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Southwest Alrlines: A Process Structure aud Technology Case

Southwest Aulines was the seventh largest passenger airline in the United Stales in
FU3. and one of the few aidlines thal has remamed profitable and Jas even grown in recent
yeas [s suecess is based on providing a very limited product and using a simple, Tocused
strategy caphasizing high quality and low price. Southwest is nol as well koown as other
airlines becatse i does nod serve the enlire Uniled States and has no inlernalional routes. [
Mies primarily shoil- {o termediate-range routes, usvally 250-750 miles, and provides only
one class of serviee, conch. (Passengers can travel belween almost any Lwo cities served by
Southwest using two Tights) In contrast {o its major compelitors, Soullwest has also nol
venlured inle other arens of Uravel and leisvse, such as operating hotel or aulo restal
divisians.

All ol Southivesl's operational suhsysloms are designed o supporl s order-winning
dimensions ol price and scrvice guality, as defined by the availability of Tlights, on-lime
petlomianee, and o minimune ol service Tiilures, such as Tost baggage and geoeral service
complaimts. This narrow product lecas has made it possible for Southwest 1o construet its
vverall servive process as o collection of simple, usnally lovw-tech subsystems that use
standardized materials and procedures. 1.et ns see how cach subsystem works,

Vo Treheting, With only ane class of service, no reserved seating, and a simple pricing
schewne, 1eservation agents require less training and con process licke! reservaiions nore
guickly than other airline agents. The Tare struglhare s =0 sunple tha Gelees are sold
theoush vending minchines ol some airpoits,

2. Checlefnn and Bocrding, Vhere is no resorved senting on Sonthwest's planes: it is lirst-
come, lirsl-served at the airport gate This aveids the time-consuming peoblems of
passengers nob getiing the seats they reserved. Passenpers know the rules aned adjust
their expectations: il they want a good seat, They et 1o the sate carly. With this policy.
Soullwest savies 1he time and expense ol fracking ondd issuing personalizad boarding
passes; i vses reusable plastic nnes instead,

.

3. Ju-Flighe Operationy. Che ol the most impartant features of Southwest's production
syslem is (hat iCuses only one type ol aireral, the Bocing 737 This plane was designed
specilically o efficient short distance Oights, Prots, Dight attendams, and mechanics
have 1o he trained, parts stocked, and service equipment anel joby procediores duesigoed for
only one type ol phine.

Beeause almost all Mights are one ta twa bours long, there iz no need lor bot foods
or [or any Tood cven resembling a meal. Only peanuls and bevernges are served anmusl
Mights, with cookies added Tor fonger ones, Not only does this climinate the material
expense of Tull meals, but storage and food preparation space is eliminated Further, Hight
attendants do nat kave to spendd (ime preparing food, so {ewer attendants (ouly those
required for safety) are needed.

There are several operational benelits of having only onc elass of service { ) moie
seals can be put on cacl plane; (2) the cost and complexily of (he amenities expecled in
lirst-class scals, such as a separate set of fonds and magazines, can be eliminated; (3)
taining and job requirements of flight altendants are reduced; and (4) fewer flight
altendants are required.

With reduced responsibilitics, the Might ’lltcnd:lnlw often have free time to do some
of the goofy things that have beeome a Soutluwest trademark They will frequently sing
sons and Lell jokes to entertain passengers, especially if the flight is late.

4. Flight Turnarownd. Southwest is known for having the lastest tarnaround of flights in
the induslry (lurnaround time is the interval between the time a plane arrives at a
destination and the tinie itis ready to leave on the next flight). By turning around planes

20 winates or less (comparcd with 45 minutes or imore for many competitors),
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Sontlnvest is able 1o fly more Mights per day per airplane, ulilize its plines betier, and
spread s Dixed costs over more passengers. In addition, with its rapid furnaround,
Southwesi can offer more flights cach day, which nrovides beller customer convenience.
For example, two planes assigned 1o a pais of cltics can provide 10 or more flights per
day rather than the 6-8 of competitors,

The Tast wrnaround s due to severnl Mctors, { 1) Because no meals are served on
flighis, littke Tood must be breught on beard and lidle garbage has to be removeed, Inferior
clean-up s atso minimal (2) Bagpage handling is relatively light because a larpe
praportion of business commulers carey their own Laggape onto the plane. (3) Relueling
15 fast becawse of the shortuess of the MMights (litle fuel is consimed) and the
standardization of the abeeall, (4) Al the employees i the turnaround process ollow
well-designed, standardized procedures, minimizing ervors. They work concurrent]y, and

responsibilitics are assigned so that all workers need approximately the same amount of

lime o compleie their tasks. Yet employees can belp wilh other Jobs when noeessary to
stay on schedule; it is not uncommon Tor pilols to vacuam the floors,

5. Maintenanee. By using only ane type of aircraflt, Sotmibwest is able to kecp its
maintenance eosts low. Mechanies need (o know only one Lype of wirerafl {although
there are different versions of it), fewer pats have to be kept in inventery, ol
substantial learning ocears in working with only one airerafl.

Other aspects of Southwest's operations support its overall stratcgy, Two of the more
mportant anes are its scheduling and route configuration and fis airpart selecton. In e eale
aperations of most anlines, gates me ofien underutilized, cither heeause there is ne plane at
the pate or because a plane is wailing for turnaround 1a begin or passengers to hoard. In
conlrast, Southwest has the highest ulilizalion rate of pates in the industey, This is due not
only to the fast turnaround of planes, but also o the design of their flight schedule an
operations at cach airport, Although each eity is dilferent, Soutlnvest lypically has two pates
at an airport and serves four 1o six cities. Flights between that wirpart aned cach city are
scheduled every hour or cvery other hour. The arrivals and depaciuies, however, are
staggered cvery 20-30 minules so that tumaround crews can move from plane 11 plane as
Lthey arrive. At cach gale, a plane is scheduled to arrive from a cily at, say 8:30 and then
return o that ity at 9:00. This approach keeps the turnaround crews ane the gales nlmost
(nlly wtilized without delaying fights. The system must be warking, as Southwest
consistently ranks at the top of the industry in on-time performance and fewest clstoner
compliints. .

The use of sccondary airports has been part of Souhwest s steategy for a long lime. By
nsig airports such as Love Ficld in Dallas, Midway Afrport in Chicagn, and airports in
Gakland and Burbank, California, Southwest pays lower landing fees, encounters loss
congestion, and in many cases is closer Lo the center of the city than by using the primary
airports such as O'lNare,

The central themes in Southwest's service system design are keeping the producl mix
narow, focusing on price and service qualily, and keeping the system as simple and
standandized as possible What is especially interesting is that some basic design decisions,
such as the choice of airerafl or having only one class of service, have benelicial effects in
several areas.

Queslions
I. Compare Southwest Airlines with other passenger airlines. What are the major
dilferences between their operations?

-2, Identify two specific operations methods used by Southwest Airdines that could easily be

adopied by other airlines (withaut major investment).

J. Hentify two specific operations methods vsed by Southwvest Airlines that could be
adopted by other service producers outside the aidine industry, Describe the companies
that could adopt them and how these methods would improve the companies,
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