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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
But the “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in January 2021. 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to the following 
website and see if there’s an updated 
edition (or a new volume) yet: 
 
• http://books.understandably.com 

 
This UbookÔ runs almost exactly 
10,000 words, which probably works 
out to roughly 45 minutes of reading 
time. 
 
You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
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What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (which has thousands of 5-
star ratings), it’s also where you’ll learn 
about other free UbooksÔ as they’re 
released. You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
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Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea? Fire off an 
email to help@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook by emailing: 
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
January 2021  
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Introduction 
 
Over the past decade, as I’ve written 
nearly 2,000 columns as a contributing 
editor at Inc.com, one of the most 
surprising and useful things to cover 
has been the airline industry. 
 
Over time, I realized that following and 
writing about the airlines, far more any 
other industry, offers an incredible, free 
education for almost anyone else in 
any kind of business. 
 
It comes down to this. The airlines are 
basically a commodity industry. They 
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fly people and cargo from Point A to 
Point B. So, it’s pretty easy to 
understand their business models. 
 
They’re all publicly traded, and so they 
find themselves answering for even the 
smallest decisions, sometimes in 
incredible detail. They’re heavily 
regulated, so there are government 
agencies with oversight and even 
subpoena power looking over their 
shoulders. 
 
They have so many employees, and 
their relationships with those 
employees can sometimes be 
complicated — even fraught — and so, 
leaks and “other perspectives” emerge 
constantly. 
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Plus, they operate in such direct 
competition with each other, that you 
can isolate the effects of very specific, 
tactical choices on their outcomes. 
 
• Should there be 31 inches or 30 

inches between the seats in 
economy class?  

 
• How much faster could we get 

planes off the ground if we pulled 
back from the gate at a 45 degree 
angle? 

 
• What would happen if we served 

one fewer olive on each salad in 
first class? 

 
If these sound like exaggerated 
examples to you, they’re not; they’re all 
real-life.  
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In fact, I sort of envy you if you’re 
learning about the crazy details of this 
industry for the first time; they’re quite 
entertaining. 
 
At the same time, however, this is an 
incredibly important industry, and as 
I’m writing this, it’s going through an 
unprecedentedly difficult time.  
 
Our world economy depends on it 
functioning smoothly. So while I try not 
to root for one particular company over 
another in my work as a writer, I do 
root for the success of the whole 
industry and its people.  
 
On the pages that follow, I’ll share 
adapted versions of some of my 
favorite columns about business 
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leadership and the airline industry from 
the last few years.  
 
These columns focus mainly on 
leadership itself, and I’ve organized 
them to illustrate a dozen key rules for 
leaders. 
 
I anticipate that this will be just the first 
of several volumes, with others 
focusing on things like marketing and 
branding, financial strategy, employee 
culture, and other areas.  
 
I hope you’ll find value in this effort.  
 
This is the very first, “preview” edition 
of this Ubook.Ô As Reid Hoffman, co-
founder of LinkedIn, used to say: “If 
you're not embarrassed by the first 
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version of your product, you've 
launched too late.”  
 
So, I’m sure a few people will find a 
typo or two here or there. Maybe some 
readers like you will come up with 
good ideas about how to improve this 
book for the next go-round – or even 
suggest other topics to write about. 
 
That’s great. I’d love to hear your ideas.  
Again, you can submit them easily via 
email at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 

Believe me, I read them all! 
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Take Charge 
 

I want to start with this column because it’s a 
reminder of just how important leadership is, and 
also of the faith that passengers place in both the 
airplanes and the pilots and the crew who operate 
them.  

This is the story of United Airlines 232, and a 
tragedy mixed with heroic effort from more than 
30 years ago. I wrote it shortly after the captain 
who saved 184 people passed away in 2019. 

---------- 

The situation aboard United Airlines 
flight 232 from Denver to Chicago was 
dire on July 19, 1989, even 
unprecedented. An engine explosion 



 

 
 

- 15 - 

had severed the DC-10's hydraulic 
lines, leaving the crew with almost no 
way to control the plane.  

Ultimately, the flight ended in a mix of 
tragedy and heroism, after its crew, led 
by United Airlines Capt. Al Haynes, 
crash-landed in Iowa at the Sioux City 
airport. 

Although 112 people lost their lives, 
184 of those aboard survived, after 
some heroic piloting and leadership on 
the part of Haynes and his crew. 

Haynes was injured in the crash, but he 
returned to fly for United until he 
reached the mandatory retirement age 
in 1991. He passed away this week at 
the age of 87, just a month after the 
30th anniversary of the flight.  
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Haynes had given countless speeches 
and interviews about the incident, 
often blocking out 20 days each month 
for appearances, until he'd become ill.  

"He wanted something positive to 
come out of the bad things that 
happened," Hayne's daughter, Laurie 
Arguello, later said. "It was really 
important to him that people knew 
about how important teamwork was." 

Here's a brief summary of the story of 
Flight 232, along with some of the 
reasons Haynes's actions those day 
garnered such praise. 
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1. He kept his composure. 

Listening to the cockpit voice 
recordings, it's striking how calm 
Haynes and his crew are.  

They also remain polite: saying 
"please" and "thanks" over and over, 
for example. There was every reason to 
panic, too, given the apparent loss of 
all control. But Haynes maintained his 
bearing. 

Tellingly, when he was approaching 
the Sioux City airport to try to land, he 
had the presence of mind to insist to 
the tower: "Whatever you do, keep us 
away from the city," while knowing that 
it was very likely he would not survive 
the landing, 
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"You must maintain your composure in 
the airplane or you will die," Hanes 
later said in an interview. "You learn 
that from your first day flying." 

2. He marshaled every resource. 

Besides his crew -- about whom we'll 
talk directly below -- Haynes marshaled 
everything: guidance from United's 
maintenance officials on the radio, air 
traffic control, and some good old 
fashioned ingenuity. 

Mechanically, the problem simply was 
that all of the hydraulic lines 
connecting the cockpit controls to the 
plane were severed.  

So, the flight crew had to figure out on 
the fly how to control a giant 
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commercial airliner without any of 
these crucial hydraulics. 

The solution they came up with, which 
worked remarkably well considering, 
was to apply differential power on the 
remaining engines. This at least 
allowed them to stay airborne 
temporarily, make rough turns, and 
ultimately line up with one of the 
runways in Sioux City. 

