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Abstract 

This paper explores the connect (or disconnect) between internal corporate culture and external 

branding in the airline industry. Five top carriers in the US airline industry are analyzed: Alaska 

Airlines, American Airlines, Delta Air Lines, Southwest Airlines, and Spirit Airlines. Secondary 

research provided insight into culture and branding, their alignment, and the airline industry. 

Primary research included surveying customers and to determine customer perception of certain 

airline cultural values based on customer knowledge and interaction with the company. It is 

determined that four of the five airlines studied are aligning culture and brand (all except for 

Spirit Airlines). In general, there are differences between perceptions of males and females and 

customers and non-customers, while there is not a significant difference in perceptions between 

frequent and non-frequent flyers.  
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The Alignment between Corporate Culture and Branding in the Airline Industry 

1.  Introduction 

The domestic airline industry in the United States has total revenue of approximately 

$185 billion and airlines are currently fighting for market share (Hoover’s Inc., n.d.). In order to 

stand out and grow revenues and profits, airlines must differentiate themselves based on a variety 

of factors including corporate culture and external brand. Not only are these two elements an 

important factor of success in the airline industry, but the alignment of the two can create greater 

benefits. This thesis further explores the alignment between corporate culture and branding 

within the airline industry in the United States and how this alignment can have a positive 

impact. Five top carriers in the US airline industry will be analyzed: Alaska Airlines, American 

Airlines, Delta Air Lines, Southwest Airlines, and Spirit Airlines. Each airline’s culture and 

branding will be explored through secondary research and primary research. 

First, through secondary research, the concepts of branding and culture were examined as 

well as how they are connected. This includes research on the airline industry and past events 

that have highlighted the importance of culture and branding within it. Each airline’s cultural 

values are also explored and compared to other airlines through the Organizational Culture 

Profile (OCP). A customer survey was executed through Qualtrics and focused on measuring 

customer perception of certain corporate cultural values based on customer knowledge of the 

brand.  

In order to gain results from primary research, data analysis was conducted. For customer 

interviews, quantitative responses were analyzed through statistical analysis (Z-tests). Based on 

this data analysis, one can determine how well an airline’s brand communication to customers 
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lines up with its internal culture and whether variable such as customer status, flight frequency, 

gender have an effect on these perceptions. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Corporate Culture  

According to The Corporate Culture Survival Guide, culture is defined as “a pattern of shared 

tacit assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and 

internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be 

taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 

problems (Schein, 2017).” There are three levels of culture: artifacts, exposed values, and 

underlying assumptions. Artifacts are the visible elements of culture seen in an organization and 

includes what one sees, hears, and feels as they interact with an organization. This aspect of 

culture is clear and has an immediate emotional impact on individuals. The second level of 

culture is exposed values which includes the justifications and values espoused by an 

organization to support their actions and choices. It answers the question of why the organization 

does what they do and includes goals and strategies. The final level of culture is underlying 

assumptions which are based in the history of the organization and defines the essence of the 

culture. As defined by Schein (2017), these are the “unconscious, taken for granted beliefs, 

perceptions, thoughts, and feelings” created by an organization.  

In order to provide a way to categorize and measure culture, the Organizational Culture 

Profile (OCP) was developed (O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). It is the most widely used 

measure of culture in academic research and has been validated by various studies that have 

applied the concept to a variety of industries, especially when used to evaluate current 
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organization culture (Heritage et al, 2014). The OCP defines seven factors of culture: innovation, 

stability, respect for people, outcome oriented, attention to detail, team oriented, and 

aggressiveness (O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). The OCP is applied to the airlines being 

investigated in this study in Table 4: Airlines and the OCP. The table below describes each of the 

factors.  

