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Although unflinchingly professional, the flight attendant adopted the slightly world-weary 

attitude of someone who has seen and heard the full range of human unreasonableness in 

their time, and who feels that their job does not carry the appropriate reward in either status 

or payment to demonstrate an acceptable appreciation of what they suffer. It did not occur 

to him to put himself in the shoes of the disgruntled passenger.

I happened to be one of the last off the plane and exchanged a few words with the flight 

attendant. Remembering my look of sympathy, he asked me what I thought of the sort 

of thing they had to put up with. During our short conversation my earlier hunch was 

confirmed – when dealing with a stressful situation he relied on his determination to stay 

professional, rather than adopting any strategy to manage his stress. Instead of de-hyping 

the situation for himself and easing the strain he was feeling, he took up the burden as a way 

of demonstrating to himself how efficient he was at enduring one of the downsides of his 

job. The tension he was holding looked like it was heading towards a stiff drink and a good 

moan – not so bad in small doses but not a good long-term strategy for stress reduction.

Let’s take a closer look at this story and compare it to Tom’s experience earlier on.

Tom’s story Your view

Can you relate this to any experience of 
your own?

•	 Tom was able to reduce his feelings of 
stress simply by seeing the situation from 
another person’s point of view.

•	 The flight attendant’s approach depended 
on his defending his position as a 
representative of the airline, and by so 
doing overcoming the objections of the 
passenger.

•	 It all relied on effort of will, rather than 
empathy.
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•	 Although he was not rude in any way, he 
made the passenger feel not heard and 
not understood by sticking so faithfully 
to the party line – which is probably why 
the passenger became more and more 
agitated.

•	 By trying to see the situation from the 
passenger’s point of view, the flight 
attendant could have injected a little 
humour, and a little warmth, which would 
have given the passenger the sense of 
being a person being communicated to by 
another person.

•	 It would also have helped the flight 
attendant to relax and be less defensive, 
which would have meant he felt much less 
depleted by the whole exchange.

Tonglen Practice
In Chapter 8 we looked at an exercise for reducing stress and anxiety in which we used the 
in-breath and out-breath as ways of working to absorb our stress and exchanging it with 
wellbeing and healing. We can use the same principle of exchange using the breath to do an 
exercise called Tonglen,2 which literally means ‘giving and receiving’ and helps us to take 
another step in putting ourselves in another person’s shoes.

Exercise: Tonglen

Sit quietly for a few moments and watch your breath.

Remember that just as you want happiness, everyone wants happiness, and that just as you wish 

to be free from suffering, so does everyone else.

Give yourself some time to really feel the truth of this.
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