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lEVINE ON LEADERSHIP

Why | still love JetBlue and CEQ David Neeleman

I may stand alone in America this
month (his wife and children not
withstanding), but I love JetBlue
Chief Executive David Neeleman.

What an incredible leadership les-
son he’s giving us right how, and a
rare one. It’s not often that a superior
company such as JetBlue
loses its footing so dramati-
cally — and publicly. We often
watch weak leaders in trou-
ble. They seem to find their
way there, almost effortless-
ly. But Dave Neeleman is an
exceptional leader of a fine
company, so I'm encouraging

In addition to the high-profile public
appearances, he made a video for the
JetBlue Web site. It’s not the slick, pol-
ished kind you'’re probably imagining.
T'd guess there was no “handler” there
telling him how to appear sorry. He
was sorry. (If you haven’t seen it, it’s
worth looking at: www,jet-
blue.com/ promise.)

Honest examination of
the issues: It’s clear from
Neeleman’s message in the
week following President’s
Day that within 72 hours
they had assessed the prob-
lem and determined a course

everyone I know to watch — of action. You can’t fix sys-
him carefully right now. I STUART tems that fast, but you can
predict this will turn out to LEVINE decide what needs to be

be JetBlue’s finest hour; at
the very least, there’s a lot to learn.

Following JetBlue’s meltdown last
week, Neeleman is getting his compa-
ny back on track. As a lifelong student
of leadership, I have to take note of
what’s making this moment so impor-
tant for him and for JetBlue. He’s
delivering brilliantly on the five key
factor of effective leadership in crisis:

Visibility: Neeleman stepped up
in a big way, appearing on every
major television news show in the
week following the debacle (my per-
sonal favorite: his appearance on
Letterman). It’s tempting to hide
when things have gone wrong, but it’s
always the wrong move. Neeleman
walked right into the spotlight, bring-
ing only contrition and the truth.
That takes guts.

Personal responsibility:
Neeleman assumed full responsibility.

done. To move that quickly,

though, you have to be completely
honest with yourself. You also need to
be the type of leader with whom your
team will be completely honest. This
exercise should never be a witch
hunt, but a sober analysis of systems
and training. The specificity of
Neeleman’s explanation — poor com-
munications, inadequately trained
staff, a failed reservations system
that left flight crews stranded in the
wrong cities — tells me this happened.

Accountability for change:
JetBlue crafted and introduced an
explicit customer’s Bill of Rights (an
industry first) that creates meaning-
ful financial consequences for the
organization if it doesn’t get things
right for customers. Neeleman also
created accountability for himself and
put in a system that holds him to it.

Values: As I consider the first four

things on my list, I'm struck by the
courage that each requires. This is
where values come in. In my experi-
ence, confident leaders are those who
know their values. They know who
they are, and for that reason they’re
not defined by success or failure. This
liberates them to do the difficult
things without fearing their very
identities are at stake. I interviewed
Neeleman for my last book; he’s clear-
ly a man of strong beliefs. I'm certain
those beliefs enabled his literally
fearless leadership following the
events of mid-February.

It’s easy to be a super leader
when things are going great. The
true mettle of a leader and a compa-
ny is shown on the very dark days,
and we've all had them. Maybe not
as publicly, but we’ve all felt that
sick feeling of events spinning out
| of control as we work desperately
to get them back on track. The great
leader is not someone who captains
a smooth, uneventful voyage; the
great leader can take you through
a storm.

Watch Dave Neeleman this spring.
I guarantee you’ll see something
worthwhile.
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