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      Foreword

        Managing work and relationships at 35,000 feet

      The popular image and perceived lifestyle of an airline pilot or flight attendant is such that makes it hard for some people to understand the nature and extent of stress and disruption to the lives of air crew. Every day, millions of passengers worldwide place their lives in the capable hands of air crew. They rightly expect air crew to be highly professional and experienced in their respective roles and proficient in their unique tasks. They take it for granted that pilots and flight attendants manage the challenges of the job, such as jet lag, fatigue, disrupted personal relationships, stressed, fearful and demanding passengers, and do not let any of these challenges affect their safety.

      Dr. Carina Eriksen—herself a senior flight attendant as well as a highly experienced counselling psychologist—has studied the work patterns and lifestyle challenges to air crew and delved deeply into the emotional, cognitive and behavioural aspects of surviving and thriving psychologically as a pilot or flight attendant. This book, the first of its kind to address these sensitive topics, presents a fascinating insight into how air crew can best cope with their unique lifestyles. Based on real life situations and examples of problems discussed by air crew, she has set out to identify what problems they face and how best to cope with or overcome them.

      The book is thoroughly practical, free from abstract and difficult to understand psychological terms or ‘psychobabble’. It conveys a positive message that informed crew can enjoy better physical and mental health, can cope better with the job and improve their personal lives. Martin Casey, himself an experienced airline pilot, contributes a section on improving physical health and the role of exercise. Dr. Eriksen also describes how and where crew members can find specialist medical and psychological support and help if they need it.

      As the editor for this series of Karnac self help books, it gives me great pleasure to introduce this highly practical and insightful new title. ‘Managing Work and Relationships at 35,000 feet’ is essential reading for pilots and flight attendants around the world, whether they fly short- or long-haul. This book will prove to be a valuable tool for those who work in the airline and travel industry, as well as their families, friends and loved ones who often bear the greatest burden in terms of disruption to their lives. It will also appeal to those who train flight and cabin crew, aviation human resources specialists, therapists and psychologists, as well as doctors and nurses who work in the airline industry.

      
Professor Robert Bor DPhil CPsychol CSci
 FBPsS UKCP Reg FRAeS
 Consultant Clinical Psychologist and
 Specialist in Aviation Psychology
Royal Free Hospital, London


    

  
    
      Introduction

      The aviation industry is one of the world largest employers; there are millions of people who work for various airlines across the world. Cabin crew and pilots constitute a vital part of the airline workforce, especially in terms of ensuring airline safety and providing customer service. As frontline personnel they are often thought of as ‘the face’ of the airline industry. This has become especially the case when considering how recent technological developments have allowed the consumer market to enjoy wholly computerised ticketing and check-in facilities. As such, the aircrew community has for many passengers become the first, and perhaps the only, point of ‘real’ physical contact with an airline representative. Surprisingly little has been published on the work roles and lifestyle of this group of workers, although, where available, literature appears across a diversity of dramatised sitcoms (e.g. Mile High, 2003) and Media articles. This book provides a realistic, informed and modern version of the aircrew profession and provides suggestions, based on research and experience, on how to cope with disruption to one’s personal life.

      The main focus of recent literature in the field of aviation psychology has been on safety and the medical implications of air travel. Emerging issues such as terrorism, airline accidents and unruly passenger behaviour have broadened the agenda for aviation psychologist. At the same time, the possibility of longer non-stop travel and the introduction of the new Airbus 380 with a licence to carry up to 800 passengers calls for a shift in the working environment with increased pressure on aircrew workers. This book seeks to contribute to a psychological perspective to aircrew wellbeing and help aircrew to acquire an understanding of how to better manage the many challenges arising from sleep deprivation and frequent absence from friends and loved others at home.

      This book is written mainly for cabin crew and pilots, others who work professionally with the aircrew community, as well as those who have a personal interest in aircrew wellbeing. This includes airline managers, aviation psychologists, aircrew partners, family, and their friends. A further audience includes researchers, medical professionals, and clinical and occupational psychologists.

