a consistent
and reliable way under high-pressure conditions. But unlike what I had
observed in my visits to American Airlines, relationships among these
frontline employee groups were characterized by high levels of shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect. A Southwest Airlines’ gate
agent described the importance of each function at Southwest:

No one takes the job of another person for granted. The skycap is just as crit-
ical as the pilot. You can always count on the next guy standing there. No one
department is any more important than another.

I found that relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and
mutual respect helped to support frequent, timely, problem-solving dia-
logue among employees, allowing Southwest to provide high-quality
service to its passengers with a highly efficient use of resources. With
further visits around the Southwest system, I learned that this phenom-
enon had not been achieved fully in every station, but that it was wide-
spread. Visits to Continental Airlines and United Airlines revealed some
success in achieving Southwest-like relationships, but only in isolated
pockets. The remainder of my research was dedicated to understanding
the performance effects of strong relationships among frontline
employees—and then to figuring out how Southwest has been able to
excel at building these relationships, while so many of its competitors
continued to struggle. This book describes what I found, and the pow-
erful lessons I believe managers can learn from Southwest.

Jody Hoffer Gittell
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1

From Love Field to 
the World’s Most
Successful Airline

SO U T H W E S T  A I R L I N E S  H A S been profitable every year for 31
years—an unsurpassed record in the highly turbulent, frequently un-
profitable, airline industry. During the same period, most of its competi-
tors have struggled to achieve even three or four years of consecutive
profitability. This record has not gone unnoticed by investors. For most
of 2002 the total market value of Southwest—about $9 billion—was
larger than that of all other major U.S. airlines combined. See Exhibit
1–1. The business press has celebrated Southwest, and Fortune magazine
has called it “the most successful airline in history.”1 Southwest has also
achieved high levels of employee satisfaction. It has been included in For-
tune magazine’s list of the “100 Best Companies to Work for in America”
three years in a row, and has consistently enjoyed lower turnover rates
than other U.S. airlines.2

Because of its remarkable success and the innovative ways that its
success has been achieved, Southwest Airlines has the potential to trans-
form the airline industry in the same way that Toyota transformed the
auto industry in the 1980s, when its “lean” manufacturing practices
swept through the industry.3 Southwest’s business model, like that of
Toyota, is to provide a low-cost product by utilizing its resources effi-

C H A P T E R
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4 H I G H  P E R F O R M A N C E  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

ciently, while providing record levels of reliable service. Southwest’s
marketplace success has been sufficiently dramatic and visible to inspire
attempts by other airlines to adopt the Southwest model. Some efforts
have occurred within the traditional hub-and-spoke model. Other
efforts have taken the form of an “airline within an airline”—United
Shuttle, Continental Lite, US Airways’ MetroJet, and Delta Express.
Still others have taken the form of start-ups—Morris Air, Reno, Mid-
way, ValuJet, and most recently, JetBlue Airways. Southwest’s influence
has also been felt beyond the United States, with start-ups such as West-
Jet in Canada, Ryanair in Ireland, Easy Jet in England, and Debonair in
Belgium.4 All of these airlines have borrowed elements of the Southwest
model in hopes of achieving similar success. Just as managers around the
world have learned about lean production and the Toyota Production
System through accounts of the auto industry’s transformation, man-
agers are eager to better understand the principles that underlie the
remarkable success of Southwest Airlines.

America West
0.3%

AMR Corp.
5%

Am Tran
0.3%

Continental
3%

Delta
10%

Northwest
4%

Southwest
73%

Alaska Air
4%UAL Corp.

1%

Exhibit 1–1 Market Capitalization of Southwest Relative to Airline
Industry*

*Market capitalization (value of a total outstanding stock) at closing on Sept. 23, 2002.
Source: New York Stock Exchange



However, the Southwest model is still not well understood. Miscon-
ceptions are prevalent. Most people assume that Southwest Airlines has
no unions, or very few unionized employees relative to the rest of the
industry. A top airline industry analyst recently told a group of students
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology that “Southwest is not
shackled by traditional unions.” In fact, Southwest is one of the most
highly unionized airlines in the U.S. airline industry, with employees
who are represented by some of the most traditional unions in the
United States. Similarly, people ascribe Southwest’s success to its use of
a single aircraft type and to its point-to-point route network, disregard-
ing the numerous competitors—including Continental Lite, US Air-
ways’ MetroJet, and the United Shuttle—that have not succeeded
despite adopting these elements.

Managers will not learn from Southwest’s success until they have
learned what the Southwest way actually is and how to adapt it to their
companies and competitive settings. Like Toyota in the 1980s, Southwest
has demonstrated its ability to outperform the rest of the industry and can
no longer be ignored. If the essence of the Southwest model were well
understood, others could learn from it, adapt these lessons to their situa-
tions, and transform their companies. One of the purposes of this book is
to illuminate for managers what it takes to imitate Southwest’s success.

For the first two decades of its existence, Southwest was considered an
idiosyncratic regional airline, based out of Love Field, Texas. It was
known for its flight attendants in hot pants and its wacky “LUV” culture.
It was popular among price-conscious travelers in the southwestern
region of the United States, but it appeared not to be very relevant for the
rest of the country, much less the world. By 2002, however, Southwest
was the fourth largest airline in the United States in terms of domestic
passenger miles flown, serving 59 airports in 30 states. In terms of pas-
sengers flown per day, Southwest was the third largest airline in the
United States, and the largest in terms of the number of flights per day.5

In the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Southwest
maintained a steady presence, refusing to lay off employees while other
carriers shed both employees and unprofitable routes. Backed up by a
strong cash position and the lowest debt/equity ratio in the industry,
Southwest instead used these difficult times to increase its presence and
expand the availability of its low-cost model to the flying public.6 While

From Love F ie ld  to  the World’s  Most  Success fu l  A ir l ine 5



other airlines laid off tens of thousands of employees, long-time South-
west employees saw the airline’s no-layoff response as unremarkable and
entirely consistent with Southwest tradition. According to one old-timer:

That’s part of our culture. We’ve always said we’ll do whatever we can to take
care of our people. So that’s what we’ve tried to do.

How did this remarkable transformation occur? How did Southwest
grow from an idiosyncratic Texas airline to an organization that man-
agers all over the world are seeking to emulate?

Efficiency

Southwest grew by offering low fares that were designed to compete
with the automobile and bus, rather than with other airlines. For man-
agers the interesting question is how Southwest achieves the low costs
that make its low fares so profitable. Southwest’s low costs are not based
on low wages—more of its employees are unionized than at any other
major U.S. airline and they are paid around the industry average.
Rather, Southwest is able to offer lower prices due in large part to the
highly productive use of its major assets—its aircraft and its people.

Southwest is known for quick turnarounds of its aircraft at the gate to
minimize the time its aircraft spend on the ground—non-revenue-pro-
ducing time for an airline’s most costly asset. When a plane spends less
time on the ground, it is able to earn more revenue per day. Given the
high value of aircraft, the gains from reducing turnaround times by just
5 minutes per departure are substantial. As Southwest employees are
quick to point out to each other, to customers, and to visitors, “our
planes don’t make any money sitting on the ground—we have to get
them back into the air.” Southwest also benefits from record levels of
employee productivity. Adjusting for its unique product mix focused on
short-haul flights (more on this in Chap. 2), Southwest has by far the
most productive aircraft and employees of any major U.S. airline.

Quality

When Southwest hit the industry radar screen in the early 1990s, the
company became known not only for its efficiency but also for its record
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levels of reliability. Southwest is the only airline to have won the airline
industry’s “Triple Crown”—the fewest delays, the fewest complaints, and
the fewest mishandled bags—not only for individual months but for
entire years, from 1992 through 1996. No other airline has won the
Triple Crown for more than one month at a time. Southwest is also
known for its record levels of safety. Unlike any other major U.S. airline,
Southwest has never suffered a fatality and was consistently found by the
Federal Aviation Administration to have the fewest pilot deviations per
flight departure of all the major U.S. airlines.

Controlled Growth

Although Southwest’s growth seems rapid and sudden, in fact the com-
pany has grown at a nearly constant annual rate of 10 to 15 percent over
the 32 years of its existence as part of a very deliberate philosophy of con-
trolled growth. Southwest first hit the national radar screen during the
1990–1994 downturn in the industry in the wake of the Gulf War.7

While other airlines were pulling back and reducing their presence in
many markets, Southwest continued its growth and made its first move
beyond the southwest region of the United States. Southwest had
already begun flying into California in the early 1980s, but in 1991 it
began to offer flights in the intrastate California market. Southwest dra-
matically caught the attention of the aviation industry when it took over
the San Jose/Los Angeles market in 1991 just as American Airlines was
pulling out of its unprofitable San Jose hub.

In 1993, the U.S. Department of Transportation labeled Southwest
the dominant airline in the United States because of the effect it was
beginning to have on the rest of the industry.8 They coined a new term—
the “Southwest effect”—the change in fares and passenger volumes that is
observed when Southwest enters a market. According to the report, when
Southwest announces service on a new route, other airlines serving that
route almost immediately reduce their fares, and sometimes increase their
frequencies as well. As a result, they reported, the net effect of Southwest’s
entrance into a new market had been to reduce fares by an average of 65
percent, and to increase passenger traffic at least 30 percent in every new
market it entered, with a 500 percent increase in one market.

The same Department of Transportation report noted Southwest’s
dominance in the 100 largest U.S. city-pair markets, leading many to con-
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clude that the Southwest point-to-point route structure was only relevant
to high-density markets. Low-density markets would still require the tra-
ditional hub-and-spoke system, in which passengers traveling from small
markets could be consolidated together in hubs to create the economies
of scale needed for efficient service. However, what these analysts failed to
recognize was that Southwest’s dominance in the 100 largest city-pair
markets was due in most cases to the fact that Southwest’s low fares had
created those high-density markets, rather than that they were high den-
sity to begin with. As Southwest’s Chairman Herb Kelleher explained to
an industry analyst in 1995:

When the Transportation Department issues a report discussing Southwest’s
dominance in the top 100 U.S. markets, most people conclude that we only go
into markets that are very dense. What people don’t realize is that Southwest
Airlines made those markets dense with low fares and high-frequency service;
they weren’t that way when we went into them. . . . After we established our
Oakland-Burbank route, it soared to the 25th largest passenger market from
the 179th in less than a year. Another example is our Chicago–Louisville route.
Thirty days after we opened it, the market tripled in size.9

Theoretically, Kelleher concluded, there are no markets where the
Southwest formula cannot be applied successfully.

After expanding beyond Texas and into Arizona and California,
Southwest began to achieve a national network by the end of 1994, with a
solid presence in the Midwest (Chicago and Cleveland) and its first pres-
ence on the East Coast (Baltimore). At the same time, Southwest began to
integrate the operations of Morris Air, a Southwest look-alike acquired in
1993 for its complementary route structure in the northwestern United
States, and for the expected ease of its integration into Southwest given
the careful attention by its founders, June and Mitch Morris, to imitating
Southwest practices. Integrating Morris Air’s routes, aircraft, and em-
ployees temporarily sent Southwest above its target growth rate, but
resulted in a network with a strong presence in the northwest.

Demand for Reliable Low-Fare Travel

Southwest’s growth was driven by growing demand for the product that
Southwest delivered so well: reliable low-cost travel. Consumer behavior
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shifted in the early 1990s toward greater price sensitivity, motivated by a
downturn in the business cycle and made possible by increasing corpo-
rate control over business travel. The shift appeared to affect business
travelers as well as leisure travelers, partly through corporate directives
to cut down on travel costs. For example, the president of the West Coast
division of Circuit City said:

My directive to all my people is to fly Southwest whenever possible. We don’t
need the frills—just good service, a good fare, and to be there on time.10

Passenger willingness to pay rebounded after 1994, reflected in rev-
enues that reached a peak of 13.5 cents per passenger mile in 2000. But
from 2000 to 2001, revenue per passenger mile dropped by more than 10
percent. See Exhibit 1–2. According to United Airlines’ chief financial
officer, “None of us has ever seen this kind of collapse in business
travel.”11 Although the decline was precipitated by the faltering econ-
omy, industry observers feared that the change in demand was more than
cyclical this time. “Anybody who has a modicum of Internet capability
and wants to take what is now a modest amount of time can very rapidly
find out and comparison shop,” said Leo Mullin, CEO of Delta Airlines.
“There is almost perfect information out there.” An airline analyst sur-
mised that, based on the low cost of information, “business travelers may
be in the process of retraining themselves as to what they are willing to
pay for business travel tickets.”12

After the terrorist attacks of September 2001, the decline in passen-
ger willingness to pay for air travel declined even further. From 2000 to
2002, the average cost of a 1000-mile coach fare fell 14.7 percent.13 “I
believe what we’re up against in the airline industry is much more than a
cyclical problem,” said Donald Carty, CEO of American Airlines. “We
need to take a long hard look at literally everything we do . . . to see if
they still make sense in the new reality.”14 While other airlines were won-
dering what to do, Southwest Airlines was well positioned to benefit
from the increasingly price-savvy customer that it had helped to create.

Competitive Threats

Spurred by this change in air travel demand, airlines have woken up to
Southwest’s steady growth and unusually successful business model. As the
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industry came out of its previous downturn in 1994, other airlines for the
first time saw a real, viable threat that they could no longer ignore, and
they responded by trying to imitate Southwest. Continental responded to
the Southwest threat with Continental Lite, United responded with the
United Shuttle, and US Airways responded with Project High Ground
(the predecessor to MetroJet).

Before it became clear that these early Southwest imitators would not
succeed on a large scale, fare competition from them immediately began
to take a toll on Southwest’s profitability, which dropped 48 percent in
the fourth quarter of 1994. The United Shuttle forced fare wars in sev-
eral of Southwest’s West Coast markets, while Continental Lite and US
Airways forced fare wars on the East Coast, particularly on Baltimore,
Cleveland, and Chicago routes. In the meantime, the costs associated
with the 1994 integration of Morris Air into Southwest’s employment
and route system were large, taking a toll on Southwest’s profitability.
Lower profits and the fear that other airlines would successfully imitate
Southwest’s business model fueled a 54 percent decline in Southwest’s
stock price from February to December of 1994.
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These new forces generated considerable anguish throughout South-
west. “There is really so much competition out there that people are really
pulling together,” said a customer service supervisor in Chicago. “The
Shuttle is all that’s on our minds right now,” said the Los Angeles station
manager. “We just watched a feature on television about us and the Shut-
tle. They say the United system is far too rigid to provide good customer
service. But our stock started at 30 this year and now it’s down to 17.”

In his 1995 “Message to the Field,” Herb Kelleher addressed the
threat posed by competitors such as Continental Lite and the United
Shuttle. Continental had just given up the Lite concept, recognizing
defeat. Still, Herb told employees, all airlines were now competing on
costs in response to the challenge posed by Southwest. Southwest had
shown a lot of discipline with its costs, even during good times, he
emphasized. This was what enabled Southwest to continue making
money during the 1990–1994 downturn in the industry. In fact, he
pointed out, Southwest had reduced its costs even further between the
fourth quarter of 1993 and 1994, from 7.11 to 6.94 cents per average seat
mile. Given the billions of seat miles flown by Southwest, this cost dif-
ference added up to millions of dollars in profits, he said. Without this
improvement in costs, Southwest profits in the fourth quarter of 1994
would have fallen 84 percent rather than 48 percent. As Kelleher ex-
plained to Southwest employees:

We want to reduce all of our costs, except our wages and benefits and our
profit sharing. This is Southwest’s way of competing, unlike others who
lower their wages and benefits.

The fear, in particular, was that a hub-and-spoke carrier like United
would achieve lower fares on short-haul flights by successfully imitating
the Southwest strategy, then have the additional advantage of a second
hub-and-spoke product with longer-haul flights and a more extensive
route network. Southwest was excluded from two major computerized
reservations systems in 1994—Continental’s System One and United’s
APOLLO—further fueling Southwest’s fears that its competitors were
trying to put it out of business.

Ultimately, Southwest held its own in California against competitive
threats from United’s Shuttle. Southwest turned its attention to increas-
ing its presence in the Midwest and on the East Coast, where US Air-
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ways’ MetroJet and Delta Express were posing similar competitive
threats. Though Southwest considered these threats to be substantial, it
ultimately outlasted both competitors. However, the competition is
expected to intensify rather than subside, as others seek to learn from
Southwest’s success. Southwest currently faces a competitive threat from
JetBlue Airways, the best-funded start-up in U.S. aviation history, which
was founded in early 1999 by former Southwest Airlines’ executives with
an initial capitalization of $130 million. JetBlue’s early operational suc-
cess was similar to that of Southwest’s, and less than three years after its
founding, its market capitalization exceeded that of American Airlines
(more on this in Chap. 16).

Success Factors—Leadership, Culture, Strategy, and Coordination

What are the forces underlying Southwest’s remarkable performance
and its self-transformation from an idiosyncratic regional carrier to a
dominant national force? More important, what are the strategies and
practices that managers in any industry can take away from Southwest to
improve the performance of their own organizations? This book argues
that Southwest’s most distinctive organizational competency is its ability
to build and sustain relationships characterized by shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect. Although Southwest’s relational compe-
tence seems simple and self-evident, this book shows that building it
required a set of organizational practices that are neither simple nor self-
evident. Though distinctive in many ways, Southwest is most distinctive
in its intense focus on the quality of its relationships, and in its willing-
ness to forego quick solutions to invest long-term in the maintenance of
relationships among managers, employees, and business partners.

This book is not the first attempt to offer an analysis of Southwest’s
unusual performance. Several explanations have already been given for
Southwest’s success: (1) its status as a largely nonunion carrier in a highly
unionized industry, (2) the extraordinary leadership of Herb Kelleher,
(3) the unique culture of Southwest, (4) its quick-turnaround-at-the-gate
strategy, and (5) high levels of coordination. The first explanation is sur-
prisingly common but it is simply based on error. In fact, as noted earlier,
Southwest has the highest percentage of unionized employees of any air-
line in the United States, and it prides itself on outstanding relationships
with its unions, including traditional unions such as the International
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Brotherhood of Teamsters, the International Association of Machinists,
and the Transport Workers Union (more on this in Chap. 13). The other
four factors—leadership, culture, strategy, and coordination—offer im-
portant insights into Southwest’s success, but each one is powered by
Southwest’s distinctive relationship-building ability.

Leadership

Many believe that Southwest has succeeded because of the remarkable
leadership of Herb Kelleher. The press has extolled the quirky qualities
of Herb, and there is no point in underestimating the importance that
this man has played in the success of Southwest Airlines. Perhaps most
remarkable of all, Herb has remained in a leadership role at Southwest
Airlines from the time of its founding until the present. As Executive
Vice President Jim Wimberly noted in 2000, a year before Kelleher
handed over the CEO and president positions to colleagues Jim Parker
and Colleen Barrett, “There is no other air carrier that has had the same
continuity of leadership as Southwest. It has shaped this culture, and we
are blessed with it.”15

Herb’s leadership has been critical at Southwest, most popular
accounts agree, because he has helped to shape a truly unique culture for
this organization, unlike that of any other major U.S. airline. In particu-
lar, Herb has created a focus on relationships—relationships based on
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect. Not only has he
helped to develop the organizational practices that strengthen relation-
ships, his personal actions have also exemplified to employees the impor-
tance of relationships. As one pilot explained:

I can call Herb today. You don’t just call and say there’s a problem. He’ll say,
“think about it and tell me the solution that you think will work.” He has an
open door policy. I can call him almost 24 hours a day. If it’s an emergency,
he will call back in 15 minutes. He is one of the inspirations for this com-
pany. He’s the guiding light. He listens to everybody. He’s unbelievable when
it comes to personal etiquette. If you’ve got a problem, he cares.

However, leadership is not confined to the CEO. Leadership is better
understood as a process that can take place at any level of an organiza-
tion.16 Indeed, leadership is needed in today’s organizations to motivate,

From Love F ie ld  to  the World’s  Most  Success fu l  A ir l ine 13



support, and enable employees to work together in support of a set of
shared goals. This book will describe the leadership style at Southwest—
both as carried out at the top by Herb Kelleher, his top management
team, and his successors (Chap. 5) and as it is exercised at the level of
frontline supervisors (Chap. 6).

Culture

Another common explanation given for Southwest’s success is its unique
culture. Indeed, Southwest has a very different culture from that of other
major U.S. airlines, as we know from the popular reports and as other
management theorists have shown.17 What is so unique about Southwest’s
culture? Southwest’s culture has evolved over time from a culture that was
idiosyncratic to a particular time and place (hot pants and LUV in the
southwestern region of the United States in the 1970s, with “Come to
Jesus” meetings) to a culture that is highly inclusive and diverse. However,
what has remained constant over time and what lies at the root of South-
west’s culture is the focus on relationships. This book goes beyond the
observation that culture is important to identify what is so powerful about
Southwest’s particular culture.

A related question is how that culture is built and sustained, after the
initial spontaneous culture of a small company is no longer sufficient. As
Colleen Barrett pointed out, “We had a company culture here before I
knew what it meant. The main goal is to maintain it. But it’s difficult. . . .
Senior officers don’t even touch the workforce.” In this book we will take
a hard look at the role of relationships in Southwest’s culture, and at the
organizational practices that Southwest has developed to build and sus-
tain those relationships.

Strategy

Alternatively, perhaps Southwest has succeeded because its quick turn-
around strategy is fundamentally different from that of other major U.S.
airlines. Having a point-to-point network, rather than a hub-and-spoke
network, quick turnarounds are arguably more relevant to Southwest
than to its competitors. Other airlines have hubs that give them pricing
power. According to American Airline’s senior vice president of plan-
ning, a hub generates up to 20 percent more revenue per plane than a
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comparable point-to-point flight.18 Southwest, on the other hand, as a
point-to-point carrier, has neither hubs nor pricing power. Southwest
has instead used a quick-turnaround strategy, and the high aircraft uti-
lization inherent in this strategy, to offer low-cost air travel to con-
sumers. The quick-turnaround strategy requires a simple product and a
configuration of assets—aircraft, routes, and maintenance facilities—
that is very different from that of a hub-and-spoke operation.

This argument contains some important insights. As we will see in
Chap. 2, Southwest’s focus on short-haul routes has made quick turn-
arounds even more critical for its operational success, given the inherent
productivity disadvantages of short-haul flying. However, this story
about strategy, like those about leadership and culture, is made possible
by Southwest’s strong relationships. Relationships among frontline em-
ployee work groups are critical for coordinating the flight departure
process for any airline, but especially for one that has at the centerpiece
of its strategy the goal of turning the planes in record times, while doing
it safely and accurately. Other airlines have tried Southwest’s quick-turn-
around strategy—the United Shuttle, Continental Lite, Delta Express,
and US Airways’ MetroJet—with nowhere near the same success. To
implement this kind of strategy—a strategy based on leanness, speed,
and reliability—requires highly effective working relationships among
all parties involved. It is not just a matter of having a single aircraft type
or a point-to-point route structure, as we will see from the detailed case
studies presented in Chap. 16.

Any organization that wants to compete on the basis of leanness,
speed, and reliability can benefit from Southwest’s relationship focus.
As we learned from Toyota in the transformation of automobile manu-
facturing, the principles of lean manufacturing require an intense focus
on teamwork among functions that traditionally have not spoken to
one another.19 As we learned from Wal-Mart in the transformation of
retailing, integrating the supply chain from customer through manu-
facturer requires relationships among parties all along this chain, many
of whom traditionally have had few shared goals and little shared
knowledge.20 Similarly, we will see evidence in Chap. 4 of the same
phenomenon in health care. As hospitals and other health-care
provider organizations have responded to the need for reduced costs
and shorter patient stays, strong working relationships have been criti-
cal for implementing new strategies.
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Coordination

Finally, perhaps Southwest’s outstanding performance has been achieved
through high levels of coordination among its frontline employee
groups.21 Well-coordinated organizations have a competitive advantage
through their ability to achieve higher quality at lower cost by achieving
faster cycle times and by providing a more coherent interface to cus-
tomers. Such organizations can change the nature of competition in an
industry by pushing out the efficiency/quality frontier, rather than simply
making efficiency/quality trade-offs along an existing boundary.22 In the
U.S. auto industry, major gains have already been achieved from improved
coordination of the production process,23 with additional gains being
achieved through the integration of production and design. These changes
have been motivated in large part by product market competition from
early Japanese innovators such as Toyota.24 Scholars have found evidence
that coordination also contributes substantially to performance in the
telecommunications,25 mainframe computer,26 and apparel27 industries.

Coordination plays an important role in the airline industry because
one of the core processes in the provision of air travel, the flight depar-
ture process, requires a high degree of coordination under time con-
straints for its successful completion. However, there is a tradition in the
airline industry of strong functional boundaries and status differences
across employee groups involved in the departure process, making coor-
dination difficult to achieve. Coordination appears to be a source of
competitive advantage for Southwest Airlines—helping it to deliver
inexpensive on-time service with a speedy turnaround that lowers costs.
However, coordination in its traditional sense does not fully capture
what has made Southwest so successful. Instead, the coordination
observed at Southwest is powered by relationships among employees—
relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect—
described in Chap. 3 as “relational coordination.” We will see in Chap. 3
that relational coordination goes beyond the more familiar concept of
teamwork. Relational coordination describes not only how people act,
but also how they see themselves in relationship to one another.

Behind These Success Factors—High Performance Relationships

Although leadership, culture, strategy, and coordination are critical suc-
cess factors, they are only part of the story. Southwest’s relationship focus,
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its commitment and passion for shared goals, shared knowledge, and
mutual respect, joins with frequent, timely, problem-solving communica-
tion to form a powerful force called relational coordination. Part 1 of this
book documents how relational coordination can drive high performance
in two very different settings—flight departures and patient care.

How does Southwest craft the process that results in shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect among frontline employees, man-
agers, and external partners? Part 2 describes the specific organizational
practices that turn good intentions into results. These 10 practices are
neither simple nor self-evident. They require substantial investment and
organizational commitment. Part 2 shows how these practices live and
breathe at Southwest and how they can drive results for any organization
that is willing to invest in its relationships.

The best practices and lessons learned at Southwest are transferable
not only to the airline industry but to any industry. Part 3 uncovers the
challenges of implementing these 10 practices in your organization. Like
notes in a symphony, these practices must synchronize and harmonize
with each other. Surprisingly, if only one of these practices is out of tune,
it can seriously undermine your organization’s investment in the others.
Part 3 chronicles American, Continental, United, and JetBlue’s attempts to
learn and duplicate elements of the Southwest high performance model.

Relationship focus as a way of doing business not only can drive
growth and profitability, it can sustain them through crises and through
ups and downs in the business cycle. Part 3 will arm you with guidelines
to build and sustain the relationships that can help your organization
adapt successfully to the turbulence of today’s challenging business world.
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C H A P T E R

How Southwest Uses High
Performance Relationships
to Overcome Strategic
Challenges

SOUTHWEST AIRLINES WAS founded to serve a unique market within the
airline industry. Herb Kelleher and Rollin King, Southwest’s founders,
wanted to provide frequent, low-cost service in busy markets of less than
500 miles. They considered the automobile and bus service their major
competition. Southwest’s flights were typically nonstop from originating
airport to destination, although connections were available for customers
who wanted them.

The Productivity Disadvantages of Short-Haul Flying

Because Southwest Airlines is well known for focusing on short-haul
flights and is now the leading low-cost airline in the United States, the
general public tends to think that short-haul flights are cheaper to oper-
ate than longer routes. However, the opposite is true. Short-haul flights
are inherently costlier than long-haul flights, per mile flown—making
Southwest’s tremendous profitability record even more impressive.
Short-haul flying is more expensive because planes spend more time on
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the ground relative to time spent in the air, reducing aircraft productiv-
ity. Also, time spent on the ground is inherently more labor-intensive
than time spent in the air, reducing labor productivity. On the ground, a
wide array of ground-based crews is involved in servicing the aircraft and
processing the passengers. For those readers familiar with manufactur-
ing, the reasoning is similar to the logic of “setup costs.” Small batches
are inherently costlier than large batches on a per-unit basis, because the
setup costs for a small batch are equal to the setup costs for a large batch,
but for a small batch those setup costs are spread over a smaller number
of units. Similarly, short-haul flights are costlier than long-haul flights
on a per-mile basis, because many of the setup costs (loading passengers,
bags, and cargo, fueling, maintenance, cleaning) are incurred whether
the flight is short or long, but for a short-haul flight those setup costs are
spread over a smaller number of miles flown.1

To illustrate, Exhibit 2–1 shows the effect of flight length on costs and
productivity. Considering all of the major U.S. airlines except South-
west, flight length is negatively related to costs per seat mile—the
shorter the flight, the higher the costs. Similarly, flight length is posi-
tively related to aircraft and labor productivity—the shorter the flight,
the lower the productivity.
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Exhibit 2–1 Impact of Flight Length on Costs and Productivity*

Flight Length†

Without Southwest With Southwest

Costs per seat mile‡ –.18 .13
Aircraft productivity§ .22 –.13
Labor productivity¶ .14 –.24

* Correlation coefficients are shown in the table. All results are significant at the 99.99 per-
cent confidence level, and are based on quarterly data from 1987 through 2000, for all
major U.S. airlines. Data are available through the U.S. Department of Transportation,
Form 41.

† Flight length = revenue aircraft miles per flight departure.
‡ Costs per seat mile = total operating costs per available seat mile.
§ Aircraft productivity = block hours per aircraft day.
¶ Labor productivity = index of flight miles per pilot, revenue passenger miles per flight

attendant, flight departures per mechanic and dispatcher, and passengers enplaned per
ramp and customer service agent.



However, just by including Southwest in the equation, the results
change direction. Because of Southwest’s innovative attempts to reduce
the costs of short-haul flying, flight length is now positively related to
costs per seat mile—the shorter the flight, the lower the costs. Likewise,
flight length is now negatively related to aircraft and labor productivity—
the shorter the flight, the higher the productivity. Southwest’s innovations
have changed the underlying logic of production in the airline industry.

In short, many of Southwest’s innovations were motivated by the
ambitious, counterintuitive strategy of offering short-haul service at low
cost. To offset the productivity disadvantages inherent in short-haul fly-
ing, Southwest focused first and foremost on achieving quick “turn-
arounds.” Quick turnarounds mean turning aircraft around as fast as
possible at the gate to minimize the time that aircraft spend on the
ground, because ground time is non-revenue-producing time for an air-
line’s most costly asset. In interviews conducted for this book, South-
west’s frontline employees demonstrated that they are acutely aware
that “our planes don’t make any money sitting on the ground—we have
to get them back into the air.”

The quick turnaround is akin to reducing setup costs. If Southwest
were going to offer short-haul flights economically, without relying on
low wages or propeller aircraft as many of the regional airlines do, they
would have to reduce setup costs. A major element of setup costs is sim-
ply the time required—in automobile production for example, Toyota
moved the industry toward smaller batches to reduce expensive inven-
tory and respond more quickly to changes in customer demand. To suc-
ceed at its strategy of providing high-quality, low-cost automobiles,
however, Toyota had to figure out how to reduce setup costs, and in par-
ticular, how to increase the speed of changeovers from one batch to the
next. Toyota spawned many innovations in the production process in
the effort to meet the challenge of producing smaller batches economi-
cally—and speedy equipment changeovers were critical to the overall
process. Southwest’s quick turnarounds were the airline industry paral-
lel to Toyota’s speedy equipment changeovers. Both innovations made
smaller-scale production runs more economically feasible than they had
ever been before. Unless creative measures were taken to counteract the
disadvantage, the short-haul strategy chosen by Southwest Airlines
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would have resulted in lower aircraft and labor productivity, and higher
costs per seat mile flown.

In addition, Southwest lacks the hub-and-spoke system that has long
been considered the most profitable way to run an airline. When airlines
were suddenly exposed to new competitive pressures after deregulation,
they built hub-and-spoke systems to better compete. The competitive
advantage of hubs derives from economies of scale. According to experts
from the MIT International Center for Air Transportation: 

The simplest manifestation of these economies of scale appear in areas such
as maintenance, where staff and inventory costs can be reduced by having
one central maintenance facility. A subtler and more important reason for
hub-and-spoke arrangements, however, has to do with economies of scale
applied to frequency and passenger preferences. . . . Market share in the air-
line industry is largely a function of flight frequency. A hub-and-spoke net-
work topology has a consolidating effect that makes it possible to justify
more flights to each city.2

Market share in turn allows greater pricing power, as we know from
basic economics principles. To illustrate this pricing power, a hub gen-
erates up to 20 percent more revenue per plane for American than a
comparable point-to-point flight, according to American’s senior vice
president of planning.3 However, there are also disadvantages of hub-
and-spoke systems: “The advantage of hub-and-spoke networks is that
they concentrate traffic. The disadvantage of hub-and-spoke networks
is that they concentrate traffic.”4 When airports begin to run out of
capacity, as is occurring in the U.S. airline industry today, the disadvan-
tages of consolidating flights in a hub begin to outweigh the advantages.

The temptation under the current conditions is to advocate point-to-
point networks as a solution for the woes of the airline industry.5 But point-
to-point networks have disadvantages as well. Maintenance and other
resources are more widely distributed, creating greater coordination chal-
lenges. Perhaps most important, point-to-point networks do not generate
the same pricing power as hubs. To make up for this lack of pricing power,
airlines that depend largely on point-to-point route networks have to be
extremely cost-effective. There are many ways to be cost-effective, includ-
ing cheap labor and cheap equipment. But Southwest chose to meet these
strategic challenges through quick turnarounds of its aircraft at the gate.
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Achieving Quick Turnarounds

Southwest discovered multiple ways to speed the turnaround of its air-
craft at the gate. First, Southwest used only one aircraft type—the Boe-
ing 737. Although there were differences between the early 737 Series
200 and the later Series 700, Southwest standardized cockpit configura-
tions as much as possible to minimize extra training requirements for its
pilots. Thus, crews, furnishings, and spare parts were interchangeable
and maintenance was more uniform. 

Second, where available, Southwest used less congested airports to
avoid disrupting flight operations and to maximize aircraft time in the air
(as opposed to time spent taxiing or being held at the gate due to air traf-
fic control issues). In large cities Southwest often used older facilities,
such as Dallas’s Love Field or Chicago’s Midway Airport, that had been
abandoned when new, larger airports were constructed. Southwest often
offered service to smaller airports with easy access to large metropolitan
areas (e.g., New York City through Long Island Islip airport).

Third, to speed turnarounds Southwest offered limited services,
specifically no in-flight meals—only beverages and snacks—and did not
transfer baggage to other airlines. These practices reduced costs and
turnaround time. Finally, Southwest offered open seating. This practice
helped create efficiencies in several ways. First, there was no need for
software to sort and hold seating assignments, nor the time and expense
of printing boarding passes and then verifying them as passengers
boarded the aircraft. Perhaps more important, the open seating system
rewarded passengers for showing up early to the gate: the early passen-
gers had their choice of the best seats.

Coordination through High Performance Relationships

These strategies for simplifying Southwest’s “product” were important
but not sufficient for achieving its goal of quick turnarounds. Quick
turnarounds at the gate were impossible without a high level of coordi-
nation among 12 distinct functions: pilots, flight attendants, gate
agents, ticketing agents, operations agents, ramp agents, baggage trans-
fer agents, cargo agents, mechanics, fuelers, aircraft cleaners, and cater-
ers. In the airline industry, these functions are divided by differences in
expertise, status, and even the distinct locations in which they work—
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pilots spend their time in the cockpit; flight attendants in the cabin; bag-
gage handlers, caterers, fuelers, and mechanics on the ramp; and gate
and ticket agents in the gate and ticketing areas. They do not have a his-
tory of warm cooperation in the industry as a whole.

Over time, Southwest Airlines has developed 10 organizational prac-
tices to facilitate coordination among these diverse functions, by build-
ing relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect.
The rest of this book explains these 10 practices and how managers in
any setting can implement them to improve their business performance.

Each of these practices is designed to build relationships of shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, within Southwest and with
its external partners. The practices together have produced high levels of
relational coordination, enabling Southwest to turn planes quickly,
achieving industry-leading levels of aircraft and employee productivity.

Other Possible Responses to the Same Challenges

Of course, a different organization facing the same strategic challenges
faced by Southwest might have responded to those challenges in an
entirely different way. Like Southwest, US Airways does primarily short-
haul flying. Rather than looking for ways to speed gate turnarounds, US
Airways has relied on pricing power at its hubs to command high fares to
cover the high costs of short-haul flying. However, with the incursion of
Southwest into its East Coast markets, this pricing power has been chal-
lenged, leading US Airways to look for other solutions. Regional airlines
also do primarily short-haul flying, but there are three interesting differ-
ences between their approach and that of Southwest. First, they strive to
reduce the inherent productivity disadvantage of short-haul flying by pay-
ing employees below the industry standard. Second, they tend to use pro-
peller aircraft rather than jets for the same reason. And third, they act as
feeders to the long-haul routes of other airlines, rather than developing
their own point-to-point route structures.6 Southwest could have over-
come the productivity disadvantages of short-haul flying in these other
ways, without having to rely so heavily on cross-functional coordination
of the flight departure process, and the relationships that make it possible.

Why did Southwest choose to focus on relationships to solve the
strategic challenge of offering low-cost short-haul flights? The explana-
tion seems to lie in the values and backgrounds of Southwest’s founders.
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Herb Kelleher and Colleen Barrett, who has recently risen to the posi-
tion of president and chief operating officer, both played a critical role in
the founding of Southwest, and in the development of its organizational
practices. Both share the values of egalitarianism and caring. Likewise,
they have had the advantage in some respects of coming from outside the
airline industry. The disadvantage was their need to learn from scratch
what other airline executives took for granted. The advantage, however,
was the same—the need to learn from scratch, for themselves, what other
airline executives took for granted. One thing they absolutely did not
take for granted, given their values, were the status distinctions that are
so pervasive in the airline industry and throughout the world of work.

Summing Up

This chapter explains what motivated Southwest to develop the 10 prin-
ciples of relationship-based performance. The primary motivation was
the need to overcome the inherent productivity disadvantages of short-
haul flying in order to compete in a cost-effective way with the car and
the bus. However, this does not mean that the principles of relationship-
based performance are relevant only for airlines with this particular
strategy. Even though the principles of relationship-based performance
were critical for Southwest’s success, those principles are also relevant
for airlines with different strategies and for organizations in different
industries. The key point, as the next two chapters will show, is that
strong working relationships allow organizations to achieve reliable
performance in a highly efficient way. Organizations with strong rela-
tionships can move beyond traditional trade-offs between efficiency and
quality, shifting out the efficiency/quality frontier to achieve higher lev-
els of both. Relationships are not just “nice to have” but rather—if
invested in consistently over the long term—can be powerful drivers of
organizational performance.
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3

Southwest versus
American Airlines

The Power of Relational Coordination

There’s a code, a way you respond to every individual who works for Southwest. It pro-
motes good working relationships.

—Ramp Manager, Southwest Airlines

SOUTHWEST HAS THE fastest gate turnarounds in the airline industry, to
minimize the time its aircraft spend on the ground. When a plane spends
less time on the ground, it is able to earn more revenue per day. Given the
value of aircraft, the gains from reducing gate times by just 5 minutes per
departure are substantial. This chapter defines relational coordination
and shows that relational coordination accounts for much of Southwest’s
industry-leading turnaround times. The sections immediately following
are based on observations and interviews conducted at Southwest and
American Airlines and reveal startling contrasts between the two airlines.1

Later in the chapter, we see how relational coordination resulted in fewer
delays, fewer lost bags, faster turnarounds, and higher employee produc-
tivity in a study comparing operations at Southwest, United, Continental,
and American. Although relationships are relatively “soft” organizational
factors and therefore tempting to neglect under challenging conditions,

C H A P T E R
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relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect con-
tribute substantially to effective coordination and therefore to quality and
efficiency performance.

Communication

The flight departure process is one of the core processes of an airline’s
operations. Repeated hundreds of times daily in dozens of locations, the
success or failure of this process can make or break an airline’s reputation
for reliability. In the flight departure process, representatives of 12 dis-
tinct functions, who often do not communicate well with each other,
perform a complex set of tasks between the arrival of the plane and its
next departure. The flight departure process is further complicated by
rapid changes in weather, connections, and gate availability, such that
information is often inaccurate, unavailable, or obsolete. Robert Baker,
executive vice president of operations for American Airlines, called the
flight departure process one of the least predictable work processes that
an airline performs on a repeated basis.

In the flight departure process, coordination occurs largely through
communication among pilots, flight attendants, mechanics, gate agents,
ticketing agents, ramp agents, baggage transfer agents, aircraft cleaners,
caterers, fuelers, freight agents, and operations agents. However, the
communication observed among these functions at Southwest and Amer-
ican Airlines was very different.

Frequency and Timeliness of Communication

American employees interviewed for this book expressed frustration
with both the absence and lateness of the communication they needed
from their colleagues to make decisions and carry out their tasks. Reports
of inadequate communication were common. According to a customer
service supervisor at American:

Here you don’t communicate. And sometimes you end up not knowing
things. . . . Everyone says we need effective communication. But it’s a low
priority in action. On the gates I can’t tell you the number of times you get
the wrong information from ops. They tend to be optimistic. We call it the
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creeping delay. The hardest thing at the gates with off-schedule operations is
to get information. They are leery to say the magnitude of the problem.

Similarly, an American gate agent reported:

We have to rely on the maintenance group. If there’s a delay, a problem with
the operation, we have to be in touch with them. Through operations usually,
but sometimes directly. It doesn’t go especially well. Unfortunately those
departments that don’t deal directly with the public don’t feel that sense of
urgency. We get the brunt of it when other departments fail to load a bag,
clean the cabin, tell us when there’s going to be a mechanical delay. . . . Timely
communication is very, very important.

While employees at American complained about the failure of their
counterparts in other functions to communicate with sufficient fre-
quency and timeliness, Southwest employees expressed pride in the fre-
quency and timeliness of their communication. A customer service
supervisor reported:

When there are irregular operations, bags have to be moved. There is con-
stant communication between customer service and the ramp. Customer
service will advise the ramp directly or through operations.

A Southwest station manager described the normal pattern of communi-
cation regarding mechanical difficulties:

The pilot [reports a maintenance issue] when he calls in range to operations.
The mechanic is usually here to meet the plane. If something is seriously
wrong, we move to an off-terminal location and cancel the flight. If it’s just
two hours, we do an aircraft swap. Ops keeps everyone informed. . . . It hap-
pens smoothly.

A Southwest gate agent praised the quality of communication:

The ops agent is responsible for every bit of information going into the com-
puter. We can tell the customer everything they need to know, because it’s
right there. Communication is ultimately the key.
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Communication is one of the primary ways that people coordinate
their work with others in a wide variety of settings.2 Organizational
experts have long recognized the power of frequent communication for
coordinating work processes, and have now begun to focus on the criti-
cal importance of timely communication.3 With frequent, timely com-
munication, Southwest employees could respond quickly to changing
circumstances in a coordinated fashion.4 Without it, American em-
ployees could not.

Problem Solving versus Blaming

The communication observed at these two airlines also differed in the
degree to which it focused on problem solving rather than blaming. At
American Airlines, employees involved in the flight departure process
displayed a great deal of blaming and blame avoidance toward each other
for late departures and other negative outcomes. There was a tendency
to hide information to avoid blame for a delay, thus detracting from the
information sharing that was central to coordination. An American gate
agent explained this tendency:

Unfortunately, in this company when something goes wrong, they need to
be able to pin it on someone. You should hear them fight over whose depart-
ment gets charged for the delay. 

A ramp supervisor at American concurred:

If you ask anyone here, what’s the last thing you think of when there’s a
problem? I bet your bottom dollar it’s the customer. And these are guys who
bust their butts every day. But they’re thinking, how do I keep my ass out of
the sling.

By contrast, Southwest employees communicate about the problem
itself, rather than assigning blame when difficulties occur. When some-
thing goes wrong, according to a Southwest pilot:

We figure out the cause of the delay. We do not necessarily chastise, though
sometimes that comes into play. It is a matter of working together. No finger
pointing, especially here, and I’m sure that’s the case elsewhere at Southwest.
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A Southwest station manager explained his philosophy:

If there’s a delay, we find out why it happened. . . . Say there was a 10-minute
delay because freight was excessive. If I’m screaming, I won’t know why it
was late. [The freight handlers] will think, “He’s an idiot, if only he knew.”
Then they’ll start leaving stuff behind or they’ll just shove it in and I won’t
know. If we ask, “Hey, what happened?” then the next day the problem is
taken care of. . . . You have to be in that mode every day. There’s no one per-
son who can do it. We all succeed together—and all fail together. You have
to truly live it. I think we do here.

Problem-solving communication in turn enables employees to adapt
quickly and work together when things go wrong. It is a critical ingredient
in coordinating flight departures. As we saw, however, when something
went wrong at American, the primary focus of communication was blam-
ing and the avoidance of blame—in contrast, when something went wrong
at Southwest, the primary focus of communication was problem solving.

Other work settings also require problem-solving communication. Saul
Rubinstein found that problem-solving communication among workers at
the Saturn auto plant was a key aspect of coordinating work and achieving
quality outcomes.5 However, it is not easy to achieve. W. Edwards Deming,
the father of Total Quality Management (TQM), argued that the resort to
fault finding rather than problem solving is a common flaw in organiza-
tions, and one that undermines both performance and the potential to
improve performance over time.6

Relationships

Behind these differences in communication, there seemed to be a
deeper phenomenon at work. In particular, relationships of shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect observed among South-
west employees were much stronger than those observed among Amer-
ican employees.

Shared Goals

At American, shared goals appeared to be weak. According to a customer
service agent, “If I sit back here for two hours [in the break room] I feel like
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nobody cares.” On the ramp, similar complaints were heard. According to
a ramp manager, “Ninety percent of the ramp employees don’t care what
happens, even if the walls fall down, as long as they get their check.”

As just noted, American employees did care a lot about one thing in
particular, and that was avoiding blame for failing to accomplish their
tasks. A pilot pointed out that American gate agents “were scared to death
to take a delay.” However, this fear generated a sense of competing goals
rather than shared goals. Once another party was tagged as responsible
for having caused a problem, others were effectively off the hook. Shared
goals for performance appeared to be weak to nonexistent at American.

By contrast, shared goals at Southwest appeared to be strong. Ac-
cording to a Southwest customer service supervisor:

The main thing is that everybody cares. We work in so many different areas
but it doesn’t matter. It’s true from the top to the last one hired. . . . Some-
times my friends ask me, why do you like to work at Southwest? I feel like a
dork, but it’s because everybody cares.

At Southwest, managers, supervisors, and frontline employees in each
functional area said that their primary goals were safety, on-time perfor-
mance, and satisfying the customer. These goals seemed to be shared, in
the sense that employees from each functional area referred to the same
goals and could explain why they were important. When discussing the
need for on-time performance, nearly everybody explained that “our air-
craft are valuable and they don’t earn any money sitting on the ground.”
A Southwest ramp supervisor explained to me:

If we can’t keep you, the customer, coming back, we are not going to stay in
business.

A Southwest flight attendant supervisor explained:

Here it’s one goal—one hundred percent customer service. Whatever it
takes. You can see it just walking through the terminal. Rampers will even
help board a flight. There’s a desire to be part of the team.

According to a Southwest pilot:
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From someone who drives the bus, as it were, if you don’t mind my language,
people work their asses off. I’ve never seen so many people work so hard to
do one thing. You see people checking their watches to get the on-time
departure. People work real hard. Then it’s over, and you’re back on time.

Even outsiders recognize the shared goals of Southwest’s employees. A
contract fueler for Southwest explained:

This airline is very different. . . . Here, if there’s something to do, people
want to do it right away. At US Airways, it was “we still have 15 minutes.”

From a Southwest pilot’s perspective: 

When you come in [to the gate] and see everybody there ready to go to work,
it makes you feel great.

In their classic book on organizations, James March and Herbert
Simon7 describe the potentially disintegrative effects when employees
in an organization pursue their own functional goals without reference
to the over-arching goals of the larger work process. Shared goals play
an especially important role when different functions are involved in
delivering the same service.8 The comparison between Southwest and
American shows that when employees have the same goals regardless of
their functional identity, they can respond in a coordinated way as new
information becomes available.

Shared Knowledge

There were also notable differences between American and Southwest in
the degree of shared knowledge observed among employees. Interviews
with frontline employees at American revealed that they had little aware-
ness of the overall work process, and instead had a tendency to under-
stand their own piece of the process to the exclusion of the rest. When
asked what they were doing and why, American employees typically
explained their own tasks without reference to the overall process of
flight departures. For example, ramp agents explained to me that when
the bell rings, it is time to go out to meet the plane.
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By contrast, interviews with Southwest frontline employees revealed
that they understood the overall work process—and the links between
their own jobs and the jobs performed by their counterparts in other func-
tions. When asked to explain what they were doing and why, the answers
were typically couched in reference to the overall process. These descrip-
tions by Southwest employees typically took the form, “The pilot has to do
A, B, and C before he can take off, so I need to get this to him right away.”
Rather than just knowing what to do, Southwest employees knew why,
based on shared knowledge of how the overall process worked. One pilot
explained Southwest’s strength with regard to shared knowledge:

Everyone knows exactly what to do. . . . Each part has a great relationship
with the rest. . . . There are no great secrets. Every part is just as important
as the rest. The lavs included. Everyone knows what everyone else is doing.

Other work settings also benefit from shared knowledge, and suffer
when it is absent. Deborah Dougherty found that members of product
development teams representing different functional areas often
inhabit different “thought worlds” due to differences in their training,
socialization, and expertise.9 These thought worlds get in the way of
effective communication and slow down the product development
process. Shared knowledge of the work process by those who are par-
ticipants in it can link these different thought worlds and therefore
enhance coordination.

Mutual Respect

Finally, interviews revealed dramatic differences in the degree of respect
shown by employees toward their colleagues in other functional areas.
Status boundaries between employees in different functions pose a sig-
nificant obstacle to coordination in the airline industry. Among station
employees there is a tradition of name calling, such as “agent trash” and
“ramp rats.” As one gate agent explained, “They call them ramp rats for
a reason—they’re pigs.” There is a hierarchy on the ramp that starts with
the highly paid mechanics and ends with cabin cleaners. Some of these
barriers are due to the very different work performed by each function,
and to the geographic distance between these functions, even though
their work is highly interdependent. The pilots are at the top of the sta-
tus hierarchy. As one pilot explained:
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Pilots are great at being self-righteous. It’s something about the job. The
major airlines treat you well. People do what you say. It brings out a certain
decisiveness that becomes arrogance.

At American, status boundaries clearly pose an obstacle to coordina-
tion. The relationships between the pilots and other functions are par-
ticularly problematic. According to a station manager, ramp workers
“have a tremendous inferiority complex. They think everyone is looking
down on them. The pilots don’t respect them.” This status barrier
between the two functions has clear consequences for delays, according
to an American station manager:

We had a problem . . . with parking airplanes when they arrived. Captains
would have to wait for the crews to come out and direct them in. The crews
wouldn’t necessarily be in any hurry to get out there.

Ramp workers also perceive a lack of respect from flight attendants, and in
response tend to put them down. A cabin cleaner at American explained:

It all comes down to respect. . . . The flight attendants think they’re better
than [us] when they’re sleeping five to an apartment and they’re just wait-
resses in the sky.

Tensions exist among ground employees at American as well. Accord-
ing to a ramp supervisor at American:

There are employees working here who think they’re better than other
employees. Gate and ticket agents think they’re better than the ramp. The
ramp think they’re better than cabin services, think it’s a sissy, woman’s job.
Then the cabin cleaners look down on the building cleaners. The mechanics
think the ramp are a bunch of luggage handlers.

