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START HERE

The short answer

Airplane mode turns off your phone's radios. Cellular is the one that matters in the air, so

keep it off. If the airline allows it, you can turn Wi-Fi and Bluetooth back on.

The plane's Wi-Fi works, but it feels slow. Everyone on board shares one link to the ground.

Often that link goes through a satellite far out in space.

This guide answers three questions. What does airplane mode turn off? Why is plane Wi-Fi

slow? And how do you get online in your seat?

A word on the words

Cellular is your phone's link to your carrier's towers, for calls, texts and mobile data.

Airplane mode is the switch that turns your radios off. Some phones call it Flight

mode.
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AIRPLANE MODE

What airplane mode turns off

One switch turns off cellular, and usually Wi-Fi and Bluetooth too.

Airplane mode
switched on

Airplane mode Then, in the air

Cellular

Calls, texts, data
Off Keep it off

Wi-Fi

The plane's Wi-Fi
Off May turn back on

Bluetooth

Earbuds, watch
Off May turn back on

Figure 1. One switch, three radios. Keep cellular off in the air. Turn Wi-Fi and Bluetooth back on only if

the airline allows it.
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AIRPLANE MODE

Check the top of your screen

Here's the surprise. Your phone remembers what you did last time. If you turned Wi-Fi on

during your last flight, it may stay on next time.

Last flight

You turned Wi-Fi back on

Next flight

Airplane mode on

Wi-Fi may stay on

Figure 2. Your phone remembers your last flight. Left, last time: you turned Wi-Fi back on. Right, this

time: airplane mode leaves it on.

So take a quick look at the top of your screen. The Wi-Fi or Bluetooth symbol means that

radio is on. You should see no signal bars and no carrier name.

Good to fly

No bars, no carrier

Cellular still on

Carrier 5G

Turn on airplane mode

Figure 3. What to look for. Signal bars, or 5G or LTE next to the carrier name, mean cellular is still on.
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WHY THE RULE EXISTS

Why the rule exists

Most people think phones upset the plane's instruments. In the US, the main rule is about

the cell towers on the ground.

On the ground Up in the air

Buildings and hills

get in the way

Reaches a few towers Reaches many towers

Figure 4. A phone in the air sees too many towers. On the ground, hills and buildings limit how many

towers your phone reaches. Up high, nothing is in the way. Not to scale.

A phone up high can reach many cell towers at once. That would jam up the network for

people on the ground. So US rules ban using cellular in the air.

Wi-Fi and Bluetooth are a different story. Each airline decides which gadgets are fine to

use. That's why the rules can change from one airline to the next.

When the crew gives an instruction, follow it.
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THE PLANE'S WI-FI

How the internet reaches a plane

Inside the cabin, the Wi-Fi is ordinary Wi-Fi. The hard part is the next step, from the plane

down to the ground.

Towers
on the ground

Over land only

Low, close
satellite

Oceans too

Short delay

About 480 km

(300 miles) up

Far-away
satellite

Oceans too

Longest delay

About 36,000 km

(22,000 miles) up

Figure 5. Three ways down to the ground. Towers work over land. Satellites also work over oceans. The

far-away satellite adds the most delay. Not to scale.

Over land, some planes talk to special towers that point up at the sky.

Over oceans, planes use satellites. Some satellites fly low and close. Others sit very far

away, about 36,000 km (22,000 miles) up.
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THE PLANE'S WI-FI

The far ones are the slow ones. Your message has to travel all the way up and back down,

and so does the reply.

Far-away satellite
About 36,000 km

(22,000 miles) up

Your plane

Ground station The internet

1

2

3

4

Your message: 1 and 2

The reply: 3 and 4

Four long trips before the reply arrives

Figure 6. The long way round. Your message and its reply each go up to the satellite and back down.

Follow the numbers 1 to 4. Not to scale.

A far-away satellite adds a delay you can't fix from your seat. On one of Keith's flights

across the Atlantic, every test message took more than half a second to come back.
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THE PLANE'S WI-FI

Why it feels slow

Every phone, laptop and tablet on board shares one link to the ground. At home a few

people share your internet. On a plane, it's everyone.

At home On a plane

A few people share

Each gets a wide lane

Each gets
a thin slice

Everyone shares the link

Figure 7. Everyone on board shares the link. The same link, cut into a few wide lanes at home and many

thin slices on a plane. Not to scale.
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THE PLANE'S WI-FI

What works, and what doesn't

What you do How much it needs In the air

Message apps Work well

Email Work well

Web pages
Slower

than home

Video calls
Struggle, often

not allowed

Big downloads
Fight for

the pipe

Your slice of the link

Figure 8. Small jobs fit in your slice. Big ones don't. Each bar is how much of the link a job needs; the

dashed line is your share. Not to scale.
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GETTING ONLINE

Getting online in your seat

Plane Wi-Fi usually has no password. You join it, and a sign-in page pops up. It asks you to

pay, log in or accept the terms.

Wi-Fi

Airline

Other

Test page?

Pay

Log in

Accept

1

You join the

plane's Wi-Fi

Usually no password

2

Your phone asks

for a test page

To check it's online

3

The plane sends

its sign-in page

Instead of the test page

Figure 9. How the sign-in page appears. Your phone checks whether it's online. The plane's network

answers with its sign-in page instead.

Some airlines give free Wi-Fi to members of their frequent-flyer club. Free still means

signing in, so wait for the page and log in.
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GETTING ONLINE

When the sign-in page won't appear

Open your web browser and go to any web page. The sign-in page usually shows up. If the

airline gives a web address, type that instead.

Do: open a browser iPhone: don't cancel

any page

Sign in

Go to any

web page

The sign-in page

usually shows up

Cancel

Sign in

Cancel disconnects you

Then you join again

Figure 10. Open a browser; don't tap Cancel. Left: going to any web page brings up the sign-in page.

Right: on an iPhone, Cancel disconnects you.

On an iPhone, don't tap Cancel on the sign-in screen. That disconnects you, and you have

to join again.
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STRAIGHT FACTS

Four things people get wrong

MYTH Airplane mode always turns off Wi-Fi and Bluetooth.

FACT It always turns off cellular. If you turned Wi-Fi or Bluetooth on last time, your

phone may leave them on.

MYTH Airplane mode is only about the plane's instruments.

FACT In the US, the main rule protects cell towers on the ground. Each airline decides

about gadgets.

MYTH Plane Wi-Fi comes from towers on the ground.

FACT Some does, over land. Over oceans it comes from a satellite.

MYTH Free Wi-Fi means no sign-in.

FACT Free usually means a free membership and a login. If the page doesn't pop up,

open your browser.
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STRAIGHT FACTS

Tips for your next flight

On the ground: fast In the air: shared

Download shows, maps

Pair your earbuds

Finish updates at home

Check: cellular off

Message, don't call

Do the heavy lifting here

Figure 11. Do the heavy lifting on the ground. Left, on a fast connection before you board. Right, on the

shared link in the air.

Download before you board. Movies, shows, music and maps. Don't count on

streaming in the air.

1

Pair your earbuds on the ground. It's easier before the doors close.2

Finish big updates at home. Let backups and app updates run while you're on a fast

connection.

3

Check the top of your screen. After airplane mode, make sure cellular is off.4

Message instead of calling. Apps like iMessage and WhatsApp get through. Plain

texts need Wi-Fi Calling. Calls often aren't allowed.

5
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