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AVIATION

W
hen most people think about 

flight attendants, they picture 
service, safety demonstrations, 

and hospitality. What they rarely see 

is the constant negotiation, emotional 
regulation, and conflict management that 
happens quietly in the aisle.

In-flight crew members operate at the 

intersection of safety, service, authority, 

and care — often under conditions that 

would challenge even the most seasoned 

professionals. They are expected to 

enforce rules, soothe anxieties, manage 

medical events, de-escalate disputes, 

and maintain calm — all while navigating 

a confined space, an emotionally 

diverse passenger population, and strict 

procedural expectations.

In many ways, flight attendants are 

not only safety professionals. They are 

frontline conflict resolvers. Yet this aspect 

of their work is rarely discussed, formally 

acknowledged, or structurally supported.

Why Conflict Is Inherent to the 
In-Flight Environment

Conflict in aviation is not an anomaly 

— it is a predictable outcome of human 

interaction under stress. Passengers 

board aircraft carrying a wide range of 

emotional states: anxiety, excitement, 

grief, exhaustion, intoxication, frustration, 

entitlement, fear, and sometimes 

trauma. Add to this a tightly regulated 

environment where personal autonomy 

is limited, movement is restricted, and 

authority structures are non-negotiable. 

From a conflict theory perspective, this 

creates what scholars call a high-density 

conflict environment:

• Limited physical space

• Time pressure

• Power asymmetry

• High emotional arousal

• Reduced personal control

• Cultural and language differences

• Fatigue and cognitive overload

These are not conditions conducive 

to calm problem-solving. They are 

conditions that produce conflict.

And yet, in-flight crew members are 

expected to resolve these situations in 

real time — often without specialized 

training, support, or recovery time.

The Hidden Work of De-escalation

One of the most overlooked aspects 

of conflict resolution in aviation is the 
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invisible psychological work performed 

by in-flight crews. This includes the 

continuous regulation of their own 

emotional responses while simultaneously 

influencing the emotional states of others.

Flight attendants do this constantly:

• Suppressing irritation

• Displaying warmth when tired

• Remaining calm when threatened

• Showing empathy when emotionally 

depleted

• Projecting authority without 

aggression

• Absorbing anger without reacting

This is not soft work. It is psychologically 

demanding.

When a passenger becomes disruptive, 

intoxicated, aggressive, or verbally abusive, 

the flight attendant must quickly assess: Is 

this fear? Entitlement? Mental distress? 

Substance use? Power-seeking behavior?

They must then respond in a way that:

• Preserves safety

• Maintains cabin order

• Avoids escalation

• Protects themselves

• Protects other passengers

• Aligns with policy

This is a form of applied conflict 

resolution, but it is rarely labeled as such.

Authority Without Force: The 
In-Flight Paradox

Flight attendants hold a unique position 

of authority.

They are responsible for safety 

compliance but lack traditional 

enforcement tools. They do not carry 

weapons. They cannot remove passengers 

mid-flight. Their power lies largely in 

communication, legitimacy, and relational 

influence. This creates what sociologists 

call soft authority — authority that must 

be continually established through tone, 

presence, consistency, and credibility.

When this authority is challenged — by 

intoxicated passengers, entitled customers, 

or individuals experiencing emotional 

distress — the situation can quickly become 

volatile. The crew must respond without 

https://www.tsi-mag.com/aviation/

When Conflict Becomes Personal

One of the most misunderstood aspects 

of in-flight conflict is how personal it 

becomes — not because crew members 

make it personal, but because the 

conditions do.

When a passenger lashes out, it is rarely 

about the specific rule being enforced. It 

is about:

• Loss of control

• Fear of flying

• Claustrophobia

• Grief

• Stress

• Alcohol

• Exhaustion

• Entitlement

• Mental health struggles

Yet the person standing in front of 

them is the flight attendant. That means 

the crew member becomes the emotional 

proxy for an entire system: the airline, the 

government, the rules, the schedule, the 

weather, the world.

This is not customer service. 

This is emotional triage.

The Psychological Toll of 
Constant De-escalation

De-escalation is not neutral work. 

Repeated exposure to high-conflict 

interactions can produce:

triggering power struggles, humiliation, 

or reactive aggression. This is where 

de-escalation becomes not just a skill, but 

a survival mechanism.

De-escalation Is Not Intuition — It 
Is a Skill

Many airlines treat de-escalation as 

something that “good people naturally 

know how to do.” This is a dangerous 

assumption.

