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Abstract

In the air transport sector, the work of flight attendants is characterised by the
diversity of their temporalities and working hours. The constraints of working
time have impacts on the organization of other activities and social times of
the staff. This text shows the diversity of working hours and the way they are
articulated to other temporalities, in a working context where the cabin crew is
constantly changing, working on different temporary teams. The paper analyses
the regulations, the definition of working time and the specific method of cal-
culating this chronological time dedicated to the work activity. It shows the in-
tensification of work experienced by the flight attendants, the fragmentation
and heterogeneity of working times. The constraints of atypical working hours
are analysed through timetables and the tensions experienced between profes-
sional, family and personal times. Professional activities are characterised by a
diversity of working and non-working times that are strongly interconnected.
Some national particularities highlighted can offer interesting solutions to sev-
eral difficulties experienced elsewhere and illustrate ways of adjusting or get-
ting around the working time issues specific to the work of the flight atten-
dants. This paper is based on theoretical and empirical research carried out with
air hostesses, stewards and pursers employed in several regular, low-cost and
charter airlines in Canada and in several European countries.

Keywords

Flight Attendants, Working Time, Work-Life Balance, Work Organisation,
Women’s Work

1. Introduction

While working hours are changing in many sectors of activity, the air transport
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sector is of great interest for research on working time, work schedules and more
generally human resources and time management. Indeed, work schedules and
HRM in aviation are very particular as they are submitted to working time regu-
lations, as well as time constraints framing the professional activity of the cabin
crew (cabin crew: hostesses, stewards and cabin directors). These time challenges
have impacts on the organization of other activities and social times of the staff.
However, if the air transport sector has a great diversity of working times and
schedules, this is also observed in other service sectors (retail, hotels, and many
others), hence the interest of this analysis of human resources and time manage-
ment in the commercial aviation sector. We argue here that airline companies and
managers should be attentive to working time and work schedules, in order to
avoid too much work-life conflict, as well as risks of stress, burnout and other
illnesses, which can be not only detrimental for individuals, but also for organi-
zations (Gillet, 2020). The paper addresses these main sources of risks related to
human resources management from the point of view of time and schedule man-
agement mainly. The paper proceeds as follows. First, a literature review on time
and time management issues and then the research methodology. Then, the re-
sults are presented and the paper deals with 1) the management of regulations
concerning the definition of working time and its method of calculation. Next, it
develops on 2) the intensification of work experienced by airline stewards, as this
appears to be a major work change over recent years. Then, the paper analyzes
3) the fragmentation and heterogeneity of working times. Finally, the constraints
of atypical working hours 4) are analyzed to show the management of schedules
and the tensions that develop between professional, family and personal times
and they include a diversity of working and non working times that are strongly
intertwined.

Time and time management issues

The measurement of working time is an important issue in labor relations.
Profoundly transformed over the past twenty years, working times are also the
source of struggles, transactions or adjustments that reconfigure wage and em-
ployment relations (Clouet et al., 2019) in many industrial sectors.

The transformations of work organizations has increasingly questioned the
forms and methods of measuring working time over the years (Sabel & Zeitlin,
1997), and many industrial sectors present their own characteristics in relation
to the dominant methods of calculation (Caracausi, 2011). Atypical or unpre-
dictable working hours have indeed increased in most OECD countries (Presser,
2003; OCDE, 2004) and HR managers have to try to organize schedules in order
to deal with the activity, without putting too much stress on employee’s work-
life balance. However, with many sectors working 24 - 7, employees are increa-
singly confronted with atypical working hours, which affect well over one third
of workers in Canada and the US (Tremblay, 2016) and 40% of employment in
France (Working conditions surveys, Dares, 2019). The airline sector is of par-

ticular interest from this point of view.
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For Cabin Crew, “working time” is a very peculiar concept, as there exists a
variety of terms and definitions, such as “duty time” and “rotation” (work and
“non-work” times related to flights). There are forms of work which include time
associated with work but which would not necessarily be defined as working time
in other occupations.

Research shows that the diversification of work schedules and time compli-
cates the measurement of working hours and the clarity of the boundaries be-
tween actual working time and “free” time (Barrois, 2016; Barrois & Devetter,
2017). On the one hand, the diversification of working times and rhythms, both
daily, weekly and annual, has increased (Devetter, 2002; Lesnard, 2009; Bue &
Coutrot, 2009). On the other hand, the changes go beyond the length of working
hours and concern the methods of determining working hours and the specific
periods worked. One of the main issues is also that of the relation between pe-
riods of work and non-work (Michon, 2005; Lesnard, 2009). Even as working
time has been generally reduced over the past decades and centuries, from a 6
day work-week to a 5 day and from 60 hours to 35 or 40 in many sectors (Trem-
blay, 2017), the overall domination of work in people’s lives has increased (Pélisse,
2002).

