


collection—which includes modern sculpture, paint-
ings, textiles and mixed-media works—gives the hall-
ways an almost gallery-like air.

Our meeting room—cozy and configured more like 
a small lounge than a conference room—formerly 
served as the founder’s office. A large bank of win-

dows on one end of the room overlooks the Lincoln 
Municipal Airport. A hollow whine punctuates the air 
as a jet engine revs up on the ramp below.

Since the company was founded, Duncan Avia-
tion has successfully weathered two major financial 
storms: the high-interest/high-inflation environment 
in the early 1980s and the economic meltdown of 
the late 2000s. The Duncans attribute their success 
to a combination of ingenuity, expert advice and the 
stability that being a family business provides. 

“We take a long-term view on our profitability,” says 
Robert. “We don’t panic. When we have a bad year, 
we just do something about it. It’s a great competitive 
advantage.” 

Robert’s father, Donald Duncan, purchased a mi-
nority share of Omaha-based Lang Aviation in 1956. 
Three years later, the other minority partner died, 
and soon thereafter the majority partner sold his 

shares to Donald. In 1963, the 
business was reorganized as 
Duncan Beechcraft Inc. In 1965 
the Omaha location was sold to 
Strategic Air Command, and the 
company was renamed Duncan 
Aviation. 

“When [Donald] was flying, I started sitting on his 
lap, handling the controls of the airplane when I was 
12 or 13,” says Robert. “It was exciting to me. I didn’t 
feel pressure to join the business, but it was some-
thing I loved.”

In 1965, immediately after his college graduation, 
Robert took the helm of the company’s Lincoln main-
tenance facility. “My father was interested in selling, 
and if he could spend all his time selling, that was 
his desire,” says Robert. “And he respected the fact 
that I had a college education and hopefully knew 
something about managing a business, so right from 

Third-generation Duncan Aviation Inc. has weathered two  
major financial storms, thanks to a combination of ingenuity,  
expert advice and ownership stability.   By Sally M. Snell
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Todd Duncan (left) and his 
father, Robert: ‘We’re going 
to stay family-owned.’
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the beginning I managed the people 
side of the business.” 

Two years later, Donald sold the 
Omaha operation and took a job at an 
original equipment manufacturer, or 
OEM, as aircraft manufacturers are 
known. “But that didn’t suit him,” says 
Robert. And neither, apparently, did a 
short retirement, because Donald re-
turned to work full-time around 1970. 

“I was fortunate to work side-by-
side with him for 11 years,” says Rob-
ert. “We had a great time, and it was 
a great time of growth and success 
for the business. He was focused full-
time on selling used airplanes, and I 
was focused full-time on managing 
the business. The company really did 
well. We grew in service capability. We 
were selling lots of airplanes. We were 
making good money. We were leasing 
airplanes.” Inflation and interest rates were very high dur-
ing those years, “but for what we were doing, that was really 
working,” Robert says. An Investment Tax Credit helped 
to compensate for the high interest rates of the time. And 
inflation boosted the asset value as well. 

Donald’s oldest grandson, Todd, grew up flying with his 
grandfather to business meetings. “Typically it was showing 
a Learjet off,” recalls Todd. “I have some great memories 
with him.”

Donald passed away unexpectedly at age 58 in 1981. 
“That was a particularly bad time to lose him,” says Rob-
ert. “That was the peak of the interest rates, and we had a 
lot of airplanes in inventory and a lot of airplanes coming. 
And we lost the driving force in our sales area.” The loss of 
the Investment Tax Credit aggravated the problem. What’s 
more, aircraft manufacturers were trending toward direct 
sales to customers rather than using dealers or distribu-
tors. “Airplane sales had dried up,” says Robert. “We were 
[also] in the used business, but the used business wasn’t 
any good either, really.”