An American ramp crew chief confirmed these status divisions:

Cabin cleaning is like a stepchild. All of us have that attitude. “Get out of
here and do your job.” It’s a macho thing—we call them pillow fluffers.

A customer service supervisor at American reported the apparent lack of
respect she and her colleagues received from maintenance:
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Maintenance, they are highly specialized and won’t talk. They don’t have a
sense of urgency. You ask them what’s wrong with the plane and they look at
you like you’re female and wouldn’t understand if they told you.

She reported that maintenance communicates with the ops center and
the pilots, “but they just don’t seem to take seriously the ‘little girl’ at
the gate.”

Status consciousness permeates the industry and therefore also has
the potential to undermine working relationships at Southwest. At
Southwest, however, employees tend to treat each other with a great deal
of respect. A Southwest manager of ramp and operations explained:

There’s a code, a way you respond to every individual who works for South-
west. The easiest way to get in trouble here is to offend another employee. We
need people to respond favorably. It promotes good working relationships.

Southwest employees were observed to speak respectfully of their
colleagues in other functions and to interact comfortably with them,
whether that person’s job is to empty the toilets or fly the plane. Accord-
ing to a Southwest customer service agent:

No one takes the job of another person for granted. The skycap is just as crit-
ical as the pilot. You can always count on the next guy standing there. No one
department is any more important than another.

An operations agent compared Southwest to other airlines:

I would never go work at American Airlines. The animosity there is tremen-
dous. Here it’s so cool. Whether you have a college degree or a GED it
doesn’t matter. There’s no status here, just a good work ethic.

Another Southwest operations agent had a similar comment when asked
about the relationship between operations and ramp agents:

Some of us have degrees and some of us don’t. But it doesn’t matter. We need
all of these positions.

A Southwest pilot explained:
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We’re predisposed to liking each other—I like the flight attendants and even
that guy [an operations agent] over there and I don’t even know him. I guess
it’s mutual respect.

John Van Maanen and Steve Barley’s10 work suggests that members of
distinct occupational communities are often divided by differences in status
and that these communities may bolster their own status by actively culti-
vating disrespect for the work performed by others. When members of
these distinct occupational communities are engaged in a common work
process, the potential for these divisive relationships to undermine coordi-
nation is apparent. Respect for the competence of other employees is fun-
damental to the coordination of work processes, whether the work involves
flight departures, research and development, or jazz improvisation.11

Exhibit 3–1 summarizes the dimensions of communication and rela-
tionships that are integral to effective coordination.

Coordinating through Relationships

All of the above evidence suggests that effective coordination requires
frequent, timely, problem-solving communication carried out through
relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect.
This is precisely what relational coordination means. In environments
where relational coordination is weak, performance is also weak, as data
in the next section will show. With strong relationships, employees
embrace rather than reject their connections with one another, enabling
them to coordinate more effectively with each other. Shared goals moti-
vate employees to move beyond what is best for their own narrow area
of responsibility and act with regard for the overall work process.
Shared knowledge among employees regarding how their tasks are
related to other tasks enables them to act with regard for the overall
work process. Respect for the work of others encourages employees to
value the contributions of others and to consider the impact of their
actions on others, further reinforcing the inclination to act with regard
for the overall work process.

Employees who feel disrespected by members of another function
avoid communication (and even eye contact) with members of that func-
tion. Without relationships of shared knowledge, employees are less able
to engage in timely communication when circumstances change sud-
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Relationships

Shared goals

Shared knowledge

Mutual respect

American

“Ninety percent of the
ramp employees don’t
care what happens, even
if the walls fall down, as
long as they get their
check.”

Participants revealed lit-
tle awareness of the over-
all process. They typically
explained their own set of
tasks without reference to
the overall process of
flight departures.

“There are employees
working here who think
they’re better than other
employees. Gate and
ticket agents think 
they’re better than the
ramp. The ramp think
they’re better than cabin
cleaners—think it’s a
sissy, woman’s job. Then
the cabin cleaners look
down on the building
cleaners. The mechanics
think the ramp are a
bunch of luggage 
handlers.”

Southwest

“I’ve never seen so many
people work so hard to do
one thing. You see people
checking their watches to
get the on-time depar-
ture. . . . Then it’s over
and you’re back on time.”

Participants exhibited rel-
atively clear mental mod-
els of the overall
process— an understand-
ing of the links between
their own jobs and the
jobs of other functions.
Rather than just knowing
what to do, they knew
why, based on shared
knowledge of how the
overall process worked.

“No one takes the job of
another person for
granted. The skycap is
just as critical as the
pilot. You can always
count on the next guy
standing there. No one
department is any more
important than another.”

Exhibit 3–1 Dimensions of Relational Coordination

table continues



denly, not knowing with sufficient precision who needs to know what
and with what urgency. Without shared goals, the easiest response to
problems is to blame others for having caused the problem rather than to
engage in problem solving with them.

Does relational coordination really make a difference for perfor-
mance, and if so, how can managers make it happen in their own organi-
zations? The performance question is answered in the next section, and
again in the following chapter. The implementation question is answered
in detail throughout Part 2 of this book.
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Communication

Frequent and timely 
communication

Problem-solving 
communication

American

“Here you don’t commu-
nicate. And sometimes
you end up not knowing
things. . . . Everyone says
we need effective commu-
nication. But it’s a low
priority in action. . . . The
hardest thing at the gates
when flights are delayed is
to get information.”

“If you ask anyone here,
what’s the last thing you
think of when there’s a
problem, I bet your bot-
tom dollar it’s the cus-
tomer. And these are
guys who work hard
every day. But they’re
thinking, how do I keep
my ass out of the sling?”

Southwest

“There is constant com-
munication between cus-
tomer service and the
ramp. When planes have
to be switched and bags
must be moved, customer
service will advise the
ramp directly or through
operations.” If there’s an
aircraft swap “operations
keeps everyone informed.
. . . It happens smoothly.” 

“We figure out the cause
of the delay. We do not
necessarily chastise,
though sometimes that
comes into play. It is a
matter of working
together. Figuring out
what we can learn. Not
finger pointing.”

Exhibit 3–1 Dimensions of Relational Coordination (continued)



Southwest versus Continental, American, and United: 
Relational Coordination Pays Off

Relational coordination isn’t just a morale-boosting nicety for employ-
ees. It accounts for dramatic differences in flight departure performance
between Southwest and other airlines. Relational coordination allows
Southwest employees to respond rapidly to new information, resulting in
fewer customer complaints, flight delays, and lost bags. Relational coor-
dination also results in better utilization of staff and gate time because
less time is wasted waiting to hear from others, conducting redundant
communication, looking for missing information, etc., with the result
that flight departures can be staffed more leanly and scheduled with
shorter turnaround times.

These observations were confirmed with data from a study involving
two Southwest sites, two Continental sites, two American sites, and three
United sites. Sites included some that were considered to be high perform-
ers, as well as some that were considered to be troubled—particularly the
second Southwest site, located in Los Angeles and suffering greatly at the
time from rapid rates of growth, high employee turnover, and managerial
inexperience. A third site of United that was considered to be very promis-
ing was then included—the launch site for the United Shuttle, designed to
fight back against Southwest’s incursions into the California market.

Measuring Relational Coordination and Performance

At each of these nine sites, employees were surveyed from five core func-
tions—ticketing agents, gate agents, baggage transfer agents, ramp
agents, and operations agents—about their communication and relation-
ships with each other and with pilots, flight attendants, mechanics, cater-
ers, cabin cleaners, fuelers, and cargo agents.12 See Exhibit 3–2 for the
survey questions used to measure relational coordination.

Quality performance was measured in three ways—customer com-
plaints, mishandled bags, and late arrivals—the same measures that are
tracked on a monthly basis by the U.S. Department of Transportation. In
addition, efficiency performance was measured in two ways—turn-
around time per departure and staff time per passenger.13 Of course,
other factors besides coordination affect quality and efficiency perfor-
mance. Some were described in Chap. 2, where the particular challenges
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of Southwest’s short-haul strategy and the cost savings made possible by
its simpler product were explained. To capture these product character-
istics, average length of flight, number of passengers per flight, tons of
cargo per flight, and percentage of passengers connecting were mea-
sured.14 Number of flights per day at a given site was also included to
capture the potential effects of operational scale. Performance and prod-
uct variables are shown in Exhibit 3–3.

Findings

As expected, communication and relationships were highly correlated—
employees who engaged in frequent, timely, problem-solving communi-
cation with other functions also had relationships based on shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect.15 Strong relationships fostered
high-quality communication, while high-quality communication helped
employees build strong relationships with each other.

In addition, there were substantial differences in overall levels of rela-
tional coordination from one site to another, even within the same airline.
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Exhibit 3–2 Relational Coordination Survey Items*

Relationships

Shared goals Do people in these groups have the same work goals as you?
Shared How much do people in each of these groups know about
knowledge your job?  
Mutual respect How much respect do you get from the people in each of

these groups?  

Communication

Frequent How often do you communicate with each of these groups?
communication
Timely  Do the people in these groups communicate with you in a 
communication timely way?  
Problem-solving When there is a problem, do the people in these groups try
communication to solve the problem, or try to determine whose fault it was?

* Respondents were asked to answer each question with respect to each of the 12 functions
involved in flight departures. Answers were in the form of a 5-point Likert scale.



Of the nine sites in this study, Southwest’s Chicago site had by far the
highest overall levels of relational coordination. However, the next high-
est level of relational coordination was found at the United Shuttle’s Los
Angeles site. Southwest’s Los Angeles site ranked third. Because South-
west’s Los Angeles site was deliberately chosen as one that was struggling
with growth issues at the time, this was not surprising. Continental,
United, and American Airlines each had one site with moderately high
levels of relational coordination—and each also had one site with rela-
tively low levels of relational coordination.16 In addition to significant dif-
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Exhibit 3–3 Performance and Product Measures

Efficiency Performance

Turnaround time  Minutes of scheduled time at the gate, per depar-
ture, equal to the average difference between sched-
uled arrival time for each aircraft and its scheduled
departure time, excluding flights with overnight stay  

Staff time Airport employees per 1000 daily passengers,
including full-time-equivalent airport personnel in
the ticket, gate, operations, ramp, and cabin clean-
ing functions  

Quality Performance

Customer Number of airport-related customer complaints per
complaints 100,000 passengers  
Lost baggage Number of bags mishandled per 1000 passengers  
Late arrivals Percentage of flights arriving at their down-line des-

tination more than 15 minutes late

Product Measures

Flights per day Number of flights departing per day  
Average flight length Average length of flights  
Passengers per flight Average number of passengers per flight  
Cargo per flight Average tons of cargo carried per flight  
Passenger connections Percentage of passengers who are making connections



ferences in relational coordination across these nine sites, there were also
significant differences in product characteristics and performance.17

Using statistical techniques to account for the effects of product char-
acteristics,18 relational coordination was found to affect significantly the
performance of the flight departure process. Relational coordination
enables shorter turnaround times, greater employee productivity, fewer
customer complaints, fewer lost bags, and fewer flight delays. A doubling
of relational coordination among frontline employees enables a 21 per-
cent reduction in turnaround time and a 42 percent increase in employee
productivity. That same increase in relational coordination contributes
to a 64 percent decrease in customer complaints, a 31 percent decrease in
lost baggage, and a 50 percent decrease in flight delays.19

The performance effects of relational coordination are large and statis-
tically significant. This means that you can be confident of achieving
improved performance results if you can achieve an increase in relational
coordination.20 There is a simpler, more graphic way to observe the overall
performance effects of relational coordination. After efficiency and quality
measures were adjusted for product differences, they were combined into a
single measure of performance. Overall performance for each of the nine
sites was then plotted against relational coordination. Exhibit 3–4 shows a
clear positive impact of relational coordination on performance.

Improving Both Quality and Efficiency

We have seen that relational coordination does not just improve the
quality or the efficiency of service delivery in this setting—it improves
both simultaneously. This is impressive. Many organizational practices
that improve efficiency do so at the cost of reduced quality. Likewise,
many organizational practices that improve quality do so at the cost of
reduced efficiency. It is very unusual, and powerful, when an organiza-
tional practice leads to both increased quality and increased efficiency.
The findings reported here show that relational coordination has signif-
icant positive effects on both quality and efficiency. Efficiency/quality
trade-offs are the rule in most business operations, but improvements in
relational coordination, like other fundamental process improvements,
allow an organization to shift the efficiency/quality curve outward to a
more favorable position.21
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Why Relational Coordination Works: The Power of Collective Identity

We have seen that there are three important elements of working rela-
tionships for achieving effective coordination: shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect. These relationships have powerful
effects because they shape our personal identities. Through relation-
ships, other people influence the development of our identities, just as
we influence the development of theirs. Relationships of shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect help us to form a collective iden-
tity with others, enabling us to engage more easily in coordinated collec-
tive action. In contrast, organizations that lack shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect tend to have weak collective identities.
Individual workers do not identify with the organization strongly, and
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tend not to consider what is best for the organization. Instead they focus
on what is best for accomplishing their own narrow task.

Postmodernists22 and feminist philosophers23 have argued that the
relational basis of human identity has been overlooked in our individual-
istic society, and that in fact our identities are “socially constructed.”
Indeed, as Joyce Fletcher has argued, the way people work together can-
not be fully understood without this relational perspective.24 Organiza-
tional social capital, embedded in interpersonal relationships, is therefore
likely to be critical for organizational performance.25 However, the divi-
sion of labor poses a tremendous challenge. The division of labor is a
powerful source of efficiency and productivity, as Adam Smith showed
over 200 years ago,26 but it results in alienation and fragmentation of
human identity.27 Strong working relationships can serve to overcome the
alienation created by the division of labor by creating more holistic, social
identities in place of the more partial and fragmented identities that lead
people to reject their connections with others.

In sum, relationships shape our own personal identities: they define
who we are. It is no wonder, then, that relationships among people who
work together—particularly their shared goals, shared knowledge, and
respect for one another, or lack thereof—are such powerful drivers of
organizational performance.

This chapter has one critical implication for managers. Although
relationships are relatively “soft” organizational factors and therefore
tempting to neglect under challenging conditions, relationships of
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect contribute substan-
tially to effective coordination and to the quality and efficiency of orga-
nizational performance. In Part 2 of this book, we will learn how
Southwest Airlines creates these high levels of relational coordination
through 10 distinctive organizational practices, and how these practices
can be implemented in any organization. First, however, the next chap-
ter demonstrates that the performance effects of relational coordination
are not unique to the airline industry.
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C H A P T E R

How Relational
Coordination Works 
in Other Industries

The Case of Health Care

It’s not just individual brilliance that matters anymore. It’s a coordinated effort.
—Chief Social Worker, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center

WE  L E A R N E D  I N Chap. 3 that coordination does not occur in a
relational vacuum. Relational coordination is coordination carried out
through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect. We also learned that relational coordination accounts for a
great deal of Southwest’s performance advantage. Does relational coor-
dination boost performance in other service delivery settings? This
chapter demonstrates the power of relational coordination in the
health-care industry.

The Challenge of Coordinating Patient Care

Effective coordination is lacking in many service settings, but particularly
in the delivery of health care.1 Patients are often left to find their own way
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through the system, receiving diagnoses and treatments from a loosely
connected set of providers. Even within the hospital setting, where coor-
dination would seem to be more readily achieved, it often falls to patients
and their families to coordinate their own care. According to Anselm
Strauss and his team of medical sociologists:

Coordination of care, for which personnel are constantly striving but know
they are not often attaining, is something of a mirage except for the most
standardized of trajectories. Its attainment is something of a miracle when it
actually does occur.2

Similar to the flight departure process, some of the biggest challenges
in patient-care coordination occur at the point of departure—or dis-
charge—from the hospital. Michael Hubner, an administrator at one of
the Harvard teaching hospitals, explained:

Patient discharge is an interesting nexus. That’s where all the failures are.
That’s where you can blow it. That’s also where all the drama is. There is a
letting go of safety into the unknown.

Her colleague, Mary McDonough, explained how these failures in coor-
dination can occur:

There’s a moment in time when the patient is identified as perhaps needing
extended care after discharge. . . . It’s time-sensitive because you can’t be too
late or too early for the window. The window is determined by patient func-
tioning, based on lab tests, their temperature, whether they are ambulatory,
etc. This is a time when people are stepping over each other with overlap-
ping responsibilities for the patient.

Everyone is waiting for the next person to do something but it hasn’t
always been clear they were waiting. The social worker is waiting for the res-
ident to get back to her about the next task. One or two people get to be seen
as the person who is watching the discharge plan. But everybody needs to be
on the same playing field.

There is a great deal of evidence that both the quality and efficiency of
patient care are negatively affected by poor coordination among
providers,3 and some evidence that relationships play a critical role in the
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coordination of care.4 Coordination failures occur during handoffs
among hospital-based staff. Failure to coordinate can lead to errors in
medication and errors in treatment.5 Recent research suggests that errors
in patient care stemming from coordination failures are more likely than
other errors to result in costly malpractice claims.6 Poor coordination also
results in scheduling problems such as delays in testing or treatment.
Finally, poor coordination results in conflicting information to the patient
and his or her family, and can lead to a loss of confidence in the provider.7

It can also produce confused, misinformed patients who may not be able
or willing to cooperate with treatment. Even if all medical outcomes are
achieved, patients who were dissatisfied with how they were treated can
have a negative impact on hospitals in a competitive environment by gen-
erating negative word of mouth and reducing referrals.

Performance Effects of Relational Coordination

A nine-hospital study of patient care was conducted to measure rela-
tional coordination and its effects on patient outcomes. The study
focused on joint replacement surgery because it is an increasingly com-
mon type of surgery performed on the elderly, and yet very costly, so
hospitals have strong interests in improving both the quality and effi-
ciency with which it is performed. Nine hospitals with orthopedic
departments that perform high volumes of joint replacements were cho-
sen to participate, including four Boston hospitals: Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital, Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Beth Israel Deaconess
Medical Center, and New England Baptist Hospital; three New York
City hospitals: Beth Israel Hospital, Hospital for Joint Diseases, and
Hospital for Special Surgery; and two Dallas-area hospitals: Baylor Uni-
versity Medical Center and Presbyterian Plano Hospital.

Relational Coordination

As in the flight departure study described in the previous chapter, rela-
tional coordination was measured using an employee survey, asking
physicians, nurses, physical therapists, social workers, and case managers
about their communication and relationships with each other regarding
the care of joint replacement patients. Participants were asked to answer
the same six questions as in the study of flight departures, concerning the
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frequency, timeliness, and problem-solving orientation of communica-
tion; and the degree of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect experienced with each other participant in the patient-care
process. However, one new question was added—regarding the accuracy
of communication—recognizing the importance of accuracy for effective
coordination of patient care.8

Performance Measures

As in the flight departure study, performance was measured along two
dimensions—the quality of care and the efficiency with which it was
delivered. Patients assessed the quality of care in a survey they received
after hospitalization. Patient-assessed quality has not traditionally been
considered to be a relevant outcome in health-care settings. However,
“as the orientation to health care began shifting from scientific man-
dates and medical techniques to markets and the more human side of
health care—a service delivery system—patient satisfaction has become
an important dimension of the quality of care.”9 The importance of
patient assessment of quality became evident through clinical work on
patient-centered care10 and has continued to grow in importance as a
dimension of health-care quality.11 In addition, patients were asked to
assess the quality of their surgical outcomes. The two primary outcomes
patients expect from joint replacement surgery are freedom from joint
pain and greater functional abilities (walking, climbing stairs, and so
on). Patients were asked to report their levels of joint pain and func-
tional abilities before and after surgery. The efficiency of care delivery
was measured as the number of days spent in acute care.

As in the case of flight departures, other variables are known to affect
performance in this setting, including patient age, health conditions,
type of surgery (hip versus knee), psychological well-being, race, gender,
marital status, and the volume of joint replacements performed by the
hospital in the past six months.12

Findings

As in the flight departure study, all of the communication and relation-
ship components of relational coordination were strongly interrelated
with each other.13 In addition, there were significant differences between
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hospitals in the strength of relational coordination among their care
providers,14 and in all aspects of patient-care performance.15

Accounting for differences in patient and hospital characteristics, rela-
tional coordination significantly improves performance of the patient-
care process. Relational coordination among care providers enables
shorter hospital stays, higher levels of patient-perceived quality of care,
and improved clinical outcomes. To illustrate, a 100 percent increase in
relational coordination among care providers enables a 31 percent reduc-
tion in the length of hospital stays and a 22 percent increase in the quality
of service that patients receive. That same increase in relational coordina-
tion contributes to a 7 percent increase in postoperative freedom from
pain and a 5 percent increase in postoperative mobility (the two key clin-
ical outcomes of joint replacement surgery).17

Some of these performance effects of relational coordination are
quite large and statistically significant. This means that you can be quite
certain of achieving improved performance results if you can achieve an
increase in relational coordination.18

There is a simpler, more graphic way to observe the overall perfor-
mance effects of relational coordination. Efficiency and quality measures
were adjusted for differences in patient and hospital characteristics, then
combined into a single measure of performance. Overall performance
was plotted for each of the nine hospitals against relational coordination.
Exhibit 4–1 shows a clear positive impact of relational coordination on
patient-care performance.

When Relational Coordination Matters Most for Performance

These data show that relational coordination contributes to important
performance outcomes for patient care, a work setting that is dramati-
cally different from the airline industry. Relational coordination has sig-
nificant positive effects on several important outcomes for surgical
patients: improved quality of care, improved clinical outcomes, and
shorter hospital lengths of stay. As in the case of flight departures, it is
important to note that increases in efficiency (shorter lengths of stay)
were not achieved at the expense of either clinical outcomes or the qual-
ity of care. Indeed, as in the case of flight departures, relational coordi-
nation enabled hospitals to achieve simultaneous improvements in the
quality and efficiency of patient care. In a very different service delivery
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context from the one in which Southwest Airlines is operating, we find
concrete evidence that relationships have a powerful effect on organiza-
tional performance.

What is it about flight departures and patient care that make rela-
tional coordination so important? What other kinds of settings should
benefit most from relational coordination? Relational coordination is
most valuable for performance in settings with three characteristics.

Task Interdependence

First, relational coordination boosts performance when tasks are recip-
rocally interdependent;19 in other words, when each action taken by any
participant has a potential influence on multiple other participants. In
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patient care, due to reciprocal interdependence, care providers do not
have the luxury of simple, sequential handoffs that are found on pro-
duction lines. Instead the handoffs are iterative, requiring feedback
among providers as new information emerges about the patient. Like-
wise in the flight departure process, reciprocal task interdependence
results in the need for feedback among the tasks that are performed by
the 12 functions involved in flight departures, as new information arises
during preparation for departure.

Uncertainty

Second, relational coordination boosts performance when there are high
levels of uncertainty, requiring continuous updates of information and
adjustments in plans.20 In health care, uncertainty surrounds a given
patient’s reaction to interventions and the speed of his or her recovery.
Uncertainty is also endemic to the flight departure process, with multiple
sources of uncertainty: the timing of incoming flight arrivals, the possibil-
ity of mechanical difficulties, the weather conditions to be encountered by
departing flights, the timing and number of passengers and bags arriving
for departing flights, and the timing and quantity of freight to be shipped
on departing flights. These multiple sources of uncertainty create the
need for continuous updates of information and adjustments in plans, and
often interact with each other in unforeseeable ways.

Time Constraints

Third, relational coordination boosts performance in settings that are
time-constrained. Time constraints limit an organization’s ability to use
time buffers to reduce the effects of interdependence and uncertainty.21

With strict time constraints, one cannot simply add time between tasks
to reduce reciprocal interdependence and produce a more orderly,
sequential work process. Similarly, one cannot reduce the effects of
uncertainty by responding in a more leisurely way to new information.
Time constraints play a critical role in the delivery of patient care due to
clinical requirements to assess the patient for possible negative reactions
and to mobilize the patient in a timely fashion after surgery. Pressures
from managed care for timely patient discharge further intensify time
constraints. There is no longer the luxury of allowing delays to occur due
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to poor coordination; the new payment structure imposes the costs of
delays on the hospital rather than the payer. Time constraints also play a
critical role in flight departures due to the need for all passengers, bag-
gage, freight, fuel, and meals or refreshments—and the correct inform-
ation pertaining to each of the above—to be on board at the time of
departure. Time constraints have been further heightened in the airline
industry as fare competition increases the pressure to schedule quick
turnarounds at the gate to maximize utilization of costly aircraft.

Summing Up

The three conditions that increase the need for relational coordina-
tion—reciprocal interdependence, uncertainty, and time constraints—
are increasingly common in the service economy of today. As advanced
economies have shifted from a manufacturing to a service focus, work
settings that require relational coordination have become increasingly
common. Many service operations are characterized by reciprocal inter-
dependence, requiring iterative interactions among service providers
rather than the sequential handoffs performed by workers on production
lines. Many service operations also have high levels of uncertainty rela-
tive to manufacturing due to the difficulty of buffering service operations
from the external environment and from differences in customers them-
selves. Finally, most service settings are highly time-constrained; they are
designed to provide a service to customers, real time, simultaneous with
the demand, without imposing excessive waiting times on customers.
Even the manufacturing sector, with its shift to service orientation and
just-in-time production, is increasingly taking on the challenging char-
acteristics of the service sector. This means that relational coordination
is increasingly relevant for organizations of today, including possibly
your own organization.

We now turn in Part 2 to the central questions in this book: how does
Southwest Airlines achieve such high levels of relational coordination,
and how can your organization do the same?
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How does Southwest Airlines build strong relationships, generating high levels of
coordination and therefore high levels of quality and efficiency performance? As
you might expect, there is no magic bullet. Rather, Southwest has developed an
innovative set of 10 organizational practices, each one designed to reinforce the
others so that the total is greater than the sum of the parts. See Exhibit P2-1.
These practices build and sustain relationships in multiple ways—through lead-
ership at the top and at the front line, through hiring and training, resolving
conflicts, managing work/family issues, creating special boundary roles, measur-
ing performance broadly, negotiating flexible job descriptions, and partnering
with the external parties that are critical for Southwest’s success. These practices
can be adapted to your own organization’s needs to create high levels of relational
coordination and outstanding performance.

The idea that high performance depends on bundles of organizational prac-
tices—rather than individual practices—is a powerful one that extends to other
industry settings. Evidence from the auto industry,1 the apparel industry,2 the
steel industry,3 and the telecommunications industry4 shows that bundles of
practices can have powerful, positive effects on performance. This book is part of
a series of studies that shows how bundles of mutually reinforcing organiza-
tional practices can launch organizations onto a high performance trajectory.5

Not just any organizational practice goes into these high performance bun-
dles. Indeed, there is increasing evidence, as documented in Chaps. 3 and 4, that
strong relationships are at the heart of high performance. Whether these rela-
tionships are conceived as social capital, teamwork, or relational coordination,
the common thread is that they are critical for achieving high performance.
The guiding principle behind organizational practices that create high perfor-
mance is that they need somehow to build and sustain relationships among the
organization’s key participants.

The following 10 chapters show how Southwest’s organizational practices do
just this.



Exhibit P2–1 Ten Southwest Practices for Building High
Performance Relationships

Lead with 
credibility 
and caring

Invest in 
frontline 

leadership

Hire and train
for relational
competence

Use conflicts
to build 

relationships

Bridge the
work/family

divide

Create 
boundary
spanners

Measure 
performance

broadly

Keep jobs 
flexible at the
boundaries

Make unions
your partners

Build 
relationships

with suppliers

Relational Coordination

Shared Goals
Shared Knowledge

Mutual Respect

Frequent Communication
Timely Communication

Problem-Solving Communication

Quality 
Performance

Efficiency 
Performance
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Lead with Credibility 
and Caring

[Herb Kelleher and Colleen Barrett] have both got credibility. It’s taken them a while to get
to that point. They’ve created this level of honesty with us. If it’s bad, they tell you it’s bad.

—Ramp Manager, Southwest Airlines

[Herb] is one of the inspirations for this company. He’s the guiding light. He listens to
everybody. He’s unbelievable when it comes to personal etiquette. If you’ve got a problem,
he cares.

—Pilot, Southwest Airlines

I am not all that special. It is not like we have some formula here like “E equals MC
squared.” It is a tremendous mosaic made up of thousands of people.

—Herb Kelleher, Chairman of the Board, Southwest Airlines1 

SO U T H W E S T  I S  S O often congratulated on its outstanding lead-
ership that this chapter hardly seemed necessary. Though the impor-
tance of leadership should not be overestimated relative to other
organizational practices, neither should it be underestimated. But what
is leadership? Leadership expert Ralph Stogdill once quipped that
“there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons
who have attempted to define the concept.”2 These definitions range
from the mundane—“the behavior of an individual directing the activi-
ties of an organized group toward goal achievement”3—to the eso-
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teric—“articulating visions, embodying values and creating the environ-
ment within which things can be accomplished.”4 In this chapter we will
attempt to understand better the effectiveness of Southwest’s leadership
by contrasting it to the leadership of American, United, and Continen-
tal Airlines. We will see that credibility and caring are two critical ingre-
dients of leadership effectiveness at Southwest, and will conclude by
describing the leadership transition at Southwest when Herb Kelleher
stepped down, and the ongoing role that is played by Southwest’s top
management team.

Leadership at Southwest Airlines

CEO Herb Kelleher and his top management team have excelled at
gaining the trust of managers in the field and frontline employees. They
have built trust over time by being up front and consistent in their mes-
sage. A ramp manager at Southwest explained how trust between front-
line employees and top management facilitates the work of managers
throughout the company:

It helps you as a manager when Herb gives it to the employees without sugar
coating. Something about Herb, if he says it, it’s law. Colleen is a very, very big
part of this puzzle too. The programs we try to get across have her name on it.
And we know it. Herb’s the showman but she’s a very, very, very big force.
Colleen in many ways is just as big as Herb to us. When she speaks we all lis-
ten. They’ve both got credibility. It’s taken them a while to get to that point.
They’ve created this level of honesty with us. If it’s bad, they tell you it’s bad.

An operations agent in the Phoenix station explained the importance to
her of being able to trust top management:

If I didn’t work at Southwest, I would not work in this industry. At the other
carriers, they don’t trust the managers. I have friends who work for other
carriers and the whole attitude is just completely different. The CEO says
something, and they don’t believe what he says. Herb is so obtainable.

Southwest’s top managers have also made themselves available to
frontline employees, demonstrating a level of caring that is beyond the
norm in large companies. This accessibility was mentioned time and
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again as a building block of the relationship between frontline employees
and top management at Southwest. A pilot explained:

I can call Herb today. You don’t just call and say there’s a problem. He’ll say,
“think about it and tell me the solution that you think will work.” He has an
open door policy. I can call him almost 24 hours a day. If it’s an emergency,
he will call back in 15 minutes. He is one of the inspirations for this com-
pany. He’s the guiding light. He listens to everybody. He’s unbelievable when
it comes to personal etiquette. If you’ve got a problem, he cares.

Another pilot concurred:

Herb is a true charismatic leader. He’s not your average CEO. He really
cares to let people know he cares. When he talks to you, he is really focused
on what you are saying. No one can pry him loose. I’ve seen this. He sets the
example of respect for everyone. All are important. Treat each other with the
same respect as our customers. So people are happy.

Colleen Barrett, president and chief operating officer of Southwest, is
also mentioned time and again as an important leadership figure at
Southwest. A station manager explained the role that Colleen Barrett
plays at Southwest:

Colleen remembers everyone and everything—if you have a birthday you’ll
get a card from her. She’s up there with Jesus Christ, in our eyes.

A flight attendant base manager had similar praise for Barrett:

I had the opportunity to be on the culture committee last year, and I got to
know her firsthand. She and Herb are genuinely interested in creating jobs
for people.

A customer service agent in Los Angeles gave Colleen similar praise,
after experiencing firsthand the impact that Colleen had on turning
around Southwest’s troubled Los Angeles station in the early 1990s:

Colleen is the greatest. She spreads the Southwest spirit. She’s adamant
about it.
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One of Southwest’s chief pilots offered his perspective on Colleen:

Colleen Barrett has an amazing ability to work simply with a lot of issues.
She and Herb must write letters all day and all night. They communicate
with customers and employees on every little issue. Their philosophy is to
take care of the small problems. When someone has a problem here, even if
it might seem small, I have to take care of it. It is a necessary element in the
development of trust.

In effect, Herb and Colleen set an example through their own actions
to the rest of the company regarding the importance of relationships. To
demonstrate caring, the top leadership of Southwest Airlines has held to
a no-layoff policy throughout its 31-year history (more about this in
Chap. 17).

Kelleher’s belief in treating people with respect has infused relation-
ships throughout Southwest Airlines. He explains how he came to have
this belief:

My mother taught me that. She was an extraordinary person. When I was
very young—11 or 12—she used to sit up talking to me till three, four in the
morning. She talked a lot about how you should treat people with respect.
She said that positions and titles signify absolutely nothing. They’re just
adornments; they don’t represent the substance of anybody.

I was kind of her disciple. I learned firsthand that what she was telling me
was correct, because there was a very dignified gentleman in our neighbor-
hood, the president of a savings and loan, who used to stroll along in a very
regal way up until he was indicted and convicted of embezzlement. She
taught me that every person and every job is worth just as much as any other
person and any other job.5

Leadership at Continental Airlines

Living in the shadow of Frank Lorenzo’s legacy, subsequent leaders of
Continental Airlines faced an uphill battle in winning the trust of front-
line employees. Gordon Bethune was selected as Continental’s new
CEO in October 1994, based in part on his reputation in the industry for
credibility with employees. Bethune’s reputation was illustrated by the
fact that he was one of the top candidates considered by United’s unions
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in their selection of a new CEO after the employee buyout, though ulti-
mately Gerald Greenwald was chosen instead. Bethune described his
experience of coming to Continental:

It was the most difficult place I’ve ever come in my life. . . . It’s the value sys-
tem that was in place, the over kind of focus on lowest cost is the way to win,
when it certainly hadn’t won in ten years. Obviously, it had the makings of a
good company, but it was what you’d have to characterize as dysfunctional.6

Bethune brought with him a team of like-minded executives, includ-
ing Greg Brenneman as chief operating officer and Mike Campbell as
vice president of employee relations. Brenneman characterized the state
of the airline when the new management team arrived:

People were focused on pitting the pilots against the mechanics and the gate
agents against the flight attendants to see if you could beat down labor costs
by getting them fighting with one another. And, of course, this is the biggest
team sport in the world. You have to get everybody working together.7

Prior to Bethune’s arrival, managers felt they had to work against the
dominant Continental culture to minimize these boundaries so that work
could get done. From the perspective of the Cleveland station manager:

I see my job as breaking down those invisible boundaries. This is not Conti-
nental culture more generally. . . . The chair of the board sets the tone. He is
watching his investment. He is grounded in investment rather than operations.

Early in his leadership Bethune began to send strong signals that he
would encourage openness, to win the trust of Continental’s workforce.
Within two weeks of his arrival, he declared Fridays to be casual dress
days and announced that all offices in the company’s Houston headquar-
ters would be open to all Continental employees without requiring a spe-
cial access card. He increased the employee newsletter to a monthly
frequency, introduced a new publication for employees called the Conti-
nental Quarterly, and generated a daily “Message from Senior Manage-
ment” available through voicemail to the entire Continental workforce.
He took the approach of being open and frank with frontline employees
regarding the strategy shift Continental was engaged in at the time he
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took on leadership of the company. A Boston customer service agent
explained to me:

Our strategy is changing constantly. No one knows what’s going on. . . .
Senior managers just walk into training sessions and say things that no one
has ever heard. [But] there has been some attempt at informing us. Bethune
made a videotape that we just viewed here in the station. He says that senior
management screwed up for the past year. . . . Now we are doing a reversal.
We have to make money by hook or crook. We will do whatever we have to
do. . . . That’s it, plain and simple.

Bethune’s frankness was a dramatic change from the secrecy and hedging
to which Continental employees had become accustomed, and went a
long way toward winning the trust of frontline employees.

Bethune also made it his job to start breaking down the boundaries
between functions to get people talking to each other. The Cleveland
station manager described Bethune’s approach:

When Continental Lite was developed, schedulers were never involved. Nei-
ther was flight, maintenance, or the stations. Now Gordon is getting them to
talk together. Putting people in a room and closing the door for five days.

In addition, Bethune became well known for his belief in using incen-
tives to get employees to work together—paying each Continental
employee $65 every month that Continental was ranked in the top 5 for
on-time performance. According to Bethune, the money was simply a
way to teach the lesson that working together pays off:

Sixty-five bucks was a nice way of saying thank you to a bunch of people
who learned that the only way to get the 65 bucks is when they all work
together. And it’s been working for us ever since. It’s not a lot, but it doesn’t
sometimes take a lot to show that this is like an appreciative change in the
way we behave.8

The challenge for Bethune’s leadership would come with September
11, 2001, when employees would find out whether the new approach to
leadership at Continental was for real, and whether the airline had built
up enough resources after 10 lean years under Lorenzo to make
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Bethune’s commitment to Continental employees a reality (more on this
in Chap. 17).

Leadership at United Airlines

When Gerald Greenwald was first brought in as CEO in 1994 as part of
United’s employee buyout, he worked hard to build relationships with
both employees and their unions. United’s unions had criticized his pre-
decessor, Steven Wolf, for having a view of cooperation that meant “I
decide and you agree.” Gerald Greenwald enjoyed the support of the
pilots and other employee groups partly on the grounds that he was per-
ceived to respect them and their union representatives. Greenwald’s
background suggested that he would have the skills to bring together
labor, management, and shareholders in an employee-owned company.9

Greenwald had provided the financial expertise for Lee Iaccoca’s bailout
of Chrysler, and in so doing had gained the respect of both Wall Street
and the United Auto Workers’ union. Furthermore, Greenwald had
worked as a labor organizer while a student at Princeton, and he had
wanted to lead an employee-owned company since 1990, when United’s
pilots were first planning a buyout of the airline and approached him to
lead it. Indeed, Greenwald placed great hopes on employee ownership as
a solution for United’s troubles. As he said in an interview with Air Trans-
port World, “We’re banking on ownership to be our edge in a competition
we’ve simply got to win.”10

Greenwald announced that he planned to spend half of his time with
employees, empowering them to make decisions.11 He traveled through-
out the United system early in his leadership to learn from employees
about the company. In one 10-day stretch, he held 37 meetings. In inter-
views with frontline employees in the mid-1990s, they expressed a belief
that Greenwald cared about them and was interested in their work. They
expressed hopefulness and outright enthusiasm about his leadership.
One ramp agent in Los Angeles was strongly influenced by Greenwald’s
leadership:

There are a lot of radicals here, but they are starting to change. I had the
privilege of meeting Greenwald. He was incredibly supportive. I never knew
that those kind of people cared. Everybody just wanted to be involved. Next
thing you know, you had 300 people. I used to raise hell around here for
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minor little things. But I was thrilled with the ESOP. Even the serious prob-
lem children were thrilled. . . . People are coming around.

The Los Angeles station manager was also impressed with Greenwald’s
approach:

Steve [Wolf] had more of a controlling style than Gerry Greenwald. They
want the same thing, but have different ways of getting it. It may have helped
Gerry to be coming from outside the industry. . . . Greenwald’s done it per-
fectly. He came in with no answers, but with an end result he wants. Others
come in and say I want to control this and this. Greenwald just says, make
yourself understand why you do what you do.

Given his lack of industry knowledge, one of Greenwald’s first chal-
lenges was to choose a knowledgeable second-in-command who would
inevitably play a major role in leading the company. According to the
president of United’s flight attendant union:

It is very difficult to have a conversation with [Greenwald] on substantial
issues, because he’s just not conversant with the terms of the industry.12

Greenwald chose John Edwardson, former chief financial officer and execu-
tive vice president of Northwest Airlines, to serve as president of United Air-
lines and to run the day-to-day operations of the company.  According to
Edwardson, “Gerry called me and said, ‘Get to work,’ so I drove in and
did.”13 As we will see in Chap. 13, however, Greenwald and Edwardson were
ultimately challenged and perhaps overwhelmed by the complexity of
labor/management relations in an employee-owned company.

Leadership at American Airlines

Long-time American Airlines leader Robert Crandall had a difficult time
winning the trust of American’s frontline employees, because of the
approach he often took in his efforts to align American’s frontline
employees with his goals. In one particularly critical incident, Crandall
announced publicly in 1993 that the only unprofitable piece of Ameri-
can’s parent company, AMR Corporation, was the airline itself. AMR
Corporation’s management consulting services and information systems
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businesses were making money, Crandall pointed out, while the airline
itself was losing money. Crandall proposed a Transition Plan, in which
American would continue to fly in those markets where it could still
compete, exit the markets where American could no longer compete,
while American’s parent company would continue to grow its profitable
nonairline businesses. American would in effect become more of a back-
office operation for other airlines.

In his President’s Conference with employees in Boston that spring,
Crandall presented for about 20 minutes on the challenges ahead for the
airline and introduced his Transition Plan as a response to those challenges:

We have labor cost problems, but we have decided not to ask for changes.
Every time we talk about pay, we get in a big fight. We can’t afford to get in
a fight now. When we fight, we lose the ability to work together to deliver
quality service, which, as I’ve explained, is something we absolutely must do.
Still, it’s important for everyone to understand that as low-cost carriers enter
more and more markets, there will be more and more places where Ameri-
can cannot compete.

Crandall then took questions on the Transition Plan from employees
for a 30- to 40-minute period. One employee asked, “You say that you
are tired of fighting. So what are you going to do?” Crandall responded:
“We will talk quietly. If they fight, we’ll sell more routes and aircraft.”
Employees asked about potential solutions to the challenges he had
posed, asking Crandall whether he had considered the possibility of
forming international alliances, competing through subsidiaries, what
would happen to American’s smaller hubs, whether NAFTA would offer
any new competitive opportunities for American, whether American
could contract out to UPS to do some of its night flying, and so on.

Crandall’s response to each query was masterful and informative,
seemingly in command of every conceivable detail. But many of the
questions were being posed in the form of suggestions and potential
solutions, and Crandall did not seem to hear them that way. When the
questions ended, Crandall concluded, “Well, I guess we’ve exhausted
everybody’s curiosity.” To refer to this uprising of interest from employ-
ees and downright concern for their futures as “curiosity” seemed highly
disrespectful and dismissive. It became clear that Crandall had come to
inform, not to learn from the interaction.
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A manager later explained why everyone had been so polite, asking
questions rather than taking positions and engaging Crandall in debate.
“Nobody likes to get their head knocked around,” he answered. “Cran-
dall can be very militant and scary.” Another manager who had attended
the conference shared his thoughts:

Crandall’s transition plan—to pull out where we’re not making money, and
increase investment where we are—is being well received in the investor
community, it seems. Rose Anne Tortora of Donaldson, Lufkin and Jenrette
has just written a very positive report on the plan, and is recommending
investors to buy American stock.  But the plan won’t have the intended effect
on the unions. People won’t believe it until it hits. It’s a loser. Crandall won’t
get what he wants from it.

The Transition Plan was clearly intended to pressure the unions into
concessions, but it also led American’s employees, from the front line to
the executive level, to question Crandall’s commitment to the business
that provided their livelihood and that many of them loved. The
exchange in Boston also suggested that Crandall’s leadership style was
characterized by little willingness to learn from others, and a tendency to
inspire fear in those under his authority.

These aspects of Crandall’s leadership style were apparent in his
internal dealings with headquarters staff as well. One former rising star
at American Airlines explained:

Crandall’s initial philosophy when he came in was to make individuals
accountable for their actions, to help turn the system around. But it’s gone
too far. People are afraid to speak up because they might get zapped, or
might cause other people to get zapped.

She described a meeting in which she unexpectedly took a controversial
point of view. She knew she was taking a big risk and had not planned to
say anything, but felt she had to. Crandall was angry and was criticizing
the employees of American Airlines for being incompetent and lazy.
Others present were either silent or were agreeing with Crandall. She
suggested, however, that perhaps it was American’s systems and not the
employees that were at fault. The reaction was dramatic:
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To suggest the system is wrong was interpreted by Crandall as suggesting that
no one is accountable. Or perhaps that the people at the top are accountable,
since they are responsible at least in part for keeping the system in place. My
statement was not well formulated. I was immediately attacked from many
sides. Everybody wanted to hear examples of what I meant. I didn’t have any.
My boss was mortified. Crandall said get some examples and get back to me.

The outcome of the incident was a demotion for the young executive
who had spoken up. She was taken off the fast track and given a “special
assignment” that seemed like a part-time job relative to her previous
responsibilities. She never fully recovered from the demoralization of
that experience, and later left the company.

Clearly Crandall’s style was to lead by fear. In addition, Crandall’s
trustworthiness as a leader was consistently called into question. Accord-
ing to one senior pilot:

There is no trust for Crandall. He is nasty, mean. He’s irascible, he points his
finger, he’s boiling inside. Crandall is not loyal to his employees. He has no
respect for employees. We’re not going to be loyal to the company or each
other. When there is no love for the company, it translates to how you treat
each other. . . . People do what they can get away with.

A young pilot for American Airlines in the Los Angeles station showed
a full-page ad taken out by Southwest employees to recognize CEO
Herb Kelleher on Boss’s Day. “It really makes you sad when you read
it,” he said.

Another widely held view was that Crandall was smart and extremely
knowledgeable about the industry. That was generally not perceived to
be sufficient, however. A long-time ramp agent explained:

Crandall knows more than any other CEO in the world. He was the right
person for American Airlines because he knew so much. He would always
tell you the answer or get it for you. But he’s too isolated now. He gets the
wrong information.  

A pilot leader concurred, and pointed out other flaws:

American’s management is top shelf, and Crandall is brilliant. But he always
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plays right into our hands. This is why we don’t have to worry about [the
Transition Plan]. When it comes down to the wire, Crandall says something
really inflammatory and everybody pulls together. He’s trying to be noncon-
frontational, but he still says things that get people upset. He can’t help it.

A few weeks ago, he told the press that American was getting out of the
airline business. Bob Baker [senior VP of operations] and Don Carty [senior
VP of finance] had to cover for him and explain to the press that he really
didn’t mean it. Then he went out and said the same thing again.

After the failed Transition Plan, Crandall made several subsequent
efforts to rebuild trust in his leadership. Although his efforts first
appeared to be geared toward placating the investor community, it
became apparent that the investor community needed reassurance that
he had the trust of his employees. In 1995, he invited a broad range of
American’s employees to a summer retreat in Seattle called Council on
American’s Future. He also established a cross-functional team for front-
line employees called the Customer Satisfaction Council. According to a
Crandall supporter in the Boston station:

Pilots, flight attendants, and everybody else participates. He showed the pilots
the books. He asked each station to put cross-functional teams together.

Still, the damage had been done over the years, and it seemed to have
culminated in the Transition Plan. American’s board recognized the dif-
ficulty Crandall had in winning the trust of his employees, and ultimately
even the trust of the analysts. One observer noted:

The credibility of a CEO to the analysts is a dominant consideration in CEO
longevity. Bob [Crandall] has a complex relationship with the analysts. They
think he’s very capable. But do they believe him? One thing for sure, the rank
and file doesn’t believe him. They think he’s painting a dark picture to gain a
bargaining advantage.

Partly in recognition of these difficulties, American’s board of directors
handed over the leadership of the airline to Don Carty, executive vice pres-
ident of finance, in 1995, while Crandall remained as CEO of the AMR
Corporation. Carty was reputed to be more of a people person than Cran-
dall, and also appeared to have the trust of the pilots. He had demonstrated
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during the time of the Transition Plan a stronger commitment to the air-
line business and therefore was able to start his leadership without the
stigma of the Transition Plan. Although the Crandall legacy, particularly
the distrust, would not be quickly left behind, American Airlines appears to
have become more unified under Don Carty’s leadership. One thing that
still remained, and on which Carty has drawn, was the desire of many
American employees to feel pride and loyalty toward their company.

Southwest’s Leadership Transition

The importance of the relationship between top management and front-
line employees to Southwest’s success should not be underestimated. It is
one reason why many observers wondered whether there would be a
Southwest without Kelleher. Kelleher had said for years that he would
step down as CEO when he reached the age of 70. Given the central role
he plays at Southwest Airlines, this prospect generated a great deal of
anxiety on the part of Wall Street analysts and other industry observers.
Some Southwest employees themselves wondered how Southwest would
fare after Herb’s departure, given his visibility in the company. One
operations agent who had been with Southwest for 20 years said:

We used to say when Herb retires we’re leaving—he’s been the force behind
Southwest’s success. When he leaves it will all go down the tubes. We used
to say that 6 years ago. No one says that anymore. You wouldn’t know that
he left—it’s not any different.

Others closer to the top leaders themselves, however, including one
of Southwest’s chief pilots, expressed confidence as early as 1994 that
Southwest would continue to thrive without Herb.

Herb is so important to what Southwest is. But it will continue without him.
He has done a very good job of selecting people. He has a good group
around him. He picks sharp individuals to fill various roles then entrusts
them to make decisions. There never will be another Herb Kelleher, but the
spirit will carry on.

Indeed, Herb confirms that he selected his successors with great care:
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I thought about who would be my successor very seriously for quite some
time. My biggest concern was that I wanted someone who would be respect-
ful of Southwest’s culture and would be the sort of person who was altruistic
in nature. I think Jim [Parker] and Colleen [Barrett] fit that.14

Kelleher chose long-time colleague Jim Parker to succeed him as CEO
and long-time colleague Colleen Barrett to succeed him as president and
chief operating officer.

In selecting Barrett, Kelleher also left Southwest with the legacy of
having the first top woman executive in the U.S. airline industry. About
breaking this barrier, Barrett says with characteristic humility:

It’s not anything I ever aspired to. . . . All I ever really wanted to do all my life
was enjoy what I do, and I obviously do that. But since all the coverage on
this transition has come out, I have been amazed at how many women I have
heard from that I don’t know. So obviously it’s a bigger thing than I would
have thought. 

First of all, the airline industry really isn’t known for its women. That is
a fact. But the glass ceiling has never been an issue for me at Southwest Air-
lines, so I’ve never particularly thought of that. But I have heard really big-
dog people saying how great this is. It makes me feel great for women. It’s
kind of humbling. And I wish my mother was alive, because she’d love it.15

Southwest’s Top Management Team

The other key factor for the successful transition was the existence of a
very cohesive, well functioning top management team, giving Kelleher
multiple strong leaders from whom to select, and giving Southwest’s new
leaders a cohesive, well functioning team with which to lead. Southwest’s
current top management team is shown in Exhibit 5–1.

