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Abstract 

The protracted dispute (2009–11) between British Airways and BASSA (British Airways Stewards and 

Stewardesses Association) was notable for the strength of collective action by cabin crew. In-depth 

interviews reveal collectivism rooted in the labour process and highlight the key agency of BASSA in 

effeĐtiǀelǇ aƌtiĐulatiŶg ǁoƌkeƌ iŶteƌests. This data eŵphasizes Đƌeǁs͛ ƌelatiǀe autoŶoŵǇ, sustaiŶed ďǇ 
unionate on-ďoaƌd ͚ŵaŶageƌs͛ ǁho haǀe defeŶded the fƌoŶtieƌ of ĐoŶtƌol agaiŶst ŵaŶageƌial 
incursions. Periodic attempts to re-configure the labour process, driven by cost cutting imperatives in 

aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ Đoŵpetitiǀe aiƌliŶe iŶdustƌǇ, eƌoded Đƌeǁs͛ oƌgaŶizatioŶal loǇalties. WheŶ BA iŵposed 
radical changes to contracts and working arrangements, BASSA successfully mobilized its membership. 

The article contributes to labour process analysis by emphasizing the collective dimensions to 

eŵotioŶal laďouƌ, ƌestoƌiŶg the ͚ŵissiŶg suďjeĐt͛, ďut also aƌtiĐulatiŶg the iŶteƌĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs ďetǁeeŶ 
labour process and mobilization and the role unions can play in providing the organizational and 

ideological resources to legitimate worker interest. 
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Introduction 

 

This article eǆaŵiŶes aspeĐts of ͚the dǇŶaŵiĐ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ of stƌuĐtuƌe aŶd ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͛ (Hyman, 

1972) underlying the 2009–11 dispute between British Airways (BA) and its cabin crew and their union 

BASSA ;Bƌitish AiƌliŶes͛ Steǁaƌds aŶd Steǁaƌdesses͛ AssoĐiatioŶ). Conflict was precipitated by BA͛s 

ƌesolǀe to tƌaŶsfoƌŵ Đƌeǁs͛ ͚ǁoƌkiŶg aƌƌaŶgeŵeŶts͛ ;Operation Columbus) through the introduction 

of a Ŷeǁ ͚ŵiǆed͛ fleet ;BA, ϮϬϬϴͿ. The tƌiggeƌ ǁas the imposition of reduced crew complements across 

BA͛s WoƌldWide aŶd Euro fleets. Crew regarded this unilateral action as a step change in managerial 

control and, inextricably, an unacceptable attack on their union. Resistance included 22 strike days, a 

degree of mobilization that contrasted with low contemporary levels of strike activity (Hale, 2012). 

Facing employer intransigence and legal obstruction (Ewing, 2011; Prassl, 2011), as well as 

government opposition,2 media antagonism and hostilitǇ fƌoŵ the pilots͛ union (BALPA), cabin crew 

demonstrated a commitment to collective action evident not merely in ballot votes, but also on the 

vibrant picket lines. The mass participation aŶd ĐaƌŶiǀal atŵospheƌe at BASSA͛s stƌike headƋuaƌteƌs 
at Bedfont football ground were commented upon in contemporary media reports (e.g. Richards, 

2010). Such collectivism might be considered remarkable given the disparate and transient nature of 

the ĐaďiŶ Đƌeǁ͛s ͚ǁoƌkplaĐe͛ aŶd the heteƌogeŶeitǇ of a ǁoƌkfoƌĐe apparently fragmented by multiple 



identities including gender, sexual orientation and ethnicity. Accordingly, the principal aim of this 

article is to understand the roots of this collectivism. 

This article does not purport to give a comprehensive account of the dispute͛s dǇŶaŵiĐs, Ŷoƌ does 

it analyse in detail the stages of worker mobilization (Kelly, 1998). Nor does the article provide an in-

depth study of activism and leadership (Darlington, 2009), although these are important factors in the 

crew response. However, it makes a distinctive contribution by articulating the interconnections 

between labour process and mobilization, often understated in studies of industrial conflict. Accounts 

of the structures and processes of collective bargaining and the adversarial history of employment 

relations (Bamber et al., 2009; Blyton and Turnbull, 1994, 1998, 2004) are undoubtedly essential for 

explanation, but institutional industrial relations analysis can take us only so far. The article identifies 

deep wells of collectivism springing from the labour process, which generated social bonds and work 

solidarities and which BASSA was instrumental in shaping and could draw upon during the dispute. 

The empirical problem (explaining the roots of crew collectivism) is investigated through the 

theoretical resources of labour process theory (LPT). In addition to utilizing core LPT concepts (labour 

indeterminacy, structured antagonism between capital and labour, forms of management control, the 

frontier of control, the logic of competitive accumulation) (Smith and Thompson, 2009), two specific 

and related labour process debates are invoked. 

First, in acknowledging that cabin crew have frequently been characterized as archetypical 

emotional labourers (Hochschild, 1983; Taylor and Tyler, 2000; Williams, 2003), the utility of 

emotional labour is re-examined in the context of a significant episode of industrial conflict, during 

which the employer encountered widespread resistance to its imposed redefinition of the frontier of 

control. The article seeks to challenge accounts of emotional labour that subordinate worker interests 

to the alignment of their emotions ǁith the seƌǀiĐe ;iŶ the paƌlaŶĐe of ĐaďiŶ Đƌeǁ ͚the pƌoduĐt͛Ϳ, the 
customer or client and/or the organization (Bolton and Boyd, 2003; Tyler and Taylor, 2000). Following 

Bolton (2009) this article locates emotional labour firmly within LPT, but consistently emphasizes its 

collective dimension. 

The second debate concerns the relationship of LPT to worker agency generally and to industrial 

conflict specifically. The problematic originates in BraǀeƌŵaŶ͛s ;ϭϵϳϰͿ ͚oďjeĐtiǀisŵ͛ aŶd the atteŵpts 
ďǇ ͚seĐoŶd ǁaǀe͛ LP theoƌists to ƌestoƌe the ͚ŵissiŶg suďjeĐt͛. Subsequently, post-structuralists 

equated subjectivity with identity, asserted the totality of cultural controls and denied the possibility 

of collective resistance (e.g. Knights and Wilmott, 1989). Post-modernist and Foucauldian accounts 

were then challenged, notably by Thompson and Ackroyd (1995). Recent work develops this critique, 

aĐĐeptiŶg that ͚ ideŶtitǇ is paƌt of suďjeĐtiǀitǇ, ďut Ŷot all of it͛ ;Marks and Thompson, 2010: 332). These 

authors re-assert the importance of worker interest and insist that the Đaǀeat, ͚Ŷot all of it͛, should 
͚iŶĐlude the ƌaŶge of ageŶtial practices associated with the self-aĐtiǀitǇ of the laďouƌiŶg suďjeĐt͛ 
(Marks and Thompson, 2010: 332) and that more attention be given to the mobilization of ͚ǁoƌk-

based gƌieǀaŶĐes͛ ;Maƌks aŶd ThoŵpsoŶ, 2010: 333). Missing from their account is explicit reference 

to collective agency and trade unions which, however weakened, should still be regarded as important 

mechanisms for enabling mobilization. This BA case contributes empirically and conceptually by 

integrating union collectivism with the LPT concern with labour agency. 

The article begins with a political-economic analysis of civil aviation and of BA, emphasizing the 

ineluctable drive to cost-reduction and the perpetual restructuring that have dominated the industry 

(Bamber et al., 2009). Firm strategy, at least among full-service carriers, has focused also on customer 

service excellence as a source of competitive advantage. Appropriately, then, the discussion considers 

the inescapable problematic facing management of how best to overcome the indeterminacy of 



labour; the conversion of cabin crew labour power into concrete labour that delivers customer service 

excellence and is associated with the performance of emotional labour. The article reflects on BA͛s 
legaĐǇ ĐoŶtƌol stƌategǇ of ͚ƌespoŶsiďle autoŶoŵǇ͛ ;FƌiedŵaŶ, ϭϵϳϳͿ aŶd tuƌŶs to a critical evaluation 

of the emotional labour literature (e.g. Bolton and Boyd, 2003; Hochschild, 1983; Taylor and Tyler, 

2000). Subsequently, the research methods are described, the principal data source being extended 

semi-structured interviews with cabin crew. Testimony is organized into four interconnected themes 

related to labour process (constraints on managerial control, erosion of organizational loyalties, 

informal collectivism, role of BASSA). The conclusion re-engages with LPT, locating emotional labour 

within a collective understanding privileging worker interest and potential for mobilization. 

