Southwest Airlines

As a supervisor now, I am far more of a coach than a boss.  I lead by example.  My people are watching me constantly.  And the direction I'm going in is the direction they're going to go in.  My principle responsibilities as a customer service supervisor are making sure that we are staffed daily.  That we have enough customer service agents to check in our flights and sell the tickets, take care of the bags and make sure operationally that we can continue through the day.  

On a daily basis my day starts out at 5:00.  I am the opening supervisor.  I come in, I check for sick calls, I see that we are fully staffed, I cover the sick calls, I bring up our computers for our ticketing and our gates.  And if they are not working then I call someone to help me bring those up.  I make sure that everyone is in their correct position on time; and I schedule meetings, hearings, union problems.  I talk to customers in between all of that.  I make sure and talk to customers that are having problems; they'll ask for a supervisor.  I might go to a gate if we have an oversold situation and take care of the over sale, actually take care of it. Sometimes we have a problem on board and a captain will radio in that I need to go and meet a plane with a problem.  I do that.  I fix a lot of machinery.  I don't even have a tool belt.  I fix our automatic ticketing machines and take care of if the lights go out in the gate area.  That's my job responsibility too.

In many companies, first line managers also have to be on the front lines of technology that's integral to their company's performance and success.

Our computers are vital to our operation.  That's one of our main tools that we use.  The computers actually sell the tickets.  And the same computer actually generates the information about who's actually on board an aircraft.  We have a new system called ‘Ticketless,’ which the customer actually checks in with just a confirmation number or a last name.  And that's vital that that's working.  I monitor that throughout the day to make sure that's working at all times.  We have handheld radios and we use those constantly to speak to other managers, to speak to baggage services, to baggage handlers, to the ramp, to operations to ensure that if we have a bag that's lost or a child that's lost, we find them.

We spend a lot of time locating lost passengers that have disappeared or supposed to be on a flight and grandma's lost.  That's what I do.
The most important challenge I have is to actually get our plane off the gate on time to keep our on time performance at its optimum.  It's highly important that we get out on time.  It affects the whole system and you've got to motivate your people to try really hard to jump in there, work the flight, check in the customers, give 'em absolutely, positively outrageous customer service but still maintain that time frame that the plane must go on time.  But you want them to have fun while they're doing their job.  That's -- that is so key to everything we do.  If your internal customer's not having a good time,

they're not gonna give you 100 percent. And I work so hard to try and help them have a good time during their day.

Effective first line managers tend to be an advocate for employees who often find themselves in the line of fire.  They have to face the customer and take a lot -- quite a bit

of abuse these days. And they come back to you and you've got to be able to send 'em right back out there to face the customer again.  You've got to be able to listen and give 'em some solutions, some suggestions how to handle those problems. As a leader at

Southwestern Airlines, I truly believe in empowering our customer service agents to make decisions.  They know the job, they have a customer in front of them and I trust their decisions wholeheartedly.  'Cause an empowered employee makes them feel like

they're part of the company.  That they're a vital link in the chain that makes the company go.  Communication is a vital link between management and the frontline person doing their job.  We communicate on a daily basis with our customer service agents by way of computer.  We put immediate messages across our computer to all work positions.  We also have what we call pass down memo books which any new procedure or anything we want to convey to our agents, we put in the memo.  And we have those in the break rooms and they read those every day and sign off that they've read the memos.  That gives them immediate information; what to expect.  We sometimes, if it's very crucial training information, we will call them in in groups of two or three and train them on the new procedure.  

The mission of Southwest Airlines is to give the highest quality of customer service while still maintaining a real atmosphere that's fun to work in.  We give it our all.  No matter what the customer's need, we find a way to accommodate that need.