It was evident at a March 2001 top management team meeting that
Southwest’s leadership extended well beyond Kelleher.16 It appeared to
be a group that would not allow itself to be torn apart by jealousies
related to succession. Kelleher had not yet stepped down or announced
his successors, but he was absent from the meeting, preparing his annual
“Message to the Field.” There was ample opportunity to observe the
team on its own, without the charismatic leader who has garnered such
enthusiastic attention in the press and in the investment community.
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Exhibit 5–1 Southwest’s Current Top Management Team

Herb Kelleher Chairman of the Board and Chairman of the Execu-
tive Committee  

James Parker Vice Chair and Chief Executive Officer  

Colleen Barrett President and Chief Operating Officer  

Deborah Ackerman Vice President, General Counsel  

Beverly Carmichael Vice President, People  

Donna Conover Executive Vice President, Customer Service  

Greg Crum Vice President, Flight Operations  

Alan Davis Vice President, Internal Audit and Special Projects  

Ginger Hardage Vice President, Corporate Communications  

Robert Jordan Vice President, Purchasing  

Camille Keith Vice President, Special Marketing  

Gary Kelly Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer  

Daryl Kraus Vice President, Provisioning  

Kevin Krone Vice President, Interactive Marketing  

Pete McGlade Vice President, Schedule Planning  

Bob Montgomery Vice President, Properties and Facilities  

Ron Ricks Vice President, Governmental Affairs  

David Ridley Vice President, Ground Operations  

Joyce Rogge Senior Vice President, Marketing  

Jim Ruppel Vice President, Customer Relations and 
Rapid Rewards

Keith Taylor Vice President, Revenue Management  

Ellen Torbert Vice President, Reservations  

Tammy Walker-Jones Vice President, Inflight  

Greg Wells Vice President, Safety, Security, and Flight Dispatch  

Steve Whaley Controller  

Jim Wimberly Executive Vice President and Chief of Operations  

Laura Wright Vice President, Finance and Treasurer  

Mike Van de Ven Vice President, Financial Planning and Analysis



There was clearly a well functioning, remarkably well integrated top
management team in place at Southwest Airlines. The meeting reflected
Southwest’s approach to decision making. Managers from different busi-
ness areas spoke knowledgeably about issues beyond the expertise sug-
gested by their titles, and they repeatedly built upon one another’s
thoughts. It was like stepping into an ongoing conversation in which
these managers had been engaged for many years. As Colleen Barrett
pointed out at the start of the meeting:

Titles mean very little here. Most people overlap in functionality. You would
not get an accurate impression of Southwest from interviewing us individu-
ally about our areas of functional expertise.

Not only does Southwest invest a great deal of time and energy in
building relationships between top management and frontline employees
and among frontline employees. In addition, members of Southwest’s top
management team also invest their own valuable time in building relation-
ships with one another. This ongoing conversation among senior managers
at Southwest is one important way that this organization achieves shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect across functional divisions.

Scholars have explored decision-making processes among members
of top management teams.17 The value of real-time communication is
clear. However, long meetings can be an enormous expenditure of valu-
able time. How can Southwest, with its focus on efficiency, justify such
an expenditure of time? There are two reasons why Southwest’s lengthy
top management team meetings may be worthwhile. First, the time
invested in developing shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect among senior managers may actually save time in the long run
by resolving early on the functional disputes that can slow down imple-
mentation and blunt the effectiveness of policies even after they are
implemented. Second, the coordination achieved at the top of the com-
pany translates into coordination on the front line, where customer ser-
vice is delivered. Coordination on the front line in turn helps Southwest
deliver reliable service while achieving efficient utilization of both its
aircraft and its people, as we saw in Chap 3.
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Summing Up

Herb Kelleher has often been described as a charismatic leader. Accord-
ing to leadership expert Robert House, a charismatic leader has the abil-
ity to relate the mission of the organization to deeply rooted values, ideals,
and aspirations shared among followers, thus giving the work of the orga-
nization more meaning than it would otherwise have.18 Kelleher has cer-
tainly provided Southwest Airlines employees with a sense of mission that
connects to their own values, ideals, and aspirations. That sense of mis-
sion, if strong, will remain with the organization as a legacy. Not every
leader of a successful organization must be charismatic. What successful
organizations do need from each of their leaders, however, is credibility—
the ability to inspire trust; and caring—the ability to inspire a belief by
employees that their leaders care deeply about their well-being.
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Invest in Frontline
Leadership

The most influential leaders in our company—aside from Herb—are the frontline
supervisors.

—Donna Conover, Executive Vice President of Customers, Southwest Airlines

IR O N I C A L L Y ,  A LT H O U G H  S O U T H W E S T  Airlines is known as
a flat, team-based company, it has more supervisors per frontline em-
ployee than any other airline in the industry. This directly contradicts
many contemporary management thinkers, who have argued that the
purpose of supervisors is to perpetuate bureaucracy by controlling and
monitoring workers who might otherwise act irresponsibly.1 Many
organizations believe that teamwork and coordination are needed
among frontline employees, and that supervisors tend to get in the way.
Flat organizations with few supervisors should therefore perform better
than more bureaucratic organizations.2 Despite this, data on the U.S.
workforce show that managers and supervisors have increased rather
than decreased as a proportion of the workforce consistently since the
1950s, and have continued to do so in the 1980s and 1990s despite the
downsizing and delayering reported in the business press.3 These trends
hardly suggest that supervision is becoming irrelevant.

This chapter will show why supervision continues to be relevant,
despite predictions to the contrary. As we will see, at Southwest Airlines,
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leadership is not only relevant at the top of the organization. Leadership
is better understood as a process that can take place at any level of the
organization.4 Indeed, leadership at the front line can play a critical role
in organizational success. Rather than undermining coordination among
frontline employees, supervisors play a valuable role in strengthening
coordination through day-to-day coaching and counseling.5

Supervision at Southwest Airlines

At Southwest, each supervisor is responsible for 10 to 12 frontline work-
ers, the highest supervisor-to-employee ratio in the industry. The job of
the supervisor goes far beyond a focus on measuring performance and
disciplining the “bad apples.” Southwest supervisors are “player
coaches,” having managerial authority but also performing the work of
frontline workers. Supervisors take part in frontline work on a regular
basis, even highly physical work such as baggage handling. A Southwest
supervisor explained:

A supervisor fills in spots when people are on breaks, or when we are short
on a zone. We make sure all the gates are [staffed] and that everything is run-
ning smoothly, working in a timely manner. When agents see the supervisor
working consistently, they give more in a crunch. Also, you get their respect
by working with them.

Working side by side with frontline employees is conducive to building
shared goals with them, and to developing the credibility and knowledge
needed for effective coaching.

Southwest supervisors also spend more time than their counterparts
in other airlines engaged in coaching frontline employees. Coaching
takes the form of problem solving and advising. The Chicago station
manager explained:

If there’s a delay, supervisors find out why it happened. We get ideas on how
to do it better next time. If you’ve got that kind of relationship then they’re
not going to be afraid. Say there was a ten-minute delay because freight was
excessive. If we’re screaming, we won’t know why it was late.

The Chicago ramp manager confirmed this approach:
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We work real hard to remove that barrier so that agents can come in and talk
to a supervisor or manager. There’s an open door policy so when employees
have a problem, they know we can work on it together. It’s a totally different
environment here. We sit and listen. When that person walks away, he’ll
have self-esteem.

I learned this when I came to work the ramp [here]. Even when you did
something wrong, they’ll ask what happened. You know you screwed up.
They’ll tell you what you can do so it doesn’t happen again. You walk away
so upbeat that you work even harder.

There was some supervisory monitoring, but the supervisory role was
not focused on discipline. A Los Angeles supervisor explained:

If there is a problem like one person taking a three-hour lunch, they take
care of that themselves for the most part. Peer pressure works well.

Southwest supervisors told me that the people who reported to them
were their internal customers and that their job was to help them do their
jobs better. A supervisor in Phoenix described her job:

We are accountable for what the agents do. It is very difficult sometimes,
because it’s such a family-oriented company. You might feel like a sister to
one of the agents, then you have to bring discipline. You have to step back
and put the friendship aside and say, I don’t agree with what you just did. But
the agents are our customers. We are here to help them do their jobs.

One supervisor explained how he had been chosen and trained to take
on the supervisory role at Southwest. (He had been a firefighter in
Chicago, and had joined Southwest as a frontline agent 8 years ago.)

You let it be known that you are trying to pursue a new position, preferably
before the position opens up. Then that person will say, let me take you
through the job performance standards, the attendance and other knowl-
edge. The manager of ramp and ops might be the one to train you. You let it
be known that you are grooming yourself for it. After you are chosen, you
take the core courses in leadership training. This is the class that all brand
new supervisors take.
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The supervisory training left an impression on him:

I wanted to change after taking the course. We learn that not everyone is the
same as you or each other. You develop your best qualities and treat everyone
as a human being. Every year or 18 months, there is more management
training. It’s the same thing—a lot of focus on interaction between depart-
ments. Everyone on the team is working toward a common goal.

One recent training session for Southwest supervisors included a les-
son in the importance of coaching. Three groups of supervisors-in-train-
ing were formed.

One member of each team was blindfolded and asked to throw a ball into a
trashcan. Unknown to the throwers, one team could say nothing, the second
was instructed to say only “good job” or “keep trying,” and the third could
give detailed information about where the bucket was.

Not surprisingly, the third group had the most success. The person who
had received the best instructions said: “I couldn’t wait for it to be my turn
again.” “Wow!” said facilitator Chris Robbins. “How does that relate to
work? How many agents do you think we have out there who are told noth-
ing or just ‘good job’ instead of people really listening to them?”6

In sum, supervision at Southwest was hands-on and intended to be
informative and supportive in nature. It was not arm’s-length supervi-
sion—interactions were intense and performance measures were not
used as a substitute for these interactions.

Benefits of High Supervisory Staffing Levels

The supervisory role at Southwest Airlines, with its emphasis on coach-
ing, counseling, and working side by side with frontline employees,
required high levels of supervisory staffing. Relative to the other airlines
included in this study (United, Continental, and American), Southwest
had very high levels of supervisory staffing.7 In a study that included two
American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites, two Southwest
Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites, a statistical analysis sug-
gested that high levels of supervisory staffing contribute to higher levels
of relational coordination. Supervisory staffing levels also contribute to

76 T E N  S O U T H W E S T  P R A C T I C E S



improved flight departure performance, particularly faster turnaround
times, greater staffing productivity, fewer customer complaints, and
fewer lost bags.8 To observe the effects of supervisory staffing on rela-
tional coordination, we can plot supervisory staffing for each of the nine
sites against relational coordination. Exhibit 6–1 suggests a clear impact
of supervisory staffing levels on relational coordination.

Supervision at Continental Airlines

Continental Airlines intended for its supervisors to have a strong coach-
ing and counseling role, but supervisory staffing levels were too low to
do justice to the role. Their job description included coaching and coun-
seling, but a good deal of their time was spent completing paperwork
regarding wages and scheduling. Nonmanagement “lead agents” played
a role in directing the operations, but played only a minor role in coach-
ing and counseling. Still, station managers in Boston placed high priori-
ties on coaching and counseling and encouraged supervisors to do it
despite their limited numbers. 

In the interests of increasing productivity, supervisory levels were cut
again in the mid-1990s. At the same time, the role of supervisors was
expanded even further to include working side by side with frontline
employees. One obvious problem, which had yet to be resolved, was
how supervisors with lower staffing levels and increased numbers of
direct reports would be able to perform this frontline leadership role
effectively.

Exhibit 6–1 shows Continental’s moderate staffing levels for its
supervisors, relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly lower
levels of relational coordination.

Supervision at United Airlines

Supervisory staffing levels at United were reduced in the 1980s with the
intent of improving productivity and empowering frontline employees.
Supervisors at United had both administrative and operational responsi-
bilities and were stretched quite thin. As a result, frontline employees
spent little time interacting with supervisors, and the coaching and coun-
seling role of supervisors had become relatively neglected. A Los Ange-
les customer service manager voiced his concerns:
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[Frontline employees] only get to see supervisors two or three times a day.
[Supervisors] make sure that people are there at the start of the flight, then
go off to the next. They deal with crises only. As a result, customer service
reps aren’t getting the attention they need on critiquing their work. Also
there is no help with their career plans. The operation takes precedence.
There is no softer side. On the coordination of the departure, yes, you get
feedback. But critique without the benefit of analysis. . . . We haven’t devel-
oped our talent.

In the mid-1990s, United’s top management team redefined the role
of supervisors to include a specific focus on coaching and mentoring.
According to the Los Angeles ramp supervisor:

Supervisors are to become coaches, to support team members. We will use
our clout and ability to support the people who are closest to doing the job.
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* Each circle denotes one of the nine sites included in the study. Supervisory staffing is mea-
sured as the number of supervisors per hundred frontline employees. Relational coordina-
tion, coordination carried out through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge,
and mutual respect, is measured as the percentage of cross-functional ties that are strong
or very strong, based on an employee survey. Relational coordination in turn has a positive
impact on quality and efficiency performance, as illustrated in Exhibit 3-4.
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Formal training in leadership and team building was offered to help
supervisors take on this new, expanded role. However, their role would
have to expand without an increase in supervisory staffing. The customer
service manager explained:

The word supervisors does not exist in the CEO’s nomenclature. . . . Super-
visors and managers will not grow.

The United Shuttle was designed with a philosophy of using even less
supervision than the rest of United. The initial design teams decided that
supervisors were not needed at all. In the implementation, however, it
was decided that Shuttle employees needed supervisors in an advisory
role. The Shuttle supervisors were called team advisors, and were sup-
plemented by supervisors in the non-Shuttle operations who also had
some responsibility for Shuttle employees. The supervisors’ job was not
conceived to involve monitoring, per se, since Shuttle employees were
expected to be self-monitoring. But given their staffing levels, supervi-
sors had a hard time playing even the advisory role that their job descrip-
tion called for. Ramp employees built a self-monitoring group with lead
agents in charge, and wanted to have nothing to do with management.
Customer service agents complained that supervisors were never avail-
able when needed. Neither frontline group had a strong relationship
with either their supervisors or higher levels of management.

As we will see in subsequent chapters, the United Shuttle differed in
many of its organizational practices from those of United Airlines, and
had correspondingly higher levels of relational coordination and perfor-
mance. However, supervisory staffing was one of the few ways that the
Shuttle remained exactly like the rest of United. After a brief experiment
with lower levels of supervision, the United Shuttle ended up with nearly
the same supervisory staffing levels as the rest of United. Exhibit 6–1
shows United’s low staffing levels for its supervisors, relative to Southwest
Airlines, and its correspondingly lower levels of relational coordination.

Supervision at American Airlines

Supervisors at American Airlines were staffed very leanly, with responsi-
bility for more than 40 employees each. Supervisory staffing at American
had been reduced as part of a companywide effort to create a leaner, flat-
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ter organization with greater employee empowerment. However, due to
their lean staffing levels, supervisors had little time to carry out support-
ive functions. Instead of building shared goals with frontline employees,
working side by side with them and providing them with coaching and
feedback, supervisors spent their limited time communicating perfor-
mance standards to employees and measuring their performance.

One typical comment from frontline employees at American was that
supervisors “only care about delays. Otherwise the little report card
won’t look good that week.” The concern with delays did not appear to
be reflected in supervisory efforts to analyze and engage in problem solv-
ing, however. Instead, the focus was on allocating blame for the delay to
the function responsible for causing it so as to comply with reporting
requirements from headquarters, and to pressure frontline employees to
improve performance. The reliance on performance measurement al-
lowed for a largely hands-off relationship between supervisors and front-
line employees, consistent with the low levels of supervisory staffing and
the large numbers of direct reports for which each supervisor was
responsible. To the limited extent that supervisors could focus on indi-
vidual employees, their approach tended to focus on monitoring com-
pliance with directives. According to one supervisor in Boston, “we only
have time to focus on the bad apples.”

To assist supervisors, nonmanagement “lead agents” were appointed
from among the frontline employees to help carry out supervisory func-
tions. Their job was to help supervisors direct the operations. However,
they were not responsible for providing discipline, leadership, coaching,
or feedback to frontline employees. Because leads were clearly nonman-
agement, and did not see themselves as management representatives,
they were not well positioned to align frontline employee goals with
those of the organization.

Meanwhile, supervisors themselves had little opportunity to bridge
the management/nonmanagement divide or to participate in frontline
work. They had few opportunities to observe the work process directly
and to provide coaching and feedback to frontline employees. They had
little contact with any given employee, and little opportunity to build the
relationships and know-how that would allow them to play a supportive
role. In sum, supervision at American Airlines was primarily arm’s-length
in the sense that supervisory interactions with frontline employees were
quite limited, and tended to focus on performance measurement.
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Exhibit 6–1 shows American’s extremely low levels of supervisory
staffing, relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly low lev-
els of relational coordination.

The Southwest Difference

Interaction between supervisors and frontline employees ranged from
infrequent and arm’s-length in American Airlines, to frequent and inten-
sive in Southwest. These differences were consistent with levels of super-
visory staffing. Higher levels of supervisory staffing at Southwest gave
supervisors fewer direct reports, enabling them to engage in more fre-
quent and intensive interaction with their direct reports, while supervi-
sors at American, United, and Continental, with more direct reports,
engaged in less frequent and more arm’s-length interaction with their
direct reports.

With fewer direct reports, Southwest supervisors also had greater
opportunities for working side by side with the frontline employees they
were responsible for supervising. Working together appeared to reduce
informational and social distance between supervisors and the supervised,
and to support the creation of shared goals. Shared goals in turn made
frontline employees more receptive to supervisory coaching and feedback,
and reduced the role of supervisory monitoring even further as employees
began to monitor each other. With fewer social and informational bound-
aries between themselves and their direct reports, supervisors were also
able to perform their coaching and feedback functions more effectively.

In sites with low levels of supervisory staffing, a different story
emerged. Supervision had been reduced to economize on staffing and,
ironically, to increase participation by frontline employees. Supervisors
had arm’s-length relationships with their direct reports and played a
largely bureaucratic role, relying on impersonal rules to allocate respon-
sibility for late departures and other errors. Their role was primarily to
monitor compliance with performance targets set by headquarters, and
with basic rules of behavior such as being on duty at the scheduled times.

The Case for Reduced Supervisory Staffing

Some organizational scholars acknowledge that supervisors can play an
important role in supporting coordination and teamwork, but they claim
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that this supportive role requires less supervisory involvement, not more.9

According to team theorists Richard Hackman and Gregory Oldham:

When a group is first formed . . . it may be necessary to help members get off
to a good start by inviting them to participate in some “team-building” activ-
ities intended to establish the boundaries and identity of the group and to
assist members in coming to grips with their shared authority for managing
internal group processes. Then, as the group gains a sense of its identity and
begins to develop its own ways of dealing with task and organizational issues,
the manager or consultant can gradually withdraw from prominence in
group activities.10

The gradual reduction of supervisory involvement is argued to be a
win/win proposition for frontline employees and for the organization.
Employees can have more autonomy and the organization can achieve
better performance once supervisors have handed off their responsibili-
ties to frontline employees.11

Consistent with this view, an empirical study in the 1980s found that
the elimination of supervisory positions was associated with improved
productivity in a manufacturing setting.12 An analysis of multiple studies
conducted in the 1980s concluded that work teams without supervisors
performed better than work teams with supervisors.13

The Case for Increased Supervisory Staffing

But because effective leadership is both time-consuming and relation-
ship-intensive, more time rather than less may be required to perform the
job effectively. According to Douglas McGregor, founder of the “human
relations” approach to management:

Roles cannot be clarified, mutual agreement concerning the responsibilities
of a subordinate’s job cannot be reached in a few minutes, nor can appropri-
ate targets be established without a good deal of discussion. It is far quicker
to hand a subordinate a position description and to inform him of his objec-
tives for the coming period.14

Higher supervisory staffing levels increase the time a supervisor can
spend with each employee, increasing the opportunities for working side
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by side, building shared goals, and providing coaching and feedback.15

Even Frederick Winslow Taylor, the founder of “scientific manage-
ment,” agreed with this reasoning:

More than all other causes, the close, intimate cooperation, the constant
personal contact between the two sides, will tend to diminish friction and
discontent. It is difficult for two people whose interests are the same, and
who work side by side in accomplishing the same object all day long, to keep
up a quarrel.16

With higher staffing levels, supervisors can add value by building
strong relationships with frontline employees. They are more available
for coaching and feedback,17 have more opportunity to interact with
individual subordinates,18 and have more time to provide support, en-
couragement and recognition to individual subordinates.19 With lower
staffing levels, by contrast, supervisors are more likely to make autocratic
decisions20 and to handle problems with subordinates in a more formal-
ized, impersonal manner, using warnings and punishments instead of
coaching and feedback.21

Summing Up

Higher levels of supervisory staffing lead to improved performance in
many settings other than the airline industry. In new product develop-
ment, groups in which frontline supervisors play a significant role have
been found to perform better than groups with greater autonomy from
supervisors.22 Even in manufacturing, higher supervisory staffing levels
permit “more intimate and informal” relationships to develop between
supervisors and frontline workers, setting the context within which
shared goals can be developed.23

With insufficient staffing, supervisors are forced to focus on the “bad
apples” and to play an arm’s-length, oversight role. With higher staffing
levels, as we saw at Southwest Airlines, supervisors can work side by side
with frontline employees, gaining their respect and becoming suffi-
ciently familiar with the work so that they can provide meaningful
coaching and feedback to their direct reports. They can be more avail-
able for conversations with their direct reports, thereby reducing the
barriers between themselves and frontline employees, and creating a
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richer flow of information between frontline employees and those at
higher levels of the organization. In addition, supervisors with sufficient
staffing levels can facilitate the development of strong relationships
among frontline employees.

Top managers at Southwest have repeatedly touted the important
role that supervisors play in their organization. According to Libby Sar-
tain, former vice president of people:

We’re only as strong as [our supervisors]. That’s where most organizations
break down. [Now] we are putting even more time and effort into internal
recruitment and training for frontline supervisors.

Executive Vice President of Customers Donna Conover concluded:

While other airlines are cutting supervisors, we have a large number of
supervisors to encourage, guide, and give structure to people. It lends to the
family atmosphere here.
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Hire and Train for
Relational Competence

It’s mutual respect. We get it partly from the selection process. We really try to select peo-
ple with the right attitude. We evaluate the impact they will have on internal and exter-
nal customers.

—Chief Pilot, Southwest Airlines

BE C A U S E  D I F F E R E N T  J O B S require different abilities, one of
the most important objectives of the hiring process is to find people who
best fit the requirements of the job. The critical skills to be identified in
the hiring process go beyond the technical and cognitive realm to include
personality traits.1 Service management experts Leonard Schlesinger and
James Heskett have made the case that service companies in particular
should hire for “soft skills” such as customer orientation and teamwork
ability.2 In a survey of employees conducted by Peter Cappelli, teamwork
ability is the single trait that employees most frequently identify as being
necessary to accomplish their work successfully.3

Teamwork ability can be understood more specifically as relational
competence—the ability to relate effectively with others. Relational
competence is a critical ingredient of organizational success,4 though it
tends to be undervalued in the world of work.5 Particularly when hiring
people for jobs that require high levels of expertise, organizations tend to
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underestimate the importance of relational competence. Yet even people
who perform highly skilled jobs—e.g., engineers, doctors, pilots—need
relational competence to integrate their work effectively with the work
of their fellow employees. When relational competence is overlooked,
the result is the hiring of excellent individual performers who cannot
contribute fully to the organization’s goals and who often undermine
those goals.

This chapter shows how Southwest Airlines builds high performance
relationships by hiring and training for relational competence, then
compares Southwest’s approach to that of its competitors.

Hiring and Training at Southwest Airlines

Southwest places a great deal of importance on the hiring process to
identify people with relational competence. Southwest’s assessment of
how a job candidate will affect the “overall operation” of the airline goes
beyond the typical search for appropriate skills and experience. Accord-
ing to the former head of Southwest’s People Department, Ann Rhoades,
one of the important unwritten rules at Southwest is that “you can’t be an
elitist.”6 According to a Southwest ramp manager:

One thing we cannot teach is attitudes toward peers or other groups.
There’s a code, a way you respond to every individual who works for South-
west. The easiest way to get in trouble at Southwest is to offend another
employee. We need people to respond favorably. It promotes good working
relationships. . . . You find an individual with an upbeat and positive atti-
tude—and you’ll find that everything that needs to be done, will get done.
It’s very contagious.

Unlike other airlines where supervisors hire frontline airport em-
ployees with little support from management, at Southwest employees
are selected with the participation of station management and the People
Department, using a time-consuming process to identify the desired
characteristics. According to a ramp manager:

Something we look at is people who are very team oriented from prior work
experiences. . . . [We say], “take an incident from your prior work and walk
us through it.” Do they limit themselves to the job, or go above and beyond?
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We don’t just look at work history. We’ve turned away people with 15–16
years of airline experience in favor of people with none. The concept of
teamwork is tough. You really don’t know if a person will be able to cross
over from his or her primary responsibility and do other things. We get a feel
for people who will go above and beyond.

According to Libby Sartain, former vice president of people:

We spend more money to recruit and train than any of the other airlines do.
We take the time to find the right people to hire, at all levels within our orga-
nization, and we spend time training them.

We really believe in the notion of “one bad apple.” It’s like a religion
here. As a result, our turnover is far less than it is at other airlines. 

Even when hiring pilots, Southwest explicitly seeks people who lack
an attitude of superiority and who seem likely to treat coworkers with
respect, in addition to being highly skilled in their profession. A story
circulated around industry pilot circles that a pilot came to interview at
Southwest and treated an administrative assistant with disrespect—and
didn’t get the job as a result.

Even for mechanics, who are typically hired strictly for their techni-
cal skills, and who are known at other airlines for being insular and not
interacting well with nonmechanics, Southwest’s hiring goals were the
same—to find team players who would relate well with the other func-
tional groups. A Southwest personnel manager explained, “We’re look-
ing for experience but also for someone who is going to be able to work
with other groups in a good environment.”

Training New Hires

In addition to the hiring, an important related task is training and accul-
turating the newly hired people, most of whom have come from other,
more functionally divided companies. Southwest watches newcomers
carefully at the outset, to identify and correct potential hiring mistakes.
Colleen Barrett, Southwest’s president and chief operating officer, said:

We bring someone in, and it is fascinating to watch. We say, we don’t make
decisions based on what is good for me or my department. It is collective. It’s
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not treated as a single decision. We do what’s best for Southwest as a whole.

If new hires do not catch on to the Southwest way of taking a holistic,
collective perspective on work, they stand out as misfits, and are fired or
counseled out. Barrett explained:

We’ve got to be pretty darn religious watching that person’s performance
during the probationary period. That sounds strange for a family-oriented
company, but if we see a misfit with teamwork or an attitude, we will coun-
sel once or twice and we will be harsh.7

Often people who do not fit at Southwest realize it early on, sometimes
even during the early stages of training, and they opt to leave. Barrett is
sympathetic in these cases:

They stick out like sore thumbs, they really do, and they feel it even before
others notice it.

Training at Southwest is geared toward building functional expertise
as well as relational competence. Each newly hired employee receives
both classroom training (from 1 to 2 weeks depending on the job) and
on-the-job training (from 2 to 3 weeks depending on the job). A training
coordinator is assigned to each newly hired employee to guide his or her
on-the-job training. This on-the-job training takes the form of explain-
ing to the newly hired employee both what to do and why. For example,
a training coordinator explained to a new trainee:

. . . and then we write down the number of bags that we’ve put in each bin
and hang it on the clip, so the operations agent can do the final weight and
balance check, and determine how much fuel this plane is going to need.

As a result, in the course of being trained for a specific job, the
employee learns about the jobs of each other functional group that inter-
faces with the job for which he or she is training. The training is there-
fore geared toward fostering relational competence. By learning about
the overall work process, employees understand where they fit and how
their job relates to and supports that of their colleagues.
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Later in their tenure at Southwest, employees learn more about each
other’s jobs through job exchanges. Through programs called a “Day in
the Field” or “Walk a Mile,” Southwest employees periodically spend a
day working in another department to become familiar with other
aspects of the work process related to their own jobs, or jobs they aspire
to move into. A customer service agent in Phoenix explained:

If we want, we have an opportunity to spend a day in operations to see how
they do it. Or with a ramp agent. We do it to gain more knowledge. It’s an
optional thing. Still, everybody knows what’s involved because you have to
interact with them. If a bag is mis-tagged, we will call down to the ramp
supervisor. [Classroom] training doesn’t cover it—but we get it on the job.

Promotion from Within

Most positions at Southwest are filled through internal promotion and
through lateral moves across departmental lines, creating a great deal of
internal job mobility and therefore opportunities for learning about
other parts of the operation. A Southwest station manager explained:

The only jobs we really hire off the street are the frontline jobs—ramp agent,
customer service agent, operations agent, provisioning agent, pilot, and
flight attendant. Most move up. We look for people who want to move up in
the company.

People move across departments a lot here. That helps break down sta-
tus barriers between departments. It also helps people understand the whole
process. They also have a lot of opportunity to move up in the company.
Most of our managers started in frontline positions. I started as a cabin
cleaner at Eastern. Neil [my assistant manager] started on the ramp. This
helps to break down the status barriers. People at Southwest don’t forget
where they came from.

A flight attendant articulated the same perspective:

The tremendous job mobility at Southwest means that people have more
respect for the other jobs.

Hire and Tra in for  Relat ional  Competence 89



In effect, Southwest employees learn about each other’s jobs through
initial on-the-job training led by a training coordinator, through on-the-
job experience, through the training that occurs during a Day in the
Field, and through cross-departmental job mobility. The end result of
these hiring and training activities is high levels of relational competence
in Southwest’s workforce.

Stresses and Strains of Rapid Growth

At one of Southwest’s rapidly growing stations in Los Angeles in the early
1990s, hiring and training for relational competence began to break
down. Southern California was one of the first locations to which South-
west moved outside Texas. In Los Angeles in the early 1990s, the People
Department had difficulty finding enough people who met Southwest’s
hiring criteria, resulting in high levels of turnover. This turnover snow-
balled due to the failure to hire quickly enough. The more seasoned
Southwest employees who had transferred to the Los Angeles station
experienced heavy workloads and burnout from the need to constantly
train new employees, and began to seek transfers to other, more estab-
lished Southwest locations. 

Part of the problem was a culture clash between employees coming
from Texas, the company’s home base, and employees who originated in
Southern California. An operations supervisor explained:

People in California are totally different from Texans. People here feel they
have to know you to talk to you.

A customer service agent reported a similar experience:

I’m from Texas and coming here was a real rude awakening. I said HI! Peo-
ple would say “hi, do I KNOW you?” A lot of people here are prideful, not
warm and friendly.

Southwest’s top management team addressed these problems by infus-
ing the Los Angeles station with a high level of resources to break the
cycle of failure.8 The People Department set up shop right in the station
itself, next door to the station manager, and interviewed new applicants
intensively to overcome the staffing deficit while maintaining Southwest’s
hiring standards for relational competence and team spirit. Managers
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who were known and respected for their work in other successful South-
west stations, including the manager of ramp and operations from
Phoenix, came to Los Angeles for several months to give their input into
the hiring process, and to help support the training of new hires.

These efforts at turning around the Los Angeles station through
intensive focus on hiring and training were ultimately successful. South-
west faced a similar challenge in the late 1990s with the Baltimore sta-
tion, another place where outsiders believed it would not be possible to
find “the Southwest type of person.” Just as in Los Angeles in the early
1990s, Southwest’s top leadership responded with additional resources
for hiring and training: establishing a local branch of Southwest’s People
Department, bringing in highly successful managers from other stations,
and overseeing the development of a local Culture Committee.

Southwest managers have heard the argument that the “Southwest
type” can only be found in Texas, or in the southwestern region of the
United States, but they claim it is misguided. Colleen Barrett notes:

The naysayers said we could never fly to the Northeast because we wouldn’t
be able to find employees there who were nice. But we can do it, and we do.
Someday, we may go international. And even internationally, we can main-
tain our culture if we go after people’s hearts and grow our community.

Benefits of Hiring for Relational Competence

Relative to the other airlines included in this study (United, Continental,
and American), Southwest placed far greater attention on hiring for rela-
tional competence.9 This study, which was outlined in detail in Chap. 3,
included two American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites, two
Southwest Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites. A statistical
analysis of hiring practices suggested that hiring for relational compe-
tence contributes to higher levels of relational coordination. Hiring for
relational competence also contributes to improved flight departure per-
formance, particularly faster turnaround times, greater staffing pro-
ductivity, fewer customer complaints, fewer lost bags, and better on-time
performance.10 To observe the effects of hiring practices on relational
coordination, we can plot hiring practices for each of the nine sites against
relational coordination. Exhibit 7–1 suggests a clear impact of hiring
practices on relational coordination.
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Hiring and Training at United Airlines

The United Shuttle was the one other site in this study where employees
with teamwork ability had been deliberately attracted in large numbers,
but here it happened primarily through self-selection, rather than
through deliberate selection by the organization. Shuttle employees
came largely from United’s traditional operations, by electing to bid for
Shuttle jobs. Because the Shuttle was publicly premised on cross-func-
tional teamwork, “people only came here if they weren’t snobs,” said a
customer service agent. Employees from United’s non-Shuttle opera-
tions who were adamantly opposed to the cultural changes at the Shut-
tle, particularly to the interactions with lower-status functional groups,
chose not to bid for Shuttle jobs. Signals about the importance of team-
work on the Shuttle were received loudly and clearly and were under-
stood to be a condition of entry.
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* Each circle denotes one of the nine sites included in the study. Hiring for relational com-
petence is measured as the number of functional groups for which relational competence
is an important hiring criterion. Relational coordination, coordination carried out through
relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured as the
percentage of cross-functional ties that are strong or very strong, based on an employee
survey. Relational coordination in turn has a positive impact on quality and efficiency per-
formance, as illustrated in Exhibit 3-4.
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Shuttle employees received initial training for teamwork when they
first started working the Shuttle, further bolstering their relational com-
petence. They also learned about each other’s jobs through participation
on cross-functional design teams and quality improvement teams.
Through these design teams, said a customer service manager:

People are learning what others do. It is good for them. They ask, how does
that affect you?

One of the top managers who helped to implement the Shuttle con-
cept argued that participation in the design of the Shuttle trained Shut-
tle employees in process thinking.

People in the Shuttle tend to look at process because that’s the way the Shut-
tle was designed. People were trained to that point of view through the
design of the Shuttle. We took this perspective from the start. We integrated
all the people. We used smaller teams to develop solutions, then communi-
cated that to larger teams. They were all cross-functional, which also rein-
forced the process mindset. It’s gotten the flight attendants much more
involved in the turnaround.

At work, people physically touch someone who was involved in the design
process. We are not trying to formalize it. We are taking the commonsense
view that people are the best communicators. They sit down beside each other
and get the ideas. Six thousand employees participated in the design and
implementation of the Shuttle. There were 100 people on the teams that made
the recommendations for the changes. Everybody has a kernel of the idea.

These training opportunities helped the United Shuttle achieve strong
relationships between functions in a very short time, even though the
Shuttle had emerged out of a hierarchical culture with deep divisions
between functions.

Another change was in uniforms. All Shuttle station employees wore
the same uniform—even maintenance started wearing the Shuttle polo
shirt in the Los Angeles station after about 6 months. Finally, Shuttle sta-
tion employees shared a common break room, where they sat around the
same table before shifts and during breaks.

As a result of the Shuttle’s hiring and training practices (and other prac-
tices that will be highlighted in the chapters that follow), the United Shut-
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tle achieved significantly higher levels of relational coordination compared
to United’s non-Shuttle sites (55 percent versus 42 percent of cross-func-
tional ties that were strong or very strong). Exhibit 7–1 shows how these
higher levels of relational coordination are related to the Shuttle’s hiring
practices. The United Shuttle, denoted by UAL3 in Exhibit 7–1, has
higher levels of relational coordination than its non-Shuttle counterparts
(UAL1 and UAL2), corresponding to its greater focus on hiring for rela-
tional competence. Accordingly, the Shuttle outperformed its non-Shuttle
counterparts at United, with higher on-time performance (86.5 percent
versus 79.6 percent), fewer customer complaints (20.7 versus 24.4 per
100,000 passengers enplaned), faster gate turnarounds (32.6 versus 64.3
minutes), and higher labor productivity (42.1 versus 86.1 employees per
1000 daily passengers enplaned). When these performance measures were
adjusted for differences in product characteristics, the Shuttle still showed
higher performance, due in part to higher levels of relational coordination
that were achieved in the Shuttle operations.11

The United Shuttle benefited from having employees who had self-
selected into an operation that was clearly advertised as based on team-
work, and from cross-functional design teams that helped to build
relational competence. However, the rest of United Airlines did not have
this advantage. United’s hiring practices did not put a great deal of empha-
sis on hiring frontline employees for relational competence. Instead, they
followed the more traditional approach of looking for skills specific to the
particular job being filled. According to a United station manager:

Hiring for teamwork is not something we’ve paid attention to in the past. It’s
something we need to do in the future. It’s not just work experience and
background, but communication skills.

Additional training experiences at United came through efforts to
imitate the cross-functional problem-solving teams of the United Shut-
tle, and the intensive learning experiences these problem-solving teams
had provided for Shuttle employees. These problem-solving teams,
called max-mix teams, seemed to result in broader knowledge and
changed attitudes. According to a long-time ramp agent in Los Angeles:

There’s an incredible benefit in overall attitudes. I call it the Shuttle attitude
because it started there. There are a lot of radicals here but they are starting
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to turn. People still ask, have you been Shuttle-ized? Like brainwashed. It’s
changing though. Not such a negativity any more. It’s becoming contagious.

A ramp supervisor commented on these early efforts:

Everyone says it’s a big help because now they know a face, it’s not just
anonymous. . . . You can run up and ask, need any help?

However, many of these early lessons from the Shuttle were confined
to cities like Los Angeles, where there was a major Shuttle presence.
More recently, United has tried to spread these problem-solving teams
more broadly throughout the United system. At Chicago O’Hare and
San Francisco, cross-functional “Timeline Teams” began to document
flight departure procedures, much as the original Shuttle teams had
done. Meanwhile in Denver and Washington Dulles, United experi-
mented with a program called “Team Based Organization,” a partnership
of local management and union leadership responsible for day-to-day
problem solving. It was hoped that these problem-solving teams would
serve as a form of training throughout United’s system, much as they had
in the early years of the Shuttle, providing frontline employees with
broader knowledge of the flight departure process and higher levels of
relational competence.

Hiring and Training at Continental Airlines

At Continental Airlines, there was nothing in place like the selection
process used by Southwest to identify relational competence, or like the
self-selection process at the United Shuttle that initially yielded similar
results. At Continental, supervisors were in charge of hiring frontline
employees, guided only by a checklist. However, some aspects of relational
competence were considered. One key item on this checklist was the abil-
ity to get along with others. Still, when pressed, it was clear that the larger
station at Continental was not actively seeking relational competence in its
frontline employees, but rather was focused on functional skills. However,
at the smaller Continental station, there was an effort to look for relational
competence, particularly when hiring for gate and ramp positions.

Likewise, at Continental’s smaller stations, some training for teamwork
occurred through cross-utilization of station jobs. There was a great deal
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of rotation within the ramp, for example, between cabin cleaning and load-
ing. “We like to do that here in Boston—cross-training, cross-utilization,”
said a ramp supervisor. “There is a lot of switching between ticketing and
the gate in Boston too,” said a customer service supervisor.

Like the United Shuttle, Continental’s own experiment with a quick-
turnaround operation—Continental Lite—had provided employees with
some training in relational competence. Frontline employees were
involved in timing gate turnarounds and mapping the work process to
understand what each function was doing to support the turnaround,
even specifying the communication that was supposed to take place.
Interfaces between groups became better understood. Even when Conti-
nental Lite was dropped in 1995 in favor of Continental’s high-fare
model, some of the learning from Lite was retained by those who had
experienced it.12

Exhibit 7–1 shows Continental’s moderate attention to hiring for rela-
tional competence relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly
lower levels of relational coordination. In addition, we see substantial vari-
ation between the two Continental sites, with CON1 showing consider-
ably higher levels of attention to hiring for relational competence, and
correspondingly higher levels of relational coordination, relative to
CON2. These results suggest that local managers can make a difference.

Hiring and Training at American Airlines

At American Airlines, the hiring process deliberately did not seek to iden-
tify frontline employees with relational competence. In part, it was a
reflection of how the work itself was organized. According to a supervisor:

The work groups are so well-defined that they are not allowed to help out,
so we don’t look for that. It would cause problems.

According to a human resource manager:

We would not ask how this person would interface with other groups. I’m
not sure interfacing isn’t a better way, but what we have is a chain process.

Because the work was understood to be a chain process, as in a produc-
tion line, rather than an iterative, interactive process, the hiring process
at American put very little emphasis on relational competence.

96 T E N  S O U T H W E S T  P R A C T I C E S



The criteria for ramp, baggage transfer, and cabin cleaning personnel
did not seem to be particularly ambitious. In addition to looking for peo-
ple who were capable of the physically demanding work involved in load-
ing and unloading an aircraft, and who had a history of showing up on time
for work, “we look for people who speak clearly and distinctly,” said a
supervisor. For mechanics, American Airlines sought people who also had
the requisite licensing. For gate and ticketing agents, American looked for
people who were comfortable with the computer interface and, if possible,
for people who were already familiar with the information systems in
place. In addition, as the notion of customer service made its way into
organizational objectives, there was increasing attention to hiring gate and
ticketing agents who would interact well with customers. However, there
was no systematic attention to how these employees would interact with
their colleagues in other functional areas. One exception existed, however.
At American’s smaller stations, gate and ticketing agents were cross-uti-
lized, and as a result they tended to be hired with a view to how well they
would work together cross-functionally.

For pilots, American’s hiring practices were notable not just for over-
looking relational competence but for running counter to it. In addition
to flight training and experience, American Airlines looked for pilots
with qualities that they felt would be conducive to the leadership respon-
sibilities of a pilot. In the opinion of an employee relations manager:

We look for command presence, the most self-assured arrogant people we
can possibly find. Then we teach them to be even more arrogant, so to speak.

The results of this hiring process were problematic, according to this
manager:

There is a certain amount of hostility that pilots face from the other
employee groups. The personality of the pilot generates that hostility.

This personality was not inherent to pilots, however, but rather was an
artifact of the hiring process. And as we will see in Chap. 11, this hiring
process for pilots clearly contributed to the failure of efforts at American
Airlines to move toward shared accountability for delays.

There were some efforts to move pilots in the direction of greater
teamwork through training programs. Along with other airlines, American
invested tremendous resources into crew resource management training,
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to encourage pilots to be team players on board the aircraft, and to listen to
others. These programs were adopted in response to evidence that some
accidents had occurred because the captain was not receptive to informa-
tion from other crew members, and because other crew members hesitated
to communicate even potentially critical information to the captain
because of respect for the “line of command.” However, crew resource
management programs did not extend teamwork beyond the cockpit to the
flight departure process, where it was seemingly so critical and so underde-
veloped. Even flight attendants, for whom such training was available, typ-
ically did not take advantage of it, according to a flight attendant manager:

It’s important, but . . . [our] flight attendants do not seek it out. They typi-
cally do not like training of any kind. Their mind set is that their time off is
their time off. Even though the training time is paid, that’s how they look at
it. . . . They complain so much that sometimes it’s just not worth it.

Other training programs were designed to encourage shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect across functional boundaries.
American’s Human Resource Department implemented a program
called “Walk a Mile” that encouraged employees to trade jobs across
functional lines, to understand better the work that was done by their
colleagues in other functions. This job training program was also
designed to give employees an opportunity to try out other positions for
the purpose of job transfers and promotions. In addition, the Human
Resource Department designed training programs to address particular
breakdowns that occurred in the coordination of the flight departure
process. For example, a half-day program called “Commitment to Cour-
tesy” was offered systemwide at American to improve communication
between flight attendants and gate agents. A flight attendant manager
explained the origin and expected outcome of the training program:

Some places have bad relations between the flight attendants and the gate
agents. The gate agents sometimes make decisions unilaterally, and tell pas-
sengers to start boarding 40 minutes before departure even though there
may only be 50 passengers. It is ridiculous. So we just stand there and
politely refuse to let the passengers board. It is not good for customer ser-
vice. It’s probably confusing for the passenger. But they can’t tell us what to
do. We are independent.

98 T E N  S O U T H W E S T  P R A C T I C E S



I don’t know how successful the training program will be. It is designed
to open up communication, and allows an hour open discussion at the end of
the seminar. But the flight attendants at some stations have objected and
have said they will not participate.

Clearly, a training program cannot proceed without the cooperation
of the participants. In the case of American Airlines, employees had been
selected through the hiring process for their ability to perform their own
jobs, not for their ability to relate to others who were engaged in per-
forming other related jobs. It is difficult to use training to make up for
mistakes in the hiring process, though—as we saw at United and Conti-
nental—experiential learning through problem-solving teams can be
helpful in building new relational skills.

Exhibit 7–1 shows American’s lack of attention to hiring for relational
competence relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly weak
levels of relational coordination. In addition, we see some variation be-
tween the two American sites, with AMR1 showing considerably higher
levels of attention to hiring for relational competence, and correspond-
ingly higher levels of relational coordination, relative to AMR2. As we
also saw at Continental, local managers can indeed make a difference.

Summing Up

In this chapter, we have seen how hiring for relational competence helps
organizations achieve higher levels of relational coordination. As we
learned in Chap. 3, relational coordination in turn has a dramatic effect
on both quality and efficiency performance. The benefits of hiring for
relational competence extend beyond the airline industry. In the study of
patient-care coordination described in Chap. 4, hospitals differed in the
importance they attached to relational competence when hiring nurses,
social workers, therapists, and physicians. Some hospitals invested heav-
ily in developing techniques to identify relational competence in the hir-
ing process. In other hospitals, administrators put little to no emphasis
on hiring for relational competence, looking instead for the most quali-
fied individual performers. The tendency to neglect relational compe-
tence was most pronounced in physician hiring. One result was that
hospitals often ended up with physicians who had the kind of “command
presence” that may have been effective and necessary in some aspects of
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the physician’s job, but that also tended to undermine working relation-
ships that were critical for achieving efficient, high-quality patient care.
Some hospitals in the study had departed from the norm and had begun
to use relational competence as a criterion for hiring physicians. Those
hospitals interviewed coworkers from previous jobs to assess a physician’s
likelihood of working well with others, particularly nurses with whom
they would have to work closely. In that study, as in this one, hiring for
relational competence resulted in higher levels of relational coordina-
tion, and in more efficient, higher-quality outcomes.

Increasingly, jobs require not only functional expertise but also rela-
tional competence—the ability to interact with others to accomplish
common goals. Indeed, people who perform jobs that require high levels
of functional expertise also tend to need high levels of relational compe-
tence to integrate their work with the work of fellow employees. Orga-
nizations like Southwest Airlines that recognize the importance of
relational competence, look diligently for employees who have it, then
develop it to even higher levels through training, will have a distinct per-
formance advantage over organizations that do not.
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8

C H A P T E R

101

Use Conflicts to 
Build Relationships

What’s unique about Southwest is that we’re real proactive about conflict. We work
very hard at destroying any turf battle once one crops up—and they do. Normally they
are not malicious or ill intentioned. Sometimes it’s a personality conflict. Sometimes it’s
bureaucracy.

—Station Manager, Southwest Airlines

CO N F L I C T S  A R E A fact of life in highly interdependent work
processes that span multiple functions.1 People in different functions
occupy different “thought worlds” that make shared understanding diffi-
cult.2 Not only are conflicts more likely to occur in highly interdependent
processes, those conflicts are also more likely to have intensified effects.3 In
flight departures, for example, conflict is a common occurrence. There is
tremendous pressure to get the plane out on time, and at the same time
there are multiple functions involved, each of which tends not to under-
stand very well the perspective of the others. From pilots to cabin cleaners,
the functions whose coordination is essential to achieving performance
outcomes in the departure process tend to be divided by the lack of shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect. The resulting friction
between these functions often contributes to poor performance.

To many people, conflicts appear to be destructive, and are to be
avoided at all costs. However, there are potentially constructive aspects
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to conflict as well. Conflict expert Karen Jehn demonstrated that task-
related conflict can improve performance when it takes place in a setting
where it is valued.4 But what does it mean to value conflict? How does an
organization make conflict a constructive rather than a destructive force?
This chapter shows that proactively identifying and resolving conflicts is
a way to strengthen the relationships that underlie effective coordina-
tion. Conflict resolution is an often-overlooked opportunity to build a
shared understanding of the work process among participants who do
not fully understand each other’s perspectives. As we will see, Southwest
Airlines invests a great deal of time and effort in doing just this.

Conflict Resolution at Southwest Airlines

At Southwest, managers are expected to take an active role in resolving
cross-functional conflicts. A customer service manager explained her
approach to conflict resolution:

You’re going to have conflict. You try to get them to talk it out. They can
bring it up to the supervisors and myself. Hopefully they’ll do it in a positive
tone. Maybe a wrong call was made in the heat of the moment. You give
them the other side of it. It [sometimes] works to bring them together. . . .
You just shed light on why they did what they did.

When conflicts arise at Southwest and are not resolved by the parties
themselves, a conflict resolution process is used. A customer service agent
in Phoenix explained:

Some flight attendants have a “better than thou” attitude but they are by far
the exception. We try to minimize that attitude. . . . You can turn people
around, even if they have an attitude, by the way you treat them. Most peo-
ple can be turned around.

If it’s a real conflict, we bring the people together and we don’t leave here
until it’s resolved. If it’s a conflict across groups, we might have an informa-
tion-gathering meeting where we all sit down.

These information-gathering meetings were quite common at
Southwest for resolving conflicts across functions and in some locations
were called “Come to Jesus” meetings, suggesting that conflicting parties
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were expected to bare their souls if necessary to achieve reconciliation.
According to an assistant station manager:

When there’s really a problem, we have a “Come to Jesus” meeting and work
it out. Whereas it’s warfare at other airlines, here the goal is to maintain the
esteem of everybody.

An administrative assistant for the pilots gave her perspective:

When something really serious happens and you can’t work things out, the
two managers involved call a “Come to Jesus” meeting, a face-to-face between
the people who have the problem. You take the day off and bring everyone
together. It doesn’t happen much, but it happens. It’s a matter of mutual
respect. You are part of the company first. If a person can’t work it out. . . .

One of Southwest’s chief pilots explained his approach to conflict res-
olution:

Because we are moving at a fast pace, miscommunication and misunder-
standings happen sometimes. We take great pride in squaring it away as
quickly as possible. Pilots and flight attendants—sometimes an interaction
didn’t go right between them. They are upset, then we get them together
and work it out, in a teamwork approach. If you have a problem, the best
thing is to deal with it yourself. If you can’t, then we take it to the next step—
we call a meeting of all the parties.

A flight attendant base manager explained his experiences with con-
flict resolution and the positive outcomes that can result:

We are encouraged to intervene if there is a problem between employees. If
a problem emerges between a flight attendant and a provisioner, for exam-
ple, we will have a team building meeting. We investigate the problem, but
it’s not a whodunit. Just get the two to sit down and face each other. Each will
give their perception of what happened.

This happened recently with a flight attendant and a pilot. I get chills on
my neck because of how wonderfully this worked out. Almost gag me with a
spoon—it was such a blessing. Each one said—“that’s not what I meant.” We
came away so enriched.
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The flight attendant had gotten a question from a customer about an
unusual movement the plane made. The flight attendant asked, and the pilot
did not respond. He felt she was questioning his judgment. She was asking
because the customers are our most prized possession and the customer
wanted to know. That pilot will have a different sense with every other flight
attendant he sees. The meeting will have a ripple effect. The idea here is to
pay a lot of attention to little things because they are so important.

Of course, it is not easy to engage in conflict resolution, and it is not
always effective. President and Chief Operating Officer Colleen Barrett
pointed out:

It’s not easy to pull these meetings off if the flight attendant is based in Bal-
timore and the gate agent is on the West Coast. Every now and then one will
blow up. Sometimes the problem is magnified by bringing them together,
rather than resolved. But I think when that happens, the bottom line is that
both don’t belong here.

Executive Vice President of Operations Jim Wimberly agreed:

Some people don’t get it. We’ll normally encourage them to pursue oppor-
tunities elsewhere.

The Southwest philosophy is that individual conflicts should be dealt
with on an interpersonal basis, and should serve as a learning experience.
However, the success of this philosophy depends a great deal on its
implementation. At Southwest’s Los Angeles station, which was strug-
gling to stabilize staffing in the mid-1990s, conflict resolution was not
being actively pursued. The Southwest philosophy regarding conflict
resolution would have been helpful during this period, but rather than
being actively surfaced, conflicts appeared to be suppressed, due in part
to the station manager’s anxiety about his performance.