 

Political economy and labour in civil aviation and BA 

Underpinning the 2009–11 dispute was the decades-long transformation of civil aviation following US 

de-regulation, which sharpened competition and exacerbated the pro-cyclical demand characteristic 

of the iŶdustƌǇ. ͚LegaĐǇ͛ aiƌliŶes ƌespoŶded iŶ diǀeƌse ways through merger and acquisition, code 

shaƌiŶg, ͚huď aŶd spoke͛ Ŷetǁoƌks, suďĐoŶtƌaĐtiŶg, fƌaŶĐhisiŶg aŶd stƌategiĐ alliances (Blyton et al., 

ϮϬϬϭͿ. ͚No fƌills͛ eŶtƌaŶts exerted enormous pressure on full-service providers (Harvey and Turnbull, 

2010) to reduce costs (Bamber et al., 2009: 167). Labour has been central to continuous restructuring, 

because it accounts for a significant proportion of total operating costs and, unlike most other costs 

(e.g. aircraft, fuel), remains potentially the only malleable element (Turnbull et al., 2004). A parallel 

strategic objective is to elicit from customer interactive staff the service excellence perceived to be a 

principal differentiator between competitors (Taylor and Tyler, 2000). 

IŶdeed, the ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal eǆplaŶatioŶ of BA͛s suĐĐess, folloǁiŶg pƌiǀatizatioŶ iŶ 1987, was its 

innovative cultural change programme, Putting People First (PPF), which ostensibly transformed 

service quality. Cabin crew received iŶteŶsiǀe tƌaiŶiŶg oŶ ͚ŵaŶagiŶg appearance, demeanour and 

feeliŶgs͛, the aesthetiĐ aŶd emotional aspects of their laďouƌ. BA͛s H‘ MaŶageƌ iŶsisted that 
profitability depended oŶ Đƌeǁ usiŶg ͚theiƌ heaƌts [to] eŶgage iŶ ǁhat ǁe Đall eŵotioŶal laďouƌ͛ 
(Blyton and Turnbull, 2004: 92). Yet, BA eǆeŵplified the iŶdustƌǇ ͚paƌadoǆ͛ of fosteƌiŶg eŵploǇee 
commitment for customer service while reducing compensation (Bamber et al., 2009: 58) and it was 

the labour cost reduĐtioŶ iŵpeƌatiǀe that doŵiŶated. EǀeŶ at PPF͛s height, at least one bargaining 

unit annually was in dispute and employee discontent was widespread (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). 

The eǆpliĐit shift to ͚ŵaƌket-led͛ ƌealisŵ ŵateƌialized iŶ the Business Efficiency Programme (BEP) 

pursued by CEO Robert Ayling from 1996. Implementing US$1b savings provoked disputes with BALPA 

and BASSA. When BEP failed to deliver expected profitability, Ayling re-prioritized cultural projects 

(Putting People First–Again), includiŶg ͚Theatƌe aŶd Flaiƌ͛. 
Such developments prompt reflection on dynamic linkages between the political economy of civil 

aviation (at industry and firm levels) and the cabin crew labour process. From the perspective of LPT, 

BA͛s loŶg-term control strategy ǁas esseŶtiallǇ ͚ƌespoŶsiďle autoŶoŵǇ͛ ;FƌiedŵaŶ, ϭϵϳϳͿ. Cƌeǁ 
historically enjoyed considerable discretion when interacting with customers, albeit within broader 

parameters of management control. Exemplary customer service to achieve competitive success 

arguably enhanced the amount of discretion, notwithstanding that crew were subject to cultural-

normative controls (Sturdy et al., 2010). Detailed direct control (Braverman, 1974; Edwards, 1979) 

would be incompatible with the less tangible customer interactive skills associated with service 

excellence. 



However, the harsh post-9/11 market constrained airlines͛ aďilitǇ to eǆeƌĐise stƌategiĐ ĐhoiĐe iŶ 
adoptiŶg eitheƌ a ͚high ƌoad͛ high-commitŵeŶt, soft H‘M ŵodel, oƌ a ͚loǁ ƌoad͛ high-control, hard 

HRM paradigm (Bamber et al., 2009). This simplistic dichotomization was untenable given the 

unforgiving logic of cost cutting, even though the result might engender conflict with crew and 

jeopardize service excellence. The failure of Putting People First–Again in tough market conditions 

(Doganis, 2006) cast doubt on BA͛s aďilitǇ to puƌsue uŶpƌoďleŵatiĐallǇ a laďouƌ ĐoŶtƌol strategy 

centred on responsible autonomy. In response to 9/11, 18,000 jobs were lost (2001–6) at BA (Bamber 

et al., ϮϬϬϵ: ϯϲͿ. ͚To saǀe the aiƌliŶe͛, as a union committee acknowledged, BASSA agreed to 

temporarily remove one crew member per flight. This complement was not restored when conditions 

improved and, consequently, crew believed BA was using 9/11 opportunistically to drive further 

rationalization, an impression confirmed in 2007 by proposals to reduce pay, pensions and sick-leave 

entitlement. 

Historical analysis reveals a legacy of adversarial industrial relations and periodic attempts to 

marginalize BASSA (Blyton and Turnbull, 1994, 1998, 2004). In 1989, for example, BA changed 

contracts and encouraged the moderate breakaway, Cabin Crew ͛ϴϵ. The ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt dispute, 
though, was in 199ϳ, pƌoŵpted ďǇ BA͛s deĐisioŶ to restructure payments. SigŶifiĐaŶtlǇ, CaďiŶ Cƌeǁ͛ϴϵ 
accepted BA͛s offeƌ, leaǀiŶg BASSA to fight alone and win an 80 per cent majority for strike action. 

Although management thƌeateŶed to saĐk stƌikeƌs aŶd disĐipliŶe ͚staǇaǁaǇs͛, ϯϬϬ struck and 2,000 

reported sick in the celebrated ͚ŵass siĐkie͛ (Whitelegg, 2003). Despite two decades of cost cutting 

that eroded working conditions, introduced inferior contracts and intensified work, the newly 

appointed CEO Willie Walsh resolved to radically re-configure work and contracts. When negotiations 

failed, BASSA voted overwhelmingly for a three-day strike; action was called off but overt conflict was 

merely postpoŶed. OpeƌatioŶ Coluŵďus theŶ aƌtiĐulated Walsh͛s strategy to transform working 

arrangements (BA, 2008). Heathrow-based crew would ďe tƌaŶsfeƌƌed to a Ŷeǁ ͚ ŵiǆed fleet͛ oŶ ͚ Đloseƌ 
to market paǇ aŶd alloǁaŶĐe ƌates͛. AŶ iŶteŶsified douďle ďuƌden for labour was anticipated, the 

͚dƌiǀiŶg foƌĐe͛ of Đost Đutting, combined with improving ͚leadeƌship, peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe ŵaŶageŵeŶt, 
consistency of delivery and brilliance in customer seƌǀiĐe͛. Most ƌadiĐallǇ, ͚ ďƌaŶd-new agreements and 

ƌeǁaƌd stƌuĐtuƌes͛ pƌoǀided ͚a goldeŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ to ďƌeak doǁŶ ďaƌƌieƌs to ĐhaŶge, identified as a 

feature of the old pƌeǀailiŶg ĐolleĐtiǀe agƌeeŵeŶts aŶd ƌelatioŶships͛. 
These ƌelatioŶships ƌefleĐted BASSA͛s iŶĐƌeased iŶfluence. Having grown from 4079 members in 

