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When it comes to dressing
standards, how do we set a bar?

Dress codes you say? Dress
codes shouldn’t focus on inadvert-
ently catching scantly clad or
double entendre draped passen-
gers. What really matters is health,
safety and etiquette. Passengers in
full covered burqa’s also some-
times pose security concerns
while a passenger with full body
tattoos and piercing’s often scare
children.

But how do we draw the line
to what is allowed and not? Are
we to discriminate on culture,
taste and style too? What next? A
standard uniform for travel?

What many passengers don’t
understand is that the airlines have
the right to remove a passenger
from a flight if it feels that person
is offensive to other passengers.
But because carriers are more in-
terested in filling their seats than
the comfort of other passengers,
it rarely happens. Occasionally
though, an agent or a flight atten-
dant gets his or her fill of the seedy

side of life and takes a stand.
The bottom line is, should an

airline have regulations on dress-
ing, it should be specified clearly
and passengers must be warned
preferably at check-in and not
when they arrive at the plane. Sure
it’s nice to dress up in smart ca-
sual business wear when you fly,
but has all this hoo-ha about what
is deemed appropriate, gone too
far?

Adhere to the dress code
There will be a wide and varying
opinion on what is considered “ap-
propriate” in public fashion. Some
would consider ripped jeans to be
fine, whereas another would ban
anything less than a ‘smart casual’
attire from a flight.

Unfortunately, as time goes by,
the era of “appropriate” dressing
is current in the times we live in.
For example, the budding youths
of today deem what they see on
MTV, as the latest trends of hip
fashion no matter how inappropri-
ate the outfits may seem to some.

Fashion police of the skies
Airlines that have dressed its stewardesses in hot pants and micro mini skirts back in
the 1970s now rely on employees to decide whether a passenger’s attire may offend
other customers. Recently, women have been asked to cover up or change their
outfits because airline personnel thought they were scantily clad, while a man was
hassled for a double entendre on his t-shirt. Has the flying public gone too far, or has
the airlines?

By Rosemarie John

Called the MTV generation, does
this mean dressing up like your
favourite performer is going to get
you kicked off an airplane? Some
consumers are outraged that the
airline would find the outfits of-
fensive, while others praise them
for upholding standards of de-
cency.

Although most carriers say
they don’t have a specific dress
code, they all have a ‘contract of
carriage’, which specifies that pas-
sengers can be ordered off planes

or denied boarding for behaviour
that includes wearing clothing
deemed offensive, smelling bad,
being barefoot or refusing to obey
flight attendants.

Most contracts prohibit
behaviour that could be inter-
preted as being offensive, and it’s
up to employees to decide what
applies. However, most passengers
do not know this.

For example, the United Air-
lines website, states a dress code
policy for their employees who
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travel on reduced fare. But there
are no dress code policies for non-
employee passengers who board
a United flight.

Airlines need to more clearly
communicate the situations where
it is appropriate to approach cus-
tomers about their clothing. Their
own policy says it’s only in situa-
tions of indecent exposure, ex-
treme vulgarity and clothes with
threatening language.

However, if a 300lb man were
sitting next to me on a plane in
nothing more than a Speedo I
would expect a representative of
the airlines to address the situa-
tion. Is it illegal? No. Inappropriate?
Yes.

If a passenger boarded the
plane wearing a shirt with a swas-
tika logo, I would be offended even
though that original symbol is
thousands of years old; its
Nazi implications
are overt. It is
implied that
we as indi-

viduals use good judgment when
interacting with each other. And
when someone doesn’t show good
judgment, as is very possible in this
situation, we ask a representative
of the business to use their good
judgment on our behalf.

Most people don’t have much
of a problem with airlines enforc-
ing a dress code. Restaurants do
it. The problem is that some air-
lines themselves are not really
clear about what its standards are
and worst of all, don’t display their
codes clearly to passengers. Hence,
when random picks are made and
passengers asked to change or
leave the plane, there is bound to
be retaliation.

Resistance to comply
Why do passengers retaliate with
anger and frustration when they

are asked to turn their
double entendre t-

shirts inside
out or be
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asked that their turban be re-
moved during security checks for
example? Its simple, it’s called re-
sistance to comply.