The definition of the pace of work within working hours has changed and
working time has intensified. The multiplication of potential urgent situations or
technical or relational constraints further transforms and breaks the pace of work
(Devetter & de Conninck, 2012). The French Working Conditions survey, one of
the few surveys documenting work pace and intensification, shows an increase
in the pace of work imposed in airline transportation. In air transport, the hours
of flight work are defined in various ways, mainly as concerns organization and
length of schedules, but also pace of work.

Medium and long-haul flights require very diverse waking and sleeping pat-
terns. The sleep/wake cycles of flight attendants are regularly altered and often
disorganized and go against the rhythms of the physiological internal clock (Schel-
ler, 2009).

There is very little research on Cabin Crew’s working time and management
issues; research is rare and somewhat dated (Gil, 1990; Cetcopra et al., 2000; Du-
bey & Martin, 2001; Moricot, 2001). The few works on Cabin Crews have usually
been done in a single airline, and there is little comparative work on working
times in Airlines. There is also little work in sociology, although Hochschild (1983,
2003) constructed her concept of “emotional labor” on the basis of Cabin Crew’s
work. To our knowledge, no international research has been carried out so far to
analyse the working times and rhythms of cabin crew and their experiences of it.
Research is thus called for on time management in the airline sector and this re-
search fills a gap for various airlines and countries (Gillet & Tremblay, 2020a,
2020b).

While the primary mission of flight attendants is to provide a transport ser-

vice to passengers, time is a major dimension of the job. To make the planes take
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off on time and get them to their destination, many activities are carried out and
a variety of work schedules overlap. The work of the Cabin Crew is done in a
very particular spatio-temporal framework, which is also subject to numerous
rules and regulations. Several elements determine working time and influence
the organization of work and working times of the Cabin Crew.

The cabin crew’s activity is very strongly fragmented, broken up in a succes-
sion of distinct moments carried out with a specific rhythm, and in various places.
Work takes place in multiple spaces, at each “flight cycle” or rotation, with a
collective work which does not always last very long. Indeed, in addition to the
specifics of the schedules, the teams of cabin crew and pilots are short-lived, get-
ting together shortly before the flight and for only the duration of a given flight
(or rotation, as they call it). This presents significant challenges for team cohe-
sion, which is crucial for security.

In medium or long-term flights, the circadian rhythm is often not respected
because of the shift schedules and night work. Also, changes in time zones due to
geographic movements have jet lag effects. Finally, being frequently in flight in
an aircraft exposes personnel to particular physical conditions (carrying heavy
loads but also air conditioning, and certain harmful radiations from the sun).
Working conditions and health are important issues in this sector, and these are
elements to be considered, as well as the time constraints and challenges.

All of these issues of working times and rhythms mean there is a complex and
often problematic articulation between times devoted to work activities and oth-
er social times (family and personal life). Let us recall the fact that there are about
65% of women in this occupational group of flight attendants (with small vari-
ations according to the companies and according to the position). Gender is
therefore an important issue in the analysis of the effects of working time and
time management on family or personal life. The research led us to analyze these
times and “experiences”, in relation with the multiple social times experienced
by Cabin Crew.

This diversity of working times and schedules, leads to question management
strategies and to question why and how these schedules are developed and if work-
life balance could be better if some management practices were transferred from
some countries and airlines to be adopted elsewhere.

While most airline companies are subject to similar working time or interna-
tional regulation from the airline industry, there are some distinctions between
countries or types of work. Certain national peculiarities will be highlighted, as
they can offer interesting HRM solutions to the difficulties experienced elsewhere
and illustrate ways that management could adjust or address working time issues

specific to the work of the Cabin Crew.

2. Methodology

This article is based on our analyses of data collected from hostesses, stewards

and flight directors in several airlines: regular, low cost or charter.
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We carried out 100 individual qualitative interviews—between 1h30 and 3h30
each, in France, Canada and Germany. The data were analyzed using the tech-
niques of qualitative thematic content analysis by studying common themes or
patterns emerging from the participants’ discourse (Ghiglione et al., 1980; Muc-
chielli, 1996; Bardin, 2013; Drisko & Maschi, 2016). The interviews were tran-
scribed and analyzed, with some elements of documentary data used for com-
parative purposes. The themes were reworked with an in-depth and comparative
analysis of transcriptions, field notes, and other studies (Patton, 1999).

