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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

On April, 17, 2018, Southwest Airlines flight 1380 experienced an uncontained engine failure after departing from 
New York-LaGuardia Airport on a flight to Dallas Love Field.  This case study probes into the public relations efforts 
that Southwest Airlines pursued to manage the crisis after the aircraft was substantially damaged. The authors 
followed the Hendrix Process Model of public relations case study analysis, which applies the mnemonic “ROPE” 
(Research, Objectives, Programming, and Evaluation) as a template to evaluate the public relations initiative. Based 
on available evidence, Southwest Airlines sought to reduce negative media publicity and assure customers, flight 
attendants, and pilots that its airlines are safe. The company also attempted to inform the media that investigations 
were taking place to determine what went wrong and to assure  the flight 1380 passengers that the company supports 
them. Southwest Airlines took actions that corresponded with their objectives. While the flight 1380 was still in the 
air, the company tweeted and posted on social media news about the incident progress. This action allowed Southwest 
Airlines to keep the media updated in a prompt and easy way.  Scholars considered the Southwest Airlines incident to 
be one of the best handled public relations crises in 2018 --mainly because the details were carefully planned before 
the crisis struck. However, the authors concluded that Southwest Airlines could have done more for  their publics. 
For example, they could have had a central message to assure all concerned parties that the company is doing 
everything possible to guarantee their safety.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Problem Statement 
On April 17, 2018 Southwest Airlines had its first in-flight fatality on flight 1380 going from New York to Dallas, 
Texas. Twenty minutes into the four-hour flight, the left engine of the plane exploded and the passenger Jeniffer 
Riordan (a 43-year-old Wells Fargo executive from Albuquerque, New Mexico) got sucked partially out of the plane 
and later was pronounced dead at a hospital. At 30,000 feet up in the air, a scene of terror and chaos ripped through 
the plane as it plunged towards the ground (Healy & Hauser, 2018). The pilot, Tammie Jo Shults, and her crew of 
flight attendants were well prepared to handle such a stressful situation. While passengers live streamed the chaotic 
event and others prayed, flight attendants were able to keep passengers calm and safe. By 11:20 a.m., the plane safely 
landed at the Philadelphia International Airport with only one casualty. 
 
This study assesses the public relations activities that Southwest Airlines pursued to protect the company’s reputation 
and alleviate the concerns of current and future customers after the unfortunate event. 
 
 
History 
On June 18, 1971 Southwest Airlines started offering flights to Dallas, San Antonio, and Houston (swamedia.com, 
2019). The company operated only in the state of Texas until January 25, 1979 when they opened lines from Houston, 
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Texas to New Orleans, Louisiana. From 1979 and every year forward, Southwest Airlines continuously expanded 
their business into other states. Ten years after starting their airline, they  had served over six million customers, flown 
over 110,000 flights, and had 27 aircrafts in their arsenal (swamedia.com, 2019).  
 
For the past 46 years Southwest Airlines had a profitable business and at the end of their third quarter in 2018 they 
reported a net income of $615 million (swamedia.com, 2019). Southwest Airlines is known for offering cheap flights 
with outstanding service to customers all across the United States. On any given day, a passenger can find a one-way 
flight for less than $100. The company also offers hotel and car rental bundles to passengers.  
 
Throughout the years, Southwest Airlines has found ways to be innovative and attract customers to fly with their 
airline. On December 7, 1981, they introduced “Pick-a-Pack” discount tickets (swamedia.com, 2019). From this point 
forward, they became known as a cheap airline that continuously offered discounted airfare to major cities while 
having outstanding customer service relations. Southwest Airlines has continued to make customer service their 
number one priority. Throughout the years, Southwest Airlines kept receiving awards in recognition of their top of the 
line service and dedication to customers.  
 
Mission Statements 
Southwest Airlines has two mission statements: one for customers and one for employees.  
For customers: “Southwest Airlines is dedicated to the highest quality of customer service delivered with a sense of 
warmth, friendliness, individual pride, and company spirit.”  
For employees: “We are committed to provide a stable work environment with equal opportunity for learning and 
personal growth. Creativity and innovation are encouraged for improving the effectiveness of Southwest Airlines. 
Above all, employees will be provided the same concern, respect, and caring attitude within the organization that they 
are expected to share externally with every Southwest customer.”   
Southwest Airlines does a good job at mirroring their mission statements. In general, they have a positive reputation 
with their customers, employees, and media. 
 