Wise counsel
In the early 1980s, Robert received 
some sage advice from Bob Vlasic, for-
merly of pickle company Vlasic Foods, 
during a Young Presidents’ Organiza-
tion conference: to seek counsel from 
an outside board. Duncan established 
a board of advisers in 1981. “That’s 
worked really well, and continues to 
work really well,” Todd says. 

Duncan’s advisory board consists of 
five executives from the public and pri-
vate sectors. Board terms are limited 
to ensure that Duncan has a fresh pool 
of ideas and opinions to draw upon. 

“Duncan Aviation’s advisory board 

is world-class,” says Dave Specht, 
a family business consultant and a 
lecturer in family business manage-
ment at the University of Nebraska. 
“This group is deep in talent and has 
a breadth of knowledge from aviation 
finance, aviation insurance, aviation 
manufacturing, aviation maintenance 
and aviation education. The advisory 
board is made up of chairmen and 
CEOs from all facets of the aviation in-
dustry. This gives Duncan Aviation a 
perspective that can’t be duplicated by 
its competition.”

At advisory board meetings, Todd 
Duncan says, “We report some, but we 
really try to ask them about how we’ve 
reacted and how we should react in 
the future.” He says the board offers “a 
form of higher accountability” for him 
and for Aaron Hilkemann, Duncan’s 

non-family president. 
Robert says business owners tend to “get in the forest” 

—to miss the big picture. A board with an outside perspec-
tive asks “a lot of questions that we don’t think about,” 
Robert says. “They really helped us see some of the mis-
takes we were making, or at least some of the things we 
needed to change.”

With guidance from its advisory board, Duncan Aviation 
transformed itself in the early 1980s from a business with 
a few customers and one key salesman to a service busi-
ness that has a broad base of customers from around the 
world. The company still has a hand in aircraft sales, but 
now only at a broker level.

“If we hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t be here today,” says 
Robert.

During that same period, “my dad came up with a great 
idea about marketing other service providers’ slow-moving 
parts,” says Todd, who as a college student spent a summer 
visiting small airports, seeking consignment parts for sale 
through Duncan Aviation’s Lincoln location. 

The company developed other innovations over the 

An early photo of the company’s facility at Lincoln Airport. Robert Duncan took 
the helm of the Lincoln maintenance facility in 1965.

Founder Donald Duncan passed away 
at the age of 58 in 1981, leaving the 
firm without its ‘driving force’ in sales.
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years, as well. It established satel-
lite avionics shops nationwide, and a 
free parts loaner system that enables 
customers to stay in the air with little 
or no interruption. A Duncan project 
manager is assigned to each client to 
serve as a single link with the vari-
ous specialty shops that may be work-
ing on the client’s plane. An online 
report, called “Squawk Approval,” al-
lows customers to review and approve 
each line item at their leisure.

Attention to customer service and 
comfort guide even the smallest choic-
es at Duncan Aviation. The softly lit 
private customer lounge, located on the first floor of the 
administration building, is furnished with a flat-screen tele-
vision and overstuffed leather recliners; the restrooms are 
stocked with toothbrushes and other toiletry items.

Each Duncan hangar at the Lincoln location is branded 
with dark gray horizontal stripes, making them easily identi-
fiable to taxiing aircraft. The hangars are well lit and tidy. In 
the fabrication hangars—designated D1 and D2 in honor of 
Donald Duncan—uniformed mechanics and technicians, in 
light gray button-down shirts or polos 
and charcoal gray pants, are install-
ing new avionics and interiors. Their 
planes’ wingspans feather across the 
hangar interior, tip to plane body. 

“We keep working at finding ways to 
bring technology in, and bring better 
customer service in,” says Todd. 

“We’re early adapters,” says Robert. 
“I’ve always believed if you don’t grow, 
you die.” 

Career paths
Robert says his ability to delegate and 
to trust others enabled him to retire 
without looking back. “When I retired, 
I walked out of here,” said Robert, who 
maintains a position on the board of directors. “Todd’s in 
charge and Aaron’s in charge, and I’m thrilled about it.”