We also distributed an online questionnaire (with 2000 respondents in the
major airlines in Europe (France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, the Netherlands,
Spain) and Canada. We do not indicate the names of the airlines as our univer-
sity ethics norms require that they remain anonymous.

Our questionnaire is very detailed, which made it possible to collect objective
and subjective data on our research questions. The questions deal with working
time and its effects, work constraints, teamwork during flights, work of pilots
and co-pilots in relation with the crew, the situation during stopovers, relations
with passengers, work relationships, work-family and personal life integration,
work-life measures, impact of work on stress, health and burnout, challenges in
work, motivation and psychosocial climate. There were also questions on classic
sociodemographic data such as sex, age, level of education, seniority and others
related to family situation and work experience. We also made direct observa-
tions of the work of flight crews in flight. We also made direct observations of
the work of flight crews in flight.

We had access to legal and internal documents from several airlines (collective
agreements, internal reports, technical and commercial documents, etc.), as well
as to historical archives. The analyses were based on a partnership research
(Gillet & Tremblay, 2017) with the unions representing the Cabin Crew Mem-
bers of various airlines from several countries and the European Cabin Crew
Association, representing 70% of all cabin crew in Europe.

This article is based mainly on the interviews done in Canada, France and Ger-
many. The interviews covered working conditions (in particular working hours),
work intensification, work organization, teamwork and working relations, the
reconciliation of work and non-work times, health (stress, fatigue).

It is difficult to obtain a representative sample of all companies and countries.
However, we sought to obtain a diversity of profiles and we selected, among the
people who volunteered for an interview following their completion of the on-
line questionnaire, people with diverse situations and experiences (sex, family
situation, age and seniority in the job), and also people working in different
contexts (short, medium and long haul; low cost and “national” companies). We
carried out 100 interviews in the three countries (France = 41, in three compa-
nies; Canada = 41, in three companies; Germany = 18, in one company).

For these interviews we met 67 women (France (27), Canada (33) Germany
(7)); 33 men (France (14), Germany (11), Canada (8)). The ratio of women to
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men is the same as that found in the occupation, that is 2/3 women and 1/3men).
The diversity of occupations is also reprented as we met 58 hostesses/stewards
and 42 chief pursers or cabin directors. The median seniority of participants was
17 years in Canada (from 3 to 38 years). In Germany it was of 9.5 years (from 1.5
to 27 years of seniority). In France it was 18 years (from 3 to 31). As for family
responsibilities, 40 persons had children for whom they were responsible, 8 of
them without a partner.

The majority of interviews in France and Canada were conducted face-to-face,

some were conducted via videoconference, as were also those with Germany.

3. The Definition of Working Time and Its Calculation

Working time, its organization and its calculation are important issues in or-
ganizations (for employees, unions, employers), as many sociologists and ergo-
nomists have shown—for other occupational categories. Several studies analyze
the production of time standards and the multiplicity of new working times, the
result of organizational work (de Terssac & Lalande, 2002) carried out jointly by
collective bargaining and by the legislator over a long period (Thoemmes, 2012).

Perhaps even more than for other professional groups, the activity of Cabin
Crew is strongly regulated by formal work standards which govern the organiza-
tion and performance of their tasks on multiple dimensions, including sche-

dules, organization of working time (breaks, rest) and stopover time.

3.1. Regulations and Conventions on Working Time:
A Strategic Issue

The work of the Cabin Crew is governed by many rules: national and interna-
tional regulations, work standards, procedures. The rules are defined by various
institutions: IATA (International Air Transport Association), ICAO (Interna-
tional Civil Aviation Organization), EASA (European Aviation Safety Agency),
national transport ministries and by airlines (collective agreements). They are
also regulated by codes (of civil aviation in the transport code), international
conventions, European regulations in Europe and national transport departments
in each country.

These various institutions intervene in the regulation of working time for ca-
bin crew.

Working time is an issue of strong and strategic importance for HRM within
airline companies, for workers, unions, and HR management. The unions are very
active in several major airlines and the stewards and cabin crew members are very
highly unionized.

