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ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper, a preliminary study of Flight Attendant identity construction and attitudes 

toward inter-crew communication, I examine factors which may affect talk between the 

cabin crew, also known as flight attendants, and flight crew, also known as pilots 

onboard a commercial aircraft. The analysis and arguments are based on data collected 

from responses to questionnaires answered by working flight attendants and from posts 

made to public online aviation industry forums. I address several themes that are 

evident in my corpus: (1) the safety/service duality of the Flight Attendant role; (2) 

hyper-awareness of respect; (3) aspects of hierarchy; and (4) gender. Drawing from 

Accommodation Theory (Giles et al., 1991; Boggs and Giles 1999), using a Community 

of Practice framework (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, 1998, 1999), and situating 

my discourse analyses within interactional sociolinguistics (Schiffrin 1994, Gumperz 

1982), I argue that these themes contribute to the collaborative construction of Flight 

Attendant social identity. I also examine the relationship of identity with attitudes 

toward communication with pilots.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

In this dissertation I address the construction of social identities of Flight Attendants 

(FAs), and how these social identities influence FA attitudes to FA/pilot, or inter-crew, 

communication. According to Schiffrin (1996: 198), “social identity is locally situated: 

who we are is, at least partially, a product of where we are and who we are with, both in 

interactional and story worlds.” Using an interactional sociolinguistic framework 

(Goffman 1974, 1981; Gumperz 1982; Gumperz and Hymes 1972; Schiffrin 1994), I 

analyse public internet aviation industry forum postings, and flight attendant responses 

to questions, to learn how discursive practices in Flight Attendant Communities of 

Practice (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, 1998, 1999) contribute to the collaborative 

construction of FA social identity, and to better understand how FAs perceive FA/pilot 

communication. 

 

Chapter Two provides an overview of the research context. I outline prior pilot (also 

referred to as flight crew) and FA (also referred to as cabin crew and cabin attendants) 

research, and highlight the dearth of research into both FA/pilot communication and FA 

social identity which uses an interactional sociolinguistic framework. I also discuss the 

paradigms of Community of Practice (CofP) (Bucholtz 1999; Eckert and McConnell-

Ginet 1992, 1998, 1999), Accommodation Theory (AT) (Boggs and Giles 1999; Giles 

et al. 1991), and Participation Framework (Duranti 1997; Schiffrin 1994), and the 

usefulness of each to our discussion. The second part of Chapter Two highlights and 

critiques certain research on the construction of social identity (e.g., Bucholtz 1999; 

Schiffrin 1996), social identity at work (e.g., Holmes and Marra 2005; Holmes and 

Stubbe 2003; McElhinny 1998; Tannen 1995), and social identity with respect to gender 
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(e.g., Holmes 1995, 2006; Tannen 1990, 1996). The suitability of each strand of 

research for our purposes is also discussed. 

 

In Chapter Three I outline the context of FA role, define the wider and smaller Flight 

Attendant Communities of Practice (FACofPs), and highlight some of the many 

variations in both of these concepts; for example, variation according to airline or FA 

base. I then move from variation to commonality, and discuss what aspects of the FA 

role are shared across the different FA groups.  

 

Chapter Four contains data and analysis. I collected my data using a combination of 

questionnaire responses and public internet aviation industry forum postings. Some data 

comes from personal experience and participant observation at “Major Airlines”, a 

pseudonym for a large, US-based airline, which flies both domestically (in the US) and 

internationally (outside of the US).  

 

In analysing my data, certain themes emerged as significant to the construction of FA 

social identity: the safety/service duality of the FA job role, respect, hierarchy, and 

gender. I argue that these themes are intertwined, and it is difficult to isolate the 

influence of one over another in social identity construction. I further argue that 

discussion of these themes, both publicly and privately, is a discursive resource FAs 

draw upon to collaboratively create their social identity.  

 

The FA role is unique in that it involves both safety and service. Discourse about this 

duality plays a major part in the construction of FA social identity. Related to this is 

discourse on the theme of respect: respect for FAs from pilots, and for pilots from FAs, 

which also plays a part in FA identity construction. I argue that hierarchy exists on the 
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plane and is managed via FA discourse. This management contributes to FA identity on 

the plane. Additionally, mitigation of hierarchy on the plane influences both FA/pilot 

communication and FA social identity construction. Finally I argue that gender 

contributes to construction of FA social identity, although not always overtly. I discuss 

how each of these themes (FA job role duality, respect, hierarchy and gender) plays a 

part in FA impressions of inter-crew communication. 

 

Chapter 5 will conclude with areas for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Accommodation, Social Position, and 
Identity 
 

1 Introduction 

 

This chapter begins with an overview of the research context in which my dissertation is 

situated. I discuss previous research conducted on airline pilots and FAs, highlighting 

the lack of qualitative, interactional sociolinguistic research done on FAs. I examine 

theoretical frameworks useful to our discussion and analysis of data. I conclude with 

past research on social identity construction, and consider the usefulness of such studies 

to my research. 

