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Rick:  All right.  I'm so excited to be chatting today with Christi McNeill.  Christi is the 
Social and Emerging Media Specialist for Southwest Airlines.  Christi, welcome to the 
Inside Social Media Podcast.  I really appreciate you being here. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Well, thank you so much for having me. 
 
Rick:  Absolutely.  Now Christi this show is all about hearing what big brands are doing 
well on social media and that how small businesses can model that behavior within their 
own minimal social media marketing budgets.  Can you tell me more about how you and 
your team leverage social media for Southwest, sort of where social fits into Southwest’s 
overall marketing objectives and then how small businesses might incorporate similar 
strategies into their own business? 
 
Christi McNeill:  Sure.  Well, to start off you know I think Southwest has a great 42-
year-history of having/filling customer service and listening to our customers and helping 
them find resolutions and have a great experience on Southwest, but we also have a great 
internal culture as well, a culture that’s based off of doing the right thing and having the 
freedom to be yourself, so you know a few of those original core business values are 
really what helped us be successful in the social media space. 
 
Rick:  Okay.  And then so I mean so how has that evolved from a social perspective?  
How has Southwest’s social media evolved over the past few years? 
 
Christi McNeill:  We started in social media back in 2006 and we originally started 
participating in the space with our corporate blog which is and that’s about Southwest 
and that blog was really built off of a need that we had to kind of fill a vacant space that 
had been created once we ceased filming of one of our reality TV shows that we were 
working on. 
 
It was called Airline and it ran for several seasons.  It kind of showed the ins and outs of 
Southwest and it was on cable TV.  It had a lot of fans.  People loved the show and they 
loved seeing what went on at Southwest Airlines and when that show ended, it really like 
I said created a void and that behind the scenes look at what we do at Southwest.  So our 
Vice President of Communications Linda Rutherford had the idea to create a blog and 
that was kind of back in the early days of blogging, corporate blogging at least. 
 
Rick:  Sure. 



 
Christi McNeill:  So, we were kind of you know just winging it and try to figure it out 
and our blog was great.  You know it served a lot of purposes at the time.  It was a great 
way to have a conversation with our customers, a great way to have a voice in the 
conversation with our customers and really help us tell the story of Southwest Airlines 
and so that really just evolved as other platforms were introduced and we saw some area 
of opportunity with Facebook and then with Twitter. 
 
We've also had a great experience in using YouTube and other visual mediums, 
Instagram, Flickr and all those channels kind of worked together just to tell that 
Southwest story.  Each channel has its own unique audience and they have their own 
things that they like to see and they like to learn about Southwest and so now what we see 
is a lot of what we're sharing on our social channels is really rooted and researched in 
content analysis to help us make sure that we are posting the right kind of materials for 
our fans. 
 
Rick:  So yeah, so you bring up a good point there about having the corporate blog and 
that seems to be your hub with all the other social media platforms leading into that hub.  
You know as a small business owner with all the hats that a small business owner has to 
wear, you know do you think that having a blog set up for that particular business is a 
smart strategy and one that should be incorporated into that business? 
 
Christi McNeill:  I think having a corporate blog is a great way to get started in social 
media.  I think if you are starting a small business I think it's a great way to learn about 
the space, a great way to learn about how to participate in a community and tell your side 
of the story.  You know I think we communicators and marketers look at the paid, owned, 
earned model and with the blog being kind of I think we consider an owned platform that 
you really have the true, you had the control but you do have control of that channel and 
what content is put on that channel and who’s seen it. 
 
So, I think a blog is a great way to get started, but then you look at other platforms like 
Facebook you know has a great way to connect with folks and it's a pretty easy to learn 
platform and tons of tutorials and information about how to get started as a small 
business on Facebook.  I think Facebook provides a lot of that information directly to 
small business owners, so I think it really depends on your business. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Now, you mentioned there talking a lot about you know having the 
show and behind the scenes and so forth and there's a lot of talk here in the podcast about 
content creation and how social media is really about creating content to add value to 
your consumers, but the problem I think for small businesses is resources and content 
creation can be pretty resource-intensive.  So, can you talk about your – I mean, you 
started to talk about it there, but can you talk a little bit more about Southwest’s approach 
to content creation for social media and then maybe a few tips for maybe simplifying it 
for small businesses? 
 



