
14  TIMEOUTCHICAGO.COM  Jun 28–Jul 11, 2012

Travel

AIR RAGE
Two years after JetBlue’s Steven Slater jumped ship via emergency slide,  

flight attendants—and pilots—are still flipping out. Can Chicago-based flight crews  

ride out their job turbulence? By Lisa Shames Illustration by Jason Lee
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‘Is there a doctor onboard?” is something 
you never want to hear on an airplane, let 
alone be the one asking it. But as the lead 

flight attendant on a trip from Florida to Chicago 
in 1995, it was my job to shout for a medic when 
an elderly woman, concerned about her husband, 
pushed the emergency call button near her seat. 
Fortunately, there was a doctor able to monitor 
the man—who had most likely suffered a heart 
attack—until the plane made an emergency 
landing in Kentucky, so the other attendants and 
I didn’t need to administer medical aid. I never 
found out what happened after we landed.

That was nothing, though, compared to what 
some of my fellow ATA flight-attendant-training 
classmates went through on a trip from Midway 
Airport to St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1996. After a 
major decompression, the captain, flight engineer 
and a flight attendant passed out. In the cabin, the 
passengers who hadn’t put on their oxygen 
masks—they never received the warning to do 
so—were experiencing hypoxia-induced 
symptoms of their own. It was only through some 
quick thinking by the first officer, who had put on 
his oxygen mask right away, that the plane didn’t 
crash. Months later, one of the attendants from 
that flight told me she felt like she still couldn’t 
breathe on a plane.

As scary as those incidents were, we knew they 
were part of the job we had signed up for. (As was 
dealing with the woman who neglected to tell me 
it wasn’t a small dog in her carry-on, but a 
monkey. There wasn’t anything in our manuals 
regarding monkeys, so we let her stay on. “Make 
sure she keeps the damn thing in the bag,” the 
captain warned.) But back in the mid-’90s, when I 
worked the skies, at least our uniforms earned us 
some respect from passengers. 

Today, it’s a different story. From the 
“disoriented” man who refused to sit in his seat as 
an American Airlines plane taxied to its gate in 
Miami in May, to the woman who was pulled 
from a United Express Chicago-bound flight in 
April after arguing with flight attendants over a 
missing wallet, to actor Alec Baldwin, who was 
kicked off an American Airlines flight in 
December after he refused to turn off his cell 
phone, passengers behaving badly is on the rise. 

Worldwide, the number of incidents involving 
unruly airline passengers shot up about 29 
percent between 2009 and 2010, according to the 
International Air Transport Association. (The 
FAA data on domestic “unruly passengers,” 
which show a decrease in incidents since 2004, is 
qualified by two limiting factors: Only incidents 
reported by flight crews are tracked, and data 
excludes anything deemed a security violation.) 
“When you confine people in a sealed metal tube, 
and airlines continue to make economy seating 
tighter and tighter, people are going to snap,” 
says Kate Hanni, founder of FlyersRights.org, a 
nonprofit that advocates for airline passengers. 
Based on the frequency of complaints sent from 
FlyersRights’ 25,000-plus members, as well as a 
preponderance of recent news stories, Hanni 
believes air rage is at an “all-time high.” 

Perhaps that’s why flight crews have had their 
own share of recent newsworthy incidents—and 
we’re not just talking about the infamous former 

JetBlue flight attendant Steven Slater, who in 2010 
quit his job over the plane’s intercom, deployed the 
emergency slide and escaped to the tarmac, beers 
in hand. There’s the American Airlines flight 
attendant who disrupted a flight from Dallas–Fort 
Worth to Chicago in March, announcing over the 
speaker system that the plane was going to crash 
and ranting about the airline’s bankruptcy 
reorganization. And the JetBlue captain with an 
impeccable flight record who, in March, after 
rambling about Jesus and Al Qaeda and 
proclaiming there was a bomb onboard a flight to 
Las Vegas, was locked out of the cockpit and 
restrained by passengers. (Ten passengers on that 
plane filed suit against JetBlue this month, seeking 
unspecified damages for emotional distress.)

Or maybe we can chalk up these flipouts to the 
current world of flight-crew pay cuts, inflated 
airline-exec bonuses and airline mergers that can 
push some experienced employees lower on the 
totem pole. Either way, these days the skies are 
anything but friendly.

