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A passenger collapses at 35,000 feet.

Within moments, cabin crew assess the
passenger's condition while the flight crew
gather information to understand the situation.
Information begins flowing between the cabin,
flight deck, air traffic control, ground-based
medical professionals and the airline's operations
centre. As the situation develops, the flight crew
must decide whether to divert the aircraft for
immediate medical attention or continue the
flight safely to its destination.

To passengers, the incident may seem to
begin with the medical emergency and end
when the aircraft lands safely. Yet the visible
response is only part of a much larger story.
The crew's ability to respond effectively was
developed long before departure — through
training, procedures, equipment and
operational support arrangements. After the
flight, the incident may be reviewed to
identify lessons and opportunities for
improvement. Behind every in-flight response
lies a broader safety system that helps people

make informed decisions when circumstances
are uncertain and time is limited.

Preparing for the Unexpected

While in-flight incidents are often unpredictable,
the capabilities needed to respond effectively
are established long before take-off.

When an incident occurs, crew members do not
start from a blank slate. They draw on established
training, experience, procedures and available
resources to support a systematic and
coordinated response. These arrangements
provide a framework for managing situations that
may be dynamic, complex and time-critical.

Through approved training programmes, cabin
crew develop the competencies required to
recognise and manage in-flight situations
requiring an immediate response. This
preparation enables them to assist the
passenger while providing information that
supports the wider response. Flight crew, in
turn, are trained to gather and assess
information from multiple sources. When
necessary, they may seek advice from the
ground. This advice informs the flight crew's
overall assessment of the most appropriate
course of action.

While the opening example focuses on a medical
emergency, similar principles and decision-making
processes apply when crews respond to
situations such as technical malfunctions,
disruptive passengers, security-related events or
deteriorating weather conditions. In each case,
crews must assess evolving information,
consider available options and determine the
most appropriate course of action.

The challenge is that the appropriate response
cannot always be predetermined. A medical
emergency on a short regional flight presents
very different considerations from a long-haul
flight midway across an ocean, where a suitable
diversion airport may be hours away. Factors
such as weather, fuel status, airport capabilities
and the passenger's condition may also
influence the available choices. Procedures and
operational support provide a structure for
decision-making, but they cannot prescribe a
solution for every situation. Instead, they help
crews evaluate available information, consider
potential courses of action and adapt their
response as circumstances evolve.

Effective responses do not emerge by chance.
Before commencing commercial air transport
operations, operators must demonstrate that
they have the people, systems and support
arrangements needed to conduct their
operations safely. The objective is not simply to
achieve regulatory compliance, but to establish
a system capable of supporting safe and
effective decision-making in both routine and
unexpected situations.
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Maintaining the System Behind the Response

The arrangements that support an effective
response cannot remain static. Building safety
capability is not a one-time effort. The
preparations that enable effective responses
must remain fit for purpose as operations evolve.

As operators introduce new aircraft, expand
their routes, adopt new technologies or revise
operating procedures, the context in which
decisions are made can change. Safeguards that
were effective under one set of circumstances
may need to be reviewed and adapted for
another. Maintaining safety therefore requires
continual attention to whether the overall
system remains capable of supporting safe
operations across different environments and
operating conditions.

Operators use their safety management
systems (SMS) to identify hazards, assess
associated risks and evaluate whether existing
controls remain effective. Through these
processes, they can identify safequards that
may need strengthening to address emerging
challenges. This reflects a broader principle of
safety management: maintaining safety requires
continual monitoring, learning and adaptation
as operations and risks evolve.



Regulatory oversight contributes to this effort
by providing assurance that the underlying
capabilities supporting safe operations remain
effective as circumstances change. Through
certification activities, inspections, audits,
operational observations and reviews of safety
occurrences, CAAS assesses whether operators
continue to maintain the competencies,
resources and arrangements needed to support
safe operations. Operators and regulators
therefore play complementary roles in
maintaining a safety system that remains
effective and resilient over time.

Making Decisions Under Uncertainty

The value of preparation becomes most visible
when an incident occurs. At 35,000 feet,
information can often be incomplete,
fragmented and continually evolving. Cabin
crew, flight crew, medical professionals, air
traffic controllers and ground support personnel
may each hold different pieces of information,
with no single party having the complete picture.

Like pieces of a jigsaw scattered across different
locations, these fragments of information must

be assembled in real time as the situation
changes. A passenger's condition may improve
or deteriorate, weather conditions may change,
or new operational constraints may shift. The
challenge is not simply to gather information but
to make sense of it quickly enough to support
timely decision-making, while remaining ready
to adjust as the situation develops.

Established roles, communication channels and
procedures help ensure that information
reaches the right people and that the relevant
parties can work together effectively. They
provide a structure for coordinating the
response but cannot prescribe the right answer
for every situation. Professional judgement
therefore remains essential. The role of the
system is not to remove uncertainty, but to
help people navigate it by providing the
information, expertise and support needed to
make informed decisions.

Learning from Real-World Operations
A safe landing may conclude the immediate

emergency, but the opportunity to learn
continues. Understanding an occurrence

requires looking beyond the outcome itself to
examine how effectively the safety system
performed under real-world conditions. This
includes examining how decisions were made,
how different parts of the system worked
together and whether the safeguards in place
functioned as intended.

Through its SMS, an operator reviews
occurrences to identify lessons and
opportunities for improvement. These reviews
may reveal ways to strengthen existing
safeguards, operational practices and risk
controls. CAAS may also assess whether an
occurrence reveals broader safety issues or
vulnerabilities that extend beyond a single flight
or operator. Such insights can inform oversight
priorities and contribute to improvements
across the wider aviation system.

Importantly, reviewing an occurrence is not solely
about identifying shortcomings. It can also
confirm which safeguards performed as intended
and which aspects of the system contributed
positively to the outcome. Understanding why
things went right can be just as valuable as
understanding why things went wrong.

Strengthening the System Over Time

The actions of flight and cabin crew are often
the most visible part of managing an in-flight
incident. Their competence, professionalism and
judgement are critical, particularly when
circumstances are uncertain and decisions must
be made under time pressure.

Yet even the most capable individuals do not
operate alone. Resilience stems not from any
single individual, but from the combined
contributions of the many people, processes and
support systems working behind the scenes.

Together, preparation, response, learning and
improvement form a continuous cycle.
Experiences from real-world operations help
strengthen the system over time, while improved
capabilities and safeguards prepare the industry
for future challenges.

Passengers see the response in the moment, but
the foundations of that response are built over
time. Although uncertainty cannot be eliminated
entirely, the aviation safety system equips those
managing an incident with the information,
support and resources needed to respond
effectively. An effective response at 35,000 feet
therefore depends not only on the actions taken
in the moment, but also on the strength of the
system supporting them.
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