Christi McNeill:  Sure.  I think the number one thing to just keep in mind that every 
interaction with a customer is a potential story and every – you know the story they're so 
deep embedded in your business and I think sometimes as a business owner you overlook 
what could be an interesting story to someone else. 
 
At Southwest, we are – you know, we mean operating machine, that’s our business 
model.  We don’t have a huge staff out there collecting and creating content.  We rely a 
lot on the stories that our customers told to us.  A great example I think today it's on 
Facebook.  I think it's already posted on Facebook. 
 
A great example of a passenger that was travelling on Southwest too was hearing-
impaired and the flight that she was on was going to have – they were getting ready to 
take off and the captain came over the intercom and he was giving you know kind of an 
update on the flight plan and all that information and he knew that they had a hearing-
impaired person on board the flight, so he actually wrote down the forecast and what she 
could expect for weather in her arrival city and actually hand-delivered it to her. 
 
He wrote it on the napkin and hand delivered to her in her seat, you know, just to provide 
that outstanding customer service and make sure that she didn’t have any questions and 
that she fully understood what everyone else was having the opportunity to hear.  That 
was a story she posted that on our Facebook page because she was just so overwhelmed 
at the generosity of this captain and this pilot and so she wanted to share that story with 
us.  We saw that story that she shared with us and then after to write a blogpost on it. 
 
So, she wrote guest blogpost on our blog, so we're not the ones writing all the content.  
We're not spending hours doing that.  We're actually asking our fans and our customers to 
help us with that storytelling.  We're just the ones kind of facilitating that function.  We 
do a lot of video production, a lot of photography and things like that that’s really where 
we find a lot of value and content because it's also a great documentation of our corporate 
history. 
 
So, we do have a video team and a photography team, small but mighty team, you know.  
They're traveling all across the country capturing those different events and in milestones, 
but other than that it's really our small little team that’s capturing that content and sharing 
it with our fans. 
 
Rick:  So, you guys are listening essentially too and it's such a big lesson I think that 
many small businesses and many people sort of misuse, for a lack of better word, social 
media and they don’t use social media to listen and engage with their consumers rather 
they use it as a bullhorn and they start spewing out their sales messages and so forth, so 
you guys are really using it as a listening device and thus using that what you're hearing 
from your consumers as ways to create content. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Absolutely, ways to create content and also ways to help shape our 
business and ways to take the information that our customers are telling us and their 
issues or their happy stories, whatever it is and make sure that we are taking that 



information internally and doing the appropriate things with that information whether that 
is sharing this we call them sweet tweets with our in-flight crew or looking at– 
 
Rick:  Sweet tweets? 
 
Christi McNeill:  Sweet tweets, if a customer sends us a tweet about a great experience 
they had with one of our employees, we document that and then make sure that employee 
receives a commendation. 
 
Rick:  Oh cool. 
 
Christi McNeill:  So, they actually get notified if a customer is talking about them in a 
social space so, and we feature that in all of our corporate publications and kind of 
sprinkle that messaging throughout all of our communications, but yeah I mean I think all 
these channels are just a great way for us to learn more about what are customers are 
interested in and what they want and by listening like you said, we're able to provide 
them the content that they want. 
 
Rick:  How do you measure all that?  That seems to be the million-dollar question that 
comes up here in the podcast on almost every conversation, so how does Southwest 
measure your social media efforts? 
 
Christi McNeill:  So, social media at Southwest is spread across three primary 
departments:  Communications is where I sit and so we are really looking at kind of 
sentiment analysis, how our messages are being received by our customers kind of 
understanding how our messages could be perceived and any of the customer relations 
piece who is measuring complaint resolutions, being able to kind of resolve some of 
those customer issues on Twitter so a customer doesn’t have to call, thus taking up extra 
resources. 
 