De-escalation requires:

• Situational awareness

• Emotional regulation

• Verbal boundary-setting

• Non-threatening body language

• Tone modulation

• Active listening

• Cognitive reframing

• Strategic concession

• Timing

These are not innate traits. They are 

learnable competencies.

By design, most in-flight training 

focuses on:

• Regulatory compliance

• Emergency procedures

• Customer service scripts

• Physical safety

While important, these do not 

adequately prepare crew members for 

the psychological complexity of real-

world conflict.

By Frederick Reitz

Flight attendants have a paradoxical list of responsibilities. They are primarily responsible for keeping all 
passengers safe and ensuring that the cabin crew is capable of performing their duties properly. They must 
also try to make flights as comfortable and stress-free as possible for passengers in order to promote a positive 
image of the airline.
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• Hypervigilance

• Emotional numbing

• Compassion fatigue

• Burnout

• Cynicism

• Moral injury

• Anxiety

Most in-flight roles offer little structured 

recovery after these moments.

Crew members are expected to: 

De-escalate - Smile - Serve coffee - 

Continue. This creates what psychologists 

call emotional dissonance — the gap 

between what one feels and what one 

must display. Over time, this dissonance 

erodes well-being.

If organizations want emotionally 

intelligent crews, they must first become 

emotionally intelligent systems.

Power Dynamics in the Sky

Power is an unavoidable component of 

conflict.

In-flight, power is:

• Highly visible

• Non-negotiable

• Immediate

• Unevenly distributed

Passengers cannot leave. 

Crew cannot disengage. 

Everyone is trapped together.

This intensifies every interaction.

Conflict-resolution theory holds that 

when people feel powerless, they 

become unpredictable. Some withdraw. 

Some comply. Some escalate.

Flight attendants must navigate this 

carefully: exercising authority without 

humiliating, enforcing rules without 

shaming, maintaining safety without 

provoking resistance. This is an advanced 

relational skill — not a script.

Conflict as a Systemic Issue

Most organizations treat conflict as a 

behavioral problem. It is often a system 

design problem.

Questions we rarely ask:

• Are boarding processes unnecessarily 

stressful?

• Are policies explained clearly and 

consistently?

• Are crews supported when enforcing 

rules?

• Are passengers primed for 

cooperation or confrontation?

• Are cabin layouts contributing to 

tension?

• Are crew schedules humane?

If we want fewer incidents, we must 

examine the environments that produce 

them.

What Happens After the Plane 
Lands Matters More Than We 
Think

Conflict does not end when the aircraft 

touches down. Yet in many systems, that 

is exactly how it is treated.

Once the disruptive passenger is 

removed, reports are filed, and authorities 

are notified, the operational problem 

is considered solved. But for the crew 

member who absorbed the emotional 

force of that interaction — who managed 

fear, hostility, unpredictability, and threat 

— the psychological impact often lingers.

In most cases, crew members are 

expected to reset immediately:

New passengers. 

New smiles. 

New service. 

New calm.

This expectation ignores a fundamental 

truth: conflict leaves residue.

When a situation becomes volatile — 

especially if it involves threats, physical 

aggression, or intense verbal hostility 

— the nervous system does not simply 

switch off. The body holds the memory 

of the event. The brain remains alert. 

The sense of safety becomes fragile. And 

yet, many crew members are scheduled 

to board another flight within minutes 

or hours.

This is not resilience. 

This is emotional compression.

Post-Incident Support Is a Safety 

Issue, Not a Wellness Perk

Organizations often frame follow-up 

care as a mental health or wellness 

initiative. While well-intentioned, this 

framing minimizes its importance. Post-

incident support is not about comfort. 

It is about operational integrity. A crew 

member who has just managed a high-

risk confrontation is not returning to 

baseline immediately. Their cognitive 

load is higher. Their emotional resources 

are depleted. Their vigilance is elevated. 

Expecting them to perform relational 

regulation at the same level without 

pause is not neutral — it increases risk. 

True safety systems account for human 

recovery.

That means:

• Allowing decompression time after 

serious incidents

• Offering voluntary check-ins, not 

mandatory debriefs

• Normalizing the need for 

psychological processing

• Avoiding immediate reassignment 

when possible

• Training supervisors to recognize 

emotional overload

• Treating recovery as part of duty, not a 

personal weakness

If aviation recognizes fatigue as a safety 

variable, it must also recognize emotional 

exhaustion.

The Danger of “Professional 
Detachment”

Many crew members are taught — 

implicitly or explicitly — to detach.