1990 to 9076 in 1997 (BASSA, 2012), BASSA did lose members in 1997, but resolved to increase 

bargaining power through recruitŵeŶt. It aĐhieǀed the ͚ϭϬ,ϬϬϬ foƌ ϮϬϬϬ͛ taƌget ďǇ ϭϵϵϵ. Neǁ staƌts, 
non-members and CaďiŶ Cƌeǁ ͛ϴϵ joiŶed iŶ Ŷuŵďeƌs, seeking protection from an increasingly 

aggressive management (interview, ex- BASSA secretary). BASSA and Civil Aviation Authority (CAA, 

2004) data shows density increasing from 43 per cent (1991) to 73 per cent (2001) and 89 per cent by 

2009. As a relatively autonomous branch of (now) Unite the Union, a notable feature of BASSA is that 

leadership and negotiating roles are held by elected reps employed as working crew. Part cause and 

part consequence of this powerful unionate occupational community is BASSA͛s iŵŵeƌsioŶ iŶ Đƌeǁs͛ 
working lives. BASSA ƌegulates ͚ƌosteƌs aŶd scheduling, pay, hotels, allowances and all working 

agƌeeŵeŶts aŶd ĐoŶditioŶs͛. 
The eventual conflict cannot be interpreted simplistically as the inevitable outcome of union 

iŶtƌaŶsigeŶĐe iŶ ƌespoŶse to Walsh͛s Đost cutting strategy. BASSA made concessions which came close 

to BA͛s desiƌed £ϱϯŵ saǀiŶgs. BǇ iŵpliĐatioŶ, BASSA, the ƌegulatoƌ of these ͚agƌeeŵeŶts͛, ǁould haǀe 
to be broken if working conditions were tƌaŶsfoƌŵed. BASSA͛s feaƌs ǁeƌe ĐoŶfiƌŵed ǁith the 
disclosure of a consultative document – Anonymous, 2006, cited in Ewing (2011: 8–9) – urging BA to 



͚foƌĐe the issue ǁith BASSA͛ ďǇ ͚hittiŶg the leadeƌship … ǁheƌe it huƌts͛ ;EǁiŶg, 2011: 8–11). Action 

was pƌeĐipitated ďǇ BA͛s imposition of crew reductions, which ďetokeŶed BASSA͛s ŵaƌgiŶalizatioŶ. 
 

Emotional labour, political economy and labour process 

Blyton and Turnbull (2004) capture the contradictory dynamic shaping cabin crew labour, of delivering 

exemplary customer service while having work intensified through cost cutting. Full-service carriers 

vacillate between these imperatives, prioritizing customer care, empathy, professionalism and 

appearance, in short emotional and aesthetic labour, but shifting, sometimes abruptly, to privileging 

cost cutting, before re-emphasizing service quality. While it is tempting to separate these dynamics 

heuristically, it is helpful to conceive of labour as shouldering a double burden. Accordingly, emotional 

labour is one aspect of an integrated labour process. 

In disaggregating emotional labour for the purposes of discussion the authoƌs͛ ĐoŶĐeptualizatioŶ 
shares with Bolton and Boyd (2003) a concern with the indeterminacy of, and contestation in, the 

emotional labouƌ pƌoĐess. Foƌ those authoƌs, HoĐhsĐhild͛s account of transmutation – how feelings 

aƌe ͚ďƌought uŶdeƌ the sǁaǇ of laƌge oƌgaŶizatioŶs, soĐial eŶgiŶeeƌiŶg, aŶd the pƌofit ŵotiǀe͛ 
(Hochschild, 1983: 19) – is ͚ aďsolutist͛ ďeĐause it eǀokes ͚deep aĐtiŶg͛ – a sincere performance altering 

the self. This totalizing alignment of internal feeling with organizational demands minimizes 

autonomy, agency and contestation. For Bolton and Boyd emotional labour increases autonomy and 

indeterminacy ďeĐause ǁoƌkeƌs ͚oǁŶ͛ the means of production. Yet, Hochschild also argued that for 

cabin crew transmutation had become untenable following the deregulation of US airlines and cost 

effiĐieŶĐies iŶ the late ϭϵϳϬs. This ĐhaŶge led to iŶĐƌeased ͚surface aĐtiŶg͛ ;ǁoƌkeƌs ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ 

modifying emotions to meet organizational demands), emotional dissonance (discrepancy between 

felt and expressed emotion) and emotional labour being withheld. 

In their more nuanced account Bolton and Boyd introduce four types of emotional self-

management (pecuniary, prescriptive, presentational and philanthropic) that involve distinctions 

between the management of emotions (emotion work) and the commercialization of feeling 

(emotional labour). This conceptualization distinguishes between emotional labour as part of the 

capitalist labour process and emotion work as part of social interaction in the workplace, and workers 

move between the performance of commercial, professional and social feeling at work. While this 

may explain why the alignment of feelings with the organization and capitalist labour process is not 

absolute, it implies that workers compensate for organizational prescription by retreating into private 

emotional spaces removed from the market. The collective basis of labour and thus the capacity for 

collective resistance, which arises from the conflictual nature of the employment relationship, are 

overlooked. Indeterminacy and contestation are abstracted from the employment relationship rather 

than being integral to its contested nature. This separation becomes particularly untenable in the 

context of intensified market pressures and pursuit of competitive advantage, contexts and conditions 

which support the argument for an integrated emotional, physical and mental labour process. 

Studies of intensified demands on emotional labour in diverse organizational settings include civil 

aviation. Curley and Royle (2013) show how a move to replace skilled emotion workers in the context 

of a shifting competitive climate has led to more instrumental performances and collective resistance. 

However, there remains a reluctance among many scholars to allow those who perform emotional 

labour to articulate their interests as workers. Rather, they can develop only a constrained 

collectivism, deriving from them sharing, with customers or clients, their dissatisfactions with 

degraded service delivery (Korczynski, 2001). For Tyler and Taylor (2000) such constrained collectivism 



originates in an ethically driven (gendered) propensity to care for clients. In response, Brook critiqued 

this preoccupation with customer experience, as it theoretically forecloses ͚fƌoŶt-line collectivism [as] 

emerging in response to the common class experiences of exploitation and domination by 

manageŵeŶt͛ ;ϮϬϬϳ: ϯϳϮͿ. For Marks and Thompson (2010) worker interest is fundamental. They 

argue that ͚ideŶtitǇ is paƌt of suďjeĐtiǀitǇ͛ ;Maƌks aŶd ThoŵpsoŶ, ϮϬϭϬ: 332), but it is the interaction 

between identity and interest that matters. They emphasize the importance of interest articulation 

for collective identity and reassert collective or class consciousness and ideology as having explanatory 

purchase. However, the potential of trade unionism for mobilizing collective interests should also be 

acknowledged within this formulation. The eŵpiƌiĐal aĐĐouŶt of BASSA͛s ƌole iŶ aƌtiĐulatiŶg and 

organizing worker interests emphasizes the significance of collective agency for the labour process, 

recalling the theoretical arguments made almost two decades ago by Martinez Lucio and Stewart 

(1997). 

 

Research methods 

Access was gained through BASSA. Data consists principally of semi-structured interviews with 50 

cabin crew, all BASSA members. BASSA committee members volunteered as interviewees and 

provided contact details for additional respondents who, in turn, suggested candidates. A slight 

majority of interviewees were union reps/activists, although a significant minority saw themselves as 

͚oƌdiŶaƌǇ ŵeŵďeƌs͛. IŶdiǀidual iŶteƌǀieǁs were conducted (between September 2011 and November 

2012) on union premises, iŶ hotel aŶd ƌestauƌaŶt ƌooŵs aŶd iŶ ŵeŵďeƌs͛ hoŵes. Interviews lasted a 

minimum of ninety minutes but most were over two hours. Interview schedules were structured 

around distinct themes, including employment histories, changing work experiences, skill utilization 

and customer service, attitudes to BA, union involvement, employment relations and the 2009–11 

dispute. Informed consent was obtained and all interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

The schedule facilitated an analytic strategy based on a matrix of responses under each heading 

and sub-heading. The use of software tools (e.g. NVivo) was eschewed in favour of inductive 

evaluation of themes emerging from the narratives. 

The gender, ethnic and age profiles of respondents were representative of the BASSA reps. 

