Dame Carolyn McCall’s Leadership
This essay analyses the different roles played by Dame Carolyn McCall, as a manager and a leader while she was CEO with EasyJet during the years 2010 to 2018 using Mintzberg’s classifications.. According to Henry Mintzberg, and as Mullins (2016) explains, there are ten managerial roles that are divided into three groups. First, the Interpersonal roles that can be seen in the Figurehead role, Leader role and Liaison role; the second group is the Informational roles, which include the Monitor role, Disseminator role and the Spokesperson. As for the third group, which is the Decisional group, this includes the Entrepreneurial role, Disturbance handler role, Resource allocator role and last, the Negotiator role. “Though every manager is different, Mintzberg notes that everyone should practice and master each of these interpersonal, informational and decision-making roles“ (business.com, 2018) 

Clegg (2008), remarks that it is often seen that leaders can often be only concerned about their own egos rather than those of their followers, power and self-interest.. Therefore, it is essential to fully understand what leadership might mean. ‘ To be a leader is a huge moral responsibility because executive leadership can easily overwhelm reason’ ( Clegg, 2008).

Management Today (2016) interviewed Carolyn McCall and asked her about the secrets of good leadership. Carolyn saw that good leadership is based on clarity of vision, thinking through what has to be done, prioritizing, getting the right people in the right place at the right time and finding the right people to help you do what you have to do to make the company successful. Her leadership skills have proven to make a difference in EasyJet. ‘Carolyn is Chief Executive of EasyJet. Under her leadership EasyJet has achieved record passenger numbers and record profits. The airline entered the FTSE 100 in 2013’ (gov.uk, 2018). 

In 2016 Management Today announced that Carolyn McCall, for the second year, in a row, as the first women to be named Britain’s Most Admired Leader. This is based on a free vote including all participants in Management Today, Britain’s Most Admired Companies research. EasyJet has faced its fair share of turbulence throughout the years, as have all others in the travel industry. The dropping in the value of the pound, acts of terrorism, strike actions by French air traffic controllers and the worst McCall had to face at the time, was from the Icelandic volcanoes back in 2010 when she first joined EasyJet. Yet, Carolyn managed to overcome these turbulence's and as she said, “ Our planned approach of achieving number one or two positions at Europe’s leading airports, friendly and efficient customer service and continuous focus on sustainable cost control, has put EasyJet at a strategic advantage during periods when there have been bankruptcies and some airlines have struggled operationally” (The Guardian, 2017). These examples highlight McCall’s role as a leader and also in a disturbance handling role when she managed to maintain and manage EasyJet with a strategic approach when facing the problems that happened during her time with EasyJet. In a SWOT analysis made in 2017 by MarketLine it was reported that EasyJet made GBP 4,669 million in revenue for the year 2016. Reported in the Guardian 2017, there was a slight drop in profit for that year, but McCall said she was proud of the increased loyalty at EasyJet during her 7 years in EasyJet.

McCall described herself to Marketing Week (2016) as a “ Marketer by background” and the CEO of EasyJet. She attended the Omniwomen UK Leadership Summit where she spoke about her leadership journey, playing the role of a spokesperson. She gave credit to her boarding school background from where she believed many of her skills as a leader were formed. Showing her spokesperson role by speaking at the Summit. 

McCall did not have her own office nor a desk to work on; she was always on the move and involved in a lot of traveling. Hands on approach and traveling made her more involved with individuals and groups. Traveling to airports and staying in touch with planes and the crew showed her in the liaison role, one of Mintzberg’s ten managerial roles. One of the things that she always does is, travel on EasyJet planes, speaking to the crew, seeing who the passengers are and the people who actually fly the plane. McCall stated, ‘ I find it is a great way to talk to the cabin crew and get them to relax’ (Telegraph.com, 2011). Being up there with the crew and talking to passengers shows her figurehead role, being available to people and taking part of the experience.

Monitoring and receiving information about weather, crew and customer issues is done through the daily operational meeting that McCall usually attends on a Monday which takes place at Luton airport. Twice a year McCall holds management conferences, these conferences include between 200 to 250 people from across Europe. McCall told CMI (2017), that there are one to one meetings with the senior leadership executives’ team and herself. Here, the disseminator role, as well as the monitor role can be seen in the meetings she conducts and through the workshops that she holds to solve issues and problems. Through these meetings, she can monitor and solve problems and keep abreast of what is happening on a daily bases. 

