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“At Southwest, we manage in good 
times as though we were in bad times.” 

– Herb Kelleher, chairman of the board,
Southwest Airlines
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HIGH PERFORMANCE 
WORKING PRACTICES  
Southwest Airlines has used  relationships  to 
generate extraordinary performance. 
Each of these practices reinforce the others so the 
total effect of all these relationships combined is 
greater than the sum of each individual part. Any 
organization can improve the quality and 
efficiency of its performance by adapting these 
relationships to its own specific requirements. 
Although it’s true every organization would like to 
have a charismatic leader, that isn’t 
necessarily a prerequisite to success. Good 
and effective business leaders must have: 
Credibility – the ability to inspire trust in their 
workers. Empathy – caring 
deeply for the well-
being of the 
employees. 

Southwest 
makes a 
deliberate and 
conscious effort 
to hire people who 
are good at working in a 
team.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The organization then works hard at enhancing  
team building skills by giving employees training 
for relational competence. In some businesses, 
there is a deliberate attempt to attract and retain 
the high performers or superstars. Southwest 
doesn’t even attempt to recruit the elite. Instead, 
preference when hiring is given to new 
people who will be able to integrate 
smoothly with other members on a team. 
Well-defined job descriptions are too static for a 
dynamic and evolving economy. Instead, at 
Southwest everyone’s job description is clear 
and specific but there is an added requirement 

that each employee is expected to “do 
whatever is needed to enhance the 

overall operation – even if that 
means helping out with a different 
type of job as required”.  

The fact every employee shares those goals 
regardless of the functional area in which they 
work, creates tremendous energy. It allows them 
to respond in a coordinated way whenever new 
challenges arise or new information becomes 
available. It also provides a context by which 
decisions can be made and information shared. 
Shared goals are a foundation on which 
business relationships can be grounded.  

CASE STUDY: THE SOUTHWEST AIRLINES
COMPANY CHARACTERISTICS 
Size:  46000 employees  Established:  31 years ago
Products:  Airline industry   Annual revenue:  4  billions  $

Location:  Dallas, USA  Ownership:  Southwest Airlines 
Company Institutional 

MOTIVATION 
Far from being a pie-in-the-sky, soft approach 
to management, attention to relationships is 
simply good management practice. The 

‘Southwest Airlines Way’ involves more than 
pursuing a particular product marketing 
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 quality of these relationships 
not as a success factor, but as the most 
essential success factor. They believe that to 
develop the company, they must continually 
invest in these relationships. 

“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 customer 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 are really like 
partnerships.” 

– Colleen Barret, COO, Southwest Airlines 

BENEFITS 
Southwest does not follow industry practice and 
form alliances with other airlines. Instead, the 
company works closely with its suppliers – an 
aircraft manufacturer, airport authorities and air 
traffic control – to form partnerships which 
deliver tangible benefits for both sides. Plus, 
Southwest works very hard to keep its suppliers 
in the loop.  

IMPLEMENTATION 

The employees work in unison rather than in 
isolation. It is not until high performance practices 
present that substantial benefits can be realized. 
This, in turn, generates both good news and bad 
news. The good news is any company which 
follows the lead of Southwest and builds strong 
organizational relationships can achieve great 
success. The bad news is this isn’t easy – it will 
require making changes on multiple fronts 
simultaneously to achieve it. The results, however, 
as in the case of Southwest Airlines, can be 
impressive and long-lasting
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