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(Dallas airport footage: passengers loading, flight attendants and gate agents taking tickets)
Gate Announcement: Welcome ladies and gentlemen to American Airlines flight 947… 
FITZPATRICK: It takes nearly 14-thousand flight attendants to keep American Airlines flying every day. It’s a tough job, but if you keep at it the benefits are very good. Sue Gustafson has been at it for 23 years. With that much seniority, she flies to Tokyo three times a month and earns 40-thousand dollars a year. 

Gustafson speaks to gate agent: Good morning, I want to know what the load is today…

FITZPATRICK: But like many aging flight attendants, Sue Gustafson has trouble with American Airlines’ weight restrictions.

Gustafson speaking with fellow flight attendants:  I’ve got five pounds to go. I’m still five pounds over. Can you believe it?
Gustafson interview: You know, I fly with a lot of women that are in their late 40s, 50s and early 60s. I’m on a very senior run. And most of them are very attractive. They’re just a little thicker.

(footage of flight attendants loading into plane)

FITZPATRICK: All airlines have weight guidelines for their flight attendants. American’s policy is among the toughest in the business. Some older flight attendants take drastic steps to lose weight. 
Gustafson interview: I’ve had liposuction on my stomach. You get these crazy ideas: If my tummy doesn’t stick out, maybe they won’t notice me, and they won’t ever weigh me again. It’s foolish.

Colleen Brenner interview: This is a tool, because it’s there, that the company uses to get rid of or help control the more senior flight attendants who earn a greater salary than the junior flight attendants. Most of our senior flight attendants, senior women flight attendants, fly international routes and that salary is higher than domestic. 

FITZPATRICK: Colleen Brenner is vice president of the Association of Professional Flight Attendants.

Brenner interview: When you go the grocery store you don’t survey all the people in the store and say: “Ha, there are people in here that appear to be overweight., I’m not going to shop here!” You can’t tell me that the American traveler looks at flight attendants and says: “I’m not going to fly this airline because these flight attendants are just a little bit too hefty for me.” I don’t think they care. 
(footage of planes in airport and flight attendants in terminal)

FITZPATRICK: The union has filed a class action lawsuit to change American’s weight policy. The union claims the policy discriminates against older employees because there’s no age-adjustment factor in the tables. The union also claims the policy discriminates against women.
Brenner interview: The male flight attendants are given a large frame on which their weight is based on, and the female flight attendants are given a small to medium frame upon which their weight is based on.

Gustafson interview: Our weight maximums are what I would call weight minimums. I mean they are extremely low. I’m 5 foot 9, and my weight maximum is 145 pounds. That’s very low. My own physician is appalled. He says you’re going at least ten pounds below your body set, 155 to 160 is perfect for you.

(on-screen graphic)

FITZPATRICK: If Gustafson were working for Pan Am, she would weight 175 pounds. At United: 162 pounds. At Delta: 152. Continental, Eastern and American use the same weight table: 145 pounds. Southwest is tougher: 141 pounds.  The American Medical Association says a large-framed woman 5-feet-9 inches tall should weigh between 149 and 170 pounds.

Lowell Duncan interview: FitzPatrick question: Why have a weight policy at all? Duncan: Why not? Why shouldn’t our people look nice? Why shouldn’t they have a decent appearance?   
FITZPATRICK: Lowell Duncan is the spokesman for American Airlines.

Duncan interview: We want an image of a very competent, a very professional, and a very people-caring person. FitzPatrick question: They need to be thin to do that? Duncan: They have to look nice. They’ve got to have a decent appearance to deliver the kind of quality product that we want.
(music and historical still photos)

FITZPATRICK: Image has always been an important part of the flight attendant’s job. Hostesses began to fly in the 1930s. The original concept was to hire nurses to care for airsick riders and calm nervous passengers. The army needed nurses during World War Two, so the airlines gave up the nursing requirement, and the image of the airline glamour girl was born. With time, every major airline opened its own training center. Sue Gustafson enrolled in American’s “stewardess college” in 1966. The students called it the ‘charm farm.”