3. He empowered other people 

Above almost all else, United 232 is 
remembered as an effective use of 
crew resource management. The flight 
had a three member flight crew, with 
an incredible amount of experience:  
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• Haynes as captain. (Nearly 30,000 
hours of flight time, including 
more than 7,000 in the DC-10), 

• William Records as first officer. 
(Roughly 20,000 hours of flight 
time, including more than 600 in 
the DC-10), and  

• Dudley Dvorak as second officer 
and flight engineer. (15,000 hours 
flight time, although only 33 hours 
in the DC-10).  

The flight also happened to be carrying 
passenger Dennis E. Fitch, an 
experienced pilot and DC-10 instructor 
(23,000 hours flight time, including 
more than 3,000 total in a DC-10), who 
came up to the cockpit to offer 
assistance. 
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The NTSB later cited Haynes's practice 
of crew resource management -- in 
short it's the art of leading while 
empowering team members to speak 
up and to leverage their experience -
- as one of the reasons why the tragedy 
wasn't worse. 

4. He maintained his sense of humor 

It's not that Haynes never got frustrated 
or angry during the emergency, but he 
kept his sense of humor.  

Even in the summary of the radio 
transcript that was later released, there 
are eight breaks for laughter in what 
has to have been the most stressful 
possible situation. 

Perhaps the best line illustrating this 
comes from the final approach, when 
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the flight can barely be controlled at 
all, and United 232 gets clearance to 
land: 

Sioux City Approach: United 232, 
the wind's currently three six zero 
at one three sixty at eleven. You're 
cleared to land on any runway. 

Captain Haynes: [Laughter]. 
Roger. [Laughter.] You want to be 
particular and make it a runway, 
huh? 

At the risk of stating the obvious, the 
crash of a commercial airliner is never a 
laughing matter. And we can’t forget 
that more than 100 people died in the 
accident, even though many more 
lived. 
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But either instinctively or by design, 
Haynes seems to have realized that 
humor can alleviate stress, which 
makes it easier for people to perform 
at their highest levels. 

5. He stayed in command 

A lot has been written about Haynes's 
leadership. But one thing that struck 
me after rereading the transcript of his 
talk with air traffic control and others 
both on the plane and the ground, is 
how he stays in command. 

Some of this is gentle, but there are 
times when he takes control of the 
communications, for example when 
everyone else is talking over each 
other. 
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It's a basic tenet of effective leadership: 
If you're in a position of authority, and 
people are expecting you to lead, then 
you have only two choices:  

Lead, or else get out of the way so 
somebody else can. 

Haynes chose to lead. And 184 people 
survived as a result.i  
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Know Yourself 
There are four big airlines in the United States in 
the year 2021, along with several smaller ones.  

Over the next few chapters, I’ll share stories of the 
CEOs of the Big 4, and some of the leadership 
challenges they face.  

The first is about Southwest Airlines, which has 
the most unique business model of the four. It’s 
from 2018. 

---------- 

Ah, Southwest Airlines. It's by far the 
quirkiest airline in America (and the 
one that ranks #1 for families). 
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Southwest also has some of the most 
unique policies--some of which 
undoubtedly cost the company money, 
at least in the short term.  

But the long term is what matters more. 
And the more I learn about the way 
Southwest operates, the more I'm 
reminded of what the late poet Maya 
Angelou once said: 

"I've learned that people will 
forget what you said, people will 
forget what you did, but people 
will never forget how you made 
them feel." 

My latest opportunity to go all poet 
laureate on you? It came after reading 
the transcript of Southwest's latest 
earnings call.  
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The airline is still facing financial 
pressure after the April 17, 2018 
catastrophe that cost the life of 
passenger Jennifer Riordan.  

And when airlines--or any business--
face big financial challenges, there's a 
temptation to shore things up, by 
grabbing revenue anywhere they can. 

Southwest is unique among airlines, 
because it has several obvious moves it 
could make to pick up cash 
immediately. But doing so would run 
the risk of alienating some of its core 
customers.  

'It has to be costing you' 

This point is exactly what Duane 
Pfennigwerth of investment bank 
advisory firm Evercore ISI was getting 
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at when he asked a question during the 
call.  

Southwest has open seating. Almost 
every other airline assigns seats. Many 
of them make a nice ancillary income 
by charging customers who want to 
choose their seats ahead of time. 

"In core Southwest markets, your 
customers know, appreciate, or at least 
understand your open seating," 
Pfennigwerth observed. "But in 
markets like New York, where you have 
less presence, it has to be costing you 
some [market] share." 

Pfennigwerth he pushed for 
"confirmation" that Southwest would at 
least consider getting rid of open 
seating, on at least some planes, some 
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of the time. It's the kind of thing 
investors might want to hear. 

But, the reaction of Southwest CEO 
Gary Kelly was fast and bold, and 
it offered an example of what it means 
to understand your customers, and 
continue delivering the things that 
make you different.  

'Let me be very blunt' 

It started with five important words. 

"Let me be very blunt," Kelly said. "We 
are not looking at assigning seats right 
now. We're not talking about assigning 
seats now, and we're not talking about 
looking at it at some time in the future." 

In fact, Kelly and Southwest President 
Thomas Nealon pointed out, 



 

 
 

- 30 - 

Southwest actually had experimented 
with assigned seats more than a 
decade ago, on flights out of San 
Diego. 

"That actually proved to us that we 
could do it if we chose to. Our 
customers actually asked us not to. 
That was the interesting thing. It was 
actually the business travelers, 
interestingly enough," Nealon said. 

Same thing on bag fees and change 
fees, Kelly said, two areas where 
competing airlines make lots of money, 
but Southwest doesn't. "We are not 
thinking about bag fees. We are not 
thinking about change fees," Kelly said. 
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What makes you different? 

No airline is perfect. And I can't even 
say Southwest is always my favorite. If I 
had a big travel expense account, I 
might choose airlines with premium 
cabins, for example.  

But I've usually been either a 
government employee, an 
entrepreneur, or a writer when I’ve 
traveled for business.  

Or a tourist—roles, anyway, that put me 
in the position that a majority of 
Americans are in when they fly. 

That means we're looking for 
reasonable cost, flexibility, efficiency--
and the fewest possible headaches. 
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That's part of what works for 
Southwest, in a way that other airlines 
apparently can't copy. 

"We try to avoid the complexity, make 
it really easy. ... [W]e get tremendous 
brand loyalty as a consequence of 
that," Kelly said at another point in the 
call. "[W]hat we've chosen to do works 
very well for us and makes us the most 
profitable airline, so I'm just glad 
everybody else doesn't do what we 
do."ii 
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Choose the Right Words 
 

We can’t ignore the fact that this Ubook is being 
released in the midst of a global pandemic that 
has shaken the airline industry, almost like no 
previous event. That’s called for a certain special 
kind of leadership. Here’s some that was a bit 
unexpected.  

