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Top marketers these days are quick to point to 
an overarching trend in the industry: With the 
rise of public forums such as social media, fewer 
companies are finding success with “mass marketing” 
tactics and, instead, focusing on personalized, 
one-on-one approaches to customers.

Q&A with Kevin Krone,
CMO of Southwest

Luckily for Southwest, this type of approach to 

customer service — not treating every individual 

as a carbon copy — comes as second nature. 

It’s “in the company’s DNA,” says CMO Kevin 

Krone. “Everybody is unique and has their 

own story; we want to treat you that way. 

That’s just the Southwest experience.”

We spoke with Krone about Southwest’s 

recent rebrand, the challenges associated with 

managing an online presence for an airline, 

and the general state of marketing in 2015.

  

Marketing has transitioned away from 
“mass marketing” and is more focused 
on engagement and meaningful 
dialogue/building brand affinity. How 
do you build that ongoing conversation 
for a brand like Southwest?

We do in fact have what we consider to be 

really targeted and relevant messages that go 

to our customers, and we base those on what 

we know about them as a unique person. We 

try to do that wherever possible. On the other 

side of the coin, scale is often a problem — we 

have a very large business that depends on a 

high volume of customers, and also attracting 

new customers, whether by going into new 

markets or just constantly attracting more people 

to come fly Southwest. That requirement of 

scale pushes us more toward the mass side 

of the spectrum when we’re out prospecting, 

if you will. Once we know you, we switch 

into more targeted, personal conversations 

as effectively and efficiently as we can.
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As an airline, what are some of the 
unique challenges of managing an 
online conversation? How does 
Southwest specifically approach its 
online voice and manage the two-
way conversation on social media?

First of all, we’re very fortunate and generally 

blessed that we have a lot of passionate advocates 

for the brand. They tend to express that passion 

positively on social media. But because we’re an 

airline and operational problems happen, sometimes 

customers use social media as a channel to express 

their displeasure, and that’s when we want to be 



When we did our 
brand refresh last 
fall, that was another 
heavy storytelling 
moment for us, ...

thoughtful and genuine and authentic in how we 

listen to that problem and try to solve it — just as 

you would as a human being. Just because it’s 

happening via a social channel doesn’t matter. 

So once we come across a situation like that, it 

gets very personal and one-on-one focused.

“Storytelling” is a huge emphasis in marketing 
today. How do you design a story that 
can transcend channels (social, mobile, 
web, television, offline) so that a customer 
can be reached in a relevant way?

I think I can speak to this on two different levels. 

Firstly, there are sort of universal things that we 

stand for and that we’re very proud of and want 

to communicate to everybody — and they’re 

stories. We’re the only airline that lets you take 

two bags along for free, we have no change fee, 

we have great employees and customer service. 

Those are the kind of stories we want to make 

sure that everyone hears, and we tell them in 

every communication channel we have. We’re 

very thoughtful about being consistent in our 

approach. So that’s an example of a message 

that it’s easy to carry across all channels.

When we did our brand refresh last fall, that 

was another heavy storytelling moment for us, 

and it was really important that all the ways we 

communicated to people were complementary 

and consistent with one another. When you have 

those high-level communication opportunities 

and objectives you’re trying to meet, it’s 

critical and efficient to stay consistent.

It gets trickier to tell stories at the individual level. I 

can’t write a television commercial just for you — I 

can use social or email or online methods that 

are just focused on personal stories, but the more 

“mass” the media channel, the more difficult it is.

You bring up the “brand refresh...” What 
went into the development of this and 
what were some of the determining factors 
behind the new look? What are some of 
the challenges that go into a rebrand?

The biggest challenge for us is that you don’t want 

to mess it up. You have people who are very loyal 

and very strong brand advocates at the customer 

level, you have employees who are vested in it, so 

making sure you get it right puts a lot of pressure 

on you. Fortunately, we were able to escape 

any issues there, we were able to successfully 

build something that appealed to people.

So why did we do it, and what was going on in our 

life that we thought it was time? Really the airline 

Southwest has morphed and has changed from 

where it was 15 years ago, which is the last time 

we changed the branding and the look. We really 

felt like a lot of things were going on — we were 

launching an international service, we completed 

the AirTran acquisition and integration, here in Dallas 

we were freed from some legislation that limited 

places we could fly to, so that meant more low-

fare service to more places in the country — so 

there was a lot of momentum going. It was just 

time to catch the brand look up with a lot of the 

evolutions that have happened to the core airline.



How does Southwest infuse the brand/company’s 
culture into its marketing? It sounds like this is 
something that was a priority for the rebrand.