!!!
When commercial jets hit skies in 
the 1950s, flying was glamorous. 
Male passengers donned suits; 
ladies, dresses. Some planes even 
had cocktail lounges. Young 
women jumped at the chance to fly 
to exotic destinations around the 
world, despite a dark side of being a 
flight attendant—on many airlines, 
you couldn’t be married, had to 
endure weight and measurement 
checks, and could be forced out 
when you hit 32, says Georgia 
Panter Nielsen, 75, part of the first group of 
United employees to work the new jets. 

Conditions and attitudes slowly have changed. 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 
average starting salary for a flight attendant in 
2011 was $16,597—low enough to qualify for 
food stamps in a two-person household (with that 
level of compensation, the common perk of free 
stand-by flights may be of little solace). On some 
airlines, flight crews haven’t gotten a raise in 
seven years. Most have suffered pay cuts, and are 
working more hours to make ends meet, on flights 
that are more crowded than ever. Hours stuck on 
the tarmac are unpaid, even when you’re seeing to 
passengers. Forgot to stock your cart with hot 
chocolate? That’s one demerit point; after three, 
on most airlines, you can be fired, according to 
flight attendants interviewed for this story.

And there are other woes. Often, to work for an 
airline is to accept a job not based in your home 
city; you either relocate, as I did to Chicago from 
L.A., or live where you want and rent a “crash pad,” 
a tiny apartment in the city you’ve been assigned 
to. You share the place with other crew members 
who don’t want to be uprooted. Panter Nielsen, 
who was a United flight attendant for 42 years 
before retiring in 2002, fondly remembers having 
three roommates, bunk beds and all. But today, 
crash pads are less romanticized. 

“I was based out of Oakland,” says “Debbie,” 
32, a flight attendant for Southwest Airlines from 

2004 to 2006. (None of the current or former 
Chicago-based pilots or flight attendants I 
interviewed wanted their names, and some their 
airlines, published in this article for fear of 
employer retribution.) She didn’t want to relocate 
from Chicago, but also couldn’t afford the extra 
rent for a crash pad. “I ended up staying with a 
friend’s family [when working shifts],” she says. 
“Frankly, I don’t know how first-year flight 
attendants based in San Francisco or NYC can 
afford to live there.”

That’s especially relevant considering the 
industry’s pay cuts and wage freezes. Following 
Chicago-based United’s bankruptcy in 2002, all 
the airline’s employees took pay cuts; raises were 
not given until February of this year, when “all 
[flight attendants] received pay increases,” says a 
United spokesperson via e-mail. Because flight 
attendants are paid hourly wages, “People are 
working these crazy hours to supplement their 
income,” says United flight attendant “Chad,” 42. 

AirlineFinancials.com’s Robert Herbst, an 
independent airline consultant who 
was a pilot for 37 years, says that 
though the average annual salary of 
a flight attendant has gone up in the 
past 11 years (from $31,020 in 2000 
to $45,218 in 2011, according to 
Herbst’s calculations, which he 
culled from Securities and Exchange 
Commission filings and the 
Department of Transportation), 
“you’d have to have a whole chapter 
in a book” to put the figures into 
context. Flight crews are working 
more hours to get that pay, he 
confirms. And, accounting for 
factors like inflation and the salary 

disparity between airlines (Southwest attendants 
make, on average, 60 to 80 percent more per hour 
than at other airlines, he says), most in the 
industry are making less than they did a decade 
ago. “Pilots are making 50 percent less [than they 
did ten years ago], excluding Southwest.”

“[The airlines have] stripped everything to the 
bare bones: our salaries, our benefits, our 
pensions—everything is gone,” says “Frank,” 48, 
a pilot for AirTran who has worked for several 
other airlines. 

That’s while exec bonuses and stock awards 
are skyrocketing. In 2010, former United CEO 
Glenn Tilton received $16 million (up from $3 
million in 2009 ) beyond his $823,000 salary, 
mostly due to soaring stock prices, according to 
figures publicly traded companies are required to 
disclose to the SEC. Before resigning, American 
CEO Gerard J. Arpey earned $4.6 million in stock 
awards and other nonsalary compensation in 
2010, a half million more than the year before; the 
company filed for bankruptcy in 2011. 

“While we took huge pay cuts, it’s so annoying 
the amount of bonuses that upper management 
has received,” says United’s Chad. “Back in the 
day, we sucked it up. But now because it’s so 
blatant, it seems like a slap in the face.” 

