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12.15: Critical Thinking Cases
The Leadership Challenge at United

Anyone who has traveled even a little has at least one airline horror story: being stranded at an airport, obnoxious passengers,
missed connections, flight delays, or just bad in-flight food. Even the most seasoned travelers would be hard-pressed to match Dr.
David Dao’s experience of being forcibly removed, kicking and screaming, from a United Airlines flight. Most airline horror
stories don’t end in a concussion, missing teeth, and a broken nose.

United Airlines CEO Oscar Munoz’s strangely detached response only made things worse. The incident was caught on video, and
that video went viral almost immediately. Munoz issued a response that mischaracterized what plainly happened in the video and
termed the violent assault as a passenger "re- accommodation" (Taylor 2017). Social media erupted with condemnation, which was
echoed by late-night monologues. United was left with a damaged reputation, and its management was left wondering why their
processes failed, what to do to mitigate the damage, and how to both restore their reputation and ensure that company values are
followed in the future.

William Taylor (2017), in a commentary in Fortune, attributes United’s “re-accommodation” disaster as the product of company
policy, airport security procedures, pilot protocols, and the “wisdom of crowds.” At each step, the gate agent, pilot, airport security,
and the passengers themselves could have intervened but didn’t.

Brian Fielkow, business leader, author, and keynote speaker, writing at Entrepreneur.com, outlined some points that apply to
Munoz’s response and the first reactions by United. Citing United’s core values, Fielkow points to Munoz’s failure to address the
incident in light of the company’s values, take the blame, or even accurately describe what happened on the plane. Any one of these
lapses in leadership would have caused confusion or stymied the recovery process. As a leader, Munoz was setting the tone for
thousands of people. Seemingly abandoning United’s core values likely caused a rift in trust or just simple confusion company-
wide. Miscasting the situation in a world of smartphones and social media reach only multiplied the effect. As a leader, Munoz was
duty-bound to take responsibility for what literally the entire world saw—a breach of social ethics, let alone United’s core values.
Failing to do this immediately created a problem larger than poorly planned company policy or just a perfect storm of contributing
outside factors. Fielkow is keen to point out another crucial part of a company response— “You can’t walk it back” (2017 n.p.).
Before responding, leadership should take time to gather the facts and thoroughly consider the possibilities of how the message will
be received. Again, Munoz’s response failed at several key points, leading to the perception that Munoz’s second statement was “an
attempt at damage control” (Fielkow 2017 n.p.).

Al Bolea, a leadership trainer, also attributes the incident to leadership failure. In a piece written for Applied Leadership, Bolea
writes, “It’s about front line employees getting the wrong messages from the most senior levels of the company.” He contends that
the mindset within United put procedures above context in the minds of the employees. What the gate agents should have
considered was the company’s reputation, which should have prevented them from doing something most airline customers see as
“profoundly immoral” (Bolea 2017 n.p.)

William C. Taylor, cofounder of Fast Company, also criticized the lack of leadership across United. As the presumptive leader of
the flight, shouldn’t the pilot have done something? Why didn’t the gate agent think outside the box to solve the problem of getting
the crew members from Chicago to Louisville, Kentucky? Why didn’t—or couldn’t—the gate agent use what Taylor refers to as a
“common sense and a little bit of creativity” and prevent a highly embarrassing (and ultimately expensive) fiasco? Taylor muses
that he would like to think he would have done more than shoot video, but the passengers on the flight remained quiet and
submissive, expressing no group outrage. Finally, Taylor questions the weak initial response from United’s CEO, Oscar Munoz,
writing, “If CEO Oscar Munoz’s goal was to make a disastrous situation even worse, well, he gets credit as a leader for succeeding
at that” (2017 n.p.). And of the board, he questions their response, and says that response will be a “make or break test” of the
company’s character (Taylor 2017).

So what will it take to lead United out of such a public mistake?

According to Brian Fielkow, the incident flew in the face of United’s core values, values which should never be sacrificed. United
should have acknowledged this and addressed that failure. United should have held itself accountable for the incident rather than
try to deflect blame. Fielkow contends that Munoz’s first response was to blame the passenger when Munoz should have accepted
responsibility instead. Further, Fielkow writes that companies should anticipate what “can” go wrong, something the gate agents at
United failed to do. Increasing passenger compensation to even three times the normal ticket price would have been cheaper than
the PR nightmare (and stock price drop) that followed. After Munoz’s tepid response failed to quell general complaints about
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United’s handling of the passenger, he tried to issue a second “more appropriate” statement, but by then the damage had been done.
Fielkow recommends waiting before issuing a response if need be. It’s better to prepared and issue a suitable response than to try to
walk back a bad response. Above all, Fielkow recommends leaders “be human.” The first response Munoz gave had little empathy
and made him, and United, appear insensitive and callous. A company’s first response should be to empathize with the customer,
even if the customer is wrong. He writes, “When triaging a difficult problem, above all recognize the human factor” (Fielkow 2017
n.p.).

Writing in Forbes, Glenn Llopis emphasizes that how managers react to failure shapes their futures as leaders. Not only how
leaders respond, but what is learned from a failure, will affect how future decisions are approached. Remember, you have to be
doing something to fail, and if you never fail, then you aren’t stretching yourself. Venturing into the unknown and unfamiliar
always risks failure (Llopis 2012)

Questions:

1. How have other airlines handled similar situations?

2. How much was in United Airlines’s control, and how much was actually outside their control? What social or company factors
caused a seemingly common practice to escalate to this level?

3. How did the other airlines or the industry respond to the United Airlines incident?
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