 

2 Research Context 

 

2.1 Pilot Research 

 

Research has been conducted on virtually all aspects of the pilot role, including physical 

and mental health (Bor et al. 2002; Lempereur and Lauri 2006; Maron et al. 2004), 

fatigue (Bourgeois-Bougrine et al. 2003; Jackson and Earl 2006; Petrie and Dawson 

1997), “team” behaviour in the flight deck (Liao and Tsai 2001), and flight deck 

operations with respect to (national) culture (Hörmann 2001; Hutchins et al. 2002). 

Occupational health and human factors researchers generally conduct these types of 

studies; little, if any, work of this kind has been carried out by linguists, sociolinguists 

or linguistic anthropologists. 
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Also well researched is pilot communication, by both linguists and non-linguists (e.g., 

medical, psychological and human factors researchers). In addition to areas such as 

pilot-air traffic control (ATC) communications (McGann et al. 1998; Risser et al. 2002), 

effects of ageing on pilot communication (Morrow et al. 2003), and linguistic factors of 

group interaction in the cockpit (Krifka et al. 2003), a large body of work exists on 

communication in the flight deck. A certain amount of this was produced by linguists; 

Cotter and Cotter (1997) discuss a qualitative, ethnographic approach to analyzing and 

understanding pilot (mis)communication. Linde (1988), much of whose work is in 

narrative analysis, takes a more quantitative approach to analyzing politeness and 

mitigation in flight deck communication. Nevile (2004, 2007; Nevile and Walker 2005) 

analyses flight deck communication using Conversation Analysis. Goguen et al. (1986) 

develop a method for analysing crew communication, (ostensibly) exclusively for 

pilots. Additional, non-linguistic studies of communication in the flight deck include 

Petridis et al. (1995) and Sexton and Helmreich (2000). 

 

While research on pilot communication, especially that conducted by linguists, can be 

useful when studying FA/pilot communication, we must remember that FAs and pilots 

are two different work groups, with different hierarchies and participant relations 

(Chute 2001; Chute et al. 1995). For example, Linde (1988) could be applied to 

FA/pilot communication, but the work relationship between FAs is not equivalent to 

that between pilots, where there is a clear difference in status (the captain being higher 

in status than the FO). Thus, it is easier to recognise mitigation between lower and 

higher status pilots, but such labels cannot equally be applied to cabin crew.  

 

More beneficial for our purposes in this discussion is research using an interactional 

sociolinguistic or linguistic anthropology framework. Cotter and Cotter (1997) is one 
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such study. However, it was written with respect to pilot communication; applicability 

to FA/pilot communication should take the linguistic turns of each group into account. 

 

2.2 Flight Attendant Research 

 

Certain aspects of the FA role have been studied, but the academic enquiry does not 

match in scope or volume that of research involving pilots. Having said that, research 

has been conducted in several areas: cabin environment (Boyd and Bain 1997), job 

stress among female FAs (MacDonald et al. 2003), emotional labour (Hochschild 2003; 

Taylor and Tyler 2000; Whitelegg 2002), the FA labour situation (Barry 2006; 

Whitelegg 2003b), and personal geographies of US FAs (Whitelegg 2003a, 2005). 

However, this research does not address the issue of FA/pilot communication. 

Additionally, little, if any, of this work has been conducted by linguists. Whitelegg 

(2002) and Hochschild (2003) discuss certain aspects of the FA role (e.g., the role of FA 

being considered “women’s work” [Whitelegg 2002: 73]; subtle manipulation of the 

FA’s emotions [Hochschild 2003]); they also employ certain qualitative research 

methods, such as ethnographic interviews with participants over time. However, they do 

not overtly discuss or research actual communication between the FA and pilot groups. 

Additionally, neither are linguists: Whitelegg is an urban geographer and Hochschild is 

a sociologist. 

 

Comparatively little research has been conducted in the area of FA/pilot 

communication, despite acknowledged need for it (Edwards 1992; FAA 1988; JAL 

1990). A notable exception is Rebecca Chute (Chute 2001; Chute and Wiener 1994, 

1995, 1996; Chute et al. 1995). In her work, Chute addressed the issue of cabin/flight 

crew communication, although her methods were more quantitative than what I suggest. 
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Additionally, Chute is not a linguist; her background and training are in psychology. 

Chute’s methodology – quantitative data collection and analysis through questionnaires 

– is useful for certain aspects of research; however, few, if any, researchers (including 

Chute, Hochschild, and Whitelegg) have addressed either FAs’ construction of social 

identity or attitudes about inter-crew communication using qualitative discourse 

analysis.  

 

3 Communities, Participants and Accommodation: Theoretical 
Structure 

 

3.1 Community of Practice 

 

The Community of Practice (CofP) framework
1
 (Bucholtz 1999; Eckert and 

McConnell-Ginet 1992, 1998, 1999; Meyerhoff 2004) postulates that identities are 

created through practice, not essentialist qualities inherent in community members. 

Emphasised are shared practices and collaboration in identity construction. Social 

identity is not considered fixed (Weatherall 2002: 135), but is fluid, and constructed 

through shared practices, including discourse practices. This paradigm contrasts with 

that of speech community (a concept used widely in sociolinguistic research; see, for 

example, Bucholtz 1999; Labov 1966, 1994, 2001; Milroy and Gordon 2003), which 

has an assumption of community consensus. Members’ social identities are considered 

fixed, due to their position in the social structure, whereas the CofP paradigm allows for 

individuals to construct their own identities. One way identity is constructed is through 

discourse, and the CofP framework emphasises shared discursive practices (for studies 

                                                
1
 I am using Eckert and McConnell-Ginet’s (1992, 1998, 1999) notion of CofP, which follows work done 

by Lave and Wenger (1991).  