BASSA͛s geŶdeƌ ĐoŵpositioŶ ƌefleĐted the ǁoƌkforce: 64 per cent women, 36 per cent men (BASSA, 

2012); and although reps were disproportionately male, women held certain leading positions, 

including BASSA Chair. Two-thirds of respondents worked long-haul (WorldWide), one-third short-

haul (Eurofleet) at Heathrow, with one respondent being Gatwick-based. Of the respondents, 29 held 

senior positions (19 Cabin Service Directors, 10 Pursers) and 21 were main crew. 

Since testimony mostly reflected the BASSA rep/activist base, which often maps onto seniority, 

longevity and working long-haul, a certain bias must be acknowledged. In mitigation, though, crew 

with these characteristics had been significant in sustaiŶiŶg BASSA͛s eŵďeddedŶess iŶ ǁoƌk ƌoutiŶes 
and defending job controls and, therefore, delivered telling insights into the roots of mobilization. 

Informants are identified by pseudonyms. To ensure triangulation, observation of BASSA meetings, 

analysis of membership data and company-union documentation complemented interview evidence. 

 

 

 

 



Labour process and the roots of mobilization 

Limits of control 

BA͛s stƌategiĐ iŵpeƌatiǀes ǁeƌe ŵediated ďǇ oŶ-ďoaƌd ͚ŵaŶageƌs͛, CaďiŶ SeƌǀiĐe Directors (CSDs). 

Several ƌepoƌted haǀiŶg ͚Đoŵplete autoŶoŵǇ͛, ǁhile otheƌs ďelieǀed theǇ eŶjoǇed ͚sigŶifiĐaŶt͛ 
discretion. Most crew had little direct contact with groundbased ŵaŶageŵeŶt, oŶe haǀiŶg ͚Ŷeǀeƌ had 
a face to face eŶĐouŶteƌ͛ iŶ ϭϭ Ǉeaƌs. A puƌseƌ reflected: 

 

… Đƌeǁ haǀe Ŷeǀeƌ ďeeŶ heaǀilǇ ŵaŶaged. Theƌe͛s a high degƌee of ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ giǀeŶ to 
crew to look after themselves and perform prescribed tasks. The team really knows how 

to deliǀeƌ the pƌoduĐt eǀeƌǇ tiŵe … eǀeƌǇoŶe fits iŶto a ǁell-oiled machine. (Brian) 

 

This responsible autonomy (Friedman, 1977) was rooted iŶ the CSDs͛ ƌole, as distiŶĐt fƌoŵ gƌouŶd 
management or IBMs (In-Flight Business Managers) and their occasional on-board forays. The CSD 

ǁas ͚aĐĐouŶtaďle foƌ eǀeƌǇthiŶg … oŶĐe the ĐaďiŶ dooƌs aƌe Đlosed͛, ǁas the interface in manager-

employee relationships and was central to labour control. Significantly, CSDs rose through the ranks 

and worked alongside crew. 

 

I think the main advantage of the community is that nobody comes in as supervisor from 

another role, ďeĐause ǁe͛ǀe all ďeeŶ theƌe, ǁe all staƌted as Đƌeǁ, ǁe all ďeĐaŵe puƌseƌs, 
soŵe aĐhieǀiŶg CSD … Theƌe͛s a ŵutual ƌespeĐt kŶoǁiŶg ǁe͛ǀe doŶe the joď. Wheƌeas iŶ 
ground management, people come from completely different fields with the correct 

qualificatioŶs, ďut ǁouldŶ͛t haǀe a Đlue aďout the aiƌliŶe iŶdustƌǇ. ;EthaŶͿ 
 

CSDs iŶflueŶĐed Đƌeǁ ͚Đultuƌes͛ ďǇ ĐoŶduĐtiŶg formal pre-flight briefings which were governed by CAA 

regulations and collective agreements. They made the introductions, allocated responsibilities and 

emphasized safety and service standards. Though responsible for overcoming the indeterminacy of 

cabin crew labour, they did so in ways that reflected their seniority and often union affiliation, rather 

than managerial authority. CSDs were vigilaŶt iŶ defeŶdiŶg the ͚fƌoŶtieƌ of ĐoŶtƌol͛ ďetǁeeŶ oŶ-board 

autonomy and ground management. 

 

Theƌe͛s ǀeƌǇ little Ǉou go to the IBMs foƌ, ďeĐause it͛s ouƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt skills that ŵotiǀate 
the crew to get the job done. All that micro-management bollocks that IBMs deal ǁith … 
If you are Ŷot pulliŶg Ǉouƌ soĐks up I saǇ, ͚CaŶ I haǀe a ǁoƌd? What͛s goiŶg oŶ?͛ SoŵeoŶe 
saǇs, ͚MǇ ǁife left ŵe just ďefoƌe the tƌip.͛ Got it. It͛s ďeiŶg appƌoaĐhaďle. IBMs, who are 

they? Some bloke fƌoŵ Maƌks & SpeŶĐeƌ͛s that͛s doŶe a management course, who thinks 

they can micro-manage. We aƌe a ǁhole Đultuƌe that people fƌoŵ the outside doŶ͛t 
understand. (Quentin) 

 

I have two mistresses to serve; loyalty to the customer service ethic and to the union, 

because it͛s paƌt of the CSD͛s Đontract to enforce the industrial agreemeŶt. ͚To suppoƌt 
and enforce the agƌeeŵeŶts͛, Ǉes. It͛s aŶ iŶteƌestiŶg diĐhotoŵǇ, isŶ͛t it? ;BƌǇaŶͿ 

 

Detailed aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ to gƌouŶd ŵaŶageƌs ǁas teŶuous: ͚ I haǀe a ǇeaƌlǇ ƌeǀieǁ so obviously have 

to justify my stats to that manager, but day to day I have no real iŶteƌaĐtiǀe ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ.͛ KeǇ 
performance indicators (KPIs) took the form of Global Performance Monitor customer feedback forms 

which CSDs distributed, but were assessed only on numbers returned. CSDs did undertake crew 

appraisals; inflight assessments took place every 120 days flown and evaluated adherence to safety 



eƋuipŵeŶt pƌoĐeduƌes, dƌess staŶdaƌds aŶd Đƌeǁs͛ ͚ďusiŶess aĐuŵeŶ͛. This supeƌǀisoƌǇ requirement 

Ƌualifies BoltoŶ͛s asseƌtioŶ that the ͚absenĐe of the ŵaŶageƌ͛ defiŶes the ͚ŶoǀeltǇ of the aiƌĐƌaft 
ǁoƌkiŶg eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϯϬϯͿ, foƌ CSDs foƌŵallǇ did ͚ ŵaŶage the aiƌĐƌaft͛. It ǁas Ŷot the pƌeseŶĐe 
or absence of an on-board manager per se that was decisive, but the contradictory manner of their 

management that enabled Đƌeǁ ĐolleĐtiǀelǇ ͚ to iŶteƌpƌet, ŵaŶipulate aŶd iŵpleŵent the managerially 

prescribed ƌules of eŶgageŵeŶt͛ ;BoltoŶ, ϮϬϬϵͿ. MaŶǇ CSDs ƌeseŶted ďeiŶg ͚paƌt of the ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
sǇsteŵ͛. OŶe eǆplaiŶed, ͚I͛ŵ foƌ ŵǇ passeŶgeƌs, ďut I͛ŵ foƌ ŵǇ Đƌeǁ.͛ Respondents described how 

BA͛s peƌiodiĐ atteŵpts to impose direct control had been thwarted: 

 

My take on the last four to five years is that management have very much tried to gain 

more control of the aircraft than ever before. TheǇ haǀeŶ͛t suĐĐeeded. I ǁould saǇ Ǉou 
ĐaŶ͛t, uŶless Ǉou͛ƌe aĐtuallǇ oŶ ďoaƌd … I thiŶk the only way they could control was 

through being heavy-handed like they have been. Unfortunately, all that has done is to 

make us more stick together aŶd go, ͚You͛ƌe Ŷot theƌe oŶ the daǇ.͛ ;KathͿ 
 

… theǇ ǁaŶted to ĐoŶtƌol the CSDs to ĐoŶtƌol the crew by giving them tight job 

descriptions ďut it didŶ͛t ǁoƌk ďeĐause ŵost of us ǁeƌe Ŷot ĐoŵpliaŶt. I haǀe done 

virtually nothing that I was meant to. (Uri) 

 

CSDs constituted an influential community limiting direct control. A critical number were BASSA 

activists/reps, who encouraged a unionate culture among crew and resisted managerial incursions 

into frontiers of control they had helped to defiŶe. BA͛s Đƌeǁ reduction was acutely felt by CSDs, not 

merely because it diminished the resources at their disposal, but because they had to assume full crew 

duties themselves, something which further strengthened commitment to crew colleagues. 