“A good chief executive should know when cost-cutting has gone too far. Carolyn McCall decided that line was crossed last year when overzealous EasyJet managers decided to save money by cutting the portions on in-flight meals for crew. When pilots alerted her to the penny-pinching, she restored the meals. Such gestures have won the airline chief executive the loyalty of staff in an industry notorious for its confrontations with crew “ (Financial Times, 2014). Solving problems and taking action in a situation that affected her staff are part of the entrepreneurial role. This role was again seen when she had her own taste on unpredictability, based on an interview with The Telegraph,( 2011), just when she started at EasyJet, her leadership skills and dealing with unexpected situations were tested. Three days before launching EasyJet’s latest route to Amman, Jordan, a protester died during riots in the capital of Jordan. After speaking to the Jordanian Foreign Office and getting facts about what had happened, playing the role of resource allocator, it was reported that the man had died from natural causes, a heart attack. McCall had to make the call of going ahead with sending the plane to its newest destination or holding it back. She went ahead with the decision of sending it. Jordan was calm when the plane landed in the capital Amman. The way McCall handled the unexpected disturbance shows her efficiency in the disturbance handler role. 

In The Telegraph (2011), it was mentioned that over a few months, in negotiations between EasyJet and Sir Stelios Haji- Ioannou, a British Cypriot entrepreneur whose family owns 38% of the shares in easyjet, they reached a deal and an agreement. McCall says, “ We have an agreement, the more money we make the more he makes.” (Telegraph.co.uk, 2011). McCall played her negotiator role when she reached an agreement with Sir Stelios Haki- Ioannou.

Henry Mintzberg (1971) says that if the question, what do managers do? is asked, the reply will commonly be, plan, organize, coordinate and control. Yes managers have to do these things, but there are other things that need to be added to become a good manager. He based his study and research on managers and then he came to the conclusion and set the ten managerial roles. Andrew Miller, Dame Carolyn McCall’s successor at GMC, told Financial Times, he never doubted Carolyn’s personal skills stating, “She really understands people. She is a force on nature, full of energy, full of fun” (Financialtimes.com, 2014). By taking the task of boosting employees’ morale and focusing on the customers, she did more than just plan, organize, coordinate and control. She interacted with her employees and staff and motivated them. She supported talent and helped take it to the next level. She admitted that she will always mentor and support women, but when it comes to recruiting she looked for talent and for the best person to do the job. This is a role of a leader, Carolyn leads not only manages. 

Based on research and examples about Carolyn McCall’s managerial and leadership skills, Henry Mintzberg’s ten managerial classifications apply to her. She plays all the roles when they are needed. Francke stated, “Management was about creating the conditions of others to succeed” (Francke, (2016). Francke sees that bringing the best out of people is how to make others more effective and gain commitment to achieve results. And that’s what McCall did; she met with her staff and crew and dealt with any issues they had. Gained their loyalty and earned a reputation for her personal skills and business acumen. Keeping in touch with planes, going to airports and traveling on EasyJet’s different routes kept her up to date with everything that was happening on a daily basis. In this way, she was able to monitor and observe the crew, the staff, the passengers and the customer service level, of which she proudly said “ We are better than BA for service at short haul” (CMI, 2017), By that, the Interpersonal roles can be seen. As for the Informational roles, they were played when strategy and vision were on her agenda, shown through the meetings that she had, as mentioned in the examples in this essay. She also started a dial-in-chat, once a week, which gave staff the opportunity to email her directly and ask her questions, to which she responded. She said that she wanted it simple. Her Decisional roles were played when she had to face the turbulence’s at the beginning, when she first started at EasyJet and through the seven years she was there. McCall said, “ It is much harder being a leader ,when it’s tougher than when you were just rising. Leading in a variable environment means absorbing a lot of the uncertainty. It’s about being honest with what you say and what you don’t say” (CMI, 2017). Though it was, in her own words, hard, she lead EasyJet steadily and made profit, based on the SWOT analysis made by MarketLine, and gained customer loyalty, which she mentioned to the Guardian, the 60 million passengers of 2016 were repeat customers, that’s testimony itself.  
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