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Turning a struggling low-cost airline into a 
successful, full-service one is no small task.  
For CEO John Borghetti, the key was to take  
a grass-roots approach to engaging his people.

When John Borghetti took over as CEO of Virgin Blue 

in May 2010, the airline was struggling. Moving into the 

mid-tier had led to higher costs and undercutting from 

competitors. And natural disasters such as the Queensland 

floods had cost the company $100 million in six months.  

Six years on, Virgin Blue has become Virgin Australia: a 

full-service airline that has around 30% of the corporate and 

government market and serves more than 450 destinations 

as part of a global network. It’s brought competition to the 

industry, lowered airfares and won several customer service 

awards along the way. In 2015, it also took the top spot 

in the AFR/Hay Group list of Australia’s Most Respected 

Companies for Corporate Culture. 

No engagement, no change
For John, bringing about such a dramatic change  

meant bringing his people with him. After all, aviation  

is a people business. 

‘The Board love asking me what keeps me awake at night,’ 

he says, ‘and the one thing that does is how we keep our 

people motivated and engaged, particularly as we’re going 

through a massive change.’ 

“The Board love asking me what  
keeps me awake at night, and the 
one thing that does is how we keep 
our people motivated and engaged, 
particularly as we’re going through  
a massive change.”

John Borghetti, CEO of Virgin Australia

Virgin Australia has around 
30% of the corporate and 
government market.
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John’s challenge was to get people behind the vision he 

brought with him on day one. But the airline that people 

had signed up to work for was very different to the one in 

that vision – so he needed to position the change carefully.

That meant connecting with people on an individual level, 

building trust in him as a leader and reassuring people about 

what he wanted to do and what it would mean for them. 

One way John did this was by connecting employee 

feedback to key parts of his transformation strategy. ‘Before 

I started in the role, I spent a couple of months just flying 

and listening to flight attendants,’ he recalls. ‘Then, in the 

early days of the job, I replayed what I’d heard and took it to 

the next step.’ As a result, the messages around the change 

sounded more familiar – and less alarming. 

John describes this as ‘using something they want, bringing 

with it something you need and showing how they’re 

connected’. ‘If you’re able to repeat something back to 

somebody and they hear it from you instead of their own 

brain, you’ve automatically engaged them,’ he says.

Changing the cabin crew’s uniform was a case in point. ‘I did 

it by saying, “I know you don’t like your uniform, and we’re 

going to change it,”’ recalls John. ‘But with that change 

comes a different, more professional service. It’s no longer 

going to be appropriate to sing happy birthday, or greet 

people by their first name.’

Because the new uniform made people feel more 

professional, though, they changed their behavior anyway.  

‘I didn’t even have to put out a communication,’ he adds.

Using individual acts to promote trust
When it comes to building trust in leaders, John believes 

that actions speak louder than words. ‘You’ve got to accept 

that you can talk and say as many things as you want, but 

until you deliver it they won’t believe you,’ he says. 

Those actions don’t need to be big. ‘If you say something 

to a dozen influential people, then make sure it happens, 

word will get around,’ he explains. ‘It’s individual acts that 

promote trust, not massive statements.’

Answering emails personally is an example of this. When 

John started in the role, he encouraged everyone in the 

organization to contact him directly if they wanted to discuss 

anything. But rather than asking one of his managers to look 

into each issue for him, he replied to the individual themself. 

‘I say I’ll do something by a given date, and I actually do it,’ 

he says. ‘That can be surprising – but engaging – for people. 

It creates trust.’

John took a similarly grass-roots approach to reassuring 

people about change. He identified key influencers in the 

business who he could explain things to face-to-face; ones 

who would then go off and spread the word around the 

organization. This allowed people to go back to their source 

if they had a question. 

In the early stages of Virgin Australia’s transformation, those 

key influencers were sales and customer-facing employees. 

‘If you can make sales people feel empowered, important 

or informed, the information dissemination will be much 

quicker,’ says John.

The second group is important for the simple reason that 

they deal with the customer every day. So if they’re not on 

board with what you’re trying to do, it’ll come through in 

the way they behave.

“I say I’ll do something by a given 
date, and I actually do it. That can be 
surprising – but engaging – for people.  
It creates trust.”