Barbara Clark  Chapter 2 

 

 

 - 8 - 

using a CofP approach, see, for example, Bergvall 1996; Bucholtz 1996, 1999; Eckert 

1996; Meyerhoff 1999; Moore 2006; Osterman 2003). 

 

Specifically, an FA is not one by virtue of any essential, inherent quality, such as being 

a woman. She becomes an FA, in the employment sense, by being hired into the job; 

she “becomes” an FA, in the sociolinguistic, CofP sense, by participating in the shared 

(discursive) practices which define, and are defined by, the Flight Attendant 

Community of Practice (FACofP) to which she belongs.  

 

3.2 Accommodation Theory 

 

Membership in a CofP is reflected in shared discursive practices. FAs and pilots, 

despite their close proximity, are different CofPs, and share different discursive 

practices and speaking styles (Chute and Wiener 1994, 1995; Chute et al. 1995). Among 

these different CofPs, members can accommodate to different speaking styles and CofP 

practices. Accommodation Theory (AT) (Boggs and Giles 1999; Giles et al. 1991) 

“describes the way that individuals use language in intergroup encounters both to re-

enact social structural relationships between social groups and, at the same time, to 

establish social identities that maintain self-esteem” (Boggs and Giles 1999: 229). 

Expanding this to incorporate the CofP paradigm, we can broaden this definition to 

include group “practices” in addition to language and speech habits. 

 

There are several processes of accommodation, including convergence (the alteration of 

one’s speech habits or practices to be more similar to another’s), divergence (the 

opposite of convergence, emphasising differences between speech habits or practices), 

and nonaccommodation (Boggs and Giles 1999). How much convergence, divergence 
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or nonaccommodation one displays whilst talking with a partner can measure the 

“social distance” between them (Boggs and Giles 1999: 230). This is a useful 

framework with which to interpret FAs’ reported attitudes toward FA/pilot 

communication, because “accommodation practices represent participants’ awareness 

of, and attitudes toward, the dominance-subordination relationship between their 

different social groups” (Boggs and Giles 1999: 230). Thus, analysing FAs’ reported 

attitudes toward FA/pilot communication can contribute to understanding not only FAs’ 

accommodation to the hierarchical nature of the FA/pilot relationship, but also the 

social identities created by FAs. 

 

3.3 Participation Framework 

 

Breaking down the larger concept of CofP membership into smaller units of 

participation is a useful method of analysis, used often in interactional sociolinguistics 

and linguistic anthropology. Duranti (1997: 281) writes, “To think about speakers as 

participants means then to move beyond speech and even beyond speech as action to 

include the fuller experience of what it means to be a member of a speech community”, 

which for our purposes here could also be glossed as a CofP. 

 

One way to approach the roles of participants in talk is the concept of participation 

framework (Goffman 1974, 1981; Schiffrin 1990, 1994). Deborah Schiffrin, who 

trained under Goffman (Colleen Cotter, personal communication), writes that a 

participation framework is “a set of positions which individuals within perceptual range 

of an utterance may take in relation to what is said” (Schiffrin 1990: 241). Goffman’s 

notion of participation framework emphasises different participation statuses: an author, 

who creates talk; an animator, who produces talk, and a principle, who is responsible 
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for the talk. For example, an FA giving a safety briefing to passengers is likely filling 

only the animator participation status, or role, as she is responsible only for speaking the 

words, not the actual content. The participation status of author is generally the Federal 

Aviation Administration (FAA), Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) or similar government 

aviation safety regulatory body whose responsibility it is to oversee and monitor 

commercial flights, shared with the individual airline for whom the FA works, and who 

produced the safety announcements the FA is speaking. The role of principal is 

generally the same government safety regulatory body or bodies who shares the author 

status, as they (via their safety regulations) are the ones whose position is actually being 

represented
2
. It is the role of the FA to act as animator for the principal and author when 

she reads or enforces safety regulations. 

 

Closely related to participation frameworks is the concept of frames, which “are the 

organizational and interactional principles by which situations are defined and sustained 

as experiences” (Schiffrin 1994: 104). Significantly, Drew and Heritage (1992: 8) note a 

“significant convergence” between Goffman’s concept of framing and Gumperz’s 

(1982) notion of contextualization cues, which can be any aspect of (non)linguistic 

behaviour (e.g., prosodic, lexical, semantic, gesticulative) that help convey a speaker’s 

meaning (see also Schiffrin 1994: 99ff). 

 

To apply these theoretical frameworks practically, FACofP members construct identity, 

in part, through accommodation to outgroup members, which creates participation 

frameworks. Recall the earlier example regarding different participation statuses during 

an FA’s pre-departure safety announcements. FACofP identity is being constructed and 

reproduced by participation in these announcements, which are a mandated part of the 

                                                
2
 Many a flight attendant has said, “I don’t make the rules, I just enforce them.” 
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FA job
3
. Another aspect of FA identity construction is (non)accommodation to pilot 

CofP roles and practices, including speaking styles. Pilots engage in different group 

identity construction in their roles on the plane, for example through Air Traffic Control 

(ATC) discourse, something FAs will not normally engage in during their role as FA. 

