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Cabin crew from around the world report that 
fatigue is a serious issue – but it is not being 
treated seriously by airlines. That is the core 
finding of a survey of over 100 cabin crew 
representatives from 45 airlines carried out by the 
International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF). 

The results paint a picture of compounding 
sources of fatigue – from long shifts to 
insufficient breaks to changing schedules 
regularly experienced by cabin crew. And most 
airlines are perceived to not take this key driver 
of safety seriously.

The verdict from cabin crew is clear: airlines 
must take fatigue more seriously. Not only 
is fatigue an issue in its own right, but it also 
opens cabin crew up to a range of other physical 
and mental health challenges.

The International Air Transport Association 
(IATA), in its 2019 Safety Report, emphasised 
that “we must plant the seeds of training and 
just culture in order to have a harvest of safe 
behaviours”.1 Yet, the survey evidence suggests 

INTRODUCTION
that many airlines are failing to embed these 
principles when it comes to fatigue. A robust 
Safety Management System (SMS) or Fatigue 
Risk Management System (FRMS) requires 
more than compliance with documentation: it 
depends on cultivating a safety culture in which 
cabin crew feel confident to report fatigue 
without fear of reprisal.2  

It is important to critically assess not only 
the legislative framework but also the way 
FRMSs are applied in practice. Although these 
systems are presented as grounded in science, 
particularly in biomathematical models, in 
some cases their implementation appears more 
focused on optimising operational efficiency 
than on safeguarding crew health. Operating 
close to the limits of human, physical and 
cognitive capacity does not reflect responsible 
fatigue management: rather, it risks turning 
regulatory provisions into a mechanism for 
normalising fatigue. Such practices undermine 
the intent of fatigue regulation, which is to 
preserve both safety and wellbeing.3,4,5,6 
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AIRLINES NOT SERIOUS 
ENOUGH ABOUT FATIGUE

ONLY 1 IN 5 UNION 
REPRESENTATIVES 
FEELS THEIR AIRLINE 
TAKES FATIGUE SERIOUS 
EITHER SERIOUSLY OR 
VERY SERIOUSLY.

Asked to rank whether their airline takes fatigue 
seriously and supports their members on a 
scale of zero to five, only 19% of trade union 
representatives ranked their airline at four or 
five. A middling three was the most frequent 
grade given (35%), while nearly half of trade 
union representatives (46%) ranked their airline 
at two or less.

The fact that fewer than one in five union 
representatives believe their airline takes fatigue 
seriously underscores the absence of such 
a culture in practice. Unless airlines actively 
foster just culture principles, fatigue will remain 
underreported and insufficiently managed, 
leaving both operational safety and crew 
wellbeing at risk.7,8 Without that trust, fatigue 
often goes unreported until it leads to serious 
safety issues. 9,10 A 2023 study found that many 
cabin crew choose not to report safety concerns 
at all, often because they fear consequences, 
believe nothing will change, or don’t have 
supportive relationships with their supervisors.

How seriously do you feel this airline takes 
fatigue and supports your members?  
(0 - not at all, 5 - very seriously)

17.4%

28.4%

34.9%

13.8%

5.5%
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90% of respondents reported that cabin crew 
serve duties of 10 hours or more either always 
(20%) or frequently (68%). Worryingly, a quarter 
of respondents stated that cabin crew never 
(3%) or rarely (22%) have reasonable rest breaks 
during these long duties – that is, an opportunity 
to eat and relax for a reasonable period of time, 
in a block of at least 10 minutes, adding up to at 
least 30 minutes over the duty period. Another 
31% reported that reasonable rest breaks occur 
only occasionally. Together, that is over half 
of respondents reporting occasional or less 
frequent rest break during long duties.

The situation is worse at low-cost carriers, 
where only a quarter of respondents reported 
reasonable breaks occurring always (11%) or 
frequently (16%) during shifts of 10 hours or 
more. This is a statistically significant difference 
compared with mainline carriers.12

LONG DUTIES,  
FEW BREAKS

THREE QUARTERS OF 
CABIN CREW ON LOW-COST 
CARRIERS SAY THEY DO 
NOT RECEIVE REASONABLE 
REST BREAKS FREQUENTLY 
OR ALWAYS.

During duties of 10 hours or more do the 
crew have an opportunity to eat and relax 
for a reasonable period of time?

2.6%

21.9%

30.7%

20.2%

24.6%

Never

Rarely

Occasionally

Frequently

Always
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Scientific literature consistently demonstrates 
that duty periods beyond 10 hours are 
associated with significant declines in alertness 
and performance, with error risks increasing 
exponentially – comparable in some cases to 
blood alcohol impairment.13  

More recent studies confirm that extended 
duties contribute to reduced vigilance, 
increased emotional fatigue, and heightened 
long-term health risks, particularly in safety-
critical occupations.14 For cabin crew, these 
risks are amplified by the physical and 
emotional demands of continuous passenger 
interaction, service delivery, and emergency 
preparedness. High workloads, coupled 
with disrupted rest opportunities, intensify 
fatigue and stress. A panel of experts from 
the European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) 
has stated that, “The tasks of flight attendants 
require a sufficiently high level of alertness and 
cognitive performance to ensure safety and 
adequate response, especially in non-routine 
situations”, with the panel’s report asserting 
that, “increased perceived stress and workload 
due to changes in duties and responsibilities 
since 9/11 … appear equally applicable 
to European cabin crew and may further 
contribute to higher fatigue levels”.15 

WHY DOES 
FATIGUE MATTER?