Table 1: OCP 

Factors Description 

Innovation 

Embracing opportunities 
Experimentation 

Risk taking 

Stability 

Rule orientation 
Predictability 

Security 

Respect for People 
Respect the individual 
Fairness and tolerance 

Outcome Oriented 

Achievement oriented 
Action Oriented 
Results oriented 

High expectations 

Attention to Detail Precise Analytical 

Team Orientation 
Collaboration 

People orientation 

Aggressiveness 
Aggressive 
Competitive 

 

2.2 Marketing and Branding 
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Branding falls under the concept of marketing which is defined as “the management 

process responsible for identifying, anticipating, and satisfying customer requirements profitably 

(Shaw 2011).” Within marketing, a brand is defined as “the link mirroring the set of functional 

and emotional values created by the company and the way these are perceived by consumers 

(Chernatony & Riley, 1999)." There are common principles of branding used for both goods and 

services. However, due to the nature of the products, there are differences on the operational 

level since in a service, a larger emphasis is placed on the overall experience (Berry, 2000). In 

services, the organization is the primary brand being expressed. Customer service is key in 

building a well-respected service brand. Currently, there is a shift in marketing emphasis in 

general from product branding to organization branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2003). Since goods 

and services are becoming more homogenized, organizations are seeing corporate branding as 

the best way to stand out among the competition. Based on the corporate branding model, values 

and emotions become key elements in the brand communicated to customers.  

2.3 Aligning Brand & Culture 

A whitepaper developed by branding agency Liquid Agency explores the value of 

developing a brand driven culture (2007). Here, the old brand model that focuses on solely 

creating an external brand image for customer persuasion is disregarded. Through brand culture 

model, an organization’s core values are converted into an external brand image. Liquid Agency 

asserts that modern consumption is meaning-based and no longer based only on functional 

satisfaction. The brand culture model helps brands connect to the why behind their organization, 

so they can avoid being simply a sign or logo. When brands have genuine meaning to customers 

and connect with their values, they can more easily become a part of customer’s lives and 

identity.  
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Denise Lee Yohn, an expert on positioning brands and building great organizations, is an 

advocate for the strategic alignment between brand and corporate culture in the business world. 

In an article published in the Harvard Business Review (2017), Yohn focuses on how a distinct 

corporate culture allows businesses to produce desirable results. She views the skillful alignment 

of culture and brand within an organization as a competitive advantage and driver of growth. If 

culture and brand are misaligned, organizations may end up with happy employees, but the 

wrong results, resulting in wasted money. Yohn says one key way to tell if an organization’s 

culture and brand are connected is by comparing its employee and customer experiences. Both 

parties should take away a similar brand perception of the organization based on their 

experience.   

According to Harvard Business Review, corporate culture is also a component of 

successful branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2014). Hatch and Schultz, branding experts, assert that 

branding is about the alignment of strategic vision, stakeholder images, and organizational 

culture. The strategic vision provides the central idea behind the company and includes 

leadership’s goals for the company. Stakeholder images includes how external stakeholder view 

the organization such as the public, media, shareholders, and customers. Finally, organizational 

culture is about the internal values, beliefs, and history of the organization. One important aspect 

of culture is what employees perceive and feel about their employing organization. Struggling 

brands usually find difficulties connecting these three elements and making them consistent. 

Therefore, one of the keys to successful branding is engaging all internal and external 

stakeholders in a consistent, similar manner. This includes focusing on building a culture of 

exceptional customer service prominent across the whole organization that is evident to external 

stakeholders (Chernatony & Riley, 1999).  
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2.4 Brand and Culture in the Airline Industry 

The airline industry in the United States includes organizations that provide scheduled 

domestic and non-domestic passenger and mail/freight transportation with a total revenue of 

approximately $185 billion (Hoover’s Inc., n.d.). Key characteristics of this industry are that its 

demand is driven by business and leisure travel, effective operations are key in order to produce 

a profit, and success is highly impacted by the health of the economy. Currently, one of the 

largest trends in the airline industry is consolidation and marketing alliances between 

commercial airlines. These actions have resulted in reduced competition, a concern of the US 

Department of Justice. The biggest opportunities for the airline industry include growth into 

emerging markets (ex: Asia, Middle East, Africa, and Latin America), increasing ancillary fees 

(ex: baggage fees, food and beverage sales, and upgraded seating), frequent flier programs, and 

finding fuel-efficiencies.  

