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Memorandum: 
To: Gary Kelly, Chairman of the Board, Chief Executive Officer, President  

cc: Paula Berg, Manager of Emerging Media 
From: Mary Krulia, Director of Corporate Communications  
Date: March 4, 2010 
Subject: Communications Strategy Proposal to Southwest Airlines 

 
Dear Mr. Kelly: 

 “It’s On,” “Bags Fly Free,” “No Hidden Fees,” “Click ‘n Save.” All of these 

slogans tout the strength of the Southwest Airlines brand and mission…until “Too Fat to 

Fly” overshadowed our media coverage.  When a dissatisfied customer complains about 

an experience it can be a challenge to address without media involvement, but when that 

customer is a celebrity, being on the defensive is an entirely different front.  Actor and 

director Kevin Smith set off an outrage on President’s Day weekend via social media.  In 

turn, this generated mainstream media attention because of our standards for overweight 

passengers.  This memorandum will address how we handled the situation, introduce 

proposals for repair, and present success metrics to evaluate our post implementation 

progress. 

 

I. The Company Background, Mission, and Position in Airline Industry:  

Since our inception in 1971, Southwest Airlines has become the most successful 

low-fare, high frequency, point-to-point carrier in the United States.  Incorporated in 

Texas with three Boeing 737 aircraft serving three Texas cities - to the now 500 Boeing 

737 aircraft in 68 cities – it is clear that our growth stems from our mission: dedication to 

the highest quality of customer service delivered with a sense of warmth, friendliness, 

individual pride, and company spirit.  It is this spirit that makes us soar in an industry 

where so many have plummeted. Southwest operates more than 3,100 flights a day coast-

to-coast, making Southwest Airlines the largest U.S. airline carrier.  There are more than 

35,000 total employees throughout the Southwest system who inject a sense of pride as 

we strive to enhance our customers’ experience.  We win award after award years 
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running for our low prices, timeliness, friendliness, and reliability.  Our consistency and 

determination for customer satisfaction has proven in the numbers: we have had the 

lowest ratio of customer complaints1.  However, customer complaints as of February 13, 

2010 may change the ratio. With everything else going well for Southwest Airlines, the 

“Too Fat to Fly” quip may decrease our stellar numbers and reputation.  As Ms. Berg 

would call it, this is a “white-knuckle moment”2. 

 

II. Statement of Challenge: 

 Actor and director Kevin Smith (commonly known as “Silent Bob” from his 

character in popular Hollywood films) is a frequent customer of our airline.  Smith 

habitually purchases two seats since the flight prices are inexpensive, he has a heavy 

build, and he enjoys the extra space.  When Smith traveled from Oakland to Burbank on 

February 13, he had to fly stand-by on an earlier flight and there was only one available 

seat (as opposed to the two seats he purchased on the later flight).  A flight attendant 

determined that Smith “needed more than one seat to complete his flight,” and was asked 

to leave the plane with the promise of a $100 voucher for a future flight3.  Outraged, 

Smith left the plane and started to update his Twitter feed.  Multiple times Smith 

distastefully waged a 140-character war against Southwest Airlines’ Customers of Size 

policy.  Smith admitted he was overweight, but also proved on another plane that he 

could fit into one seat by pulling down the armrests4.  Many of Smith’s 1.6 million 

followers caught wind of the incident and the news spread to mainstream media at a rapid 

pace.  Even after apologetic responses from Southwest on Twitter and our blog, “Nuts 

About Southwest,” Smith did not cease his social media fire.  Eventually the public lost 

                                                        
1 http://www.southwest.com/about_swa/press/factsheet.html  
2 http://simpliflying.com/2009/southwest-airlines-success-secrets-on-social-media-revealed-by-paula-berg/ 
3 http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/travel/2011154172_webobesepassengers22.html  
4 http://www.dailyfinance.com/story/company-news/southwest-airlines-has-a-big-fat-kevin-smith-
problem/19358652/  
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interest in Smith’s embarrassing bout, but Smith brought a 25-year old policy to the 

forefront of aviation arguments.  While this has been a public relations headache, it is not 

a nightmare.  The January numbers indicate that we had a 7.1% increase in passenger 

traffic5.  Aside from weather conditions halting flights this past month, traffic and 

revenue will most likely remain high in the forecast6.  In other words, at the end of the 

day, we’ll bend – we won’t break.  Our challenge is to revamp current policies and focus 

on our successful strategies, as outlined in the following communications plan, the Public 

Relations Initiative. 

 Please keep in mind the language of our current Customer of Size policy. 

Southwest Airlines is virtually the only airline to publicly report the policy on its website: 
“Customers who are unable to lower both armrests and/or who compromise any portion of 
adjacent seating should proactively book the number of seats needed prior to travel. The armrest is 
considered to be the definitive boundary between seats and measures 17 inches in width. This 
purchase serves as a notification of a special seating need and allows us to process a refund of the 
additional seating cost after travel (provided the flight doesn’t oversell). Most importantly, it 
ensures that all onboard have access to safe and comfortable seating7.” 
 