Public Relations Structure 
The exact responsibilities of Southwest Airlines public relations team are not explicitly stated on their website. 
However, in analyzing their flight 1380 incident and other previous cases,  it can be assumed that public relations’ 
main responsibility within the company is to monitor media coverage, send press releases,, and promote Southwest 
Airlines campaigns. Everything media related is done through www.swamedia.com. The public relations team 
publishes statements and press releases through this website. It also states that if journalists have any questions to 
contact Southwest Airlines through www.swamedia.com.   
We can assume that the public relations department at Southwest interacts with other departments and high ranking 
officials as needed. During the flight 1380 case, Southwest Airlines public relations worked closely with the CEO to 
help combat negative media. Their primary function is to interact with the media in different forms.  
 
Social, Political, and Economic Contexts 
Americans are constantly connected to the world through the use of social media, and their personal safety is always 
granted. Such an expectation, along with the passengers and public’s reactions to the flight 1380 incident and Jeniffer 
Riordan’s death, impacted the way that Southwest Airlines handled the crisis. As the left engine exploded and the 
plane went down, passengers got on their phones to live stream the event and say goodbyes to their families and 
friends. With this type of social media culture, where everyone can connect with the outside world and everything can 
be documented, Southwest Airlines had to handle the event effectively. Throughout the crisis, the company responded 
and monitored social media coverage. Videos of the incident happening can still be found on YouTube.  
Southwest Airlines’ political environment is influenced by the  Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) which 
enforces strict regulations on all airlines. The FAA sets the standards for safety, protocols, and other important 
requirements that all airlines must follow. In this case, Southwest Airlines worked directly with the investigators and 
the FAA to determine the exact cause of the explosion.  
The economic environment determines the competition among all airlines in the United States. Southwest Airlines 
had to keep up with competitors’ pricing and quality of service. They also had to match or have better products, 
service, and prices with their competitors. It is evident that Southwest Airlines  had tremendous economic success in 
the past and continues to do so. While flight 1380 and Jeniffer Riordan’s death had an impact on revenue, Southwest 
Airlines is still in a very good economic standing.  
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RESEARCH 
 
 
Case Study Method for Analysis of Southwest Airlines Response 

 
In analyzing how Southwest Airlines managed the crisis, the authors used the case study technique. It is well 
established that this research method offers the investigator an opportunity to deal with a wide spectrum of information 
about the research topic. As Yin in his authoritative Case study research and applications: Design and methods (2018, 
p. 5) points out, “Case study research is commonly found in many social science disciplines as well as the practicing 
professions (e.g., psychology, sociology, political science, anthropology, social work, business, education, nursing, 
and community planning).” In terms of corporate issues, the case method was pioneered by the Harvard Business 
School faculty and “is a profound educational innovation that presents the greatest challenges confronting leading 
companies, nonprofits, and government organizations—complete with the constraints and incomplete information 
found in real business issues…” (Harvard Business School, 2018).  
 
The case study technique is particularly advantageous to those who attempt to find ideas and clues for further research. 
This statement does not suggest, however, that the technique is to be used only at the exploratory stage of research. It 
can also be used to gather descriptive and explanatory data.  
 
The authors of this study followed the Hendrix Process Model of public relations case study analysis, which applies 
the mnemonic “ROPE” as a template to evaluate a PR initiative and structure a critique. ROPE consists of four phases. 
The first element is research, which explores the client, the problem or issue to be solved, and the audience(s). The 
second phase is objectives, which is a grouping of the desired outcomes of the public relations campaign. Next is 
programming, which explores the actions of the campaign used to achieve the objectives. The final phase is evaluation, 
which is the process of measuring the effectiveness of the campaign (Hayes et al., 2013, p. 12-46).  
 
In the early stage of the incident, Southwest Airlines  research was limited to fact-finding –mainly due to the 
unexpected nature of the crisis. It was the company’s first in-flight fatality. Southwest Airlines’ initial response was 
damage limitation. The airliner attempted to: (a) reduce negative media publicity,  (b) provide paid compensation and 
direct emotional support for the affected passengers, flight attendants, and pilots on the flight, and (c) assure future 
customers that their airline is safe. 
 