Southwest’s top leadership played a critical role in getting conflict
resolution back on track at the troubled Los Angeles station. One of
headquarters’ first moves in responding to the need for help was to
encourage a dialogue between parties that were in conflict, particularly
between the pilots who flew out of Los Angeles and the ramp agents
there. Pilots agreed to work on the Los Angeles ramp for a week to
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increase understanding between the two functions. The effects were
reportedly quite positive. A Southwest pilot who participated in the ini-
tiative explained how it worked.

I was part of the Cutting Edge team [the name given to the initiative]. After
working a week here with people on their jobs, I see what they’re up against.
Out of it we got some goodwill, and a lot more understanding.

A ramp agent concurred:

It’s true. Especially here with certain flights with the heavy on-load and off-
load. Pilots really learned what the delays were. The other day we took a 20-
minute delay on an originator. The pilot came down calmly to talk—it made
all the difference in the world.

Benefits of Conflict Resolution

Relative to the other airlines included in this study (United, Continental,
and American), Southwest took a far more proactive approach to conflict
resolution.5 This study, which was outlined in detail in Chap. 3, included
two American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites, two South-
west Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites. A statistical analysis of
these approaches to conflict resolution suggested that proactive conflict
resolution contributes to higher levels of relational coordination. Pro-
active conflict resolution also contributes to improved flight departure
performance, particularly faster turnaround times, greater staffing pro-
ductivity, fewer customer complaints, and better on-time performance.6

To observe the effects of conflict resolution on relational coordination, we
can plot conflict resolution for each of the nine sites against relational
coordination. Exhibit 8–1 suggests a clear impact of proactive conflict res-
olution on relational coordination.

Conflict Resolution at United Airlines

United Airlines took a traditional approach to conflict resolution: sub-
merging conflicts between functions and focusing instead on labor/
management conflicts. However, the United Shuttle was far more proac-

Use Conf l icts  to  Bui ld  Relat ionships 105



tive toward resolving cross-functional conflicts. The cross-functional
teams that were used to design the Shuttle were also used to surface and
resolve conflicts among functional groups. Cross-functional briefings
before and after shifts were used to resolve more immediate and inter-
personal conflicts among members of different functional groups. Partly
as a result of these opportunities for conflict resolution, relationships
between functional groups at the Shuttle were more accepting and
respectful than the relationships normally observed among United
employees. A United customer service agent who went to work in the
Shuttle explained to me:

Over there [in the mainline United operation] they say, “Oooooh, how can you
hang out with someone who cleans the toilets?” Here they say, “Need a ride?”
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* Each circle denotes one of the nine sites included in the study. Proactive conflict resolu-
tion is assessed on a 1-to-5 scale. Relational coordination, coordination carried out
through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured
as the percentage of cross-functional ties that are strong or very strong, based on an
employee survey. Relational coordination in turn has a positive impact on quality and effi-
ciency performance, as illustrated in Exhibit 3-4.
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As a result of the Shuttle’s approach to conflict resolution (and other
practices highlighted in this book), the United Shuttle achieved signifi-
cantly higher levels of relational coordination compared to United’s non-
Shuttle sites (55 percent versus 42 percent of cross-functional ties were
rated by employees as strong or very strong). Exhibit 8–1 shows how
these higher levels of relational coordination are related to the Shuttle’s
conflict-resolution practices. The United Shuttle, denoted by UAL3 in
Exhibit 8-1, has higher levels of relational coordination than its non-
Shuttle counterparts (UAL1 and UAL2), corresponding to its more
proactive approach to conflict resolution. In addition, as we saw in the
previous chapter, the Shuttle outperformed its non-Shuttle counterparts
at United on both quality and efficiency dimensions.

After the employee buyout, managers for both the Shuttle and main-
line United received training in conflict resolution, and all United
employees were scheduled to receive such training. Soon after the buy-
out, conflict resolution began to occur in United’s mainline operation in
Los Angeles. The ramp and freight departments were engaged in ongo-
ing conflict over their interface in the departure process. According to
the ramp manager:

At first, we would blame them and they would blame us. So we started hav-
ing joint meetings, twice monthly. At first they were bitch sessions. Now
they’ve evolved into—“I can take that on, I can do that.”

One meeting was the turning point, the manager recalled.

The meetings started out first with attacks on management, then attacks on
each other. Terry [a ramp manager] came in with flip charts and thought it
was chaotic. But Charlie [a ramp lead] said, it’s the best meeting we ever had.
Everyone spoke their minds, and people were behind the scenes saying
“here’s what we’re going to do.”

There was still a hesitance by supervisors to address conflicts openly,
according to a Los Angeles ramp manager.

Supervisors don’t like to deal with conflict. . . . We need to be convincing
people, teaching them how to have conflicting conversations.
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From another manager’s point of view, however, United had come a long
way.

We’re always dealing with conflict now. It’s movement for our company.

Conflict Resolution at Continental Airlines

At Continental, management evaluation during the study period was
reported by station managers to focus almost exclusively on bottom-line
results. The airline was still recovering from the legacy of Frank
Lorenzo, a leader who paid little attention to employee relations and
who led the airline into bankruptcy twice before leaving in 1990. Accord-
ing to a flight attendant who worked for Continental during that period:

When you went to work for Frank Lorenzo, there was no compassion. The
employees, they were a commodity like a file cabinet, like a desk or a chair.
They just moved the pieces around, and you weren’t to have any feelings, or
they didn’t care if you liked the job.7

However, station managers reported a change in the mid-1990s, with
the arrival of a popular new CEO, Gordon Bethune, who spoke exten-
sively and with credibility about teamwork. Despite the lack of formal
mechanisms for conflict resolution across functional groups, Continen-
tal’s Boston station management was quite attentive to resolving these
conflicts. Supervisors were expected to mediate between employees. A
customer service supervisor explained:

Ultimately a supervisor will hear both sides and act as the referee. We get
people to work it out. No hard feelings. It’s a very important part of the
supervisor’s job. It’s all a part of coaching and counseling, part of the training
that supervisors get. Supervisors are valued because they can identify and
solve problems in communication.

One of the potential high-conflict areas at Continental was between
pilots and flight attendants about pay and authority differentials. Accord-
ing to the Director of Inflight Service:
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There is some animosity because of the money. The pilots make so much.
Also due to “I say it because I’m the captain.” There are some flight atten-
dants who don’t mind letting men make decisions. . . . But we are not
immune from pilot/flight attendant conflicts. To be respected, you have to
behave a certain way, I tell them. I show them through my relationship with
the chief pilot. My message is that certainly I respect you as the leader on the
aircraft. I want respect as an individual fellow employee.

In addition to addressing conflict through these individual behavior
strategies, Continental developed a new training program for addressing
conflict between pilots and flight attendants, focused on communication
and leadership skills.

Exhibit 8–1 shows Continental’s moderate attention to proactive con-
flict resolution, relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly
lower levels of relational coordination. In addition, we see substantial
variation between the two Continental sites, with CON1 showing con-
siderably greater attention to proactive conflict resolution, and corre-
spondingly higher levels of relational coordination, relative to CON2.
Again, local managers can make a difference.

Conflict Resolution at American Airlines

As at the other airlines, conflict at American Airlines often occurred
around the flight departure process. At the same time, American Airlines
as an organization failed to send a clear, consistent message to its man-
agers about the importance of identifying and resolving cross-functional
conflicts. Instead, managers in the field perceived that headquarters
cared only about bottom-line performance. In the early 1990s, the man-
agerial report card for stations was changed to include a score for “lead-
ership” along with scores for operating performance. Unlike the other
categories, however, leadership received zero weight. A customer service
manager gave his perspective:

They look at individual traits like leadership skills. Conflict resolution is
implicit in that. But if the department’s numbers aren’t good, I’ll get canned
anyway.
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This belief was confirmed by an employee relations manager at Ameri-
can headquarters:

Some of our station managers use the carrot and others use the stick. But
they [headquarters] don’t care how the station managers get the results—
they just want to see the results.

The conflict resolution processes that did exist at American were
largely designed to address union/management conflicts rather than
conflicts among peers in different departments. Still, there were some
exceptions. Though only a half-day program, the Commitment to Cour-
tesy was a clear example. A flight attendant manager described the rea-
son for the program:

We wanted to improve the interaction between flight attendants and gate
agents, since it’s been pretty contentious around departures. . . . We needed
this because the boarding process is the most stressful and chaotic part of any
flight. Gate agents and flight attendants have typically worked against each
other rather than together. We wanted them to have a chance to sit down
and find new ways to interact. . . . But we are getting a lot of complaints from
flight attendants and some have refused to do it.

Another example was Crew Resource Management, an ongoing
training program for pilots that American expanded to include its flight
attendants. The new version encompassed not only technical skills but
also periodic training in interpersonal relations and dispute resolution.
However, flight attendant participation was voluntary, and most refused
to participate, not seeing the value. Though aimed at the right target,
these efforts appeared to be too isolated to have a strong effect on the
relationships between functions.

Exhibit 8–1 shows American’s lack of attention to conflict resolution
relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly low levels of rela-
tional coordination.

How Conflict Resolution Evolved at Southwest

Although many assume that Southwest’s success has come relatively eas-
ily, its leaders point out that many years of effort have been required to
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develop the practices, such as proactive conflict resolution, that support
high performance relationships. As Jim Wimberly testified, “We have
worked for years to get to this point.” Around 1990, Southwest leaders
promoted the idea of “internal customers” to get people to respond to
each other. “We were trying to improve communication across func-
tional boundaries,” Colleen Barrett explained. To reinforce the idea of
internal customers, she and Wimberly revised the old irregularity report
and made it into a device for conflict resolution among employees. Wim-
berly explained:

We have a very heated, potentially dangerous, operation on the ramp. There
is a lot of stress when the plane is on the ground. Inevitably some conflict will
arise. If something happens out of the ordinary, if you feel someone didn’t
handle something correctly, you fill out a report.

Under the old system, these reports would go from frontline employ-
ees to senior managers of their department, and on to the CEO. Accord-
ing to Wimberly:

So if there was a conflict between a flight attendant and a gate agent, or a
ramp worker and a pilot, me and Flight Ops and Kelleher would get reports
from everybody involved. . . . Employees were taking the time to fill them
out, and department heads were reading them—but usually not with high
priority. And they were not getting back to the employee.

As a result, top managers began trying to push resolution of these con-
flicts and problems down to where they actually occur. Barrett explained:

We got so many reports after awhile, we changed the form. We added a line.
“If it involved a Southwest employee, have you discussed it with him or her?”
If we got a form where the answer was no, we would call and say, why don’t
you all have a little chat?

The meetings themselves were relatively straightforward:

The local managers . . . will help get the people together. When the senior
managers get the final report, we decide if a “Come to Jesus” meeting is
needed, if it looks like they haven’t resolved it. We tell them this is not a dis-
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ciplinary meeting, nobody needs union representation, we’ll leave the room
if you like. We are just moderators, the focus is between employees and on
how important teamwork is.

At these meetings, said Barrett, “it is wonderful to see the lights go on in
people’s eyes when they understand the other person’s point of view.”

Summing Up

As we noted at the start of this chapter, conflicts can be expected to erupt
in processes that span multiple functions, particularly when those
processes are highly interdependent. In health care, as in many other
industries, functional boundaries are reinforced by professional identi-
ties, specialized knowledge, and status differentials, undermining rela-
tionships and making communication more difficult.8 Status differences
between doctors, nurses, therapists, social workers, and others create
divisions among the parties who are involved in caring for the same
patients. Managed-care pressures and the resulting speed-up of care
delivery have put additional pressure on care-provider relationships,
increasing the incidence of conflict.9 Case managers are typically
expected to take a hard line on limiting resource utilization, for example,
while doctors and nurses are expected to push back to assure high-
quality care for their patients. In addition, a nurse explained:

Miscommunication between the physician and the nurse is common because
so many things are happening so quickly. But because patients are in and out
so quickly, it’s even more important to communicate well.

However, processes for resolving conflicts are not always well devel-
oped. In some hospitals, no formal processes of any sort exist for cross-
functional conflict resolution. Other hospitals take advantage of
multidisciplinary meetings that were convened regularly for other pur-
poses to work out conflicts about patient care, while others developed
cross-functional councils or protocols dedicated to the resolution of
cross-functional conflict. In one hospital, all staff members were required
to take a pledge that they would seek to resolve conflicts by following a
series of agreed-upon steps, and would seek help if unsuccessful. Statisti-
cal analyses showed that the hospitals with formalized conflict-resolution
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processes in place enjoyed higher levels of relational coordination among
their doctors, nurses, physical therapists, social workers, and case man-
agers, as well as higher-quality, more efficient outcomes for patients.

Management theorist Louis Pondy noted that one way to prevent con-
flict is to reduce interdependence by “1) reducing dependence on common
resources; 2) loosening up schedules or introducing buffers, such as inven-
tories or contingency funds; and 3) reducing pressures for consensus.” He
also noted, however, that “these techniques of preventing conflict may be
costly in both direct and indirect costs,” and that ultimately, “interpersonal
friction is one of the costs of ‘running a tight ship.’”10

Rather than reducing cross-functional conflict by introducing costly
buffers, and rather than simply accepting it as a cost of running a tight
ship, this chapter shows that organizations can approach conflict as an
opportunity to build relationships. Organizational theorist Andrew Van
de Ven argued that conflicts are necessary to process the uncertainty and
information that is present in highly interdependent processes.11 In addi-
tion, he argued, conflicts among interdependent parties can serve as an
occasion for learning about the process and for developing a clear under-
standing about goals, expectations, and behaviors.12 This perspective on
conflict resolution is consistent with Karen Jehn’s finding that conflict
leads to improved performance when it takes place in a context that val-
ues task-related conflict.13

Organizations should proactively seek out conflicts rather than allow-
ing them to fester. Then managers should bring the parties together to
better understand each other’s perspective. If organizations do not iden-
tify and resolve cross-functional conflicts, those conflicts will weaken crit-
ical relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect.
When managers treat cross-functional conflict as an occasion for learn-
ing, they strengthen relationships between employees and boost perfor-
mance of the work processes in which those employees are engaged.
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C H A P T E R

Bridge the Work/
Family Divide

People at Southwest care about one another’s families. We recognize deaths and births.
We help in times of tragedy. You do not see these things at other airlines. We hire people
who have worked for other airlines who say they never received anything at home from
their former employers, that they were never acknowledged in a personal way.

—Libby Sartain, former Vice President of People, Southwest Airlines

RE L A T I O N S H I P S  A T  S O U T H W E S T —characterized by shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect—are critical for getting
work done effectively, yet these relationships extend beyond the work
itself, spilling over into friendships and even taking on some characteris-
tics of family ties. A Southwest station manager commented:

We’re kind of a big family here, and families have fun together. The passen-
gers are part of the family too, so we have fun with them.1

Employees regularly referred to their work relationships as ties of
family and friendship, and management encouraged this view. The vice
president of people explained:

With family structures as they are these days, we often help our young
employees to grow up. . . . It lends to the family atmosphere here.
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Hugs were observed to be a common form of greeting, whether in the
original Southwest station at Love Field, or at Southwest’s big East Coast
station in Baltimore. Indeed, family was more than a metaphor at South-
west: many employees reported family ties with other Southwest em-
ployees, something the company encouraged as long as those involved
were not also in a reporting relationship.

There seem to be powerful benefits to blurring the boundaries
between work and nonwork aspects of life, for both organizations and
their employees. Traditional organizational practices often demand that
individuals disconnect themselves from nonwork aspects of their iden-
tity—such as those related to family and spirituality,2 personal pain and
tragedy,3 and racial or ethnic identity4—while at work. As a result, indi-
vidual attitudes and performance often suffer. Erving Goffman’s classic
study of self-presentation chronicles the efforts to which people go to
present the correct self for the given context, and the stresses and strains
that are involved in doing so.5 Arlie Hochschild’s work on the “managed
heart” reports the stress these self-presentation requirements can place
on service workers, and the falseness sometimes perceived by customers.6

There is some evidence that people cooperate with an organization and
give their best efforts to the extent that they identify with the organiza-
tion.7 However, as many of us can attest, it is difficult to identify deeply
with an organization in which one is encouraged or required to present a
false self. To create healthier and more productive employees, organiza-
tions should strive to create more harmony between work and nonwork
aspects of life.8

On the other hand, clear boundaries may be needed to protect family
time from the ever-encroaching grasp of paternalistic companies that
seek to bring their employees’ lives into the service of the companies’
own goals.9 Hochschild describes how work has become the safe haven
that family used to represent, while family has come to seem more and
more like work. It is a vicious cycle, she explains. When people spend too
much time at work, they shortchange their family relationships. Their
family relationships weaken, and become more a source of stress than
comfort as children and spouses act up to get the attention they need. As
a result, employees may use work as a source of community and as a
refuge from their dysfunctional family relationships.10

Both sides seem to agree, however, that for better or worse, this blur-
ring of the boundaries between work and family can serve as a powerful
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force for building commitment to organizations. Southwest leverages
the strength of its employees’ external relationships to build strong inter-
nal relationships. However, Southwest also recognizes the hazards of
blurring the boundaries between work and life—the organization can
encompass so much of a person’s time and loyalty that family and com-
munity ties suffer from neglect, thereby becoming useless as a source of
strength for the employee or the organization. We will see how South-
west managers blur the boundary between work and life, and how they
strive to do so by enhancing rather than undermining their employees’
family and community ties.

Encouraging Employees to Be Themselves at Work

At Southwest, employees are encouraged to be themselves at work. As
Herb Kelleher once explained:

We try to allow our people to be themselves and not have to surrender their
personality when they arrive at Southwest.11

You are not expected to park your personality and true identity at the
door. Some of Southwest’s reputation for being funky and fun comes
from this expectation. Southwest customers are familiar with flight at-
tendants who go beyond the written script for take-off instructions to
passengers, and inject their own personalities into the role.

Though being oneself is a concept normally associated with leisure
time and not with work, it is an important concept at Southwest, and seems
to contribute to easing tensions between individuals and between func-
tions. A ramp agent in Phoenix explained:

If the captain thinks he’s better, he’ll make you say everything in detail. You
get to know some of the pilots after awhile. The whole concept is to be your-
self and to have fun in your job. The relaxed atmosphere around here helps
to ease the tension between departments.

A gate agent offered her thoughts on the side effects of having fun at work:

We sing and laugh and play games. Let everyone enjoy their job so they’ll
work and make the company profitable, and give the customer what they want
at the same time. No one department is any more important than another.
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A customer service supervisor in Phoenix explained why she liked to
work at Southwest:

The main thing is that everybody cares. We work in so many different areas
but it doesn’t matter. It’s true from the top to the last one hired. People tell
me—now I know why everyone is smiling here.

The assistant station manager had a similar perspective:

You have to laugh. Weather affects everything, and puts things beyond your
control. We always ask people in an evaluation if they are having fun in their
job. If they are, there’s a good chance they are doing well.

Not only does being oneself at work help to reduce stress—some
argued that it also fosters employee loyalty and commitment.

Senior people don’t get jaded here. . . . Employees are able to be their own
person. This stimulates hard work and loyalty. It really seems to build loyalty.
People just don’t quit here. People who do leave will go to other departments.

This personal identification with Southwest sometimes occurs through
a personal transformation experienced at work. A flight attendant base
manager described his experience:

This may be a cult, but I believe I never had a job where I wanted to go to
work. This company is geared for families. We dress up on Halloween and
Christmas. My life has changed 180 degrees from what it was 8 years ago. I
have a career mindset. I have learned to set goals. I met my wife here. I could
get real mushy.

This company has offered me something completely different from what
I had—honesty, openness, sharing of information. I take it for granted. Only
when we’re here talking do I realize how fortunate we are.

From the perspective of an operations agent:

There is an opportunity to find yourself in this company.

On a similar note, a customer service agent credited Southwest with a
personal transformation in her life:
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Southwest has helped me make a wonderful contribution in my world. . . .
We belong to this company.

Recognizing Personal Pain and Triumph

One way Southwest encourages employees to be themselves at work is by
openly recognizing major events in the lives of employees and their fam-
ilies. According to Libby Sartain, former vice president of people:

People at Southwest care about one another’s families. We recognize deaths
and births. We help in times of tragedy. You do not see these things at other
airlines. We hire people who have worked for other airlines who say they
never received anything at home from their former employers, that they
were never acknowledged in a personal way.

To help in times of personal catastrophe, Southwest has a Cata-
strophic Fund. During a meeting with the Phoenix station manager, he
received a phone call from Southwest’s Catastrophic Fund. On the
other end of the phone were the Director of Special Projects, the Direc-
tor of Inflight (flight attendants), and several others from Southwest’s
headquarters. They had received a request for help from one of South-
west’s Phoenix employees. The station manager told them what he
knew of the employee’s history, and they talked at length about what
kind of help would be needed. Then they said good-bye and the station
manager resumed his meeting. The station manager acted as though
making arrangements for the care of an employee in need was an unre-
markable part of his workday. Similarly, Southwest President and Chief
Operating Officer Colleen Barrett once discovered that a long-time
employee whose work performance had inexplicably declined was fac-
ing $1800 in legal bills due to divorce and custody proceedings. Barrett
immediately sent the needed sum of money from her own account,
recalling her own experience as a single mom.12

Through the recognition of its employees’ personal tragedies and tri-
umphs, Southwest brings the organization into the personal realm, and
the personal realm into the organization. When people disguise the pain
they are experiencing in their personal life from their colleagues, they
can experience a lack of internal connectedness.13 Recognition of their
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pain allows individuals to have more holistic identities at work, facilitat-
ing both their own personal health and their productivity.

Employee and Family Identification with the Organization

As a result of being themselves at work, employees identified strongly
with Southwest Airlines and talked about the organization as though it
were an extension of their own families. A ramp supervisor in Phoenix
explained his responsibilities:

I have a responsibility for a family, a house, and for this company. The idea
is to keep customers coming back. The goal is for you to come back and fly
on Southwest.

Likewise, the families of Southwest employees also tend to identify
strongly with Southwest Airlines. Libby Sartain, former vice president of
people, explained:

Kids and spouses feel the same way we do when they see a Southwest air-
plane. When we talk at company events, family members talk about South-
west as “we.” If you get involved, you have to make sure family members
become part of that or they get jealous. We encourage people to bring their
kids to work to show them what work is.

The Culture Committee

The Culture Committees, started by President and Chief Operating
Officer Colleen Barrett in the early 1990s to ensure that Southwest’s
rapid growth would not result in barriers between functions, also helped
to blur the boundaries between work and life. The systemwide Culture
Committee included frontline and management employees from all
over the Southwest system. It included members from each of the func-
tions, including pilots, flight attendants, gate and ticketing agents,
mechanics, and so forth. Members met quarterly at headquarters with
Barrett to brainstorm ideas for maintaining and strengthening South-
west’s culture. In addition to the systemwide Culture Committee, each
individual station had its own Culture Committee that met monthly to
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plan social and charitable events. An operations agent from Baltimore
explained:

Each station has its own Culture Committee. The station manager puts out
a letter asking who wants to be on it. They organize fund-raisers and parties.
We usually have a spring party, a summer party, a fall party, and a Christmas
party. We raise money doing other things so the parties are free, or maybe
$10 to get in.

Local committee members planned social events such as summer bar-
becues, Christmas formals, Casino Nights, and carnivals that included
employees and their families. The Baltimore station’s summer event,
organized by its Culture Committee, has typically been a moonlight
cruise on Chesapeake Bay. The walls of Southwest stations and headquar-
ters are then adorned with candid photographs of Southwest employees
and their families taken at these social events, bringing family and other
personal relationships into the workplace in a highly visual way.

Giving to the Community

The local Culture Committees also plan ways for Southwest employees
to give back to the community; for example, by preparing and delivering
meals to the local Ronald McDonald House, a residence provided to
families while their children are undergoing treatment for cancer. South-
west’s relationship with the Ronald McDonald House has been central
for Southwest and its employees for many years. The Ronald McDonald
House was supported by each of Southwest’s local Culture Committees
as well as by the pilots’ union. As one gate agent told me with pride:

Did you know about Southwest and Ronald McDonald House? We are the
Ronald McDonald House.

In a meeting of the Baltimore Culture Committee, a serious discus-
sion ensued among committee members regarding how to serve the
next monthly meal to Ronald McDonald House residents without dis-
rupting the quiet needed by the families in residence. At the Phoenix
station, an administrator regularly made popcorn, sold it for 50 cents a
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bag to employees throughout the station, and sent the proceeds to the
Ronald McDonald House.

Efforts to Bridge the Work/Family Divide

Southwest does not just encourage its employees to give back to the
community. Southwest also has a long tradition of seeking to accommo-
date the needs of families, so as not to burn out this important source of
employee commitment. Southwest’s biggest contribution to strengthen-
ing the family ties of its employees is the flexibility of scheduling the
company offers to employees. According to Libby Sartain:

We are a work- and family-friendly place. We’re very flexible with schedul-
ing, for example. But it’s more of a flexible attitude here than formal policies.
For instance, we don’t officially have flextime and other family programs, but
there is a lot of leeway for employees to trade shifts and so on.

Indeed, Southwest has been recognized for its innovations in achiev-
ing scheduling flexibility for frontline employees through shift trading. In
effect, this approach to achieving scheduling flexibility requires employ-
ees to use their workplace relationships to negotiate flexibility with each
other, further integrating workplace relationships with family ties. South-
west’s shift-trading approach to achieving flexibility also reduces the
administrative burden associated with flexibility and instead places it in
the hands of employees to negotiate with one another.

Southwest recognizes this scheduling flexibility as a major benefit for
both the organization and its employees, enabling employees to meet
their family commitments without neglecting their work commitments.
As a result, Southwest has foregone workplace innovations that may have
helped performance in principle but that would have reduced employees’
ability to schedule their work around family obligations. For example,
some airlines have attempted to schedule the same employees to work
together on particular flights over the course of an extended period, hop-
ing to build more permanent teams. But Southwest decided against such
scheduling practices, not wanting to reduce the scheduling flexibility
enjoyed by Southwest employees. In effect, Southwest did not want to
sacrifice the family relationships of its employees to build stronger work-
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ing relationships. Southwest looks for synergies between family and work
relationships and tries to avoid trading off one for the other.

Pilots and flight attendants have unique challenges staying in touch
with their families when they are away on trips for multiple days. An
administrator for the pilots at Southwest explained her role in keeping
them connected:

Part of my job is to take calls from them and from their families. Let them
know what’s going on. We help keep them connected.

Preventing Work from Overwhelming Family and Community

Southwest recognizes the strength of the working relationships and the
potential for these relationships and commitments to overwhelm family
and community relationships. Particularly for top managers, who have
no contractual limits to their time at work, this has been a challenge.
According to Jim Wimberly, executive vice president of operations:

It is an intoxicating business. We love the business and this company. We all
need to make sure it stays intoxicating and not addictive.

Managers attempt to use peer pressure with each other to keep their
family commitments as well as their work commitments. For example,
Libby Sartain revealed:

Joyce, our head of marketing, told us how much she appreciated that we
encourage her to be a good mother, as much as a good employee. We make
her take a vacation.

Summing Up

Southwest’s approach to work/family issues is to recognize and encourage
the energy that good family and community relationships bring to the
workplace, and the energy that good working relationships bring to fam-
ily and community life. In addition to energy, organizations that encour-
age their employees to care for others at home and in the community will
ultimately benefit from higher levels of relational competence in the
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workplace, as employees exercise their relational skills both at home and
at work. Indeed, as work/family expert Joyce Fletcher has argued:

Organizations intent on developing relational skills in their workers might
do so through the systematic encouragement of all individuals to be involved
in some sort of care-taking experience. . . . [There are] organizational bene-
fits of relaxing the boundary between work and family and/or community as
a way of developing relational competence in workers.14

The energy and learning that employees gain from building strong
family and community ties can be brought into the workplace and lever-
aged to achieve stronger working relationships and better organiza-
tional performance. Organizations should therefore be vigilant to
ensure that relationships at work do not overwhelm and undermine the
family and community relationships that are needed to sustain strong
working relationships.
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C H A P T E R

Create Boundary Spanners

One thing this job will do for you is form a personality. You’ve got to talk to so many peo-
ple. If you don’t like people, you’ll either be miserable or get out of the job real fast.

—Operations Agent, Southwest Airlines

MA N Y  D I F F E R E N T  E M P L O Y E E S play a critical role in coor-
dinating flight departures at Southwest Airlines—pilots, flight attendants,
gate agents, ticket agents, baggage handlers, mechanics, and so forth. One
role, however, is particularly central for coordinating flight departures—
the operations agent. In the airline industry, the operations agent is at the
center of communication among the various functional groups that are
working to get the plane unloaded, serviced, reloaded, and on its way. The
tasks of the operations agent include collecting information about the pas-
sengers, bags, freight, mail, and fuel going out on a particular flight, mak-
ing calculations about how much of each can be loaded and where they
should be loaded, consistent with weather and route information. Before
the plane arrives, during its time at the gate, and after its departure, oper-
ations agents gather and process the needed information from each of the
other functions, make adjustments as needed, and communicate those
adjustments back to each of the functions. In so doing, operations agents
bring together and reconcile sometimes conflicting perspectives among
the various departments regarding passenger needs, commitments to
freight and mail customers, and the requirements of flight safety.
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Operations agents in effect serve as “boundary spanners,” managing
the flow of information across functional boundaries. Organization
design theorists tell us that boundary spanners are particularly impor-
tant for coordinating work when employees perform very different tasks
and as a result have very different perspectives about what needs to be
done.1 The boundary spanner has traditionally been seen as a mecha-
nism for collecting, filtering, translating, interpreting, and disseminat-
ing knowledge across organizational boundaries.2 However, we learn in
this chapter that an effective boundary spanner does more than process
information. An effective boundary spanner is also engaged in relation-
ship building, developing relationships of shared goals, shared knowl-
edge, and mutual respect among fellow employees to facilitate the
coordination of work.

Still, boundary spanners are costly because they require an entire
workgroup whose primary task is coordination.3 One way to reduce the
cost of boundary spanners is to reduce their staffing levels—and increase
the number of projects or flight departures they are assigned to coordi-
nate. Since the mid-1980s, many airlines have been doing just this—
attempting to make operations agents more efficient by relying more and
more on computer interfaces to bring together the information required
to dispatch a flight. And indeed, these new systems allow operations
agents to be more efficient. With information technology, operations
agents can be located centrally and can coordinate up to 15 departures at
a time. Operations agents read a computer file into which each function
has input the relevant information, make contacts when there is a dis-
crepancy or need for further information, then make the necessary judg-
ments and decisions before dispatching the flight. However, the quality
and detail of communication is not very high in this arrangement. The
operations agent is remotely located and is forced by workload to rely
almost exclusively on the computer interface.

Operations agents had traditionally served as a source of social cohe-
sion across functions in the stations. Operations agents used to be well-
known personalities because they came into face-to-face contact with each
function during the preplanning or implementation phase of each depar-
ture. The on-site operations centers where they worked used to serve as
“watering holes,” as one of the few locations where members of diverse
functions, such as pilots, fuelers, baggage handlers, mechanics, and cus-
tomer service agents, could congregate comfortably. In their efforts to
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reduce the staffing levels of operations agents, airlines lost the personal
interactions that built strong relationships across functional boundaries.
Only Southwest Airlines has recognized this unique role of the operations
agent, and staffs the job generously to permit it to be done well.

Boundary Spanning at Southwest Airlines

Moving in the opposite direction of the rest of the industry, Southwest
increased the staffing of the operations agent to even higher levels than
the other airlines had traditionally used, allowing the operations agent to
play an even greater role in the flight departure process. Each individual
flight was assigned its own dedicated on-site operations agent, who
engaged in face-to-face contact with each function before, during, or
after the turnaround of that flight—then went on to concentrate on
another incoming flight.

As noted above, the job of an operations agent involves a great deal of
information processing. A Southwest supervisor explained the basic tasks:

A couple hours before the flight arrives an operations agent is assigned to the
flight. The agent gets a release from dispatch in Dallas. [The release] tells if
the plane needs anything, how much fuel due to weather conditions and time
of year. The ops agent writes that down and computes the total amount of
weight that plane can take. The ops agent tells the ramp and freight agents
what’s going out, and they say what they have to put in. The gate and ticket
agents take the information, and decide [how many passengers] can go.

The ops agent is dealing with the ticket agents, is phoning everybody.
There is constant communication between the groups. There are passengers
who need special care, for example. We interact with pilots and flight atten-
dants about the weather, information from the families, anything.

Then when the plane arrives, the ops agent sets up the jet way, gets
everybody out and everybody boarded. He gets the cargo slip which says
how much stuff has been put on board and where, then computes the weight
and balance and hands that information off to the pilot. After the door is
closed, the ops agent pulls back the jet way.

The information processing tasks in this example are not very dis-
tinctive and could certainly be more highly automated, as they have been
at other airlines, allowing for a far greater workload than one flight at a
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time per operations agent. And yet the boundary spanning role at South-
west is highly regarded, and it is often credited for playing a critical role
in achieving reliable flight departures. According to Donna Conover,
Southwest’s executive vice president of customers:

The operations agent’s job is important. It’s their responsibility to coordinate
the flight. You need someone quarterbacking the flight departure. We are
unique in that our operations agents are assigned to lead only one departure
at a time. It’s a good investment.

According to a Southwest pilot:

Dispatch doesn’t have the time to dedicate to each individual departure. The
operations agent is the team leader when the airplane is on the ground.

And, according to a customer service agent:

The operations room is the heartbeat of the airline. It’s totally the heartbeat.
They are real selective about who they put there. They want people with
smarts. That’s a part of our overall coordination—what makes it work.

The centrality of the operations agent role at Southwest Airlines is
supported by Southwest’s promotion policies. Employees typically come
into this job after serving on the ramp and in customer service, bringing
the perspective of both key areas to the job. The operations agent job is
also considered to be a necessary step before becoming a ramp or cus-
tomer service manager, because of the broad, cross-functional perspec-
tive one gains from being an operations agent.

But why? What is so important about this role that Southwest staffs it
at one flight departure per agent, while other airlines staff it at three to
fifteen flight departures per agent? Upon closer observation, it became
clear that the operations agents at Southwest play a critical social role as
well, helping to build relationships across functional boundaries. At
Southwest, unlike at the other airlines, the boundary spanner role in-
volves face-to-face interactions with every party involved in the flight
departure process. It is not coordination from a distance, conducted pri-
marily through a computer interface, as other airlines have tried to
achieve. It is coordination with a human face.
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Benefits of the Boundary Spanner Role

Relative to the other airlines included in this study (United, Continental,
and American), Southwest employs far higher levels of staffing for its
boundary spanner role.4 This study, which was outlined in detail in Chap.
3, included two American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites, two
Southwest Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites. A statistical analy-
sis of boundary spanner staffing showed that dedicating boundary span-
ners to a small number of flights is associated with higher levels of
relational coordination. Dedicated boundary spanners also contribute to
improved flight departure performance, particularly faster turnaround
times, greater staffing productivity, fewer customer complaints, and better
on-time performance.5 To observe the effects of boundary spanners on
relational coordination, we can plot boundary spanner staffing for each of
the nine sites against relational coordination. Exhibit 10–1 suggests a clear
impact of boundary spanner staffing on relational coordination.
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* Each circle denotes one of the nine sites included in the study. Boundary spanner staffing is
measured as the number of boundary spanners on staff per daily flight departure. Relational
coordination—coordination carried out through relationships of shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect—is measured as the percentage of cross-functional ties that
are strong or very strong, based on an employee survey. Relational coordination in turn has
a positive impact on quality and efficiency performance, as illustrated in Exhibit 3–4.
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Boundary Spanning at United Airlines

At United Airlines as at Southwest, operations agents play a boundary
spanner role, but at United they are not assigned to one flight at a time, nor
are they expected to leave the operations center and go down to the ramp
or the gate to interact with other employees. Rather, they are expected to
stay at their computers and coordinate multiple flight departures simulta-
neously, using the computer interface and the telephone and PA system as
needed. Some ops agents are equipped with cameras to watch the aircraft,
and so have at least a partial view of what is happening on the ramp.

The United Shuttle’s operations agents are organized in the same
way, but they have somewhat higher staffing levels per flight than do
United’s non-Shuttle operations. Operations agents for the Shuttle are
not equipped to play the same boundary spanner role that Southwest
operations agents play, but they can approximate it more closely than
their non-Shuttle counterparts at United, because of their more gener-
ous staffing levels. In effect, even though they are located at a distance
from the ramp and gate, they have the staffing levels to devote more indi-
vidualized attention to each flight departure.

Due in part to the Shuttle’s boundary spanner staffing (and other
practices highlighted in this book), the United Shuttle achieved signifi-
cantly higher levels of relational coordination compared to United’s
non-Shuttle sites (55 percent versus 42 percent of cross-functional ties
were rated by employees as strong or very strong). Exhibit 10–1 shows
how these higher levels of relational coordination are related to bound-
ary spanner staffing levels. The United Shuttle, denoted by UAL3 in
Exhibit 10–1, has higher levels of relational coordination than its non-
Shuttle counterparts (UAL1 and UAL2), corresponding to its higher
levels of boundary spanner staffing. In addition, as we saw in Chap. 7,
the Shuttle outperformed its non-Shuttle counterparts at United on
both quality and efficiency dimensions.

Boundary Spanning at Continental Airlines

Continental’s operations agents at the Boston station are equipped to
play the role of boundary spanner to some extent—operations coordina-
tors and load functions are located together in the operations room at
each station. Their job does not involve a direct interface with every
function, but their location as well as their active role in load planning
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produces a great deal of face-to-face contact with pilots, ramp agents,
fuelers, and mechanics.

The boundary spanner role at Continental’s Cleveland station is dif-
ferent from that at the Boston station. The Cleveland operations center
has a greater division of labor. Operations coordinators maintain contact
with pilots and central dispatch. Load planners organize information
from central dispatch and the various departments to ensure that passen-
gers, baggage, and freight are loaded properly. In addition, maintenance,
ramp, and customer service representatives sit in the operations center to
provide a link between operations and their departments. Load planners
work in a separate room and do not have ongoing contact with the rest
of the operations center staff.

Exhibit 10–1 shows Continental’s moderate staffing levels for its
boundary spanners, relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspond-
ingly lower levels of relational coordination.

Boundary Spanning at American Airlines

American Airlines traditionally had operations agents who played the
boundary spanning role. An American pilot in Boston described an oper-
ations agent who had retired:

Sal could identify a problem and he could solve a problem. Ops agents used
to be this way. They used to have a leadership role. But their authority was
changed. Nobody has that job now.

In addition to playing a central role in information flow and prob-
lem solving, operations agents at American traditionally had served a
social function. Because of the central location of the operations center,
where the operations agents worked, “The ops center used to be the
watering hole, the place where everybody came together to hang out
between flights.” The operations center was one of the few locations at
American that were regarded as neutral ground, where functions that
were divided by status could share the same space, whether they were
cabin cleaners, caterers, fuelers, mechanics, ramp agents, gate agents,
flight attendants, or pilots.

However, American began to downsize its on-site operations centers
starting in the mid-1980s and to move their staff to a central load house
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in Dallas, where load agents coordinated 10 to 15 flights simultaneously,
with the use of a computer interface. By the mid-1990s, American Air-
lines had moved farther than any other airline toward reducing the
staffing levels of operations agents. According to a load house manager:

At any one time, a load agent is prereleasing up to four trips, about four trips
are one hour from departure and quite active, about four are in the last five
minutes, and three have just left. We utilize our people very well.

These off-site load agents have remained the center of communica-
tion for the flight departure process in some respects. However, given
their off-site location, their low staffing levels per flight, and their
reliance on a computer interface, they lack familiarity with the particular
features of the flights they coordinate and lack time to dedicate to each
individual flight. According to the same load house manager:

Our biggest problem is communication—getting them [employees at the
airports] to talk to us, tell us what’s on the airplane.

From the standpoint of the stations, the problem is more basic: “We
don’t understand their process, and they don’t understand ours,” said the
Los Angeles station manager. Reports of inadequate communication
were common. A customer service supervisor complained about the lack
of information from ops:

Here you don’t communicate. And sometimes you end up not knowing
things. . . . Everyone says we need effective communication. But it’s a low
priority in action. On the gates I can’t tell you the number of times you get
the wrong information from ops. . . . We call it the creeping delay. The hard-
est thing at the gates with off-schedule operations is to get information.
They are leery to say the magnitude of the problem.

As the boundary spanning role was taken from operations agents at
American, the role fell upon the gate agents. Gate agents became
responsible for communicating with the other functions, and were made
to feel responsible for delays. However, gate agents found themselves in
this role by default rather than by design, and without explicit recogni-
tion or support for that role. Gate agents received no training for the
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boundary spanning role, and were not selected with an eye to playing
that role. According to a manager of gate agents:

We find that a lot of the responsibility for communication with the flight
attendants and the ramp falls on our gate agents. We have assumed the
responsibility of coordination at the point of departure. It has just evolved
that way. Certainly not because of the caliber of our employees.

As an American pilot pointed out:

Nobody has the job now. The gate agents do it by default.

In addition, gate agents at American Airlines do not occupy a key posi-
tion in the job ladder, unlike the boundary spanners we observed at
Southwest Airlines.

Exhibit 10–1 shows American’s low levels of boundary spanner
staffing relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly low levels
of relational coordination.

Southwest’s Boundary Spanners in Action

Let’s follow two of Southwest’s operations agents as each coordinates a
flight departure.

Steve Collins, Southwest in Baltimore

Steve Collins was busy making the preflight preparations for his incom-
ing flight, Flight 110 to Manchester, tracking its progress on his com-
puter screen, making calls and sending messages to various functions,
asking for wheelchairs, extra help for certain passengers, and so on.
Everything seemed quite technical and somewhat impersonal. Then,
when he heard the announcement from the ops coordinator that Flight
110 was “in range,” i.e., 10 minutes from landing, Steve gathered his
materials and switched into another mode. He headed out to the tarmac,
greeting ramp agents who were getting the baggage loading equipment
in place, ready to service the incoming flight; greeting the fueler, who
was preparing to refuel the incoming flight; greeting the provisioning
crew, who would provide food and beverages for the next flight. He
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exchanged pleasantries with several of them, checking to see if they
needed anything.

Steve then climbed up the stairs to the jet way and greeted the pilots
and flight attendants who were waiting there to replace the incoming
crew. He knew two of them, and engaged in an animated discussion for
several minutes about where they had been and where they were headed.
He then greeted the skycaps who were waiting with wheelchairs for two
incoming elderly passengers and noted that one additional wheelchair
would be needed. Steve then ran up the jet way to greet the gate agents,
to ask how many passengers had checked in, and to ask whether there
were any special needs or problems. He then ran back down the jet way
to prepare for the arrival of the incoming flight. As he took his position
at the steering control for the jet way and watched the aircraft pull up to
its parking position, he turned and said: “That’s what I love about this
job—every flight is like a reunion!”

When the doors of the aircraft opened, there was yet another
reunion. Steve greeted the flight attendants like old friends, exchanged
some observations about weather delays and passenger loads, asked if
there was anything they needed, then stepped into the cockpit to greet
the pilots. Meanwhile, passengers began to disembark from the plane,
and he returned to the gate area to greet the passengers who were lined
up and waiting to board the outgoing flight.

Steve took his position at the entrance to the jet way, picked up a micro-
phone and announced, “OK, we are now ready to board Southwest Air-
lines Flight 110 to Manchester, Flight 110 to Manchester. We’ll start with
our preboards. Please have your boarding passes ready!” Steve took board-
ing passes from a couple with two small children and let them board first.
He took the boarding pass of an elderly man in a wheelchair, pushed him
down the jet way to the aircraft, and handed him off to one of the flight
attendants. He folded up the stroller and wheelchair, tagged them, and
placed them in a position where the ramp agent could easily find them.

Jogging back up to the jet way door, Steve took the microphone and
said, “Now I’ll take everyone with boarding passes 1 through 30 please.”
He began gathering a green boarding pass from each passenger as they
filed by. Steve finished with the first 30 passengers in about 2 minutes,
then paused and sorted the green cards in numerical sequence. He then
stepped into the jet way to check on the boarding progress of passengers
1 through 30. About a minute after having finished with passengers 1
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through 30, he announced he was ready to board everyone with passes 31
through 60. Steve gave a quick smile or hello to passengers as he took
their boarding passes, answering questions as he kept people moving.

After taking the last boarding pass and putting the cards in sequence,
Steve handed them to Lisa and confirmed that 97 passengers had
boarded. He returned to the end of the jet way and retrieved the clip
attached to the end of the rope tied to the railing. The clip contained the
fuel invoice, the cargo bin loading schedule with the actual number of
bags in each bin, and a lavatory service record stating that the appropri-
ate cleaning had taken place. Now he had all the information he needed.
He made the final trim calculations based on actual passengers rather
than reservations, the 18,000 pounds of fuel, and the actual baggage
count and bin allocation. Steve handed one copy of the loading schedule
to the captain and kept one for himself.

By this point in the boarding process, the window and aisle seats had
all been taken and only the center seats remained. A flight attendant took
the microphone. “This is a full flight and we want to get you home as soon
as possible. Those of you sitting down who are avoiding the eyes of those
standing, please make eye contact—they want that seat beside YOU!” As
the last passenger took his seat, Steve picked up the cabin loudspeaker
microphone and said, “On behalf of the Baltimore ground crew, I’d like
to apologize for the delay this evening, and wish you a very good trip up
to Manchester!” He replaced the microphone and said good-bye to the
flight attendants and the pilots, then closed the door, and steered the jet
way back from the aircraft. The plane started to push back 30 seconds
later, and Steve gave the traditional salute to the captain through the win-
dow. It was 9:15, just 20 minutes since the aircraft had arrived at the gate.

After entering final data about the flight into a computer, he checked
the screen to confirm that he had no more flights to work this evening.
Steve and Jim, the lead ramp agent for Flight 110, walked down to the
break room. Members of Southwest’s People Department had been serv-
ing root beer floats in the station all evening in recognition of the sta-
tion’s hard work, and Steve had heard that some were still left.

Brook Smith, Southwest in Phoenix

After she steered the jet way into place, Brook Smith opened the door of
the plane, said a warm hello to the flight attendants, then walked right
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into the cockpit. She gave the captain the weather packet for his next
flight and the release that included all the information needed for take-
off. Then she talked to the flight attendants to tell them what to expect
on the next flight out—how many through customers, how many termi-
nating customers, and so forth. “They need to know so they can plan
luggage storage,” she explained. She picked up some papers from the
floor while she was talking, and the flight attendants were busy doing the
same. Brook left the plane to let several waiting Southwest employees
know whether there would be room on board for them. There was a
mechanic whom she listed as a “must go”—because he was going some-
where to fix a plane. “He is a must go,” she explained, “so we can utilize
the other aircraft. It doesn’t help to have them sitting on the ground.”

Then Brook walked up the jet way to talk with the gate agents, and
checked in with them to find out the number of passengers expected to
board. She walked to the door of the jet way and announced that children
and people who have difficulty boarding should move into the preboard-
ing area. She allowed them to board first. Then she told passengers with
boarding passes 1 through 30 to board. She took each plastic boarding
pass, smiled at every single customer, and said thank you.

Almost all the passengers were smiling, though it was not apparent
why. There was a general feeling of speed and efficiency rather than the
usual feeling of “hurry up and wait” that one gets when boarding an air-
plane. These passengers seemed to feel confident that they were in good
hands and that their hurrying would pay off. They seemed not to mind
being hurried.

Brook got everybody through the gate, then walked the boarding
passes back to the gate agent. She walked down through the jet way into
the plane and spoke again with the flight attendants and the captain. She
went to her station at the end of the jet way and pulled the freight, bag-
gage, and fueling numbers up on a string, where the ramp agent and
fueler had attached them to a clip. She began to fill out her master load
form in pencil, doing rapid calculations of weight and balance. The total
came out just about 20 pounds below the maximum allowed on this plane.

Passengers were still getting situated in the plane. The captain came
out to stretch his legs and talk to Brook. The gate agent called down the
jet way, saying a passenger from the last flight had left his book on
board. Brook went on board to inform the flight attendants. The pas-
senger was allowed to come down, reboard the plane, and claim his
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book. The mechanic who was flying to go fix another plane boarded and
went into the cockpit to speak with the first officer. Brook showed the
weight and load information to the captain, who then boarded the plane
and helped the flight attendants stuff more luggage into the overheads.
The flight attendants said thank you. Brook waved good-bye to every-
body and a flight attendant announced over the speaker that it was time
to push off. The passengers applauded. Brook closed the door and they
were off—1 minute late.

After the plane pushed back, Brook put the boarding passes into
order, from 1 through 137. She talked with the gate agents and then
walked back to the ops room, where she prepared a dispatch report for
the down-line city (the city to which the airplane was headed next) and
explained what had gone on.

“The gate agent was checking in the flight all that time. She deals
with the passengers. The up-line ticket agent puts the information in.
Thirty-six people were standing by for this flight. The weight was close
to the maximum, but if it went over a little, I could have called dispatch.
They might change the ultimate weight. You would call them if you had
to. But you do the preflight planning to avoid the problem.

“You could delay the freight if the load was too large. We have 72
hours to get the freight there, and we usually get it there the same day. If
we had to pull something, we’d pull company materials first. I get this
dispatch report out ASAP so I don’t screw the down-line city, so they can
plan. Because we appreciate getting ours on time.”

One of Brook’s coworkers, Robert, who was stationed at the coordi-
nator’s desk, was intent on communicating with the pilots on the incom-
ing flights and assigning them to gates. A poster on the wall read:
“Administrative thought of the week: If you have knowledge, let others
light their candles off it.” There was an open window between the oper-
ations room and the ramp agents’ break room, where there always
seemed to be people congregating, talking and asking questions. Rock ’n’
roll was playing on the radio in the ops room; everybody was in khaki
shorts, intent on their work but having a good time, it appeared. The
supervisor, Bob Curbey, was at a computer terminal, keying in the infor-
mation that appears on the airport monitors for customers to read. Peo-
ple from different functions walked freely around into each other’s break
rooms, and into the ops room. Brook finished sending her dispatch
report, then checked in to see when her next flight would be arriving.
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The Boundary Spanner as Relationship Builder

In this chapter we have gained a more holistic perspective on the bound-
ary spanner. Boundary spanners act as gatekeepers of critical information,
and as such are influential in determining how the environment is per-
ceived.6 Boundary spanners interpret and translate information for other
organization members7 in a variety of settings, including research and
development,8 new product development,9 mergers and acquisitions,10

and patient care.11 However, we have seen that the boundary spanner
works not only by sharing information but also by building relationships.
By developing a web of relationships across boundaries, the boundary
spanner constructs a broader sense of shared identity and vision among
previously divided parties, creating opportunities for collective action
among them. The actions of an effective boundary spanner can con-
tribute to creating more permeable boundaries, which leads to enhanced
coordination and improved performance. This relational role played by
boundary spanners has also been demonstrated in a very different context
from flight departures—mergers and acquisitions—where “building con-
nective tissue”12 and “forging social connections”13 are seen as critical
contributions that boundary spanners can make.

Summing Up

Boundary spanners play a critical role in coordinating work processes, but
the boundary spanner is most effective when the position is conceived to
be more than an automatable conduit for information exchange. When
the boundary spanner role is generously staffed, the boundary spanner
can develop a web of relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and
mutual respect across functional boundaries. Coordination that occurs
within this web of relationships is more effective and leads to improved
performance of the flight departure process.

