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Valentine’s Day 2007 felt more
like a nightmare than straw-
berries-and-choco-
late bliss for JetBlue

Airways and some of its cus-
tomers. After years of acclaim
as a traveler favorite, the seven-
year-old airline’s standing as a
customer service luminary was
pounded  when in February its
reactions to a storm on the East
Coast left hordes of fuming cus-
tomers stuck aboard grounded
planes for up to 11 hours. The
fiasco brings a renewed focus on
the need for effective crisis management.

JetBlue’s troubles began when a Febru-
ary 14 ice storm severely affected its New
York operations at JFK International
Airport. Rather than cancel more flights

sooner and reschedule once the weather
cleared, JetBlue pressed on; but the storm

displaced many of its pilots and
flight attendants, and the com-
pany was short of trained staff
needed to reroute these employ-
ees. JetBlue’s reservation sys-
tem couldn’t keep pace with
the incoming customer call
volume. Callers phoning Jet-
Blue often faced lengthy hold
times or were unable to reach a
live rep altogether.

“Obviously, [with] the events
of the past week that have been

well documented in the press…this is the
most difficult time in our history,” David
Neeleman, JetBlue’s founder and CEO,
said in a JetBlueCorpComm video on
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Microsoft is making its Dynamics busi-
ness applications more industry rele-
vant, the company revealed at its
Convergence conference in San Diego
in March. The software giant an-
nounced Dynamics Industry Solutions,
a new program under which Microsoft
will build in additional vertical capabili-
ties to its ERP and CRM applications
through a combination of internal devel-
opment, small-scale acquisitions, and a
deepening of its Industry Builder incen-

tive program, accord-
ing to Tami Reller,
corporate vice presi-
dent of Business Solu-
tions Marketing, at the
conference. Future
industry-specific offer-
ings codeveloped by
Microsoft and its part-
ners can be standalone
offerings or ISVs can
build on top of them,
according to Reller. 

Microsoft had been
relying on its partners
to add industry-specific
functional i ty to i ts
Dynamics software.
This was sometimes
problematic for cus-

tomers that needed vertically focused
solutions. “Those users were largely
dependent on code developed on top of
Dynamics, often by very small ISVs’ code
that wasn’t backed by Microsoft,” says
Yvonne Genovese, a vice president and
distinguished analyst at Gartner. 

That behavior is about to change. “We’re
strengthening opportunities for our part-
ners,” says James Utzschneider, general
manager of Dynamics marketing. At the
conference the company also announced
Microsoft Dynamics Certified Solutions, a
third-party program in which Microsoft

Microsoft: Partnering Up
or Partnering Down?

The airline’s
reservation system
could not keep up
with the massive
incoming customer
call volume—the
waits were very
long and the reps
were beyond busy.

“This is just the
starting point. As we

see continued uptake
in specific areas, we’ll

base our expansion
from there.”

JetBlue’s Service Flies South
Accepting responsibility is a key component of staying aloft 
during a PR nightmare
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YouTube.“I want to assure you as the CEO
of this company that the events that tran-
spired last week and the way that they
transpired will never happen again.” The
storm could cost the carrier $30 million
or more.

About 1,100 flights were cancelled over
a six-day period and thousands of cus-
tomers were stranded. Genevieve McCaw,
one of the thousands, considers herself a
JetBlue “hostage.” McCaw and her
boyfriend, passengers on JetBlue flight
351 from JFK to Los Ange-
les on Valentine’s Day, were
stuck on the tarmac for
about half a day. She started
a blog, jetbluehostage.com,
which includes JetBlue
information and comments
from the public. “Nothing
says I love you like being held
hostage on a frozen plane
with the man you love, 99
strangers, four other people
you happen to know, four
screaming babies and three
rambunctious kids running
about, nothing but chips
and soda for sustenance, faulty power,
unreliable DirecTV and [an] overfilled
sewage system for 11 hours,” she writes.

