Stumbling into the
Business World

become Southwest Airlines’ new CEO in June of

2001, I was on one of our planes, flying from San
Antonio to Dallas. Once we were in the air and the
flight attendants had finished serving their first round of
refreshments (yes, you can expect more than one round
on Southwest, even on a 55-minute flight), each of the
flight attendants stopped by my seat to chat for a
moment and wish me well.

S hortly after the public announcement that I would

The fellow next to me, who looked like a West Texas
cowboy, took note of the flight attendants’ comments.
After the flight attendants resumed serving and bonding
with other customers, the cowboy looked up from his
newspaper and asked why the flight attendants all
seemed to know me so well.

“Oh, I work at Southwest,” I said. “We’re just kind
of like family.”

“I figured that out,” he said. “What do you do
there?”
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“Well, I’ve been the General Counsel for 15 years,
but I just got a promotion.”

Now the cowboy curiously looked me over. “You’re
that guy whose picture was in the paper.”

“Yeah, ’m afraid it was in so many papers that my
son and daughter want to know if they’ll ever be able to
pick up a newspaper without seeing a story about their
father in it.”

As T chatted with the cowboy, he filled me in on
some of his experiences flying Southwest Airlines. It
turned out that he was actually a lawyer from Amarillo
who had been flying Southwest for all of the years it had
been serving that city. He told me how Southwest had
revolutionized his law practice. Suddenly, Amarillo was
no longer just an isolated energy and farming town in
the Texas Panhandle. He could practice law anywhere
in Texas now. He could appear in court in Dallas in the
morning, meet a client for lunch in Houston, and attend
a State Bar function in Austin in the afternoon—and
still get home to sleep in his own bed that night. Besides,
he said, flying Southwest was fun. The flights were usu-
ally on time, the service was great, the planes were
clean, and, best of all, the employees always seemed
happy and cheerful. He hated it when he had to fly
someplace Southwest didn’t go.

Needless to say, this was all music to my ears, and I
took in every word of it. The flight seemed all too short
as we made a typical Southwest landing (touch the
ground, hit the brakes, push up the thrust reverser, and
get to the gate early). As the passengers stepped into the
aisle and began to gather their belongings, the cowboy
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reached into the overhead bin and pulled out his
Stetson. He turned to me with a look reflecting an inten-
tion to give me some serious advice, and he did.

“You’ve got a hell of a good airline here,” he said.
“Don’t screw it up.”

It was a fair comment. As Southwest won customer
satisfaction awards time after time, while making con-
sistent profits, researchers and competitors wondered
how we did it. People had fun working at Southwest yet
worked as hard and efficiently as any group of employ-
ees anywhere. Customers loved the airline, and share-
holders appreciated the consistent profits. It’s like the
company had some “secret sauce” that no other com-
pany possessed.

Perhaps there is a grain of truth there. While it may
be no secret, there are elements of corporate culture I
believe in that are less than obvious. There is no hard
formula or mystic process, but there is an honest, no-
nonsense way of encouraging leadership up and down
the ranks, of respecting each other and sharing human
interests, and of hiring and nurturing that leads to a
kind of corporate DNA many businesses would like to
possess. There is no single pat (or secret) answer, but I’ll
be glad to share some of the aspects with you.

As a matter of fact, I’ll try to tell you the whole darn
story, so you might as well grab your favorite refresh-
ment and settle in. As you will see, refreshments do play
a role in the history of Southwest Airlines. In fact, leg-
end has it that the idea for Southwest was hatched on a
cocktail napkin. Our story will show that there is often
some serendipity and good fortune to the way certain
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people handle a crisis or adversity, and some folks man-
age to do it with a smile. While there is no single for-
mula for success, the goal of this book is to share a few
experiences that might be useful, or at least interesting,
for people at all levels of any organization.

So here goes. Everything I’'m about to tell you is
pretty much true.