---------- 

I admit, I was surprised to see United 
Airlines CEO Scott Kirby quote Winston 
Churchill. 
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Not because the quote isn't apt. It is, 
and then some.  

Instead, it's because when United 
Airlines announced last year that Kirby 
would be taking over for then-CEO 
Oscar Munoz, I read account after 
account describing Kirby as numbers-
oriented and blunt-spoken. 

So, I wondered how that kind of 
leadership style would translate during 
the pandemic -- a time of great 
challenges and uncertainty that 
requires inspiration and rhetoric of a 
type most leaders have never had to 
summon before. 

This week, United held an earnings call. 
The transcript afterward ran 11,000 
words, and it marked the first time 
since the airline furloughed 13,000 
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workers at the start of the month that a 
group of analysts and reporters have 
been able to question United Airlines 
executives about the airline's future.  

Enter Churchill. 

Calling this a challenging time for 
airlines is an extreme 
understatement. United reported that 
its passenger revenue was down 84 
percent. And when Kirby began his 
remarks, he had to start by thanking 
United employees for doing things like 
voluntarily leaving the airline, or taking 
fewer hours, to cut down on labor 
costs. 

But past is past, and while Kirby said at 
one point that he thinks the airline 
industry won't fully rebound until 2024, 
he also went back 78 years to find the 
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words that strike the right tone for 
leaders in this exceptional year. 

The key quote -- as noted, it's actually 
Kirby quoting Churchill -- runs just 
eight words, although the context is a 
bit longer and worth including: 

[T]oday, what we're expressing is 
not a shift from pessimism to 
optimism, as much as it is an 
expression of confidence in the 
future.  

There's a great quote that I love ... 
from Winston Churchill that he 
said in 1942, over two years 
before the end of World War II 
after the African campaign and 
the Brits won in Africa, that "This is 
not the end. It is not even the 
beginning of the end. It is, 



 

 
 

- 37 - 

perhaps, the end of the 
beginning."  

And I think that is the moment 
we're at now at United Airlines. ... 
[W]e have done what it takes in 
the initial phases to have 
confidence. ... [W]e'll look back at 
this as the turning point. The light 
at the end of the tunnel is a long 
way away. But this is the turning 
point. 

The key eight words: "It is, perhaps, the 
end of the beginning." 

The circumstances are much different 
now of course than what the British 
people faced during World War II, but 
we share with those times a sense of a 
loss of control and of real pain, and a 
longing for a different future. 
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This is a moment when leaders 
desperately want to be able to share 
good news -- to be able to tell your 
stakeholders that things are under 
control, and that you have a plan to 
return to normalcy. 

The problem? That might not be true. 

I spoke recently with a neuroscientist 
who specializes in leadership 
development, Dr. David Rock, who 
emphasized that during the pandemic, 
almost the entire world is reacting 
neurologically to higher levels of threat 
perception than normal. 

So, leaders should emphasize positive 
feedback and encouragement, strive to 
create certainty, and offer flexibility, 
empathy, and cooperative goals. 
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As Churchill understood during the 
great crisis of World War II, and as 
smart leaders understand now, there's 
a way to reassure people that they've 
made progress, while still steeling 
them for the tough times that remain. 

It's about giving hope, without offering 
false hope; about offering praise 
without empty flattery. 

This isn't about whether United Airlines 
actually has followed the best path 
under Kirby's leadership during the 
pandemic. I can't tell you that one way 
or another.  

People are hurting, and it will be a long 
while before we can look back and do 
a case study on it. 



 

 
 

- 40 - 

But in terms of tone and choosing the 
right words? This is exactly the right 
approach. 

And whether you quote Churchill, or 
cite Kirby, or word it another way that 
seems more natural to your personal 
style of speaking, it's the message 
great leaders will seek to share right 
now.iii 
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Set the Priorities 
I seem to have opportunities to write about Doug 
Parker, CEO of American Airlines, most of all, 
given his personality and American’s position 
among its competitors. I’m sure I’ll have a lot of 
opportunities to continue, in future volumes.  

Here, however, I’d like to share two specific 
stories: One about how he says he approaches an 
issue that every effective leader faces, and in a 
later chapter, one about literally putting his 
money where his mouth is. 

---------- 

This is a story about American 
Airlines, corporate culture, and a big 
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challenge that's easy for business 
leaders to miss. 

Let's be frank: American Airlines has 
some issues.  

So, perhaps it's not the moment when 
people would expect the leader of 
American Airlines, CEO Doug Parker, 
to articulate one of the key tensions 
that any business leader has to face--
and to come up with a pretty smart way 
of addressing it. 

The context was an interview Parker 
did recently with Micheline Maynard 
at The Points Guy. He talked about 
what it's like for him to fly on American 
Airlines himself--he said he usually 
does a "walk-through," talks with flight 
attendants, and checks out the TSA 
line and the break room, for example. 
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Then, he hit on what I think is the most 
important part: 

Parker: I'm trying to see what 
customers are seeing. I'm looking for 
choke points. I'm seeing where lines 
are forming and where processes aren't 
moving, and I want to know why. ... 

Maynard: If you notice something 
amiss in a process American can 
control, do you bring it up? 

Parker: I do, but I can't think of a time 
when the answer wasn't, "Oh, yes, 
we're working on it." ... Any CEO will 
tell you that you may see things and 
question them, but you have to be very 
careful doing anything about it. 

Maynard: Why? 
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Parker: You don't want to change the 
priority of something that wasn't a 
priority. You want to be careful not to 
have people drop what they are doing 
so they can take care of something you 
noticed. 

Those 13 words that I've highlighted 
above--they're key. 

Especially in a large organization 
(American Airlines has 133,700 
employees), a leader's most powerful 
tool is the ability to create culture. 
Reacting in real time to minor 
problems can mean unintentionally 
upending that culture. 

As Parker points out, you don't want to 
"change the priority" by mistake. 
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This doesn't mean you never point out 
small problems. But it does 
mean being strategic and thoughtful--
careful not to step on the culture and 
the priorities you're trying to 
encourage. 

Think back to before you were the 
leader. If your boss signaled that some 
minor thing was important, the easiest 
way to make your life more 
comfortable would be to make sure 
that minor thing was always taken care 
of. 