 

Eroded organizational loyalties 

Over time, reconfigured customer service had the effect of undermining crew loyalties to BA and, as 

Hochschild had argued for US attendants, this mitigated the potential transmutation of private 

emotions. Some crew perceived custoŵeƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ as paƌt of BA͛s ͚pƌoduĐt͛: 
 

Hard product is the tangible thing, like seats, trays, cups, the food, in-flight entertainment. 

Soft is hoǁ it͛s deliǀeƌed, Ǉou, Ǉouƌ peƌsoŶalitǇ, Ǉouƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ … Yes, I ǁould saǇ ǁe 
were part of the product. We complement and support the product. (Tony) 

 

This ideŶtifiĐatioŶ of laďouƌ as paƌt of ͚a pƌoduĐt͛ might imply commodification (as distinct from 

transmutation) and Talet suggested that the notion of a product had replaced what was considered a 

service and had consequently promoted detachment: 

 

… ďefoƌe it used to ďe Ǉouƌ pƌeseŶĐe, Ǉouƌ uŶifoƌŵ staŶdaƌd, ǁas ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt. That 
has been takeŶ oǀeƌ ďǇ a pƌoduĐt … it͛s a false peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe ďeĐause Ǉou kŶoǁ that Ǉou͛ƌe 
not going to ďe aďle to deliǀeƌ the staŶdaƌd aŶd ƋualitǇ … I͛ll smile at you but I͛ŵ just 
about to hit you with a baseball bat. (Talet) 

 

The crew role had been constructed by BA, BASSA and crew themselves in terms of 

professionalism and customer service. Yet, short-lived ĐaŵpaigŶs suĐh as ͚Theatƌe aŶd Flaiƌ͛, iŶ ǁhiĐh 
actors trained crew to promote visible displaǇs eǆpƌessiŶg ͚iŶdiǀidualisŵ aŶd flaŵďoǇaŶĐe͛, ǁeƌe 
viewed sceptically. 



 

Everyone was to be different. So rather than BA being staid, it was, go and do what you 

want within the bounds of acceptable service. I can remember coming back one Christmas 

and a steǁaƌd said, ͚CaŶ I siŶg a Đaƌol?͛ You ĐouldŶ͛t do that Ŷoǁ. Tǁo Ǉeaƌs lateƌ, it͛s like, 
͚No, theƌe͛s the sĐƌipt, Ǉou haǀe to ƌead that eǆaĐtlǇ.͛ ;NathaŶͿ 

 

͚Theatƌe aŶd flaiƌ͛ suggested aŶ atteŵpt to iŶteŶsifǇ eŵotional labour, the transmutation of 

pƌiǀate eŵotioŶ foƌ Đoƌpoƌate use, ͚tƌǇiŶg to teaĐh a peƌsoŶalitǇ͛. Yet, when BA reverted to 

staŶdaƌdized iŶteƌaĐtioŶ, Đƌeǁ opposed it: ͚We are not like a robot or an alien ǁheƌe Ǉou͛ǀe got Ŷo 
eǆpƌessioŶ͛, ͚doiŶg Ǉouƌ job [meant] banter between you and the Đustoŵeƌ.͛ Thus, theƌe ǁas a 
continuum between deep and surface acting, with crew moving contingently between the polarities. 

At the same time the in-flight autonomy extended to emotional regulation (Brotheridge and 

Grandey, 2002) and constrained disassociation. Transmutation was also qualified because crew did 

not define their work solely in terms of emotional labour, but as multi-faceted. Certainly, performing 

emotional and aesthetic labour was important, but so too were physically and mentally demanding 

aspects; service routines, safety responsibilities and, crucially, the ability to endure long shifts over 

multiple time zones. Crew universally emphasized customer safety and aircraft security. Customer 

service was important, but was often described prosaically as routinized serving of food and drinks to 

prescribed service schedules. The significance of customer service varied according to job role, aircraft 

type, whether working long-haul or short-haul and in which cabin. Short-haul customer delivery was 

compressed to the poiŶt that Đƌeǁ alŵost ͚thƌeǁ͛ food at Đustoŵeƌs to ŵeet tight timings. On long-

haul greater space existed for customer engagement. Crew concurred that the job was physically 

demanding. 

 

… fullǇ laden trolleys can be 35 to 40 kilos and you are pulling it at five to 1Ϭ degƌees … 
plus tƌolleǇs ĐaŶ ďe uŶsteadǇ. Theƌe͛s lots of phǇsiĐal aspeĐts to the joď. ;IďƌahiŵͿ 

 

Intensified rosters and shortened stop-over times took a physical toll, making it harder to perform 

emotional tasks. Emotional labour cannot be abstracted as a single defining aspect from an integrated 

laďouƌ pƌoĐess, ƌefleĐtiŶg Bƌook͛s (2013) assertion of a unified concept of human labour. 

Soŵe saǁ peƌsoŶal oƌ soĐial skills utilized as ͚iŶŶate͛, ͚iŶstiŶĐtiǀe͛, oƌ aŶ eǆteŶsioŶ of personality 

and described customer interaction as a source of satisfaction, suggestive of ͚deep aĐtiŶg͛. Yet Bƌook͛s 
account of the complexity of emotional labour as a continuum between behavioural compliance and 

assertion of the self was apparent, as in this ƌespoŶdeŶt͛s aƌtiĐulatioŶ of aŶ ͚eŵotioŶal dispositioŶ͛ to 
customer service, albeit having to peƌiodiĐallǇ ͚fliĐk the sǁitĐh͛ oƌ ͚paiŶt it oŶ͛ ǁheŶ tired or 

experiencing personal difficulties: 

 

Most of us, giǀeŶ the joď ǁe do, aƌe people people … so I ǁould saǇ a high percentage [of 

skill] is Ŷatuƌal, ďut of Đouƌse, thƌee a.ŵ., Ŷight flights, Ǉou͛ǀe had a ďill Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t paǇ. TheŶ 
you do have to paint the face on. Everyone has down days but you caŶ͛t let that show. 85 

to 90 per cent of what you do is natural and comes from the soul and the other bit just 

gives you a lift when Ǉou͛ƌe tiƌed oƌ haǀiŶg a ďad daǇ. ;ToŶǇͿ 
 

The peƌiodiĐ ŶeĐessitǇ to ͚suƌfaĐe aĐt͛ uŶdeƌŵiŶed the concept of deep acting as innate and 

authentic. Bƌotheƌidge aŶd GƌaŶdeǇ ;ϮϬϬϮͿ fouŶd ͚deep aĐtiŶg͛ associated with personal 

accomplishment in customer service and surface acting with detachment. Crew described how 

commitment to BA had eroded and disillusionment with ͚the pƌoduĐt͛ had led to emotional 



dissonance. Maureen had worked in Promotions, ǁheƌe ͚We ǁeƌe seeŶ as goodǇ tǁo shoes, I ǁas 
Miss BA.͛ Like ŵaŶǇ, she ǁas aŶgeƌed ďǇ BA͛s paƌsiŵoŶǇ, its iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ uŶsǇŵpathetiĐ ŵaŶagement 

and, ironically, apropos its periodic emphasis on emotional labour, the hollowness of claims to invest 

emotionally in staff. 

 

It ǁas just so false, it ǁasŶ͛t heaƌtfelt the ǁaǇ theǇ had ďeeŶ … aŶd I ƌeŵeŵďeƌ [at the 
last promotion] things were bad and you start questioning, can I do this, can I stand there 

and pƌoŵote soŵethiŶg I doŶ͛t ďelieǀe iŶ aŶǇŵoƌe? AŶd I ĐouldŶ͛t. 
 