Resistance emerges when
there is a threat to something an
individual values. The threat may
be real or it may be just a percep-
tion. It may arise from a genuine
understanding of the change or
from misunderstanding, or even
almost total ignorance about it.

More often than not, requests
for passengers to change, cover up
or remove clothing arises not just
from the “inappropriate” factor
but the possibility that it might
cause discomfort for other pas-
sengers around them. Put yourself
in the passenger’s shoes – how
would you react?

The status quo right now, is
that airlines and airports don’t
make their dress codes (assuming
they have any in the first place)
clearly known to the passengers.
That being the case, sometimes
passengers are being requested to
leave the plane or change making
it very inconvenient for the pas-
sengers as their baggage has al-
ready been checked in.

Avoiding this is easy only if the
check-in agents would inform
them in advance considering that
airlines don’t have a clearly stated
dress code. Why don’t they?

We are a social species.  We
become and like to remain con-
nected to that which is familiar,
even at times to our own

detriment. The MTV generation
for example has portrayed a new
sense of style and fashion that is
seen at every look and cranny.
How do we pick and choose what
is acceptable and what is not?

But then again, there is the
option of dressing in style in line
with the latest trends without
looking to skanky or shabby. Like
Yves Saint Laurent said, “Fashions
fade, but style is eternal”. So where
do we draw the line on what’s style
vis-à-vis appropriate dressing?

Not all resistance is about
emotion. To win people’s commit-
ment to comply, airlines must en-
gage passengers on both a ratio-
nal level and an emotional level. 

At the very least, airlines and
airports should craft their dress
code message with a fair under-
standing of what is deemed appro-
priate most probably after taking
a good census and also to apply
the dress code rule at all times,
instead out of the blue situations
like that of what happen to Kyla
Ebbert on Southwest Airlines.

She wore the same outfit on
her return flight and instead of
being asked to change, she was
complimented on her attire by a
flight attendant. A little good diplo-
macy at the outset can stave off a
lot of resistance and confronta-
tions with irate passengers.

Airlines and airports need to
make the rules clear to employ-
ees and customers. If they don’t
have a dress code, there’s clearly

an employee communications is-
sue there. They shouldn’t have
people arbitrarily saying, “You can’t
wear that!”

No fly zone
Southwest isn’t the only airline
struggling to draw the line on
what’s acceptable behaviour inside
an aluminium tube packed with
people at 30,000 feet. Many pas-
sengers have complained about
sitting beside travellers watching
R-rated and pornographic movies
on portable DVD players, those of
the mile high club and those who
consume too much alcohol.

American Airlines employees
removed a passenger off a plane a
few years ago for refusing to take
off a shirt depicting two nude
people having sex. Southwest
kicked a woman off a flight in Los
Angeles in 2005 over a political
message on her shirt. It carried
pictures of President Bush, Vice
President Dick Cheney and Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice
and a phrase similar to the title of
the film ‘Meet the Fockers’. But are
there repercussions to this?

Like for example, passengers
being blacklisted and banned from
boarding the airline in the future?
Are misbehaving and unruly pas-
sengers arrested once they disem-
bark? There is no fine line to what
the rules are… so how can there
ever be a clearly stated action
should one break the rule?

It’s also left to the employees
discretion should they report such
unwarranted outbursts that take
place during a flight. Recently, a
trained officer at an airport pulled
a conducted energy weapon, com-
monly known as a Taser from his
holster and deployed it on a man
who was acting erratically. Here
comes the pondering question -
do unruly passengers get zapped
with a Taser should they not com-
ply?

Security poser
Speaking of diplomacy, recently, air
passengers will no longer have to
remove bulky headwear such as
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Would Bollywood star
Shilpa Shetty be asked

to leave the plane?

Culture fused into today’s fashion
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turbans at screening checkpoints
if doing so makes them uncomfort-
able. A revised US federal guide-
line, gives airport screeners the
option to pat down headwear at
the metal detector if a passenger
does not want to remove it for
personal reasons.

With due consideration to the
Sikh religion whose turban is con-
sidered private and removing a
turban would be like removing a
woman’s blouse, the Transporta-
tion Security Administration (TSA)
took these concerns and con-
structively applied them by these
means - now passengers wearing
bulky clothing including bulky
headwear can be subjected to a
mix of screening, such as pat-
downs, X-ray devices and portal
machines that check for explosives.

