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W
hen Southwest Airlines sashayed 

onto the scene in 1971, there was 

no question that the then three-

aircraft airline serving three 

Texas cities was the underdog. 

For its giant competitors who dominated the skies, 

the quirky company with a fun-loving attitude and 

low fares probably seemed like no big threat. Fast-

forward some 36 years, and Southwest Airlines has 

become a force to be reckoned with, lauded for its 

unique corporate culture, “positively outrageous” 

customer service, innovation and affordability. 

Nowadays, other major airlines keep a careful eye 

on Southwest’s every move and pay close attention 

to its business strategy, which has yielded impres-

sive results — and loyalty — among satisfi ed cus-

tomers and employees. 

With independent retailers locked in per-

petual battle with big boxes, Southwest Airlines’ 

strategy can give you some useful pointers in your 

quest to evolve from “little guy” to major player. 

And as Southwest Airlines’ story proves, you don’t 

have to sacrifi ce your focus on customer service, 

unique spirit or any other value you hold dear to 

get there.

Taking Off
The beginnings of the company trace back to a 

cocktail napkin; where 36 years ago, founder Herb 

Kelleher and businessman Rollin King sketched 

what would become the “Texas Triangle,” a route 

structured to connect Dallas, Houston and San 

Antonio, according to the Southwest Airlines web-

site. Within three years of its fi rst fl ight, the Texas-

based company was operating profi tably and had 

carried more than one million customers. Today, 

Southwest operates more than 500 Boeing 737 air-

craft between 64 cities across the United States, 

and more than 96 million passengers travel annu-

ally on the airline, making Southwest Airlines the 

largest air carrier in the United States (in terms of 

domestic boardings). Last year, FORTUNE maga-

zine ranked Southwest airlines as No. 5 among 

America’s top 10 most-admired corporations 

across all industries. 

The 34 consecutive years of profi t that followed 

the fi rst uncertain couple of years make one thing 

clear, says company spokesperson Ashley Rogers: 

“It was kind of a crazy idea, how we got started. 

But all of our employees hold a stake in the com-

pany, and so they’re going to work hard to keep it 

above ground. That’s something that has shown 

through year after year.” 

The Southwest Way 
If there’s one thing that’s unique about South-

west Airlines, it’s the company’s culture, Rogers 

says. By focusing on providing outstanding cus-

tomer service and putting forth every effort to 

ensure that employees feel valued, the company 

continuously “cultivates the Southwest spirit,” 

she adds. This “culture” is showcased in big ways, 

such as empowering employees to make deci-

sions with the knowledge that Southwest Airlines 

stands behind them, and smaller ways, like the 

cheerfully decorated cubicles at corporate head-

quarters, frequent celebrations of employees’ 

achievements and special occasions, and the fact 

that offi ce romances are encouraged. In fact, the 

airline keeps a “scrapbook wall” of wedding pic-

tures of married co-workers, which makes sense 

considering the airline’s stock exchange symbol is 

LUV.  “We’re here to have fun,” Rogers says. “We 

get work done, but the three things we look for 

in our employees are a warrior’s spirit, a servant’s 

heart and a fun-loving attitude.” The company 

actually has two separate mission statements, one 

for customers and another one for employees.

Every payday, employees are reminded of the 

importance of customer service: Their paychecks 

are signed “From Our Customers,” a vivid symbol 

of the company’s commitment to its customers. 

Southwest employees are known for greeting pas-

sengers with a smile, going above and beyond 

the call of duty to make their traveling experi-

ence easy and breezy, and even singing in-fl ight 

instructions to customers once in a while. “Posi-

tively Outrageous Customer Service,” as the com-

pany describes it, is stressed from day one to all 

employees, from ground-operation agents to ➧ 

The Sky’s
the Limit
Southwest Airlines soared from underdog to 
innovator by cultivating a unique culture, focusing on 
customer service and bringing something new (and 
affordable) to the table. With a few cues from the 
airline, you can take your business to new heights.

By Darhiana Mateo

Southwest Airlines looks for three qualities in their employees: “A warrior’s spirit, a servant’s heart and a fun-loving 
attitude.” (Photos: Southwest Airlines)
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• Southwest’s average passenger airfare is 
 $105.37, and the average passenger trip 

 length is about 836 miles.

• In 2006, Southwest served 61.5 million 
 cans of soda, juices and water; 10.9 mil-
 lion alcoholic beverages; 5 million bags
 of pretzels; and 93.8 million bags
 of peanuts.

• Southwest consumed 1.6 billion gallons 
 of jet fuel in 2006.

• The shortest daily Southwest fl ight is 
 between Ft. Myers, Fla., and Orlando at 
 133 miles. The longest daily fl ight is 
 between Philadelphia and Oakland, 
 Calif., at 2,510 miles. 