John Borghetti, CEO of Virgin Australia
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‘If you’ve got a flight attendant that’s spooked by what we’re 

going to do – or worse, doesn’t know what we’re going to do 

– they’ll behave in a very different way to a flight attendant 

who’s informed and reassured,’ explains John. 

Keeping a future focus
Along with all this, John believes that a CEO needs to create 

hope, even when the change is long and the pay-offs take 

time to arrive. 

This is where you need your leaders to help you take the 

focus off the numbers and keep it on the future. ‘It’s about 

communication, and reminding people that it’s a long-term 

game,’ he says.

But that doesn’t mean your top team has to agree on 

everything, all the time.

‘The minute you have everyone thinking like you, it becomes 

too robotic,’ says John. ‘You can’t show that to your 

employees, but within the locked walls of a management 

room, you all need to speak your mind. Then when you get 

out, leave it behind.’

Measuring engagement by who looks the 
other way
Working with Korn Ferry Hay Group on the employee 

engagement survey has given Virgin Australia good 

quantitative data on how people feel about the change. But 

John also likes to gauge it by the way people react when he 

walks past them: if they look away, he stops and talks  

to them. 

‘Does that improve engagement?’ says John. ‘No, it doesn’t. 

But what it does do is single out one individual that you 

hope, through personal contact, to influence.’

John also recognizes that in a workforce of 10,000, some 

people will never be engaged, and some won’t fit in the new 

business at all. ‘The key is making that minority as small as 

you can,’ he says.

To engage the majority in a way that motivates each person 

to perform, you need to create a culture that people feel 

comfortable working in. 

‘It’s about letting people know what the business means 

for them,’ says John. ‘It doesn’t have to mean money. It can 

mean respect, training or career progression.

‘If you can make the individual feel as comfortable as 

possible, they’ll perform better. And that will make your 

change more likely to succeed.’

Keeping the excitement going over time
Six years after he began to implement his ‘game-changing’ 

strategy, John says that much of the big, exciting stuff’s 

been done: painting the planes, changing the uniform 

and redesigning the lounges. Which presents him with a 

challenge: how do you keep creating excitement and hope 

when the ‘sexy’ stuff has already happened?

‘There’s still a lot to do,’ says John, ‘but it’s all around 

efficiency and financial engineering. And it’s got to be a 

message that everybody understands.’ 

John’s currently thinking hard about how to meet this 

challenge and keep people engaged at all levels and in all 

areas of the business. Even when the company has done 

everything it set out to, he knows they won’t be able to  

be complacent.

‘The most dangerous thing is you get to the end point where 

you’ve made all the changes and you say, “Well, we’ve done 

it now, we’ve made all the changes so we don’t have to 

worry too much,”’ he says. ‘And that’s where companies fail. 

You have to keep people focused on the future.’
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About Korn Ferry 
Korn Ferry is the preeminent global people 
and organizational advisory firm. We help 
leaders, organizations, and societies succeed 
by releasing the full power and potential of 
people. Our nearly 7,000 colleagues deliver 
services through our Executive Search,  
Hay Group and Futurestep divisions.  
Visit kornferry.com for more information. 

Tip one

Make your communications clear and consistent. Everyone likes clarity. 

Stick to your strategy – consistency is key.

Tip two

Be careful about how you break bad news. If you share bad news in a 

large group, it leaves a vacuum. People can be afraid to ask questions 

and walk out with only the negatives. Share this kind of news in smaller 

groups instead, so people can discuss it.

Tip three

Remember that engagement isn’t about giving people  
everything they want. The affiliative leadership style isn’t good for 

performance. Sometimes, you have to be honest and say that someone 

may be better suited to another organization.

Tip four

Be more trusting of your people, especially lower down the ranks. 
They’re the ones who live and breathe the brand and tend to glue to you 

in times of trouble. Spend time engaging them personally.

Tip five

Don’t forget your other stakeholders, such as the external media. 
They could make or break you. So make sure you have a strategy for 

engaging them too.

John Borghetti’s 5 tips for engaging 
employees around a game-changing strategy

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

Get in touch with your local Korn Ferry Hay Group office. You’ll find more advice on 
how to engage your people through change in our latest report – to read it, go to 

www.haygroup.com/en/our-consulting/employee-surveys