If it was a true priority, great. If it 
happened to be an off-the-cuff thing 
the boss mentioned right then--well, 
not so great. 
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One last detail. Parker was asked how 
employees react when they see his 
name on the flight manifest. 

Answer: they usually don't. 

That's because while he's known 
as Doug Parker, "Doug" is actually his 
middle name, so his reservation and 
ticket always read, "William Parker." 

All the better, for a CEO who doesn't 
want to upend his company's priorities. 
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Take a Stand 
Our country is so polarized right now. Yet, there 
are times when business leaders don’t have the 
luxury of inaction; when choosing not to choose is 
itself a choice. 

That’s what happened to Delta Air Lines in 2018, 
after critics made an issue of a discount the airline 
gave a gun rights group. 

I know some readers will fall on either side of the 
divide on this issue; it would be true with any such 
story I chose. The point is that when you have to 
make a decision, real leaders do exactly that: They 
act, and then stick with the commitment.  

---------- 

This week, we observed the one-year 
anniversary of the evil, senseless, tragic 
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mass murder at Parkland High School 
in Florida.  

That timeline also means we're now at 
the one-year point after a less-
important but still-memorable event: 
the pressure that Delta Air Lines and 
other large corporations faced to end 
their preferences for members of the 
NRA. 

Delta, as you might recall, announced it 
would end its discount program for 
NRA members -- and it faced an 
immediate backlash for doing 
so. Among the ramifications was that 
Georgia politicians, in retaliation, 
rescinded an estimated $40 million in 
state tax exemptions that Delta was 
counting on. 
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This week, Delta's CEO, Ed Bastian, 
explained how it all came about. His 
forum: a fascinating and to-the-point 
interview on LinkedIn. 

"The kids at Parkland" 

Bastian sat down with Daniel Roth, 
LinkedIn's editor in chief, for a video 
interview recently. 

Among the highlights -- the part that 
truly surprised me, to be honest -- is 
that Bastian admitted he only even 
learned that Delta offered an NRA 
discount because of the research and 
activism that Parkland students 
engaged in after the tragedy. 

"I didn't even know the discount 
existed," Bastian told Roth. "The way I 
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found out about the discount [was] 
from the kids at Parkland." 

As Bastian expanded, he had found the 
NRA's rhetoric after the shooting to be 
"divisive." But Parkland students who 
became almost instant activists in favor 
of gun control contacted him directly. 

"I think the fact that our kids were able 
to have a voice is so cool," he said, 
adding, "The kids went out and found 
who are the companies that somehow 
do business [with the NRA]. ... Because 
I was accessible, they came directly to 
me, and within a day of saying this I 
said, 'We just can't be doing this. This 
is just not who we are.'" 
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''If you choose not to decide ... " 

His decision prompted a real backlash. 
It's a classic example of how brands in 
the second decade of the 21st century 
simply can't be neutral on many 
political issues -- even if they'd like to 
or even intend to. 

The problem from a brand's point of 
view is that in an age of social media, 
fans and critics are likely to demand 
that companies take a stand. And the 
mere fact of not taking a stand 
becomes a stand in itself. 

At the risk of dating myself, it's like a 
classic Rush lyric: "If you choose not to 
decide, you still have made a choice." 

Bastian said he decided to act quickly, 
and that while he "talked to a few 
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people I was close to," he didn't 
consult Delta's board.  

"This is something that you need to 
move when you see it. And if you see it 
and you freeze, that speaks for you 
too," he said, adding 
separately: "While the decision wasn't 
easy, it was a quick one. You know, $40 
million -- our brand is worth so much 
more." 

"I wouldn't have changed a thing" 

The good news for Delta? The drama 
was quickly overcome by other events.  

Also, even though the state of Georgia 
made a big deal about pulling Delta's 
tax discounts -- prompting other states 
to try to attract Delta to relocate its 
headquarters -- the state eventually 
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came around and more quietly 
restored them. 

In the end, it didn't really cost Delta 
anything, and it probably gained a lot 
of net positive brand equity for 
discontinuing a discount that 
reportedly only about 13 people had 
ever used anyway. 

"I look back, and, yes, there are 
learnings," Bastian said of the decision 
and the controversy. "There are 
learnings in everything you do. But I 
wouldn't have changed a thing.”iv 
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Align the Incentives 

 

This is part 2 of our installments about Doug 
Parker at American Airlines. It’s about acting and 
organizing compensation so your incentives are 
transparently aligned with your strategic goals. 

The column this is based on ran originally in 2019, 
but I’ve updated it for reasons that will become 
obvious. 

---------- 

Even if you're not a fan of American 
Airlines, you have to give American 
CEO Doug Parker credit for putting his 
money where his mouth is. 
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Parker famously takes 100 percent of 
his compensation in stock -- no cash. 
So, if American does well over time, he 
could do very well. And if it does 
poorly he could wind up working for a 
lot less. 

It also means he might be the only 
CEO of a publicly traded company who 
has to write a personal check to pay his 
employer for his health insurance.  

(As the Wall Street Journal reported 
recently, since he's not technically on 
American's payroll, there is no 
paycheck from which Parker's 
insurance premiums can be deducted.) 

But in 2019, he wrote an even bigger 
check to American Airlines -- and 
people had a hard time deciding what 
to think. 
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The 'American 6' 

In June of that year, Parker spent $1.4 
million to buy 50,000 more shares of 
American's stock. 

Five other top American executives 
and directors-- we'll call them the 
American 6 -- followed his lead, 
including airline president Robert Isom, 
buying just shy of another $1.7 million 
worth of American stock among them. 

Those are decent numbers, but as J.T. 
Genter at The Points Guy pointed out, 
the six executives -- who happen to be 
the six whose profiles and photos are 
on American's website – already owned 
about $129 Million in American stock 
among them at the time. 
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"These share purchases are not part of 
our compensation package. They were 
purchased solely because of the value 
we see in American today and over 
time," the six American executives said 
in a letter to employees. 

In the short term, it worked out for 
them big-time. 

After news of their purchases broke, 
American's stock surged about 12 
percent, which means that they made 
$300.000 on the shares they bought in 
a single week -- and $15 million on the 
stock they already own. 

And then, the pandemic 

Parker has a history of betting big on 
American's stock price. He doesn't 
always win. 
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For example, in September 2017, he 
publicly bet an airline analyst that 
American's stock price would be over 
$60 a share on the analyst's 60th 
birthday in November 2018. 

American fell about $10 billion in 
market capitalization short of the 
wager. Parker reportedly wound up 
taking the analyst out for dinner and 
drinks to pay up, according to Genter. 