So, they're measuring some of that piece of it and even the marketing section that’s really 
looking at kind of some of our revenue drivers and sales drivers and how much – how 
many plane tickets we can book based off of our social channels.  So, it really does 
depend on the different function, the different department.  We all have kind of different 
tactics that we're looking at, different measurement pieces that we're looking at, but I 
think overarching all of that, you know, one of the primary things that we are interested 
in doing in the social space is helping our customers and listening to our customers and 
providing outstanding customer service. 
 
Rick:  And so how do you – I mean, can you kind of break that down to (indiscernible 
0:12:45) obviously as you just mentioned there are three different ways, but can you kind 
of break that down into sort of a few tactics on how you're measuring.  It's such a topic 
that so small business owners sort of can't grasp and because there tends to be or it's 
difficult to make that logical connection between okay, I've done X and Y on social 
media and then how can I measure that towards, you know, the success of my business 
and many small business owners need to measure that against revenue or growth of their 



business, so are there a few tactics, sort of simple tactics that you recommend that small 
businesses might be able to use in their own business? 
 
Christi McNeill:  I think one of the main ones for us is towards putting our links that we 
use, what you'll think as a simple you know old school marketing idea and you know, 
we're fortunate in the fact that we have an online booking site which is our number one 
driver of booking tickets on top of us and our number one source of revenue so most of 
our links linking back to southwest.com result in people booking tickets, they're buying, 
renting a car or getting a hotel room, you know, actually tying that to dollar sign.  That’s 
a pretty easy connection to make. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure. 
 
Christi McNeill:  So making sure that you have that very simple functionality set up 
with your online team or your I guess hosting service, so that’s one that we use.  I think 
also too we are looking at kind of some grassroots initiative so whether that’s some 
legislation that we need to share with our fans or customers if we're looking at trying to 
get route approval, you know, to fly certain routes.  You know we can leverage our 
Facebook fans to help drive support for that to write letters for us, you know, those sorts 
of things we've had to (indiscernible 0:14:28) as well. 
 
Rick:  Can you talk a little bit more about that?  It's a great point because social media 
often comes as a result of these grassroots efforts and I think that that’s something that is 
often lost on many businesses for that matter, so can you dive into that a little bit more 
and tell us a little bit more about sort of grassroots and how that leads to the social media 
efforts? 
 
Christi McNeill:  So, we actually had a campaign, I think it's been almost a year now 
since this campaign launched, but it was to improve Houston Hobby Airport to become 
an international airport. 
 
Rick:  Okay. 
 
Christi McNeill:  So, they actually compete with the other local Houston airports 
(indiscernible 0:15:05) up here in Dallas.  You know Southwest wanted the opportunity 
to be able to fly international out of Houston Hobby so we actually set up a grassroots 
campaign that worked with local folks that had some power in Houston to help you know 
vote and persuade a certain way as well as leveraging our Facebook fans, our Twitter fans 
to help share that message of what we were trying to accomplish in Houston and why it 
was actually good for the Houston community to open up Houston Hobby as an 
international airport. 
 
So that was a very successful campaign.  I'd be happy to share with you some more kind 
of Houston area research on that.  I can send that over to you via email if you want that 
for your website. 
 



Rick:  Sure, sure.  That’d be great.  I mean you bring up a good point there and as far as 
when we talked about measurement there with the different groups that are within 
Southwest Air, so social media does not certainly sit in a silo and– 
 
Christi McNeill:  No. 
 
Rick:  – that conversation has sort of bubbled up very recently you know with some 
people saying that the digital marketing teams or the social media teams will eventually 
be going away because social media is really all about the overall marketing message 
which, you know is really proof that social media is not sitting in a silo.  So, can you talk 
about that as far as you know when a grassroots effort comes up like that, you know how 
is it decided that okay so you know more traditional marketing is going to do extra Y and 
the social media team is going to do this.  Can you kind of give us sort of an inside look 
at how that happens? 
 
