Scott Lautman and the Ideal Airline Employee





Part One  - Read to the bottom of this page then stop.





	Scott Lautman was thinking about the ideal employee.  





This wasn’t too surprising, as Scott – who managed the Employee Relations section of Alaska Airlines’ Employee Services Division – spent a lot of his time thinking about the airline’s employees.  But today, he was thinking specifically about new employees and how to make sure they thrived in their jobs in aviation.





	The company Scott worked for, Alaska Airlines, had started in 1932 as McGee Airways, flying a single-engine, three-passenger plane between Anchorage and Bristol Bay.  The company adopted the name Alaska Airlines in 1944 to honor its roots serving passengers in Alaska, even while it expanded its service to the Lower 48.  By the late 1990s, Alaska Airlines had become the 10th largest U.S. airline, serving over 13 million passengers each year.  Its partner airline Horizon Air (which Alaska created in 1981 to serve smaller cities along its routes) was the nation’s 6th largest regional carrier, with over 4 million passengers a year.  Alaska offered service up and down the West Coast, from Mexico through Canada and up to the state of Alaska.





As the airline grew, it needed more employees:  pilots and mechanics, reservations clerks, flight attendants, baggage handlers, in short, all the people needed to get 13 million passengers each year to their destinations.  By the end of the 1990s, Alaska had nearly 11,000 employees, and was growing at a rate of 10% a year.  With this many employees, the company needed clear rules and regulations about how employees would be hired, fired, trained, promoted, supervised, and disciplined.  With 11,000 employees, it simply wouldn’t work to have each manager come up with his or her own rules for the workplace.





And that’s where Scott came in.  Scott had been with Alaska for 15 years, first in the airline’s reservations section and then later as a trainer and a supervisor.  In his current job, he worked with managers and supervisors throughout Alaska, to help them help their employees do the best work possible.  Scott helped managers and their employees create performance plans.  He organized trainings for managers and employees on conflict resolution, team-building, and cultural diversity.  He managed the company’s drug and alcohol prevention program.  And he worked closely with managers to help them develop leadership skills so that they could be better bosses to work for.  Scott was based in Seattle, but spent one to two days a week traveling to other Alaska offices to work with staff there.





Scott’s task today was to update the company’s manual for hiring new employees.  He stopped to think:  what were the qualities needed in the ideal airline employee?
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Scott quickly developed a list of the four qualities he believed were central to each and every successful employee at Alaska Airline, from pilots to baggage handlers from reservations clerks to flight attendants.  





First, employees had to be safety-conscious at all times.  It was clear that this was an important quality for pilots and mechanics:  after all, an accident while in the air could be disastrous.  But Scott believed that every employee had to be conscious of safety.  After all, no matter what the job, every employee of Alaska Airlines worked with and around expensive, complicated equipment.  





Second, Alaska employees had to be dependable.  In a round-the-clock operation that served thousands of passengers of dozens of cities each day, Alaska simply couldn’t succeed if its employees weren’t reliable about showing up for work or doing their jobs… even if a particular employee had landed a 2 AM shift.





Third, employees had to be customer-focused.  True, not every employee worked directly with customers, but every employee’s work related to the needs of the airline’s passengers, its customers.  And because Alaska liked to give employees the opportunity to develop their skills by moving to different jobs over the course of their careers, it was likely that most employees would be working directly with customers at some point.





And fourth, employees needed to have the right skills for the job.  For some jobs that might mean meeting Alaska’s minimum qualifications, being 18 years old with a high school diploma or GED certificate.  But for other jobs, employees needed years of specialized training.  





As Scott developed his list of ideal employee qualities, he was conscious of the fact that he wasn’t designing job qualifications for robots.  Alaska’s employees were people – who had families and dreams, read poetry, or played video games – and Scott realized that employment with Alaska was just one part of their lives.  Frankly, Scott wouldn’t want to hire someone whose life revolved around his or her job!  





But he did want to make sure that each and every employee Alaska hired shared these four basic qualities in common.  Otherwise, Alaska would not be a good fit for the new employee and no one would be happy.  Scott now turned his attention back to the manual he was writing.  How could he help Alaska’s managers make sure someone they were thinking about hiring had these four important qualities?
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Scott knew that an interview with a potential new employee would be a very important way for the manager to make a decision.  The manager could see if the job candidate seemed knowledgeable about the job and could determine whether they could work together.  But Scott also knew that, just to be on the safe side, Alaska would want to verify the claims potential employees made about themselves and their good qualities.





He listed the ways managers could verify that a potential employee would be right for the job.





In terms of safety, Scott suggested that managers do two things.  First, they should look at a potential employee’s background, including a driving record.  Scott knew that anyone could have a car accident or get a ticket.  But if someone had had more than two violations while driving, they were not eligible for employment at Alaska.  At that point, Scott believed, they had demonstrated that they simply were not all that conscious of safety.  A second safety check involved the drug test Alaska required of all job candidates.  More and more companies were requiring drug tests and Alaska was no exception.  Alaska had to meet strict Federal regulations related to drug and alcohol use by its employees, so it couldn’t afford to take a risk.  In some states, including Washington, Alaska tested for nicotine as well, and hired only nonsmokers.





To check an employee’s dependability, Alaska would check the candidate’s school or work attendance records.  Scott knew that many people didn’t have great high school attendance records, but he believed that good attendance – even in high school – was a good indication of how reliable the employee would be.  And it would save everyone trouble down the line, because Alaska had a policy that after two unexcused absences or late arrivals for work, an employee was out.





To see if an employee would be customer-focused, Alaska managers would talk with the candidate about different situations.  The manager would also assess how the candidate behaved in the interview.  Was he or she dressed neatly and presentably?  Could they carry on a conversation together?  As Scott had noted, someone with a four letter word tattooed on his knuckles or with a dragon tattoo covering part of her face might not be able to serve the airline’s customers appropriately.





Finally, managers would check to see if a prospective employee had the right skills for the job.  The manager would make certain the prospective employee had the education and training needed for the job and was old enough.





Well, Scott thought, he had a good list of tools for Alaska managers to use when hiring a new employee.  Now he just had to write the manual.
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