But the cost of that meal pales in 
comparison to what happened later on 
for American Airlines stock, of course. 

As I write this, nearly a year into a 
global pandemic that clobbered the 
industry, American Airlines stock is 
hovering around one half of what 
Parker and his fellow executives paid 
for it. 
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It’s a disappointing turnout so far from 
a financial perspective, but perhaps not 
from a leadership perspective. 

Leaders who can show they have skin 
in the game, that their success is tied to 
their company’s success, are probably 
a lot more likely to be successful to 
begin with.v 
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Keep Moving Forward 
 

So far, we’ve mostly talked about leaders in 
charge of existing airlines. But there’s also a key 
kind of entrepreneurial leadership required to 
accomplish the herculean task of getting a new 
airline off the ground.  

This column is about a leader who did just that—
and more than once. 

---------- 

I once quit a new job after one day, 
and got a bit of fame as a result. As 
crazy as that was, I've always thought: 
At least I can say I've never been fired. 
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Only it turns out, maybe getting fired 
isn't so terrible.  

I realized this recently after listening 
to an in-depth interview with an 
aviation entrepreneur who's been fired 
from two of the most-loved airlines in 
America--including one that he 
founded himself.  

Now, he's plotting a course to come 
back, and the story behind it all is 
pretty darn inspiring. 

'It's not going to work' 

This is the story of David G. Neeleman. 
Born in Brazil and raised in Utah, he co-
founded an airline called Morris Air in 
the late 1980s, and was president when 
it was acquired by Southwest Airlines in 
December 1993. 
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He was 34 then and he came away with 
about $22 million. But more than that, 
Neeleman was thrilled because he'd 
built Morris Air based on Southwest's 
model, and he dreamed of one day 
succeeding its CEO, Herb Kelleher.  

A Mormon, he'd viewed Southwest as 
such a paragon of corporate virtue that 
Kelleher joked that he owned three 
books: his Bible, his Book of Mormon, 
and the Southwest Airlines annual 
report. 

But, just five months after the sale, 
Kelleher fired him. 

As Neeleman tells it, with 25 years of 
context, he wasn't a great fit at 
Southwest. He'd brought an 
"absolutely paranoid," startup 
sensibility to Southwest -- which was a 
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stable company by then, with many 
years of consecutive profit behind it at 
that point.  

Still, it hurt big-time Neeleman recalled 
recently on a recent episode of NPR's 
podcast, How I Built This With Guy Raz. 

"Herb invited me to the Ruth's Chris 
Steakhouse in Dallas," Neeleman said. 
"And he said, this isn't going to work. 
You're driving everyone insane. ... He 
reached across the table and held my 
hands. I was crying. ... 'Even the people 
that are your biggest supporters said I 
had to let you go.'" 

'Absolutely the wrong decision' 

Neeleman was truly devastated. But he 
was also motivated. 
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A noncompete agreement 
prevented him from working for 
another domestic airline, but he 
consulted for Canada's WestJet, and 
started to plan a new airline based 
largely on some of the things that had 
made Southwest successful. 

That airline became JetBlue. For seven 
years, from 2000 to 2007, it was a giant 
success. 

Then, in in February 2007, bad weather 
and operations failures led to disaster 
for the airline over five days, including 
1,000 canceled flights and hundreds of 
passengers stranded on its airplanes. 

Neeleman went on a marathon 
apology tour, promising that JetBlue 
would do better. But, a few months 
later, he was fired. 
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"It was not only devastating, but it was 
just absolutely the wrong decision," 
Needleman said. "My office was just off 
the boardroom and two of the board 
members came in and said, this is what 
we're going to do. And then they all 
got up and left." 

'I picked up the pieces' 

Independently wealthy with a large 
family (10 kids), I think a lot of people 
in Neeleman's position would have 
stepped back. But the inspiring part of 
the story comes next. 

He headed to Brazil, where he'd served 
as a missionary when he was 19, and 
launched yet another airline: a low-cost 
carrier called Azul Brazilian Airlines 
(Azul is the Portuguese word for 
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"blue"), which grew into the nation's 
third-largest airline. 

"I picked up the pieces, went to Brazil, 
and took 10 people from JetBlue with 
me," Neeleman told Business 
Insider earlier this year. "Sometimes 
one door closes and another one 
opens, and you can do a lot of good 
with that." 

Even as Azul was credited with 
doubling the number of Brazilian 
domestic air passengers, Neeleman 
kept had his eye on the U.S. market. 
When he flew into JFK, he said, "it'd be 
hard to even look over at JetBlue. It 
was hard to even see my airline." 

So, last year, Neeleman announced his 
plans to launch yet another U.S. airline, 
called at least for now, Moxy. He's 
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reportedly raised $100 million and 
signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding to buy 60 Airbus A220-
300 aircraft before starting operations 
in 2021. 

[Note: The airline has since been 
renamed Breeze Airways, and is now 
scheduled to debut later this year.] 

The next thing 

At this point, Neeleman is three-for-
three as an airline founder -- an 
incredibly difficult business. That 
doesn't count WestJet; include him as 
a founder there, and he's four-for-four. 

He's also zero-for-two, however, in 
terms of having been fired twice from 
big, public airlines. 
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Neeleman makes a lot of having been 
diagnosed with Adult Attention Deficit 
Disorder, and I think he'd agree that 
might have something to do with it. But 
there's also the fact that sometimes, 
bold, entrepreneurial leaders just 
aren't suited for staid, established 
organizations. 

Sometimes, that means being fired 
isn't a black mark on your resume. 

But sometimes, it's a feather in your 
cap. 

It hurts, and it can be financially difficult 
-- for some people, it's exactly what 
they need to inspire you to go forward-
-and to create something even better.vi 
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Create the Culture 
 

Neeleman talked about his deep affinity for Herb 
Kelleher at Southwest. Kelleher died in 2019; I 
wrote about him as one of the great 
entrepreneurial icons of the 20th century.  

---------- 

The founding myth at Southwest 
Airlines is that the airline was dreamed 
up in a bar. A lawyer and his pilot client 
sketched the first route map on a 
cocktail napkin in 1967. 

On Thursday, the lawyer in that 
story, Herb Kelleher, who would go on 
to become the co-founder, chief 
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executive officer, and chairman 
of Southwest Airlines, passed away at 
the age of 87. 

Kelleher was a celebrity CEO in his 
time, both because of his personality 
and because of the culture he created 
at Southwest Airlines. He was also a 
visionary.  