Christi McNeill:  So, the Free Hobby Airport that I spoke about I mean because that was 
a great example of kind of that grassroots campaign that did span across several different 
departments, several different functions to help share this message with the citizens of 
Houston and also to Southwest customers across the nation.  You know you have folks 
like myself who were drafting communication for special channels and helping answer 
questions that our customers had and then you have even down to our ground operations 
department working on making sure all of our Houston employees had the right handouts 
and like I guess pamphlets to hand to customers to help share that message and all that 
cross-functional communication that has to happen for a campaign like this, you have to 
work collaboratively to be successful. 
 
You know if I were just posting on Twitter about freeing Hobby Airport to become an 
international – to have international extension, you know, that would just be our Twitter 
audience hearing that.  What about folks that are actually traveling through the airport or 
on a flight to Houston?  You know those are other opportunities that we can 
communicate to them. 
 
Rick:  Sure. 
 
Christi McNeill:  So with a campaign like this it becomes bigger than social media.  It 
becomes bigger than just one message.  It becomes working across the board to make 
sure that everyone is working together on this. 
 
Rick:  And then you just mentioned again and I love keeping – harping on this is that 
when it comes to social media – one of the social media aspects is listening, you know, 
always listening to people, where are people – in this case, you can look at someone 
flying into a specific airport and then listen to what they're saying and engage with them 
where appropriate such an important aspect of social media. 
 
Christi McNeill:  It is an important aspect and even things like you know if we have a 
customer that tweets us about a certain experience that they had in flight with a flight 



attendant or maybe a maybe it's a good experience or a bad experience, we can then take 
that information back to the right department and make sure those questions are answered 
and that issue either happens again or doesn’t happen again. 
 
Rick:  Yeah. 
 
Christi McNeill:  And when we go to that department and say we saw this on Twitter, 
you know, we need everyone within the company to understand the value in that and the 
importance of that. 
 
Rick:  Sure.  And if I'm not mistaken you guys have a message directly on your Twitter 
account that you don’t deal with specific – and correct me if I'm wrong here, but you 
don’t deal with specific issues that come up on Twitter, that it's more – that you sort of 
take it to the appropriate platform if you will, to help that person out. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Yeah.  And that just funny little gray area that we have because I don’t 
know if you spoke to other social media folks of other airlines, but that’s actually a 
requirement by the department of transportation that we have that disclaimer on our 
social channel– 
 
Rick:  Okay. 
 
Christi McNeill:  – indicating that the official way to complain per se is actually go to 
our website or write us a letter.  Those are the official channels to complain. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah. 
 
Christi McNeill:  We do resolve any kind of issues and questions and compliments 
through our Twitter and Facebook accounts.  We have a team of three full time 
employees, one part time employee that actually manage all of our social media customer 
relations piece.  They don’t do it from the Southwest Air account.  They do it from their 
own individual designated Southwest accounts. 
 
Rick:  Okay. 
 
Christi McNeill:  But we do a heavy amount of customer resolution via Twitter and via 
Facebook even though we have that disclaimer on our site. 
 
Rick:  So, how do you deal with – well, I've actually had Morgan Johnston on from 
JetBlue and I asked him– 
 
Christi McNeill:  Oh yeah. 
 
Rick:  – the same question, so how do you deal with that?  I mean because when if other 
people see that you are helping out or making an exception for a particular disgruntled, 
let's call him disgruntled passenger, you know that – but there can also be a lot of 



whining out there from people, that’s a little unnecessary, so when people see that and 
they see that you guys are making that exception or going and taking the extra step at 
helping them out, you know and then other – that might lead other people to kind of jump 
on board and they’ll say well, that person got it, I can do this.  So, how do you guys walk 
that sort of fine line? 
 
Christi McNeill:  Every situation is different. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure. 
 
Christi McNeill:  I think that’s number one, every single situation is different.  I think 
we – I wouldn’t say there are a lot of whiners out there.  I would actually say that there 
are just folks who choose to communicate with us differently so we may have somebody 
that– 
 
Rick:  Sure, that was my word.  That was my word. 
 