III. Communications Plan: The Public Relations Initiative 
1. Objectives:  

Southwest Airlines must implement a Public Relations Initiative to 
achieve the following goals: 

a. Address customer concerns and rework our “Customer of Size” policy 
b. Refocus reputation to reflect Southwest Airlines high standards 

2. Messages: 
Southwest Airlines must follow the Public Relations Initiative by 

unwaveringly promoting the following messages: 
a. Southwest Airlines promotes customer care in every aspect 
b. Southwest Airlines values customer input and collaboration 
c. Southwest Airlines is open and flexible with our employees; we allow 

the freedom for employees to express themselves  
d. Southwest Airlines strives to be the most hassle-free option  

  
                                                        
5 http://www.usatoday.com/travel/flights/2010-02-04-southwest-record-revenue_N.htm  
6 Ibid. 
7 http://www.southwest.com/travel_center/cos_guidelines.html  
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3. Internal and External Audience, Constituencies, and Targets: 
In order to effectively transmit objectives and messages, the Public 

Relations Initiative must make a conscious effort to address the following 
targets: 

a. Stakeholders are current passengers who may now question whether to 
use Southwest Airlines in their travel experience 

b. Shareholders and employees 
c. Institutional Investors who have much to lose in this unsteady financial 

climate 
d. Activists who disagree with the Southwest Airlines “Customer of 

Size” policy 
4. Media: 

Southwest Airlines is typically perceived in a positive light. In mainstream 

media, we are praised for our achievements, awards, customer relations, deals, 

etc. However, the incident with Kevin Smith proves Twitter’s power.  We 

handled the situation well at first, and Christi Day, our blogger who first 

interacted with Smith, should be commended for her efforts to iron out the 

situation.  We can also use this incident to see what we should do in the event 

that another social media frenzy occurs again.   

Since we value our customers, we listen to all complaints, reflect, 

apologize, and offer a voucher to appease them to ensure their future business. 

Even though we offered Smith a $100 voucher, it did not cool his jets.  

We didn’t handle the Twitter situation quickly enough and Smith’s 

tweeting got out of hand.  Christi Day responded to Smith’s tweets but she 

could only apologize as she lacks the authority to do anything else.  Day wrote 

on the blog a post called “Not So Silent Bob,” which expressed Southwest’s 

sincerest apologies for his inconvenience while explaining our rationale with 

enforcing our Customer of Size policy8.  The mixed public comments 

following the post clearly indicate that we needed to deal with the situation 

differently.    
                                                        
8 http://www.blogsouthwest.com/blog/not-so-silent-bob  
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With the amount of people involved (1 million followers for Southwest 

and 1.6 million followers for Smith), this wasn’t just any communications 

issue.  Situations like this call for upper management, and you, Mr. Kelly, 

should have been informed of the situation immediately.  The blog post said 

Southwest Airlines called him to apologize, which he later denied.  After 

researching tactics for proper response, I admit that Gini Dietrich, who is a 

leader in social media communications and wrote a piece addressing the 

Kevin Smith subject, determined what we should have done to address the 

issue: 
“If I were Southwest Airlines, I would have seen the tweet, and I would have responded 
publicly. I would have apologized and asked Smith if I could have our CEO call him, 
personally. Then I would have had Kelly call him on Saturday night. And I would have told 
my Twitter followers, ‘Gary Kelly, our CEO, just called Kevin Smith to personally apologize 
for his experience.’  Then I would have written the blog post on Sunday, including that 
information, except I would have had Kelly author it. It still would have had some anonymous 
comments about how much we suck, but that’s to be expected. By Sunday afternoon, Smith 
would have looked like a guy trying to use his celebrity to attack the company unfairly. But 
hindsight is 20/209.” 
 

   I agree with Ms. Dietrich, and plan to keep this in mind for future 

reference should another social media firestorm happen again.  The Public 

Relations Initiative must therefore match the message to the appropriate 

mediums (listed below) in a timely manner: 

a. Social Media (Twitter, Facebook, blogs, etc.) 
b. Traditional media (Radio, print, television) 

5. Modalities: main methods of implementations 
The Public Relations Initiative will focus its efforts for revamping the 

“Customer of Size” policy in the following four ways: 
a. Engage employees and customers online and in focus groups 
b. Promote new offers and market these projects in a strategic manner 
c. Research practicality of renovating planes to accommodate overweight 

passengers 
d. Engage Southwest Airline’s Social Media Plan 

                                                        
9http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/2745709/lessons_from_kevin_smiths_twitter_bashing.html?cat=
3   
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6. Desired Outcome: 
The short-term goal in this initiative is to refocus the Southwest Airlines 

reputation from “Too Fat to Fly” back to the more positive slogans like “It’s 
On.”  

The long-term goal is that, through our efforts, Southwest Airlines will 
meet the forecasted growth for 2010.    