To not take things personally. 

To not react. 

To not feel.

While emotional boundaries are 

important, forced detachment can 

become harmful. When individuals are 

repeatedly exposed to hostility without 

Passengers lash out for a number of reasons, but it is rarely personal. Loss of control, anxiety and phobias 
make airplane cabins particularly prone to emotional flare-ups.
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space to process it, they often develop 

one of three coping strategies:

• Emotional numbing

• Cynicism

• Hyper-control

None of these are healthy for long-

term relational work. And certainly, 

none of this supports safety. Emotional 

presence — not suppression — is what 

enables de-escalation.

Airlines Cannot Outsource Human 
Impact

It is tempting for organizations to 

externalize these events:

“That’s what law enforcement is for.” 

“That’s what customer service handles.” 

“That’s just part of the job.”

But conflict does not remain with 

the passenger. It travels with the crew. 

If airlines want emotionally intelligent 

responses, they must build emotionally 

intelligent systems. That means 

acknowledging:

• That violence has impact even when it 

is “handled well”

• That fear does not vanish because a 

report was filed

• That professionalism does not erase 

nervous system responses

• That smiling is not the same as being okay

Support must be structural, not symbolic.

Recovery Is Part of Performance

We often think of performance as 

what happens during the incident. But 

recovery is what determines whether 

that performance is sustainable. High-

functioning conflict resolvers are not 

those who endure endlessly. They are 

those who are supported adequately. 

If airlines want crews who can regulate 

others, they must help regulate their 

own. That is not kindness. That is systems 

thinking.

Leadership Must Redefine What 
“Safety” Means

For decades, aviation safety has been 

defined primarily through a technical 

lens: mechanical reliability, procedural 

compliance, redundancy, and emergency 

preparedness. True safety also 

includes the emotional, relational, and 

psychological dimensions of human 

interaction. Every time a flight attendant 

de-escalates a heated argument, 

comforts a grieving passenger, manages 

an intoxicated individual, or enforces 

a rule that someone resents, they are 

actively preventing real, immediate risk.

And yet, this labor remains largely 

invisible. Leadership often praises crew 

resilience without examining the systems 

that demand it. But resilience should 

not mean “absorb more.” It should be 

supported better.

Conflict Resolution Is a Safety 
Skill

There is nothing soft about preventing 

a situation from becoming violent. 

There is nothing soft about maintaining 

authority without provoking escalation. 

There is nothing soft about regulating 

your nervous system while someone 

else is losing control. In-flight conflict 

resolution is not customer service. It is 

risk mitigation. It is threat prevention. It 

is real-time safety management.

A Call to the Industry

In-flight crews are not just service 

professionals. They are not just safety 

professionals. They are frontline 

conflict resolvers operating in one of 

the most psychologically demanding 

environments in modern transportation. 

They deserve training that reflects 

that reality. They deserve systems 

that support that reality. They deserve 

recognition for that reality. 

Frederick Reitz, ABD

Frederick Reitz is an aviation security 

strategist, conflict resolution specialist, 

and doctoral researcher dedicated to 

advancing how the aviation industry 

understands and manages human-

centered risk. With more than 20 years 

of experience in aviation security, 

regulatory compliance, and operational 

safety, he focuses on the intersection 

of human behavior, authority dynamics, 

emotional regulation, and conflict 

escalation in high-stress environments.

Frederick has led security initiatives 

that strengthen operational resilience 

while enhancing the passenger 

experience, emphasizing that true 

safety extends beyond systems and 

procedures — it must also account 

for psychology, communication, and 

organizational culture. His work reflects 

a deep commitment to designing 

security frameworks that are not only 

compliant, but humane, adaptive, and 

psychologically informed.

A graduate of Embry-Riddle 

Aeronautical University, he holds 

a bachelor of science in Aviation 

Management and a master’s degree 

in Aeronautical Science. He is currently 

ABD (All But Dissertation) in his 

Ph.D. program in Conflict Analysis 

and Resolution at Nova Southeastern 

University, where his research centers 

on unruly passenger behavior, in-flight 

conflict dynamics, and the hidden 

emotional and psychological demands 

placed on flight crews.

As a licensed Florida mediator, 

speaker, and thought leader, Frederick 

contributes to national and international 

conversations on aviation security, human 

factors, and conflict prevention. His 

work aims to reshape how the industry 

understands safety — not only as a 

technical discipline, but as a human one.

Airlines should allow for decompression time 
after serious incidents and normalize the need for 
psychological processing. 