Pilots also use different aviation-related jargon than FAs, which they may incorporate 

into their communication with FAs. An FA referring to pilots as “motorcoach drivers” 

is an example of nonaccommodation to the pilot role, and may contribute to an identity 

which is less accepting of pilots than an FA who acknowledges the different aspects of 

the role of pilot.  

 

4 Construction(s) of Social Identity 

 

Social identity construction is a complicated, continual process. Narratives play an 

important part in social identity, in that they both support and construct identity 

(Schiffrin 1996). Thus, an FA’s social identity can be both constructed and revealed in 

the narratives (or stories; see Tannen 2005: 123) they produce and repeat. What I want 

to do in this section is highlight a few areas of study relevant to our discussion, and 

discuss their applicability to FAs’ construction of social identity.  

 

4.1 Bucholtz (1999) 

 

In this article, Bucholtz demonstrates that social identity is a collaboratively constructed 

process. Social identity is constructed and revealed through the narratives told by CofP 

members, and by participation in a CofP. She shows how nerd identity is 

                                                
3
 Though uncommon, there are exceptions to this; for example, in the US, commercial aircraft with fewer 

than nine seats are not required to have FAs on board (FAR 121.391); private aircraft with fewer than 

nineteen seats are also not required to have FAs on board (FAR 91.533). 
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collaboratively constructed through discourse produced by high school nerd girl CofP 

members. Identity is not essential, but is an ongoing process, facilitated in part by the 

language group members choose. 

 

These findings can be applied to other CofPs, including FACofPs. However, the plane 

is a different environment than an American high school. High school students can 

usually choose whether or not to interact with each other; FAs working on a plane 

generally have no choice but to interact
4
. FA jumpseats are small, and FAs sitting on 

them are in close physical proximity. Sometimes FAs can be required to remain seated 

for long periods of time (e.g., during turbulence), and are not allowed to sleep or read 

on the jumpseat. Thus, there are times FAs will talk to each other for no other reason 

than to stay alert. One could argue that on these occasions, CofP participation is not 

voluntary; however, I argue that by virtue of accepting the job of FA, one’s 

participation in an FACofP is a willing, shared, and collaborative endeavour.  

 

4.2 Schiffrin (1996) 

 

In this article, Schiffrin demonstrates that narratives can provide a “resource for the 

display of self and identity” (Schiffrin 1996: 167). She analyses two separate stories 

told by women about family conflict, and argues persuasively that the telling of a story 

offers to the listener (or reader, if the narrative is in text form) a self-portrait: “a 

linguistic lens through which to discover peoples’ own… views of themselves as 

situated in a social structure” (Schiffrin 1996: 199). She discusses situating experience 

                                                
4
 There are instances when crew interaction can be limited, for example on a plane with a large crew 

complement, such as a wide-body (two aisle) aircraft. I have experienced flights where I have interacted 

with some fellow crewmembers only before the flight, as we were working in different areas, or “zones”, 

of the plane and did not have any other contact with them during the flight. This seemed especially 

common on the Boeing 747, which has an upper deck, thus creating an additional (physical) impediment 

to CC contact. 
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both globally and locally: situating an experience globally refers to constructing stories 

using cultural knowledge and expectations about common ideas; situating an experience 

locally involves making a story relevant to the particular “here and now”, including the 

interlocutors, setting, and issues being discussed.  

 

This is highly relevant to our discussion here. Participants in the wider FACofP draw 

from years of history and past (global) identity when constructing their own (local) 

identities. A central point of my argument is that FA social identities, including 

attitudes toward FA/pilot communication, are both constructed and reflected in the 

stories they tell. However, Schiffrin’s article discusses identity as constructed in family 

narratives. It could be argued that the environment of a plane is too different from this 

setting, or FA and pilot CofPs too different from a biological family unit, for her 

argument and conclusions to be applicable. I do not agree with this; I argue that 

conclusions from Schiffrin’s article are applicable to our discussion here. Many FAs 

and pilots tend to create a family metaphor when describing the FA/pilot crew 

complement (Ashcraft 2007; Hochschild 2003; Whitelegg 2003a). Schiffrin’s point 

about situating a text or story locally applies equally to a biological family as to a group 

of people working together, particularly when members of that group use familial 

linguistic terms when referring to each other.
5
 

 

4.3 Construction of Gendered Identity 

 

Much scholarly work has been conducted on the linguistic and discursive construction 

of gendered identity, the linguistic indexing of gender, and the use of “gendered” talk to 

construct such identities (see, for example, Bucholtz et al. 1999; Coates 1998, 2004; 

                                                
5
 I have flown with a captain who referred to the indication to FAs to prepare the cabin for landing as 

“chiming the children”. 
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Hall and Bucholtz 1995; Holmes 1995, 2006; Lakoff 1975; Tannen 1990, 1996). While 

some language and gender researchers have written on gendered talk at work, there is 

little research on the indexing of gender in the role of FA. Therefore, the applicability of 

such research to FAs is questionable. However, I believe this area of research has some 

use for our purposes, for three reasons: (1) most FAs have been and continue to be 

women (Shalla 2004: 346; Turnbull and Harvey 2001: 21); (2) the role of FA has long 

been considered “women’s work” (Hochschild 2003); and (3) despite a large number of 

early female pilots, the majority of pilots currently are male (Ashcraft 2007).  

