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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

AIRLINE CRASHES, POWER DISTANCE INDEXES,  

& INTERNAL CONSULTING 
 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients. Along with a number of Associates, we have presented over 1,000 

workshops around the world to over 14,000 professionals like you. Our workshop client service feedback survey 

has given us information from about 50,000 users of your expertise. We know the practical skills that will help 

you be successful as a professional. In this article, I will deal with the need to deal effectively with more senior 

managers and colleagues. 
 

Did you know that most airline crashes in the last few decades have taken place while the senior pilot, the 

Captain, not the less experienced and lower-ranked First Officer, was flying the aircraft? Did you know that most 

crashes are a series of errors culminating with poor Captain-First 

Officer communication? Did you know that most of these crashes 

occurred in airlines where the “Power Distance Index”—to what 

degree people of lesser status may challenge those of higher status— 

is greatest? Did you know Captains generally use commands, while 

First Officers predominantly use hints? Is your credibility being 

stretched how all this will be connected to internal consulting? 
 

Malcolm Gladwell, best-selling author of The Tipping Point and Blink, describes in 

Outliers how many airline crashes have been caused by power differentials and cultural 

norms. “It’s not that the pilot has to negotiate some critical maneuver and fails. The kinds 

of errors that cause plane crashes are invariably errors of teamwork and communication. 

One pilot knows something important and somehow doesn’t tell the other pilot.” Change 

the words to clients and professionals/internal consultants and you will see where this is 

going: The kinds of errors that cause many organizational disasters are often errors of 

teamwork and communication. The client or professional knows something important and 

somehow doesn’t tell the other. Farfetched? Let us explain. 

 

The Professional’s Challenge—to “Respectfully Challenge” 
 

In our 100s of internal consulting skills workshops worldwide, one recurring observation is this: professionals 

ask “Tell me what to do.” questions while, at the same time, wanting more influential roles. Our bottom line—

you can’t ask weak questions and expect influential roles. Most professionals need to “step up” the strength of 

their questions to avoid disasters, and, as a bonus, get the roles and respect they want and deserve. 
 

Let’s go back to our airline analogy. With cockpit recorders, airlines have done considerable research into 

effective cockpit communication to avoid unsafe situations. Airlines have worked hard at lowering the “Power 

Distance Index” to encourage open, straightforward communication between air safety employees of unlike 

status. Typically, First Officers need to step up the strength of their requests, while Captains need to lower their 

barriers. Below is a summary of the descriptors for pilots and consultants, starting with the weakest—typical of 

many professionals and corporate cultures. 
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Request Strength  For Pilots For Consultants 

7. Permission-seeking 

Questions 

Asking permission to do 

what needs to be done. 

Do you want me to ask 

for clearance to go 

around this weather? 

“Do you want me to ask 

for permission to make 

the change?” 

6. Self-Directives In front of the client, 

telling yourself what to do. 

“I am going to have to 

get clearance to deviate 

around these storms.” 

“I am going to have to 

get permission.” 

5. Hints Very indirect and soft 

allusions to a problem. 

“That cloud looks 

mean.” 

“That could be tough.” 

4. Preferences/ 

Suggestions 

A soft and indirect 

request. 

“It seems to be best to 

turn left.” 

“It seems to me it would 

be best to follow 

policy.” 

3. Indirect Requests Asking the client how to 

proceed. 

“Which direction should 

I turn?” 

“How would you like me 

to handle this?” 

2. Obligation 

Statements 

An indirect request. The 

use of “we” often is used 

to soften the request. 

“We need to descend 

now.” 

“We do have a policy in 

place we must follow.” 

1. Direct Requests/ 

Commands 

The most direct and 

explicit  

“Descend to 5,000 feet” “You must follow policy 

here.” 

 

What’s the Payoff for “Respectfully Challenging” 
 

The implications of poor Captain-First Officer communications can be disastrous. Although harder to quantify 

without cockpit-like voice recorders in meeting rooms and offices, we wonder how many disasters—certainly 

suboptimal activities—have occurred in organizations by the lack of a respectful challenge by lesser status 

professionals of more senior managers? Our informal data from 100s of workshops in dozens of organizations 

worldwide leads us to believe the answer is “A lot.”  
 

What are the causes? 

1. Professionals who lack the courage and skills to respectfully challenge. In a recent workshop, we 

heard the story of a rapidly rising middle manager, tired of being a frustrated professional, who decided 

that, as a last ditch effort to find a satisfying career in his multinational pharmaceutical firm, he would 

screw up his courage to ask more challenging questions at the time issues were raised. (and he was 

adamant that the questions need to be asked at the time, not later). He said it changed his attitude, career 

and impact. He encouraged professionals and team leaders in his function to do the same. 

Now there are some skills to doing this properly. These are the topic of another article. Overshooting the 

“respectful” mark may mean getting shot down. Undershooting may mean the professional is still not 

heard. 
 

2. Managers who are not used to or are threatened by challengers. In our workshops, we hear over and 

over again variants on this theme: “Managers and clients with this organization do not like to be 

challenged. They expect professionals to do what they are told without question.” In one organization, 

the professional group senior manager admitted as much. When he opened consulting skills workshops 

he asked for forbearance while he learned to accept challenging questions and furthermore, that he also 

needs to ask respectfully challenging questions when he hears issues from line managers! 
 

3. Organizations which need to encourage “speak up” cultures. Former GE CEO Jack Welch lauded a 

“speak out culture”—an organizational atmosphere where all are encouraged to speak what is on their 

minds. Jim Collins recommended much the same in Good to Great where his research showed great 

organizations “Confront the brutal facts.” The payoffs for a speak up or out culture is twofold: 

 To create an atmosphere of great performance and innovation—open communication can produce 

more and better ideas than do individuals. 

 To meet a very human communication need—to be able to express and receive information to help 

everyone feel involved and successful. 
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In summary, professionals must ask challenging questions if they want to have impact. Narrow questions lead to 

narrow roles. Broader, more challenging questions lead to broader, more influential roles. Asking these kinds of 

questions is often a skill deficiency for professionals.  In this brief article, we have discussed the What? and the 

Why? of respectfully challenging, but little of How? We will do that in a subsequent article. 
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