Culture is something that is of the upmost importance in the airline industry. One area in 

which culture has proven to be critical is in the consolidation of the airline industry through 

acquisitions. In The Business Journals, an industry leading business news source, the 

Alaska/Virgin merger is discussed from a strategic and cultural perspective (Beck, 2016). He 

asserts that the biggest and most important challenge organizations will face as they merge is 

forging a new culture, a burden that falls on the organization’s leadership. This involves defining 

new values and behaviors the organization wants to be known for and then having leadership live 

out these values and behaviors. 

Branding is an interesting tool when considering success in the airline industry. Brand 

consultant Bruce Philp states that no other business “strips branding to its essence like the airline 

business” (2011). The airline industry is so constrained by large costs that the smallest costs or 
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revenues can mean the difference between a profit and loss. Therefore, some airlines place much 

of their efforts on cost control and revenue generation, placing less emphasis on brand 

differentiation. According to Airline Marketing and Management, airlines need to accept the 

principles of marketing, including branding, as a framework for all they do (Shaw, 2011). These 

marketing principles should be applied rigorously throughout the organization for success.  

Airlines that place an emphasis on differentiating their brand usually do so through their people 

since in any service industry, customer-employee interaction is high (Philp, 2011). Low-cost 

carriers are often the ones that pull off differentiating themselves through their employees.  

The importance of culture in airlines and how it can affect an airline’s brand can also be 

demonstrated through the mishaps experienced by airlines when their culture isn’t as it should 

be. Marketing strategist and consultant Sonia Thompson (2017) uses United Airlines as an 

example of how if organizations don’t proactively work on their corporate culture, it can morph 

into something that harms the business. A video was posted online of a United passenger being 

unwillingly dragged off a plane. The situation was that the customer had been randomly selected 

to be bumped from a flight to make room for crew members, something the customer did not 

want to do. This incident negatively impacted United’s brand image in the eye of the public. 

Thompson explains how this incident doesn’t reflect United’s stated mission or values and 

underscores how important it is to develop a culture that is not only words on a paper, but also 

present in the organization. 

American Airlines has also been facing corporate culture problems that have negatively 

affected its brand image (Gharib, 2018). Susie Gharib, an award-winning business news 

journalist and Senior Special Correspondent for Fortune, discusses how American Airlines has 

been facing issues concerning trust and leadership within the organization. Recently, there have 
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been many clashes between American Airlines employees and customers, including accusations 

of racial discrimination, which have not reflected well on the airline. Doug Parker, CEO of 

American, acknowledges that these issues stem from a corporate culture that is still in a 

transformation process. 

In a journal article from Canadian Business, the importance of considering employees 

and culture in the branding process is shown (Philp, 2011). Philp discusses a flash mob video 

that was released by Air Canada during the holiday season which showed employees and 

customers spontaneously dancing and singing at the airport. The ad sparked confusion and 

dissonance since customers didn’t see Air Canada as a brand with the personality or employees 

that the video showed. The perky and happy employees in the video didn’t connect with the 

tired, angry employees customers saw when flying. Philp asserts that the airlines customers love 

gain admiration and loyalty through the hearts of their employees. Therefore, airline branding is 

an inside job as the brand of an airline is based on its people and culture. It is clear there is a 

connection between the corporate culture of an airline and their brand. If a culture right, negative 

perception of an organization will emerge, ultimately leading to detrimental bottom line effects.  

British Airways struggled with their connection between branding and culture when 

rebranding (Hatch & Schultz, 2003). The airline noticed that the world was heading towards 

greater globalization and decided to tweak their vision by placing greater emphasis on being “the 

world’s favourite airline.” In order to do this, they moved away from the tradition British 

imagery that had always accompanied their brand and towards a more diverse image. For 

example, works of art from artists of various nations and nationalities were featured on airplanes’ 

tail wings. British Airways also switched to using a more diverse voice when addressing 

customers unlike the nationalistic British voice used before. Cost cutting was also increased to be 
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more globally competitive. While the external brand of the airline had changed, the new voice 

and imagery didn’t match the experience customers had on the plan. They found the service 

received from flight attendants to be distinctly British. This caused customers and other external 

stakeholders to see British Airways as very aloof and imperial, a perception that didn’t match up 

with the new brand the airline was trying to fit. Overall, the image of British Airways and its 

revenue were negatively impacted by this brand and culture mismatch. 