Accounts demonstrated residual loyalty to BA or, more accurately, to an earlier paternalistic 

version of the company, but simultaneously, strong allegiance to BASSA. This longstanding dual 

commitment had always produced tension, but was fractured by relentless cost cutting. 

 

IŶ spite of eǀeƌǇthiŶg, although I͛ŵ a stauŶĐh [tƌade] uŶioŶist, I love the company. 

Although the ďƌaŶd is shƌiŶkiŶg, I loǀe BA. I ǁouldŶ͛t have given my life to it otherwise, 

although I hate ǁhat it͛s ďeĐoŵe. I am a BA-ite, as most union people are. (Talet) 

 

Cƌeǁ desĐƌiďed hoǁ theǇ had ͚tƌeasuƌed͛ ͚ouƌ aiƌliŶe͛ aŶd ďeeŶ ͚pƌoud to put the uŶifoƌŵ oŶ͛. 
Rather than subordination to a company colonizing their hearts and minds, crew regarded themselves 

as the guaƌdiaŶs of BA͛s iŵage aŶd ͚pƌoduĐt͛, ǁho had oŶĐe ͚tuƌŶed BA iŶto the ǁoƌld͛s faǀouƌite 
aiƌliŶe͛. BA had ďeeŶ ͚hi-jaĐked͛ ďǇ those ǁho put profit above service and devalued the 

professionalism of those delivering it. BA no loŶgeƌ pƌoǀided ͚the tools to do the ǁoƌk͛, ƌesultiŶg iŶ 
deteriorating cleanliness, food quality and reliability of video equipment. Excellent customer service 

in straitened conditions was impossible. 

 

It seemed that we once had people in management who were from a level of the Ritz. 

Then all of a sudden we had people in management who were from the level of 

MĐDoŶald͛s. AŶd theǇ ǁaŶted a pƌoduĐt fƌoŵ MĐDoŶald͛s deliǀeƌed ďǇ people fƌoŵ the 
Ritz. (Ellie) 

 

Defying management instruction, crew continually apologized for the service and in doing so 

ŵight iŶǀest gƌeateƌ eŵotioŶ: ͚You defiŶitelǇ haǀe to put ŵoƌe of Ǉouƌself iŶ.͛ 
 

You͛ƌe ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ saǇiŶg ͚SoƌƌǇ, soƌƌǇ, soƌƌǇ͛ aŶd Ǉou thiŶk how many times can I say 

sorry? You doŶ͛t haǀe a ǀideo aŶd theƌe͛s a ϭϬ houƌs͛ flight, ͚ Oh I kŶoǁ, ďut soƌƌǇ.͛ NothiŶg 
was repaired, it was embarrassing and you would agree with customers. (Ursula) 

 

While this could promote a more authentic relationship with customers, it could invoke 

disassociation. An older crew member, in describing his sŵile as ͚a tool͛, gestuƌed to instrumentality. 

 

Foƌ Ŷoƌŵal puŶteƌs, Ǉou͛ƌe all sŵiliŶg ǁheŶ theǇ͛ƌe ĐoŵiŶg oŶ aŶd theǇ͛ǀe paid foƌ 
the ticket, theǇ eǆpeĐt that … it͛s a tool aŶd that͛s oŶe ďit I hate about the joď, I͛ll ďe 
unhappy pretending to ďe happǇ, that I like Ǉou eǀeŶ though I thiŶk Ǉou͛ƌe a saĐk of 
shit if Ǉou͛ǀe ďeeŶ ƌude to ŵe. But it͛s paƌt of ǁhat Ǉou haǀe to do ďeĐause otheƌǁise 
you get pulled iŶ … It͛s like a ŵeĐhaŶiĐ needs a spanner. (Kenneth) 

 



Some perceived the crew-customer relationship expliĐitlǇ as aŶ eǆĐhaŶge of laďouƌ: ͚Custoŵeƌs 
pay your wages, you have to be nice to theŵ.͛ TestiŵoŶies ĐoŶǀeǇed the ideŶtifiĐatioŶ of Đƌeǁs͛ 
interests as workers as well as their advocacy of and alignment with customer interests. 

Thus, liŵitatioŶs eǆisted oŶ BA͛s aďilitǇ to stake ͚Đlaiŵs oŶ pƌiǀate teƌƌitoƌies of self͛ ;HoĐhsĐhild, 
1983: x). While BA mobilized brand, image and reputation to secure attachment, these cultural 

controls were precarious artefacts. Crews͛ self-defined professionalism aŶd diseŶĐhaŶtŵeŶt ǁith ͚the 
pƌoduĐt͛ had suďǀeƌted corporate cultural norms long before 2009. Workplace social relations and the 

collective framework provided by BASSA meant that what might otherwise have been experienced as 

depersonalized or individualized dissonance was directed at BA, allowing crew to assert their interests 

as workers. 

 

Informal collectivism 

Collectivism had an informal character, rooted in work solidarities and a distinctive labour process. 

The process of crew formation, an apparently unpromising basis for collectivity, actually generated 

meaningful solidarities. Crews were given schedules oŶe ŵoŶth ďefoƌe flǇiŶg, ďut Đolleagues͛ 
identities were revealed only at pre-flight briefings. Thereafter, individuals might not be rostered 

together for years. Yet, bringing together unknown colleagues in random combinations produced an 

indefinable chemistry. 

 

Cƌeǁ haǀe got iŶstaŶt teaŵ spiƌit, Ǉou͛ǀe Ŷeǀeƌ ŵet soŵeoŶe ďefore, you join them 

and you are iŵŵediatelǇ a uŶit that ǁill haǀe to saǀe eaĐh otheƌ͛s liǀes. AŶd that͛s so 
iŶstilled iŶ Ǉou … a huge seŶse of ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ, that͛s soŵethiŶg I͛ǀe Ŷeǀeƌ had – only 

in this job. (Laurence) 

 

Intense work routines, performed in cramped workspaces, demanded close interaction and 

luďƌiĐated the soĐial ďoŶds. ͚ The iŶgƌaiŶed ŵentality of [how] you work as a team and pull all the stops 

out͛ ďuilt soĐial Đohesion. Prior to 2009–11 bonding was reinforced by social activities during long-

haul stopovers. Commonly, an entire crew of 14–16 and pilots would meet after arrival for drinks at 

their hotel, often kicking off a ͚ƌooŵ paƌtǇ͛ that lasted foƌ the duƌatioŶ. IŶteƌŵiŶgliŶg ǁork and social 

intimacy created a distinctive occupational community, atypical in that crew shared neither residential 

proximity nor continuous work relationships. Yet, paradoxicallǇ, ͚It is all ĐeŶtƌed aƌouŶd the 

ǁoƌkplaĐe,͛ a tƌaŶsieŶt spaĐe ŶeĐessaƌilǇ eǆteŶding beyond the limits of working time. Crew 

ƌepeatedlǇ ƌefeƌƌed to theŵselǀes as ͚ faŵilǇ͛ oƌ a ͚ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛, oƌ spoke of iŶhaďitiŶg a ͚ gloďal ǀillage͛. 
They spoke a common language – ͚galleǇ FM͛ – that suggested a mutual value system. 

BoltoŶ aŶd BoǇd Đategoƌize ƌelatioŶs aƌisiŶg fƌoŵ ͚uŶŵaŶaged spaĐes͛ at ǁoƌk ǁhiĐh might foster 

resistance, but also bonding and camaradeƌie, as ͚pƌeseŶtatioŶal eŵotioŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ as opposed 

to ͚peĐuŶiaƌǇ͛ eŵotioŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt, to pƌoduĐe ͚the pƌofitaďle pƌoduĐt of Đustoŵeƌ satisfaĐtioŶ͛ 
(2003: 297). This abstraction ignores emotional and physical work as social activity, whose collective 

basis is harnessed to organizational goals, but which contains possibilities for alternative solidarities. 

Rather than being ƌeŵoǀed fƌoŵ ͚the sǁaǇ of the oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛, these soĐial relations are integral to 

them. Attachments were strengthened by sharing adverse expeƌieŶĐes thƌough ͚ĐoŵŵuŶities of 
coping, an important collective element to the (emotionalͿ laďouƌ pƌoĐess͛ ;KoƌĐzǇŶski, 2007: 578), 

yet this transcended dissatisfaction with customer service, through being rendered collectively 

meaningful by BASSA. 