 

Holmes has written extensively on gendered talk in the workplace (Holmes 2006; 

Holmes and Marra 2004; Holmes and Schnurr 2006; Holmes and Stubbe 2005), and 

argues convincingly that workplace discourse is an important resource for “indexing 

gender, contributing to the construction of gender identity as one component of our 

complex socio-cultural identity” (Holmes 2006: 209). She also uses many ethnographic 

data collection methods. However, her data collection sites are offices and factories, not 

airplanes. Deborah Tannen has also written extensively on language and gender (1990, 

1995, 1996). However, Tannen (1990) and (1995) are written in a populist style, and do 

not offer deep enough insight for our purposes here. Tannen (1996) offers richer 

arguments, particularly her points on power and solidarity, and for our purposes is 

somewhat useful, bearing in mind that Tannen writes mainly about office, not airplane, 

workplace identity.  

 

Finally, it could be argued that talk divided along binary, masculine/feminine lines, is 

no longer considered valid, given research into performativity, performance theory, and 

the role of CofP in identity construction; see, for example, Bing and Bergvall 1996; 

Butler 1999; Clark 2007; Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, 1999; Weedon 1997. 
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5 Workplace Identity and Communication  

 

I conclude this chapter by briefly discussing a special area of social identity 

construction, namely, workplace communication.
6
 Who we are at work is often not who 

we are at other times. Many people go to work, assume different roles, and construct a 

workplace identity, which may or may not constitute part of an individual’s greater 

social identity which she or he would like to present to the rest of the world. Many 

people are able to put on and take off their workplace identities, with the simple activity 

of commuting to work.  The role of FA, however, is a unique one (Whitelegg 2003a: 1; 

Whitelegg 2005); working on a plane is not the same as working in a stationary office 

or factory. FAs are away from home for several days in a row, often working with 

crewmembers they have never met before. They are highly visible at all times at work; 

they are “off the clock” only when they take their uniform off. However, I believe there 

are elements of prior research into identity construction via workplace discourse which 

are relevant to our discussion here, and I will highlight and critique a few of these 

studies. 

 

5.1 McElhinny 

 

Bonnie McElhinny (1995, 1998) has conducted ethnographic research on discursive 

practices of female police officers. Her research was conducted in a police department 

which was historically white and male-dominated, but is now more equally comprised 

of women and African Americans (McElhinny 1998: 310). Her research includes work 

on the reconciliation of being a women and being a police officer. She writes that police 

                                                
6
 While “workplace” can in theory include any location, including a person’s home, I am defining it as a 

location away from home, interacting with other people. 
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work has traditionally been regarded as “men’s work” (McElhinny 1995: 221); 

however, for many of the women who are now police officers, the job precedes the 

gender. That is, the fact that the police officer may be female does not necessarily mean 

that the female police officer will conduct herself any differently than her male 

counterpart. McElhinny reports that the female officers she interviewed do not overtly 

index their gender discursively. Her female officers downplayed the use of 

“backchannels” (e.g., “uh-huh”; verbalizations which facilitate conversation, and, some 

believe, are used more frequently by women; see Lakoff 1975; Maltz and Borker 1998). 

Many also acknowledged their conscious choices to minimize wearing jewellery, hair 

ornaments and make-up. 

 

McElhinny’s work is a useful contribution to the workplace identity literature, and is of 

partial use for our discussion. It is interesting to note that female police officers 

minimize the indexing of gender in their construction of workplace identity; we must, 

however, remember that police officers are not FAs. While there are similarities (e.g., 

putting on a highly visible and recognisable uniform; historically gender-stereotyped 

public identity), the jobs and roles are different: FAs are encouraged (indeed, trained) to 

provide emotional labour on the job; female police officers recognise an “economy of 

affect” (McElhinny 1998: 314), and ration out their emotional input only after the 

workplace frame shifts from report taking to counselling (McElhinny 1995: 230). 

Finally, I would argue that police officers have a more stringent Chain of Command 

(ChCd) than FAs, which contributes to a different workplace environment, and which 

creates recognisably different community practices and norms, leading to different 

workplace identities.  
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5.2 Holmes 

 

I have mentioned earlier Janet Holmes’s contribution to (gendered) workplace identity 

literature (Holmes 2006; Holmes and Marra 2004, 2005; Holmes and Schnurr 2006; 

Holmes and Stubbe 2003, 2005). Arguments in Holmes and Stubbe (2003), regarding 

power relations and workplace hierarchy, could be somewhat useful for our purposes 

here, as reconciliation of workplace hierarchies contributes to workplace identity. As 

we will see, a hierarchy exists on the airplane, and I argue that recognition and 

mitigation of it contribute to FA social identity. As mentioned earlier, much of the data 

Holmes and her collaborators use come from ethnographic work conducted in offices 

and factories. The applicability of such findings to FACofPs can be limited because of 

the difference in workplace cultures. 