“JetBlue demonstrated that it’s an
adolescent in the airline industry and
that it has a lot of learning and growing
up to do,” says Liz Roche, managing
partner at CRM research and consulting
firm Customers Incorporated. The air-
line is taking steps to craft sturdy con-
tingency plans and mend its dented
image. One of its more notable efforts
is its Customer Bill of Rights. The pro-
gram, which is retroactive to February
14, requires JetBlue to notify customers
of delays, cancellations, and diversions
and their cause prior to  scheduled
departure, and provide customers with
vouchers based on how long flights are
delayed. Vouchers will range from $25
for flights delayed an hour to the value
of round-trip tickets for delays exceed-
ing six hours. Other initiatives include
provisions to spool reservationists up

quickly and to beef up the section of the
business that pairs pilots and flight
attendants with their assignments. The
JetBlue incident is a stark reminder of
the need for advanced contingency
preparation. From a contact center per-
spective, Nancy Miller, vice president of
consulting services with workforce
management specialist ISC, recom-
mends that companies take a hard look
at potential emergency situations and
how they would handle call distribu-
tion. “Looking at what-if situations not

only allows you to see how
many people you’re going
to need, but where you can
actually [send the calls] in a
multiple call center loca-
tion environment,” she
says. “Be prepared.”

On a broader scale, Roche
urges companies in crisis to
immediately deliver a public
message underscoring ac-
countability and an action
plan. “The best thing that
JetBlue did during that
whole fiasco was for its
CEO to come out and take

full responsibility to accept that they
made mistakes and to be as candid as
possible,” she says.

Roche adds that companies should
make an extra effort to identify and per-
sonally connect with high-value cus-
tomers. Underscoring the core values of
the company brand is also essential. “If
you’ve done a good job of branding, at
the end of the day the brand tells your
story,” Roche says. She recounts an
experience she had aboard a different
airline in March: A man in front of her
expressed frustration with how tight the
airplane’s seats were and that the seats
on the JetBlue plane he traveled on the
week before were very comfortable.
“That said to me that at least with this
traveler its brand has held up,” she says.
“You don’t want your brand to say ‘We
don’t get it.’ You want the brand to say
‘We’re human, we’re fallible, we make
mistakes, but we’re all about working 
to improve.’” —Coreen Bailor
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tests and approves new code from all part-
ners certified on Microsoft Dynamics soft-
ware. Microsoft will then identify the top 500
ISV solutions that meet the specialized
needs of particular industries. 

Laurie McCabe, vice president of SMB
insights for AMI-Partners, says, “If you
think back to Microsoft’s acquisition of
Great Plains, everybody thought that
would send ISVs running, but it didn’t.
For Microsoft’s partners it’s a question of
how much farther are they going to go
with this vertical initiative and how
much room they’re going to give the
partners. Some will see this as a threat,
others won’t.” 

Utzschneider pointed to the strategic
alliance Microsoft recently struck with
public-sector information management
software vendor Tyler Technologies.
With its headquarters in Dallas, Tyler has
more than 6,000 customers, most of
which operate in the U.S. local-govern-

ment sector. Tyler Tech-
nologies has 1,500 staff
and approximately $200
million in annual revenue.
In January the two compa-
nies announced a joint
development of public-sec-
tor accounting functionality
for Dynamics AX, suitable
for out-of-the-box use by
governments worldwide.

The enhanced version of Dynamics
should appear in the latter part of 2009,
according to John Marr, Tyler president
and CEO. Marr welcomed Microsoft's
industry-focused move after having
spent years talking to Microsoft, but
found it challenging to define a relation-
ship that would benefit both companies.
“They’re now saying, ‘Be a part of our
development team.’”

Moving forward, Reller says more
verticals will be added to the current
five—manufacturing, distribution, retail,
professional services, and public sec-
tor—that comprise the Dynamics Indus-
try Solutions program. “This is just the
starting point. As we see continued
uptake in specific areas, we’ll base our
expansion from there.”  —Colin Beasty
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