
Include the people

“Ladies and gentleman, please turn off your cell phones,” said the flight atten-
dant. “ I can still see some that are on.  If you don’t turn them off, then we can’t 
leave.”

Like a defiant teenager, when we’re spoken to like that, it actually makes us want 
to NOT turn off our electronics.

On a plane they want to enforce the rules.  The way those in charge do it is by 
justifying their heavy handedness as “being good for the majority.”

If I yell at people to turn off their cell phones so that the rest of the plane can 
leave on time, so the thinking goes, then the rest of the passengers will appreci-
ate it.  Sounds good in theory, but it doesn’t work.  Instead, it creates an “us and 
them” dynamic – the ones in the charge and the ones who do as they are told. 
Like prisoners and guards. 

In truth, the best way to influence people is not to push them to follow the rules, 
even if it is good for the majority, but to let the responsibility lie with the group.

Here’s an alternative to the original announcement:  “Ladies and gentlemen, look 
to the person next to you, if you see they are still using an electronic device ask 
them nicely to turn it off so we can get this flight underway.  Until they do, we 
can’t leave.”

What happened here is not just a cute way of obeying FAA regulations.  It is a 
very sophisticated piece of communication that takes advantage of how people 
decide.  Firstly, it shifts accountability to the population to look after their own 
well being.  In this case, the flight attendant becomes an effective leader instead 
of an effective enforcer.  The flight attendant leads us to take responsibility for 
leaving on time instead of taking responsibility for getting us to leave on time.

Now lets take that one step higher.  Airport security.

“Ladies and gentleman, take out your liquids and gels,” we’re told. “It’s for your 
own safety.” If it’s for my own safety then include me in the process. Here’s the 
alternative:
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“Ladies and gentlemen, as you remove your liquids and gels from your own bag, 
please watch the person to the left and to the right of you to make sure they do 
the same.  We wish we could watch over everyone, but we can’t, so we need 
your help.  If you help us, not only will we get you through here quicker, it will 
also help improve the quality of the security we aim to provide.”

Telling someone “it’s for your own good” does no good.  That is a rational 
assessment of what should be an emotional engagement.  We want people 
vested in their own security.  We want people vested in their own well being.  
People don’t want to be managed, they want to be involved.

This is the difference between leading and enforcing.  In both scenarios, obeying 
the rules will be good for the group.  But only when someone in authority leads 
will they find the people on their side.  And when the health of the group is at 
stake, you always want the people on your side.  This is true on an airplane, at 
the airport and in an organization.
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