This new understanding of the boundary spanner as a builder of rela-
tionships suggests a different way of thinking about staffing levels for the
position, and a more skeptical view of the possibility of using information
technology to replace the boundary spanner. We have seen that reduced
staffing levels result in less effective coordination of the flight departure
process, due to weaker relationships of shared knowledge, shared goals,
and mutual respect across functional boundaries. We have also seen that
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information technology has been used in some airlines to dramatically
reduce staffing levels for the boundary spanning role. But the substitution
of automated communication for boundary spanners may sacrifice the
exchange of complex information and the development of shared under-
standings across functional boundaries, a loss that is not apparent from a
purely technical point of view. Though information technology can be a
facilitator, it is not expected to be an effective substitute. When a job is
mediated largely through a computer or a telephone, an important ele-
ment of social interaction is lost.14 The loss of social interaction weakens
relationships, and weakens critical performance parameters. These limita-
tions on the effective use of information technology exist because coordi-
nation is not simply about the transfer of information. Instead,
coordination requires the construction of shared meaning in order to facil-
itate collective action. As we see at Southwest Airlines, boundary spanners
can play this role, building relationships of shared goals, shared knowl-
edge, and mutual respect across functional boundaries.
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Avoid Finger Pointing—
Measure Performance
Broadly

You can get to the point where you saturate yourselves with information, and you get
paralyzed. We have more interest in broader categories, rather than analyzing and
assessing blame. It’s easier to adjust with broader categories. Maintenance could come up
with 50 categories of flight delays, if they wanted to. But you end up chasing your tail.

—Jim Wimberly, Executive Vice President of Operations, Southwest Airlines

LI K E  M A N Y  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S in other industries, airlines
have traditionally relied on systems of functional accountability. Out-
comes of the departure process are typically divided into departmental
objectives, for which individual departments are held accountable. Each
departure delay is traced to the department that is thought to have
caused it. Then, on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis, the percentage of
on-time departures is calculated for each department.

This system of accountability tends to generate a search for depart-
mental failure. Yet because of the task interdependencies in the flight
departure process, it is often difficult to determine which department
caused a particular delay. One rule of thumb often used is “whoever was
off the plane last.” If the gate agent who was boarding passengers was last
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off the plane, it is presumed to be a customer service delay. If the ramp
agents loading baggage were last off the plane, it is presumed to be a
ramp delay. If the fueler was the last one off, it is presumed to be a fuel-
ing delay. Therefore the common pattern is a race to finish one’s own
assigned task before the other groups finish their tasks, even when coop-
eration between the groups would improve the speed and quality of the
process. Worse, participants tend to hide information to avoid blame,
thus undermining the potential for learning.

Through these unintended dynamics, functional accountability un-
dermines relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect among those who must coordinate their tasks in order to achieve
high performance. To achieve quality outcomes in the face of weak coor-
dination requires longer turnaround times and higher staffing levels,
resulting in tremendous efficiency losses. This chapter shows that there
are constructive alternatives to these systems of functional accountability.
Cross-functional performance measures encourage participants to focus
on learning rather than blaming when things go wrong, thereby bolstering
relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect. We
will see how Southwest Airlines in particular has learned these lessons.1

Performance Measurement at Southwest Airlines

Determining the cause of a delay had once been a conflict-ridden process
at Southwest, as it was at other airlines, and had often deteriorated from
problem solving to finger pointing and blame avoidance. Southwest
countered this tendency in the early 1990s by instituting a “team delay”
which allowed less precise reporting of the cause of delays, with the goal
of diffusing blame and encouraging learning. According to Jim Wim-
berly, executive vice president of operations:

We had too many angry disagreements between flight attendants and gate
agents about whose delay it was. It was too hard to determine whose fault it was.

One of Southwest’s chief pilots explained:

The team delay is used to point out problems between two or three different
employee groups in working together. We used to do it [in the following
way]: if people were still in the jet way at departure time, it was a station
delay. If people were on board at departure time, it was a flight crew delay.
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But now if you see everybody working as a team, and it’s a team problem, you
call it a team delay. It’s been a very positive thing.

In addition to the team delay, Southwest has about 10 other delay cat-
egories, far fewer than at other major airlines. The reduced precision of
performance measurement did not appear to concern Southwest leaders.
How does Southwest motivate performance? A station manager explained:

Through personal pride. Because we’ve always done it, I guess. Also, we
track the source of delays. Usually it’s a situation rather than a person who is
at fault. We take a delay when the situation warrants it. Besides this, we have
delay codes to identify which department caused the delay. We try to figure
out what caused a delay, but we don’t do much finger pointing. We find that
the more you point fingers, the more problems go underground rather than
getting solved.

The only punitive measures are taken when there’s a personnel delay.
When someone just wasn’t there to do their job. Supervisors often refer disci-
plinary problems upwards to the department manager, if they can’t solve them.

Southwest also uses rewards to motivate performance, he explained:

Customers send letters to headquarters, with compliments or complaints,
about 5000 per month. These letters are sent to the relevant station, then
when I get it I will put a smiley face sticker on it and frame it. People like to
see their name up there.

We have agent of the month awards in each department. The winners
are chosen by their fellow employees. Then managers and supervisors pick
agents of the quarter from among the agents of the month. All agents of the
quarter come to an award lunch to receive their plaques.

We also use $5 meal vouchers to reward people for good performance.
Supervisors do this. And agents reward each other by sending Love Reports.

Benefits of Cross-Functional Performance Measurement

Relative to the other airlines included in this study (United, Continental,
and American), Southwest took a cross-functional approach to perfor-
mance measurement.2 This study, outlined in detail in Chap. 3, included
two American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites, two South-
west Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites. A statistical analysis
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showed that a cross-functional approach to performance measurement is
associated with higher levels of relational coordination. Cross-functional
performance measurement also contributes to improved flight departure
performance, particularly faster turnaround times, greater staffing pro-
ductivity, fewer lost bags, and fewer customer complaints.3 To observe
the effects of performance measurement on relational coordination, we
can plot performance measurement for each of the nine sites against
relational coordination. Exhibit 11–1 suggests a clear impact of cross-
functional performance measurement on relational coordination.

Performance Measurement at United Airlines

Up through the mid-1990s, United had a system of functional account-
ability for delays, similar to the rest of the industry. As a result, a Boston
ramp manager explained:
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* Each circle denotes one of the nine sites included in the study. Cross-functional perfor-
mance measurement is measured as the number of functions that could be held jointly
accountable for a delay. Relational coordination—coordination carried out through rela-
tionships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect—is measured as the per-
centage of cross-functional ties that are strong or very strong, based on an employee
survey. Relational coordination in turn has a positive impact on quality and efficiency per-
formance, as illustrated in Exhibit 3–4.
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At United—and I’m sure at others—there was always a lot of finger pointing
at different departments and different divisions. All divisions had their own
goals. They weren’t interconnected. The attitude was, if they are taking a
delay at least it’s not mine, so you would sort of forget about it.

Under this system, assigning delays involved a great deal of conflict,
according to the Los Angeles operations manager:

You used to need a titanium suit. We used to spend hours and hours figuring
out whose delay it was.

Reinforcing these dynamics within each station was a Friday conference
call with the regional director, nicknamed the “Friday Flogging.” Ac-
cording to the Boston ramp manager:

Our regional vice president is from the old school of management. You hate
to manage by intimidation. Our vice president is more along these lines than
others. We’re changing over.

On the theory that “if you’re responsible for all delays, you might get
more involved in the process and help them out,” United introduced a
new delay accounting system in the mid-1990s. According to a Los
Angeles customer service manager:

Individual managers are not responsible for just their own department’s
delays because we have families of delays now. As a customer service man-
ager, I may be responsible for delays that are partly caused by flight atten-
dants. This means I’m supposed to communicate with that other group.
Flight attendants and customer service agents interact a lot. This system
makes them talk. It’s a family of delays. There is no win or lose.

Under this new system of accountability, up to three departments can be
held responsible for a given delay, and all are therefore expected to work
on finding and resolving the underlying problems.

The new system also includes a focus on on-time arrivals rather than
departures, in effect combining the goals of the station and the flight
department. In keeping with this, a team delay code was added to allow
the station and flight department to take joint responsibility for a delay.
The team delay was to be used exclusively, however, for getting additional
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revenue on the flight—for example, additional passengers or freight. It is
not supposed to be used to take joint responsibility for breakdowns in
communication, as it was at Southwest.

The Shuttle took this team delay concept a bit further than the rest of
United Airlines, however, in keeping with its focus on teamwork.
Whereas three functions could be held jointly responsible for a delay in
mainline United, up to four functions could take responsibility in the
Shuttle operations.

Due in part, perhaps, to the Shuttle’s approach to performance mea-
surement (and other practices highlighted in this book), the United Shut-
tle achieved significantly higher levels of relational coordination compared
to United’s non-Shuttle sites (55 percent versus 42 percent of cross-func-
tional ties were rated by employees as strong or very strong). Exhibit 11–1
shows how these higher levels of relational coordination are related to the
Shuttle’s performance measurement practices. The United Shuttle,
denoted by UAL3 in Exhibit 11–1, has higher levels of relational coordi-
nation than its non-Shuttle counterparts (UAL1 and UAL2), correspond-
ing to its more cross-functional approach to performance measurement. In
addition, as we saw in Chap. 7, the Shuttle outperformed its non-Shuttle
counterparts at United on both quality and efficiency dimensions.

Performance Measurement at Continental Airlines

Continental Airlines remained more specific in its delay reporting,
allowing each delay to be charged to only two departments. An opera-
tions coordinator explained:

We can split the delay into primary and secondary causes. We split the min-
utes and charge them to different departments.

The possibility at Continental of charging two departments rather
than one raised the level of shared responsibility somewhat, but still the
measurement system was perceived to be an obstacle to coordination and
teamwork. According to the Cleveland station manager:

We might take one delay and take one or two hours to find the root cause of the
problem. Instead of punitive action, we use a positive constructive approach.
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However, interviews with supervisors and frontline employees re-
vealed that this “positive constructive” approach was counterproductive
in certain respects. It encouraged them to pay excessive attention to doc-
umenting who did what at what time, rather than looking ahead to figure
out together what should be done to get the next plane out.

Also, despite the efforts to focus on objective reporting of what hap-
pened, fear reportedly continued to play a major role. According to an
operations coordinator:

There’s this fear over taking a delay—everybody fears they’ll be chastised for
it. You spend so much time filling out delay forms and fighting over a
delay—just think what we could be doing. We had a two-minute delay that
no one would take responsibility for.

According to the station manager:

Barriers between groups—it all comes down to the delay coding system.
Upper management just wants to have a tracking system. If you have a lot of
code 31s (maintenance delays), and then the maintenance guy is gone, you
know it is punitive. That is the bottom line.

You come in front of a tribunal. Headquarters doesn’t have time to look
at the details. They just see code 10s and then passenger services has a lot of
explaining to do. . . . It’s a punitive system, but if you’re a good station man-
ager, you buffer it, don’t allow it to cascade down to the frontline employees.

Comments from frontline employees, however, suggested that this at-
tempt to buffer them from headquarters’ punitive approach to account-
ability had not fully succeeded.

Exhibit 11–1 shows Continental’s functional approach to perfor-
mance measurement, relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspond-
ingly lower levels of relational coordination. We see little variation
between the two Continental sites in their approaches to performance
measurement. Headquarters often resists local variations in performance
measurement, as we will see in the case of American Airlines, leaving
local managers to buffer employees as much as possible from their
potential negative effects.
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Performance Measurement at American Airlines

American Airlines exemplifies the attempt to achieve accountability
through a strictly functional approach to performance measurement.
One field manager explained the company’s philosophy, as he under-
stood it:

It helps a lot just to keep score. People are naturally competitive. They
absolutely need to know the score. Once they know, they will do something
about it. Every delay comes to my attention and gets a full investigation. . . .
The last thing most of them want is the spotlight on them. I just increased
the amount they had to do to keep the spotlight off of themselves.

Each time a delay occurred, managers on duty were responsible for
figuring out which function caused it. Immediate penalties accompanied
delays, in the form of having to explain what happened. If a delay
occurred on a flight scheduled to make connections elsewhere, “Crandall
wants to see the corpse,” said a ramp manager in Boston. “It is manage-
ment by intimidation.”

This system had the unintended effect of encouraging employees to
look out for themselves and avoid recrimination, rather than focusing on
their shared goals of achieving high-quality outcomes efficiently. A ramp
supervisor explained how goal displacement occurred:

If you ask anyone here, what’s the last thing you think of when there’s a
problem, I bet your bottom dollar it’s the customer. And these are guys who
bust their butts every day. But they’re thinking, how do I keep my ass out of
the sling.

American’s system of accountability also resulted in a great deal of
time spent trying to sort out the cause of delays. According to an opera-
tions manager:

There is so much internal debate and reports and meetings. This is time that
we could be focusing on the passengers.

Another result was frequent misidentification of the problem. A ramp
supervisor told me, only half in jest:
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We have delay codes for when the Pope visits, or if there are beetles in the
cockpit, but sometimes a problem occurs routinely and we have no code for
it. What usually happens is a communication breakdown, but we have no
code for that. So we tag it on the last group off the plane.

Sometimes there is a failure to identify the problem altogether, due to
outright distortion of information. Due to the perceived harshness of
consequences for delays, cheating sometimes occurs—for example, the
practice of releasing the aircraft brake early to prevent a delay from being
registered electronically. According to a pilot:

Gate agents are so much under the gun. They are scared of disciplinary
action. Some of us will tell the gate agent—take all the time you need to load
this plane. I’ll take care of it. Captains have authority. We can use it well. If
you use your authority as a captain to take the fear away from the gate agent,
they can relax and do their job. It’s informal, behind the scenes. We were dis-
torting the data to keep the gate agent from getting in trouble.

In this example, employees collaborated across functional boundaries
to mitigate the perceived harshness of the performance measurement
system. Most often, however, this system of functional accountability
undermined relationships across functional boundaries. A ramp supervi-
sor in Los Angeles complained:

It seems like it should be very easy to sit down and develop a plan for every-
one to work as a family. It’s because of all the report cards, the cover your ass
stats, the cover your boss. You’ll do whatever you can. . . . How can everyone
work together, striving to be perfect, when it’s going to be on your report
card, reflect on your performance?

Station managers at American were intimately aware of these prob-
lems, and attempted to solve them through changes in the system of per-
formance measurement. According to American’s station manager at
Boston, rather than hold people individually accountable for their con-
tribution to outcomes, the company should hold people collectively
accountable for outcomes.
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In a company that depends so heavily on cross-functional teamwork, how
useful is a diagnostic system that focuses on individual efforts exclusively and
does not effectively measure the ability of the team to work together?

She eventually tried to implement cross-functional teams and cross-func-
tional measures of performance at her station. She received no support
from the company for this initiative, however, and quit in discouragement
after 14 years of service to the company.

Soon afterwards, ironically, American Airlines launched a different
initiative to move toward a more cross-functional approach to perfor-
mance measurement. Departure teams were formed wherein pilots
could determine, in conjunction with gate agents and other employees,
whether to delay a flight up to 5 minutes to accommodate passengers or
their baggage. This was called a “discretionary delay” program. Some
pilots agreed they had much insight to offer based on their trips from sta-
tion to station. “The captain sees all,” one pilot told me, “and can make
a lot of recommendations for making things work better.”

However, pilots were limited in their ability to work as part of a team
with other employee groups. Rather than deciding in conjunction with
the other employee groups, pilots reportedly insisted on being the first
among equals. According to the vice president of flight operations:

There are real problems with the way that program is working right now.
The pilot thinks he is in total control and that the ground workers don’t
know as much. The gate agents are getting around the pilots by cheating,
saying they already got approval from the pilots when they didn’t.

The senior vice president of operations concurred, claiming:

The performance is dismal; dismal. We are doing the customers a disservice.
The lesson is that captains without the right knowledge base cannot make
decisions properly.

Pilots were limited in the decisions they could make, according to these
managers, because they did not understand the perspectives of the other
groups well enough to make the relevant trade-offs. The initiative was
considered a failure and dropped.

Other local innovations were also tried, with little success. Consistent
with the thinking of the Boston station manager, the Los Angeles station
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manager initiated a system of cross-functional accountability for delays,
in which up to three functions could take joint responsibility for a delay.
He explained:

Delays are usually caused by a combination of factors—say a lack of commu-
nication between the gate and cabin cleaning. So we came up with a system
for coding delays jointly to the groups that contributed.

However, the experiment fell apart when American’s headquarters
insisted the station would have to continue identifying and reporting to
headquarters the one functional group that was responsible for the delay.
According to this station manager:

It undermined the credibility of our program here. People didn’t believe
anything had changed.

Like the Boston station manager, he left the company soon after.
Exhibit 11–1 shows American’s highly functional approach to perfor-

mance measurement relative to Southwest Airlines, and its correspond-
ingly low levels of relational coordination.

Accountability versus Learning

As we have just seen, American and Southwest are on opposite ends of
the spectrum with respect to performance measurement. At American,
the purpose of performance measurement is accountability, often with a
punitive twist. At Southwest, the purpose of performance measurement
is to learn and improve over time. How did these airlines develop such
different approaches?

American Airlines was designed at its inception to operate in a tradi-
tional military fashion, with managers given responsibility for perfor-
mance, and frontline workers responsible only for following commands.
When Robert Crandall became CEO in the 1980s, he tried to make
American Airlines less bureaucratic by increasing the accountability of
employees at every level of the company. Using new systems for measur-
ing and attributing performance outcomes, Crandall fostered a culture of
accountability in which managers at every level would be held strictly
accountable for their performance. Along with increased managerial
accountability, he introduced employee participation throughout the
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organization to push power and accountability down to frontline em-
ployees. According to a station manager:

Under Crandall, we got the idea that everybody was accountable for
results—not just top management. He started doing very tough reviews of
budgets, for example, and increased the flow of company information to
frontline workers by putting video machines in the ground workers’ ready
room and starting a company paper.

People took on the idea of accountability. A lot of communication started
to take place. . . . Crandall made these changes in response to deregulation,
with an eye toward the competition.

Another station manager had a less positive perspective on this
approach to accountability:

When Crandall came in the early 1980s, accountability was so new for us
that it had a dramatic impact even though it was based on functional goals.
Then people figured out how to game it, and headquarters kept tightening
the screws.

In her view, the new measures were not conducive to cross-functional
coordination. Accountability was perceived to be punitive, which tended
to make people focus on pleasing their superiors, and fear making mis-
takes or giving power to subordinates. Also, accountability at each level
was pinned to individuals or functions rather than to the larger process,
making people tend to look out for themselves and avoid recrimination,
rather than focusing on their shared goals—on-time departures and sat-
isfied customers. According to a Boston ramp manager:

The hardest part about the restructuring has been changing the way I man-
age. I have grown a lot as a manager over this past year, but it has not been
easy. . . . It is scary to delegate, especially at American, where there is a very
strong company culture toward accountability. This is fine, but the penalties
that go along with that accountability make people afraid to take risks—
afraid to let go of their control.

To push decision making and responsibility down, you have to be willing
to let others make mistakes and learn from them. [But for this] you need the
full support of your boss.
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This support from one’s boss did not seem to be present. Managers
felt unable to play a supportive role for their direct reports because they
were being judged critically by the managers above them, and so on. As
part of the focus on accountability at American, station managers were
given annual performance standards, called Minimum Acceptable Per-
formance Standards (MAPS), for on-time departures, baggage handling,
and customer complaints. A station manager complained:

I am harassed on a daily basis. Headquarters has a performance analysis
department that is looking at my MAPS every day, analyzing the station’s
performance.

A headquarters manager acknowledged the concern: “Failure to meet
MAPS is perceived to result in punitive action.”

Several managers interviewed at American Airlines commented that
there was a split between the stations and headquarters, and that the
information flow between them was based largely on the numbers.
According to a manager of human resources:

In this company, accountability is statistical. Managers are not judged on
how well they delegate. They are judged by their results. The station man-
ager is judged on the numbers and not on how he got them. He could have
used a club for all it matters to his rewards.

An employee relations manager concurred:

All that matters is the numbers; how you achieve them is secondary. This is
part of the culture of fear.

The reaction to the split between field and headquarters on the part
of some station managers was bitterness. “Better communication clearly
matters at the station level, but it doesn’t make a bit of difference what
they do at headquarters,” according to a station manager. Managers per-
ceived that they were judged strictly on the numbers. Information in the
form of numbers went from stations to headquarters for evaluation, but
there was little discussion—and little learning. At the same time, man-
agers transmitted to frontline workers the pressures they perceived from
headquarters, and at times used methods to achieve goals that created
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resentment. Employees were well aware of their managers’ performance
evaluation system, and how it affected them. A customer service agent
explained, with bitterness:

Here you only care about delays. Otherwise the little report card won’t look
good that week. The ultimate goal is not the customers, it’s the report card.

A Different Approach to Performance Measurement at Southwest

Like American, Southwest had adopted a formal hierarchical organiza-
tional structure at its inception. But given the airline’s strategic focus on
quick turnarounds, coordination of the flight departure process by front-
line employees was emphasized from the start. Jim Wimberly, executive
vice president of operations, explained:

It’s not, folks in Engineering do this, folks in Marketing do that. We recog-
nized early on that it would only work if we worked as teams.

Southwest’s approach to accountability can be seen not only at the
front line, with the team delay, but also in the relationship between field
and headquarters. In stark contrast to what was seen at other airlines,
particularly American, there is a two-way flow of information between
field and headquarters at Southwest and appears to be a great deal of
learning. When station managers at Southwest were asked how their
own performance was assessed, they were quite vague about it. “I don’t
know,” was one typical response, given with a laugh. “I’ll hear about it if
I’m not doing a good job. I get free rein if I do OK.” “It is watched, but
there is no fear factor,” said the Chicago station manager. “Everybody
here is a self-motivator.” According to the Phoenix station manager:

I know what the relationship [between headquarters and the station] is usu-
ally like because I worked at Eastern for 20 years. It’s usually an entrenched
bureaucracy between the station manager and headquarters. It’s nothing like
that here.

His assistant station manager explained:
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Each station is like an entrepreneur. We do what we think is right, and talk
directly to our executive vice presidents and Herb. They are just a phone call
away. If they question something we did today, they will call tomorrow.

In contrast to the oft-heard claim that American’s system of perfor-
mance measurement did not take into account how managers achieved
their results, managers at Southwest claimed that they were judged by how
they achieved their results. According to the Chicago station manager:

My director will look at overtime costs and on-time performance. But the
biggest thing he’ll look at is morale. He believes that morale affects the other
things. If you are not treating people right, the other things will get you.
They’ll get you back in other ways.

At American, as we saw, the relationship was more hands-off, based
on a much different flow of information. There was a perception by
managers that they were judged strictly on the numbers. “Headquarters
doesn’t care how you get the numbers, just that you get them,” was
repeated time and again. Information in the form of numbers went from
stations to headquarters for evaluation, but there was little discussion and
little learning.

Summing Up

This chapter shows that cross-functional performance measurement
improves coordination through its positive impact on relationships of
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, resulting in better
performance. However, this approach to performance measurement flies
in the face of classical organizational theory. Traditional management the-
orists including Max Weber and Chester Barnard believed that functional
accountability was the most effective way to achieve control.4 If you could
clearly delineate someone’s realm of responsibility, they believed, then you
could clearly measure how they are doing, and reward or punish them for
those results. Functional accountability was also a means to avoid overload.
Herbert Simon argued that human beings have a limited scope of atten-
tion within which they can act in a rational way.5 Simon recommended
functional accountability as a way to focus employee attention on a limited
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set of responsibilities. He recognized the risks of functional accountability,
particularly that employees would tend to focus on functional goals at the
expense of organizational goals and might therefore fail to cooperate
across functional boundaries. Still, he believed, the gains achieved from
functional accountability outweighed these risks.

As we have just seen, however, trying to achieve control through
functional accountability can seriously undermine information sharing
and learning. Preoccupation with functional accountability leads to
blaming, which in turn causes information to be distorted or to go
underground.6 Because organizations need to use mistakes as a basis for
learning, they should not rely on functional performance evaluation.
Traditional measurement systems are flawed because they orient em-
ployee attention toward functional rather than cross-functional out-
comes and because they provide inadequate information for learning.7

To orient employees toward cross-functional outcomes and to provide
more useful feedback about what to do, cross-functional performance
measures should be used to supplement traditional functional measure-
ment systems. These insights are supported by much of the recent orga-
nizational literature.8 What we learned in this chapter, in addition, is that
traditional performance measurement systems undermine performance
because they weaken relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and
mutual respect among those whose cooperation is critical for achieving
the organization’s performance objectives.
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Keep Jobs Flexible 
at the Boundaries

At Southwest, anyone can do any function, even the supervisors. Some union contracts
don’t allow that—they have covered work. Our contracts here don’t have covered work.
The job descriptions all say at the end “and whatever you need to do to enhance the
overall operation.”

—Ramp Manager, Southwest Airlines

JO B  D E S C R I P T I O N S  T H A T limit employees from doing each
other’s work can be found in many organizations. Traditionally, “managers
have assumed that once a worker has been provided with a job description,
the roles and tasks described represent the functional borders within which
the employee must work. Encroaching on someone else’s job territory has
been considered a terrible offense.”1 But rigid, well-defined job responsi-
bilities are no longer considered necessary or useful in many organizations,
for several reasons. First, traditional job descriptions are considered to be
too static in a dynamic economy. Such job descriptions assume that the
same tasks and skills that are relevant at one point in time will continue to
be relevant in the future.2 Second, traditional job descriptions focus too
much on specific tasks rather than on broader, more generic characteristics
and behaviors that are needed to achieve organizational success.3 Third,
with greater job flexibility, it is possible to utilize people more fully, achiev-
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ing higher labor productivity. However, there is another benefit to making
jobs flexible at the boundaries, as we will see in this chapter. Flexible job
boundaries help to build stronger relationships between functions, im-
proving coordination between them.

In response to these perceived benefits, there has been an effort to
broaden job descriptions to allow employees to take the actions they
see as necessary to accomplish the organization’s goals. However,
broadening job descriptions is difficult to achieve because it threatens
people’s sense of security and introduces an element of the unknown
into their jobs. These fears can prevent organizations from broadening
job descriptions, particularly in unionized settings like the airline
industry, where job descriptions are contractually negotiated through
collective bargaining.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, job descriptions were a major sub-
ject of negotiation as airline management sought to reduce inefficiencies
to compete better in a deregulated environment.4 One way that a union
can seek to protect the jobs of its members is by negotiating job descrip-
tions or “work rules” that prevent employees in other workgroups from
performing the work of its members. However, although these rigid job
descriptions or work rules seem to boost job security, particularly in the
face of potential downsizing, they also create boundaries that undermine
working relationships.5 Southwest Airlines has successfully negotiated
flexible job descriptions in all of its union contracts. This chapter
describes Southwest’s approach toward job flexibility, compared to its
competitors, then illustrates the impact of flexible jobs on relational
coordination and performance.

Job Flexibility at Southwest Airlines

On the one hand, each person at Southwest has a very clear and specific
job description. According to a Southwest station manager:

We train people to do a specific function, and we train them very well. They
are exposed to other functions in their training, but we don’t cross-utilize.

On the other hand, a Southwest employee’s job includes helping other
colleagues with their work whenever necessary. A Southwest pilot
explained:
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This is not like People Express [an airline of the 1980s known for job
descriptions that encompassed a wide range of functional responsibilities].
Each person has a specific job, but part of the job is to help the other person.
Then it’s easier to work in a more efficient manner.

According to a station manager:

There are no work restrictions in our contracts. Most airlines have very
restrictive work rules, will list in the contract very detailed job definitions. . . .
We don’t have the “it’s not my job” mentality. We have very thin contracts.

With flexible job descriptions, Southwest employees are able to help
each other as needed, often crossing functional boundaries to do so. A
ramp manager explained:

Maintenance has helped us load bags, push planes out. All we have to do is
just call them. Not all of our rampers are technically inclined. We’ll get help
[from maintenance] disassembling a wheelchair [even though] it’s not in
their job description.

What’s really strange about the whole thing—these guys are represented
by Teamsters. Teamsters seem to me to be a national labor organization that’s
the most traditional kind. Still, I’ve never seen one guy in maintenance hide
behind a job responsibility issue. We’ve had cars break down and these guys
will go help people out with their cars. This station is so much like a family.

A Southwest pilot had similar comments about the absence of restric-
tive job descriptions at Southwest, whether formal or informal.

I’m not saying we’re pristine or anything, but I’ve worked for other airlines
and it’s nothing like this. We had a lady pilot throwing bags the other day.
You’ll never see it somewhere else. Working for TWA, if you picked up a bag,
the ramp filed a grievance. You’d have to write a letter saying “I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t believe they would file a grievance,” said a young ramp worker
who was sitting nearby.

An additional benefit of flexible job boundaries was that Southwest
managers and supervisors were permitted to work side by side with
frontline employees. Some made a point of doing so on a regular basis,
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while others pitched in primarily on busy days. The Los Angeles station
manager gave an example:

The Thanksgiving rush was very, very hectic. Supervisors were not giving
up—managers were throwing bags.

A ramp supervisor claimed this was typical behavior at Southwest:

Management will always pitch in at crunch time. This is true throughout
Southwest. That’s what’s unique about this airline. . . . Whatever it takes to
get the plane out.

Benefits of Job Flexibility

Southwest had higher levels of job flexibility than most other airlines
included in this study.6 This study, which was outlined in detail in Chap.
3, included two American Airlines sites, two Continental Airlines sites,
two Southwest Airlines sites, and three United Airlines sites. A statistical
analysis of boundary spanner staffing showed that job flexibility is associ-
ated with higher levels of relational coordination. Job flexibility also con-
tributes to improved flight departure performance, particularly faster
turnaround times, greater staffing productivity, and fewer customer
complaints.7 To observe the effects of flexible jobs on relational coordi-
nation, we can plot job flexibility for each of the nine sites against rela-
tional coordination. Exhibit 12–1 suggests a clear impact of job flexibility
on relational coordination.

Job Flexibility at Continental Airlines

Because most workgroups were not organized at Continental after the
Frank Lorenzo union-busting era, flexible jobs were thought to be one of
Continental’s competitive advantages. According to reports from Conti-
nental employees, there were no contractual job descriptions that excluded
employees in one group from doing the work of another group, aside from
those that were mandated by the Federal Aviation Administration. Even
supervisors were not prevented from doing the work of frontline employ-
ees. Employees were hard-pressed to think of any exclusionary job de-
scriptions at Continental. According to one employee:
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The only work rules that I can think of are that only flight attendants can do
safety demos. But this is both the FAA and the contract. It’s OK to help peo-
ple get seated though.

The mechanics at Continental, though not unionized, did have job
descriptions that were somewhat traditional:

Company Policies and Procedures are the work rules for ops, customer ser-
vice, and ramp. [But] maintenance has its own work rules. Completely dif-
ferent, more along the line of union rules. Their supervisors have to come
through the ranks, for example. But people can help each other out. Even the
maintenance guys will ask if they can help.

The relative absence of exclusionary job descriptions was useful for
the implementation of the Continental Lite quick-turnaround opera-
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tional coordination in turn has a positive impact on quality and efficiency performance, as
illustrated in Exhibit 3-4.
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tion, which had been designed to rely on cross-functional teamwork.
The manager of customer service explained:

In Lite, it can be really critical to do everything you can. We may run people
down from the ticket counter to help clean the plane or do catering. Gate
agents will also help to clean. There are certain flights that the flight atten-
dants have to clean. But everyone helps—I’ll even go and clean the planes.

Exhibit 12–1 shows Continental’s high levels of job flexibility, com-
parable to those of Southwest Airlines, though its levels of relational
coordination are substantially lower than Southwest’s, suggesting that
Continental’s job flexibility is offset by other, less supportive organiza-
tional practices.

Job Flexibility at United Airlines

United Airlines shared in common with American a traditional attitude
toward job boundaries that proved difficult to transform. A ramp agent
explained:

We try not to get out of our classifications because it can get grieved. . . . It’s
a silent type of thing. If they don’t have enough manpower, that’s for man-
agement to fix.

As a result of this attitude, it was perceived that “unions have always
been an obstacle to productivity at United,” according to a United man-
ager. One result has been animosity between union and nonunion work-
groups at United. A United ticket agent explained to me that “unions are
disgusting.” Another manager explained:

Covered work is a big deal at United. It’s very symbolic. We are trying to
transcend those lines. Customer service reps will carry the bag down to the
ramp when the bins are full on board. There have been no objections to that.
But a union person would say no.

Unions have always been an obstacle to productivity at United. Even
within the International Association of Machinists [which represents mech-
anics, ramp agents, baggage transfer agents, cabin cleaners, and so forth],
only mechanics can put in the chocks under the plane’s wheels when the
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plane comes to a stop at the gate. Everybody would sit and wait for the
mechanic to arrive, if necessary.

Employees for the Shuttle belonged to the same unions as their coun-
terparts in mainline United Airlines, but the success of the Shuttle was
thought to depend on increasing the flexibility of jobs so employees
could step over job boundaries to help each other out. A gate agent
described the changes that had occurred in the Shuttle operation:

On this side [the Shuttle side], there is an emphasis on teamwork. In main-
line you have all the unions—ramp, cabin, maintenance. In the Shuttle, we
were able to cross that line—I don’t know how we did it. It’s everybody’s job.
On the other side, you try not to offend anyone. You ask for their permission.
Can you do this, can I do that? There’s a different mentality in the interac-
tion with other groups. . . . Here it’s more informal. Flight attendants help
cabin service clean the cabin. I wish it worked over there.

Consistent with these reports, a ramp employee for the Shuttle told
me, “Here we can go up [on the jet way] and check for bags if it’s a heavy
flight.” Much of the relaxation of rigid work boundaries on the Shuttle
had been accomplished through tacit agreement among employees,
rather than through formal union negotiations. Nonetheless, these
changes had reportedly had a notable effect on cross-functional coordina-
tion. One Southwest pilot observed the job flexibility that had developed
at the United Shuttle and took this change as evidence that United could
become a serious competitor to Southwest over time:

I’ve seen things at the Shuttle that amaze me. Interesting departures. Now
you see the pilots helping out. You never saw that at United before. They’re
a formidable foe, don’t get me wrong.

Inspired in part by the new employee ownership and in part by the
Shuttle experience, United as a whole began working to increase job
flexibility. According to the Los Angeles station manager, some progress
was achieved. By late 1994 it was possible, for example, for a customer
service representative to go into the bag room to help identify bags. The
station manager explained:
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As long as it’s presented in a positive way, and not as trying to do your job,
it’s not been a problem. There has been no grieving it so far. We say some-
one’s just trying to assist you—it’s for a better product. Maintenance some-
times puts the jet way in place, to help customer service reps. We are trying
to get more of it. There have been no grievances over this since I’ve been
here [late 1993].

Similar reports were heard in United Airline’s Boston station. Though the
changes were still marginal, they carried great symbolic importance.

As a result of the Shuttle’s greater job flexibility (and other practices
highlighted in this book), the United Shuttle achieved significantly
higher levels of relational coordination compared to United’s non-Shut-
tle sites (55 percent versus 42 percent of cross-functional ties were rated
by employees as strong or very strong). Exhibit 12–1 shows how these
higher levels of relational coordination are related to job flexibility. The
United Shuttle, denoted by UAL3 in Exhibit 12–1, has higher levels of
relational coordination than its non-Shuttle counterparts (UAL1 and
UAL2), corresponding to its higher levels of job flexibility. In addition,
as we saw in Chap. 7, the Shuttle outperformed its non-Shuttle counter-
parts at United on both quality and efficiency dimensions.

Job Flexibility at American Airlines

American’s management had worked hard over the years to achieve flex-
ible job boundaries. In the 1983 contract with the Transport Workers
Union, contractual changes allowed all jobs on the ramp, except
mechanics, to be merged into one classification—ramp service worker.
However, restrictive job boundaries between ramp employees and
mechanics, and between ramp employees and customer service employ-
ees, still remained and appeared to undermine working relationships
among frontline employees. 

Customer service agents in the Boston station reported that, “If you
want to help the cabin crews clean up because you’re running late, you
can’t because that’s their work.” Also, when a passenger brings excess
baggage to the gate, “union-wise, the ramp won’t come up and get it. We
send it back to the passenger, and they take it back to the ticket counter,”
even at the risk that the customer might miss his or her flight. Formal job
descriptions also restricted the extent to which flight attendants could
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assist airport employees to achieve faster turnarounds. According to an
American station manager:

At Southwest, flight attendants collect trash on the plane. They go through
the aisles and collect trash periodically throughout the flight. Our attendants
do not. Our ground people have to do it. By the time the plane gets to the
ground, it is full of trash. It creates extra work, unnecessarily. And it slows
down our turnaround time.

Exhibit 12–1 shows American’s low levels of job flexibility relative to
Southwest Airlines, and its correspondingly low levels of relational coor-
dination.

Why Flexible Boundaries Are So Uncommon

Given the performance benefits of flexible boundaries, why is encroach-
ing on someone else’s job territory so often considered “a terrible
offense”?8 Although rigid job descriptions are often blamed on unions,
they were originally developed as part of a management system designed
to improve workplace functioning.9 They were seen as a way to rational-
ize the division of labor and prevent work overload.10 Managers sought
to establish formal job descriptions because they were considered to be
the most effective way to manage a workforce in settings where there was
little change and where environmental parameters were stable and pre-
dictable. Employees came to value job descriptions as a means of pre-
venting work overload and as a means of protecting themselves against
managers who might otherwise treat them arbitrarily. In addition, clear
work boundaries may serve the interests of employees by permitting
them to deepen their areas of expertise and therefore to take greater
pride and ownership in their work.11

While specialization is clearly beneficial for all of these reasons,
there is increasing evidence that flexibility at the boundaries of jobs is
also beneficial, and that it can be achieved without losing the benefits of
specialization. In particular, flexible job boundaries are conducive to co-
ordination because they create more opportunities for communication
across functional boundaries,12 therefore enabling employees to develop
stronger relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect. Traditional job descriptions impede coordination by creating
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overspecialized knowledge and detracting from communication among
parties who are engaged in interdependent tasks. Especially in settings
that require a more spontaneous form of coordination, it is important
that jobs be defined flexibly enough that people can come to understand
the jobs of those with whom they must coordinate. Flexible job bound-
aries enable people to experience directly the work of those with whom
their work most closely relates.

Summing Up

We have seen in this chapter the importance of flexible jobs for building
strong relationships and high performance. Flexible jobs tend to get a lot
of attention in the airline industry, relative to other organizational prac-
tices that are also important for achieving coordination. This attention is
warranted not because flexible jobs are more important than the other
practices, but rather because flexible jobs are one of the hardest to
achieve, given the two-way negotiations and the high levels of trust
required to achieve them. As Southwest’s leaders pointed out on several
occasions, flexible jobs are not simply achieved once and for all. Flexible
jobs are an outcome of negotiations that occur repeatedly over time.
Every time a contract is negotiated, the flexibility of Southwest’s jobs is
at stake. In Chap. 13, we will explore the labor/management partner-
ships that have made flexible jobs possible at Southwest Airlines.

164 T E N  S O U T H W E S T  P R A C T I C E S



13

C H A P T E R

165

Make Unions Your
Partners, Not Adversaries

We treat all as family, including outside union representatives. We walk into the room
not as adversaries but as working on something together. Our attitude is that we should
both do what’s good for the company. . . . [Unions] have their constituency, their cus-
tomer base. We respect that. We have a great relationship with the Teamsters and they
have a reputation for being tough negotiators. We try to stress with everybody that we
really like partnerships.

—Colleen Barrett, President and Chief Operating Officer, Southwest Airlines

Southwest has helped me make a wonderful contribution in my world. I am not look-
ing to abuse the company or take advantage. I just want the right thing. There are
things we need to have represented. But there is no need to threaten the company. . . .
It’s fine to strike if you can’t settle your differences any other way. But we don’t need to
strike. . . . We don’t want to fight. We belong to this company. It’s a system that works
and that’s been working for years.

—Marcie Means, Customer Service Agent and Union Activist, Southwest Airlines

BECAUSE OF ITS reputation for teamwork, most people assume that
Southwest Airlines has no unions, or very few unionized employees rela-
tive to the rest of the airline industry. Indeed, a vice president of the
United Auto Workers said in 1994 that Southwest’s competitive advan-
tage was its nonunion status. Similarly, a top airline industry analyst
recently told a group of students at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology that “Southwest is not shackled by traditional unions.” In fact,
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Southwest is the most highly unionized airline in the U.S. airline indus-
try, and since its founding has been one of the five most highly unionized
airlines in the industry (see Exhibit 13–1). Because the airline industry is
more unionized than almost any other industry in the United States, this
means that Southwest is one of the most highly unionized companies in
the United States. Southwest’s employees are represented by several tra-
ditional unions, including the Transport Workers Union, the Interna-
tional Association of Machinists, and the International Brotherhood of
Teamsters, as well as a pilots’ union that is unique to Southwest (the
Southwest Airlines Pilots’ Association, similar to American Airline’s com-
pany-specific pilots’ union, the Allied Pilots Association) (see Exhibit
13–2). It is remarkable that Southwest, a well-recognized success story in
the business world, has gained almost no recognition for its remarkable
accomplishments in the realm of labor-management relations.

The airline industry is highly unionized, and managers in the indus-
try often blame their unions for high costs and inefficiencies. But across
the industry, there are important variations in the quality of labor rela-
tions, and in the strategies managers have used to work with or against
their unions.1 Union representation within an organization can give that
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organization increased legitimacy with its employees, and thus serve as a
key element of a system of coordination and control2 if employee repre-
sentatives are respected and communication is open.3 However, the lead-
ers of some unionized organizations attempt to build trust with frontline
employees by bypassing their selected representatives and communicat-
ing directly with them, while others pursue a dual strategy of both com-
municating directly with frontline employees and working in partnership
with their union representatives. The risks and rewards of the two strate-
gies are well established.4 By attempting to compete with union repre-
sentatives, managers risk losing the trust of employees who remain loyal
to their representatives. Managers also risk dividing the group against
itself, and groups against each other. This adversarialism undermines
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Mechanics and Related
Flight Ramp/Fleet Clerical/

Airline Pilots Attendants Dispatchers Mechanics Service Agent

Alaska ALPA AFA TWU AMFA IAM IAM

American APA APFA  TWU TWU TWU None  

America West ALPA AFA TWU IBT IBT TWU

Continental ALPA IAM TWU IBT None None

Delta ALPA None PAFCA None None  None

Northwest ALPA IBT TWU AMFA IAM IAM

Southwest SWAPA TWU SAEA IBT TWU IAM

United ALPA AFA PAFCA IAM IAM  IAM

US Airways ALPA AFA TWU IAM CWA  TWU

*AFA = Association of Flight Attendants
ALPA = Air Line Pilots Association
AMFA = Aircraft Mechanics Fraternal Association
APA = Allied Pilots Association
APFA = Association of Professional Flight Attendants
CWA = Communication Workers of America
IAM = International Association of Machinists
IBT = International Brotherhood of Teamsters
PAFCA = Professional Airline Flight Control Association
SAEA = Southwest Airlines Employee Association
SWAPA = Southwest Airlines Pilots’ Association
TWU = Transport Workers Union

(Source: Airline Industrial Relations Conference)

Exhibit 13–2 The Unions That Represent Airline Employees*



relationships among frontline employees and throughout the company,
reducing the potential for high performance.

This chapter explores the effects of union representation on relation-
ships, and on performance of the flight departure process. Southwest’s
experience as one of the most highly unionized airlines in the industry,
with some of the most traditional unions representing its employees, yet
with the lowest rates of labor conflict (see Exhibit 13–3) and the shortest
time to contract (Exhibit 13–4), shows that union representation by itself
is not an impediment to strong relationships or high performance.5 In
fact union leaders can be highly supportive of an organization’s perfor-
mance goals, as they have tended to be at Southwest Airlines and more
recently at Continental Airlines, when they are cultivated as partners
rather than adversaries of management.

Labor Relations at Southwest Airlines

Although Southwest is highly unionized, Southwest has experienced lit-
tle labor conflict relative to its competitors. Looking more closely inside
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the organization, one learns that Southwest has long emphasized the
importance of labor/management partnerships. One of Southwest’s chief
pilots characterized Southwest’s relationship with the pilots’ union.

We have an excellent relationship with SWAPA (Southwest Airlines Pilots’
Association). Not a lot of finger pointing. I never see any, to tell you the
truth. We share opinions openly. The groundwork for this was established a
long time ago. We do not lose memories of where we’ve been, how it all
started. We have a shared responsibility with the association. Some differ-
ences will occur. Sometimes there’s the need for disciplinary action, but we
always maintain respect for the person.

A Southwest flight attendant base manager described a similar rela-
tionship with the Transport Workers Union, which represents South-
west’s flight attendants:

The relationship is the best you’ll ever see. The union representative is in my
office three to five times a week. There is openness and communication. Our
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general philosophy is the more knowledge you give the more they are
equipped to do their job. We do that with the union too.

The respect that Southwest managers demonstrated for employees
and their elected representatives reinforced frontline employees’ trust
for the company and their identification with the company’s goals. In
addition, the respect demonstrated by top management also helped to
foster respectful relationships between the unions themselves. A long-
time operations agent explained:

At Southwest, everybody supports everybody else’s union—in the whole
aspect of the thing. That’s just the way it is here.

This respectful attitude between unions stands in stark contrast to the
other airlines, where derogatory comments were frequently heard about
the unions that represented other employee groups.

The strong identification between frontline employees and top man-
agement in turn helps to keep union representatives in line. In the mid-
1990s, one of the unions at Southwest was accused by its employee
members of being “hard ass” in its relationship with the company, and
unresponsive to legitimate employee needs. Discontent came to a head
when the union proposed to set up a strike fund. According to Marcie
Means, a customer service agent who helped lead the effort to replace
that union with another:

Unions can make or break a company. [This particular union] has been real
stressful for Southwest . . . they want to fight. We don’t want to fight. We be-
long to this company. It’s a system that works and that’s been working for years.

In the meantime, Colleen Barrett took the position that “we really want
them to have whoever they want,” suggesting that employee representa-
tives are respected for the fact that they were chosen by employees, and
that Southwest managers trust employees to make that choice.

In another case, Southwest’s ramp and operations employees voted to
replace their independent union—the Ramp, Operations and Provision-
ers Association (ROPA)—with a more established union—the Transport
Workers Union (TWU)—which represents Southwest’s flight atten-
dants, as well as ramp and maintenance employees at American Airlines.
Once the TWU was in place, its representatives took a more aggressive
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stance regarding wages for Southwest employees, leading to an impasse in
contract negotiations and resulting in Southwest’s first mediation in
decades. While in mediation in the spring of 2001, Southwest employees
conducted informational picketing at many of Southwest’s stations.
Despite the aggressive stance of the TWU regarding wages, Southwest
managers spoke positively of the change employees had made in choosing
the TWU to replace their own independent union. According to Balti-
more station manager Mike Miller:

The members felt they needed a more experienced union. We had become a
major carrier. I think it’s been easier to work with the TWU than with ROPA.

Miller also found that partnering with Southwest’s unions was an effective
way to think through and implement changes at the station level:

We have a very positive relationship with the unions. . . . Union leadership
here is good. I like those guys. They support the union perspective, we support
the company perspective. Our conversations get heated, then we shake hands
and move on. If we have a concept we want to kick around, we want to get the
union involved, from a selling standpoint, and also to see if there are flaws.

There had been one strike in Southwest’s history, however, and top
management was willing to take another if necessary to maintain South-
west’s basic commitments. Colleen Barrett explained:

We’ve had one strike—a six-day strike with the mechanics in 1980. We got
them temporary jobs with the census during the strike. We are very proud of
our employee relationships. We treat people with respect. But we would take
a strike if it got down to it—if the demands would hurt all employees. Espe-
cially if . . . we simply couldn’t concede without hurting all employees by the
decision. We are loving but very realistic and very pragmatic.

Jim Parker, Southwest’s general counsel for years and recently chosen
as Southwest’s new CEO, explained Southwest’s approach to contract
negotiations:

Our goal is to keep productivity high, keep the business model in place. I go
to Herb [now chairman of the board] before the union negotiations, then I
put as much money on the table as I can, right at the start. There is not
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always harmony, but we know our employees at Southwest have realistic
expectations. I would say there are different degrees of harmony.

Most labor disputes are not really about money. There is something
else—respect. It comes down to personal contact between the company and
its employees.

This personal contact between the company and its employees was
achieved in part through the frontline supervisor, noted Donna Conover,
Southwest’s executive vice president of customers:

This is one reason our supervisors are so important. It is easier to walk out
on people who do not give you respect than to walk out on a friend. You can-
not make up for long-standing problems in the two months before a negoti-
ation. Communication needs to be consistent.

Even members of the National Mediation Board, which oversees
labor disputes in the airline industry, noticed the unique approach taken
by Southwest in its labor relations. Maggie Jacobson, chair of the Medi-
ation Board, described the Southwest difference:

In a service industry, your people are your most important thing. Companies
have to treat their people with respect. They have to be open with information.
Everybody knows anyway. You can’t get away with it—the company telling
unions we’re doing poorly while telling the public we’re doing great. The
Southwests of the world use the process efficiently. What does it take? Day-to-
day communication by CEOs. Be as honest as you can possibly be. . . . Credi-
bility is a daily process.

Respectful relationships between management and frontline em-
ployee unions helped to set the tone for respectful relationships through-
out Southwest Airlines.

Labor Relations at Continental Airlines

Thanks to Frank Lorenzo’s successful union-busting efforts of the 1980s,
Continental’s workforce was largely nonunion in the early 1990s. Under
Lorenzo, Continental had put in place an alternative form of employee
representation in 1985. Customer service, ramp, and maintenance em-
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ployees were represented by employee interest groups (EIGs), and
supervisory employees had a parallel form of representation called man-
agement interest groups (MIGs). Customer service and ramp employees
at the Boston station took these interest groups quite seriously, and
reportedly the EIGs often formed alliances with the MIGs to pursue
matters of mutual interest. According to a Boston supervisor:

EIGs have been going on, in various forms, for the past 10 years. They’ve
had different focuses and have organized under different titles, as the com-
pany has changed. Prior to 1987 and the merger of all the various companies,
it was different. How much input they have has varied. Probably since 1990
there’s been a far greater reliance and inclusion.

As Lorenzo’s power began to wane, there became more emphasis on
relying on employees. There was more pressure to go union from the East-
ern people who came in. A lot of concern to get communication strength-
ened so we wouldn’t blow our cost structure. There was a lot of advantage
from making employees feel they were getting a fair shake.

EIGs and MIGs were active in Boston, and their representatives also
participated in regional and companywide forums. Employees at the
Boston station expressed high expectations for inclusion in issues of
companywide importance, such as the formulation of the Continental
Lite strategy and the rewriting of Company Policies and Procedures.

Aside from customer service and the ramp, however, Continental
employees were not satisfied with this form of representation and either
had found or were seeking to find their own forms of representation
through more traditional unions. In 1993, the pilots voted in a new, inde-
pendent union. Soon after, the flight attendants’ union, which had never
been destroyed, became active again after 10 years of dormancy. And the
mechanics became involved in a union drive that ultimately proved suc-
cessful. Interestingly, in a company that was associated with the aggres-
sive union-busting efforts of Frank Lorenzo, there was little evidence of
local or top-level management opposing these efforts to re-unionize in
the mid-1990s. A flight attendant base manager expressed what appeared
to be the new attitude toward unions:

When you have a union on board . . . in today’s environment it’s different
from even seven years ago. It used to be combative. Now in the United
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States we work together more. We are not trying to get as much as possible
for the least work. These days everybody knows we have got to be lean.