It absolutely was. The culture of Southwest is very 

famous and very storied, it’s part of the secret 

sauce about what makes this airline different for 

people and a good experience for customers. 

So we in marketing have the responsibility to 

share that unique part of Southwest, and so that’s 

always something we’re very thoughtful of.

The most typical way we do bring it to life is by 

using actual employees in our television spots and 

other advertising. You can actually see their faces, 

see their genuineness and authenticity and how they 

express themselves. I think it’s been a good formula.

How are you planning to staff your organization 
to take advantage of these shifts in marketing? 
What are the new skills you need to add to 
your teams over the next couple years?

There are a few macro trends. One is the 

business is becoming more analytical and 

numbers-based, so you have to have the ability 

to capture data and analyze it and then create 

meaningful executions of what you’ve learned. 

So those types of skills are really critical in the 

department. That data-heavy complexity also 

requires strong operational disciplines.

At the end of the day, you have to hire people who 

can get out there and actually build and execute 

your messaging, and still make it entertaining 

and something that people want to engage 

with. So the core skills that you often think about 

in a marketing department are absolutely still 

necessary, but that data side is kind of a new 

piece of the puzzle that’s rapidly evolving. 

So let’s talk data. How do you measure success? 
How has that changed in the past year?

Success overall really gets measured by customer 

development, revenue growth, demand generation 

and brand regard. So those are the four things 

we’ll keep an eye on. Obviously at the end of 

the day we’re trying to drive the demand that 

drives revenue — but we really have a strong 

conviction that customer development and helping 

people fall in love with the brand really fuel the 

revenue growth and that demand picture.

How do you leverage the frequent flyer program 
to drive very data-driven marketing programs?

It’s a very rich source of information for us with 

what’s going on with customers’ behavior patterns 

and travel patterns. It’s very helpful for us to 

understand what’s going on in the core business 

and down to a customer level. It’s not the only 

piece of the puzzle, but it’s a really critical one.

How you fold mobile marketing 
into your overall mix?

So mobile is obviously a really rapidly growing 

area. At the highest level, the customer’s 

experience needs to be consistent with the 

overall Southwest experience. In other words, 

when you get on your mobile phone or app or 

tablet, you shouldn’t feel like, “What airline am I 

interacting with?” You should very much know it’s 

Southwest by the look and the feel and the tone 

and the voice, etc. So that’s just again everything 

we do in every channel to be consistent.

I think that as it continues to grow and becomes 

a way that people interact with you, it lets 

you create more and more targeted efforts. 

The culture of Southwest is very famous and 
very storied, it’s part of the secret sauce about 
what makes this airline different for people



There are a lot of personalization opportunities 

coming. We’re not there yet personally as 

an airline, but you can see where those 

opportunities can be unlocked going forward.

What trends do you see continuing in 
the industry for the next five years?

My prediction on mobile is that it’s a rapidly 

growing way people contact and interact with 

Southwest — I think that more and more people 

will not only use it to interact with us, but it will 

become more of a way that they want to do 

business on all sorts of levels. Problem resolution, 

purchasing something, etc. I think that right now 

it’s kind of limited, but I see it rapidly growing.

Zooming out a little to more macro trends, there 

are three or four, in my opinion. One is that people 

will want companies to learn more about them 

so that they can help them more efficiently; and 

again, companies have to do this in a way that’s 

not creepy. Secondly, I think that things that 

are optional today — tools and techniques that 

companies offer to people — will become mandates 

in the future. There will just be a higher bar that 

customers demand of us as companies and as 

marketers. Thirdly, I think that results for marketers 

should become better and more efficient. We’ll 

know more about the customer, we’ll be better 

able to tailor messages and send them at the right 

time. The marketing work should become more 

efficient. And then lastly, I think that the amount 

of data we can get — managing it, learning to use 

it — all that will add to the industry’s complexity.

Your brand better stand out and be different — but 

you have to be authentic when you communicate 

it to your customers. If you’re not authentic, you 

will get called out quickly, and it won’t work.

The only thing I would add, macro level, is that 

it’s really an exciting time because of everything 

we’re able to learn as marketers. Getting the 

infrastructure built to capture data, digest it and 

then act on it, I think is really what the next several 

years will be about. I think there are going to 

be a lot of new insights that have literally been 

in front of us all these years, but that we could 

never detect or pick up because we couldn’t 

capture the data in ways that we’ll soon be 

able to do. I think it will be an interesting next 

few years as all of us go down that journey.

There will just be 
a higher bar that 
customers demand 
of us as companies 
and as marketers.