2.5 Airline Culture Analysis  

The airlines whose culture and branding will be explored are Alaska Airlines, American 

Airlines, Delta Air Lines, Southwest Airlines, and Spirit Airlines. These airlines were chosen 

because of their prominence in the US domestic market and the distinctness of their brand and 

service. American is the largest of these airlines, followed by Delta, Southwest, Alaska, and 

Spirit.  The table below provides key information on the size of each airline based on sales and 

employees.  

Table 2: Airline Profiles 

Airlines (2017) Sales 
(Hoover’s Inc., n.d.) 

Employees 
(Hoover’s Inc., n.d.) 

Alaska $7.9B 19k 

American $42B 122k 

Delta $41B 87k 

Southwest $21B 56k 

Spirit $2.6B 10k 

 

It is important to consider the culture of each of the airlines. Online research was 

conducted on each airline’s website to find the values that drive the internal corporate culture of 

the airline. Some airlines had plentiful, easily accessible information about their culture, while 

others required a deeper search or didn’t provide as much elaboration. Some values were shared 

among airlines, while others clearly defined the airline’s priorities and culture.  
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Table 3: Airline Cultural Values 

Airline Cultural Values 

Alaska 

Safety 
Do the right thing 

Kind-hearted 
Deliver performance  

Be remarkable 

American 

Respect for the product 
Respect for customers 

Respect between employees 
Respect for the past 

Respect for the future 

Delta 

Honesty 
Integrity 
Respect 

Perseverance 
Servant leadership 

Southwest 

Warrior spirit 
Servant’s heart 

Fun LUV-ing attitude 
Work safely 

Wow customers 
Keep costs low 

Spirit 

Affordable 
Customized 

Safe 
Caring 

Relaxed 
Fun 

 

Alaska Airlines has five core values (Alaska Airlines, n.d.). The first is safety as they 

hold safety above everything else. The second is to do the right thing by being ethical, open, and 

trustworthy. The third is to be kind-hearted and care for customers. The fourth is to deliver 

performance and be a leader in the industry. The fifth and final value is to be remarkable by 

creating lasting impressions for guests in a genuine and creative way. For each value, Alaska 

provides a description under about what it means to them. In addition, Alaska places their values 
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at the bottom of every page within their careers site, highlighting how important these values are 

to the organization. 

On its website, American Airlines describes its culture (American Airlines, n.d.). The 

description centers around the idea of building a culture centered around respect. This respect 

reaches to all corners of the business as it involves respect for the product, customers, each other, 

the organization’s past, and the organization’s future. Through instilling this sense of respect in 

the culture, American is working towards restoring American Airlines back to the greatest airline 

in the world. American also emphasizes diversity and the community in its culture. While 

American does describe their culture, the organization doesn’t explicitly state any values. The 

culture is also only described in two small paragraphs, but the culture page does include other 

artifacts such as articles about American’s people, diversity, and community involvement.  

To provide insight on its culture, Delta Air Lines has created what it calls the “Rules of 

the Road,” a document it gives to employees outlining Delta’s core values and the basic rules 

and expectations all employees should follow when on the job (Delta Air Lines, n.d.). Based on 

this document, Delta’s core values are honesty, integrity, respect, perseverance, and servant 

leadership. The main rules include applying Delta’s basic business principles, knowing the 

business and improving it constantly, demonstrating Delta’s core values, driving for results, and 

building great teams. The fact that Delta has created a document this extensive solely focusing 

on communicating its culture, and that it has make this document available to the public, shows 

its commitment to building a strong culture.  

According to their website, Southwest Airlines focuses on connecting people to what’s 

important in their lives, providing excellent customer service, and becoming the world’s best 

airline (Southwest Airlines, n.d.). Southwest separates their values into two categories: live the 
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Southwest way and work the Southwest way. Under live the Southwest way, values of warrior 

spirit, servant’s heart, and fun-LUVing attitude are emphasized. Under work the Southwest way, 

values of work safely, wow our customers, and keep costs low are emphasized. Beneath each of 

these values, more information is given on what this means exactly to Southwest. Not only does 

the culture page include these values, but it also includes their purpose, mission, vision, 

commitment to employees, information about Southwest citizenship, and videos highlighting the 

Southwest culture in action. Southwest has put a large amount of effort into building this page on 

their website.  