The whole point of the cocktail napkin 
story, for example, is that the route 
map Kelleher and co-founder Rollin 
King sketched out was all within the 
state of Texas.  

By flying between only Dallas, Houston, 
and San Antonio, the two men bet that 
their airline could escape some 
onerous federal regulations in effect at 
the time. 
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Between that fight and legal battles 
with other airlines, it took a trip to the 
U.S. Supreme Court even to get off the 
ground. But Southwest survived, 
thrived, and more than 50 years later, 
the airline is worth over $25 billion. It's 
now consistently rated as America's 
favorite airline.  

In a statement mourning his death, 
current Southwest CEO Gary Kelly 
called Kelleher, "a lifelong mentor and 
friend," and the airline itself said he 
was "a pioneer, a maverick, and an 
innovator ... [whose] vision 
revolutionized commercial aviation and 
democratized the skies." 

Kelleher also openly copied another 
airline with its blessing -- Pacific 
Southwest Airlines -- everything from 
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the culture to flight attendant uniforms 
that look ridiculously sexist and 
anachronistic now, but which worked at 
the time. 

"He literally brought air travel to the 
masses on a scale that was 
unimaginable," airline industry analyst 
Robert Mann told The New York Times. 

A 1992 Inc. magazine profile said he 
was a "a man of extreme tenacity and 
depthless energy." He was described 
as a hard drinker who slept "four hours 
a night" and was a "serious chain 
smoker," so maybe it's surprising that 
he lived to the age of 87.  

Another interesting point: In that pre-
internet age, he would reportedly read 
a couple of hundred letters from 
passengers each week. 
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Among the lasting stories that almost 
everyone who talks about Kelleher 
seems to tell, however, is what 
happened after Southwest started 
using the ad slogan "Just Plane Smart." 

It turned out that another, smaller 
airline called Stevens Aviation had 
been using the same slogan.  

But, rather than fight it out in court, the 
Stevens CEO, Kurt Herwald, 
challenged Kelleher to arm wrestle for 
it. 

The letters between the two CEOs 
setting up the date were hilarious, 
public, and 100 percent reflected the 
culture:  

From Stevens Aviation: 
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We challenge you to a sleeves-up, 
best-two-out-of-three arm-
wrestling match between you and 
our chairman … [who is] a burly 
38-year-old former weightlifter … 

From Southwest: 

Our chairman can bench press a 
quart of Wild Turkey and five 
packs of cigarettes a day. … Can 
your pusillanimous little wimp of a 
chairman stand up against the 
martial valor of our giant? 

From Stevens Aviation:  

What does pusillanimous mean? 

They actually staged the event, calling 
it the Malice in Dallas. 

 



 

 
 

- 75 - 

Herwald won, but he gave the slogan 
to Southwest anyway, and got a mentor 
and friend in Kelleher in return. 

Kelleher left behind his wife of 63 years 
and three children (a fourth child 
predeceased him).  

He also left the most-loved airline in 
America, according to more than a few 
consumer surveys. Not a bad legacy. 
Rest in peace, Herb Kelleher. 
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Control the Chaos 

 

CEOs are not the only leaders in the airline 
industry. Let’s switch gears for a moment and talk 
about another category: the union leaders, 
including one who was described as the “most 
powerful flight attendant” in America. 

---------- 

There are 120,000 flight attendants in 
the United States, according to the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

But one of them, who flies for United 
Airlines, has been lauded as "America's 
Most Powerful Flight Attendant" by 
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activists, media, and her fellow flight 
attendants. 

Her name is Sara Nelson, and she first 
joined United Airlines in 1996. The 
source of her power is that she's the 
elected president the Association of 
Flight Attendants union -- and she's 
truly seized the moment. 

AFA represents about 50,000 flight 
attendants in total, at United as well as 
Alaska Airlines, Frontier, Hawaiian, and 
some smaller airlines. 

I first started talking with Nelson in 
2018, after President Trump signed the 
massive aviation bill, which contained 
some truly surprising provisions that 
changed life radically for both flight 
attendants and passengers. 
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But it was the 35-day partial 
government shutdown in 2019 that 
truly gave Nelson, 45, a chance to flex.  

Actually, three chances, at least: 

• January 20: Day 30 of the 
shutdown. Speaking at an AFL-
CIO event, Nelson called for a 
general strike -- a truly radical 
move by U.S. labor standards. 
 

• January 24: Day 34. Nelson spoke 
with passion at Reagan National 
Airport, pointing out that many of 
the air traffic controllers and TSA 
officers who were required to 
work without pay were veterans -- 
and warning that air travel was 
getting unsafe as a result of the 
shutdown. 
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• January 25: Day 35. FAA workers 

start skipping work, and flights are 
canceled. Nelson issues a 
statement aimed squarely at the 
top Republican in the Senate, 
blaming him for the shutdown. 
"Do we have your attention now, 
Leader McConnell?" 

Later that evening, the Senate passed a 
bill ending the shutdown, and 
President Trump signed it.  

The pressure brought by aviation 
workers was largely credited with 
being a major force in bringing it all to 
a close. 

Nelson still flies about once a year to 
keep her flight attendant status, but 
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she's really 100 percent union leader 
now.  

Take her experience negotiating 
with Jonathan Ornstein, the head of 
Mesa Airlines. AFA represents about 
1,000 Mesa employees. 

In 2017, in the run-up to contract talks 
with Mesa, Nelson testified before 
Congress and called the airline "a 
'bottom feeder' in terms of wages," 
according to The New York Times. 

Her tough stance apparently worked, 
according to the Times. In a new 
contract, Nelson obtained a significant 
concession, allowing Mesa employees 
the right to picket their own airline. 

"I think she is truly one of the most 
effective labor leaders I have ever met," 
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Ornstein told the Times. "She kind of 
scares me." 

Nelson got her start with the union 
nearly 20 years ago, when she became 
its chief of communications.  

That job gave her the fun task of 
threatening to use the union's CHAOS 
strike strategy, which stands for 
"creating havoc around our systems." 

In short, rather than announce the time 
and place of a strike--which would 
allow airlines to prepare and 
compensate by moving other 
personnel around, the union's CHAOS 
strategy is a little more crafty. 

Under the plan, flight attendants would 
announce only that they're planning to 
strike sometime -- but then choose the 
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time and place with zero warning, so as 
to cripple their employer. 

"We don't ever announce when or 
where. We might strike Paris. We might 
strike Texas," Nelson explained to 
the Los Angeles Times in 2005. 

Now, a decade and a half later, it 
seemed that Nelson's moment, and the 
union's, might have arrived. 