Before the crisis, Southwest Airlines  reviewed data on similar events with other airlines to identify basic proponents 
of a plan that could minimize the economic and legal impacts of major accidents. For example, in February 2009, 
Continental Flight 3407 crashed into a house and killed all 49 passengers (Joesphs, 2019). The negative media 
attention and government regulations that resulted from the crash offered practical examples to the Southwest’s media 
team. The company conducted quantitative research through the use of content analysis to determine media reactions 
to other airlines that enacted crisis communication plans similar to this one. From this analysis they developed general 
ideas of  media treatment of airline disasters.  
 
The second type of research that Southwest Airlines did was qualitative. The company looked at published materials 
and reviewed other airlines records and press releases to draw some conclusions about essential elements of crisis 
communication plans. For instance, from their analysis of David Dao’s removal from the United Express flight 3411 
on April 9, 2017, they developed some ideas about the publics they should target and how to treat each group 
(Arenstein, 2018).  
 
Target Publics 
Southwest Airlines conducted various kinds of public relations activities to protect the company’s reputation, but they 
did not come up with a list of target publics. However, in scrutinizing these activities, we concluded that Southwest 
actively attempted to reach out to the following groups and organizations: 
 

● Passengers on flight 1380 
● The family of Jeniffer Riordan, specifically her husband and children 
● Flight 1380 attendants, as well as other Southwest Airlines attendants 
● Attendants of other airlines 
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● Pilots, specifically Tammie Jo Shults, those who work for Southwest Airlines, and other 
airlines 

● Future Southwest Airlines customers 
● The general public 
● Government officials, specifically the Federal Aviation Administration. 
● National media 

 
 

OBJECTIVES 
 
 

This case study examines Southwest Airlines’ efforts in the context of public relations and crisis communication. The 
objectives listed below are presumably  established by Southwest Airlines for this plan. Specific, measurable,, and 
time-bound objectives were not disclosed by the public relations team or media sites. Thus, the objectives are based 
on our analysis of the actions that Southwest Airlines took after the incident. Some objectives will be further explained 
in the actions section, because they closely relate to each other.  
 
Southwest Airlines’ public relations activities attempted to achieve impact as well as output objectives. There were 
three levels of impact objectives: informational, attitudinal, and behavioral. According to one of the standard public 
relations texts, a practical method to assess a campaign outcome is to scrutinize its objectives, because they are 
supposed to represent specific, intended effects of public relations programs on their targeted publics. Output 
objectives refer to media techniques and tactics that the organization uses (Hayes, Hendrix, & Kumar, 2013, pp. 24-
27+).  

 
Impact Objectives 
 

Informational 
● To brief the media about Southwest Airlines’ coordination with investigators to 

determine what went wrong on flight 1380.  
● To make the family of the victim aware of the compensation they will receive from 

Southwest Airlines.  
● To tell the flight 1380 passengers about the support that Southwest Airlines has for them. 
● To let Southwest Airlines’ pilots and flight attendants know that they are appreciated for 

their professionalism and attention to customers during an emergency.   
● To inform the general public that flying with Southwest Airlines is still very safe. 

  
Attitudinal 

● To minimize negative attitudes among the passengers of flight 1380 toward Southwest 
Airlines.  

● To maintain positive attitudes among employees about the safety of Southwest Airlines.  
 

Behavioral 
● To persuade passengers on flight 1380 not to sue Southwest Airlines over the incident. 

Output Objectives 
● To send a formal letter of apology to the flight passengers a day after the incident.  
● To distribute statements to various media about the unfortunate incident.  
● To respond to social media posts from passengers on flight 1380 and media.  
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PRSouthwest Airlines CaseOGRAMMING 
 

Public Relations Models 
After reviewing decades of public relations practices, Grunig and Hunt (1984, pp. 13-46) developed the following 
four models to differentiate between various functions of public relations and to describe how practitioners influenced 
opinions: (1) the press agent/publicity model, (2) the public information model, (3) the two-way asymmetric model, 
and (4) the two-way symmetric model. These models are now widely accepted in terms of analyzing programs, 
strategies, and tactics.  
 