Role of BASSA 

Foƌŵal ĐolleĐtiǀe oƌgaŶizatioŶ ǁas ďased oŶ BASSA͛s joint regulation of the labour process, working 

environment and employment terms and conditions. Union-negotiated agreements encompassed 

every aspect of working life. As crew understood the significance of BASSA͛s iŶflueŶĐe oǀeƌ ǁoƌkiŶg 
conditions, their attachment to the union grew. The case of the previously anti-union Ursula, who 

became active in the dispute, is instructive. 

 

… ďǇ talkiŶg to people I ƌealized that hotels were checked by BASSA, things like that. I also 

realized how many rules there were and actually most were in my favour. Then you talk 

to people who work for other airlines and you think actually, this is not bad. 

 

Reps participated in discussions oǀeƌ ͚pƌoduĐts͛, staffiŶg leǀels aŶd deĐisioŶs oŶ ͚speĐial 
ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes͛ foƌ taking leave. The comprehensive and authoritative collective agreements were 

duďďed ͚the ďiďle͛. 
 

The WorldWide agreement is 56 pages and Walsh wanted to get it doǁŶ to fouƌ … theƌe͛s 
not ǁasteful stuff iŶ theƌe, ŶothiŶg ƌidiĐulous, it͛s foƌ eǀeƌǇ eǀeŶtuality. If a flight diverts 

from Hong Kong into Amsterdam, what do we do? How many days off? If you forget your 

passport, what happens to you? What happens to your roster because Ǉou͛ve got a fixed 

life, well shall ǁe ǁipe the ƌosteƌs so she doesŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat she͛s doiŶg for two months? 

Oh ďut she͛s got childcare and all her arrangements are made. The agreements were there 

for the smooth running of the operation. (Brian) 

 

Yet it was more than the formal agreement that anchored members to BASSA. The frontier of 

control was vigilantly policed by reps, to suĐh aŶ eǆteŶt that ŵeŵďeƌs ŵight ƋuestioŶ BASSA͛s 
regulation of apparent minutiae. One ƌegaƌded BASSA͛s ĐoŶtestatioŶ of crew closing window blinds 

as ͚aƌĐhaiĐ͛. TullǇ, ǁho ďecame active during the strike, ƌeĐalled disappƌoǀiŶg of BASSA͛s ƌigid 
adherence to ǁoƌkiŶg houƌs͛ agƌeeŵeŶts ǁheŶ it prevented an aircraft from completing its journey 

on the same day it had been delayed by bad weather. 

 

… it ǁas haƌkiŶg ďaĐk to the ϳϬs alŵost, ǀeƌǇ ŵilitaŶt … ďut Ŷoǁ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ I kŶoǁ ǁhat 

that ǁas aďout … ďeĐause people haǀe Đoŵe thƌough a lot and their families have lost 

jobs. I know it was meant for us and these things were won by BASSA and argued over for 

a reason, ďut soŵetiŵes Ǉou didŶ͛t alǁaǇs see that, ǁheŶ Ǉou ǁaŶted to get hoŵe. 
 

This quote indicates tensions between the interests of the company, customer and/or individual 

worker and collective labour. BASSA legitimated aŶd asseƌted its ŵeŵďeƌs͛ iŶteƌests as ǁoƌkeƌs, ofteŶ 
aƌtiĐulatiŶg the ͚ ĐoŵŵoŶ good͛ of aiƌliŶe aŶd Đustoŵeƌs ďut, ĐƌuĐiallǇ, iŶsistiŶg oŶ the Đƌeǁ͛s collective 

interests even if they sat uncomfortably with individual preferences. Sceptical members came to 

recognize the importance of defending these frontiers of control. Crew testified to BASSA͛s 
effectiveness aŶd to ƌeps͛ ƌespoŶsiǀeŶess aŶd aĐĐessiďility, wherever they were globally located. 

 

We had offices at Waterside and T5 [Heathrow]. If you were down route and it was 4 a.m. 

and the ĐoŵpaŶǇ ǁeƌe saǇiŶg ͚‘ight, ǁe kŶoǁ Ǉou should ďe ǁokeŶ up at 9 to do the trip 

ďut ǁe͛ƌe ǁakiŶg Ǉou up at ϳ͛, iŵŵediatelǇ Ǉou͛d phoŶe up, Ǉou͛d talk to a ƌep aŶd theǇ͛d 
saǇ, ͚I͛ŵ looking at the WorldWide agreement. No, they ĐaŶ͛t do it … I͛ll get iŶ touch with 

somebody aŶd get ďaĐk to Ǉou͛. AŶd theǇ ǁould get ďaĐk to Ǉou. ;EllieͿ 



The sense of BASSA exercising influence on behalf of members throughout their daily work lives 

permeated the interviews. 

 

Every day crew phone BASSA aŶd saǇ ͚TheǇ͛ƌe tƌǇiŶg to do this.͛ You͛ll go, ͚No, theǇ 
ĐaŶ͛t do that͛ aŶd Ǉou͛ll stop stuff happeŶiŶg, so [ŵeŵďeƌs] see the power of the 

union as their voice every day. That is partly how BASSA get solidarity. (Olivia) 

 

Activists were embedded in work relations. CSDs, two-thirds reportedly pro-BASSA, were 

instrumental in mediating and contesting managerial directives. They described one aspect of their 

job as ensuring compliance with the collective agreement. Illustrating their dual role, one CSD 

recounted how he informed crew at pre-flight meetings that he was also available in his capacity as 

BASSA rep. Before the dispute reps had paid facility tiŵe aŶd BASSA͛s ƌelatioŶship ǁith ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
ensured that issues were resolved swiftly and often informally. The close relationships between 

members and leaders meant that when BA removed facility time and rostered reps to marginalize 

BASSA the move proved counterproductive. 

 

…as sooŶ as ǁe ǁeŶt iŶto dispute ŵode, theǇ Đlosed the offices, which incensed the crew 

because we represented the crew, we are crew, they trusted us, ǁe didŶ͛t sit aloof, ǁe 
ǁeƌeŶ͛t hierarchical. It was brilliant going to work as a rep because crew were hungry for 

information … Ǉou ǁeƌe suƌƌouŶded ďǇ people ǁaŶting to know the ins and outs. (Brian) 

 

BASSA͛s effeĐtiǀeŶess ĐoŶfouŶded the false diĐhotoŵies of collective and individual union activity 

and of servicing and organizing and suggested more nuanced and dynamic relationships between 

these dimensions. BASSA provided comprehensive individual representation and the social basis for 

collectivism. 

 

It͛s ďeĐause the Đƌeǁ see us pƌoǀidiŶg a seƌǀiĐe that BA Ŷeǀeƌ pƌoǀides. We ĐaŶ ďe a 
problem solver, we can be a shoulder to lean on. We can be counsellors. We multi-task in 

everything we do. So we are always the first point of call to solve problems, something 

managers detest. EǀeƌǇthiŶg that ŵaŶageƌs should do, ǁe aƌe doiŶg … Yes, BASSA 

organizes as well. But it services members very well and they understand what you give 

them. (Ibrahim) 

 

Union meetings could be sparsely attended in quiet times, but proposed changes to working 

conditions brought large attendances. Such was the scale of response to Operation Columbus that 

meetings were held at Sandown Park racetrack. An online forum facilitated widespread participation. 

BASSA͛s internal democracy was enhanced through amendments to its constitution following the 2007 

dispute, by which decisions to suspend industrial action required ratification by members. 

The uŶioŶ͛s oƌganizational and representational capacity secured ideological legitimacy, so that 

when it called a dispute, members responded; ͚You Ŷeed to tƌust Ǉouƌ ƌeps aŶd take that leap of faith.͛ 
A poǁeƌful illustƌatioŶ of BASSA͛s authority was its contestation of BA͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ƌegaƌdiŶg fiŶaŶĐes. 
Walsh insisted that BA͛s peƌilous situatioŶ ŶeĐessitated the ͚ŵiǆed fleet͛. Hoǁeǀeƌ, Đƌeǁ aĐĐepted 
BASSA͛s ǀeƌsioŶ that these ǁeƌe eǆaggeƌated feaƌs. ͚NoďodǇ ďelieǀed Willie Walsh ǁheŶ he said that 

we were in a fight for suƌǀiǀal,͛ a positioŶ ĐoŶfiƌŵed ǁheŶ ϮϬϭϬ͛s half-yearly accounts4 showed 

£158m profit. Every respondent understood that the significance of reduced crewing lay in the fact 

and consequences of its imposition. 

