
An Open Letter to Gary Kelly 

 Chairman, President and CEO 

 Southwest Airlines 

 

Dear Mr. Kelly,  

 My name is Ashley and I am a student attending Salt Lake Community College in Salt 
Lake City, Utah. Over the past couple of weeks I have been writing a report about Southwest 
Airlines profitability, and how it has been much higher than other airlines. Is it because 
customer satisfaction is really high at Southwest or because Southwest has a strategy that no 
one else has? This is an issue I feel is important because it remains a mystery to me and other 
airlines, just what it is that you’re doing over at Southwest to keep your profits up when other 
airlines are barely staying afloat.  

A disaster in the past, 9/11, has had a huge effect on the airline industry and the United States 
as a whole. The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 shook the United States in a profound 
way, deeply upsetting the national perception of safety within U.S. borders. Both the 
immediate reaction to the attacks and the long-term repercussions has negatively affected the 
industry, as I’m sure you know, or don’t know? After all of this you are still able to keep 
customers in seats.  

Your company profile page states, “With 40 consecutive years of profitability, Dallas-based 
Southwest Airlines continues to differentiate itself from other carriers with exemplary 
Customer Service delivered by nearly 46,000 Employees to more than 100 million Customers 
annually.” Is it true that the reason you are staying in business is because of your “exemplary” 
customer service? I have heard a number of mixed reviews about the customer service at 
Southwest.  

Sean J. Jordan, a customer at Southwest, wrote an open letter to Southwest about his customer 
service experience there. Jordan states, “A Southwest plane was coming into Denver 
International Airport when a freak storm came up and forced the plane to have to land in 
Pueblo, Colorado at an airport that had closed down for the night. The plan was for the plane to 
sit on the runway in Pueblo and wait for the storm at DIA to clear up. This wound up translating 
into a two-hour wait on the tarmac and a four-hour delay overall. Passengers were, 
understandably, upset, particularly since it was time for dinner.” Apparently, according to 
Jordan, the pilot bought and delivered pizza to all the customers on the plane. He concludes his 
letter in saying, “It just goes to show what a mess your industry is when the full fare carriers 
can’t seem to stay profitable (despite charging fees for everything and selling tickets for two or 
three times what you’re charging), while a discount carrier like yourself cannot only turn a 
profit, but also deliver superior customer experience in the process.” 

According to another customer, Ernie Corrigan, Southwest’s flight attendants are terrible. 
Corrigan states, “I know Southwest is letting bags fly free, but apparently it is also allowing 



some unhinged flight attendants to fly free of restraint. I am not so serious a guy that I can’t 
laugh at some silly humor (like telling us we are bound for Texas to see if he can get a rise out of 
someone). But a couple of quick quips while they are explaining the insane notion of our seat 
becoming a floatable device during a “water landing” is one thing, but incessant and 
unrelenting bad, stupid jokes for the entire flight is going to make somebody do or say 
something that could lead all of us to the escape chute.” Corrigan goes on to say that the flight 
attendant was annoying and very disturbing to the customers. 

Jad Mouawad wrote an article in the New York Times, “Pushing 40, Southwest Is Still Playing 
the Rebel“, where he talks about how Southwest is about to turn 40 and they’re still at the top 
of their game. Mouawad states, “Last year, it flew 86 million passengers, more than any other 
airline within the United States. It operates 3,200 flights a day, owns a fleet of 544 planes and 
serves 69 domestic cities from Seattle to Fort Lauderdale, Fla., and from Lubbock, Tex., to 
Buffalo.” So if it’s not customer service that’s attracting attention to Southwest, what else could 
it be? Could it be the fact that Southwest has its own fleet of jets? 

While other airline fleets can employ 10 or more types of aircraft, Southwest uses just one, the 
Boeing 737. According to Southwest, this results in all manner of cost-saving efficiencies. “We 
only need to train our mechanics on one type of airplane. We only need extra parts inventory 
for that one type of airplane. If we have to swap a plane out at the last minute for maintenance, 
the fleet is totally interchangeable—all our on-board crews and ground crews are already 
familiar with it. And there are no challenges in how and where we can park our planes on the 
ground, since they’re all the same shape and size.” V.P. of ground operations, Chris 
Wahlenmaier explained. 

Whether it be customer service or the fleet of jets it owns, Southwest is remaining profitable. 
Through 911 attacks, Southwest is still appealing greatly to customers. I personally love 
Southwest, and I have always used their carrier service when I go on any trips. Mr. Kelly, 
whatever it is that you are doing over there at Southwest, I believe you are doing a great job 
overall.  

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Ashley Jewell 

 

 

  



 Guidelines to Activist Writing—Letter 

 

 Include the name and title of the person you’re writing to. 

 Give a purpose for writing the letter.  

 Write on good news as well as bad (pros/cons).  

 Be brief, short, and to the point (1-2 pages). 

 Type it up so it’s legible. 

 Use correct grammar and spelling, and have the letter proofread by someone with good 

language skills.  

 Make the first sentence catchy to get the readers' attention, and stick to one issue.  

 The letter should be timely.  Use Kairos to appeal to the audience.  

 Identify yourself and the issue. In the first paragraph of the letter state who you are and 

what issue you are writing about.  

 Focus on the main points.  

 Make it personal. 

 Be polite and take a firm position.  

 Be confident in the understanding of the issue.  

 Make specific references.  

 Use all the facts and research you have to back up the point. Be factual and highlight 

aspects of the issue that haven’t been previously addressed.  

 Appeal to Ethos by: 

o  Adding passages and quotes from articles used in the New York Times, and/or 

using quotes and passages of actual customers of Southwest.  

o Addressing the Director of Southwest Airlines 

o pros and cons 

o both sides of the argument/conflict 

 Logos: 

o use facts and statistics from my report 



 Pathos:  

o I’m going to relate it to the customers of Southwest and how it effects them 

o relate to other airlines 

 