Spirit Airlines has three main elements of its culture that it mentions on its careers site 

(Spirit Airlines, n.d.). The first element is offering ultra-low fares with a range of optional 

services, giving customers the freedom to customize their trip. The second is providing low fares 

that give customers an affordable and attainable option for air travel. The final element is caring 

for customers by providing safe and reliable travel in a relaxed, friendly, and fun environment. 

While Spirit does describe their culture, it only does so on the page where job postings are listed, 

and the description is simply a small paragraph at the top of the page.  

Overall, based on the sheer amount of detail provided on their website, Delta, Southwest, 

and Alaska place more emphasis on culture than other airlines. It is also interesting to note the 

commonalities between the stated cultures. Southwest, Alaska, and Spirit all explicitly have 

safety as something important to their culture. Southwest and Spirit both emphasize low fares 

while Delta and American both emphasize respect. All the airlines examined, expect for Delta, 

explicitly mention customers in their core values that make up its culture, emphasizing how 

internal corporate culture influences the customer experience. These customer experiences later 

become a part of the brand image that the customer builds in their mind for each airline. 
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The Organizational Culture Profile (OCP) can be applied to each airline (O’Reilly, 

Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). The espoused values of each airline’s culture can be categorized 

according to the OCP, showing specific components of culture that are important to the airline. 

The table below summarizes each airline’s cultural values in relation to the OCP.  

Table 4: Airlines and the OCP 

For information on how this table was made, please refer to the appendix. 

Factors Alaska American Delta Southwest Spirit 

Innovation X  X   

Stability      

Respect for 

People 
X X X X X 

Outcome 

Oriented 
X X X X  

Attention to 

Detail 
     

Team 

Orientation 
  X   

Aggressiveness      

 

It is interesting to note that based on each airline’s stated values, they all place an 

emphasis on respect for people, especially when considering their customers. It is also important 

to recognize that this is based off the stated public values of each airline and that this may not 

necessarily be representative of the actual culture experienced at the organization. 
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3. Research Methodology  

3.1 Subject Population 

 The subject population for this study is airline customers of the five airlines (Alaska, 

American, Delta, Southwest, and Spirit) being examined. In total, there were 150 respondents, 30 

from each airline. Respondents were 18 or older. Those who participated were presented with a 

digital copy of a consent form as the first question in the survey. It stated that participants could 

withdraw from the interview at any time as well as the risks and benefits of the study. In order to 

continue in the study, participants had to select “Yes, I consent.” 

3.2 Study Procedures 

 A 2-4 minute survey was distributed through Qualtrics. Using panels, groups of recruited 

survey respondents that agree to participate in surveys, Qualtrics targeted customers of the five 

airlines in this study. Participants were considered customers of an airline if they had flown the 

airline in the last year. The survey gathered customer’s consent, demographic and usage rate 

information, and the extent of their agreement or disagreement that each airlines’ values 

described the airline. To see the survey questions asked, please refer to the appendix.  

3.3 Data Analyses  

Quantitative responses from the customer survey are analyzed through statistical analysis 

using Z-tests at an alpha level of .05. Below are the research objectives that guided data analysis.  

Objective 1: Determine whether all airline customers see airlines cultural values in airlines 

brands. (1 tail Z-test) 

Objective 2: Determine whether customers see their airline’s cultural values in its brand. (1 

tail Z-test) 
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Objective 3: Determine whether there is a difference in agreement on cultural values between 

customers and non-customers fliers. (2 tail Z-test) 

Objective 4: Determine whether there is a difference in agreement on cultural values between 

frequent and non-frequent fliers. (2 tail Z-test) 

Objective 5: Determine whether there is a difference in agreement on cultural values between 

males and females. (2 tail Z-test) 

 

4. Results 

 The sections below detail the results observed after data analysis. For more detailed 

information on data analysis, please refer to the appendix.  