Cabin crew are among the few safety-critical 
professionals who often work long, demanding 
shifts without any guaranteed breaks. Without 
time to recover during duty, fatigue steadily 
accumulates, leading to slower reactions, 
higher error risk, and greater physical strain. 
Studies in aviation and other industries 
show that going without breaks reduces 
alertness, heightens stress, and disrupts sleep 
afterwards.16,17 For cabin crew, this effect is 
amplified by their constant movement through 
the cabin, the physical effort of service, and 
the emotional load of dealing with passengers 
in unpredictable situations.18 Over time, the 
lack of structured rest has been linked to 
poorer health, falling job satisfaction, and 
higher staff turnover.
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FREQUENT CHANGES TO 
SCHEDULES AND DAYS OFF 
WORKED

Fatigue and risks to cabin crew safety go 
beyond long shifts without sufficient breaks. 
Cabin crew can face changes to schedules, 
creating work stress before a shift even starts 
and potentially undermining rest between 
shifts. Nearly one-third of respondents (31%) 
indicated that planned flights are changed to 
another flight or series of flights frequently 
or always. Another 41% reported that such 
changes happen occasionally.

Additionally, over a quarter of respondents 
(27%) reported that changes always or 
frequently affect shift start times by one hour 
or more, with 45% reporting that this happened 
occasionally. This kind of chaotic scheduling 
where most cabin crew can expect flights and 
shift times to change, at times substantially, 
can leave cabin crew stressed before they even 
take off from the ground. At the same time, 79% 
of respondents reported that their airline has 

a collective bargaining agreement that covers 
flying schedules. This points to, at best, the 
uneven application of contractual obligations 
that are meant to protect workers from fatigue.

Finally, asked if cabin crew are ever expected 
to attend training sessions or administrative 
meetings on days off (including online 
meetings), seven out of ten respondents (69%) 
reported that this does happen, adding another 
layer to worker fatigue.

Taken together, these findings point to a broad 
set of airlines’ practices and policies that produce 
fatigue among cabin crew. The impacts of these 
practices and policies are cumulative. 

Long shifts produce fatigue, especially without 
reasonable breaks – and fatigue compounds 
when time off between shifts is disrupted by 
schedule changes and additional duties such 
as training and administrative meetings.

ONE IN THREE 
REPRESENTATIVES SAY 
CABIN CREW FREQUENTLY 
OR ALWAYS FACE CHANGES 
TO THEIR PLANNED FLIGHT 
SCHEDULES.

How often are planned flights changed to 
another flight or series of flights?

Always

Rarely

Frequently

Occasionally

27.6%27.6%

41.4%

3.4%
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VARIATION SHOWS FATIGUE 
POLICIES NOT APPLIED EVENLY

About a quarter of respondents (23%) 
reported that their members work for airlines 
that register aircraft in multiple countries – 
something that in most circumstances makes 
regulation fragmented and less transparent 
for workers, while encouraging a race to the 
bottom on working conditions. However, 
taking only low-cost carriers, over half of 
respondents (55%) said aircraft are registered 
in multiple countries. 

Strikingly, in all cases where there were 
multiple respondents representing cabin 
crew at the same airline, responses about 
cabin crew experiences of fatigue differed 
on most, if not all, questions. The chart 
below shows the distribution of responses 
at the four airlines with the largest number 
of respondents to the question of whether 
cabin crew are given reasonable breaks 
during shifts of 10 hours or more.

All four airlines show a wide distribution of 
responses and therefore a wide distribution of 
the experiences of cabin crew. This shows that 
policy is not being applied evenly by airlines 
producing vastly different experiences of fatigue 
and felt safety among cabin crew even at the 
same airline.

Cabin crew need both stronger working rules 
around fatigue and safety as well as better 
enforcement of these rules. Without this, the 
skies will remain a more dangerous place for 
both workers and passengers.

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

AIRLINE 1 AIRLINE 2 AIRLINE 3 AIRLINE 4

Never Rarely Occasionally Frequently Always

During duties of 10 hours or more do the 
crew have an opportunity to eat and relax for 
a reasonable period of time?
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This survey was distributed by the ITF to trade 
union representatives of cabin crew within ITF-
affiliated unions in the aviation sector. There 
were 114 responses from 45 airlines from 
across the world. The vast majority of responses 
(83%) came from respondents representing 
cabin crew flying on mainline carriers, with the 
remaining 17% coming from representatives of 
cabin crew flying on low-cost carriers (LCCs).

METHODOLOGY
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