“Edward,” a 19-year United flight attendant in 
his thirties, says cuts in pay, benefits and more 
have taken an emotional toll on many fellow 
employees, some of whom have lost their houses 

“The 
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and cars. And while he admits he’s doing okay—
although he’s having to work more hours to do 
so—it’s not the same with the new hires, who are 
making roughly $20,000 a year, he says. (Flight 
attendants, paid by the hour, “have control over 
what they earn” by working more hours, the 
United spokesperson says.) “There was a memo 
from management that said, ‘Don’t go get food 
stamps in your uniform.’ They don’t want people 
to know how bad it is,” Edward says. “No memo of 
that kind was ever sent,” the United rep counters.

And it could get worse. A bankruptcy judge 
will announce after this issue goes to press 
whether American Airlines will be able to end its 
labor contracts with unions, which will allow it to 
enforce further pay cuts and benefit reductions to 
pilots, flight attendants and transport workers. 

In response to questions about what it is doing to 
ease employee stress, American issued this 
statement: “The health and safety of our employees 
and customers is a primary focus. We have a 
number of company and peer-driven programs 
designed to encourage wellness and care for 
employees when they need assistance.” 

!!!
Poor wage numbers don’t tell the whole story, 
Herbst says. “The airline industry as far as labor 
goes is stretched to the limits,” he says, with fewer 

employees—there are 26,000 fewer working 
flight attendants now than in 2000, he says—
having to deal with more passengers. “In ten 
years, we’ve gone from an average of 60 percent 
[of seats filled] to 85 percent.” At the same time, 
some airlines have employed tactics to lower the 
number of flight attendants on board. Because 
the FAA mandates how many attendants must 
be on a flight based on the number of seats, not 
passengers, an airline may be able to slash that 
required number by removing a single row of 
seats from each plane. 
 Job complaints also come from the recent 
string of airline mergers. For flight crews, 
seniority is everything. It determines your pay, 
the flights you work and more. And unlike in 
other careers, where your hard-earned 
experience travels with you from job to job, 
when pilots and flight attendants go to a 
different airline, they often start in a  
lower position.

Corey Caldwell, spokeswoman for the 
Association of Flight Attendants, a Washington, 
D.C.–based union, says when airlines merge, it’s up 
to the unions to determine how seniority shakes out. 
The AFA goes by date of hire. While one of the most 
fair methods, the end result can’t please everyone. 
Look at it this way: If you’ve been working for an 
airline for ten years and suddenly gain dozens of 
colleagues who have 15 years of experience, you’re 

moving down a few rungs. That means when 
Southwest merged with AirTran in 2011, some 
employees were, essentially, demoted. The same 
may happen as United finishes its merger with 
Continental, and if the pending merger between US 
Airways and American Airlines goes through.

I sympathize with the repercussions for 
affected attendants; those lowest on the totem 
pole will be given the worst seat position on the 
plane—the middle of the aircraft, where there’s 
nowhere to hide from passengers.

And let’s acknowledge the elephant in the 
cabin: Tension between flight attendants and 
passengers runs high. “After 9/11 for about a 
year, passengers were more respectful to us,” 
Chad says. “Now they see us as an annoyance and 
roll their eyes and sigh during the safety 
briefing.… [Boarding] is the worst part of the 
whole flight. It ends up being this huge 
clusterfuck,” he says, with passengers insisting 
it’s his job to put their heavy bags in the overhead 
bin (it is, per United) even though he’s not covered 
medically by United if he hurts his back (injuries 
incurred on the job are typically covered by 
workers’ compensation, the United rep says). 
“Since when did Hefty bags become acceptable as 
a carry-on?” he adds.

“Allen,” 52, a pilot for a large regional airline 
for the last 26 years, recalls a flight he was on as a 
passenger in which the oxygen masks came down 

Georgia Panter Nielsen, 75, a !ight 
attendant with United Airlines from 1960–
2002 and now the international historian 
for the Association of Flight Attendants, 
walks us through some of the looks 
she donned on the job. By Erin Osmon 
Illustrations by Wayne Potrue

1959–1963
After living and training with 15–20 women 
in an airplane hangar in Cheyenne, Wyoming, 
for "ve weeks—United was in the process of 
building its headquarters in Chicago, in what 
would become O’Hare International Airport—
Panter Nielsen was issued the Peige uniform, 
a custom-dyed, pink-and-beige wool suit 
designed by Raymond Loewy.

1968–1970
“This free-!owing dress was wonderful—slip 
it on, and you’re ready to go. Some of the 
photos you’ll see show a lot of leg, but I wore 
mine to my knee. And by then panty hose 
were in, so we didn’t have to worry about 
girdles.… The little Foreign Legion–style 
hat was dif"cult to keep on because it was 
stacked up so high, but we dealt with it.”
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because the pressurization failed: “Half the 
people couldn’t figure out how to put them on 
because they weren’t paying attention to the 
briefing. You should have seen the flight 
attendants scrambling to make sure everybody 
was breathing,” he says.