  



… ǁheŶ theǇ ƌeŵoǀed the Đƌeǁ ŵeŵďeƌ, ǁe said, ǁell, theǇ͛ǀe just thrown out the 

format of negotiation. The old way of doing business has just been by-passed. You do 

understand what that means? Most of the crew got it, it was the imposition. 

(Brendan) 

 

BA͛s aĐtioŶ eŶdaŶgeƌed joiŶt ƌegulatioŶ of ǁoƌk aŶd BASSA͛s effeĐtiǀeŶess, if Ŷot existence. 

FuŶdaŵeŶtal ĐoŶtestatioŶ ǁas oǀeƌ ͚ the ƌight to represent and the right to ŵaŶage͛. Cƌeǁ uŶdeƌstood 
that if Walsh was successful, the essence of what was more than a job, but a vocation that gave their 

lives meaning, would become unrecognizable as the legacy fleet withered on the vine. 

 

It was massive cost cutting, get rid of the expensive crew and break the union, because 

of the perceived hold that BASSA has with BA. (Genaro). 

 

Conclusions 

This article reveals souƌĐes of ĐolleĐtiǀisŵ that uŶdeƌlaǇ BA͛s ĐaďiŶ Đƌeǁ͛s action during the 2009–11 

dispute. The terrain of UK industrial relations seemed particularly infertile for the pursuit of strike 

action against a company that had resolved (since 2007) to degrade contractual arrangements, 

intensify managerial control and render the cabin Đƌeǁs͛ uŶioŶ iŶeffeĐtiǀe. Cƌeǁ ŵight appeaƌ 
unpromising collective actors, fragmented by multiple identities and transient workplaces. Further, 

the precariousness of full-service airlines in markets increasingly shaped by low-cost carriers seemed 

to ŵake BA͛s onslaught on costs and working arrangements an ineluctable necessity. Yet, worker 

activity cannot be read off from broader industrial relations trends, whether strike levels (Hale, 2012) 

or union density (Van Wanrooy et al., 2013). Such tendentious interpretation neglects an 

uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of BASSA͛s ƌole ǁhiĐh oǀeƌĐoŵes the limitations of a purely structural explanation and 

eŶgages ǁith ͚the soĐiologǇ of iŶdustƌial ĐoŶfliĐt͛ (Hyman, ϭϵϳϮ: ϭϬϲͿ. BASSA͛s eŵďeddedŶess iŶ the 
totalitǇ of Đƌeǁs͛ ǁoƌkiŶg liǀes ƌuŶs through their testimony and helps explain collectivism as rooted 

in the labour process. 

First, senior management had been unable to impose direct control, a failure attributable partly 

to the ͚ƌespoŶsiďle autoŶoŵǇ͛ ;FƌiedŵaŶ, ϭϵϳϳ) of CSDs, but also to the fact that CSDs were highly 

unionate and disproportionately represented among BASSA reps. The CSDs defended a tangible 

͚fƌoŶtieƌ of ĐoŶtƌol͛ aŶd ŵediated ͚ŵaŶageƌiallǇ pƌesĐƌiďed rules of eŶgageŵeŶt͛ ;BoltoŶ, ϮϬϬϵͿ, 
ensuring that crews as workgroups remained relatively autonomous. 

Second, analysis of the political economy of civil aviation and BA strategy reveals how the 

apparently contradictory imperatives of cost cutting and mobilizing emotional labour through service 

excellence have imposed a double burden on cabin crew. While the literature tends to separate these 

elements, abstracting emotional labour from the employment relationship (Tyler and Taylor, 2000), 

testimony affirmed an integrated experience of the labour process. While mobilizing emotional labour 

may have had purchase during PPF, two decades of demands to deliver more exacting customer 

service within straitened conditions undermined potential transmutation and fractured employee 

ideŶtifiĐatioŶ ǁith the ĐoŵpaŶǇ. IŶ the ĐoŶtest ďetǁeeŶ ͚peƌsoŶal͛ aŶd ͚soĐial͛ ŵeaŶiŶgs of work 

;Bƌook, ϮϬϭϯͿ, BASSA legitiŵated Đƌeǁ͛s seŶse of their interests as workers and as advocates of 

customer service over the company͛s discourse – transmuted feelings were transformed into 

perceptions of commodification. 



Thiƌd, iŶsightful testiŵoŶǇ illustƌated Đƌeǁ͛s informal collectivism, rooted in work solidarities. 

Work routines generated social bonding which amouŶted to ŵoƌe thaŶ ͚ĐoŵŵuŶities of ĐopiŶg͛ 
(Korczynski, 2003), as bonds between workers were imbricated by BASSA. The union transcended 

geographical dispersion and gave structure and meaning to Đƌeǁs͛ appaƌeŶtlǇ epheŵeƌal 
͚ĐolleĐtiǀities͛ thƌough advocating their interests as workers. 

Fouƌth, BASSA͛s ƌole iŶ formal collectivism, as joint regulator of working conditions, should not be 

uŶdeƌstated. BASSA͛s legitiŵaĐǇ steŵŵed fƌoŵ its aĐĐessibility and representational effectiveness, 

which secured the profound trust of its members. Further, it provided an ideological framework 

through which BA͛s aĐtioŶs Đould ďe uŶdeƌstood. When Walsh launched Operation Columbus crew 

overwhelmingly voted for strike action and became committed collective actors, because they 

grasped the implications of ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛s determination to break BASSA and to breach its defence 

of job controls. 

This article confirms the importance of a collective dimension to emotional labour but adds to 

BoltoŶ aŶd BoǇd͛s ;ϮϬϬϯͿ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of ĐolleĐtiǀisŵ ďǇ loĐatiŶg it ǁithin the context of concrete 

and conflictual employment relations that includes trade unionism. Furthermore, while supporting 

Maƌks aŶd ThoŵpsoŶ͛s ;ϮϬϭϬͿ asseƌtioŶ of worker interest, the article goes further in connecting the 

labour process to collective, union organized mobilization and in emphasizing the significance of 

ideological frames and legacies within this process. 

FiŶal oďseƌǀatioŶs ĐoŶĐeƌŶ the studǇ͛s geŶeƌalizaďility to the airline industry and more broadly. 

Should this be regarded as an atypical case? Certainly, Oxenbridge et al. (2010: 193) conclude that the 

͚stƌeŶgth of uŶioŶ organization and a willingness to deploǇ iŶdustƌial aĐtioŶ͛ aĐĐouŶt foƌ liŵits oŶ 
unilateral management action in civil aviation. However, this verdict may be questionable for the low-

cost segment. In respect of full-cost carriers, specifically, not enough is known of the scope of 

collective agreements and crew union densities. Whitelegg͛s ;ϮϬϬϯ: ϮϱϲͿ list of UK ĐoŵpaŶies aŶd 
recognition arrangements is outdated. Nor is there sufficient knowledge of the labour process, the 

nature of informal collectivism and the depth of union embeddedness in work routines in other 

airlines to make informed comparative judgement. Yet, this study suggests that collectivist 

employment relations can be defended from business strategy re-configuration around the low-cost 

model (Bamber et al., 2009). 

Mindful of the dangers of inappropriately transferring contextually contingent factors to other 

sectors, workplaces and groups of workers, it is legitimate to ask what understanding the BA-BASSA 

dispute affords us concerning the roots of mobilization more generally. The principal lesson may be 

that the successful mobilization of workers in key disputes, such as cabin crew in 2009–11, depends 

on much more than the presence of formal collective agreements, no matter how robust. Minor acts 

of contestation, in which frontiers of control are defended and workers are represented, should be 

seen as myriad micro-mobilizations (McAdam, 1988), that cumulatively constitute an important 

resource for more demonstrable collective action when management initiate major restructuring and 

trigger significant conflict. 
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