Her speech at National Airport went 
viral. And her call for a general strike 
"drew commentary in publications as 
diverse as The Atlantic and Teen 
Vogue," as the Times put things in a 
recent profile. 

The liberal Salon called her remarks, 
"the single most important pro-labor 
speech of the shutdown." 
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Which suggests that maybe her final 
destination might be beyond the flight 
attendants union, or even the aviation 
industry. 

At the end of the Times profile, she 
started talking about what she'd do 
differently if she were the head of the 
AFL-CIO, which is the largest U.S. 
union organization with 12 million 
members. 

Time will tell if that's ever a possibility. 
But until then, if you're flying, on 
United especially, maybe be a little 
kinder to your flight attendant -
- especially if you're not in the habit of 
checking name tags."vii 
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Learn From Mistakes 
I started writing about airlines right around the 
time that United Airlines made big headlines for 
dragging a recalcitrant passenger off an airplane. 

This column is about what then-CEO Oscar Munoz 
had to say after the dust settled. 

---------- 

It's hard being the CEO of United 
Airlines. 

Not to say it isn't worth it: CEO Oscar 
Munoz reportedly made $18.7 million 
last year.  

But for that princely salary, he's had to 
deal with some of the biggest self-
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inflicted bad corporate PR stories any 
company has managed to endure. 

All of this, by the way, after his 
predecessor stepped down in the 
midst of a federal corruption 
investigation, although he was never 
charged with any wrongdoing—and 
after Munoz suffered a heart attack on 
the job, and had to have a heart 
transplant (a heart transplant!) the year 
before. 

Munoz spoke to a group of executives 
in Chicago, and he talked about his 
reaction as the airline's top leader to 
two of the worst incidents aboard 
United flights in the last year.  

We're talking of course about (a) the 
United Airlines passenger who was 
bloodied and dragged off a flight to 
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make room for a United employee who 
needed his seat, and (b) the family 
whose pet dog, Kikito, died after a 
United flight attendant reportedly 
forced them to put the dog in an 
overhead bin on a flight from Houston 
to New York. 

"We got it wrong last week," Munoz 
acknowledged about the death of 
Kikito, but it was his comments about 
the time Dr. David Dao was dragged 
off a flight in April 2017 that offered the 
most insight into how to handle difficult 
leadership challenges.  

Here are the two most 
important quotes, along with the six 
key words highlighted: 

We had a truly horrific event last year 
that everyone in the world frankly heard 
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about. It was flight 3411, with the 
doctor that was dragged off the plane. 
And people say, 'Aren't you glad that's 
over? Can't you wait for that thing to go 
away?' 

That is the furthest thing from my mind 
and our mind. We want it front and 
center. We constantly want to be 
reminded of how things can go wrong 
so quickly." 

As CEO of a big, consumer facing 
company, Munoz is trying to lead a lot 
of different groups of people at the 
same time--and often those groups 
don't have the same objectives. 

Shareholders want maximum returns. 
Customers want good service and 
prices. Employees want fair 
compensation and a good working 
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environment. And those of us who 
write about airlines hear from all three 
constituencies, all the time. 

I asked United employees especially 
how they feel about Munoz's remarks, 
and at least from the sampling I heard, 
it seems they still support him 
enthusiastically. Among the comments 
I heard from current United 
employees: 

• "He's a good leader and accepts 
responsibility. I stand behind 
him!" 

• "Never forget it--take it as a 
learning experience a teaching 
moment and we should always 
remember common sense is not 
that common." 
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• "Personally I feel we shouldn't 
dwell on the past incidents. 
United took responsibility and 
should add protocol to prevent it 
from future." 

• "Oscar Munoz is by far the best 
CEO United has ever had. He has 
brought people together, instilled 
pride and camaraderie in our 
company, and shown that he 
cares..." 

Contrast this to the reaction to how 
Munoz reacted at first, last year, when 
he basically blamed the dragging 
incident on the passenger who was 
dragged.  

Here, I think he struck the right tone. 
He made clear he thinks these kinds of 
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headline-grabbing, "horrific" events 
are the exception to the rule. 

But he also acknowledged how 
important they are--and all but asked 
to be reminded of the worst of these 
events "constantly." 

I have a feeling people will be willing 
to accommodate that request.viii 
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Plan for the Future 
 

One of the most interesting things about Munoz’s 
tenure as CEO of United is how it ended—not with 
any kind of abruptness or scandal, but instead as 
the result of a planned, six-month transition that 
saw him hand control over to Kirby. (Munoz 
became chairman.) That’s relative rare in 
corporate America now. 

---------- 
This article is about the new chief 
executive officer of United Airlines, 
Scott Kirby, who took over in May 2020 
after four years as United's president. 
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But it's also about much bigger 
themes: longevity, succession, and 
even death. 
The story starts almost six months 
before, when United 
Airlines announced its CEO transition 
plan, which had United CEO Oscar 
Munoz making way for Kirby. 
 
United was a rarity because of the long 
transition period. Companies get new 
CEOs all the time -- 2019 was a banner 
year for it -- but Munoz and Kirby 
would continue working alongside 
each other for nearly six months before 
Kirby took over. 
 
Even then, Munoz would stay on as 
United's chairman. So, I put a reminder 



 

 
 

- 93 - 

in my calendar for the beginning of 
May: Check in with United Airlines, 
make sure nothing has changed. 
Then, of course, everything changed.  
The clear takeaway 
The coronavirus pandemic upended 
the world. Most of the United States 
went on lockdown. Airline travel was 
suddenly the last thing on most 
people's minds. 
United Airlines cut its schedule by 90 
percent during May -- and even still, 
the airline endured uproars 
about overcrowding on some of the 
few United flights that remain. 
But United stuck to the plan.  
On May 20, Kirby took over as United's 
CEO, and this week he spoke at his first 
public forum since the transition, 
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talking for 50 minutes Thursday at the 
Bernstein 36th Annual Strategic 
Decisions Conference. 
As I read the 8,600-word transcript of 
Kirby's talk, the lesson that every 
business leader should take away from 
United's transition became clear. 
'The waiting was the smartest part' 
I come neither to praise Kirby nor to 
bury him as a leader. He has a 
reputation for being blunt-spoken and 
numbers-oriented, and he's made 
some policy decisions that were not 
exactly well-received by employees. 
(The "Bonus Lottery" announcement of 
2018 comes to mind.) 
He's also been in line for this a long 
time, previously holding the role of 
president at U.S. Airways and American 
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Airlines before serving as United's 
president.  
But with apologies to the late singer 
Tom Petty: "The waiting was the 
smartest part."  
Smart business leaders face tough 
choices every day, but one brutal truth 
can be almost debilitating: Someday, if 
you're lucky, somebody else will be 
running your business. 
With surprising frequency, however, 
transitions come up with no clear plan 
in place. 
Take a look at what happened with the 
CEO transitions at rivals McDonald's 
and Subway last year.  
Can you tell me who would take over at 
Amazon if something were to happen 
to Jeff Bezos? 
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Even at Berkshire Hathaway, where 
Warren Buffett is now 89 years old, it 
was only in January that he announced 
a plan to give his two most likely 
successors as CEO "more exposure" to 
shareholders. 
Leave a legacy 
I have a theory about why United 
Airlines was the exception to the rule, 
and planned so far ahead. 
 