Working time is thus governed by international rules in each country, with
possible differences between airlines following negotiations and collective agree-
ments between unions and employers. The actual working time can in fact be
negotiated in each company and therefore can differ from the international, Eu-

ropean or national standard if the conditions negotiated by unions are better
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than the general sectoral or national conditions (Miné, 2017, 2019). Various so-
cial regulations (Reynaud, 1991, 1997; de Terssac, 1992, 2016) thus produce time
norms, which are strongly determined by various forms of regulations at the in-
ternational and national level, but also by some medical and technical expertise.
Schedules are atypical and impose a very specific time frame: shifts, changing
work schedules, often built using computer software (internal company system),
where the schedule is determined from one month to the next. Schedules can
sometimes change up to one week before the start of each month. It is therefore
up to the staff to adapt to their flight schedule month by month, sometimes with

difficulty, as they mentioned in the interviews:

“The difficulty is the schedules, it’s special, with life ... We start at 4 am we
go to bed at 10:30 pm, there is fatigue too, and it’s very psychologically de-
manding because you always have to be in a good mood and calm if there is
a problem (...) I do short and medium haul, that is to say between 1 and 5
flights with the same team; I do Eastern Europe, Spain, Italy, Morocco and
Israel, from France... There is no stopover between 5 am and 12:30 pm... it
is a flexible schedule that we know on the 17" of the month before” (Au-
rore, flight attendant).

“What is difficult about work are the sleepless nights, lack of sleep and
physical fatigue. The pace is difficult, so is the age-related fatigue, I'm get-
ting old...” (Virginie, flight attendant).

“The hardest part is changing schedules at the last minute... The company

should improve the stability of the schedules” (Aurore, flight attendant).

In addition, a “reserve time” is required of each Cabin Crew Member. These
are days in the year that are spent at the airport, on standby, in case a replace-
ment has to be made at the last moment, just before a flight. Again, there are
variations depending on the airline.

The organization of work and the management of working time (complex and
computerized) have the effect of constituting, for the duration of a rotation, an
“ephemeral” crew (Poirot-Delpech, 2016). The possibilities of having exactly the
same team configuration on the next flights—on the following rotations are neg-
ligible. The working group is therefore temporary and, contrarily to what might
be expected, most Cabin Crew Members consider this to be a positive aspect.

“The crew is ephemeral and that requires a great sense of adaptation, a lot of
communication and having as little prejudice as possible... You have to be into
your work right away and we all support each other. Not working with the same
people all the time also makes it possible to evolve... there is no routine, always
new personalities and people from other cities who teach me a lot of things” (So-
lene, flight attendant).

3.2. Working Time and Service Time. The Management
of “Working Time”

Measuring working time is an important issue in labor relations, in particular as
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concerns excessive working hours and the variability of hours (Le Goff, 1960;
Arnoux, 2009; Maitte & Terrier, 2011, 2012; Thoemmes, 2009, 2012).

In the air transport sector and for flight personnel (technical: pilots; commer-
cial: hostesses, stewards and flight managers or directors), the expression “working
time” is not used in companies, where they refer to “Duty time” and “in-flight
duty time”.

In Europe, working time is measured by flight time and it must not exceed a
maximum number of hours per year (740 hours) and per month (90 hours). In
France, the duration of a flight period cannot exceed 10 hours within a range of
14 hours. The number of consecutive working days (including stopovers) is a
maximum of 6 days and the number of flights per period of service (working)
cannot exceed six. These hourly conditions depend on the type of company.
They are more favorable for regular companies; or less favorable for Jow cost
companies (number of hours, time off, etc.).

In Canada, the normal working hours are 8 hours per day and 40 hours per
week, but they are 14 hours and may extend up to 16 hours per day for the Ca-
bin Crew; in contrast, the normal number of hours worked per month is 75
hours. The company has management rights to extend this number to 85 hours,
depending on operational requirements. In addition, flight attendants who wish
to do so can work on a voluntary basis for up to 100 hours per month. Part-time
options are also possible in some companies. The German company, for exam-
ple, has over thirty part-time schedule models and the Cabin Crew Members in-
terviewed seem to find these options interesting as they can find the arrange-
ment that suits them best.

The number of monthly working hours seems low in the eyes of a worker
doing standard hours, but the hours paid at the normal rate are limited from
“door to door”, that is to say from the moment when the blocks under the wheels
of the airplane are removed before departure until the moment when they are
put back after the complete shutdown of the plane, not including the time of
stopover. There are many subtleties about this pay management system; howev-
er, in principle, the Cabin Crew Members are not paid on the ground, but only

on the plane, in Canada as in Europe.

“So that we wait, we are not paid, it is not counted, so that in reality when
we say that we must do sixty-five hours of flight, it is... I had already done
the calculation in the past, but it’s at least eighty hours, it’s like fifteen hours

that are not formally paid” (Cynthia, flight attendant).