In other words, Continental was no longer actively opposing unions, in
part because the unions were now trusted to be more restrained with
respect to their demands, in recognition of the competitive environment
in which Continental was operating.

This new acceptance of unions also reflected the values of Continen-
tal’s new leadership team, headed by CEO Gordon Bethune, and Vice
President of Employee Relations Mike Campbell. Indeed, in Bethune’s
“Go Forward” plan for turning around Continental Airlines, unveiled in
January 1995, one of the four components was “Working Together (to
improve labor relations).” Bethune appeared to be striving for partner-
ship with Continental’s employee unions. However, this partnership was
threatened by Continental’s plan to create a code-sharing alliance with
Northwest Airlines in 1998. Continental’s pilots began informational
picketing at selected airports, concerned that their job security was at
stake. Clearly, a communication gap had opened up. According to the
president of Continental’s pilot union:

If they really want this pilot group, this employee group, to buy off onto this
transaction, they need to provide us with the information we need to make
decisions about our careers. And if they won’t share that information with us,
that raises doubts. That raises suspicions. And they have nobody to blame
but themselves.6

That problem was averted through more open communication
between the company and its unions, but the incident demonstrated that
Continental’s new leaders could not relax their efforts to build trusting
relationships with Continental’s employees and their unions.

Labor Relations at United Airlines

The United employee buyout of 1994, in which employees purchased 55
percent of United’s stock through wage concessions in return for board
representation, seemed to be an ideal way to align employees’ interests
with those of management, and to do so in a way that would foster coop-
eration between employee groups. Under the employee stock ownership
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plan (ESOP), United’s unions were represented on the board of direc-
tors, as well as in cross-functional problem-solving teams. However, sup-
port for the ESOP was shaky from the start. United’s pilots, represented
by the Air Line Pilots Association, took the lead in the employee buyout,
though internal dissent among the pilots continued to surface through-
out the period of the ESOP. United’s mechanics and ramp workers, rep-
resented by the International Association of Machinists (IAM), joined
the buyout but supported it by a narrow margin.

Nonunion employees, who made up a substantial percentage of
United’s frontline employees, including customer contact positions such
as ticket agents, gate agents, and reservations agent, were given repre-
sentation on the board of directors in return for their participation in the
employee buyout. After the buyout, these customer contact employees
who had been traditionally opposed to unionization decided to join the
International Association of Machinists, the same union that already rep-
resented United’s mechanics and ramp employees.

United’s flight attendants, represented by the Association of Flight
Attendants, agreed to join the buyout only if United agreed to stop its
efforts to hire foreign-domiciled flight attendants, a move that they felt
threatened their job security and that took some of the best-paying jobs
away from their members. This condition was not met, and more signif-
icantly, the other unions did not back the flight attendants’ position. As a
result, United flight attendants did not participate in the buyout and
were not represented on the board of directors. As United’s new CEO at
the time of the ESOP, Gerald Greenwald said that he was “committed to
forging a mutually beneficial agreement with [the flight attendants].”
The flight attendants’ union responded: “If someone would come up
with a good solution, I think we would entertain it.”7

Rather than becoming more unified around the buyout over time,
however, as observers had hoped, employees became increasingly
divided over the buyout. The mechanics voted to leave the IAM and
their ramp and customer service colleagues to join a new union just for
mechanics, in part to reopen the question of whether to participate in
the ESOP. The vote failed by only a narrow margin. The flight atten-
dants’ union continued to oppose the company plan to move some
flight attendant jobs to overseas bases—and continued to withhold
their support for the ESOP. Meanwhile, pilots pressured company
leadership to make changes in management, in part to demonstrate to
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themselves that the power they had achieved through board represen-
tation was a reality.

Some United leaders found that initially there were positive changes
associated with the ESOP. A ramp supervisor described the initial impact
of the ESOP:

There’s been a significant amount of buy-in by the groups involved. . . .
United has had a rancorous labor history—lots of strikes, ill will, very much
“us and them” philosophy. With the ESOP, we’re not talking about a little
shift here—we’re talking about 180 degrees. From open hostility to “we’re
all in this together.”

I used to have to come in here with a whip and a chair. In almost all cases
it’s taken a noticeable turn for the better. It’s not to say that everybody runs out
the door ready to load the airplanes. But it’s made my job considerably easier.

Over time, other United leaders began to question the value of the
ESOP. A Boston manager explained his disappointment with the ESOP:

After the ESOP things got better. We would have hoped there would be a
real change in attitude. But the IAM has a real difficult attitude. Their basic
philosophy is different from managers. They think about what they can get
out rather than what they can put in. You’d think the ESOP would bring a
different attitude, but so far not. Instead it’s “how can I get an easy hour?
How can I get a paid lunch?”

The IAM called in sick one day after Thanksgiving, then called a work
slowdown, work by the rule book. Flights were delayed just long enough that
you had to explain it. . . . It was happening all over sporadically, places with
the strong union-type ties. This caused a lot of resentment between the
employee groups. Customer services would have to deal with customers,
bags would be piled up, it was difficult and hazardous. Relations were at an
all time low. We are trying to get it back to where it was.

In addition to continuing problems in day-to-day workplace rela-
tions, the influence that employees had hoped to gain through board
representation was not achieved, in the view of many. Rick Dubinsky,
head of the pilots union for United and representative to the United
board of directors, expressed disappointment in his farewell speech to
members in October 2001:
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I view the Board of Directors seat as “golden” but only as it relates to pro-
viding [us] with unparalleled access to information and the most secret inner
workings of the company for which we fly. However, for the 25 percent-plus
of the stock of this corporation that is held by the pilots, to be limited to only
one board seat with minimal influence is a travesty.

In the last year and a half that I have been attending their meetings, the
United board hasn’t spent even 30 minutes discussing any issues germane to
its employee owners, with the exception of complaining just how unreason-
able and greedy are the pilots. This airline is being run and managed purely
as a public company. Management has deep-sixed any vestiges of employee
ownership and is patiently biding its time until the ESOP and its corporate
governance structure “sunsets” about 15 years from now.

Partly as a result of disenchantment with the limited influence gained
by employees through the ESOP and its failure to include the flight
attendants, labor relations at United Airlines deteriorated significantly in
the late 1990s.8 United flight attendants began using a new form of strik-
ing developed by their colleagues at Alaska Airlines, called CHAOS
(Create Havoc Around Our System), in which members publicly de-
clared their intent to stage strikes selectively throughout the company,
but without announcing beforehand when or where the strikes would
occur. United flight attendants used this strategy during negotiations in
1997, 2000, and 2001, protesting outside airports and passing out
CHAOS information to passengers. In addition to the uncertainty this
strategy created for the company, it also created, by intent, a high level of
uncertainty and anxiety on the part of customers.

Under these pressures, United’s CEO Gerald Greenwald and Presi-
dent John Edwardson began to lose the support of United’s board, partic-
ularly its employee representatives. In 1998, John Edwardson resigned as
a result of lack of support from the board, and in 1999 the board elected
James Goodwin to succeed Greenwald as chairman and CEO. Goodwin,
a 32-year veteran of United Airlines, enjoyed the strong support of the
Air Line Pilots Association and the International Association of Machin-
ists. He brought in a new management team, including Rono Dutta as
president, and Bill Hobgood as the senior vice president of people.

Under Goodwin’s leadership in 1999 and 2000, however, the pro-
posed merger with US Airways became a source of heightened conflict
for all workgroups:
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Pilots, fearful of pay and seniority changes as well as layoffs that could result
from such a merger, created a slowdown that was quickly followed with sim-
ilar actions by the mechanics. The summer of 2000 left United management
with a sorry figure to cut in front of the flying public, who were outraged by
delays and cancelled flights, not to mention unhappy United employees.9

Labor relations appeared to become even more adversarial in the
wake of September 11, when proposals by labor representatives to cush-
ion the impact of the layoffs were rejected by management. In addition,
United’s unions continued to question management’s commitment to
the concept of employee ownership. Goodwin abruptly resigned Octo-
ber 28, apparently in response to pressure from the board of directors
and particularly its employee representatives. In his place, the board
appointed John Creighton, a board member with the reputation of hav-
ing worked successfully with Weyerhauser’s unions in the 1990s to turn
that company around. Upon his appointment, Creighton announced his
intention “to work hand-in-hand with our employees and unions to
accomplish this task by developing innovative solutions to the issues we
collectively face.”10 However, the obstacles he faced in repairing United’s
broken labor relations were clearly considerable.

Labor Relations at American Airlines

At American Airlines, pilots, flight attendants, ramp workers, and mechan-
ics were unionized, but a substantial number of its workgroups—gate,
ticket, reservations, and operations agents—were not. Under the leader-
ship of former CEO Robert Crandall, labor–management relations at
American fluctuated between tentative and adversarial. American had
fairly adversarial relations with the unions that represented its pilots (the
Allied Pilots Association) and its flight attendants (the Association of Pro-
fessional Flight Attendants). A leader of the pilots’ union explained:

Crandall always gets people mad. One example was when Crandall put that
ad in the paper during the Christmas time conflict with the pilots in 1989.
The ad was called AApology and basically blamed the pilots for everything,
tried to make us look bad to the public.

Bob Baker [executive vice president of operations], on the other hand, is
really respectful of employees. I can call him anytime I need to talk. The new
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VP of flight operations [who reports to Bob Baker] and the new chief pilot
are also very good. The new VP is spending a lot of money and time trying
to smooth relations with the pilots.

Sometimes it appears Crandall is acting unilaterally, without consulting
with other members of management. Like when Crandall announced in
Chicago recently, at a President’s Conference, that 500 pilots would be fur-
loughed. According to others who were there, Baker about fell out of his seat
when Crandall announced that.

The union that represented American’s ramp employees and mech-
anics (the Transport Workers Union) had more of a mixed relationship
with the company, at times fairly cooperative and at other times con-
flict-ridden.

Under Crandall’s leadership, American had been the first airline in
the industry, in the early 1980s, to initiate two-tier wage contracts. Two-
tier wage contracts were an attempt to reduce wage costs by negotiating
separate lower rates for new employees, while protecting the wage levels
of current employees. Although American was successful, the two-tier
wage structure bred resentment among new employees. A representative
for the ramp workers explained later:

Until the 1983 contract, we had good contracts. Our contracts were democ-
ratic and fair. We wouldn’t sell out one group to help another group. But
starting in 1983, this principle was abandoned. The contract called for lower
starting rates for new people and a slower progression once they got there.
The new ramp workers would come in at $4.50 and never get beyond $5.50.
They also did not get benefits for the first year.

You should understand, being a woman. It’s an ERA issue, equal pay for
equal work. The guy beside me is doing the same work as I am, and he’s mak-
ing less. It’s divisive.

By the time those new employees became the majority, they were ripe for
dissent, and American suffered several labor-management conflicts in
the late 1980s and early 1990s.

In addition to these controversial and only somewhat successful ini-
tiatives to reduce costs and increase productivity, Crandall’s approach
toward communicating with frontline employees was different from that
of his predecessors. He began to communicate directly with frontline
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employees rather than solely through their union representatives. This
approach in and of itself did not necessarily signal a lack of respect for
employee representation—Southwest has always taken the approach of
communicating directly with frontline employees as well as with their
union representatives, and Continental Airlines under Gordon Bethune
is well known for doing the same.

Crandall, however, had a tendency to question publicly whether
American’s unions were in fact representing the views of their members,
thereby questioning the legitimacy of his employees’ unions. When the
unions expressed opposition to company initiatives, Crandall tended to
express the view that the unions’ opposition was not reflective of its
members’ views, then was taken by surprise by the strength of frontline
opposition to management policies, as, for example, in the 1993 flight
attendants’ strike. Rather than working with the unions, Crandall
appeared to be competing with them for the trust and loyalty of Ameri-
can’s frontline employees. The strategy of going around the unions, and
suggesting that they did not truly represent their members, was a risky
one to pursue, particularly as a strategy for winning the trust of front-
line employees.

By questioning the legitimacy of union representatives, Crandall
helped to build an atmosphere of disrespect that infected relationships
between employee groups, including those whose cooperation with each
other was critical for American’s operating performance. Crandall’s ques-
tioning of union legitimacy threatened to undermine the teamwork that
the company had worked so hard to build through training. According to
an American gate agent in the Boston station:

After the flight attendant strike, they tried to pit us union against nonunion.
They made it look like the flight attendants were out to screw the company.
They pitted us against another work group. They preach team but they don’t
practice it.

Other employees spoke with disrespect of their colleagues in other
functions, and of the unions that represented those colleagues. An Amer-
ican pilot suggested to me:

You know, if American really wanted cost savings, they should bust the
TWU [the union that represented mechanics, ramp agents, baggage transfer
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agents, cabin cleaners, and so forth]. They should get the mechanics out
since they’re the only skilled workers in the group. And bust the rest.

This comment was from a pilot who believed strongly in the right to
organize, and who was a long-standing leader of the pilots’ union. Pilots
expressed similar attitudes toward the flight attendants’ union. These
patterns of disrespect for colleagues and their union representatives mir-
rored top-management attitudes at American under Crandall, and boded
ill for coordination of the flight departure process.

American has experienced more harmonious labor relations overall
since Crandall was replaced by Don Carty. A leader of the pilots’ union
looked back on the Crandall era and reflected on the changes brought by
American’s new leadership:

Crandall once said at a critical point in negotiations that pilots were nothing
but high-paid bus drivers. He paid for that comment. The company is more
under the control of the operations people now, like Bob Baker, and they
recognize the value employees can bring to operations. The lines of com-
munication are opening up.

Summing Up

We have seen in this chapter that the quality of the labor/management
relationship can influence relationships throughout the organization,
with likely effects on organizational performance. Consistent with the
argument made by Kochan, Katz, and McKersie in their classic book,
The Transformation of American Industrial Relations,11 a recent study shows
that it is not the level of union representation, but rather the quality of
the relationship, that determines organizational performance. Conflict
reduces quality, efficiency, and financial performance, while a positive
workplace culture improves these outcomes. Unionization by itself has
little impact on these outcomes, either positive or negative.12

But surely there is some basis for the deeply held American belief that
unions are bad for business. In What Do Unions Do? Richard Freeman
and James Medoff report that union membership can produce loyalty to
union goals at the expense of loyalty to company goals.13 However, they
found that union representation can also provide an avenue for employee
voice in the organization, potentially creating a greater sense of shared
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goals with their employer, so long as employees are not forced to choose between
loyalty to their union and loyalty to their employer. That is, union represen-
tation can reinforce shared goals between employees and employers so
long as the employer recognizes and respects the role of the union, and
seeks its partnership.14

Similarly, union membership can foster strong ties among employ-
ees.15 When multiple unions are present, it may be even more critical for
management to show the utmost respect for each one. Any disrespect
shown by management toward one union tends to result in disrespect
shown by employees toward their fellow employees, undermining criti-
cal relationships throughout the organization. Union representation can
support cross-functional coordination and performance so long as
employers show respect for employee interests as articulated through
their collective voice.

At Southwest Airlines, respectful relationships between company
management and the unions chosen by frontline employees appear to set
the tone for respectful relationships throughout the company. As South-
west’s leaders pointed out on several occasions, however, positive
labor/management relations are not achieved once and for all. Rather
they have to be reproduced every day. The relationship is never com-
plete. As Beverly Carmichael, Southwest’s newly appointed vice presi-
dent of people, pointed out recently: “It’s like any other relationship. You
have to live it every day.”
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Build Relationships 
with Your Suppliers

[Southwest] makes the airport part of their team. We make a presentation to them, and
then they turn around and make one to us, saying “here’s how we see us working
together.” That’s unheard of. It gives you the impression that, this is a group I really
want to work with, as opposed to [other airlines] where you wonder if you can get them
to call you back. With Southwest you want to see what you can do for them. I think it
pays huge dividends. My reaction to how I’m handled by Southwest is that it makes me
want to bend over backwards.

—Kevin Dillon, Director of Manchester (NH) Airport

SO U T H W E S T  H A S  T H E reputation of being an independent
company that prefers to do things by itself. It doesn’t pay travel agent
commissions or participate in industrywide online reservation systems.
Southwest has not joined any strategic alliances with other airlines,
despite the increasing popularity of these alliances in the industry, and
despite the preliminary evidence that alliances enable airlines to increase
both market share and revenues.1 Southwest outsources none of its ser-
vices other than fueling and off-line heavy maintenance checks, while
other airlines outsource fueling and catering, and in their smaller stations
often outsource ramp and maintenance functions and occasionally even
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customer service functions. When asked why, President and Chief Oper-
ating Officer Colleen Barrett answered:

We would prefer to just rely on ourselves and take that growth internally.
There are advantages to alliances, but there’s not another airline out there
that could communicate with us. There are no airlines that have systems sim-
ilar to ours. We do not want to hold for other airlines or slow our operations.

At the same time, however, Southwest relies on outside parties to do
what it cannot do—manage the airports, run the air traffic control system,
and produce the airplanes that they fly. With these outside parties on
whom they must rely, Southwest has taken a proactive, partnership-
oriented approach that appears to generate significant payoffs to both
Southwest and the other parties in the relationship. As we will see in this
chapter, these external parties are treated to the same kind of relationship-
building efforts that we have seen throughout Southwest Airlines.

Partnering with Airports

Southwest stands apart from the rest of the airline industry in the
emphasis it places on building partnerships with the airports it serves.
Kevin Dillon, the manager of a small airport in Manchester, New Hamp-
shire, relates his own experience in working with Southwest. Southwest
first began flying to Manchester in 1998. As in most other cases, the
“Southwest effect” on Manchester Airport was immediate and dramatic.
Traffic grew by 75 percent in the first year, and the average one-way fare
dropped from $350 to $129. Before coming to Manchester Airport, Dil-
lon had spent 21 years managing operations at larger airports, including
Kennedy, LaGuardia, and Logan Airports. Dillon contrasted his experi-
ence with Southwest to his usual experience with airlines:

I wasn’t used to this. I went to Dallas for my first meeting with their corpo-
rate people. There were 12 people around the table, including LaPorte
[Southwest’s station manager for Manchester], their regional marketing per-
son, their facilities people, and their senior route planning people. They had
Pete McGlade and John Jamotta there—the guys that go around in disguise
to figure out where to put Southwest’s next flights! If I could sit down with a
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route-planning analyst at American Airlines, the most junior person who
crunches the numbers, I would be lucky.

One benefit of this partnership approach has been joint problem solv-
ing, resulting in new solutions to problems that would otherwise have
constrained Southwest’s ability to grow.

Southwest seems to have a knack for pulling pearls of wisdom from people
where you wouldn’t even know to look for them. They wanted to know
about route access to this airport and as we talked about it we came up with
some new solutions that we’ve implemented.

Southwest’s internal relationships, particularly its high levels of shared
goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, bolstered its ability to part-
ner effectively with external suppliers.

At Southwest, they just don’t have any egos. I’ll go to make a pitch to them
and they’ll have everyone there from all the functions. The business guy will
say X, the facilities guy will say Y, and the maintenance guy will say Z, and
they’ll all be on the same page. They jointly come to a decision, usually right
there in the meeting. There’s no ego.

Dillon noted that he has been involved in well-functioning relation-
ships with other airlines as well. The Southwest difference, however, is
unmistakable.

Even at Continental it’s not like Southwest. Their manager of route plan-
ning is a good guy, but you’re dealing with a bureaucracy. He might like the
idea but he’s got to take it to his manager who takes it to his director, who has
to put it in his strategic plan.

Airport managers can become part of the Southwest family by being
included in the ritual of after-work parties. According to Dillon:

I hear that you’ve really arrived when they invite you to one of their Friday
afternoon deck parties down in Dallas.
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Partnering for Security after September 11, 2001

Partnerships between airlines and airports are more than fun and good
business, Dillon argues. When the goal is to provide security without
unnecessarily inconveniencing the passenger, the airline/airport partner-
ship can play an essential role.

One of the problems you always find in security is fragmentation. As the air-
port manager, I am responsible for all security here except passenger and
baggage screening. That’s the airlines’ job. So everybody can point fingers—
the FAA, the airlines, and the airports. There are lots of loopholes if you
want to take advantage. If you want to, you can be very lax.

According to the mandate that was just handed down [after September
11], it’s not clear who has the responsibility for screening bags—it’s just clear
that 100 percent have to be screened starting in 60 days. So nobody is mov-
ing yet. The airlines are waiting for the feds or airports to do it.

However, while other airports have suffered from long lines and pas-
senger inconvenience, Manchester Airport has been able to make
progress, thanks in part to its partnership with Southwest Airlines.

I see security as a strategic customer service issue. . . . Wait times are a huge
issue for us. We’ve doubled the amount of staffing, never letting wait times
exceed 20 minutes. Logan couldn’t tell you how long their wait times are.
Neither could O’Hare. And that’s not because security is an airport responsi-
bility at Manchester. [The responsibility for security] belongs to the airlines
here, just like at other airports. But the largest carrier at an airport or in a ter-
minal is usually the primary contractor for security. And here it’s Southwest.

So I proposed to Southwest—if you double staffing at the checkpoints,
we can market this. We’ll help pay for the additional staffing. It was easy to
get it done here, given Southwest. Other airlines would tell you—“we run
security.” But not Southwest. And they haven’t sent us a bill yet.

Helped by its partnership with Southwest, and the relatively short
wait times that have resulted from this partnership, Manchester Airport
has performed well relative to its major competitor, nearby Logan Inter-
national Airport.
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Manchester only has 3 million passengers per year compared to Logan’s 27
million. But we are gaining market share. Since September 11, . . . people are
thinking differently about flying. . . . It’s helped us. Our traffic is actually up
from a year ago, even though the industry cut flights by 20 percent. Some of
our airlines have been using the cuts in flights to redeploy aircraft from other
airports to here, to increase their flights from Manchester, because they see
the passenger demand.

The partnership between Manchester Airport and Southwest Airlines
has benefited not only these two parties, but also the other airlines that fly
to Manchester. The efficient security system made possible by the part-
nership has increased the attractiveness of Manchester Airport for the
passengers of American, United, Continental, and all the other airlines
that fly to Manchester. In this respect, there have been positive spillover
effects for the industry resulting from Southwest Airlines’ practice of
building partnerships with the airports where it is the dominant carrier.

Partnership Challenges

At other airports, Southwest has faced more substantial challenges in
forging a partnership. Baltimore-Washington International Airport
(BWI) is one case in point. In 1993, Southwest selected BWI in Mary-
land, 30 miles from Washington, D.C., as its gateway to the East Coast.
Service to Cleveland and Chicago began on September 15. One year
later, the airport broke ground on a $27.6 million expansion project to
extend the terminal and create six more domestic gates. Southwest signed
up for all of them. Through the 1990s Southwest added more cities to its
nonstop service from Baltimore. After just 7 years, Southwest’s share of
Baltimore passengers in 2000 reached 34 percent, displacing US Airways,
the long-time leader. Baltimore had become one of Southwest’s eight
“mega-stations”—so called because it offered more than 100 flight depar-
tures per day. Given the continued growth in number of flights projected
by management, Southwest’s Baltimore gates would reach capacity limits
later in 2001. Southwest’s bag sorting area had already reached its capac-
ity. In mid-2001, Baltimore directors began planning the renovation of
Concourses A and B to provide more gates for the company.

Even once Southwest became the dominant carrier at Baltimore, the
airport leadership responded somewhat reluctantly to Southwest’s needs
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and its desire to play a partnership role in airport operations. According
to a frontline operations agent at Southwest’s Baltimore station:

This was US Airways’ territory. It’s been kind of hard to get things done here.
They had friends, and as we grew, we started bumping them. Considering
everything, we have a pretty good relationship with this airport.

We added more x-ray machines to improve the flow, shorten the lines.
We went from four to seven machines after September 11. It was our initia-
tive to get the lines down. It’s in our best interests and in the airport’s best
interest too, to get the lines down.

Matt Hafner, regional director for Southwest, concurred:

It’s been tough working with this airport. We like to partner, but this one has
been very political. It’s getting better now, maybe because US Airways is
looking weak. But we’ve also just had our leadership [top management team
of Southwest Airlines] here meeting with the head of the state DOT. I think
that has helped. We are finally getting action on some things we needed last
year. They weren’t used to the way we operate, coming in, needing to change
things. We changed their jobs.

Jim Wimberly, executive vice president of operations for Southwest,
had a broader perspective on the challenge that Southwest poses for air-
ports:

We challenge the infrastructure and the airport leadership in many airports
where we fly. Our presence brings demand for extra parking space. . . . That
“Southwest effect” creates a real challenge for airport directors. [In the case
of Baltimore-Washington International] our growth has put many more
issues in front of the Maryland Aviation Authority than they traditionally
have had to deal with. New road capacity, provisioning facilities, ticket
counter positions, conveyer belts for baggage, new parking garages, rerout-
ing roadways, updating the master plan, getting noise studies done—you
name it. When we go into a city, we create orders-of-magnitude growth, not
incremental, so we have to work closely with the airport or it won’t work.

Partnering with airports has been essential for Southwest’s success,
Wimberly explained:
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It is difficult to run an airline if you don’t have cooperation of the airports. Our
airplanes don’t work too well without those strips of concrete on either end.

Southwest has benefited from trying to understand the perspective of
the other party, Wimberly explained:

You have to understand the political realities of airport administration. While
they might be doing all they can to promote Southwest’s growth, they are hav-
ing to explain to city council why they leased ten gates to one airline and only
two to another. We can help politically and educationally. Our Government
Affairs department gives information to the local chamber of commerce about
the economic growth that is brought by low-fare airlines. And the grassroots
activities of our passengers who want that low-fare service definitely help.

It also helps that Wimberly, who plays a major role in Southwest’s air-
port relations, served as the airport director at Houston’s Hobby Airport
during its high-growth period before joining Southwest’s management
team. As a result of his previous job experience, Wimberly has observed
the relationship from the airport’s perspective:

Hopefully I’ve brought a little understanding of the political realities that
airports have to deal with. If you want to succeed in a city [as an airline], and
you don’t have the backing of the airport, you could be fine on the surface
but have some bruising realities behind the scenes on a daily basis.

Partnering with Air Traffic Control

In addition to partnering with airports, Southwest also prides itself on its
partnership with another critical player in the industry—air traffic con-
trol. While most airline employees take for granted the governmentally
mandated role of air traffic control, and complain bitterly when the job
is performed in a way that seems to cause unnecessary negative conse-
quences, Southwest seeks to build a positive working relationship with
air traffic controllers. Wimberly explained Southwest’s approach:

We have good relations with air traffic control. We make routine visits to air
traffic control towers in all the airports we serve. We take them hamburgers.
They appreciate our flexibility and our willingness to work with them.
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According to Colleen Barrett, president and chief operating officer of
Southwest, a key ingredient of the partnership with air traffic control has
been the Southwest pilots:

Most pilots have strong egos. We turn pilots and air traffic control people
into partners. Herb is always told about the civility of Southwest pilots when
he makes tower visits, and it pays handsome dividends. The people in the
tower are amazed at the civility of our pilots. We practice the golden rule
with them just as we do with everyone else.

Wimberly agreed:

Our pilots . . . are comfortable with making changes in speed and altitude to
accommodate air traffic control. They are willing to be flexible.

Partnering with Aircraft Manufacturers

A third critical supplier for Southwest, or any airline, is the aircraft manu-
facturer. Southwest is one of the few airlines in the world to fly only one
type of aircraft—the Boeing 737. Southwest has reaped various benefits
from this decision, including the benefit of being able to build its flight
operations around a single operating platform. Most airlines hesitate to
purchase their aircraft from only one manufacturer, despite the benefits of
operational consistency, because they want to maintain leverage as a pur-
chaser of aircraft. They fear being taken advantage of if they become
reliant on a single supplier. The risk of hold-up is common in supplier
relations,2 and one that most theorists recommend be minimized by diver-
sifying suppliers, and avoiding at all costs becoming reliant on a single sup-
plier, particularly for a high-cost item that is essential to one’s operations.

However, Southwest has addressed the perennial concern of supplier
hold-up in its own characteristic way—by building a mutually beneficial
partnership with Boeing. Colleen Barrett explained Southwest’s approach:

With Boeing, it’s like with everyone else. We try to make them understand that
what’s good for us is good for them. When you are the launch customer for an
aircraft, there are lots of advantages. When you’re as good a customer as we
are, they listen. We don’t go along with the crowd. Boeing likes us because of
our history. They know our philosophy now, so they know we do not want
“one little change” that will drive up the cost. Our way is actually less costly.
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John Denison, Southwest’s former executive vice president of corporate
services, emphasized the long-term nature of the relationship:

We would probably not change companies unless a partner company ceased
to be a good partner. It is relationship-driven. If we think a product is good
for us and good for our customers, it is good for Boeing.

One of Southwest’s chief pilots described Southwest’s relationship
with Boeing from his perspective:

We are the largest customer of the Boeing 737-300 and 500. We developed
the 737-700 with the FAA and Boeing. We keep the procedures as much the
same as possible between aircraft types. There are benefits with spare parts,
not so expensive.

How are decisions made about aircraft configurations? he was asked. He
laughed, then replied:

It’s very unstructured. I don’t mean it to sound bad. It’s a good thing. There’s
a lot of free flow of information. The four chief pilots in the four bases are
involved. Directors of training and standardization are involved, and the vice
president of flight operations. There’s a group of six or ten to discuss issues,
but there’s also an open exchange between the executive vice president of
operations, the head of maintenance, the head of the aircraft reliability pro-
gram, and the reps from Boeing. There is a synergistic effect of everyone
passing information around. Ideas go out, people take positions then try to
persuade each other. We are quite direct. People are not afraid to speak. You
don’t see a lot of territorialism.

The relationship between Southwest and Boeing appeared similar to
the relationships observed between Southwest and its airport directors,
characterized by a free flow of information with the potential to offer
benefits for both parties beyond what is achieved in more traditional sup-
plier relations.

Benefits of Partnering with Your Suppliers

We see that Southwest has invested substantial time in developing effec-
tive partnerships with the three outside parties on which it is most depen-
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dent—airports, air traffic control, and aircraft manufacturers. Each of
these parties provides a critical resource to Southwest that Southwest can-
not produce on its own. Organizational scholars Russell Johnston and
Paul Lawrence call these partnerships “value-adding partnerships,” argu-
ing that such partnerships have advantages over independent companies
trying to negotiate with each other in the absence of a partnership, and
advantages over vertically integrated companies that bring all activities in
house.3 Value-adding partnerships are “a set of independent companies
that work closely together to manage the flow of goods and services along
the entire value-added chain.” Value-adding partnerships allow each
party to focus on what they do best—in the case of Southwest Airlines,
Southwest can fly the airplanes, while the airports manage the ground
facilities, the U.S. government monitors air traffic control, and Boeing
makes the airplanes. And yet the partnership between Southwest and each
of these parties generates better outcomes for each party than any could
achieve in a more traditional supplier relationship.

Value-adding partnerships can be observed in other industries as well,
where some of the most successful organizations are those that have built
close partnerships with their suppliers. In the auto industry, for example,
supplier integration has been on the increase since auto manufacturers
learned from the Japanese model about the benefits of close collaborative
relationships. A recent study of auto industry supplier relationships found

. . . an extraordinary increase in communications between customers and
suppliers, independent of formal status as independent or vertically inte-
grated. The volume of face to face, fax, phone, and e-mail exchanges was
huge and increasing. All types of interaction occurred, on average, between
a daily and weekly basis.4

In the apparel industry, a similar trend has occurred:

Until recently, most channels in the textile and apparel industries have been
characterized by arm’s-length relationships among relatively autonomous
firms.5

But now the successful apparel manufacturers and retailers are those who
have developed well-integrated supply chains, in which information and
know-how are readily shared across organizational boundaries. Similar
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partnerships have emerged in the distribution of drugs and health-care
products.6 In the delivery of health services, value-adding partnerships are
beginning to emerge among hospitals as managed care dictates shorter
lengths of stay in acute-care hospitals, requiring that most care be provided
by external parties. Some hospitals have found that the same capabilities
that improve the coordination of care internally can be leveraged to
improve the coordination of care with external parties.7

Summing Up

Southwest’s partnership approach is radically different from the tradi-
tional approach to supplier relations. In the old model, organizations
were independent parties who transacted with each other at arm’s-length
through formal contracts, keeping information close to the chest. Coop-
eration occurred only within organizations, while careful arm’s-length
negotiation with minimal information sharing was the normal mode for
dealing with parties external to the organization.8 But when there is
more uncertainty in the environment, there is much more that organiza-
tions can learn from one another. Because of the benefits of learning,
both parties have more to gain than to lose from the sharing of informa-
tion. Although there may be doubt and mistrust at the outset, “once the
cooperative exploration of ambiguity begins, the returns to the partners
from further joint discoveries are so great that it pays to keep cooperat-
ing.”9 Ultimately, this ability to partner is an acquired skill like any other,
and one with potentially significant effects on organizational success.10

What additional insights do we gain from the example of Southwest
Airlines? We learn that relationships are critical for coordinating across
organizational boundaries, just as they are critical for coordinating across
functional boundaries. In order to partner effectively with the outside
parties whose cooperation Southwest has deemed critical for its own suc-
cess, Southwest seeks to build relationships of shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect with them. Indeed, the same relational
competence that Southwest employees have developed in their internal
relationships has been leveraged and extended to their relationships with
outside parties. By treating these suppliers as partners, Southwest effec-
tively extends its sphere of influence beyond its employees to encompass
its entire value chain.
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1 5

How the Ten Southwest
Practices Reinforce (or
Undermine) Each Other

TH R O U G H O U T  T H I S  B O O K we have seen that Southwest Air-
lines’ extraordinary performance is not due simply to its outstanding lead-
ership, its funky culture, or its unique operating strategy, although it has
all three. Rather Southwest’s extraordinary performance can be traced to
a set of organizational practices that deliberately overcomes the divisive
effects of functional boundaries by transforming relationships between
management and frontline employees, among frontline employees, and
with key external parties. Coordination is supported by a coherent set of
organizational practices that encourages people to think of their jobs not
as a set of discrete tasks, but instead as linked to broader processes involv-
ing people in other functional areas. In many work settings, including the
airline industry, the functions involved in delivering a particular product
or service are divided by status, expertise, and geography. It is Southwest’s
attention to relationships—“designed in” through a consistent set of
organizational practices—that accounts for much of Southwest’s perfor-
mance advantage. See Exhibit 15–1 for a summary of these practices.

This is good news because it means that other organization can adopt
Southwest’s powerful organizational practices without attempting to re-
create its culture. Adopting a set of organizational practices may involve
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Lead with 
credibility 
and caring

Invest in 
frontline 

leadership

Hire and train
for relational
competence

Use conflicts
to build 

relationships

Bridge the
work/family

divide

Create 
boundary
spanners

Measure 
performance

broadly

Keep jobs 
flexible at the
boundaries

Make unions
your partners

Build 
relationships

with suppliers

Relational Coordination

Shared Goals
Shared Knowledge

Mutual Respect

Frequent Communication
Timely Communication

Problem-Solving Communication

Quality 
Performance

Efficiency 
Performance

Exhibit 15–1 Ten Southwest Practices for Building High Performance
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a significant investment of time and energy, but it is more feasible than
trying to adopt the culture of another organization. And as we have seen,
these organizational practices ultimately do support the culture for
which Southwest is so well known.

However, these organizational practices are not stand-alone ele-
ments. Rather they are mutually supporting, so that their total effect is
likely to be more than the sum of their individual effects. The organiza-
tional practices identified here are expected to be more effective if they
are adopted in conjunction with the others, rather than being adopted in
isolation. Consistency among practices is beneficial in the sense that each
one increases the effectiveness and sustainability of the others. Indeed, if
some of your organizational practices work to undermine relationships,
the careful investments you have made in other organizational practices
may be effectively wasted, or at least seriously diluted.

The following sections consider the potential consequences of only
partially adopting the 10 practices that were described in Part 2.

Lead with Credibility and Caring

Perhaps you have put into place all the other organizational practices,
but you have a top-management team that does not have a credible, car-
ing relationship with frontline employees. Like American, Continental,
and United Airlines at various points in their history, as we saw in Chap.
5, many organizations have suffered years of mistrust between manage-
ment and frontline employees. For these organizations, it is no small task
to reverse this mistrust and restart the relationship from scratch. How-
ever, without credible, caring top leadership, the other organizational
practices are in jeopardy. The behavior of top leadership serves as a
model for the rest of the organization, helping to illustrate and animate
the principles that underlie the other organizational practices that you
have put into place.

The credible leadership of Herb Kelleher and Colleen Barrett has
created credibility throughout the organization, and serves as a founda-
tion for other leaders throughout the company, including the frontline
supervisors. “It makes our jobs so much easier,” said a mid-level manager
at Southwest Airlines. “When Herb or Colleen says something is bad,
you know it’s bad.” Without credibility on the part of top leadership,
there would be no chance of a long-lasting partnership with employee
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unions, or with external suppliers. In addition, the caring leadership of
Herb Kelleher and Colleen Barrett has helped to create the basis for
strong familylike ties within Southwest, and a concern for supporting the
family relationships of employees at home. It is clear that top leadership
is not the be-all and end-all to strong organizational performance, but
that top leadership plays a critical role in either supporting or undermin-
ing the effects of the other organizational practices.

Invest in Frontline Leadership

You might adopt the overall system of practices, but decide to employ a rel-
atively small number of supervisors per frontline employees, perhaps to
save on staffing expense. As we saw in Chap. 6, frontline employees would
likely receive less coaching and feedback on their work, and would look
instead to quantitative performance measures to figure out how they were
doing. These measures tend to be less effective at capturing things like
helping across functional boundaries, and more effective at capturing per-
formance of a specific job. The second outcome of reduced supervision, we
also saw in Chap. 6, is that frontline employees tend to have a less personal
relationship with management. There are fewer opportunities to hear a
management perspective, and thus more opportunities for the gulf to
widen between management and nonmanagement employees. As a result,
it is a much bigger job for the organization’s top leadership to reach the
frontline employee, with less help from frontline leadership. Similarly, a
reduced supervisory staff may undermine your efforts to make unions into
partners rather than adversaries. With reduced supervisory staff, there is
less opportunity for day-to-day conversations through which to work out a
set of shared objectives between management and nonmanagement
employees. As a result, the negotiating table becomes less a place to for-
malize an ongoing conversation and more a place for strangers with com-
peting objectives to meet warily.

Hire and Train for Relational Competence

Consider, for example, what happens if you adopt all of the organiza-
tional practices outlined in Part 2 except that, contrary to Southwest’s
approach as shown in Chap. 7, you continue to hire and train employees
without regard for their relational competence. Say you continue to hire
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and train your pilots (or engineers or physicians) to exhibit a command
personality with their fellow employees. Your new performance mea-
surement system that holds all employees involved in a particular work
process jointly accountable for outcomes will be seriously undermined.
Other employees participating in the work process will not feel it is fair
to be held responsible for outcomes over which they had little say. This
is exactly what happened when the pilots at American Airlines became
members of “departure teams” in which they were held jointly account-
able with the gate agents for decisions about whether and how long to
hold a flight. Because American’s pilots were still hired and trained to
exhibit a command personality, they had no concept that the gate agents
might have a valuable perspective to contribute to the decision. Cecil
Ewell, former chief pilot and vice president of flight operations at Amer-
ican Airlines, pointed out just before the program was terminated:

There are real problems with the way that program is working right now.
The pilot thinks he is in total control and that the ground workers don’t
know as much. The gate agents are getting around the pilots by cheating,
saying they already got approval from the pilots when they didn’t.

Similarly, if employees continue to be hired and trained without regard
for relational competence, any efforts to use conflicts as an opportunity for
learning, bringing them out into the open rather than submerging them,
are likely to backfire. New procedures for conflict resolution are not likely
to succeed if relational competence is not fostered in the hiring and train-
ing processes. Finally, what happens if you develop flexible job descriptions
asking employees to do whatever needs to be done to make the operation
a success, and yet those employees continue to be hired and trained with-
out regard to relational competence? Those flexible job descriptions may
backfire because employees will not be equipped to deal with the fuzzy
boundaries between their own job and the jobs of their colleagues. At the
very least, the flexible job descriptions will be rendered relatively useless as
employees choose to remain within the safe territory of their own jobs.

Use Conflicts to Build Relationships

Let us consider another scenario. Say you adopt all of the organizational
practices outlined in Part 2, except you downplay the importance of con-
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flicts among employees. Rather than using conflicts as an opportunity for
learning, as we saw Southwest do in Chap. 8, you take the more common
approach of brushing them under the table, hoping the parties will for-
get their problems or work them out on their own. This would be a seri-
ous mistake. Several of your other practices create the potential for
conflict, and you need to be ready to address those conflicts proactively
when they arise. For example, flexible job descriptions are great in terms
of expanding the scope of responsibility, but they do create the potential
for conflicts that would not otherwise arise. The expectation that you
will do your own job, plus anything else that might be necessary to help
the operation succeed, blurs the boundaries between jobs and creates
more areas that are open to interpretation and thus conflict.

Likewise, broad performance measures that hold people jointly
responsible for outcomes can create conflict. If you are responsible only
for your own task, there is less opportunity for conflict. If instead you are
responsible for the outcome of the overall work process, along with the
others who are engaged in that work process, there is less clarity about
whose fault it is when something does go wrong. Proactive conflict reso-
lution can make the difference between letting these conflicts fester or
using them as an opportunity for learning about the overall process and
the role that each party plays in it.

Bridge the Work/Family Divide

This organizational practice in particular looks like one that is “nice to
have” but not essential to the overall effectiveness of the other practices.
And yet it is. All of the practices outlined in Part 2 are designed to build
strong working relationships that support high performance. To be truly
engaged in strong working relationships, it was argued in Chap. 9, a per-
son must be able to bring his or her real self to the workplace. South-
west’s efforts to make the workplace feel like a family helps to cement
those working relationships at a deep level of commitment, by creating a
strong sense of collective identity at work.

The hazard of these familylike relationships at work, as Southwest’s
managers are well-aware, is that employees will neglect their own family
relationships, creating dysfunctional home lives that will eventually
undermine employee well-being and performance. Accordingly, South-
west seeks to support and strengthen the family ties of their employees,
through flextime policies and emergency funds to help employees in
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need. One young employee told me about confiding a family problem to
his supervisor and being immediately excused to deal with it, along with
some cash to address the emergency. By supporting the family and non-
work commitments of its employees, and by making the workplace itself
feel like a family where one can be one’s true self, Southwest gains the
loyalty and commitment of its employee at a deep level, thus providing a
foundation for all its other practices.

Create Boundary Spanners

Say you put into place the other relationship-intensive practices of South-
west Airlines, but then decide to rely on a technology interface rather
than a human interface for coordinating your work processes.  As we saw
in Chap. 10, some work processes have very distinct functional bound-
aries and therefore benefit greatly from using a human boundary spanner
to coordinate them. A boundary spanner like the operations agent at
Southwest plays an informational role, helping to collect and transmit
information from one function to the other, including subtle contextual
information that is not easily codified and transmitted through a technol-
ogy interface. But Southwest’s boundary spanner also plays a social role,
helping to build shared goals and a shared understanding of the work
process so that each party is more likely to take the right actions when
there is a need to adapt quickly to changing circumstances.

When information technology is used to replace the role of the
boundary spanner, some of these shared understandings will start to
break down over time. Supervisors are likely to fill in the breech, spend-
ing their time coordinating across functional boundaries, thereby
detracting from their role in providing coaching and feedback to front-
line employees. With less active coaching and feedback from frontline
supervisors, there is additional pressure on the performance measure-
ment system to provide feedback to employees. As a result there may be
an increased emphasis on doing what can be readily measured, typically
activities within the bounds of a given functional area, neglecting the
critical activities at the boundaries.

Measure Performance Broadly

Instead of using Southwest’s approach toward measuring performance,
as described in Chap. 11, you could decide to take the traditional ap-
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proach to performance measurement, measuring performance “by the
numbers” and assigning outcomes to individual departments. However,
cross-functional performance measurement is central to Southwest’s
system of organizational practices. Without it, there is no need for flex-
ible work rules, and far less need to hire and train people for relational
competence. These other organizational practices would become un-
necessary, wasted investments.

In addition, when performance measures are functionally specific, the
coaching and feedback role of frontline supervisors becomes far less crit-
ical. The coaching and feedback role of supervisors is particularly useful
for helping employees understand how their own actions affect overall
process outcomes. When one’s performance is measured only in terms of
one’s own functionally specific tasks, feedback is more straightforward
and supervisors have less value to add to the process. This approach was
exemplified by American Airlines, where control of the operation was
achieved through functionally specific performance measures, rather
than through supervisory coaching and feedback.

Keep Jobs Flexible at the Boundaries

If you put into place all the other relationship-intensive practices, but do
not have flexible work rules, what harm could that possibly do? Quite a
bit, potentially. If all other practices in the organization are geared
toward minimizing functional divisions, and yet there are rules in place
to discourage or actively prevent employees from performing the work
of others, the message to employees is confusing and frustrating. Why
hire and train for relational competence if one’s ability to help others in
a pinch is highly restricted? This was the reasoning at American Airlines,
where a supervisor said, “the workgroups are so well-defined that they
are not allowed to help out, so we don’t look for that [when we hire]. It
would cause problems.” Similarly, why create a performance measure-
ment system designed to encourage helping out across functional
boundaries when job descriptions prevent it?

As we saw in Chap. 12, rigid job descriptions tend to reinforce beliefs
that certain work is the territory of certain people, and that others are
not entitled to do it, even in circumstances where it would clearly make
sense for the sake of operational performance. This territoriality under-
mines the principle that is communicated by your other organizational
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practices, making them a wasted investment at best, or worse, creating
cynicism as to the organization’s true principles.

Make Unions Your Partners, Not Adversaries

What if you have invested carefully in building the other organizational
practices, and yet have developed an adversarial relationship with one or
more of your employee unions? What harm could this do? As shown in
Chap. 13, positive labor/management relations have the potential to fur-
ther cement the loyalty of employees to the company. The loyalty that
employees feel toward their company is magnified when the union they
belong to is engaged in a mutually supportive partnership with the com-
pany. An adversarial relationship, by contrast, forces employees to
choose between loyalty to their union and loyalty to their company,
resulting in divided loyalties within and among employees.

Second, the importance of labor/management partnership for achiev-
ing flexible job descriptions cannot be underestimated. In any unionized
setting, job descriptions are subject to contractual negotiations. One of
the surest outcomes of adversarial labor/management relations is an
attempt to negotiate rigid job descriptions to protect union members
from being taken advantage of by unscrupulous managers. In addition, an
adversarial relationship can result in job actions taken by one work group
against the company, putting stress on the other work groups and thus
undermining the quality of relationships among frontline employees.

Build Relationships with Your Suppliers

Finally, what result can you expect if you have developed all of the prac-
tices to support strong relationships within your organization, but you
still have arm’s-length relationships with some of your most important
suppliers? At the very least, there is a missed opportunity—you are miss-
ing the chance to leverage your internal relational capabilities to create
strong relationships with external parties, and thereby missing out on the
operational benefits that can result from external partnerships. At worst,
there is the same problem that can occur with any inconsistent organiza-
tional practice—the message that employees receive is not clear, which
can lead to confusion or cynicism about the organization’s true princi-
ples, and thus to an erosion of those principles. Simply put, if we treat the
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airports, air traffic control, and the aircraft manufacturers with disre-
spect, jockeying for the most favorable position for ourselves without
regard for their interests, then that same us/them approach may come to
infect our internal relationships as well.

Summing Up

Southwest’s success is not due to one particular organizational practice or
another, but rather to the overwhelming consistency among them. As we
have seen, each organizational practice tends to reinforce the others or, if
designed in a way that is inconsistent with relational principles, tends to
undermine the others. The idea that high performance depends on bun-
dles of organizational practices—rather than individual practices—is a
powerful one that extends to other industry settings. Evidence from the
auto industry,1 the apparel industry,2 the steel industry,3 and the telecom-
munications industry4 shows that bundles of practices can have powerful,
positive effects on performance. This book is part of a series of studies
that shows how bundles of mutually reinforcing organizational practices
can launch organizations onto a high performance trajectory.5

In their seminal work on organization design, Paul Lawrence and Jay
Lorsch made perhaps the earliest case for the benefits of consistency:

A new form of consistency can be achieved. Each of the discrete practices . . .
can be consistent with the other practices, . . . so that all will reinforce the
desired task performance.6

Since then, from the work of Jay Galbraith to the work of David Nadler
and Mike Tushman, alignment among organizational practices has been
considered to be integral to high performance.7 Economists have shown
that the performance advantage from consistent organizational practices
is due to “complementarities” among them.8 Practices are complemen-
tary if adopting one increases the benefits of having the other, or if not
adopting one decreases the benefits of having the other. Because of the
psychological dynamics of reinforcement, consistency is likely to be par-
ticularly important for organizational practices that are designed to
influence employee attitudes and behaviors. When an organization sends
mixed signals—on one hand we select and train employees for relational
competence, but on the other hand performance measurement is func-
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tionally based—the result is confusion and cynicism about the organiza-
tion’s true principles, undermining investments in both practices.

Most U.S. firms have implemented some form of innovative work
system or human resource practices over the past decade,9 and many of
them are designed to strengthen relationships between management and
frontline employees, or among frontline employees themselves. How-
ever, the question is whether these innovations are sufficiently coherent
and consistent to transform relationships, or whether they are sporadic,
separate efforts that leave key relationships fundamentally untrans-
formed. As we have seen here with Southwest, effective organizations
typically have a configuration of mutually consistent practices rather
than a single key practice that makes them effective,10 while imitating
organizations tend to adopt only some of these practices.11 Organiza-
tional experts have recognized the difficulties of transferring best prac-
tice from one organization to another, but have concluded that successful
learning from another organization requires managers to adopt the
whole system of mutually consistent practices in order to achieve desired
performance outcomes.

To learn successfully from Southwest, I have argued, the key is to adopt
organizational practices that support relationships over the long term,
between managers and frontline employees, among frontline employees,
and with external parties, and to be rigorous about seeking consistency
among these practices. One bad apple—or inconsistent practice—really
can spoil the whole bunch.
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C H A P T E R

Learning from Southwest

Efforts by American, Continental, United,
and JetBlue

[Continental] wanted to buy Southwest—it was a serious plan. But Southwest wasn’t
interested. So why not just emulate them? . . . Our industrial engineers went there to
visit. Southwest invited our people into their little world. Mr. Kelleher said, “Come on
in, ask anything you want.” I don’t understand why.

—Customer Service Manager, Continental Airlines

We took what we thought worked best for Southwest and best for United, and made the
United Shuttle. People from across the system were involved. . . . It was amazing to me
that [Southwest] was so open.

—Operations Coordinator, United Airlines

NO T  S U R P R I S I N G L Y  G I V E N its phenomenal record of success
over three decades, other organizations have begun trying to learn from
the Southwest model. As noted at the beginning of this book, these
efforts to learn from Southwest have become widespread only recently,
as observers have come to realize that Southwest is more than a funky
niche airline. But everyone focuses on and seeks to imitate different
aspects of the Southwest model. The result is something like the story of
the three blind men and the elephant, in which each man observes a dif-
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ferent part of the elephant and draws his own conclusions about the
whole elephant based on the one part he has observed.

The Southwest model has three primary components. First, there is a
relationship component. As shown throughout Part 2, this relationship
component is strengthened by 10 distinct organizational practices that
have evolved over time at Southwest, from credible, caring leadership to
long-term supplier relationships. Second, there is a product component in
which simplicity is the central feature—snacks rather than meals, a single
class of seating, no reserved seats, and so on. Third, there is a structure
component in which the point-to-point route structure and single air-
craft type are the central features. Part 1 demonstrated that the relation-
ship component of the Southwest model yields substantial gains in
quality and efficiency independent of the product or structure compo-
nents of the model.