“I don’t totally blame the passengers,” Edward 
says. “It’s the way the airlines have 
made it for them. There’s no 
customer service anymore.” Add to 
that the lack of food—for those too 
young to remember, a full hot meal 
or, on shorter flights, a cold one, used 
to be the norm on most flights—
probing TSA screenings, a decrease 
in open seats due to fewer flights, 
and the increase in fees, including 
those for baggage, headsets and 
“upgrades” for aisle and window seats, which can 
add hundreds of dollars to the original ticket price 
for families that want to sit together, and it’s no 
wonder passengers are fed up by the time they get 
on the plane. “Most people feel like meat on a seat,” 
says Hanni of FlyersRights.org.

Christine Negroni, an aviation writer and 
former airplane safety investigator 
(christinenegroni.blogspot.com) says to fix 
these problems, airlines need to come up with 
innovative ways to make money—perhaps 
adopt a burgeoning Air New Zealand program, 

in which passengers would be given free Wi-Fi 
and a portion of any in-air shopping revenue 
would go to the airline?—as well as improve 
communication to passengers. 

Passengers, though, need to get more realistic 
about their expectations and get rid of the 
entitlement attitude, she argues. “I don’t go into 

the fitting room at Marshalls and 
expect someone’s going to come in 
and ask if I need help. If I want that, 
I go to Saks. If you want to be 
treated well on an airline, buy a 
business or first-class ticket.”

Herbst contends that passengers 
need to accept an enormous fare 
hike to account for major fuel-price 
increases. “If airfares were adjusted 
for inflation over the last 20 years, 

they would be twice what they are today,” he says. 
“The media tends to give the traveling public the 
idea that airline travel is supposed to be some low-
cost mass-transit system. Not everyone was 
meant to get on an airplane.”

Hanni bristles at that statement. “It’s insane for 
anyone in the airline industry to blame the 
passenger,” she says. “I don’t know a business on 
the planet that could operate that way and sustain 
itself.… Flight attendants’ jobs have gotten much 
worse over the years, but to blame the customers 
for the problem? That’s outrageous.”

In February, with pushes from Hanni’s 
organization, Congress passed the FAA 
Modernization and Safety Improvement Act of 
2012, which puts into action much of the long-
awaited Airline Passenger Bill of Rights, 
including a mandate for more realistic scheduling 
to minimize delays and a requirement to tell 
passengers which baby seats can safely buckle 
into which aircraft. But what would a Flight 
Attendant Bill of Rights look like? Based on my 
conversations with flight crews, it might include:

1. Increase starting wages to something 
decently above poverty level. If your company is 
paying its execs $16 million, you can afford it.

2. If we are required to be in the airport, we 
should be getting paid—delays included.

3. Nix the minor infractions that can get us 
written up and fired. Forgetting the belt on our 
uniform really isn’t that big of a deal.

4. Give us jurisdiction to bend FAA rules in 
times of crisis.

That last one especially could make a huge 
difference, perhaps allowing a flight crew to 
move passengers inside rather than keep 
everyone captive on the tarmac in the case of 
last-minute delays. As Hanni puts it, based on 
personal experience: “If you’re going to hold 
people for nine hours on the ground, with the 
toilets overflowing, is that even human?”
 Additional reporting by Marissa Conrad.

1973–1976
In 1972, in the wake of civil-rights legislation, 
men were invited to work full time in United’s 
cabins, stewardesses became known as !ight 
attendants, and pants were soon introduced 
into the uniforms. “We called this the Wonder 
Bread uniform because of the polka dots and 
bright colors. …It wasn’t as comfortable as it 
might look.” 

1986–1990 
United, almost exclusively a domestic carrier, 
acquired a large chunk of Pan American 
World Airways in the ’80s. “There was 
an emphasis on being more worldly and 
continental—the uniform re!ected that in 
looking more like the international carriers. 
For example, aprons and smocks gave way to 
serving jackets.”

1994–2001
Discount carriers such as Southwest Airlines 
were aggressively making their way into the 
domestic market, prompting a short-lived, 
low-cost United offshoot known as Shuttle by 
United. With it came the option of wearing a 
(gasp!) polo shirt. “I did have a polo shirt in 
case I worked the schedule. But I barely even 
saw [Shuttle planes].”

“If you want 
to be treated 
well on an 

airline, buy 
a business 

or first-class 
ticket.”