• Southwest has 1,133 married couples. 
 In other words, 2,266 Southwest 
 employees have spouses who also work 
 for the company. 

• Southwest always capitalizes the C in 
 customer and E in employee in all their 
 print and online publications. 

• Common Stock is traded under the symbol 
 “LUV” on the New York Stock Exchange.

FUN
facts 
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fl ight attendants. Amid the heavily competitive 

airline industry, Southwest Airlines strategy was 

disarmingly simple: “Let’s give people the lowest 

fare, treat them with respect and a smile, and see 

where that gets us,” Rogers says. “It’s gotten us far, 

made us who we are today.” Southwest’s commit-

ment to customer service doesn’t go unnoticed. 

The airline was named in BusinessWeek’s fi rst-ever 

list of “Customer Service Champs” in its March 5, 

2007, issue.

Inspiring Loyalty
It is this attention to customer service that fos-

ters loyalty in customers. Kirk Perucca, owner of 

a diversity consulting fi rm in Kansas City, Mo., 

and a frequent Southwest Airlines fl ier, says he 

has driven up to 150 miles to get to an airport 

that houses the airline. Since 1995, Perucca has 

fl own almost exclusively via Southwest. For the 

businessman, who often fl ies once a week for 

work, the airline is the obvious choice. “Anytime 

I fl y, my fi rst choice is Southwest.” Why? The rea-

sons Perucca lists off are many and varied: “As a 

business owner, I like that it’s not going to cost 

me an arm and a leg. The fares are fair. I like to 

be rewarded for my loyalty [through the airline’s 

Rapid Rewards program], and I feel like they 

really do care about me as a passenger.”

Perhaps most importantly, Perucca appreci-

ates how safe, fun and fast the airline strives to 

make the often-stressful traveling experience. 

“My motto for travel is easy, quick, done, gone. 

I love Southwest because of that. It’s easy, quick, 

they get it done and I’m gone.”

As an independent retailer, you probably

already recognize the value of making customer 

service and employee retention a priority. Put 

simply, it’s smart business sense. This personal 

touch and the loyalty it inspires in customers 

and employees alike are what differentiate you 

from big boxes and can take your business to the

next level. 

A Reputation for Innovation 
Southwest Airlines prides itself on being an 

innovator. In July 2007, the airline was included 

in the Top 100 Most Innovative Technology 

Organizations by InformationWeek magazine. And 

the distinction appears to be well deserved.  In 

1995, the airline introduced “ticketless travel,” 

saving tons of money on paper and making the 

boarding process that much more effi cient for 

passengers and employees. “It was a huge step 

forward,” Rogers says. “We were the fi rst to do 

this. We’ve always been ‘that one.’” 

The airline was also the fi rst to establish a

home page on the Internet, according to South-

west Airlines. In June 2004, Southwest Airlines cel-

ebrated the launch of its Spanish booking engine, 

southwest.com/vamonos, where customers can 

make fl ight reservations and fi nd helpful informa-

tion entirely in Spanish, making the airline among 

the fi rst major airlines to offer the service. In Feb-

ruary 2005, Southwest also introduced DING!, a 

downloadable desktop application available for 

both Windows PC and Apple users that notifi es 

customers of exclusive hot offers. 

By remaining on the cutting edge of your 

industry, as Southwest strives to do within the avi-

ation fi eld, garden center owners can keep their ➧
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The airline’s unique culture, focus on customer service and low fares 
make Southwest a standout among its competitors.
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Hart’s Seeds is located in historic Wethersfield, Connecticut. We tailor

our seed offerings specifically for your growing area, ensuring that

your customers will have gardens that flourish.

• Over 280 varieties     • Pay only for the seeds that sold
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business modern and appealing to 

the coveted X and Y generations.

Embracing
Change with Gusto

As recently as the end of 2007, 

Southwest Airlines implemented 

two major changes: an enhanced 

boarding process and Business 

Select fares. But before moving 

forward with these changes, the 

company made sure to really listen 

to its customers. “We’re trying to 

cater to our customers and see what 

they need,” Rogers says. “We’re also 

trying to stay current and evolve 

while still keeping our Southwest 

way and uniqueness.”

Tweaking a trademark. After 

polling customers extensively, the 

airline decided last November to 

keep its trademark open seating, but 

they adopted an improved boarding 

process that eliminates the need for 

customers to “camp out” to get a 

good seat, states CEO Gary Kelly in 

a company blog. 