It is important for the reader to keep in mind throughout this chapter
that these three components—product, structure, and relationship—are
present and can serve as the basis for competition in any industry. In the
retailing industry the product component has played a key role, as in the
case of Kmart and Wal-Mart identifying an unmet demand for a low-lux-
ury, high-convenience shopping experience with an emphasis on selec-
tion and availability. The structure component has also played a key role
in the transformation of retailing, in the form of large store spaces and
supply networks to achieve rapid product replenishment. Finally, the
relationship component has also played a key role in this transformation,
particularly the relationships with external parties such as manufacturers
and distributors that enable rapid replenishment.1

This chapter makes a point that is relevant far beyond the airline
industry—that strong relationships can play a critical role in the compet-
itive arena, but they are difficult to achieve. We will see some attempts to
adopt the relationship component of the Southwest model, and some
common pitfalls.

Efforts by Other Airlines to Learn from Southwest

The product component of the Southwest model is the component that has
been most frequently imitated by others in the airline industry. It is easy to
see why. The nature of consumer demand has changed over the past sev-
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eral decades, with a growing demand for low fares. This change began
with deregulation of the industry in 1978 and the subsequent rise of fare
competition. Traditional airlines have continued to rely on business travel-
ers to pay high fares to subsidize the cheap fares they offer to fill the rest of
the seats. As of the late 1990s and early 2000s, however, it was no longer
clear that business travelers would continue to pay those high fares. A mul-
titude of airlines have sought to imitate Southwest’s simple product in an
attempt to offer the low fares that consumers are increasingly looking for.
Early on, People Express and Texas International tried to serve this mar-
ket. More recently, we have seen efforts by ValuJet, Mesaba Air, Midwest
Express, Continental Lite, the United Shuttle, US Airways’ MetroJet, Air-
Tran, the Delta Connection, and JetBlue Airways.

Some of these imitators have also sought to imitate the structure com-
ponent of Southwest—particularly its point-to-point route structure. A
point-to-point route structure provides little in the way of pricing power,
relative to a hub-and-spoke route structure. Airlines have pricing power
in their hubs due to their market share and due to their ability to limit
other airlines’ access to their hubs.2 According to American Airline’s
senior vice president of planning, a hub generates up to 20 percent more
revenue per plane for American than a comparable point-to-point flight.3

Northwest Airlines similarly relies on its hubs to raise prices beyond what
is possible on more competitive point-to-point routes, thus the term
“fortress hubs.” According to Northwest’s leadership:

Northwest got to be profitable by focusing on a very pure version of the net-
work [hub-and-spoke] strategy. We focused on our sources of competitive
advantage and built a network around them. . . . We eliminated our routes up
and down the West Coast. We eliminated some flying from Boston. We
eliminated hubs at Washington, D.C., and elsewhere that couldn’t reach
critical mass.4

As a point-to-point carrier, by contrast, Southwest has relatively little
pricing power. But as the examples of JetBlue Airways and AirTran show,
one can use a hub-and-spoke route structure to deliver a low-fare, simple
product. JetBlue flies nearly all of its flights into and out of its JFK hub
and is now starting to develop a second hub in Long Beach, California.
AirTran does the same with its Atlanta hub and is starting to develop a
second hub in Baltimore. The difference from the traditional hub-and-
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spoke airlines is that JetBlue and AirTran do not appear to use their hubs
as a source of pricing power. The low-fare, simple-product component
of the Southwest model therefore appears to be compatible with a hub-
and-spoke route structure.

Attempts to learn from Southwest and adapt to the changes in con-
sumer demand have taken two different forms. Several of the major air-
lines—American, Delta, Northwest, and US Airways—attempted to
maintain a traditional product mix and the traditional hub-and-spoke
route structure, while at the same time attempting to improve quality
and efficiency performance through improved coordination of the flight
departure process. To do this, they sought to understand the relationship
component of the Southwest model, and in particular how frontline
employees could work more effectively together across functional
boundaries. American Airlines will be used to illustrate this first group of
airlines. A second group of airlines adopted some version of Southwest’s
relationship focus and its low-fare product, and sometimes but not
always adopted its point-to-point route structure. Continental Lite, the
United Shuttle, and JetBlue Airways will be used to illustrate this second
group of airlines.

American Airlines

The leadership of American Airlines made several efforts in the 1990s to
improve cross-functional coordination of the flight departure process.
An IBM study conducted for American in 1991 found that at American,
“the departure process was a set of parallel lines that didn’t intersect,”
according to a human resource manager at American. Following that
study, station-level experimentation, high-level task forces, and process
advisory teams all focused on fixing the awkward handoffs between func-
tional areas and streamlining the flight departure process. At one station,
the functional groups involved in departures were placed under common
management in an attempt to reduce the departmental boundaries that
were believed to restrict coordination. Managers used training sessions
and job trading to increase understanding across employee groups.
Flight attendants agreed to “tidy” the aircraft on through flights.

These efforts were geared toward improving on-time performance
and customer service as well as trying to shorten turnaround times, but
not toward imitating the Southwest product. Ever since discussions at
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American in the early 1990s about launching a Southwest-like product,
which faltered on a disagreement between management and the pilots
union about work rules, American management was relatively united in
the decision not to imitate the Southwest product. But Southwest’s prac-
tices were still seen as relevant in certain respects. The vice president of
field services explained:

We view Southwest as a different product. I’m not sure how relevant it is to
us. But teamwork is essential in either area. Teamwork is just as essential to us.

Like the other major airlines, American faced the most competition
from Southwest in short-haul markets. As shown in Chap. 2, Southwest’s
ability to turn planes quickly at the gate was a source of competitive
advantage in all markets, but particularly in short-haul markets where
time on the ground was a larger component of overall costs, relative to
time in the air. American chose to withdraw from these routes rather
than compete with Southwest, citing high labor costs as the primary rea-
son for its inability to compete. According to a member of American Air-
lines’ top management team:

American is not competing with Southwest. . . . We are getting out of short
haul. Crandall is saying to the unions, reduce my costs and we’ll grow again.
We’ll go back into short haul. The labor contracts are key to getting back
those markets. But we are pretty set on that strategy now anyway, even if the
contracts did change.

However, American abandoned some of its short-haul markets in a
way that allowed the airline to maintain control over them. When Amer-
ican withdrew from its San Jose hub in the face of low-cost competition
from Southwest, the company leased its gates to low-cost, new entrant
Reno Air and set up a frequent flier partnership with that airline.5 Reno
became a direct competitor of Southwest, in effect acting as a proxy for
American Airlines. Midway Airlines, based in Chicago, was another new
entrant that formed a partnership with American Airlines. It came back
into business 2 years after shutting down, initially flying only between
Chicago and LaGuardia. In March 1995 Midway formed a partnership
with American as American withdrew from its Raleigh/Durham hub,
and began flying routes that American abandoned. In return, Midway
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was able to reward its passengers with American frequent flier miles.
Southwest also began flying those routes. Again, American appeared to
be using a low-cost, new entrant to compete as a proxy in short-haul
markets. According to a former American Airlines employee:

Midway was started by a former American manager. . . . American helped put
him into business. The pilots are upset about this. But we’ll keep having
these partnerships unless we get lower costs from the unions.

Exiting short-haul markets was not a sufficient solution, however. Even
in its long-haul markets, American needed to improve efficiency. By 1994
Crandall estimated that American Airlines faced low-fare competition in
nearly 40 percent of its domestic markets.6 American’s hubs enabled the
company to generate up to 20 percent more revenue per plane than a com-
parable point-to-point flight.7 This revenue advantage, however, was lost
through high labor costs and low productivity, said a company spokesper-
son. American tried to address these costs by seeking to reduce wages
through negotiations with its unions and through outsourcing airport
functions to lower-paid employees. In early 1995, American contracted
out noncore customer service functions in the 30 largest stations, and all
customer service functions in the other stations. The noncore functions
included “baggage service, parcel service, and the customer service reps
out in front of the counter,” said the Los Angeles customer service man-
ager. “We will outsource this work, and we won’t hire new ones. The com-
pany doesn’t want to hire full-time permanent employees.”

Improvements to the flight departure process offered an alternative
way to compete—by raising productivity rather than by cutting wages or
outsourcing work. Yet the multitude of experiments and efforts to
improve the departure process at American did not lead to the imple-
mentation of lasting solutions. According to a human resources manager
at American:

Many efforts have been made, but parallel rather than building on each
other. . . . Studies are done, with findings and recommendations, but noth-
ing happens. Operational issues don’t become strategic issues, unlike at
Southwest. Everybody has concerns about the departure process, but it
never gets anywhere.
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For example, there was an attempt to form flight departure teams, in
which the pilot and the gate agent would decide together when it was
time to depart, with the joint discretion to hold the flight for additional
passengers, baggage, or cargo (see Chap. 11). However, pilots were lim-
ited in their ability to work as part of a team with other employee groups.
Rather than deciding in conjunction with the other employee groups,
pilots reportedly insisted on being the first among equals. According to
the chief pilot and vice president of flight operations:

There are real problems with the way that program is working right now. The
pilot thinks he is in total control and that the ground workers don’t know as
much. The gate agents are getting around the pilots by cheating, saying they
already got approval from the pilots when they didn’t.

The executive vice president of operations suggested that:

The performance is dismal. Dismal. We are doing the customers a disser-
vice. The lesson is that captains without the right knowledge base cannot
make decisions properly.

Pilots were limited in the decisions they could make, according to these
managers, because they did not understand the perspectives of the other
groups well enough to make the relevant trade-offs. The initiative was
considered a failure and dropped.

In 1995 it appeared that a new approach would be adopted at Ameri-
can Airlines. After Don Carty replaced Robert Crandall as the CEO of
American Airlines, a new set of leaders appeared to have a clear strategy
for operational improvements in the flight departure process. An execu-
tive vice president explained American’s new objectives:

We want an environment that would foster improved communication and
more productivity. Maybe cross-functional coordination is the way to get
that productivity. We’re not thinking so much about reducing turnaround
time, but we do want to know how to use fewer people and still get good
results. We are interested in process-related productivity benefits. . . . Speed-
ing turnaround time isn’t one of our main objectives. Until we change the
scheduling philosophy, we are constrained in reducing ground time. With
our long-haul route system, we need the hub-and-spoke so there are limits
to how much we can reduce turnaround time. . . .
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But don’t get me wrong, speed is important. Say our average time is 40
minutes. If we could work on getting all turns down to our shortest—say 30
to 35 minutes—just taking off that 5 minutes could tighten up the entire
complex, and give expedited service for the customer. And it would improve
aircraft utilization. 

To achieve better coordination of flight departures and the efficiency
gains associated with it, however, American would have to reconsider its
organizational practices and how they could better support relationships
among frontline employees.

In sum, American’s strategy for responding to changed consumer
demand was threefold—cut labor costs through outsourcing and contract
renegotiation, withdraw from short-haul markets and compete instead
through partnerships with smaller, low-cost carriers, and improve the
efficiency of the flight departure process through improved cross-func-
tional coordination. In this strategy, however, relationships were left fun-
damentally untransformed, due to the sporadic, disconnected nature of
the efforts to improve flight departure performance and due to the lack of
support from American’s organizational practices. For example, trying to
get pilots to engage in teamwork with the ground crews around flight
departures was virtually impossible, given that American was still hiring
and training its pilots to exhibit a “command personality” (see Chap. 7).
In addition, American was simultaneously attempting to reduce costs
through outsourcing jobs and farming out its short-haul flights, under-
mining relationships with its employee unions. Worst of all, as we saw in
Chap. 5, Crandall’s leadership and attempts to influence employees
through fear of his “Transition Plan” left a legacy of distrust that new
leaders had to invest considerable time and effort to overcome.

Continental Lite

Continental Airlines was also concerned about its inability to compete in
short-haul markets. Led by then-CEO Bob Ferguson, Continental
explored the Southwest model. According to a Continental customer
service manager, these plans went so far as to consider purchasing South-
west. With the help of two Southwest Airlines marketing veterans, Don
Valentine and Sam Coates, and the flexible work rules achieved in the
1980s when Frank Lorenzo abrogated Continental’s union contracts,
Continental was expected to have the best chance of any of the major

Learning from Southwest 215



carriers to emulate the Southwest model. Herb Kelleher, Southwest Air-
lines’ CEO, said that relative to other major carriers, “Continental has a
lot more latitude to attempt it.”8

Continental’s “airline within an airline”—Continental Lite—began
to fly in October 1993, offering no-frills, high frequency point-to-point
service at low fares. In March 1994, Continental Lite expanded to in-
clude 62 percent of Continental’s flights. Continental Lite offered low
fares, made possible by turnaround times of 20 minutes, down from
Continental’s usual 50-minute turnaround. The faster turnarounds were
achieved in part through improved coordination. The stated goal was to
use new work practices to speed turnarounds throughout Continental’s
operations. “It’s supposed to infect the whole bloody company,” said one
of Continental Lite’s leaders.9

By fall 1994, Continental Lite got its employee productivity and air-
craft utilization to target levels in most cities. The implementation
appeared to be successful in some sites based on the levels of communi-
cation and relationships measured in an employee survey, and based on
Continental’s success in getting the planes turned in less than 20 min-
utes. But quality suffered seriously. “On-time performance dropped pre-
cipitously and customer complaints—the old and persistent Continental
bugaboo—rose.”10 These performance problems, along with an inability
to raise revenues to a sustainable level, inspired doubt by some industry
observers that the experiment could work.

The problems identified under the new leadership of CEO Gordon
Bethune in the fall of 1994 included both the lack of a suitable fleet and
a lack of the critical relationships needed to make the schedule work.
Bethune explained:

One of our other problems is to get buy-in across departments. If you’re late,
is it the guy who carries out the schedule or the guy who writes the schedule?
[We have to stop writing schedules] that we can’t meet. It’s called buy-in. You
can’t operate without it.

In addition, the company’s maintenance assets were still fundamen-
tally configured for a hub-and-spoke operation, in which aircraft depart
from and return to hubs, allowing maintenance to be centralized in the
hubs. In Lite’s point-to-point operation, aircraft were scheduled to go
from small city to small city in a linear fashion, creating severe logistical
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problems when breakdowns occurred. This was construed alternatively
as a failure of the maintenance department, and as a failure at the strate-
gic level to put resources where they were needed to operate a non-
hubbed route structure.

A fourth problem was the choice of markets. Many of the point-to-
point routes that were not linked to Continental’s hubs on either end
were doing poorly. The route selections had been made without ade-
quate attention to customer demand. A Continental station manager
explained:

The difficulty on the marketing side is that we took 10 years of Southwest
data and did regressions. We said if we do x we’ll get y. We figured if we drop
fares this much, we’d get this much traffic. But we didn’t factor in the traffic
potential of the individual city pairs.

On top of this, Continental encountered resistance to Lite by its busi-
ness customers, members of the Elite and OnePass programs, because of
the loss of the amenities they had come to expect. Station employees
noticed this problem early on in the experiment. Boston’s customer ser-
vice manager explained:

If you take something away, it takes a little getting used to. Our marketing
department monitors this very carefully. We board first class last in Lite, not
first. There is no preboarding drink. There is not the wonderful little
amenity of watching everyone board while you have a drink. We have a
brochure to explain these policies. We put it in a positive light, saying that
you will have more time in the station to make those last-minute calls. We
say you won’t have to sit there and have everyone crowd past you. There will
be no first-class meal, but there is a complimentary drink.

To accommodate customer expectations, station personnel bent the
rules of Lite. The quick turns were “very unrealistic,” according to a
Boston customer service supervisor:

You can’t throw a person into a seat. You can cajole, announce, suggest. We
are not supposed to, but we do a courtesy boarding for our OnePass members
any time they want. We can’t stop that. It’s part of our culture. One thing I
couldn’t understand, couldn’t express. With short-haul strategy, you need a
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short-haul culture. There should be no courtesy boarding. But we still did it.
We wouldn’t hurry. BusinessFirst people loved it. But it didn’t jive with Lite.

For the most part, employees did follow Lite procedures, and as a
result, they believed, business travel on Continental declined.11 The
OnePass frequent flier program fell from number one in the industry to
number five.

Throughout the fall of 1994, Bethune and his new leadership worked
to solve these problems. According to Bethune:

We have recovered significantly operationally. We’re learning how to run a
different kind of system. We’ve put pilots where they need to be. We’ve put
mechanics and parts where the airplanes are. We have recovered from the
lack of organization in the implementation of the strategic plan.12

Bethune estimated that 20 percent of Continental Lite’s routes did not
work, primarily the routes that were designed to avoid the hubs, and
began to cut service on them. Bethune set up a cross-functional schedul-
ing team to achieve improved integration between scheduling and oper-
ations.13 And to adjust to declining numbers of business passengers, a
plan was announced to reduce the number of BusinessFirst seats from 19
to 10 percent by May 1995 and increase the number of coach seats.14

In January 1995, the changes accelerated as Continental began to
reposition itself once again as a hub-and-spoke carrier. Bethune estimated
that it was 32 percent of Lite’s routes that didn’t work, rather than just 20
percent, and started to cut all nonhub routes. The role of Continental
Lite was reconceived as “the short-haul anchor to Continental’s hub
operations, providing substantial feed to long-haul operations,”15 rather
than an innovative new stand-alone product. Fares were increased $20 to
$40 on most Lite routes, setting off a round of fare increases throughout
the industry. Bethune reversed the strategy on Elite and OnePass travel-
ers by restoring many of their privileges and meeting personally with
them at his home to make amends. Don Valentine left the company at the
end of the month still calling the Lite strategy a success. In the March
1995 schedule, however, the route structure reverted completely back to
hub-and-spoke. The Cleveland station manager explained:

We went back to the old way March 1. The load factor changed six percent-
age points right away. Better connects. Reliability is way up. It’s very simple
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to explain—it’s the linear [point-to-point] flying pattern we implemented
with Continental Lite [that didn’t work]. Very simple.

Continental had learned that the Southwest model in its entirety “is a
completely different way of running an airline,”16 and that neither the
low-fare product nor the point-to-point route structure made sense for
Continental to adopt at that time. But the relationship component of the
Southwest model was still relevant to Continental, Bethune decided, and
he continued to build this component through the remainder of the
1990s and into the early 2000s. In particular, improved cross-functional
coordination of the flight departure process that was learned during the
Continental Lite experiment continued to be relevant, even while selling
the traditional high-fare product and while using the hub-and-spoke
route structure. Bethune also worked hard during this period to build
strong relationships between management and frontline workers, taking
a nonadversarial approach to union organizing efforts and appearing to
overcome a history of adversarial union/management relationships, as
described in Chap. 13. 

In some respects, Continental learned the most important lessons
from the Southwest model. Still, Continental’s organizational practices
were not consistently supportive of relationships among frontline em-
ployees. In addition, with the growing demand for low-fare air travel in
the late 1990s and early 2000s, Continental’s return to the high-fare
approach put it in a tight position, along with the other high-fare airlines.

The United Shuttle

The United Shuttle was designed to imitate the Southwest model on
United Airline’s short-haul routes, focusing on quick turnarounds for
high aircraft utilization, and trying to build the cross-functional team-
work to make these quick turnarounds possible. The Shuttle was
United’s response to a worrisome Southwest incursion into United’s Cal-
ifornia markets. In October 1994, United began Shuttle operations in
California markets where it had steadily been losing market share to
Southwest.17 Air Transport World reported:

United Airlines has launched its low-cost, high-frequency Shuttle by United
service with initial flights to eight city pairs in a move aimed at regaining crit-
ical West Coast market share during a head-to-head competition from South-
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west Airlines. Aggressive competition from carriers such as Southwest has cut
sharply into United’s regional profits in recent years and forced the carrier to
cut back on routes where it could not directly compete with low-cost airlines.18

The establishment of this quick-turnaround operation was a key part
of United’s July 1994 employee buyout agreement. After having pro-
posed to abandon unprofitable short routes, much as American did in
Spring 1993:

[CEO Steven] Wolf made clear that unless the unions come around, United
would farm out the short haul routes. “It’s not a management decision,” he
said. “It’s a marketplace decision.”19

United would contract out its short-haul routes to a lower-cost air-
line, said Wolf, much as American had done, and that airline would feed
United’s long-haul routes, unless the three major unions were willing
and able to deliver productivity increases of about 10 percent.

United’s pilots asserted that their contract barred the airline from [spinning off
a smaller airline to compete with Southwest on short flights], and suggested
that they might stage a strike if it pursued such a venture. Subsequently,
United’s largest unions decided to try to gain control of the company.20

In the final agreement there was a provision for up to 125 of United’s
aircraft to be dedicated to the Shuttle by 1998.21 Although this near-con-
flict with the pilots seemed an inauspicious way to start a new competi-
tive venture, some United managers, including the manager of the Los
Angeles station where the Shuttle was first launched, took a more hope-
ful perspective:

The timing was terrific. With the industry changing, employees wanted a
voice. The ESOP gave us an opportunity.

Like Continental Lite, United’s “airline within an airline” was mod-
eled after Southwest in some important respects. Practices were imple-
mented to support cross-functional coordination and were intended over
time to influence operations throughout the whole company. Soon after
the Shuttle began operation, CEO Gerald Greenwald said in a speech:
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Shuttle by United will be a catalyst for change. . . . We’ll take the best of
United and put it to work with our Shuttle—and what we learn from the
Shuttle, we’ll channel back, to change the way the rest of the company does
business.22

Operationally, the challenge was to figure out how to reduce turn times
to 20 minutes while still retaining some of United’s traditional amenities.
The Los Angeles station manager described the thought process:

If we could get to the goal and still have seat assignments [for passengers], it
would be win/win. Five or six of us worked on this. We went through count-
less variations of how to board quickly. The solution was to board window
seats, then middle, then the aisle. The solution for assigned seats was to give
assigned seats at the gate, after checking in.

From here, the innovations were made by “max mix” teams—teams
made of up employees and managers from diverse functional groups.
“This is the cornerstone of the Shuttle,” said Jim Hardigan, regional vice
president of ground handling for the West Coast and leader of Shuttle
development in the early stages:

From that point, I acted as the facilitator. We got 150 people together and
said, write the playbook. We wanted it done by people who do the job level
of detail. We really let them get into it. Because they were cross-functional,
they came up with a playbook that was working right from the get go.

The designers of the United Shuttle attempted to learn from South-
west, but selectively. The Los Angeles station manager explained:

We like a lot of what Southwest does. But our goal is not to be Southwest.
We started by asking, what is our customer base? What would they like?

Even beyond the design phase, there was active learning from South-
west, especially where the Shuttle and Southwest operated in the same
airports. According to a Shuttle supervisor:

We’re curious. We’ve been mostly evaluating their boarding process and
uniforms. Timing their turns.
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At the beginning, the United Shuttle achieved high levels of coordi-
nation among frontline employee groups, levels that were nearly as high
as those found at Southwest Airlines. In a study conducted soon after the
Shuttle was launched, turnaround time and staffing productivity were
near those of Southwest Airlines, and service quality numbers were sig-
nificantly above the rest of United (results reported in Chap. 3). How-
ever, much of that success was due to the initial enthusiasm and goodwill
around the design of the Shuttle and the employee buyout of the airline.
That enthusiasm at the United Shuttle was not sustained by organiza-
tional practices designed to support relationships among frontline
employees and between management and frontline employees.

Aside from its Shuttle operation, United maintained the traditional
hub-and-spoke strategy of gaining a revenue advantage through its dom-
ination of key hubs, and contracting out the uneconomical short-haul
routes to regional partners. Like American Airlines, however, United
also tried to reduce costs in its hub operations by reducing turnaround
times and staffing levels where possible. Like Continental, United did
this by attempting to leverage the lessons learned from its quick-turn
operation into the rest of the organization.

At its peak, the Shuttle served 22 cities and offered 469 flights per day.
However, the United Shuttle never expanded beyond the western United
States. Finally, 7 years after its founding, when the September 2001 ter-
rorist attacks depressed consumer demand, United announced that it
would discontinue Shuttle flights altogether on October 31, 2001.23 Still,
there are ongoing attempts at United Airlines, particularly in the form of
cross-functional problem-solving teams (see Chap. 7), to leverage the best
lessons of the Shuttle throughout the United system. These efforts are
being overshadowed, however, by difficult labor relations at United, and
by the unmet expectations associated with the employee buyout.

JetBlue Airways24

New entrants—such as Morris, ValuJet, Reno, the new Midway, and Jet-
Blue—imitated various aspects of the Southwest model in an effort to take
short-haul routes from the major airlines. Since JetBlue was expected to
have the best chance relative to other new entrants of capturing the best
of the Southwest model, we focus on JetBlue in this chapter. Like South-
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west, JetBlue offers a relatively simple product, with little meal service, at
relatively low fares. However, JetBlue also distinguishes itself from
Southwest by offering reserved seating, leather seats, and television at
every seat, and it has a more traditional hub-and-spoke route structure
and a more traditional mix of long- and short-haul flights.

JetBlue Airways entered the industry later than the other new entrants
and was the best-funded start-up in U.S. aviation history, founded in early
1999 with an initial capitalization of $130 million and with several former
members of Southwest’s top management team. JetBlue founder David
Neeleman had gotten his start in the airline business in 1984 when he part-
nered with June and Mitch Morris to run Morris Air. After joining Morris
Air’s management team, Neeleman raised $20 million in venture capital,
and in just over one year increased the value of Morris Air from approxi-
mately $59 million to $130 million. Herb Kelleher, former CEO of South-
west Airlines, watched the growth of Morris Air and its route network
centered in Salt Lake City, Utah, and decided to make an acquisition.
Southwest had always prided itself on growing from within at a steady rate
of 10 to 15 percent per year. But Morris Air was so similar to Southwest,
by design, that Kelleher believed the merger would be a success.

Neeleman and the Morris family sold Morris Air to Southwest Airlines
in 1993, and Neeleman joined Southwest’s top management team as an
executive vice president. Rumors abounded within the company that
Neeleman was slated to be Kelleher’s successor. That, along with Neele-
man’s aggressive, restless personality, always seeking to innovate, report-
edly created tension in Southwest’s top management team. Ann Rhoades,
as the executive vice president of people for Southwest Airlines at the time,
was given the task of letting Neeleman go in 1994. According to Rhoades:

David . . . was ahead of Southwest in technology. He initiated the e-ticket at
Southwest. But he didn’t fit the culture.

Though disappointed, Neeleman did not drop out of the industry.
Having signed a 5-year noncompete agreement with Southwest as part
of the Morris Air sale, he turned to developing a new reservations system
called Open Skies (sold to Hewlett-Packard in October 1998). Neele-
man then went on to work as a consultant to a Canadian low-fare start-
up carrier, WestJet.
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In 1998, when the noncompete agreement with Southwest Airlines
ran out, Neeleman decided to capitalize on his Morris Air, Open Skies,
and WestJet successes to develop a new start-up airline. He wanted to
follow the successful example of Southwest, stimulating demand in
underserved markets with low fares, enabled by the highly productive
use of employees and aircraft. To help emulate the Southwest model,
Neeleman hired two former Southwest Airlines executives, John Owens,
the treasurer of Southwest Airlines for 14 years, as his chief financial offi-
cer, and Ann Rhoades, the head of Southwest’s People Department for 6
years, as his executive vice president of human resources.

Neeleman wanted to learn from the Southwest model, but he also felt
he could improve it. His new airline would improve the passenger expe-
rience with technology, and would use technology to increase employee
and aircraft productivity even beyond the record levels achieved by
Southwest. Neeleman illustrated his idea for a new type of airline by
describing his experience with his local dry cleaners. “I hate long lines,”
he said. “When you go to the dry cleaners, why can’t they already have
your credit card number so all you do is pick up your clothes without
having to stand in line?” While at Southwest, he noticed that in spite of
the emphasis on efficiency, passengers would have to stand in as many as
three lines; one to check bags, another to get a boarding pass, and again
to get in the boarding queue to avoid being stuck in a middle seat.

Based on his earlier industry experience, Neeleman had several ideas
about how to start a new airline that would capitalize on technology and
make the customer experience better than existing offerings. First, he
believed that a start-up needed to be well capitalized:

A number of airline start-ups did many things correctly but were not ade-
quately capitalized. There’s nothing worse than running a business and
scraping for capital. I decided that I wouldn’t do another start-up without
enough funding. With an airline, there are so many moving parts that it’s
important to have enough capital.

Neeleman wanted to set up an airline that would leverage technology
for safety and efficiency and with a commitment to people. In describing
his approach, Neeleman said:

We’re a new kind of low-fare airline, with deep pockets, new planes, leather
seats with more legroom, great people, and innovative thinking. With our
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friendly service and hassle-free technology, we’re going to bring humanity
back to air travel.

The strategy was to use new airplanes, offer great personal service,
and create a state-of-the-art revenue management system and a single
class of service with fares averaging 65 percent less than the competition.
In doing this, all seats would be assigned, all travel would be ticketless,
there would be no discount seats, and all fares would be one-way with a
Saturday night stay over never required. JetBlue would strive to be truly
customer-friendly, with computer terminals that could be rotated to
show the customer what the agent was looking at, giving a $159 voucher
whenever a flight was delayed for more than 4 hours for reasons other
than weather or air traffic, and giving a $25 voucher for misplaced bags.
Like Southwest, JetBlue’s target market was “people who aren’t going to
travel, people who are disgusted with their current choices, people who
would drive, or people who wouldn’t go at all.”

Consistent with the Southwest model, Neeleman planned to use a
single aircraft type. Given his experience with Morris Air and Southwest,
he felt that the obvious choice was the Boeing 737, made famous as the
only aircraft Southwest Airlines would fly. In the end, however, JetBlue
entered into a contract to purchase Airbus A320s instead of Boeing 737s,
giving them a seat capacity of 165 seats per plane rather than the 137
seats offered by the Boeing 737.

JetBlue’s head of flight operations, Al Spain, focused some of his early
efforts on streamlining the flight departure process, with the goal of
achieving “the perfect 30-minute turnaround.” One of his major innova-
tions was the use of the pilot as the boundary spanner in the flight depar-
ture process. Instead of having one operations agent assigned to lead each
flight departure, as we saw at Southwest (see Chap. 10), the pilot played
that role at JetBlue. Armed with a laptop in the cockpit, JetBlue’s pilots
gathered the needed information from each function involved in the
flight departure and made final decisions regarding weight and balance. It
was a highly innovative solution to the coordination challenge. Like
Southwest, JetBlue recognized the importance of having a boundary
spanner role and staffing it well; that is, one boundary spanner exclusively
dedicated to each flight departure. Unlike Southwest, however, JetBlue
gave this central role to the pilot rather than the operations agent.

JetBlue also gave a great deal of attention to building relationships
by focusing on shared values. For Ann Rhoades, executive vice president
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of human resources, organizing the airline around values was the high-
est priority:

Values were central at Southwest Airlines, but they just happened. I think it’s
better to decide up front what they will be.

In an early top-management retreat, five values were chosen as central:
Safety, Caring, Integrity, Fun, and Passion. New employees were care-
fully hired and trained with respect to these values, though there
appeared to be less focus on hiring and training employees for relational
competence than we saw at Southwest (see Chap. 7).

JetBlue deliberately departed from other organizational features of
the Southwest model, most notably in its approach to unionization.
According to Rhoades:

We are not like Southwest Airlines in this respect. Herb [Kelleher] invited
the unions in from day one. We prefer to operate without unions. If I have
the opportunity to be a leader without work rules, I strongly prefer that. Not
having a union creates a team environment. As long as we are working
together well, we won’t need unions.

Dave Barger, chief operating officer, took a similar position:

We need to daily create the positive environment to keep this place union-free.
We don’t need unions. If our people think we need unions, boy have we failed.

Similar to Southwest, JetBlue’s intent was to offer pay and benefit
packages that met the industry standard. However, JetBlue designed the
flight attendant position to encourage people to stay short-term rather
than long-term in the job, offering no pay increases associated with
seniority. According to Rhoades:

We believe in taking care of people. But we do not believe in staying there
forever. We believe firmly that some jobs are short term. We’ve designed the
flight attendant job to be from 1 to 5 years in duration. 

After just 6 months of operation, JetBlue turned in its first monthly
operating and net profit. JetBlue’s founders had built an airline with 48
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flights per day to 9 of the 44 cities initially listed in JetBlue’s FAA filing
as target destinations. The company had carried over 500,000 passen-
gers. In doing this JetBlue had compiled an on-time record of 80 per-
cent, compared to 74 percent for the 10 largest U.S. airlines, and had
received, according to Department of Transportation accounts, only 0.6
complaints per 100,000 passengers, compared to an average of 2.99 for
their major competitors. Dave Barger commented:

The operational performance figures would be very impressive for an estab-
lished airline, but they are spectacular for an airline that began flying just
over 7 months ago, especially considering the difficult weather conditions
experienced this summer along the East Coast.

All in all, things were going well on the operational side, although in
the spring of 2002 those numbers declined somewhat. JetBlue managers
decided to give up the attempt to do a 30-minute turnaround, and instead
adopted a turnaround time that ranged from 35 to 55 minutes, depending
on the nature of the flight. JetBlue’s turnaround times were therefore 35
to 55 minutes for a 165-seat aircraft, while Southwest’s turnaround times
were 20 to 30 minutes for a 137-seat aircraft. In effect, JetBlue’s turn-
around times were 75 to 83 percent longer than Southwest’s, even though
its aircraft seating capacity was only 20 percent greater.

In the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks, JetBlue was one of
the U.S. airlines that did not lay off any employees, despite the dramatic
decline in passenger demand that followed. This move suggested that
JetBlue shares Southwest’s concern with maintaining strong relation-
ships. JetBlue also has the same conservative financial practices as South-
west, enabling it to avoid layoffs and maintain relationships through
good times and bad, as we will see in the next chapter. At the operational
level, JetBlue like Southwest recognizes the need for a boundary spanner
to play a central role in coordinating each flight departure, helping to
foster communication and relationships across functional boundaries.

However, other organizational practices that we see at Southwest have
not yet evolved at JetBlue. JetBlue’s focus on relationships thus far has been
primarily on relationships between management and frontline employees,
neglecting somewhat the relationships among frontline employees that are
central to achieving quality and efficiency performance at Southwest Air-
lines. In addition, JetBlue is seeking to build relationships while avoiding
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union representation, unlike Southwest. The belief that the absence of
unions in and of itself can create a team environment is a risky one, and one
that runs counter to the Southwest experience as outlined in Chap. 13. We
have seen that unions who are actively engaged in a partnership with man-
agement can bolster teamwork. JetBlue runs the risk of having adversarial
relationships with its future unions, should its employees decide at some
point that they wish to be organized, simply because of its early position
regarding union avoidance.

Summing Up

This book has argued throughout that relationships of shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect are a source of competitive advan-
tage that has enabled Southwest to change the terms of competition in
the airline industry. We have now seen that other airlines have tried to
learn from the relationship component of Southwest’s model, whether as
part of the traditional hub-and-spoke model (American), as part of an
“airline within an airline” (Continental and the United Shuttle), or as a
new entrant (JetBlue). The question, however, is whether these efforts
have been sufficiently coherent and consistent to transform key working
relationships, or whether they are sporadic, separate efforts that leave
relationships fundamentally untransformed.

As noted above, relationships at American Airlines were left funda-
mentally untransformed, as a result of the sporadic, disconnected nature
of the efforts to improve the flight departure process and the lack of
support from American’s organizational practices. For example, trying
to get pilots to engage in teamwork with the ground crews about flight
departures was virtually impossible, given that American was still hiring
and training its pilots to exhibit a “command personality.” In addition,
American was attempting at the same time to reduce costs through out-
sourcing jobs and farming out its short-haul flights to lower-cost air-
lines, undermining relationships with its unions. Worst of all, Crandall’s
leadership and attempts to influence employees through fear of his
“Transition Plan” left a legacy of distrust that American’s current lead-
ers are still working hard to overcome.

At the United Shuttle, the early evidence was that high levels of cross-
functional coordination had been achieved, with outstanding operational
results. However, much of that success was due to the initial enthusiasm
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and goodwill around the design of the Shuttle and the employee buyout
of the airline. That enthusiasm at the United Shuttle was not sustained
by the adoption of a set of organizational practices designed to support
relationships among frontline employees and between management and
frontline employees. Still, there are some ongoing attempts at United
Airlines, particularly in the form of cross-functional problem-solving
teams (see Chap. 5), to leverage the best lessons of the Shuttle through-
out the United system. These efforts are being overshadowed, unfortu-
nately, by difficult labor relations at United and by the unmet
expectations associated with the 1994 employee buyout.

Continental Lite was also abandoned after a hopeful start. In abandon-
ing Continental Lite, however, Continental did not throw out the baby
with the bath water. Bethune recognized the value of building the rela-
tionship component of the Southwest model, even while reverting to a
high-fare product and the hub-and-spoke route structure. Since his arrival
at Continental, Bethune has worked hard to build trusting relationships
with employees and their unions. However, Continental’s efforts to build
relationships among employees seem for the present time to rest largely on
monetary incentives for on-time performance, whose long-term effects
remain to be proven. Other supporting practices are not yet in place.

JetBlue appears promising in many respects. Not only has JetBlue
been the most highly capitalized start-up in the history of the industry to
date, it also began with the help of three former members of Southwest’s
top management team. It has developed a low-fare product with a few
additional amenities that customers seem to appreciate. Some of South-
west’s relationship focus is apparent at JetBlue, with the creation of a
boundary spanner (in this case, the pilot) to coordinate flight departures
and a concern with values in the hiring process. Yet several key ingredi-
ents of Southwest’s model have been neglected—there has been no
attempt to use union representation to foster strong relationships
between management and frontline employees, and there is little evi-
dence of Southwest’s intense focus on building relationships among
frontline employees. Indeed, the management team seems to hope that
teamwork will thrive simply given the absence of unions. JetBlue there-
fore risks the sustainability of its early success. After the initial enthusi-
asm of a start-up organization is replaced by a daily routine, a consistent
set of organizational practices is needed to support and sustain strong
working relationships.
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C H A P T E R

Thriving under Pressure—
Southwest’s Response 
to September 11 and 
Other Crises

We’ve always said we’ll do whatever we can to take care of our people. So that’s what
we’ve tried to do.

—Director, Office of Financial Analysis, Southwest Airlines

When it gets bad everywhere else, it’s good here [at Southwest].
—Local President, Transport Workers Union

If there ever was a stress test for a good business, this is it.
—Kevin Murphy, Morgan Stanley Airline Industry Analyst

SOUTHWEST AIRLINES HAS enjoyed a tremendous 31 years of successful
operation, marked by a record of consistent profitability in each year
other than its first. Perhaps the most impressive characteristic of South-
west is the sheer sustainability of its success, year in and year out. How-
ever, the airline industry is changing around Southwest Airlines. Security
measures imposed after September 11 have posed a tremendous challenge
for Southwest’s quick turnaround strategy.1 Meanwhile, as we saw in
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Chap. 16, Southwest’s competitors are attempting to copy the Southwest
model, trying to respond to the same market forces that have spurred
Southwest’s own phenomenal growth. Well-funded start-ups like JetBlue
are trying to improve on Southwest’s low-fare product by adding several
amenities that customers seem to appreciate. Other changes are apparent
as well. The labor market is being reshaped by a new generation of service
workers who expect high rates of pay, but who appear to offer lower lev-
els of commitment. New technologies are available to improve the sched-
uling of planes and to expedite the travel experience, and the Internet is
becoming a central means of ticket sales and distribution. Airlines are
expanding the reach of their networks through global alliances. The U.S.
government is attempting to improve customer service through regula-
tion. Southwest, as the only consistently profitable major airline in the
United States, is in a prime position to fall into the competency trap2 —
the trap that follows from relying on past successes to the point of failing
to respond appropriately to new challenges.

This book suggests that Southwest’s sustainability in the face of new
challenges thus far is due to strong relationships among its employees,
managers, unions, and suppliers. Relationships are a primary source of
resilience and, if carefully cultivated, can help an organization become
stronger rather than weaker in the face of external pressures. We have seen
that Southwest carefully nurtures these relationships through its 10 mutu-
ally reinforcing organizational practices. An equally important ingredient
of Southwest’s sustainability, we see in this chapter, is its refusal to take
actions that would undermine organizational relationships over the long
term, even when short-term pressures seem to demand such actions.

Resilience in the Face of Competition

Southwest is accustomed to competitive threats and has weathered them
by relying on the relationships that give the organization its strength.
The story of how Southwest responded to a price war from Braniff in its
earliest days is legendary.3 In an attempt to dislodge Southwest from the
Dallas/Houston market, Braniff offered a fare that was below its own
costs, and even below Southwest’s costs. Southwest employees re-
sponded to the competitive threat in two ways—first, by lowering its
fares to meet Braniff’s and asking customers to pay the usual fare if they
wanted to help Southwest continue to fly in the Dallas/Houston market.
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And second, by figuring out how to turn airlines more quickly at the gate
through improved coordination, thus getting higher utilization out of its
most costly asset. Thanks to these initiatives, Braniff failed to dislodge
Southwest and ultimately failed to remain as a viable presence in the
industry. Southwest went on to succeed, continuing to rely on its inter-
nal and external relationships as a source of strength and resilience in the
face of competitive threats.

Later, Southwest employees experienced considerable anguish as
established airlines and new entrants sought to imitate the Southwest
model in the mid-1990s. Fare competition from other airlines that were
seeking to imitate Southwest took a toll on Southwest’s profitability,
which dropped 48 percent in the fourth quarter of 1994. The United
Shuttle forced fare wars in several of Southwest’s West Coast markets,
while Continental Lite and US Airways forced fare wars on the East
Coast, particularly on Baltimore, Cleveland, and Chicago routes. Lower
profits and the fear that Southwest would lose its distinctive basis for
continued profitability as others learned to imitate it led to a 54 percent
decline in Southwest’s stock price from February to December of 1994.
According to the Los Angeles station manager:

The United Shuttle is all that’s on our minds right now. We just watched a
feature on 48 Hours about us and the Shuttle. They say the United system is
far too rigid to provide good customer service. But our stock started at 30
this year and now it’s down to 17.

Through videos sent to their homes and through his annual “Mes-
sage to the Field,” CEO Herb Kelleher emphasized to Southwest em-
ployees that they must take the challenge from the United Shuttle very
seriously and strengthen their teamwork, because the Shuttle was a chal-
lenge to Southwest’s existence. “There is so much competition out there
that people are really pulling together,” said a Southwest customer ser-
vice supervisor. Because of this employee response, Southwest continued
through this stressful time to deliver service in its reliable way, at low
fares, and by the third quarter of 1995 was back to its usual level of prof-
itability. After Southwest had held its own in California against compet-
itive threats from the United Shuttle, the company turned its attention
to the East Coast, where US Airways’ MetroJet and Delta Express were
posing similar competitive threats.

232 B U I L D I N G  H I G H  P E R F O R M A N C E  R E L A T I O N S H I P S — A N D  K E E P I N G  T H E M



By 2002, Southwest faced a different set of competitors. Continental
Lite had failed in the mid-1990s, while the United Shuttle and US Air-
ways’ MetroJet experiments were terminated in late 2001. Delta Express
remained but had reduced its number of flights by 50 percent after Sep-
tember 11, 2001, and by mid-2002 had not yet resumed its growth. How-
ever, the emergence of JetBlue Airways as a very well funded start-up with
a wealth of experience from Southwest-trained executives appeared to be
a potentially daunting challenge for Southwest. Indeed, Herb Kelleher
gave JetBlue a vote of confidence soon after it completed its first year of
operation, saying “Keep an eye on JetBlue. That could prove to be a suc-
cessful operation.”4 Other Southwest leaders spoke highly of JetBlue and
of its CEO David Neeleman, who had worked for Southwest briefly after
Southwest bought Morris Air from him in the mid-1990s. According to
Southwest’s East Coast Regional Director Matt Hafner:

We respect JetBlue. And we respect David Neeleman. . . . JetBlue is a force
to be reckoned with.

At Southwest’s growing hub at Baltimore-Washington International,
employees were well aware of the competition facing Southwest, includ-
ing both JetBlue and low-fare carrier AirTran. However, frontline
employees generally expressed a positive attitude with regard to their
competition. According to a Baltimore operations supervisor, who had
been with Southwest for 5 years:

It’s good for us to have competition. That’s when we do our best. We’ve
always had competition. We need it.

Resilience in the Face of Growth

Southwest has been challenged not only by competitive threats, but also
by the tremendous growth opportunities that have resulted from its suc-
cess. Even with Southwest’s highly disciplined, self-limited growth rate
of 10 to 15 percent per year, inevitably there were bumps in the road. As
Southwest grew bigger and more geographically dispersed, things that
had once seemed easy required more conscious effort. Colleen Barrett,
president and chief operating officer of Southwest, said:
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I have been here from day one, and it’s almost cyclical. You have to go back
in with long-timers, reinforce and remind people. We get a little compla-
cent. We had a company culture here before I knew what it meant. The main
goal is to maintain it. But it gets difficult as we grow.

One enormous growth-related challenge, given Southwest’s highly
selective hiring process, was the challenge of finding frontline staff, par-
ticularly at stations where Southwest’s local rate of growth was extremely
high. In a March 2000 interview, members of Southwest’s top manage-
ment team described these challenges. According to Libby Sartain,
then–vice president of people:

We struggle with finding and keeping entry-level people in this labor mar-
ket. The company has initiated different pay schedules to try to retain peo-
ple. We compete with retail and food-service businesses. We are trying to
sell a career, not a job. The new generation is looking for a quick buck. We
are looking for a very different person.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Baltimore was clearly Southwest’s
biggest challenge with regard to staffing turnover. As Southwest had
experienced with its Los Angeles operation in the early 1990s, Balti-
more’s growth was outpacing management’s ability to attract and train
employees. Southwest’s growth in Baltimore came up against staffing
shortages given the tight labor markets of the late 1990s, and became a
source of concern for top management. According to Jim Wimberly,
Southwest’s executive vice president of operations:

Baltimore plays an important role in our system, competitively, given its
location in the center of the East Coast. We’ve had a lot of serious discus-
sions internally about how much more Baltimore can take given the facility
constraints that we have, and the shortage of employees that we have there.
In fact, we deferred some of our growth there last summer because it was just
too much hassle to do. It’s a customer service issue because we don’t want to
put our customers through that type of experience in an airport where we
can’t deliver the type of product that our reputation stands on.5

Matt Hafner, regional director, explained the challenge he faced
when he became the station manager of Baltimore in 1998:
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Our first challenge was stabilizing an understaffed operation—we were 179
short for a staff normally running 500, and we were short 80 on the ramp
alone. Baltimore had a really tight labor market, and we were having a lot of
problems getting and keeping people. We ended up assigning a lot of
mandatory overtime, including some 16-hour days. It took a toll on morale
here. Our people were really tired. We got into some bad habits.6

According to an operations agent at the Baltimore station, who had
been with Southwest for 20 years:

We’re still understaffed. We’ve never been understaffed like this before. Due
to the expansion, we were using overtime too much. . . . It makes it tough to
get fully staffed.

Baltimore’s station manager, Mike Miller, explained the challenge:

We want people to see a long-term career opportunity with us. [But] people
coming in to start generally have the worst shifts and they are the lowest-
paid individuals. The lack of a long-term vision is the problem. People don’t
want to start at the bottom. They don’t look at the long-term payoff. We
have agents here with 20-plus years at Southwest. They have huge retire-
ment funds and are very well off.

Another long-time Southwest employee gave his perspective on Balti-
more’s staffing challenge.

These are just growing pains. I tell the other [employees]: “you’ve got to
chip in. If you don’t work it, it won’t be here. We made this thing. I’m not
going to let you ruin it.” I just try to set an example.

As we would expect, given their relationships of shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect, Southwest’s longer-term staff appeared to
be cushioning the blow of the company’s growing pains. Time would soon
tell, as the Baltimore station was poised to continue its growth and possi-
bly become Southwest’s largest station by 2003, outpacing Phoenix and
Las Vegas. Beyond the Baltimore station, growth is a challenge for South-
west more generally. Southwest’s growing scale has increased both the
importance of strong relationships, and the difficulty of maintaining them.
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Response to the Crisis of September 11, 20017

On top of these growing pains, Southwest along with the rest of the air-
line industry faced the devastating losses brought by the September 11,
2001, terrorist attacks. See Exhibit 17–1 for industrywide declines in pas-
senger traffic following the attacks. According to Kevin Murphy, airline
industry analyst for Morgan Stanley, “If there was ever a stress test for a
good business, this is it.”8 The day after the attacks, the major airlines
were in front of Congress seeking relief in the form of federal assistance.
Fifteen billion dollars were immediately allocated to the industry, some
in the form of outright grants to cover the loss of operating revenue in
the days after the attacks when the industry was shut down by federal
order. The rest of the $15 billion allocation was made available in the
form of loan guarantees to be allocated according to rules established by
the Air Transport Stabilization Board.

Even with this federal assistance, however, the industry was losing mil-
lions of dollars on a daily basis because of the slow rate of passenger return.
In response to these losses, the major airlines cut their flights by 20 percent
and laid off 16 percent of their workforces in the weeks following the
attacks. Even though all of the major airlines were devastated about
equally in terms of the initial decline in passenger traffic, they did not
respond in the same way. In particular, there were differences in the extent
of their flight reductions (see Exhibit 17–2) and layoffs (see Exhibit 17–3).

There were also differences in organizational performance, when
observed a year later. Stock prices for all major U.S. airlines dropped
after September 11, but a year later there were substantial differences in
the extent to which individual airline stock prices (Exhibit 17–4) and pas-
senger traffic (Exhibit 17–5) had recovered.

US Airways’ Response

US Airways’ leaders conducted the highest level of layoffs in the industry,
at 24 percent compared to the industry average of 16 percent. Worse, US
Airways leaders appeared to take advantage of the September 11 tragedy to
accomplish some goals they had not previously been able to accomplish:9

Despite US Airway’s huge losses, President Rakesh Gangwal said he is opti-
mistic about the airline’s future. Specifically, he said the September 11
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attacks have allowed the airline to restructure and downsize in ways that
would have been impossible otherwise. Specifically, the attacks allow the air-
line to invoke “force majeure” clauses in union contracts and eliminate
unprofitable routes. Force majeure is the legal term for an uncontrollable
event that releases a party from its contractual obligations.

Gangwal said he expects the changes to be permanent. “I don’t want to
take advantage of the situation, but we have to do what is right for the com-
pany,” Gangwal said in a conference call with analysts. “And the events of
September 11 have opened certain doors for the company that were pretty
much closed before.”

Employees responded negatively to this rank opportunism on the
part of US Airways’ leadership, and their representatives filed a series of
grievances against the airline related to its use of the force majeure
clause. The head of the pilots’ union noted:

We’ve been saying all along that management has been using force majeure
not as an opportunity to get through a crisis, but to take advantage of a crisis.10
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Whether the actions taken by US Airways were legal or not, they are
expected to do lasting damage to organizational relationships, as well as to
undermine the credibility of its leadership. Indeed, US Airway’s leadership
was replaced in early 2002 due in part to its loss of credibility with employ-
ees throughout the company in its response to the crisis of September 11.

American Airlines’ Response

Though less obviously opportunistic, other U.S. airlines attempted to
use similar clauses in their labor contracts reqarding national emergen-
cies or extraordinary circumstances to avoid making severance payments,
including both American Airlines and Northwest Airlines.11 According
to a spokesperson at American Airlines:12
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In the past when we’ve gone through periods where we’re eliminating jobs,
we’ve tried to do it so it’ll have as minimal an impact as possible. In this
instance, the financial situation is such that we’re just not able to do that.