The cabin crew’s activity is fragmented into different times: the “Flight Time”;
the “Flight Duty Time” (that is to say the flight time + a maximum of 1h30 of
ground activities related to the flight, before takeoff of the aircraft and after its
landing); “Stopover” or time between two flights spent outside the flight atten-
dant home base; “Reserve Time” (each flight attendant must provide a contin-
gent of on-call hours, during which he may be called upon to make up for a last

minute absence); and finally the “Rest Time”. Peripheral flight times are there-
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fore numerous and not all of them are considered working time, even if there are
tasks to be performed. There are also flight delays, additional time which is also
not counted but which is integrated into the rotation and thus increases the effec-
tive working time. Each Cabin Crew Member performs an in-flight service: short,
medium or long haul defined according to the distance and duration of the flight.

The interweaving of time with space to calculate and qualify types of flight is
also something not found in other time management systems. Indeed, the short-
haul flights are of a distance of around 500 km, the medium-haul flights do not
exceed 3 hours to 3:30 and the distance is less than 5000 km, and long-haul
flights reach 15,000 km. The type of flights (short, medium and long haul), in
connection with the destinations and the durations, distinguish between sche-
dules, working rhythms, and time differences.

The “actual lived time” is different according to these conditions determining
the activity of the Cabin Crew Members. Also, family conditions (linked to gender
and age) involve different work-life time management challenges, as our inter-
views have shown. The possibility to choose a given type of flight depends on the
human resource management of the airline and the seniority of the cabin crew.
Some will prioritize short hauls in order to get home at night to join their fami-

lies, or because they have difficulties with jet lag.

“The more difficult it is to reconcile work and family and personal life, the
more the fatigue associated with the schedules. The main motivation is the
days off and the salary” (Célia, flight attendant).

Others will choose the medium or long hauls for the attractiveness and the
diversity of destinations, or other amenities. When it is possible to choose a par-
ticular flight, depending on seniority and also the existence of software allowing
these choices, individual preferences can vary according to a set of personal and
family circumstances. Thus, some will prioritize a less popular destination in
order to visit a loved one. Others will leave their weekends to mothers and fa-
thers to take the week off and devote time to their studies, or just go shopping
when they want. Our participants therefore had personal preferences and tech-

niques to best organize their schedule according to their respective wishes.

“What I enjoy most about my job is traveling, discovering. The staggered
hours, even if it is hard, I like it, I am not made to get up at a fixed time or

to work with the same people...” (Virginie, flight attendant).

4. Intensification of Work

Work and its organization are increasingly characterized by processes of accele-
ration, densification and temporal desynchronization. The pressure of deadlines
and speed of execution have taken hold of many sectors, including aviation. Be-
hind these processes lie the logics of competitiveness, cost reduction, desire for
increased market share and profits. Some studies have focused on emergencies at

work, as in the large-scale retail sector with intensification of activity (Choquet,
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2012). Others have studied broken schedules in the maintenance sector of an
airline (Monneuse, 2012), but no research was found on flight attendants, which
we decided to study. In all these sectors, intensive work, in urgency, under stress,
with work interruptions, appears to have become normal. Urgency is also valued
in the managerial ideology which legitimizes time pressure, where speed and
responsiveness are linked to success and performance (Boltanski & Chiapello,
1999).

Moreover, new regulations are changing the hours and rhythms of work and
intensifying the work of Cabin Crew. A 2016 European regulation (which the
unions opposed) imposed new regulations and working time calculations for the
Cabin Crew, resulting for some companies in less favorable working conditions
than before: reduction in the number of staff per flight, reduction in stopover
time and flight duration, taken into account in the calculations of the destination
airport as the “base” airport—which increases the possibilities of longer working
hours.

Computerization has also helped reduce stopover times over the years, by op-
timizing flight and stopover times in order to reduce costs, which translates into
less rest time and an intensification of work. However, this was seen negatively
as stopovers were considered one of the positive aspects of the profession; many
Cabin Crew Members considered that the difficulties or the intensification of the

work were compensated by the possibility of visiting new or very popular cities.

“We work more than before, we have more flights and the days are getting
longer, in summer as in winter... and the time allocated to stopovers has

decreased” (Francis, flight attendant).

In Canada, the Ministry of Transport authorized on August 1, 2015, the re-
duction of the minimum number of cabin crew on board aircraft, from a ratio of
one flight attendant per 40 passengers to one per 50. This new measure, strongly
contested by the Canadian Union of Public Employees, was intended to allow
airlines to increase their productivity in a context of increased international

competition and was applied from 2015 on (Desjardins, 2017).