Trying something new. The 

new Business Select fares are the 

airline’s “fi rst concrete push in its 

36-year history to win corporate trav-

elers,” reports the Chicago Tribune in 

a November 2007 article. The fares 

are priced about 10 percent above its 

regular nonrefundable tickets and 

will guarantee travelers a spot in the 

fi rst group of passengers to board 

the plane — and a free cocktail once 

they’re in the air, states the Tribune. 
Competition in the airline 

industry is brutal, which rings true 

for independent retailers trying 

to compete with big boxes. Kelly 

recently addressed the need to 

embrace change “with gusto” to 

remain relevant to how people are 

living today. During Princeton Uni-

versity’s Business Today magazine 

international conference, in which 

students from countries all over 

the world convened in New York to 

study companies that are leaders 

in sustainable growth, Kelly stated, 

“We are in what I would call a pretty 

dramatic transformation phase at 

Southwest Airlines… One of the 

things we realized recently is that, 

as good as we’ve been, we’re going 

to have to be even better at man-

aging change.”

As owners of garden centers, you 

are intimately familiar with the need 

to evolve your business to resonate 

with the new needs of a changing 

consumer base. 

Up, Up and Away!
Another strength of the airline 

is its ability to offer low fares by 

curtailing costs and maintaining 

effi ciency. When Southwest Air-

lines fi rst entered the market, there 

weren’t many options for afford-

able travel, Rogers says. “We saw an 

opportunity to provide low fares to 

a lot of different people,” she says. 

“In the beginning, to fl y wasn’t 

as common as it is today. It was 

viewed as a luxury. We changed that 

around and offered low fares and 

more services, and brought travel to 

the masses.” Taking a careful look 

at your business plan to ensure you 

are operating as effi ciently as pos-

sible, while prioritizing your most 

valuable assets, is a smart move for 

any business owner. 

As an independent retailer, you 

might not be able to afford to sell 

your product at the same discount 

rates as big boxes (nor should you 

have to!), but you can encourage 

customers to spend a few extra 

bucks at your garden center by 

O U T S I D E  T H E  I N D U S T R Y
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Solaer’s patented, one-of-a-
kind design helps maintain
your pond or lake in remote
or limited utility areas.
Optimal environmental
solutions enable you to enjoy
the beauty that water brings to your property.

• Five models for ponds/lakes from 1/4 acre to up to five 
surface acres.

• Systems utilize Keeton’s superior, non-clogging, maintenance-free
Duraplate® or Dura-Venturi® diffusers.

• Lake Bed Aeration™ aerates from bottom of pond up, increasing
dissolved oxygen levels and eliminating stratified waters.

• Runs 20 hours per day — OFF the grid (No Electric Power
Required!)

Solaer — perfect for your pond or lake. Contact Keeton
Industries at 970-568-7754 for a quote or more
information on these exciting units.

Keeton Solaer® Aeration
Systems Powered by 
the Sun

Keeton Industries, Inc.
KeetonAquatics.com
13751 N. County Rd. 11
Wellington, CO 80549
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Jackson Pottery’s line of premium glazed and rustic
glazed containers. Durable, weatherproof and frost
resistant, Jackson’s premium glazed ceramic pottery is
perfect for outdoor use and helps increase year-round
sales with higher margins. Available in the latest
styles, colors and textures, Jackson glazed containers
are the perfect complement to satisfy both the sensual
and practical sides of your garden center business.

Call today and receive 5% off your first order when you
mention promo code L&G0208.
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Toll Free - 877-533-7687 • 214-357-9819 • www.jacksonpottery.com
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� Valves, Fittings, Clamps
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Your Best Source For All Aquatic Needs:
� Aquatic Soil & Plants

� Books & Bridges

� Filtration Duty Pumps

� Fish Pond Skim Nets

� Fish Medications

� Flexible EPDM Liners

� Floating Fountains

� Fountain & Feature Pumps

� Irrigation Pumps

� Koi & Goldfish Foods

� Koi Pond Filtration Systems

� Excellent Service, Fast Shipping

� Quality Products, Tried & Tested.

� 35 Years Experience in the Industry

 YES! We have MATALA & DekorraRock!
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Carry Neptune’s Harvest products for your customers.
Call for a FREE sample, catalog, and your nearest distributor!

offering stellar customer service. And you can 

minimize turnover costs by cultivating a work 

environment that encourages employees to take 

a personal stake in the success of your business. 

And the perks of embracing a mantra of creative 

thinking and the willingness to “be the fi rst,” 

as Southwest Airlines has done, are more than 

worth the effort. 

Our industry is currently undergoing a 

major facelift, with issues such as sustainability, 

pay by scan and the need to attract younger 

shoppers changing the way the industry will 

look tomorrow. By straddling the fi ne line 

between remaining true to your core and 

embracing innovation, the sky’s the limit for

your business. 

Darhiana Mateo is associate editor of Lawn & 
Garden Retailer. She can be reached at (847) 391-
1013 or dmateo@sgcmail.com.
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For more information related to this
article, go to www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/lg020811
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