Union leaders were quick to criticize this approach, saying:13

It’s outrageous that American would ask the workers to support them on get-
ting this massive federal bailout and then turn around to slap the workers in
the face by failing to honor its commitments.

American responded to this criticism by pointing out that:14

The reason for using these provisions is because of the dire financial condi-
tion of the industry. We’re furloughing 20,000 employees because of the 20
percent reduction in our flight schedule, which of course occurred suddenly.
Right now the issue is the survival of the company.
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According to American CEO Don Carty:15

The losses we face are truly staggering. They exceed anything we ever
imagined at American. Right now, it’s survival, not profitability, that is our
core challenge.

Carty sought to soften the blow of no severance payments for Amer-
ican’s laid-off employees, however, by saying he would personally take no
pay for the three remaining months of 2001.

Continental Airlines’ Response

Continental Airlines took a different approach in the wake of September
11. Like nearly every other U.S. major airline, Continental announced
substantial layoffs—20 percent of its workforce—and in addition it was
one of the first airlines to do so. However, Continental conducted these
layoffs in a way that demonstrated caring and showed a regard for main-
taining critical relationships. Continental’s CEO Gordon Bethune
announced 2 weeks after the attacks that the organization would stand
behind all severance and furlough pay provisions in its labor contracts.16

In addition, some of the announced layoffs were subsequently translated
into voluntary leaves of absence, so that ultimately only 18 percent of
Continental’s workforce faced layoffs.

Continental had a high debt load due to leveraging decisions made by
its previous leaders, so this decision to avoid force majeure arguments
and honor all employee contracts was financially speaking a painful one.
Some of Continental’s payments to holders of aircraft-backed certificates
were late in the immediate post-September 11 period, indicating that the
airline was indeed experiencing financial hardship. Yet Bethune stuck to
his guns, saying it was not proper to break commitments to Continental’s
employees. “We believe that employees should always be treated with
dignity and respect, especially when we are forced to make these tough
decisions,” said Bethune in September 2001.17

Based on subsequent interviews with Continental employees, Bethune’s
caring approach appears to have lessened the negative impact of the layoffs,
allowing Continental to increase its chance of short-term survival without
a dramatic negative impact on its longer-term viability.
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Southwest Airlines’ Response

Southwest had its own unique approach for responding to this crisis.
Southwest demonstrated caring by avoiding layoffs altogether, and by
couching its decision in terms of “taking care of our people.” One would
expect that avoiding layoffs in the face of a dramatic decline in demand
would jeopardize Southwest’s short-term well-being. Maintaining rela-
tionships among employees in order to build organizational resilience
and long-term prospects for success is one thing, but what of corporate
survival? Indeed, the company was reportedly losing “millions of dollars
per day”18 in the weeks following the terrorist attacks. “Clearly we can’t
continue to do this indefinitely,” said Southwest’s CEO Jim Parker. Still,
he said, “we are willing to suffer some damage, even to our stock price, to
protect the jobs of our people.”19 Southwest was apparently willing to suf-
fer these short-term losses in order to achieve longer-term performance.

As a result, while other airlines shed both employees and unprofitable
routes, Southwest maintained a steady presence in the wake of the
attacks, refusing to lay off its employees. Indeed, Southwest instead saw
these difficult times as an opportunity to increase its presence and
expand the availability of its product to the flying public. According to
one industry observer: “They’re doing what they do best, which is to
shine in the hours of trouble.”20

Southwest’s no-layoff response to September 11 served to remind its
employees of Southwest’s tradition of caring for its people. According to
the president of the Transport Workers Union local representing South-
west’s ramp and operations employees:

What may have seemed like really big issues a month ago maybe aren’t quite
the big issues now. . . . When it gets bad everywhere else, it’s good here.21

Asked about Southwest’s efforts to avoid layoffs in the wake of the
September 11 attacks, the Director of the Office of Financial Analysis
explained:

It’s part of our culture. We’ve always said we’ll do whatever we can to take
care of our people. So that’s what we’ve tried to do.
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Kelleher explained his philosophy regarding layoffs in early 2001,
before the crisis of September 11 hit:22

Nothing kills your company’s culture like layoffs. Nobody has ever been
furloughed [at Southwest], and that is unprecedented in the airline industry.
It’s been a huge strength of ours. It’s certainly helped us negotiate our union
contracts. One of the union leaders—a Teamsters leader—came in to nego-
tiate one time and he said, “We know we don’t need to talk with you about
job security.”

We could have furloughed at various times and been more profitable, but
I always thought that was shortsighted. You want to show your people that
you value them and you’re not going to hurt them just to get a little more
money in the short term.

Not furloughing people breeds loyalty. It breeds a sense of security. It
breeds a sense of trust. So in bad times you take care of them, and in good
times they’re thinking, perhaps, “We’ve never lost our jobs. That’s a pretty
good reason to stick around.”

Layoffs as a Response to Crisis

As a response to a crisis, layoffs are almost always included in the short-
term responses of organizations. The trouble is, almost all downsizing is
interpreted as unfair, personally harmful, and a violation of an implied
work covenant.23 Consequently, organizational resilience is sapped, and
the organization becomes weaker over time, jeopardizing the organiza-
tion’s longer-term success. This scenario represents a dilemma for orga-
nizations, in which measures taken for short-term survival appear to
undermine the conditions for longer-term success.

However, Southwest’s philosophy regarding layoffs is not a popular
one in the U.S. business culture of today. As BusinessWeek noted:

Such words would likely make famous job-slashers like Jack Welch and Al Dun-
lap cringe. But Southwest is a member of a tiny fraternity of contrarian compa-
nies that refuse, at least for now, to lay off. . . . In the aftermath of a national
tragedy that economists say makes a recession and thousands of additional job
cuts inevitable, their stances seem almost noble, an old-fashioned antidote to
the make-the-numbers-or-else ethos pervading Corporate America.24
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The dominant culture, exemplified by GE’s former CEO Jack Welch,
favors hard-headed job slashing to protect the interests of the share-
holder at all costs. The relationship between organizations and their
employees is increasingly treated as a contingent one. In the words of
human resource scholar Peter Cappelli:

The old employment system of secure, lifetime jobs with predictable
advancement and stable pay is dead. What killed it were changes in the way
firms operate that brought markets inside the organization. . . . systemati-
cally undermining the complex system of human resource practices that
made long-term careers the staple of corporate life.25

If Cappelli is right, then no wonder BusinessWeek looks at Southwest’s
no-layoff policy as “almost noble, an old-fashioned antidote to the make-
the-numbers-or-else ethos pervading Corporate America.” However,
Cappelli also observed based on extensive interviews that employers who
moved toward a more contingent approach to employment “were
shocked by the collapse of employee morale” and often ended up
backpedaling to regain the employee commitment without which it was
difficult to operate. Similarly, the same BusinessWeek article points out
some practical benefits of a no-layoff approach, namely, “fierce loyalty,
higher productivity, and the innovation needed to enable them to snap
back once the economy recovers.”26

Consistent with these arguments, a simple rank correlation shows
that by June 2002, the extent of an airline’s September 11 layoffs nega-
tively predicted recovery of its passenger traffic with 99 percent cer-
tainty, and negatively predicted recovery of its stock price with 95
percent certainty.27

The Role of Financial Reserves

Of course, to make the decision to forgo layoffs, Southwest had to be
financially able to sustain short-term losses. This ability was not due to
accident or good fortune. Rather it was due to Southwest’s long-standing
policy of maintaining low debt levels and relatively high levels of cash on
hand. As people throughout the company have repeatedly pointed out
over the years, “At Southwest, we manage in good times as though we
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were in bad times.” Kelleher explained Southwest’s financial policy and
how it has enable Southwest to thrive during past downturns:

Most people think of us as this flamboyant airline, but we’re really very con-
servative from the fiscal standpoint. We have the best balance sheet in the
industry. We’ve always made sure that we never overreached ourselves. We
never got dangerously in debt, and never let costs get out of hand. And that
gave us a real edge during [the Gulf War crisis of 1990 to 1994].28

Southwest’s financial reserves are not simply coincidental to this story.
At Southwest, the maintenance of financial reserves is seen as integral to
the organization’s ability to maintain and even strengthen its relationships
in the face of crises. Organizations with insufficient financial reserves may
be forced to break their commitments with employees and customers when
faced with crisis. Exhibits 17–6 and 17–7 show cash on hand and debt–
equity ratios at the major U.S. airlines prior to September 11. Organiza-
tions with plentiful financial reserves in the form of low debt levels are bet-
ter positioned to bolster their relationships by maintaining commitments
to employees and other stakeholders in times of crisis. Indeed, a simple
rank correlation analysis of these data shows that prior cash levels of the
airlines did not predict the extent of their layoffs, but their debt–equity
ratios predicted the extent of their layoffs with 99 percent certainty.

It appeared that Gordon Bethune of Continental Airlines would
have liked very much to suffer the short-term losses after September 11
without resorting to employee layoffs. However, as Bethune had
pointed out in 1998, the airline, for all its improvement, was not yet out
of the financial woods.29 In addition to the labor relations legacy of
Frank Lorenzo, Bethune has had to overcome the legacy of Continen-
tal’s multiple bankruptcies, which drained the airline financially and left
it with high levels of debt.

Southwest protects its financial reserves by sticking to its policy of grad-
ual steady growth, despite the fact that there is sufficient demand for
Southwest’s service to permit a far-faster rate of growth. According to John
Denison, Southwest’s former executive vice president of corporate services:

We promise the marketplace 10 percent growth, but we are only going to
grow as fast as we can manage. Sometimes we have grown faster strategically.
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We acquired Morris Air in 1994 at the right time to compete. But we try to
maintain the balance sheet. It is no accident that we are the only single-A-
rated company in the industry.

Indeed, Southwest’s leaders have often had to maintain their conser-
vative financial policies in the face of strong pressures from Wall Street
to grow faster. According to Matt Hafner, one of Southwest’s regional
directors:

It is nothing new with Southwest. The “experts” always think we need to
expand at a more rapid pace. What these so-called experts express is their desire
for Southwest to jump at opportunities at a more rapid clip. Apparently growth
excites investors. [But] nobody is pushing us. That could never happen.

The business press reported recently that Southwest’s “conservative
approach has been criticized by Wall Street analysts, who have argued
that the airline should use its extra cash to make acquisitions or buy back
stock. Goldman Sachs Airline Analyst Glenn Engel actually calls the bal-

246 B U I L D I N G  H I G H  P E R F O R M A N C E  R E L A T I O N S H I P S — A N D  K E E P I N G  T H E M

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Exhibit 17–6 Days of Cash on Hand Preceding September 11, 2001

Unite
d

Ameri
can

Ameri
ca 

W
est

Con
tin

en
tal

Delt
a

US Airw
ays

Nort
hwest

Alas
ka

Sou
thwest

* (Sources: Aviation Week & Space Technology and Merrill Lynch.)



ance sheet ‘too strong’ [though] Engel allows, ‘this has meant that when
times are tough, they have a lot more flexibility.’”30

Southwest’s policy stands in contrast to accepted wisdom on Wall
Street. Southwest’s policy also stands in contrast to the policy of People
Express, an airline that, like Southwest, also faced tremendous demand
for its services and tremendous pressure from Wall Street to grow
rapidly and take advantage of every opportunity. While Southwest has
experienced 31 years of disciplined, steady, profitable growth, always
maintaining plenty of financial reserves to flourish in times of crisis, Peo-
ple Express under the leadership of Donald Burr grew at an exponential
rate from 1981 to 1986 and then simply collapsed into its own wreckage.

Summing Up

Resilience, the ability to be strengthened rather than weakened by diffi-
cult challenges, is a trait that psychologists have identified in some indi-
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viduals. Similarly some organizations, such as Southwest Airlines, appear
to be more resilient than others. Little is known about the sources of
organizational resilience, although resilience is expected to require
reserves of some sort. Previous research on the auto industry and on the
U.S. Army suggests that organizational resilience depends at least partly
on a reserve of a particular form of human capacity. The downsizing
research31 and the threat-rigidity research32 clearly point out that most
organizations deteriorate in performance after experiencing trauma.
Twelve negative, dysfunctional attributes tend to arise which produce a
deterioration of performance over time—for example, declining innova-
tion, deteriorating communication, escalating conflict, scapegoating
leaders, and centralizing decisions.33

According to the theory of relational coordination presented in Part
1, relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect
are a powerful source of high performance. Actions that undermine these
relationships can therefore be expected to take a significant toll on orga-
nizational performance. Exhibit 17–8 depicts the normal sequence of
events. A crisis such as the September 11 tragedy occurs. The organiza-
tion responds with layoffs and cutbacks. The organization’s performance
suffers because of the resulting deterioration in relationships.
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In some exceptional organizations, a reserve exists of a special form of
human capacity that tends to produce resilience in the face of crisis.
Southwest Airlines is clearly one of these exceptional organizations. Its
commitment to long-term relationships helps to explain its resilience in
the face of the Gulf War crisis, in the face of growing competition, in the
face of staffing challenges, and in the face of the September 11 tragedy.

As every CEO knows, however, wanting to maintain commitments in
the face of crisis is only half of the story. The other half is being able to
do so, which requires having financial reserves in place for that very pur-
pose. The relationship-based performance of Southwest Airlines there-
fore flies in the face of the leveraged buyout movement of the 1980s and
1990s, in which corporate leaders were encouraged to rid their organiza-
tions of financial reserves, with the promise that this would make them
“fit” and “lean” and more accountable to shareholders. The fact that
there would be few reserves in place to preserve commitments in the face
of crises was an untold part of the story that needs to be understood and
reconsidered. The Southwest Airlines Way, though apparently old-fash-
ioned in this respect, may well be just plain good sense.
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C H A P T E R

Implementing High
Performance Relationships
in Your Organization

WE  H A V E  S E E N  H O W relationships based on shared goals,
shared knowledge, and mutual respect have contributed to Southwest
Airlines’ extraordinary performance, and how these relationships can
help to create high performance in other industry settings (Part 1). We
have examined 10 organizational practices that Southwest uses to build
relationships between managers and frontline employees, among front-
line employees, with unions, and with suppliers (Part 2). We have gained
insight into how these organizational practices work together—and how
they have helped Southwest thrive in times of crisis (Part 3).

This final chapter offers guidance for implementing high perfor-
mance relationships in your organization. It describes key steps for intro-
ducing these 10 supporting organizational practices to your organization
or department, and some common obstacles you will need to overcome
to be successful. One obvious challenge arises from the fact that these
practices are complementary—they work together rather than in isola-
tion (Chap. 15). Therefore investments in these practices will not be
fully realized until they are all in place. You will need to reevaluate cur-
rent practices in terms of whether they help to support or undermine
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relationships based on shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual
respect. If your organization is a typical one, with little systematic con-
sideration of how organizational practices either support or undermine
relationships, you may need to change on multiple fronts simultaneously.
We will consider each of the 10 practices one by one, then end with the
challenge of sustaining them over time.

Lead with Credibility and Caring

One critical step is for leaders in your organization, including yourself, to
begin building credibility with employees throughout the organization
(Chap. 5). Credibility is a valuable resource that cannot be achieved
overnight, but rather must be developed over time. As we saw in the case
of Southwest, Herb Kelleher (chairman and founder) and Colleen Bar-
rett (president and chief operating officer) achieved high levels of credi-
bility through repeated, consistent episodes of “telling it straight,”
whether the news was good or bad. “If it’s bad, they’ll tell you,” said one
employee. Credibility cannot be built overnight. It is the classic problem
of the boy who cried wolf. A leader who decides to deliver bad news to
the organization but who does not have a reputation for credibility runs
the risk that his employees will believe he is trying once again to trick
them to win an advantage. For example, former American CEO Bob
Crandall’s so-called Transition Plan—a thinly veiled threat to take
American out of the airline business and into information systems and
management services if employees did not cooperate—met with em-
ployee disbelief. His credibility with his board and with Wall Street was
coming into question at the same time, due largely to his inability to
establish credibility with frontline employees.

To develop credibility, one must simply “tell it straight” for long
enough that people come to trust what you say. However, credibility is
not sufficient—it must also be clear to your employees that their top
leadership cares deeply about their well-being. This is the element of
compassion that is so apparent in Southwest’s leadership—not only in
what they say, but what they do, epitomized by the no-layoff record they
have worked to maintain throughout the 32 years since the organiza-
tion’s founding. American’s Bob Crandall, by contrast, not only lacked
credibility when he rolled out the Transition Plan, he also suggested by
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this move that he did not care about the future well-being of his employ-
ees. He was not deeply committed to making the company, in which
employees still took a great deal of pride and on which they depended for
their livelihood, a success. By contrast, Southwest employees repeatedly
emphasize to outsiders that “If you have a problem, Herb cares.” The
same is also said of Colleen Barrett, who is legendary for taking personal
action to help employees solve personal problems and is said by employ-
ees to be “up there with Jesus Christ.”

To develop caring is just as critical as developing credibility, but it is
less straightforward. How does one become a compassionate leader? You
must care deeply for the well-being of your employees and find a way to
demonstrate that caring—crossing boundaries of power and hierarchy to
do so. It is difficult to show compassion every day, when there are no
traumatic events to help crystallize and pull everyone together, but one
clear message from Southwest’s employees is the “everydayness” of the
caring that is demonstrated by their leaders. The first step is to become
a caring person—the second step is to find ways to communicate this car-
ing on an everyday basis as well as in times of extreme crisis. Ultimately
this may require a new, expanded set of criteria for leader selection in
your organization.

Invest in Frontline Leadership

Leadership does not happen only at the top levels of the organization.
Rather it is a distributed process that occurs throughout the organiza-
tion, with a particularly critical leadership role to be played by frontline
supervisors who can work side by side with frontline employees, provid-
ing them with meaningful coaching and feedback (Chap. 6). As South-
west’s leaders have said, “Next to Herb, our frontline supervisors are our
most important leaders.”

The critical ingredients in building frontline leadership, as we saw at
Southwest, are generous staffing levels for frontline supervisors and train-
ing that helps them to engage in active coaching and feedback rather than
simply monitoring for noncompliance. Both of these ingredients require
investment in additional resources, particularly increasing supervisory
staffing levels. High staffing levels for supervisors are a direct charge
against the bottom line, to be paid off over time through improved oper-
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ational performance. However, it will make even more sense econom-
ically if job descriptions are flexible enough to allow supervisors to step in
and help with the work of frontline employees as needed. Working side
by side with frontline employees gives supervisors additional credibility
for engaging in coaching and feedback, since it gives them an intimate
firsthand understanding of the work in which employees are engaged. In
addition, daily interactions between supervisors and frontline employees
help to support the relationships between top leadership and frontline
employees that are so difficult to maintain as an organization grows.

Besides the investment required for increasing supervisory staffing,
the other major obstacle you will face is the lingering belief among many
of your colleagues that supervision is antithetical to teamwork. Managers
who were trained in the 1970s and 1980s have come to believe that reduc-
ing supervisory staff is a path to employee empowerment. You will have to
make the case, as shown in Chap. 6, that supervision reconceived as
coaching and feedback helps to build teamwork rather than undermine it.

Hire and Train for Relational Competence

Hiring is one of the most critical things an organization can do to shape
its performance, particularly in service organizations in which people are
the primary input to production (Chap. 7). The tendency to hire and
train for functional expertise rather than for relational competence is
very common, particularly for jobs that require high levels of functional
expertise. Yet people in these jobs require equally high levels of relational
competence to contribute their full value to the organization—otherwise
we observe the all-too-common scenario of experts whose expertise
serves as a barrier rather than a resource to the organization.

Southwest’s focus on relational skills in the hiring process is leg-
endary. Pilots throughout the industry tell the story of the pilot who was
rude to the administrative assistant during the course of his interview
process at Southwest. “He didn’t get the job,” the story concludes. Such
a shift in hiring practices should be fairly easy to achieve in your own
organization, one would think. It is not a matter of discounting the tradi-
tional markers of skill, when they are indeed relevant to what you are try-
ing as an organization to achieve. Instead, it is a matter of identifying
selection tools that will uncover the relational competencies that enable
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an employee to integrate his or her expertise into the work process, to
achieve the outcomes that the organization and its customers care about.

There are three obstacles to hiring for relational competence, how-
ever. First, these new hiring criteria may threaten deeply held beliefs
about the overriding importance of individual expertise, particularly in
occupations such as medicine, engineering, or the law. The mystique of
individual excellence is not easily overridden, even when research
demonstrates the importance of relational competence. Taking care not
to downgrade the importance of expertise, but rather to portray rela-
tional competence as necessary to realize the potential contributions of
individual experts, can help to avoid unnecessary conflicts.

Second, it is not easy to identify soft skills like relational competence
in the hiring process. Human resource departments may not feel com-
fortable screening for skills that are not readily amenable to objective
measurement. One method used at Southwest and more recently at Jet-
Blue for identifying these softer attributes is target selection, also known
in some settings as behavioral interviewing. In target selection, a candi-
date is asked to recall an incident from a previous work experience in
which he or she worked with others to solve a problem, for example. After
walking through the incident, the candidate is then asked in-depth ques-
tions about the incident—what happened next, how did others react, what
was the outcome of the incident? Based on the candidate’s account of the
incident, multiple interviewers rate the candidate on the target attribute.
Candidates who are unanimously rated highly by multiple interviewers
on that target attribute then move forward in the hiring process.

So although it is challenging to identify soft skills like relational com-
petence, it can be done. The additional benefit of target selection is that
candidates become very aware of the qualities that are valued by the
organization, and they have had to provide evidence that they too have
these special qualities. The hiring process thus creates a bond between
the organization and the newly hired employee around the qualities that
the organization values most highly.

The final obstacle to hiring for relational competence is that it is not
a quick fix and it almost certainly cannot work by itself. It is an invest-
ment that can take a long time to pay off, particularly in a time of slow
organizational growth, when new hires are few and far between. New
people can quickly become jaded by the behaviors and attitudes of more
senior employees who were selected under a different set of criteria. It is
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therefore particularly important that this practice not be attempted in
isolation from the others.

Use Conflicts to Build Relationships

Conflicts are typically thought of as negative events to be avoided in the
name of organizational harmony. However, we saw a different, more
proactive approach to conflict at Southwest Airlines, stemming from the
view that conflicts are normal, expected events, particularly given the
time pressure and interdependence of the flight departure process
(Chap. 8). We saw that conflicts can be lifted up, examined, and used as
a learning experience that will ultimately strengthen relationships of
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect between the con-
flicting parties and beyond, given the “ripple effect” of such learning.
The more typical organizational approach to conflicts is to submerge
them and hope that they go away. This approach is understandable given
the potentially destructive nature of conflict.

How can your organization develop a proactive approach to conflict
resolution and begin to treat conflicts as opportunities for learning? One
key ingredient is to make conflict resolution an explicit part of the man-
agerial role and to talk about and praise occasions when conflicts were
resolved in a way that led to stronger relationships among the conflicting
parties. Second, organizations that seek to learn from conflict need to
develop and inculcate the view that conflicts are not the basis for disci-
plinary action, but the inability to learn from a conflict could very well
be. As Southwest’s managers attested, when the attempt to bring the par-
ties in a conflict together fails to result in learning by either party, it is
often taken as a sign that neither belongs at Southwest.

Finally, to make this proactive, learning approach to conflict truly pay
off, the organization needs to promulgate the “ripple effect,” whereby
the story gets told and retold throughout the organization about how the
flight attendant and the gate agent were brought together to work out a
conflict, and came away with a whole new appreciation of the challenges
involved in the other’s role. This “ripple effect” ensures that the learning
achieved from the individual incident is leveraged throughout the orga-
nization, so that the same conflict need not occur repeatedly for all to
learn its lessons.
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Bridge the Work/Family Divide

One model for strong working relationships comes from the family, where
people can ideally be themselves and connect with each other based on their
true selves (Chap. 9). Southwest employees often refer to family ties in
describing their interactions with each other—“she is like a sister to me”—
and refer to their work responsibilities as though they are on the same level
as their family responsibilities—“I have a responsibility for a family, a house,
and for this company.” Giving work ties the intensity of family ties can help
to bring an employee’s best energies into the service of the organization.
How can your organization create the strength of familylike ties at work?

There are several key ingredients. The first is encouraging people to
bring their true selves when they come to work at your organization,
allowing them to interject their own personalities into the work process,
for example, personalizing their work spaces and interacting with cus-
tomers in a way that reflects their own personalities. Second, related to
the first, is to regularly recognize your employees’ personal tragedies and
triumphs, extending help and compassion to them in times of trouble,
and celebrating the everyday occurrences in their lives. When people
feel they must only bring part of themselves to the organization and
leave the rest at home, their work identities are less holistic and their
relationships with each other are weaker as a result. Finally, by engaging
employees in acts of giving to the community, as in Southwest’s Culture
Committee, you can forge an organizational identity that builds upon
and leverages employees’ identities as members of a larger community.

One obstacle to creating these familylike ties at work, however, is the
concern by employees that familylike ties at work may supplant or
weaken ties with their own families—leading to conflicting loyalties that
are hard to manage. You can reduce this hazard, as Southwest has done,
through practices that consistently support your employees’ family com-
mitments—providing help in times of emergency, making flexible sched-
ules available to all employees to accommodate their families’ needs, and
getting family members involved in your organization’s extended family,
“so they don’t feel left out.”

Create Boundary Spanners

In your organization, you will likely find boundaries—based on differences
in goals, knowledge, and status—between the functions that must work
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together smoothly to deliver reliable service for your customers. These
boundaries can be bridged through informal ties that may simply emerge
in the process of working together, or through formal teams that include
members from each function. Alternatively, you can create boundary span-
ners, as we saw at Southwest Airlines, people whose job it is to bring
together information from multiple functions in a timely way to meet per-
formance objectives (Chap. 10). At its most effective, the boundary span-
ner does more than transfer information among parties who are involved
in the same work process. He or she also helps to build relationships of
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect among them.

How can you create boundary spanners in your organization, and
what are the likely obstacles that would prevent you from doing so?  The
design of the boundary spanner role is fairly straightforward. The first
step is to identify a work process whose performance is critical for the
organization’s success, and one that requires inputs from multiple func-
tions. The second step is to create a new role, either to be filled by an
existing function that already tends to play an integrative role or to cre-
ate a new job altogether. Finally, you need to staff and support the
boundary spanner role based on the understanding that the job involves
more than the transfer and integration of information; it involves build-
ing connections among all parties involved in the work process. This
means staffing the role adequately to create a workload small enough to
support the relational work of an effective boundary spanner. This also
means selecting employees into the job who have the ability and desire to
do more than information processing—they understand and are well
suited to carry out the relational work of a boundary spanner as well,
bringing people together around a shared understanding of the work
process and the important role that each party plays in it.

There are likely to be obstacles to creating this boundary spanning
role. If the job does not already exist in some form, there is likely to be
resistance on the part of existing personnel to the creation of a new job
that appears to overlap with and perhaps encroach upon their own jobs.
The job needs to be well respected in the organization to be carried out
effectively, creating the additional potential for status conflict with exist-
ing employees. If the job already exists in some form and simply needs to
be extended to play a more relational role, the obstacles will be some-
what different. People who are accustomed to playing a hands-off, infor-
mation processing role, often carried out primarily through an
information systems interface, may resist the redefinition of their job to
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include a less well understood relational component. They may also feel
ill-equipped to carry out the more intensive interaction, much of it face-
to-face, involved in building relationships of shared understanding
around the work process. They have likely been hired and trained for
their current job in a way that does not include the broader skill require-
ments of an effective boundary spanner.

Finally, the investment required to staff this role adequately will serve
as an additional obstacle. When managers in other airlines heard about
Southwest’s staffing levels for the operations agent position, they often
expressed disbelief, saying, “What a waste!” or “That is so inefficient!”
And yet the evidence outlined in Chap. 10 suggests that there are per-
formance payoffs to investing in this key role. Furthermore, there is no
reason to believe that this particular investment will take a long time to
pay off. Once boundary spanners have been hired, trained, and ade-
quately staffed to perform their expanded role, they should be able to add
value fairly quickly.

A core, underlying objection to the boundary spanner role is the
belief that “what really matters is transmitting the information itself, and
we can solve that problem with IT.” But we know from years of research,
cited in Chap. 10, that much critical information cannot be transmitted
effectively through information technology alone, and that strong ties
among participants are required to use and share that information effec-
tively. Boundary spanners help to forge those ties.

Measure Performance Broadly

The traditional approach to performance measurement is to break down
performance into its discrete components or behaviors, consistent with
functional departmental structures. The problem is that an organiza-
tion’s most critical work processes tend to span multiple functional or
departmental boundaries, and the outcomes of those work processes
depend not on any one function but on the actions that are taken by peo-
ple in each of those functions. When performance measures try to sepa-
rate out the contributions of individual functions, rather than focusing
on overall outcomes, the result can be a great deal of unproductive finger
pointing, when each function that is “blamed” can point to an action or
inaction by another function that contributed to the outcome. As we saw
in Chap. 11, Southwest attempts to short-circuit the cycle of blaming by
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instituting a “team delay,” allowing multiple functional groups to take
joint responsibility for a delay, rather than assigning it to one and only
one department. The idea was to focus on the problem itself, and to cre-
ate more openness around understanding its sources, by taking away the
measurement system that had focused employee attention on blaming
and blame avoidance.

How can your organization change its performance measurement
system to end the cycle of blaming, and what are the likely obstacles to
doing so? It is fairly straightforward to design a performance measure-
ment system that focuses on process outcomes rather than functional
outcomes. One simply measures on-time performance for the whole sta-
tion, rather than measuring on-time performance separately for the
flight attendants, for the pilots, for the baggage handlers, for the
mechanics, for the gate agents, and so on.

The obstacles, of course, are tremendous. The first obstacle is the con-
cern that much valuable information will be lost in the move toward
broader performance measures. “How will we be able to identify and fix
the problem if we don’t know which department was at fault?” This
objection assumes, however, that the functionally based performance
measurements currently in place yield accurate information about the
cause of a problem. A long-held tenet of quality improvement, first stated
by W. Edwards Deming, is that functionally based performance measures
lead to information hiding, rather than information sharing. Paradoxi-
cally, using functional performance measures to learn about the root
cause of problems often leads to less useful information, rather than more.
Measures that focus on overall process performance, rather than func-
tional accountability, take the focus off individuals and place it on the
process, creating the safety to share information and learn from mistakes.

The second major obstacle is related to the first, but it is found at a
deeper level. It is the belief that detailed performance measures are the
only way that control can be achieved. The measurement system at
American Airlines was hard to relinquish because of this belief, deeply
held by former CEO Bob Crandall and promulgated throughout the
company. If you do not fundamentally trust your people, nor do they
trust you, it is particularly hard to imagine how your organization can be
run successfully without the element of fear and oversight of a detailed
performance measurement system. In some organizations, it can be risky
even to suggest such a change. The ruin of a promising young executive’s

Implement ing High Per formance Relat ionships  in  Your Organizat ion 259



career at American, recounted in Chap. 11, hinged on her questioning of
the system of performance measurement and its suitability for a work
process that required teamwork.

There is some truth to each of these objections. Indeed, performance
measures that focus on overall process performance rather than individ-
ual or departmental failure cannot work by themselves. In isolation from
other relationship-building organizational practices, broad, team-based
performance measures may indeed create the outcomes their detractors
claim—a lack of detailed information for quality improvement, and a
refusal of anyone to take responsibility for problems. This practice
should not be attempted in isolation.

Keep Jobs Flexible at the Boundaries

There are good reasons why organizations tend to draw boundaries
around jobs, delineating clear areas of responsibility for particular func-
tional groups. Such boundaries help to increase role clarity, focus
employee attention on their particular contribution to a broader work
process, and avoid the employee burnout that can result from trying to
accomplish too many ill-defined objectives. And yet the flip side of this
practice is the all too common, and often annoying, statement—“It’s not
my job.” This attitude can slow down a work process, preventing
employees from switching roles even when doing so would prevent an
unnecessary delay. More important, clear job boundaries can produce
employees who know their own jobs very well, but who do not have a
clue how their jobs relate to those of others, even others who are inti-
mately involved in the same work process. These employees cannot
readily visualize how their jobs relate to those of others, cannot readily
integrate their work with others, and cannot readily solve problems or
adapt to unexpected contingencies.

Southwest’s solution, as we saw in Chap. 12, is to have very clearly
defined jobs, but to also make clear in each job description that part of the
job is to do whatever is necessary to make the operation successful. This
simple statement, and its constant reinforcement by the other organiza-
tional practices, transforms an ordinary job into a job with broad respon-
sibilities. Flexible job descriptions ask employees to focus on doing their
own specific job very well, while at the same time asking them to remain
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open to the larger picture of what the organization is trying to accom-
plish. They open employees up to the possibility of jumping in to help
others as needed to achieve overall performance objectives. Flexible job
descriptions also help to reduce status barriers between jobs, as when bag-
gage handlers (called “ramp rats” at other airlines) come upstairs from the
ramp to help check in customers, or when pilots help to load bags or clean
the cabin between flights (derided as “pillow fluffing—a woman’s job” at
other airlines). In short, flexible job descriptions help to foster relation-
ships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect between
functions that traditionally have had little in common.

For organizations that already have clearly specified job descriptions
for all employees, it seems quite straightforward to add Southwest’s
“whatever else is needed” clause to each job description. In reality, the
potential obstacles are tremendous. First, if unions are present, job
descriptions are subject to negotiation and must be changed through
negotiation. Southwest has been a highly unionized company since its
origin, demonstrating that flexible job descriptions are indeed possible
under these circumstances. Still, Southwest managers emphasize that job
flexibility is not simply a management choice, but rather the repeated
outcome of negotiation. In unionized workplaces, achieving flexible job
descriptions therefore depends on the quality of the labor/management
relationship (see next section for more on achieving this).

Even in nonunion settings, employees can have considerable lever-
age, either through formal channels or simply due to the ample opportu-
nities that exist for effective informal resistance. Employees must trust
that these broader job descriptions will not be used to take advantage of
them, creating responsibilities that they simply cannot meet. More fun-
damentally, employees must come to terms with a potential weakening of
their occupational identities, which have often served as a tremendous
source of pride. Pilots who are expected to help load bags, or come into
the cabin between flights to clean newspapers from the aisle, must place
their organizational identity above their occupational identity in order to
be comfortable with the expanded job description. “I am a pilot” must be
superceded by “This is my company.”

Achieving flexible job descriptions is therefore dependent on other
organizational practices discussed in this book, including selection of
employees for relational competence, using conflict resolution as an
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opportunity to build relationships, and especially measuring perfor-
mance of the overall process rather than that of individual functions.

Make Unions Your Partners, Not Adversaries

In any organization in which employees are represented by unions, there
is an additional party that must be considered in achieving flexible job
descriptions, or in building high performance relationships more gener-
ally—the unions themselves. Southwest’s history suggests that unions
can serve as partners rather than as adversaries and that managers can
influence whether the relationship will be one of partnership or adver-
sarialism. How can you create effective partnerships with the unions that
represent your employees, and what are the likely obstacles to doing so?

The first key step is to accept unions as the legitimate representatives
of your employees and welcome them as partners in your organization.
This step seems incredibly obvious and straightforward, but in reality the
traditional antiunion bias in U.S. culture presents a major obstacle.
There is no point moving further if you cannot take this first key step,
since the relationship is bound to be adversarial, implicitly if not explic-
itly, if you do not accept unions as the legitimate representatives of your
employees. When your employees are in the process of choosing a union
to represent them, it is particularly important to stand back and take the
position that, as Southwest COO and President Colleen Barrett put it,
“We really want them to have whoever they want.” Taking this position
demonstrates trust in your employees and their judgment, and sets the
stage for a potentially positive relationship with the union they ulti-
mately choose to represent their interests.

The other obstacle to partnering with unions is a fear that, legitimate
or not, a union will vie for your employees’ loyalty, making them less
concerned with the company’s well-being and less likely to identify
strongly with it. If you take the position that you trust your employees’
judgment and do not see the union as an adversary, you increase the
chances that your employees will keep their union representatives in line
and prevent them from taking positions that are destructive to the com-
pany. The union activists at Southwest who were interviewed for this
book expressed intense loyalty and ownership of the company and
explained how they got rid of one union because it “was trying to hurt
the company.” Trying to hurt the company was considered by Southwest
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employees to be unacceptable union behavior. “We belong to this com-
pany,” one union activist explained. Another union activist explained,
“We made this company, and we are not going to let you ruin it.” Of
course, this intense loyalty is not only a reward for trusting your employ-
ees to make their own decisions regarding union representation. It is also
the product of other practices that create strong relationships between
employees and their managers, particularly leading with credibility and
caring, and fostering frontline leadership.

The final obstacle to creating partnerships with the unions that rep-
resent your employees is the deeply held belief that unionization signifies
management failure. As one of JetBlue’s leaders said, “If we need unions,
then boy have we failed.” Nobody likes to fail, and if unions signify fail-
ure, they will be avoided with intensity and passion, particularly by the
high achievers who tend to seek positions of managerial responsibility.
This belief is partly a function of our business culture, which places indi-
vidual striving above the collective good, and which assumes the stock-
holder to be the only stakeholder to whom managers can legitimately
respond. If other stakeholders are seen as a constraint on performing
one’s legitimate managerial function, they will be resisted at all costs.
This obstacle to building high performance relationships can be ascribed
in part to the training that managers receive in traditional MBA pro-
grams, suggesting the need to reexamine our MBA programs for the
biases they promulgate.

Southwest’s experience suggests that it is not union representation
itself, but the nature of the labor/management relationship, which deter-
mines performance. The labor/management relationship in turn is heav-
ily influenced by managers’ respect for employee choices regarding
union representation, and by their willingness to welcome unions as
their partners.

Build Relationships with Your Suppliers

The traditional approach to supplier relations is to keep suppliers in line by
avoiding reliance on any one of them, pitting them against each other to
achieve the upper hand in bargaining. While this approach gives manage-
ment a sense of security and power over its suppliers, other advantages are
lost. As shown in Chap. 14, Southwest gains multiple advantages from its
long-term supplier relationships, including the ability to turn to those sup-
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pliers to solve problems jointly, to respond quickly to opportunities, and to
come up with ideas that would not have occurred to either party in isola-
tion. How might your company build supportive long-term relationships
with your suppliers, and what are the potential obstacles to doing so?

The “how-to” is not difficult. Once you have developed strong rela-
tionships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect within
your organization, it is simply a matter of choosing carefully the suppli-
ers who are critical to your success and making them part of that web of
relationships, treating them as you would any colleague with whom you
are mutually dependent.

However this step suggests the first potential obstacle—if you don’t
have strong relationships internally, it is much harder to extend them to
encompass your key suppliers. For one thing, the skills and experience for
doing so are not likely to be widespread throughout your organization. In
addition, representatives of your organization will not be able to speak
easily for the organization without going through a huge bureaucracy,
thus inhibiting their ability to partner freely with external suppliers.

Once you do have a strong, well-functioning set of internal relation-
ships, there is a second key obstacle—a suspicion of outsiders and an
assumption that their interests are somehow in conflict with those of your
own organization. Indeed, these feelings of “us versus them” can be even
more intense in organizations that have developed strong internal rela-
tionships, and can serve to block your efforts to make suppliers part of the
team. One way to overcome this obstacle with your colleagues is to be very
selective about which suppliers really should become part of the team.
Only those on whom your organization is highly dependent for its success
need be cultivated as part of the team. And even when the intent is to forge
a long-term relationship, it is best to keep in mind what are the circum-
stances under which your organization would exit from this relationship.

Once these obstacles are overcome, your organization can enjoy the
fruits of collaborating with external suppliers, particularly the generation of
new solutions and the quick adaptation to external shocks, as exemplified by
Southwest and Manchester Airport after the events of September 11, 2001.

Maintain Financial Reserves

The relationship-building practices described above can be put into
place in most if not all organizations. But how does one maintain a com-
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mitment to something as intangible as relationships in times of crisis,
when external stakeholders are demanding attention to the bottom line?

Certainly it is times of crisis when the sustainability of relationship-
based performance is most at risk. As we saw in Chap. 17, however, times
of crisis are also when the value of relationships becomes most apparent.
We saw evidence that relationships themselves can serve as a tremendous
source of organizational resilience. Organizations with strong relation-
ships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, like South-
west, have a powerful “relational reserve” that enables them to thrive
under pressure.

The problem is that crisis often forces managers to put short-term
survival ahead of long-term performance. This often means layoffs and
other actions that undermine or destroy relationships, just when they are
most needed for the organization to deal successfully with the crisis at
hand. One obvious solution is to maintain financial reserves for this very
purpose—to allow the organization to survive in the face of crisis with-
out damaging the relationships that are so critical both for responding to
the crisis at hand, and for achieving performance over the long term.
However, these financial reserves will be hard to maintain.

Why should it be so difficult for organizations to maintain financial
reserves for the purpose of sustaining relationships in times of crisis?
After all, it is known with certainty that crises will come. The obstacles
are twofold. First, it is not widely believed that relationships are such a
powerful driver of performance that they need to be nurtured and sus-
tained through good times and bad. This book is an effort to make this
case. Others have made the same argument in different ways, and more
will follow, resulting eventually in a revitalization and renewal of busi-
ness culture around the critical importance of relationships.

The other obstacle is the high-leverage financial strategies that have
become the norm in Corporate America. There was a concerted effort in
the late 1980s to leverage firms highly to make them more vulnerable and
more directly accountable to their financial stakeholders, removing the
slack that would allow firms to maintain their commitments to other
stakeholders in good times and bad. As we saw in the airline industry post-
September 11, a strong, highly significant predictor of airline layoffs was
the debt–equity ratio of the individual airline prior to September 11. To
sustain the practices that support high performance relationships, it is
essential to have financial reserves in place for that purpose.
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Summing Up

Far from being a pie-in-the-sky, soft approach to management, this book
has shown that attention to relationships is simply good management
practice. However, as competitors know, replicating the Southwest
model is challenging to say the least. The “Southwest Airlines way”
involves more than pursuing a particular product market strategy. For
Southwest’s leaders, taking care of business literally means taking care of
relationships. They see these relationships—with their employees,
among their employees, and with outside parties—as the foundation of
competitive advantage, through good times and bad. They see the qual-
ity of these relationships not as a success factor, but as the most essential
success factor. They believe that to develop the company, they must con-
stantly invest in these relationships.

Is this enough to carry Southwest through the challenging realities
that lay ahead? This book suggests that the relationships in which South-
west has so carefully invested will provide a powerful impetus for contin-
ued success.
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274 A p p e n d i x e s

A P P E N D I X  4 – 3

A Nine-Hospital Study of Relational Coordination: Impact of Relational
Coordination on Patient-Care Performance‡

Patient-Care Performance

Post-op
Length Patient Freedom Post-op
of Stay Satisfaction from Pain Mobility

Relational coordination –0.31*** 0.22*** –0.07* –0.05
(0.000) (0.000) (0.047) (0.139)

Patient age –0.02 0.13** –0.01 –0.05
(0.554) (0.003) (0.803) (0.178)

Co-morbidities 0.08* –0.04 –0.013 –0.04
(0.038) (0.424) (0.723) (0.229)

Pre-op status 0.03 –0.15** 0.20*** 0.28***

(0.392) (0.002) (0.000) (0.000)
Surgical procedure –0.00 0.07 0.22*** 0.11**

(0.977) (0.102) (0.000) (0.002)
Psychological well-being –0.08* 0.11* 0.41*** 0.41***

(0.042) (0.024) (0.000) (0.000)
Gender 0.05 –0.06 –0.03 –0.01

(0.167) (0.217) (0.382) (0.751)
Race 0.02 0.02 –0.03 –0.06+

(0.586) (0.628) (0.382) (0.071)
Marital status 0.02 0.10* 0.020 0.023

(0.670) (0.030) (0.586) (0.515)
Surgical volume 0.17*** –0.04 0.05 0.019

(0.000) (0.326) (0.144) (0.561)

R2 .17 .11 .37 .39
‡ This table shows the impact of relational coordination on patient-care perfor-

mance. Relational coordination, coordination carried out through relationships of
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured as the percent of
cross-functional ties that are “strong” or “very strong,” based on an employee sur-
vey. Patient-care performance includes quality—patient satisfaction, post-operative
freedom from pain and post-operative functioning—as well as efficiency— length
of stay in the hospital. Performance and control measures are defined in Chap. 4.

All models are random effects regressions with patient as the unit of analysis
(n = 599 for length-of-stay model, n = 491 for patient satisfaction model, n = 539
for post-operative pain model, and n = 531 for post-operative mobility model).
Hospital (n = 9) is the random effect. Statistical significance is denoted: +p < 0.10,
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in rela-
tional coordination will produce a change in performance, where a smaller p value
suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of the variation in perfor-
mance that is explained by the model.



Appendixes 275

A P P E N D I X  6 – 1

Impact of Supervisory Staffing on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Supervisory staffing 0.46***

(0.000)
Flights/day –0.34**

(0.001)
Gate agent 0.32***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.12*

(0.020)
Operations agent 0.39***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.32***

(0.000)

R2 .29
‡ Supervisory staffing is measured as the number of supervisors per hundred front-

line employees. Relational coordination, coordination carried out through rela-
tionships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured as
the percentage of cross-functional ties that are “strong” or “very strong,” based on
an employee survey. These findings are discussed in Chap. 6.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in
supervisory staffing will produce a change in relational coordination, where a
smaller p value suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of the varia-
tion in relational coordination that is explained by the model.
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A P P E N D I X  7 – 1

Impact of Hiring for Relational Competence on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Hiring for relational 0.35***

competence (0.000)
Flights/day –0.07

(0.474)
Gate agent 0.32***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.13*

(0.018)
Operations agent 0.38***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.32***

(0.000)

R2 .28
‡ Hiring for relational competence is measured as the number of functions for

which relational competence is an important hiring criterion. Relational coordi-
nation, coordination carried out through relationships of shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured as the percent of cross-functional ties
that are “strong” or “very strong,” based on an employee survey. These findings
are discussed in Chap. 7.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in
hiring practices will produce a change in relational coordination, where a smaller
p value suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of the variation in
relational coordination that is explained by the model.
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A P P E N D I X  8 – 1

Impact of Proactive Conflict Resolution on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Conflict resolution 0.39***

(0.000)
Flights/day –0.20*

(0.048)
Gate agent 0.32***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.13*

(0.017)
Operations agent 0.38***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.32***

(0.000)

R2 .30
‡ Proactive conflict resolution is assessed on a 1-to-5 scale. Relational coordination,

coordination carried out through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge,
and mutual respect, is measured as the percentage of cross-functional ties that are
“strong” or “very strong,” based on an employee survey. These findings are dis-
cussed in Chap. 8.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in
conflict resolution will produce a change in relational coordination, where a
smaller p value suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percent of the variation
in relational coordination that is explained by the model.
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A P P E N D I X  1 0 – 1

Impact of Boundary Spanner Staffing on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Boundary spanner staffing 0.34**

(0.001)
Flights/day –0.15

(0.127)
Gate agent 0.32***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.13*

(0.019)
Operations agent 0.38***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.32***

(0.000)

R2 .26
‡ Boundary spanner staffing is measured as the number of boundary spanners on

staff per daily flight departure. Relational coordination, coordination carried out
through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, is
measured as the percentage of cross-functional ties that are “strong” or “very
strong,” based on an employee survey. These findings are discussed in Chap. 10.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in
boundary spanner staffing will produce a change in relational coordination, where
a smaller p value suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of the vari-
ation in relational coordination that is explained by the model.
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A P P E N D I X  1 1 – 1

Impact of Performance Measurement on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Cross-functional performance 0.42***

measurement (0.000)
Flights/day –0.21*

(0.011)
Gate agent 0.33***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.13*

(0.019)
Operations agent 0.38***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.32***

(0.000)

R2 .30
‡ Cross-functional performance measurement is measured as the number of func-

tions that could be held jointly accountable for a flight delay. Relational coordina-
tion, coordination carried out through relationships of shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect, is measured as the percentage of cross-functional
ties that are “strong” or “very strong,” based on an employee survey. These find-
ings are discussed in Chap. 11.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in
performance measurement will produce a change in relational coordination,
where a smaller p value suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of
the variation in relational coordination that is explained by the model.
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A P P E N D I X  1 2 – 1

Impact of Job Flexibility on Relational Coordination‡

Relational Coordination

Job flexibility 0.36***

(0.000)
Flights/day –0.22***

(0.000)
Gate agent 0.31***

(0.000)
Baggage agent 0.13*

(0.016)
Operations agent 0.43***

(0.000)
Ramp agent 0.34***

(0.000)

R2 .27
‡ Job flexibility is assessed on a 1-to-5 scale. Relational coordination, coordination car-

ried out through relationships of shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect,
is measured as the percentage of cross-functional ties that are “strong” or “very
strong,” based on an employee survey. These findings are discussed in Chap. 12.

All models are random effects regressions with employee as the unit of analy-
sis (n = 317) and site (n = 9) as the random effect. Functional identity of the respon-
dent is included as a control variable to reflect differences in relational coordination
as experienced by different functions, treating pilots as the baseline function. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients are shown. Statistical significance is denoted: +p <
0.10, *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001, and suggests the certainty that a change in job
flexibility will produce a change in relational coordination, where a smaller p value
suggests a higher certainty. R2 denotes the percentage of the variation in relational
coordination that is explained by the model.
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average stage length is 901 miles. If our average stage length were 901 miles,
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able seat mile.” Quoted in Anthony L. Velocci, Jr. (1995). “More City Pairs
Await Southwest,” Aviation Week and Space Technology, August 7.
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Chapter 3

1. I conducted field research in the mid-1990s to discover how organizational fac-
tors influence flight departure performance. In order to understand the flight
departure process, I attended meetings, shadowed employees in each function,
and asked them to explain what they were doing and why. I became interested
in exploring interactions among employees, as well as the formal organizational
practices that had been established by management. At each site, I observed
employees  in each of the 12 functions involved in flight departures.

I shadowed employees as they carried out their tasks related to flight
departures and observed their interactions with each other. I also interviewed
them in their break rooms, asking them to explain things I had observed
while shadowing them. Interviews were unstructured and typically lasted
from 15 to 30 minutes. I took notes recording my observations and their
comments and typed them up within a week of each visit. In typing up my
notes, related observations were brought to mind and were recorded along
with those captured in the original notes. My goal was to understand the
nature of interactions among participants in the flight departure process. I
conducted 28 interviews and 8 days of observations at AMR1, and 20 inter-
views and 5 days of observations at SWA1.

To analyze the data collected at each site, I followed traditional guidelines
for qualitative methods (B. Glaser and A. Strauss, 1967, The Discovery of
Grounded Theory: Strategies of Qualitative Research. London: Wiedenfield and
Nicholson), developing empirically grounded sets of categories related to
coordination of the flight departure process. I followed an iterative process,
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first developing hunches, then comparing those ideas to new data from the
site, and further using the new data to decide whether to retain, revise, or dis-
card the inferences. My goal was not to impose a category scheme from the
existing literature but rather to identify empirically the relevant dimensions
of coordination. My criteria for identifying dimensions of coordination in
this research setting were the following. First, that they described interac-
tions among participants directly relevant to integrating tasks in the flight
departure process. This criterion resulted in a focus on interactions that
occurred across functional boundaries, rather than within functional areas,
because that is where the critical task interdependencies were expected to be.
Second, that they had a plausible link to outcomes of the flight departure
process. For example, when my notes recorded a participant mentioning the
need for timely communication with other functions, or when I recorded
observing timely communication or a lack of timely communication, I noted
“timeliness” in the margin. I went back through previous notes to find other
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