“In the past the crew had time to sit down, take the time to eat and during
this time I went around, I made sure that everyone was in a good mood, I
asked if there were things that I had to bring back... but now when people
sit down to eat I don’t have time because if I don’t eat I am penalized, after
the five, ten minutes that I am allowed myself to eat, I have to go and take

care of the passengers” (Jeanne, cabin director).

This time frame is experienced in a way that is all the more complicated as the
work of Cabin Crew has undergone multiple changes leading to more technical,
material and organizational constraints.

For the sake of productivity, the workload has increased, due to several fac-
tors:

o the reduction in the number of staff with a regularly reduced crew;
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o the diversification and intensification of work, with an increase in the stan-
dards and tasks to be performed during each flight (essentially commercial
but also, and increasingly, safety and security, logistics and tasks related to
cleanliness and hygiene on the aircraft);

¢ reduction in breaks, even compulsory, because it is sometimes impossible to
take them on short flights (very reduced meal times);

e changes in passenger behavior (more difficult and risky passengers);

e changes in the activities of ground staff, which has the effect of increasing the
work of flight attendants by shifting the division of labor. Indeed, following
the transformations of ground activities (due to technological developments
and machines), new tasks are to be performed by the cabin crew: responding

to passenger requests for information on flights.

“We were eleven and we are eight, we lost three flight attendants on a plane.
We have to redistribute the work, it’s huge “(Bruno, cabin director).

“I give 90% of myself during the flights... If we do the job well, we never
stop... We give people a lot and they are happy... It’s a heavy workload and
psychological and emotional” (Aude, flight attendant).

“With the mobile phone and the tablet we are autonomous and we also
have more tasks to prepare for the flight, to set the objectives because we
receive information on the passengers whereas before we only had a list of
names... And we also receive other information to be managed at the same
time as welcoming the passengers... digital action is more and more in de-
mand” (Carole, cabin director)

“The number of Cabin Crew Members has decreased significantly over the
past 10 years... Passengers have digital information and they ask us much
more on board, on flights, timetables, connections... before they went to

travel agencies” (Carole, cabin director).

Our results indicate a phenomenon of work intensification manifested by an
increase in the number of passengers per flight attendant, a perceived reduction
in on-board break times, an increase in the tasks to be performed and the physi-
cal efforts to be provided, as well as reduction in stopover times. So, over the
past twenty years in particular, in the face of competition from Gulf countries
and rising fuel prices, companies have used various strategies to intensify work,
reduce downtime and reduce the length of time a plane is on the ground, which

is not financially profitable.

“The workload is heavy, we are asked for more but always in a limited time,
to save time. It’s difficult... more responsibility in a shorter time; this it

doesn’t suit me and I don’t want to rush “(Virginie, flight attendant).

In addition, the need for a supportive crew and cooperative collective work
makes everyone’s work easier. Airline personnel shares a strong work culture
and a strong professional identity (Sainsaulieu, 1977; Dubar, 1991). They share a

common professionalism, a set of behaviors, interests, values where teamwork,
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cooperation and solidarity are important.

“Teamwork is essential, otherwise we cannot work... In the cabin we will
help a colleague who needs it, take over if there is a problem with a passen-
ger” (Virginie, flight attendant).

“We try to make the working group important and to manage collectively...
for example a problem with a passenger, you delegate the problem... We try
to be united, and since the working conditions are harsher, it strengthens

the links, we support each other” (Aurore, flight attendant).

The mechanical solidarity between the members of the group makes it possi-
ble to quickly overcome the functional division of tasks and share the manage-
ment of emotions.

However, the generally protective role of this working group can be under-
mined due to the intensification of work because it is sometimes no longer possi-
ble to help a colleague (especially in some low cost airlines or depending on the
type of flight).

5. Fragmentation and Heterogeneity of Time
in the Work of Flight Attendants

We find in the Cabin Crew’s work one of the major challenges of the last dec-
ades, which also affects other professional sectors: a form of “fragmentation” of
working time (Quéinnec et al., 2000) in direct service professions where em-
ployees must be available according to needs: hotel and catering, cleaning or
personal services for example. These jobs are marked by several periods of work,
by working days “in broken hours”, with many interruptions that can extend the
time during which the employee is “subordinated to the job” (Barrois & Devet-
ter, 2017).

There are few professions where the “standard activity” is as fragmented in
space, time and rhythm as is the case for the cabin crew. This is a major issue
from the point of view of work-life balance, although some Cabin Crew appre-
ciate these very diverse schedules.

Several activities are part of a chain of operations that prepare or continue
work, outside the strict scope of the flight activity. Upstream and downstream of
the flight, a multitude of tasks are performed to prepare the activities that will
follow and control them.