In the press agent/publicity model, practitioners promote an organization’s point of view, often through incomplete, 
distorted, or half true information. The public information model is applicable when the purpose is the dissemination 
of information, not necessarily with a persuasive intent. Communicators opting for the two-way asymmetric model 
have a function more like that of the press agent/publicist, although their purpose can best be described as scientific 
persuasion. They use what is known from social science theory and research about attitudes and behavior to persuade 
publics to accept the organization’s point of view and to behave in a way that supports the organization. In the two-
way symmetric model, practitioners serve as mediators between organizations and their publics. Their goal is to create 
and maintain mutual understanding between organizations and their publics. These practitioners, too, may use social 
science theory and methods, but they usually use theories of communication rather than theories of persuasion for 
planning and evaluation of public relations. 
 
Southwest Airlines followed the two-way asymmetric model to influence the media, general public, passengers on 
flight 1380, Jeniffer Riordan’s family, and Southwest Airlines employees. They wanted these publics to accept their 
viewpoint of the incident and behave in a way that would not negatively affect the company’s reputation. The 
information was communicated both ways, to and from Southwest Airlines. The company seemed to have carefully 
planned how to communicate in a crisis situation. Southwest Airlines also used the two-way asymmetric model 
because they faced considerable competition from other major airlines and wanted to differentiate their services.  
 
Public Relations Approach 
Southwest Airlines used a proactive approach in response to their first in-flight fatality. While they did not precisely 
predict such a crisis, they were prepared to handle it. By the time flight 1380 had landed in Philadelphia, Southwest 
Airlines had already responded to the situation. They  published statements on their website and posted updates on 
Twitter. They were active on their social media platforms, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, posting updates and 
responding to Tweets, comments, and direct messages from members of the public. They issued their first statement 
at 11:00 a.m. CT before the flight landed at Philadelphia International Airport. As soon as they received a call from 
the pilot, they released a statement on their website and began enacting the protocols and crisis communication plan  
had already devised. They wanted to reduce negative media coverage and show that they cared about the safety of 
flight 3180’s  passengers and future passengers.  
 
Main Messages 
The public relations efforts did not have a central theme, but they had several  messages. A main message emphasized  
that it is still safe to fly with Southwestern Airlines and the death of Jennifer Riordan was an unfortunate incident. 
They made it well  known that customer safety is their number one priority and  their aircrafts go through rigorous 
procedures. They also informed  the media that they were working with FAA investigators to find out how and why 
the plane engine exploded and ripped a hole in the aircraft. Still another message was that Southwest Airlines also 
cares about their passengers, flight attendants, and pilots. Their statements to the media praised the bravery and 
dedication of the passengers and the entire flight crew. The last message stressed that Southwest Airlines was there to 
help those affected on flight 1380.  
 
Actions or Special Events 
Southwest Airlines actions corresponded with their objectives. Some actions provide a detailed explanation of certain 
objectives set earlier in this case. While flight 1380 was still in the air, Southwest Airlines tweeted and posted on 
social media about the incident in progress. This action allowed the company to tell the media what they knew in a 
quick and easy way. Another important action was that throughout the day Southwest released four press releases on 
their website updating the media and customers on the flight status and revealing actions to remedy the situation. The 
responses were prompt,  set the right tone, and addressed the issue up front (Arenstein, 2018). The first response was 
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short and to the point. It was released at 11:00 a.m. CT before flight 1380 had landed at Philadelphia airport. The 
second statement was released at 3:00 p.m. CT. It was a detailed press release that confirmed Jeniffer Riordan’s death, 
offered condolences, and informed the public that Southwest Airlines was working with the National Transportation 
Safety Board and the Federal Aviation Administration to investigate the cause of the explosion. Statement three came 
at 8:20 p.m. CT and pointed out that Southwest was moving up its existing inspection program. Statement four came 
on April 18, 2018 at 8:45 p.m. CT, from Southwest Captain Tammie Jo Shults and First Officer Darren Ellison  
thanking the public for their support, stating that they were working with investigators, and that they would not be 
conducting interviews with the media. The release of these four statements  helped Southwest Airlines fulfill some of 
their objectives. They clearly met one of their informational objectives by telling the public that Southwest was 
cooperating with investigators to figure out what went wrong on flight 1380. In addition, one of their output objectives 
was met by sending these statements to the media.  
 