      The inspiration to write this book arose from a combination of personal interest in the crew lifestyle and extensive research in the field. I have worked as long haul crew for a major UK airline for many years. I know what it feels like to constantly miss out on important events with significant others, to have limited control over my work schedule, and to sacrifice sleep in order to try and maintain ‘a social life’ at home. At times I have felt guilty and homesick when being absent from birthday parties, school reunions and christenings. I have also experienced frustration and exhaustion following the countless episodes of jetlag and fatigue. These are only some of the many challenges that constitute the reality of the aircrew lifestyle. Sadly, these aspects of the job are often those that are overlooked by the media who sometimes seek to glamorise the work. Consequently, there is little serious insight is known into the everyday lives of aircrew except for those who have direct experience of the job itself. This means that crew are often deprived of the wider recognition, support, and understanding they perhaps deserve. This book seeks to rectify this on two accounts. Firstly, it seeks to identify the psychological adversity faced by crew who are often away from home for long periods of time. Secondly, the book draws on extensive psychological research about how crew cope with sleep deprivation, low work control, as well as professional, social, and intimate relationships. This knowledge has been translated into useful and ‘easy to follow’ techniques for coping with the influence of work demands on personal living. It is hoped that readers can assimilate such learning into their already extensive repertoire of combating work-life inferences.

      Psychology is not a precise science, however, and it is not possible to predict how crew may cope with the various challenges presented by their somewhat unique lifestyle. There are too many factors and variables that elude such precision, in particular individual differences in coping styles, mental health, culture, age, historical background, personal characteristics, social network and biological pre-dispositions amongst the many thousands of crew across the world. This is reflected in the structure of the book as the guidelines in each chapter are intended to provide useful hints that represent the wide diversity of people currently working as professional aircrew.

      The book does not offer an exhaustive list of topics on air-crew requirements nor do the contents prescribe how to best overcome the various psychological challenges faced by crew. Instead, through the unique combination of insight and experience of the crew lifestyle and as a practising psychologist, I seek to raise awareness and establish the important benefits of learning how psychology and ‘common sense’ can help crew themselves to deal with work stress, relationship difficulties, and sleep deprivation. I am aware that there are gaps in this text and that many other topics could have been included. I hope that readers of the book will provide feedback and that future editions will incorporate and reflect their ideas and suggestions.

      The chapters that follow address a range of topics concerning aircrew psychological wellbeing and coping and have been arranged around certain themes. In Chapter 1, the scene is set by highlighting the unique aspects of aircrew roles and responsibilities. Although it is thought that the work requirements of the flight crew community may differ from that of the cabin crew workforce, especially with regard to technical and operational knowledge, it is important to emphasise that both groups share an equally demanding lifestyle. A distinction is also made between short-haul and long-haul operations as each group of workers is thought to experience different kinds of work requirements with the former being more prone to ‘early morning starts and late night finishes’, jetlag, long duty hours, and night flights.

      Chapter 2 aims to identify the emotional, cognitive and, to a lesser degree, physical symptoms of jetlag and fatigue. I discuss how sleep deprivation can disrupt aircrews’ ‘natural’ ability to think, perceive, concentrate, perform, make decisions, as well as to process their emotions. The chapter does not attempt to prescribe set ways of dealing with sleep difficulties. Instead, it recognises that home demands, whether seeing friends, family, or a partner can often interfere with crews’ capacity to gain adequate sleep prior to and in-between long duty hours at work.

      In the next three chapters we will look at aircrew relationships, both at work and home. Relationships are central to most people’s lives and are time-consuming. We engage with people at different levels on a daily basis. At the simplest level we interact with other people when we visit the bank, go shopping, or join a fitness class and even during such basic activities form some level of relationships with them. Most people are also engaged in more important relationships; with colleagues at work, family members, friends and partners. Such interactions and relationships are important for both physical and emotional wellbeing. People who are excessively isolated and lonely are prone to negative feelings, such as sadness and depression, and may also suffer negative effects on their physical health. The next three chapters will examine home and work relationships for aircrew. Crew face unique challenges with relationships, repeatedly making and breaking them while travelling. Feelings of instability can result. When these are compounded by an exhausting lifestyle and the pressures of managing social and family commitments, the entire social system of the aircrew population may suffer. For more vulnerable and less experienced crew members, these pressures can be particularly challenging. Even for more experienced crew, frequent absences from family and friends can disrupt intimate relationships. A commitment to the kind of lifestyle required to be an aircrew member means juggling priorities and making sacrifices that can affect formation and maintenance of personal relationships.

      In chapter 3, aircrew group dynamics both onboard and off the aircraft are outlined. The act of travelling with a new set of colleagues every time one reports for work often leads to brief and/or short-lasting relations at work. Crew are constantly engaged in a process of forming and breaking professional relationships and this can lead to a sense of loneliness even for the more resilient type of crew member. The topic of relationships is also the central focus of Chapter 4. The frequent absences from home can further complicate crews’ ability to form and maintain social relationships. Whilst it is recognised that the size of one’s social network and desire for social interactions at home may differ from one crew member to another, the importance of time management, prioritisation, and decision making when attempting to ‘juggle’ work requirements with social living is emphasised. In Chapter 5, a different kind of relationship is presented to the reader, namely that of marriage or a partnership.
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