The flight attendants have preparation activities before each flight (on their
own time) using their tablet (i-pad) provided by the company. They consult and
analyze information on the characteristics of flights, the characteristics of certain
passengers that the crew must take into account: people requiring assistance—
children traveling alone, the elderly, sick or disabled, passengers with a frequent

flyer status, passengers under police surveillance (repatriations, criminals).

“My role as cabin director is to coordinate everything, to oversee the cabin

crew, to check the characteristics of the passengers, to inform the technical
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flight personnel because we are their eyes and ears... to ensure coordination
with the staff on the ground, with the cleaning team by means of mobile

phones...” (Patrick, cabin director).

At the time of the stopover, the pilots are already preparing the technicalities
for the next flight. These various preparations are done either during formal
moments when the work is visible; they are then counted in the actual working
time. Or they are carried out during “invisible” time, i.e. carried out during per-
sonal time, before the rotation cycle, and are therefore not counted. Thus, this
profession is based on a certain expansion of operations and working time, faci-
litated by digital tools, in a diversity of space and time. Training time in the form
of e-learning for flight crews is frequent, carried out partly on their personal

time, sometimes on their stopover time.

6. The Constraints of Atypical Schedules

Since the 1970s, employees have experienced transformations in working time,
as recalled by numerous studies in economics and sociology (Bouffartigue, 2012;
Thoemmes, 2000, 2012; Tremblay & Soussi, 2020). In France and in other coun-
tries, with social struggles and negotiations, the legal working time has been strongly
reduced over a century, and many work situations have improved. However, in
certain sectors, work is still done under difficult conditions and with painful wor-
king times (Grossin, 1969, 1996). Numerous studies show that changes in work-
ing time question the organization of social times and work-family issues (Clark,
2000; de Terssac & Tremblay, 2000; Lallement, 2003; Dubar, 2004; Thoemmes &
de Terssac, 2006; Barrere-Maurisson & Tremblay, 2009; Dubar & Thoemmes,
2013; Tremblay, 2013, 2019; Lambert, 2018).

Also, many professional sectors or trades do not fall within a working time
standard identified by “office hours” from 9 a.m. to 5 a.m. or at a single, fixed
location, as is the case for Cabin Crew, who have a diversity of working times
and places. Likewise, in some industrial firms, shift work dominates (three eight
hours shifts, with night shifts), as is the case in hospitals, with extended shifts
and weekends. Sectors such as trade, tourism and catering, but also those of
freight transport and public transport (road, rail, navigation) require specific
schedules, adapted to the variability of services.

Following imposed and changing schedules is often the most important work
constraint experienced by Cabin Crew, especially at the start of their careers or
in companies that do not have a bidding system or a “flight exchange” system,
that is “flight swaps” which may offer the possibility of swapping certain unwanted
flights with a colleague who does not mind doing this flight.

6.1. Work Schedules

The cabin crew’s work schedules are atypical and do not respect the circadian
rhythm because of shift work, night work and the effects of jet lag. Working time

rules have consequences on working conditions (links between working time
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and fatigue) but also on work-life balance (family-personal life/professional life),
including some gender inequalities.

In Canada, the flight attendants interviewed indicated that the constraints are
particularly difficult at the beginning. However, over the years, as they acquire
seniority, they have priority in the choice of flights, which makes life easier for
the majority of our participants. As a result, the constraints are not as strong or
at least they have more choices.

On the other hand, in the different companies studied, some flight attendants
do not wish to become a cabin director in order to maintain their seniority and
priority in choosing schedules, which would be lost if they changed their work
category. In particular for women with children, having less constraints or more
weight in the choice of their schedules, because of increased seniority, is very
important for work-family balance.

At the same time, the fact of having these atypical schedules can give some
Cabin Crew Members a feeling of “freedom” and of recurring novelty, far from
office hours (“9 to 5”) and “routine at work”. Indeed, a number of interviewees
testified to the attraction of working outside “9 to 57, as well as traveling and

working outside a traditional office.

“I love my job too much, we are always in the center of action... the sche-
dules are fine, as I'm so happy to travel... But we are all different as con-
cerns managing fatigue and jet lag... You have to like this because it is very
particular with the time constraints, the pace and the physical amplitudes”
(Vincent, cabin director).

“It’s a job where there is a lot of free time in this company, but it’s physical-

ly exhausting” (Vincent, cabin director).

We were also surprised to see that some Cabin Crew Members, in particular
women, say that this job allows them to spend more time, with their children, at

certain times when they are not on a flight.