In order to fulfill the objectives of: (a) informing the flight 1380 passengers of  Southwest Airlines’ support for them, 
(b) creating  positive attitudes among the  passengers  and Jeniffer Riordan’s family, and (3) persuading the passengers 
not to sue Southwest Airlines, the company provided a total of $6,000 in compensation to each passenger ($5,000 
cash and $1,000 Southwest Airlines travel voucher (Kobylenski, 2019). This action was meant to instill positive 
attitudes among the passengers, get them to fly with Southwest again, and offer them a monetary incentive for not 
suing the company at a later date. Southwest Airlines also provided 24/7 support to passengers along with free 
counseling services.  
 
Southwest Airlines CEO Gary Kelly released a statement to the media and wrote a formal letter of apology to the 
family of Jeniffer Riordan and passengers of flight 1380 a day after the incident to reduce negative media coverage, 
sympathize with the family of the victim,  and demonstrate a genuine care for the passengers.  
 
As soon as the engine blew up on flight 1380 and passengers began posting online, the social media team got to work. 
They first pulled all of their advertising from social media. This action allowed Southwestern Airlines to focus entirely 
on target publics and not to send mixed messages. One of the most important actions that the team undertook was 
monitoring all social media posts related to the incident. Observing what passengers were posting on social media 
gave the public relations team, CEO, and investigating officials a better sense of what was taking place in the air and 
offered  Southwest Airlines an idea about the effectiveness of their efforts. They were able to see the videos of the 
plane going down and the chaos that ensued, passengers final emotional goodbyes, and the first reactions from the 
media, general public, and Southwest customers. These posts permitted Southwest’s public relations team to tailor 
their press releases and apologies to the passengers and family of Jeniffer Riordan based on these reactions. This 
action clearly met their set objective to respond to social media posts from passengers on flight 1380 and media.  
 
Use of Controlled and Uncontrolled Media 
Southwest Airlines used a wide range of controlled and uncontrolled media to convey their messages to the target 
publics.  The controlled media consisted of:  the CEO letter to the family of Jennifer Riordan and affected passengers, 
advertisements, public apology video from the CEO, and the website. While the interpretation of the written statement 
to the family of Riordan and passengers of flight 1380 was different, Southwest Airlines had control over how and 
what was said about the incident. They also had complete control over the dissemination  of the video apology by 
CEO Gary Kelly. The last small form of controlled media came from their website. They were able to temporarily 
change the color of their banner from the traditional colors to a gray broken heart.  
 
The uncontrolled media consisted of social media posts, press releases, news broadcasts, and interviews with flight 
1380 passengers and the family of the victim Riordan. Southwest Airlines had no control over media coverage of the 
event and the passengers social media posts. 
 
Effective Use  of Communication Principles 
For the public relations efforts  to be successful, Southwest Airlines had to have a substantial amount of effective 
communication. In our review, we noticed the efforts were guided by the following  communication principles: 
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Source Credibility 
Linda Rutherford, Chief Communication Officer for Southwestern Airlines, was highly competent in facilitating the 
communication between the company and media representatives. She answered journalists’ questions with diligence, 
paid attention to details, wrote statements, and  handled calls from various publics. Along with the competence of 
Rutherford, Southwest Airlines has had a good reputation with its customers. The company received, in 2018, four 
TripAdvisor Traveler’s Choice awards for airlines (swamedia.com) and a year before it was ranked the highest in 
customer satisfaction for the Low Cost Carrier category  among all surveyed carriers (Mutzabaugh, 2017).  
 
Nonverbal cues 
The use of nonverbal cues was evident, especially when Southwest Airline gave each passenger a total of $6,000 for 
compensation and pulled and monitored all social media posts.  
 
Verbal cues 
Verbal cues were obvious in the CEO’s video when he expressed his sincerest apologies to the passengers and family 
of the victim.  
 
Two-way communication  
The Southwestern team communicated with the pilots to gather information  about the incident and respond to 
passengers’ media posts after the flight landed. 
 