4.1 Alaska Airlines 

 Overall, customers agree that all of Alaska’s five core values of safety, do the right 

things, kind hearted, deliver performance, and be remarkable describe the airline. Non-Alaska 

customers also agree that these five values describe Alaska. There were two difference between 

Alaska and non-Alaska customers in that Alaska customers agree more strongly with the values 

of do the right thing and deliver performance than non-customers. There is no difference in the 

perception of Alaska’s values between frequent and non-frequent flyers and male and female 

flyers. Alaska customers agree with all of American’s values and Delta’s values, two of 

Southwest’s values (fun luving-attitude and wow customers), and none of Spirit’s values.  

4.2 American Airlines 

 American customers agree with four of five of its stated cultural values: respect for the 

product, customers, employees, and the future. There is no significant difference in the 

perception of Alaska’s values between customers and noncustomers, frequent and non-frequent 
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flyers, and males and females. American customers agree with one of Alaska’s values (do the 

right thing), two of Delta’s values (respect and perseverance), one of Southwest’s values (fun-

luving attitude), and one of Spirit’s values (affordable).  

4.3 Delta Air Lines 

 Delta customers and non-customers agree that all five of its stated cultural values 

(honesty, integrity, respect, perseverance, and servant leadership) describe the airline. There is 

no difference in the perception of Delta’s values between customers and noncustomers and 

frequent and non-frequent flyers. However, we were able to determine that there is a difference 

in perception of Delta’s values between male and female customers on four of the five values: 

honesty, integrity, respect, and servant leadership. Females agree more strongly with these values 

than males do. Delta customers agree with none of Alaska’s values, one of American’s values 

(respect between employees), three of Southwest’s values (fun-luving attitude, work safely, and 

wow customers), and none of Spirit’s values.  

4.4 Southwest Airlines 

 Southwest customers agree that five of its six stated values describe the airline (servant’s 

heart, fun luv-ing attitude, work safely, wow customers, and keep costs low). Non-customers 

agree that all six values described the company (the values above and warrior spirit). Southwest 

customers agree more with the values of fun-luving attitude and work safely than non-customers. 

The other values had no difference. There was no difference between frequent and non-frequent 

flyer perceptions. For males and females, there was no difference on agreement of the values 

except for one (warrior spirit). Females agree more strongly with this value than males. 

Southwest customers agree with two of Alaska’s values (kind hearted and be remarkable), four 
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of American’s values (all but respect between employees), four of Delta’s values (all but 

integrity), and one of Spirit’s values (affordable). 

4.5 Spirit Airlines 

 Spirit customers only agree with two of its six stated values: affordable and safe. Non-

customers only agree with one of Spirit’s values: affordable. There is a difference between 

customer and non-customer agreement with the value of affordable as customers agree more 

strongly with this value than non-customers. There is a difference in perception between frequent 

and non-frequent flyers for the value of customized as non-frequent flyers agree more strongly 

with the value. There is no difference in agreement on Spirit’s values between male and female 

flyers. Spirt customers agree with one of Alaska’s values (kind hearted), four of American’s 

values (all but respect for the past), all of Delta’s values, and three of Southwest’s values (work 

safely, wow customers, and keep costs low). 

 

5. Conclusion 

Based on the results described above, we were able to draw four key conclusions. The 

first is that customers are more likely to agree with the values of their airline than other airlines. 

While customers agree with all of almost all of their airline’s values (Spirit is the only exception 

here), they tended to agree with less values for other airlines, maybe not even agreeing with a 

single value for other airlines. In addition, customers of smaller airlines like Southwest, Spirit, 

and Alaska, are more likely to agree with a higher number of other airline’s values.  

American and Delta communicate their values well to customers and non-customers. 

Both of these airlines had no significant difference in the agreement on their values between 

customers and non-customers. This is a sign of aligning culture and brand because non-
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customers will experience the brand of a company through things such as word of mouth and 

advertising while customers experience both the brand and the culture through direct interactions 

with the company and its employees. When these two parties are experiencing the same things, 

alignment is most likely occurring.  