6.2. Choice of Flight Preferences; Work Life Issues

In the companies studied, the cabin crew can submit their flight time preferences
and destinations on an online system, which evaluates them and allocates sche-
dules according to seniority and availability.

Each month, flight attendants can submit their flight preferences for the fol-
lowing month. In their jargon, this is “bidding” (to bid): to apply for a given
schedule. In fact, the airline has a computerized system based on the principle of
supply and demand: the company posts its staffing needs online and the cabin
crew will award points to the rotations that interest them more. However, you
need to be familiar with the system in order to obtain the desired schedule, for
example by avoiding requesting flights that require more seniority and which
you won’t get in any case.

The attractiveness of some flights depends on various factors, such as the des-

tination (exoticism, cultural life, safety), time of departure (e.g. the need to leave
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at night), the length of the flight (maximization of hours worked), the need to
commute for another flight once at destination (“set up”), stopover allowance, or
the type of clientele (holidays and vacations, or regular travelers, sometimes less

demanding), etc.

“I prefer to choose according to the duration of the flight and not according
to the number of days worked in a row... I prefer to be paid less but to leave
for a longer period and after that makes me less round trips from my base,
for example destination Canton, over 6 - 7 consecutive days with 3 - 4 days
of flight rotation and then 2 - 3 days of rest afterwards” (Véronique, flight
attendant).

However, even if everyone has a priori the same definition of what constitutes
a difficult flight, some factors will be more important for some than for the oth-
ers, so that not all are necessarily looking for the same flights.

In most companies, the cabin crew’s schedule is therefore the result of a con-
frontation between the operational needs of the company and the personal needs
of the flight attendants. As personnel advances in seniority, their needs may

change. The ability to balance work and personal life improves over the years.

7. Conclusion

This research deals with a profession with strong specificities and challenges in
terms of working time, social times and work spaces. The Cabin Crew’s working
time is specific due to the extent and complexity of the regulations and processes
that determine it, by its very definition and its method of calculation. The or-
ganization of working time is subject to regulations, but also to significant col-
lective constraints, flight hours and their contingencies being decisive in the or-
ganization of individual working time.

Even if schedules and mobility were accepted as an inherent characteristic of
this profession, the organization of working and social time is very difficult at
certain periods of life, and according to age, family situations and gender—for
example, women most often take on family tasks and responsibilities. Work or-
ganisation then implies complex situations.

We have observed that some companies offer systems that make it possible for
the Cabin Crew Members, with time and seniority, to better control their sche-
dules; work-life balance then becomes easier.

The fragmentation of activities and working hours of a rotation is particular
and has become more difficult over the years, with intensification of work.
Through the analysis of the work of Cabin Crew we have seen fragmented work,
both in its temporalities and in its intensity, in its contents and in its spaces.

Cabin crew’s work is indeed highly fragmented; we are far from the conven-
tional effective working time, reduced to a single space and time.

The working conditions, as well as the work-life challenges and the intensifi-

cation of work, have consequences for the health of the flight crew and this is
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also an issue airline companies have to deal with.

Luckily for the companies, cabin crews are usually very passionate about their
work. Thus even if the work implies strong constraints, significant investments
(professional, emotional), a lot of organization and a particular way of life (sche-
dules, absences, fatigue management and consideration of one’s physical and
mental health...) it is clear from all interviews that hostesses, stewards need to
appreciate this occupation in order to stay in the long term.

Airline companies need to think about the future of this profession, as it is
now hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, but also it was already somewhat
transformed by more and more difficult working conditions and intensification
of work, as well as elements that can affect health at work. In the future, will the
profession become a simple “job”, a job that could be carried out part-time,
without a full career in the airline company, but for a period of a few years? Or
will companies find new ways to engage workers fully in this occupation and
give them the appreciation needed to stay on longer? With the intensification of
work, all these elements also raise the question of the professional experience of
flight attendants, with effects in terms of safety and flight safety.

With the pandemic, the coming months and years will see an evolution of the
work and flight conditions. Although it is too early to know how the occupation
will develop, it is highly likely that financial and health goals will continue to
conflict, and choices will need to be made in the future.

The analysis of the schedules and working times of the Cabin Crew (flight at-
tendants, stewards and cabin directors) reveals complex situations which can al-
so pose questions pertinent other sectors, as our economies and societies evolve
towards increasingly diversified working hours, and where work groups are formed
and dismantled regularly. In this sense, the aviation sector and the Cabin Crew
can be the precursors of tomorrow’s work as well as the questions posed to man-

agement.
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