 

EVALUATION 
 
 

The outcome of the public relations activities cannot be precisely evaluated, mainly because they were neither time-
bound nor measurable. They were based on our reading of Southwest Airlines literature. However, we can still make 
reasonable assumptions about whether or not they were fulfilled  based on our review of news articles and passengers’ 
comments posted by various websites. 
 
In general, the informational objectives were met. Negative media exposure was kept to a minimum and most stories 
were published within a week of the incident. The comprehension and retention of the majority of the news stories 
were simple and to the point. 
 
While we do not have concrete evidence, we can speculate  that some attitudinal objectives were met and others were 
not. The flight 1380 crew and Southwest Airlines employees maintained positive attitudes toward handling the crisis. 
The  employees did not protest and the flight crew did not speak directly with the media. From interviews with flight 
1380 passengers, it was clear that some of them did not form positive attitudes about Southwest Airlines. They even 
felt that the airline tried to quickly cover up the incident by paying them off immediately after the incident. 
 
The behavioral objective  has not been met. Southwest Airlines is facing a billion dollar lawsuit from several 
passengers who were on flight 1380. The company tried to reduce the number of passengers who sued them.  
 
Overall, it can be said that the Southwest Airlines public relations team did an outstanding job in fulfilling the output 
objectives. The company  quickly responded to all social media posts. The letter of apology to the passengers, which 
was later publicized by the media, seemed to have created a favorable impression about the company’s overall effort. 

 
Strengths and Weaknesses 
By analyzing the company’s website and the flight 1380 case,  the strengths and weaknesses of the team efforts have 
become evident. One major  strength was the team’s readiness to handle the media requests before, during, and after 
the crisis. Another strength was the assignment of all media inquiries to one person only. This procedure kept 
everything organized in one place for newspersons and it also prevented the dissemination of contradictory stories to 
the media.  
 
While we did not find major weaknesses in handling the crisis, there was a general perception that Southwestern 
Airlines immediately  compensated the passengers to avoid  potential lawsuits against the company in the future. 
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Another weakness was that the public relations team did not publicly address the case after the initial crisis was taken 
care of. On swamedia.com, Southwest Airlines’ media website, the team members did not do any follow up  about 
flight 1380 after issuing the 4th statement on April 18, 2018 (swamedia.com, 2020).  In fact, they did not release any 
other public information about the case and the measures they took to ensure that an incident like this would not 
happen again. No Statements about the incident were posted on the company’s website after April 18, 2018. Eight 
passengers have filed a lawsuit with the New York Supreme Court against Southwest Airlines for physical and mental 
trauma they have experienced in the aftermath of flight 1380 (Quigley, 2018). Southwest Airlines has not publicly 
addressed this development. 
 
Ultimately, the crisis did not change the general public perception of Southwest Airlines. The company is still in very 
good standing. Last year they ranked highest in customer satisfaction according to the J.D Power 2018 North American 
Airline Satisfaction Survey (swamedia.com, 2019). The team managed to reduce negative media coverage. The 
treatment of the flight passengers was remarkable. It showed the company’s commitment to every single passenger 
and customer who flies with them. Every detail was planned before the crisis struck.  
 
Although the crisis communication plan was a tremendous success with the media and the rest of the target publics, 
the company reported that it had a $100 million impact on revenue in 2018 (Fladung, 2018). A dip in revenue can be 
expected from a crisis like this. While $100 million is a lot of money, the overall earnings for the year weren’t 
impacted. 

 
 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 

● Southwest Airlines could have done more during the crisis. They could have implemented a plan with the 
main message telling the general public and customers that the company was doing everything within their 
power to ensure passengers’ safety.  

● Southwest Airlines did not pursue any public relations activity for the rest of the 2018 year. A year after the 
incident, they could have organized an event  to promote something that Jeniffer Riordan believed in. This 
would have improved relations with her family and would have created positive attitudes with flight 1380 
passengers and the general public. It would be a touching tribute to an awful tragedy.  

● CEO Gary Kelly, pilot Tammie Jo Shults, and the flight attendants could have visited the family of Jeniffer 
Riordan and those who were injured. Such an initiative would have shown that Southwest Airlines genuinely 
cares about their well-being.  

● Southwest Airlines should have kept up with the latest media coverage about the flight 1380 incident. For 
instance, the public relations team should have released a short statement about the current lawsuit they are 
facing. 
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