 

5.3 Tannen 

 

Deborah Tannen’s Talking from 9 to 5 (1995) is subtitled Women and Men at Work, 

representative of her approach to communication. Tannen tends to polarize groups and 

concepts, for example, men and women; rapport talk and report talk; solidarity and 

competition (Tannen 1990). I question the relevance of this approach, given the 

concepts of CofP and gender/identity performance (see, for example, Butler 1999; Clark 

2007; Weedon 1997). Additionally, this work, like Tannen (1990), is written in a 

populist style. Her analysis and discussion is not rich enough for our purposes, although 

her discussion of hierarchy and role, control and “one-down position” (1995: 206) is 

somewhat applicable to FA research. Like Holmes, she seems to write mainly with an 

office workplace atmosphere in mind. Her work has been very popular in the mass-

market self-help genre, and has doubtlessly helped many. I would argue that, for the 

reasons mentioned earlier, this work, as with much workplace identity literature, is 
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somewhat useful for our purposes, taking care to recognise the uniqueness of the FA 

work environment, workplace culture and role. It is to this, the FA role, that we now 

turn. 
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Chapter 3: Establishing the “Role” of Flight Attendant 
 

1 Introduction 

 

The wider Flight Attendant Community of Practice (FACofP) is a large, varied one. It 

might be argued that it is impossible to classify or label such a vast, multi-dimensional 

group of people. It is not possible to fully describe each FACofP in the confines of this 

dissertation. Rather, I will discuss wider and smaller FACofPs, and highlight some 

variations and similarities among FACofPs. Some information in this section comes 

from personal experience and participant observation at “Major Airlines”, a pseudonym 

for a large US-based airline, which has FA bases throughout the US, and an extensive 

network of flights, both in the US and internationally.  

 

2 Variation Among the Flight Attendant Communities of 
Practice 

 

2.1 Base Variation 

 

I define the wider FACofP to include all people working as FAs, regardless of 

sociolinguistic variable or employer. Popular myths about the wider FACofP include: 

membership is limited to women who are blonde and thin; intelligence is generally 

discounted; and if men are included, they are generally thought to be gay (see, for 

example, Chute and Wiener 1995; Hochschild 2003; Merritt 1995; Taylor and Tyler 

2000; Whitelegg 2005; Williams 2003; see also Deveny 2003). In reality, there is great 

variation amongst the wider FACofP. This wider FACofP can be broken down into 

smaller FACofPs, on the basis of individual countries, ethnic or regional cultures, 
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different airlines and even different FA bases in the same airline. For example, Major 

Airlines has several different FA bases located throughout the US, including a base in 

Honolulu, Hawaii (HNL). Each base has its own individual character and culture. HNL-

based FAs are stereotyped as “laid-back”, easy-going and happy, while certain 

mainland bases have a reputation throughout the company for their FAs being 

“uptight”, and working “by the book”; that is, operating strictly according to the 

guidelines set out by the FA manual and FAA. These stereotypes are pervasive, despite 

the availability to any FA (depending on their seniority in the company) of inter-base 

transfers. This means that, in theory, an FA who was based one month at an “uptight” 

base could, in the next month, be considered “laid-back”, simply by virtue of base 

locale.  

 

2.2 Size Variation 

 

Variation exists not just in FA bases, but also among the size of airline. Smaller 

regional airlines have fewer FAs, and therefore there is a greater “family” feeling 

among FAs. This “family” feeling can extend to smaller bases at larger airlines. For 

example, among the FA bases at Major Airlines is a comparatively small base in a 

medium sized city in a southern state. While the size of the base contributes to its 

“family” feeling, the regional culture also is a factor. Cities in the south of the US, with 

varying degrees, tend to be considered friendlier than their counterparts in either the 

north or the west. And while FAs make up a large portion of an FA base, other 

employees, such as check-in staff and managers, live locally, and also contribute to the 

overall culture or feeling of the base. Hence, a smaller base located in a southern city 

would have a reputation as friendlier and more welcoming than a larger base in a 

northern city, where a friendly, “family” atmosphere may not be so abundant. This is 
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one example of variation in FACofPs at one company. Each airline will have its 

corresponding examples. 

 

2.3 (Inter)National Variation 

 

Different airlines also have different reputations across the industry. For example, a 

Dutch carrier with a worldwide flight network and alliances with several international 

airlines has a reputation for being “difficult”, that is, not very accommodating to 

passenger needs and special requests. Meanwhile, a British flag-carrying airline, also 

with a vast worldwide flight network and alliances with several other airlines, has a 

reputation for being accommodating and helpful, yet displaying “British reserve”, that 

is, negative politeness (Brown and Levinson 1987; see also Whitelegg 2003b: 248). Still 

another major, international, British-based airline has a reputation for being youthful, 

“cheeky”, and fun. Whether these reputations stem from associations with the country 

in which they are based or for other reasons is a matter for another project. I mention it 

merely to highlight the many layers of variation among the greater FACofP. 