Christi McNeill:  We may have someone that’s super comfortable giving us a call to talk 
about an experience they had and then we might have somebody else who’s more 
comfortable tweeting us or sending us a Facebook message and I think as a company we 
need to be equipped to respond to all of our customers on the channel that they feel 
comfortable talking to us and that can be a challenge you know to kind of scale that and 
make sure you're reaching everyone, but for us every customer is different. 
 
Every customer situation is different.  We typically don’t offer a lot of exceptions to the 
rules or anything like that.  Those kind of cases are few and far between and I think that 
the great thing about our customer relations team is that they work within our traditional 
customer databases, so if we see a customer reach out to us on Twitter and they say, you 
know, Southwest lost my bag and I've reached out to get a reimbursement or something 
like that and nobody has responded to me, I don’t know what to do next. 
 
You know we'll see that kind of complaint, our customer relations team can then go back 
and look at that customer’s history to see that maybe that customer owes us receipts for 
that suitcase or the contents of that bag you know and can kind of look at where that 
resolution lies to make sure that we're kind of following the same guidelines as the rest of 
our customer service organization does. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure. 
 
Christi McNeill:  So just because you reached out to us on Twitter, it doesn’t mean 
you're going to necessarily get a resolution factor or be a way to skirt the policies that we 
have in place. 
 
Rick:  Sure, but it's not – but at the same time it's not going into a black hole.  Someone 
is seeing that and addressing it. 
 



Christi McNeill:  Absolutely. 
 
Rick:  Right, right. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Absolutely, so any situation like that I just described we might reach 
back out to that customer on Twitter and say hey, we see that you’ve contacted back at 
services and they're in touch, you know let us know if there's anything else we can do to 
help you. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, got you. 
 
Christi McNeill:  That sort of thing. 
 
Rick:  Got you.  Okay.  So, Christi one of the biggest challenges I hear from readers and 
listeners is they're overwhelmed with all the social options out there and you know it's 
paralyzing to them essentially.  They think they need to be on every platform and what 
that does is it ends up – they waste their time on their social media effort, so as we've 
been talking about, Southwest has 3.8 million fans on Facebook and a million a half 
followers on Twitter, you're on YouTube, on Instagram and Pinterest, so as a small 
business the fact that there can be so many touch points can really be overwhelming. 
 
So, how do you guys decide which platforms to be on and then how can small businesses 
sort of take that insight and model it to know where they need to be? 
 
Christi McNeill:  For us we typically play on – playing for the social space personally 
before we tackle it for the brand.  I think for us that help us understand if the new 
platform is going to stick.  Is it something that’s going to be gobbled up by one of the 
bigger platforms and so we do a lot of testing on our own personal accounts. 
 
You know I was on Pinterest for probably a year before we decided that it might be a 
good space for Southwest to play and even now we don’t spend a ton of resources, you 
know, really developing that channel.  It's kind of one of those more I guess (inferior) 
channels for us.  We kind of have our big main ones that we spend a lot of our energy on 
and then the other ones we definitely want to stay in the forefront of and keep 
experimenting with, but I think you really do need to hone in on maybe two tools that 
work best for you and your brand. 
 
Rick:  Sure, and that comes with like you mentioned testing first to see which one sort of 
it gives you the most bang for your buck if you will for your business and then really 
going deep on those one or two platforms rather than trying to be a little bit everywhere. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Absolutely, yeah.  Don’t spread yourself to thin.  I think that one of the 
worst things you can do is you know post a status update and then maybe not come back 
for two or three weeks. 
 
Rick:  Yeah. 



 
Christi McNeill:  You know it needs to be a part of that you're really dedicated to and 
you really have the time to manage the community. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Now we've sort of established that small businesses obviously don’t 
have the kind of marketing and social media budgets that you know large brands do, so 
with that in mind, let's bullet it out here.  What are the top three tips that you would give 
to a small business trying to grow their business using social media? 
 