Gustafson interview: I suppose it was like a sorority house with a very stern house mother. It was very difficult, surprisingly difficult. There was a lot to learn about emergencies and everything that relates to that. And there were silly things like eyebrow class. I’m telling you, this is the absolute truth. There was a lot on grooming.
Brenner interview: I was also a pound overweight when I graduated from the stewardess school. FitzPatrick question: And they let you go through? Brenner: Well they didn’t know. And I didn’t know. I didn’t know until I got to my base and got weighed and my supervisor scratched her head and said: “oh my God, what do I do now?” And I said: “what do you do about what?” She said: “you’re a pound over.” And I thought my God do they take you out and shoot you?  I mean, what happens here?
Duncan interview: When these flight attendants, when the people come to work for us, these procedures and policies are all outlined to them. They sign a piece of paper that says I understand these are the rules and these are the policies by which we’ll follow. They have already agreed when they come to work to abide by those policies. 
(Southwest Airlines historical television commercial)

Stewardess speaking to camera: Remember what is was like before Southwest Airlines? You didn’t have hostesses in hot pants. Remember?

FITZPATRICK: During the era of government regulation, when fares and routes were similar, airlines tried anything to be different. Many airlines advertised the sex appeal of their stewardesses.

(Braniff Airlines historical television commercial: flight attendant disrobes in “the air strip.”)
(American Airlines historical television commercial)

FITZPATRICK: Through all this, American Airlines kept a more conservative image. But many flight attendants felt exploited anyway

Gustafson interview: It wasn’t that it affected only the airline that advertised in that vein. It affected all of us. And it was assumed that it was perfectly all right to talk to us like that, and to grab at us. They used to grab at our legs and our skirts. It was terrible.
(footage of flight attendants and airplanes at airport)

FITZPATRICK: One by one, lawsuits forced the airlines to drop their traditional stewardess restrictions. They could get married. They could get pregnant. They could work past age 32. American relaxed its weight policy in 1977 when several flight attendants went to court on their own. Now the union wants bigger concessions from the company.

Brenner interview: What difference does it make what you weigh? The important thing is we’re on the airplane primarily for safety.

Gustafson interview: It’s a two prong issue. It’s a money issue and it’s a power issue. This is the last indiscriminate way that they can get rid of us that absolutely nothing to do with our job performance. 

Brenner interview: We have always felt that it should be part of the bargaining process between the airlines and the union. But the company will not entertain negotiations on it because they felt it is their right.

Duncan interview: We had numerous discussions with the flight attendants. We’ve offered them four different alternatives to the policy which we have now. But they have not been willing to make any kind of agreement, and basically they say they don’t want any kind of a weight policy.
(footage of airplanes landing

FITZPATRICK: American asks flight attendants to weigh-in only of a supervisor suspects there’s a problem. It they are overweight and they don’t lose a pound and a half per week, they’re suspended or fired.

Brenner interview: All the people at the airport wear a uniform, all of them, from ground services to passenger services, they all do. Yet they are not subjected to this policy. 

Gustafson interview: If we’re going to have weight check, then everyone should be weighed. I don’t care if they’re thin as a toothpick. Everyone should be weighed.

(terminal footage of passengers)

FITZPATRICK: Passengers we spoke with had mixed reaction to the policy.

Woman: If it doesn’t hinder their performance, if they can still perform the job, who cares what the weight is?
Man: It’s a very limited area. It’s very narrow, the aisles and things. I think you should have thin flight attendants. 

Man: I’m sure it would be healthier for them if they could exercise the discipline, the self control.
Woman: You’re making everybody stick to the one standard and people aren’t the same way.
(Gustafson smoking in airport restaurant)

FITZPATRICK: Sue Gustafson recently started smoking again to try to lose the weight she gained when she quit.

Gustafson interview: I am devastated that I am smoking again. I didn’t realize how much it meant to me to quit, and that year of freedom, until I started again. But it came down to what am I more afraid of: dying of emphysema or poverty? Well, poverty won out. 

Duncan interview: There’s no medical reason for anyone to get fat when they get older. FitzPatrick question: So it’s okay to have a standard that somebody should weigh the same when they hired, essentially their whole career?  Duncan: I don’t think we way that someone has to weigh the same. They have to weigh within certain parameters. And those parameters are certainly very fair and they’re not discriminatory.

(Gustafson walking in terminal)

FITZPATRICK: If the standards don’t change, Sue Gustafson will probably have a difficult career. She’s been on weight check half a dozen times. She has 21 years to go before retirement. ##

