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EDITORS’ NOTE David Sokol is also Chairman 
of MidAmerican Energy Holdings Company, 
Chairman of Johns Manville, and a board mem-
ber of BYD Company Limited. In 1989, Sokol was 
the CEO of Ogden Projects, and in 1991, he be-
came President and CEO of CalEnergy Company 
Inc., now known as MidAmerican. In 2007, 
he authored and self-published Pleased but not 
satisfi ed. He earned his Bachelor of Science de-
gree in civil engineering from the University of 
Nebraska at Omaha and holds an honorary doc-
torate degree from Bellevue University in Bellevue, 
Nebraska.

COMPANY BRIEF NetJets Inc. (www.netjets.com), 
a Berkshire Hathaway company, is the pioneer 
and worldwide leader in fractional aircraft own-
ership. With NetJets fractional aircraft ownership, 
businesses and individuals gain the convenience, 
access, and time advantages of owning a whole 
aircraft but at a fraction of the cost, and with guar-
anteed availability 365 days a year with just a few 
hours’ notice. NetJets offers the largest and most 
diversifi ed private jet fl eet, comprised of 13 of the 
most popular business jet types in the world. Since 
its inception, NetJets has established a reputation 
for being the safest and most secure private avia-
tion company in the world. Today, NetJets offers 
not only fractional aircraft ownership but also Jet 
Cards through its subsidiary, Marquis Jet, as well 
as aircraft management and on-demand char-
ter services through its subsidiary, Executive Jet 
Management. NetJets has operations in the United 
States and in Europe as well as an affi liation with 
the provider of the NetJets Middle East program.

What made you decide to get involved with 
NetJets?

Having been a netJets owner, I was familiar 
with netJets and always thought their services 
were fantastic and, hopefully, would continue 
to be after I got involved.

In 2009, Warren (buffett, Ceo of berkshire 
Hathaway) asked me to get involved with the 
company. netJets had founded this industry – it 

has roughly a 70 percent market share and the 
recession provided an opportunity for us to look 
at ourselves and say we lead the market, no ques-
tion, and we’re the best, but can we be better?

oftentimes, the entrepreneurial manage-
ment that starts a business struggles when the 
time comes to transition, improve, or reinvent 
itself. Warren wanted to make sure the business 
was ready to move ahead for the next 20 years.

With all the success the company had 
already experienced, was it hard to get the 
employees to understand the need to evolve?

The hard part was that the company, un-
fortunately, had not addressed the overall shift 
in the economy, so we had to lay off around 
1,000 people. That is always diffi cult.

The company, from an operational and 
safety standpoint, led the industry in every as-
pect you could measure, and because of that, 
the actual fl ight operations were in great shape.

so the changes were related to purchasing 
the right kind of aircraft for the future, as well as 
adjusting the cost structure to where it needed to 
be based on the current economy and the growth 
opportunities, and the employees embraced that 
because people who are used to fl ight operations 
embrace the notion of long-term planning and 
we brought in those principles.

How were you able to make cuts when 
needed without the client noticing or ser-
vice suffering?

That was a group effort. We took employ-
ees across the company and said, here is what 
the owners are paying, and here is the value 
they expect – we can’t reduce that.

We also agreed that any recommended 
changes can’t impact safety, integrity, or the 
owner experience. so the owner/value equa-
tion had to be held constant.

Many who think of private aviation imag-
ine a top tier niche traveler. Is it broader today?

It’s becoming broader. I am a bit biased be-
cause I had the opportunity to use private avia-
tion when I started my fi rst business in 1983. The 
fellow who funded the business had a Gulfstream 
II that he didn’t use very much. after watching 
me fl y commercial for a year, he suggested I use 
his plane, and the following year, we did twice 
as much business. so I have been sold on private 
aviation as a productivity tool my whole career.

That doesn’t mean that every employee of 
every company needs access to private avia-
tion. but it is a time machine. over my career, 
it has proven to me that I could get three times 

as much done as a Ceo as I could if I had to 
do all my fl ying commercially. That benefi t is 
beginning to be better recognized. 

Why did NetJets acquire Marquis Jet?
marquis Jet has been an important partner 

with netJets and, realistically, we should have made 
them part of our company fi ve or six years ago 
so that we could have more thoroughly integrated 
them into our sales activities, thereby better manag-
ing our fl eet size and our overall sales efforts.

With the acquisition of marquis Jet, we provide 
the most competitive and broadest range of prod-
ucts and services in private aviation. We now offer 
a private aviation solution to meet every business 
aviation need through one company. Whether it’s 
fractional ownership, Jet Cards, leasing, charter, or 
aircraft management, we can customize a solution 
that serves the needs of each customer individually.

Where your high market share is to-
day, is it challenging to fi nd growth? Do 
you expect that growth to come predomi-
nantly from outside the U.S.?

It is important to understand that while 
we have a 70 percent market share in fractional 
ownership of aircraft, we are only about 5 per-
cent of private aviation.

so the real growth potential and where 
we’re seeing our greatest expansion currently 
is in acting as an outsourced corporate fl ight 
department solution; there are many companies 
where we already act as their virtual or actual 
fl ight department. With netJets fractional own-
ership, you get an entire company (over 800 
aircraft and 6,300 employees worldwide) rather 
than just an airplane. We hire the pilots, main-
tain the planes, and attend to all the logistics.

Initially during the recession, there was a 
demonization of private aircraft. It caused the 
boards of virtually every company to make sure 
their companies are using airplanes effi ciently 
and that provided an opportunity for us because 
that is where we shine.

If you own one airplane, it can only do 
one thing at a time; if you own four one-quarter 
interests with us, you can have four airplanes in 
the air the same day going four different places 
and, yet, the overall cost to you is less. so our 
effi ciency is driving this potential business. 

The limiting factor on our growth in the fu-
ture is that we can never compromise the service 
quality. so it will be my intention to grow the 
company more slowly in the future to ensure that 
service quality to our owners. We have reached a 
size where that has become a critical element.•

David L. Sokol deplanes at NetJets’ headquarters in Columbus, Ohio
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