Christi McNeill:  I think the number one tip is find someone within your organization 
that is passionate about the brand in your company and also passionate about technology 
and curious about technology and the development of different platforms.  I think that’s 
first and foremost.  So you have to find that inner cheerleader, that’s what I call it, 
somebody that’s really going to be excited about this stuff. 
 
Rick:  I just had a visual in my mind about an inner cheerleader within you know – sorry, 
sorry. 
 
Christi McNeill:  You have to find that because it's not job that’s 9:00 to 5:00.  It's not a 
job that you can like I said pop in one week and then not back in for a few weeks.  Have 
someone that’s really excited about communicating and being in that space.  I think 
number two, you need to be able identify what's unique about your brand and then how 
you tell that story. 
 
So for us, you know, it's our people, it's our culture here at Southwest.  You know we're 
different than the other airlines because of that reason.  Our people make us different, so 
how do we continue to tell that story.  And then I think the number three tip is to have fun 
in testing spaces and try out different tactics with your fans.  You know maybe certain 
messaging that works for you at a certain day or at a certain time, so have fun and like I 
said be curious about what that could lead to. 
 
Rick:  Okay, okay.  Can you give us an example of – you know, what's an example of a 
time where you saw a brand using social media really smartly and it could be Southwest, 
it could be another brand, you know why do you think it was successful and then what 
might small businesses be able to learn from that so they can model something similar?  
Putting you on the spot. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Well, I can't – yeah, you're putting me on the spot.  I follow a lot of 
brands.  I follow a lot of brands on all the different channels that I participate in and I 
don’t want to call on anybody specifically, but I will say a lot of the brands that are using 
Instagram right now are finding great visual ways to (indiscernible 0:27:01).  I've seen 
different TV shows, different energy drinks. 
 
There's different folks that I follow that I feel like are doing a really really great job of 
using that medium to tell their story in a beautiful way.  You know I think what we're 
seeing a lot of here at Southwest is posting an image, a beautiful shot of an aircraft does 



so much more for us than sometimes writing copy.  I think our fans are visual people.  
They want to see beautiful images and so what I'm seeing the brands doing Instagram I 
think it's really interesting and I think I'm seeing other brands just like Southwest 
developing more resources to capturing the multimedia because I think it just pays off in 
brand equity in those spaces. 
 
Rick:  Sure, and the cool thing there is as a small business owner you really don’t – I 
mean, you need maybe a smartphone with a good camera– 
 
Christi McNeill:  Yeah. 
 
Rick:  – you know and Instagram is free so you can just – I mean that type of stuff is 
very very simple and easy to do. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Absolutely. 
 
Rick:  Last question for you here Christi so – and I've asked this question I kind of get 
laughed at sometimes, but what are the trends in social media that you're seeing over the 
next year or so and how do you see these trends affecting small business? 
 
Christi McNeill:  I think one of the main trends that I'm seeing here particularly at 
Southwest and other (indiscernible 0:28:21) brands, I think a lot of folks are kind of 
going back to the drawing board and focusing on internal social media used.  So not only 
developing maybe different platforms for your employees to collaborate with one another 
and communicate with one another, but also training in policy for your employees. 
 
So, redeveloping social media policy to be more specific or developing training programs 
for your employees to understand how to use social media and how it can benefit the 
brand.  And I think those are things that small businesses can use as well, you know, 
making sure that everyone at your company understand your presence in social media 
and how that could be used, understand how or what they could say in social media could 
affect the brand, small or big business and then how they can participate in this space.  I 
think that that is one thing that we'll continue to see over the next year, just more 
programs being devoted to that. 
 
Rick:  Christi this has been awesome.  Thank you so much for all of your answers today 
and your insight.  I know that the listeners here and myself included have learned a ton, 
so thank you very much again for being on the show today. 
 
Christi McNeill:  Thank you so much for having me and I hope to talk to you soon. 
 
Rick:  Sounds good, thanks Christi. 
 
 