Only if an item still cannot be
ruled out as a potential threat, the
screener still has the option to
request the passenger to remove
it in a private screening area.

If some security administra-
tions can have common sense, why
not all? Turbans are not just a tra-
ditional attire, it has now become
a fashion statement in many inter-
national catwalks including the Air
New Zealand Fashion Week held
recently.

Sikh’s sometimes carry a cer-
emonial sword or kirpan and is
detected through a screening
checkpoint and is respectfully told
by the security personnel that FAA
requirements forbid all persons

from carrying any knife or other
sharp object into an aircraft and
will request for it to be placed in
their checked baggage.

The sheathed ceremonial
sword is worn by Sikhs as a man-
datory article of faith, which
is usually two to four
inches in length.
Most Sikhs are
now aware of the
FAA require-
ment that disal-
lows all knives
and sharp ar-
ticles aboard air-
craft, except in
checked bags.

While the issue of
dress codes is about one’s
comfortability, it’s viewed as a se-
curity issue in many cases. Ever
since 9/11, a passenger’s appear-
ance and dressing plays a huge role
in selection by airport personnel
for thorough security checks.

Large numbers of people pass
through airports every day. Such a
large gathering of people presents
a natural target for terrorism and
other forms of crime due to the
number of people located in a
small area.

Occasionally, a woman is se-
lected for an inspection solely be-
cause her hair is covered or she is
wearing a veil; or a man is selected
for inspection solely because he
has a long beard or is wearing a
hair covering.

A veiled woman can show
photo identification to prove her
identity, but the screening person-
nel cannot conclude that the
woman is the same person be-
cause the veil covers most of her
face. She is then normally asked to
remove the veil and given the op-
tion of public or private inspection,
but is obviously offended as it is
construed that the removal of the
veil violates her religious tenets.

Nonetheless, verification of a
person’s identification is a security
requirement for all other passen-
gers under the same circum-
stances. Whenever possible, the
veiled woman’s face should be

checked
by female
secu r i t y

personnel
in private or

only in the
presence of other

women so as not to violate her
religious tenets.

Recently, police surrounded an
engineering student who went to
the airport to receive her friend
as she was wearing a black
sweatshirt designed with bomb
like symbols that had a circuit
board with wires, green LED lights
and a 9-volt battery attached to it.
Had she not cooperated, deadly
force may have been used on her,
as the bomb sweater was taken as
a realistic threat.

This basically boils down to
how a person chooses to dress.
Be it provocatively, shabbily, cre-
atively or culturally, there has to
be some form of accepted guide-
lines to avoid such situations in the
future. Passengers need to be
aware.

Fasten your seat belts
There is no guarantee for a con-
stant, stable and just environment
on board flights or in the airport
when nothing is ever the same,
considering that “appropriateness”
varies from airline to airline, air-
port to airport and flight attendant
to flight attendant. Not to men-
tion, overworked flight crews
rarely notice when passengers
board with oversized carry-on
bags. Would there really be time
to take a tape measure to all those
skimpy skirts and plunging neck-
lines?

In order to overcome irate
passengers and uncomfortable
situations, both the airlines and
airports should be up front and
direct to what is acceptable and
what is not. Thus, passengers will
understand their limits and will
have no room to fuss should they
not abide by those rules.

This also gives the passenger
a choice to opt to fly with a differ-
ent airline that might accommo-
date their fashion sense and what
ever not that follows suit.

On the flip side of things, why
is it so hard to dress dapperly while
looking decent, feeling comfortable
and most probably having the high
chance of getting upgraded to first
class when an airline makes a boo
boo by overbooking the flight?

We have heard many stories
of non high mileage flyers being
handed by the gate agent, a first-
class or business-class boarding
pass even though he/she had
bought an economy ticket with the
simple reason of, “Well, you’re very
nicely dressed and the station
manager put you in first class,
simple as that”.

It could be they just want to
make sure that their business-
class-fare-paying passengers aren’t
forced to endure a Greyhound
depot experience for twelve hours.
Would you argue then about dress
codes?

It is often said that prevention
is better than cure. Therefore,
dress well, dress right. Behave well,
behave right. First impressions
count as to how the airline or air-
port treats you. You never get a
second chance to make a first im-
pression.

Would he be
violating the
dress code?

Would he be asked
to disembark?