 

3 Similarities Among the Flight Attendant Communities of 
Practice 

 

3.1 Chain of Command 

 

Having considered differences in FACofPs, there are some similarities which extend 

across the wider FACofP. A major part of the job involves the Chain of Command 

(ChCd). This concept may be familiar to those who have a military or similar 
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background, such as pilots, but many FAs do not have this background
1
. The ChCd 

stipulates that the Captain is ultimately responsible for the aircraft once it is away from 

the airport. Descending down the chain, the First Officer (FO) is second in command, 

then the Flight Engineer (FE) or Second Officer (SO) (if required, depending on aircraft 

type). Only after all pilots on the aircraft are established in the ChCd does a flight 

attendant have a place. The “A” FA (referred, alternately, as Lead, Lead Flight 

Attendant [LFA], Purser, In-Charge, or Senior Cabin Crew Member [SCCM], 

depending on the airline) follows all pilots in the ChCd. Other FAs follow in the chain 

under the SCCM, but one can see that pilots have greater authority on the aircraft, and 

are recognisably higher in the ChCd hierarchy (see Chute and Wiener 1996 for 

additional ChCd discussion; see also Ashcraft 2007: 25 for reference to FAs being 

“subordinate” to pilots). 

 

3.2 Multiplicity of the Flight Attendant role 

 

Another aspect common to most FACofPs but perhaps not widely recognised by the 

general public is the multiplicity of the FA role. FAs have a unique position as both 

safety and service professionals. The primary (that is, industry and government 

established) role of an FA is that of safety, for both passengers and crew. An auxiliary 

role is service, but because it is rare for accidents to happen on the plane, the service 

aspect of the FA profession is far more visible than the safety aspect (MacDonald et al. 

                                                
1
 It is difficult to find statistics regarding cabin crew who are ex-military. Michael Soloy of the 

Occupational Employment Statistics department of the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) said in an 

email to me, “The Occupational Employment Statistics program does not have the data that you are 

seeking.  I am not aware of any BLS source for this data.” Regarding commercial airline pilots who are 

ex-military, again, statistics are not evident, although there is more cursory information on this in Google 

than for ex-military cabin crew. As a personal observation, when I was working as a cabin attendant, I 

estimate that at least half of the pilots I worked with at my former employer were ex-military pilots. I also 

estimate that less than five per cent of the flight attendants I worked with were ex-military. 
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2003). Despite the majority of FA initial training hours devoted to safety
2
, FAs have 

long been considered, by both their employers and the general public, as little more than 

waitresses (Chute and Wiener 1995; Hochschild 2003). Many FAs themselves, despite 

acknowledging their role as safety professional, accommodate to familiar “sky 

waitress” language, as we will see.  

 

This safety and service duality divides into many different roles. According to one FA, 

“cabin crew act as the Fire Department, paramedics, on-site bomb detectors and may 

have to deal with terrorists or hijackers. In addition, they routinely provide meal, 

refreshment, information and other facilitating services to passengers” (Boyd and Bain 

1997: 19). In the US, FAs are attending self-defence classes (Chavanne 2007), 

something unimaginable thirty or forty years ago, when the service aspect of the FA 

role was emphasised. I mention all of this to illustrate the various roles and resources 

FAs have to draw upon in the construction of their social identities. 

 

3.3 Flight Attendant/Pilot Communication 

 

A third commonality across all FACofPs is the necessity of communication between the 

pilot and FA groups. FAs are considered the “eyes and ears” of pilots, especially since 

the 11 September, 2001, terror attacks in the US. Because of changes to onboard 

Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), it is very unlikely that pilots will leave the 

Flight Deck (FD) and investigate a potential emergency situation in the passenger cabin. 

                                                
2
 Again, it is difficult to find statistics on this information, though likely for a different reason than ex-

military CC. FA training has generally been shrouded in mystery, for governmental and airline reasons 

(for example, airlines not wanting to give away their industry secrets; government regulatory bodies’ 

concern with on-board security). Since the terrorist attacks in the US on 11 September, 2001, there is 

even greater secrecy attached to elements of FA training, including how much is devoted to safety and 

security vs. service training. I can say from personal experience that at least 95% of my initial and 

recurrent FA training was devoted exclusively to safety and security; see also FSF (1995: 13). 
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This means that pilots rely on FAs for information – a situation which necessitates open 

communication between the two groups.  

 

Chute and Wiener (1995, 1996) refer to two “cultures” to illustrate the separation of the 

pilot and FA groups, despite working in such close proximity, and I feel this is a fair 

description. The two groups have different histories, work rules, and unions; they are 

grouped in different departments in most airlines, and have different training 

programmes. An additional potential complicating factor in FA/pilot communication is 

gender: though changing slowly, most pilots are male (see Ashcraft 2007 for an 

interesting history of pilot occupational identity), and most FAs are female. I will 

address the theme of gender with respect to inter-crew communication in Chapter Four. 

 

4 Moving from Context to Reality 

 

In this chapter I have illustrated some differences between and similarities among 

FACofPs. Building on this contextual background, we can now turn to the next chapter, 

construction of FA social identity, and how this can influence inter-crew 

communication. 
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Chapter 4: Identity: Construction, Collaboration, 
Communication 
 

1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter I analyse questionnaire responses and forum postings to address how 

FAs construct their social identity, and how this affects inter-crew communication. I 

argue that these questionnaire responses and forum postings are part of the collaborative 

nature of Community of Practice (CofP) identity construction (Bucholtz 1999).  I 

highlight some themes which emerged from the data, such as respect and hierarchy. 