Todd says his father “is not a micromanager. He allows 
us to do our own things, and always has.”

Before joining the company full-time, Todd bagged gro-
ceries at a local supermarket, worked in a frame shop and 
managed a restaurant for two years. “It helped to give me 
a perspective outside the industry,” he says. Stepping away 
“taught me a lot, and taught me a great respect for the op-
portunity that I could have here.”

Todd took a position in Duncan Aviation’s aircraft sales 
department in 1988, eventually becoming vice president 
and then president of component services. He held the lat-
ter position concurrently with a vice chairmanship. When 
his father retired in 2007, Todd was named chairman.

The president’s post has been held by a non-family 
member since 1981, except for a few periods when Robert 

reclaimed that position until a new president was hired. 
Aaron Hilkemann, who had formerly been CFO of a large 
Nebraska bank, joined the company in 1996 and has been 
president since 1997.

“We don’t place a lot of value in an organizational chart,” 
says Todd. “We share those [leadership] roles.”

Hilkemann and the senior management team have been 
instrumental in the business’s success, Robert says. “Aaron 
really elevated the professionalism of the company,” Rob-

ert says, “and he brought our values 
back to us.” 

Hilkemann spent his first week at 
Duncan working in the trenches, tak-
ing panels off a Lockheed JetSar. “He 
was part of a maintenance team, put 
on a uniform and worked with them 
for a week,” says Todd. 

The non-family president has ap-
plied a “servant leadership philoso-
phy,” in which the leadership “serves 
our people to support them,” says 
Todd. “That philosophy change sup-
ports our values of teamwork.” 

Hilkemann initiated a company-
wide compensation plan that is based 
on performance. The pay scale is de-

signed to be systematic and equitable. New employees 
aren’t simply assigned a job; they are given a career path, 
Todd explains. “We look longer-term at a guy’s career,” says 
Todd, “letting him know from Day 1 that if he performs 
well, he can expect to reach this level and this kind of pay 
in five years.”  

 “The Duncan Way,” as it is referred to internally, empha-
sizes high-quality products and services delivered to custom-
ers at fair market prices with efficient turn times, Duncan 
executives say. Managers are expected to give employees 
the tools and feedback they need to be successful, then 
stand back and trust them to do their jobs in the best way 
they see fit. Communication and feedback are key compo-
nents of this management style, Duncan executives say.

In conversations with the Duncans, the word “teamwork” 
comes up often, as do “systematic” and “accountability.” 
“Our senior team comes together to make decisions, rather 

Todd Duncan says he considers the company to be ‘a bit of an underdog in 
everything that we do. We’ve got to fight a little harder.’

With guidance from its 
advisory board, Duncan 
Aviation transformed 

itself in the early 1980s 
from a business with a 
few customers and one 

key salesman to a service 
business that has a broad 
base of customers from 

around the world.
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than a single person making those decisions,” says Todd. 
After Duncan Aviation acquired a competing firm, Kal-

Aero Inc. in Battle Creek, Mich., in 1998, a culture clash 
became apparent. According to Robert, the leadership style 
at Battle Creek centered on micromanagement rather than 
openness. In order to bring the Battle Creek facility into 
full alignment with the Lincoln facility, Duncan replaced 
the entire Battle Creek senior management team. A shuttle 
service between the two locations facilitated cross-training. 
Now Duncan considers the two locations to be in sync and 
the acquisition a success.

Recent challenges
Todd says the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, had few 
lingering effects on the company’s fortunes. “It’s almost 
like 9/11 was a temporary shock; then things went back to 
normal,” he says. Once the public realized there was “not 
a systemic problem, but a terrorist event,” they resumed 
flying fairly quickly, according to Todd. Insurance rates 
rose, but aircraft sales didn’t plummet, he says.