7. Timeline: 
Focus groups will last one day, online forums will last one week, and 

research must be complete within 30 days prior to their completion.  The 
sooner we address our Customer of Size policy, the better. 
 

IV. Implementation: 
1. Take responsibility and take control. 

a. If a situation arises, we must apply the three A’s: Admitting fault, 
apologizing, and addressing the issue – all in a timely manner   

b. In order to revamp our Customer of Size policy, we must engage 
employees in focus groups and customers online  

i. Our media relations department, headed by Paula Berg and 
myself, should monitor focus groups of employees.  We can 
steer conversation and produce valuable information.  We will 
conduct focus groups at headquarters and one other location to 
accommodate employees who would like to participate.  Each 
focus group will last one-day maximum and will have a 
specific agenda. 

ii. Since Ms. Day had a lot of publicity, we should encourage her 
to head (with the aid of her 30 co-bloggers on “Nuts for 
Southwest”) the online feedback portion by posting a blog to 
get customer input and then market this on our social media 
outlets.  After one week of this open dialogue, Ms. Day can 
report what customers think about our new Customer of Size 
policy.  For example, Ms. Day could take the following 
approach: 

1. “Dear valued customers, we want to hear from you!  
Please assist us in our efforts to making Southwest 
Airlines the most comfortable and welcoming airline in 
the sky by participating in our online forum!” 

2. Consider new options and ideas 
a. If there are new ideas on the table for new programs (both regarding 

our Customer of Size policy and other proposals), now is the time to 
introduce and discuss them in focus groups and online.  Below are 
some examples to ignite conversation:  
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i. Suggest thinking of a new name for our Customer of Size 
policy 

ii. Consider attracting a spokesperson for our new policy who can 
be the voice and face of the issue to portray our efforts in a 
positive light 

iii. Renovating planes to have rows for overweight passengers is 
worth exploring and we should ask the focus groups in order to 
weigh this idea.  While we do not want to offend anyone, it 
may be better if we do not have to encourage passengers to buy 
two seats.  Focus groups should discuss placement of such 
rows: possibly placing the rows up front can have a certain 
“First Class” feel to them   

iv. Offer double Rapid Rewards for customers who purchase two 
seats 

v. Offer free wireless Internet while in flight instead of the current 
plan to have customers pay10  

vi. Market the Ding! iPhone application via traditional media with 
commercials and via social media with YouTube videos11 

3. Research options 
a. With the ideas and feedback from focus groups, the Research and 

Development division will research practicality and return on 
investment for new options 

b. Now that we are using Spigit12 to drive innovation and collaboration 
by quickly analyzing feedback, let’s make sure we market this to our 
advantage; not just on CNN money but also to a broader audience so 
customers know how much we value our employees   

4. Use social media to our advantage  
a. Before our initiative, announce what we’re doing 
b. During our initiative, update what is happening and encourage more 

involvement online 
c. When the initiative is complete, thank those involved and promise to 

report findings  
d. After pooling information, develop clear and simple messages to 

broadcast 
 
 
 

                                                        
10 http://articles.latimes.com/2010/feb/06/business/la-fi-travel-briefcase6-2010feb06  
11 http://www.intomobile.com/2010/02/03/southwest-airlines-launches-ding-iphone-app.html  
12 http://money.cnn.com/news/newsfeeds/articles/marketwire/0588839.htm 
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5. Success Metrics: 
Output Based Metrics Impact Based Metrics Outcome Based Metrics 
Measures Levels of 
Corporate Communication 
Activity 

Measures Changes in 
Stakeholder Awareness, 
understanding or attitude 

Measures changes in 
stakeholder behavior 

Employee feedback Focus groups Increased appreciation for 
valuing opinions 

Customer feedback Online forums  Increased appreciation for 
fostering relationships and 
promoting future business 

Research and Development Meetings  Analyze feedback 
Report Follow-up memo and 

meeting  
Address findings in 
research and development 
initiatives 

Implement new ideas If financially and 
collectively viable, ideas 
could be on the aircraft and 
online 

Increase in brand 
reputation, search engine 
rankings, revenue, and 
maintain leadership in 
industry 

     
V. Summary: 
Problem: 
Kevin Smith’s Twitter war against the Customer of Size policy is damaging the 
Southwest Airlines reputation.  
Plan: 
Southwest Airlines must use a team effort to collaborate leadership, customer service, 
communications and research and development departments to revamp our Customer of 
Size policy and promote our positive brand with effective and simple messages. 
Methods: 

1. Engage employees and customers online and in focus groups 
2. Promote new offers and market these projects in a strategic manner 
3. Research practicality of renovating planes to accommodate overweight 

passengers 
4. Engage Southwest Airline’s Social Media Plan 

Implementation: 
1. Take responsibility and take control 
2. Consider new options and ideas from focus groups and customer feedback 
3. Research options 
4. Use social media to our advantage 
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Thank you for reading, Mr. Kelly.  I look forward to our meeting today and our follow-up 
meeting in approximately 30-60 days. 
 
Mary Krulia 
Director of Corporate Communications  

 
 
 