First, Kirby has been groomed for this.  
Second, Munoz nearly died in 2016, 
and needed a heart transplant; he's 
only 61, but he had an early reminder 
that nothing lasts forever. 
Finally, Kirby is an Air Force veteran, 
and I wonder if that might have played 
a role, since military organizations 
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usually have a second-in-command 
who can step in if something happens 
to the commander. 
Whatever the genesis, during one of 
the most challenging times for the 
airline industry in history, United was 
able to go ahead with this transition. 
And that's the key lesson: If you're 
leading a business, think about 
succession. Face the fact that none of 
us will live forever.  
You might keep your plan close, and it 
might well change over time. But the 
mere fact of having it will give 
employees and other stakeholders 
confidence. 
And, if the unthinkable yet inevitable 
happens suddenly, the organization 
you've devoted so much to will have 
the best possible chance at success.ix 
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Practice Persuasion 
I’d like to close with this story that’s about 
passenger leadership—both to illustrate how 
many other facets of this industry there are to talk 
about in future volumes, but also because it 
illustrates leadership, even when you don’t have 
authority or a title. 

Think of the effectiveness here, even if you don’t 
100 percent agree with the cause. 

---------- 

This is a story about an airplane 
passenger, a viral video--and a lesson 
in emotional intelligence. 

By now you may have seen the video. It 
garnered more than 3.5 million views 
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on Facebook in less than 72 hours as of 
this writing. Thousands of people have 
shared and commented on it, and 
media around the world have covered 
it. 

It shows a Swedish student named Elin 
Ersson, 21, who in July 2018 boarded a 
flight from Gothenburg, Sweden, to 
Istanbul, intending to refuse to sit 
down because another passenger on 
the plane was due to be deported to 
Afghanistan. 

As long as she stood, she'd realized, 
the plane couldn't take off--and she 
hoped to convince the pilot to remove 
both her and the man who was being 
deported. 
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Her fellow passengers were not 
amused at first. Delaying the takeoff 
meant delaying them, too.  

Some reacted angrily; one man tried to 
grab her phone, even as she live 
streamed her act of civil disobedience 
on Facebook. 

Then, something extraordinary 
happened. 

Over the course of about 10 minutes, 
the crowd turned. Ersson got them on 
her side. 

By the time both she and the man who 
was going to be deported were 
removed from the plane--exactly what 
she'd set out to do--she was in tears, 
after many of her fellow passengers 
had stood with her in support. 
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Besides representing a reprieve for the 
immigrant, who was able to stay at 
least for one more day in Sweden, 
Ersson's act offered a remarkable 
example of how to win over a crowd, 
even when it seems their minds are 
already made up.  

Here's how she did it: 

1. She crafted a simple, compelling 
message. 

Throughout the entire episode, Ersson 
repeats a variation of the same 10-
word phrase several times: "I'm doing 
what I can to save a person's life." Most 
of the passengers, who had no idea 
why she was standing up at first, were 
willing to listen to her argument after 
hearing that. 
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2. She presented a stark choice. 

If the man is sent to Afghanistan, 
Ersson said repeatedly, he will die. 
Now, we don't know the facts of his 
case, but let's assume Ersson 
characterizes it correctly: She frames a 
stark choice--help me get him off the 
plane, or else stand by and watch him 
be condemned. 

3. She expressed caring but 
controlled emotion. 

It's clear in the video that Ersson is very 
passionate about what she's doing. 
However, even though she's speaking 
English as a second language, she 
measures her words carefully, and 
keeps her reactions under control--
even when she's provoked. It's 
powerful. 
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4. She has defined goals. 

She's not trying to change the entire 
immigration system in Sweden with 
one act; she's not even trying to ensure 
that the man on the plane can stay in 
Sweden long term. She's only trying to 
get him off the plane so he can stay for 
one more day. It's simple and well-
defined. 

5. She lowered the ask. 

Ersson doesn't ask other people to 
stand with her. She simply talks about 
how she hopes others will be patient 
enough to endure a flight delay while 
she protests. When a man who 
apparently stays sitting nevertheless 
tells her she's doing the right thing, 
you can see the emotion in her eyes. 
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6. She demonstrates commitment. 

Over the course of the video, it 
becomes clear that she's 100 percent 
not going to sit down and cooperate 
voluntarily. Toward the end, when 
security is called, she's increasingly 
confident that the man will be removed 
from the plane too. Ersson expresses 
almost indifference to her own fate. All 
that matters to her is getting him off 
the plane. 

7. She presents the whole package 
well. 

Let's be honest: It helps that she's 
pretty. Toward the end, a bunch of 
young men who are apparently on a 
soccer team stand up in support and 
solidarity. I am going to go out on a 
limb and say that they potentially 
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reacted better to her entreaties than 
they would have reacted to, say, 
someone who looks like me. 

Regardless, she looks nice, pleasant, 
and unthreatening--and that's part of 
why she's successful. Net result? She 
got what she wanted, at least for a day.  

"Most of all, I felt supported by the 
people on the plane. It was really 
emotional, but I had a mission and I 
was just making sure I was fulfilling 
that," she told The Guardian.  

In the end, Ersson was fined the 
equivalent of about $324 for her 
actions, and the man was ultimately 
deported anyway. 
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I’m not saying she had the right cause, 
or that she did the right thing, 
necessarily.  

But she demonstrated that nobody 
truly needs a title, or even real authority 
to act like a leader. 

They just need a moment, a conviction, 
and the power of persuasion. 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in January 
2021. Check out to see if there’s an 
update at: books.understandably.com. 
 
Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
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Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
 
Don’t forget to leave comments and 
reviews at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
 
 
Notes and links follow below:  