On the other hand, Spirit has not successfully communicated all of its cultural values to 

customers and non-customers. The whole sample of airline customers agreed with only two of 

Spirit’s six values, yet the whole sample agreed with all of the values of all the other airlines. 

This is even present for Spirit’s own customers as they also only agreed with two of its values. 

Clearly, what Spirit says it values in its culture and what customers are seeing is different. 

When considering differences, males and females differ in their agreement with values. 

Alaska, American, and Spirit had no differences between perceptions of males and females, but 

Southwest and Delta did. For Southwest, males and females had a difference in agreement on the 

value of warrior spirit. For Delta, males and females had a difference in agreement on four of its 

five values of honesty, respect, integrity, and servant leadership. While we can only speculate the 

reasons for this difference, it may be because customers of different genders are receiving 

different experiences or interpreting the same experiences differently. It is interesting to note that 

females agree more strongly with these values than males for both airlines. Also, in general, 

there were not significant differences in agreement on the values between frequent and non-

frequent flyers.  

Overall, this research shows that four out of the five airlines researched are currently aligning 

their culture and brand. These airlines include Alaska, American, Delta, and Southwest. On the 

other hand, Spirit has not communicated the values it says its culture values to customers through 

its brand. I believe this is a topic that should be explored further by looking not only at what each 
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company says its culture is, but also seeing if the companies stated cultural values are present 

and followed in the company. Also, it would be interesting to investigate more specifically how 

the alignment of these two things can be an asset to airlines, especially when considering the 

bottom line.  
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Appendix 

Table 4: Airlines and the OCP 

At Alaska, three main elements of the OCP show up in their values. Respect for people come 
from being kind hearted and caring for customers. Outcome oriented comes from delivering 
performance and be a leader in the industry. Innovation comes from being remarkable and 
creating lasting impressions in a genuine and creative way. At American, two main elements of 
the OCP show up in their values. Respect for people comes from respecting customers and each 
other. Outcome oriented comes from restoring American back to greatest airline in the world. At 
Delta, four main elements of the OCP show up in their values. Respect for people comes from 
their focus on servant leadership. Outcome oriented comes from driving for results. Innovation 
comes from constantly improving the business. Team oriented comes from building great teams. 
At Southwest, two main elements of the OCP show up in their values. Respect for people is 
highly emphasized throughout their values through excellent customer service, connecting 
people to what’s important in their lives, and demonstrating a servant’s heart. Outcome oriented 
comes from becoming world’s best airline and the airline’s warrior spirit. At Spirit, one main 
element of the OCP shows up in their values. This is respect for people through caring for 
customers and giving customers the freedom to customize Spirit’s affordable and attainable 
options for air travel.  

Survey Questions 

1. Title of Research:  Alignment between company culture and branding in the airline industry 

Study Investigators:  Bill Moncrief 

Co-Investigators: Elizabeth Hilgemann 

You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must be a customer 
of one of the following airlines in the US (Alaska, American, Delta, Southwest, Spirit). Taking 
part in this research project is voluntary. 

Things you should know: 

This is a research study involving human subjects that has been approved by TCU Institutional 
Review Board. The purpose of the study is to gain insight into culture and branding in the airline 
industry. If you choose to participate, you will be asked to participate in a short survey. This will 
take approximately 2-4 min. Risks or discomforts from this research include discussing a topic 
you may be uncomfortable with. The study will contribute to the greater body of knowledge 
regarding branding and culture in the airline industry. Taking part in this research project is 
voluntary. You don’t have to participate and you can stop at any time. 

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in 
this research project. 

What is the purpose of the research?  
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To analyze how aligning company culture and branding within the airline industry can be 
associated with greater brand strength and consistency. 

How many people will participate in this study?  

If you decide to be in this study, you will be one of approximately 150 individuals that will 
participate in the customer interview stage of the study. 

What is my involvement for participating in this study?  

Completing a 2-4 minute survey discussing your perceptions of your airline’s brand. 

How long am I expected to be in this study for and how much of my time is required? 

2-4 minutes during a 1 time survey. 

What are the risks of participating in this study and how will they be minimized? 