The recent recession proved to be a greater challenge. 
In March 2009, Duncan Aviation found it 
necessary to lay off 13%of its workforce, for 
the first time in the company’s history.

“That was very tragic and emotional for 
all of us,” says Robert. “But if that hadn’t 
have been done, we wouldn’t be here a year 
from now.”

“There were some tough discussions with 
my mom” about the numbers and impact 
of the layoffs, says Todd. “It’s really clear 
that if Dad and I had been at the helm, we 
would have not done it as swiftly as Aaron 
and his team did.” 

Company executives say they made every 
effort to minimize job losses by transfer-
ring and cross-training people, cutting pay 
and reducing hours. “We did it in the spirit 
of our culture in terms of openness,” says 
Todd. 

Todd says “every manager was involved” in making cut 
recommendations, and every effort was made to reduce 
job losses by transferring and cross-training employees, 
cutting pay and reducing hours.

 “Communication was superb,” says Robert. “They didn’t 
fool around. They took action quickly.” All employees were 
fully informed of how and why cuts were being made, he 
says. Company executives continue to provide employees 
with reports on the financial outlook.

Through the recession, Duncan has kept its core customer 
base. Its hangars are full, and its employees are busy. “I’m 
convinced that we’re dealing with [the economic downturn] 
as well as anyone else in the industry,” says Robert. 

A new fixed maintenance facility is slated to open in 
Provo, Utah, in mid-2010. Original plans called for building 
a $25 million hangar. 

“We’ve got a really reduced Plan B, and that’s OK,” says 
Todd. Short-term plans call for renting a hangar. “There’s 

a lesson in always having a good Plan B,” Todd notes. “Is it 
exactly what we want? No. But those are the kinds of things 
that you have to suck up during these periods.” He says 
the company still plans to build the hangar as soon as the 
industry has demonstrated sufficient growth. 

Twice a month, the senior staff at Duncan Aviation host 
informal customer dinners, which are valued not only as 
a way to get to know their customers better, but also for 
learning what Duncan is doing right, and where the com-
pany could improve.

“We’re really lucky in such a tough time to hear such 
positive things about the quality of the work, the quality 
of the people [customers] deal with,” says Todd. “How can 
you not get excited about going to work the next day? We’re 
going to be stronger when we come out of it, because we’re 
building new customers.” 

The advantages of stability
Both Robert and Todd say the company’s status as a fam-
ily-owned business is a factor in its success. Without a 
large corporate bureaucracy, Todd says, “If we want to 

change our direction for any reason, we 
can do that.” 

“We’ve made a commitment and told our 
vendors, our customers and, most impor-
tantly, our employees, that we’re going to 
stay family-owned,” Robert says. “It’s a great 
sense of security to them to know that the 
stability’s there.”

Duncan honors employees who have 
been with the company for 25 years or more 
with membership in a Silver Wings Club. 
At last count, that club had 110 members. 
That number represents about a third of 
Duncan’s total workforce 25 years ago.

“Customers can call year after year after 
year, and the same person is on the phone 
at the other end,” says Robert. “That’s a 
great thing that our competitors don’t have, 
because when an investment banker owns a 

business and the profits go to hell, they just decimate it.” 
Will the company be run by the next generation of Dun-

cans? “I had heard a lot of families relate that it was a 
mistake to have expectations that your children do this or 
that,” says Robert. Instead, “you should give your children 
the resources to do whatever they want to do, and do it 
successfully.”

Todd, the father of 16-year-old twins, says, “It would be a 
great treat if [they] had the interest and aptitude to get in 
the business. I’d love the idea of them working somewhere 
else for a few years and going away to school.” Given their 
young age, it’s still too early to tell where their career in-
terests will lie, he notes.

But on the off chance that they show some interest in 
learning to fly, Todd has already purchased them a used 
Cessna 172.                                                                           nFB

Sally M. Snell is a writer based in Lawrence, Kan.

At the controls: Company 
chairman Todd Duncan. 
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