The risks involve discussing a topic you may feel uncomfortable about. Another minor risk is the 
documents being taken off a computer. Care will be taken to monitor respondents for signs of 
discomfort and documents will be kept safe on a password protected computer. 

What are the benefits for participating in this study? 

The benefits include contributing to the greater body of knowledge regarding culture and 
branding in the airline industry. 

Will I be compensated for participating in this study? 

Yes. 

What is an alternate procedure(s) that I can choose instead of participating in this study? 

There are no known alternatives available to you other than not taking part in this study. 

How will my confidentiality be protected? 

We plan to publish the results of this study. Efforts will be made to limit the use and disclosure 
of your personal information, including research study records, to people who have a need to 
review this information. Your responses will be kept on a password protected computer. Your 
name will also not be associated with the study as we are using a code identifier instead. We 
cannot promise complete secrecy. Your records may be reviewed by authorized University or 
other individuals who will be bound by the same provisions of confidentiality. 

What will happen to the information collected about me after the study is over? 

We will not keep your research data to use for future research or other purpose. Your name and 
other information that can directly identify you will be deleted from the research data collected 
as part of the project. We will not share your research data with other investigators. 

Is my participation voluntary? 

It is totally up to you to decide to be in this research study. Participating in this study is 
voluntary. Even if you decide to be part of the study now, you may change your mind and stop at 
any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. If you decide to 
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withdraw before this study is completed, ask the interviewer and all your information and 
responses up to that point will be deleted. 

Who should I contact if I have questions regarding the study? 

Bill Moncrief: b.moncrief@tcu.edu 

Elizabeth Hilgemann: e.hilgemann@tcu.edu 

Who should I contact if I have concerns regarding my rights as a study participant? 

Dr. Michael Faggella-Luby, Chair, TCU Institutional Review Board, (817) 257-4355, 
m.faggella-luby@tcu.edu; or Ms. Lorrie Branson, JD, TCU Research Integrity Officer, (817) 
257-4266, l.branson@tcu.edu. 

By responding below, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what the 
study is about before you respond. You will be given a copy of this document for your records. A 
copy also will be kept with the study records.  If you have any questions about the study after 
you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided above. 

I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to take 
part in this study. 

Do you consent to the research as described above? 

• Yes, I consent. 

• No, I do not consent. 

 

2. Which of the following airlines have you most recently flown? 

• Alaska Airlines 

• American Airlines 

• Delta Air Lines 

• Southwest Airlines 

• Spirit Airlines 

 

3. Rate how much you agree that the following describe Alaska Airlines with 1 being Strongly 
Agree and 7 being Strongly Disagree. 

• Safety 

• Do the right thing 

• Kind-hearted 

• Deliver performance 

• Be remarkable 

 

4. Rate how much you agree that the following describe American Airlines with 1 being Strongly 
Agree and 7 being Strongly Disagree. 
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• Respect for the product 

• Respect for customers 

• Respect between employees 

• Respect for the past 

• Respect for the future 

 

5. Rate how much you agree that the following describe Delta Air Lines with 1 being Strongly 
Agree and 7 being Strongly Disagree. 

• Honesty 

• Integrity 

• Respect 

• Perseverance 

• Servant leadership 

 

6. Rate how much you agree that the following describe Southwest Airlines with 1 being 
Strongly Agree and 7 being Strongly Disagree. 

• Warrior spirit 

• Servant’s heart 

• Fun LUV-ing attitude 

• Work safely 

• Wow customers 

• Keep costs low 

 

6. Rate how much you agree that the following describe Spirit Airlines with 1 being Strongly 
Agree and 7 being Strongly Disagree. 

• Affordable 

• Customized 

• Safe 

• Caring 

• Relaxed 

• Fun 

 

7.  I identify my gender as 

• Male 

• Female 

• Other 

• Prefer not to respond 
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8. What is your age? 

• 18 or younger 

• 19-30 

• 31-40 

• 41-50 

• 51-60 

• 61 or older 

 

9. Roughly how many roundtrip flights do you take per year? (Please enter a number in 
numerical form) 

 

 

Results 

Airline Customers 
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Alaska 
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American 
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Delta 
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Southwest 
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Spirit 
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