These themes are presented separately; however, I do not wish to give the impression 

that they are discrete phenomena. They are interdependent, and together contribute to 

the construction of FA social identity. I conclude with a discussion of the relationship 

between FA social identity and inter-crew communication. 

 

2 Data 

 

The data for this analysis comes from two sources: through responses to a seventeen-

item questionnaire I created
1
, and through public postings on two internet aviation 

industry forums
2
. These are supplemented with personal and participant observation 

(following Heath 1983) at Major Airlines. The questionnaire was distributed to FAs 

working for UK and US airlines; responses totalled seven. To preserve anonymity, 

respondents from the questionnaire and website domains have been assigned 

pseudonyms.  

                                                
1
 See the Appendix for my questionnaire. 

2
 All quotes from forums and questionnaire responses are reproduced here verbatim, including non-

standard spelling or punctuation. Passages relevant to our discussion are in bold. 
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Website 1, with forums for most aspects of the aviation industry, is ostensibly for pilots, 

with a heavy concentration of users based in the UK. There is, however, an active Cabin 

Crew (CC) forum, with participants working for airlines from all over the world, from 

which I took my data. Website 2 is predominantly US cabin crew-based, with several 

individual forums designated for FAs working for specific airlines, i.e., different 

FACofPs. Although not as active or international as the UK-based website, it is a 

valuable source of data. I include these internet forum postings in my discussion as they 

are places where participants actively collaborate on creating and maintaining social 

identity (cf. Williams and Copes 2005). Additionally, they are a resource for 

perspectives from many different FACofP members. Approximately 60% of the forum 

postings in my data are from participants who self-identified as FAs, and approximately 

30% of posts are from participants who self-identified as “pilot”.
3
 Pilots and CC are free 

to post on any forum, although, interestingly with respect to hierarchy (cf. Lakoff 1990, 

Tannen 1990), it is unusual for FAs to post in pilot forums. It is not possible in the 

scope of this paper to go beyond this cursory observation, but I feel exploring this 

interactional constraint would be an interesting area for future research. 

 

3 Themes 

 

Certain themes began to emerge from the exchanges in both sets of data: the 

safety/service duality of the FA role, respect, hierarchy, and gender. These themes 

demonstrate the active, ongoing, collaborative work necessary to create and maintain 

FA social identity. They also illustrate aspects of FACofP membership: non-members 

(e.g., passengers) may not generally consider that an FA might stop talking to a pilot, or 

                                                
3
 As these are public internet postings, and not responses from interviews, I cannot be certain of actual 

identities; however, it is clear who identifies as pilot and who as FA. 
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the safety implications of such actions. These themes are part of the complicated 

amalgam that contributes to the construction of FA social identity. 

 

3.1 Job Roles: Safety Versus Service 

 

We discussed earlier the duality of the FA role: safety and service. Talk on public 

internet forums negotiating this duality supports and contributes to the construction of 

FA social identity in this domain. This identity-work can be overt, as in thread 

discussions (e.g., WORST Looking Airline Crew; You Know You’re a Flight 

Attendant If…; who are your rudest [passengers]?), or subtle, as in participants’ 

usernames. For example, one forum contributor’s username is [BuckleUpBetty], which 

publicly demonstrates convergent accommodation to the safety role of FAs. Other 

usernames which reflect the FA safety role include [Sit down!], [SafetyFirst], and 

[Cross Check] – the FA safety task of ensuring aircraft doors are in the respective 

mode for safe operation on the ground or airborne. Another participant’s username is 

[SkyWaitress4U] – a reflection of accommodation to the service aspect of the FA role
4
. 

Other usernames which orient to the FA service role are [HostieHoney], [Smell the 

Coffee], [AerialWaitress], [Galley Boy], [Tea_or_coffee?], [Not My Aisle], 

[PeanutsORpretzels], [Dirty apron], and [Waterwalk] – an FA service task involving 

walking through the aircraft cabin with glasses of water for passengers. Usernames 

orienting to other aspects of the FA job include [Delta F/A], [#1skygoddess], 

[Nikkiluvs2fly], [Flitegirl], [PerpetualJetLag], and [L1011flyboy] (an L1011 is a 

type of aircraft). 

 

                                                
4
 Many usernames reflect certain ideals or stereotypes of the FA role. I argue that this is an attempt to 

confront and reclaim these labels, much in the way that members of the gay community have done with 

the label “queer” (cf. Livia and Hall 1997). Community membership brings with it certain privileges, 

including the use of certain terms which would be considered derogatory if used by non-members, such 

as “stewardess”.  
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Other ways FACofP members choose to refer to themselves on public forums projects 

social identity, as Examples (1) and (2) show.   

 

(1) Turning 50 this year qualifies me as a boiler and for a zimmer frame 

according to some here. Having spent half of those years as a flying waitress 

definitely qualifies me as a wagon dragon. 

 

(2) For those FD chaps that maybe browsing this who still go to work with the 

attitude we CC are all flying mattresses and that’s about the extent of our 

ucefullness… 

 

These examples highlight identity work using terms which orient to an FA service role, 

as well as to stereotypes about FAs: they are merely “flying waitresses” and “flying 

mattresses”. 

 

Many forum posts explicitly discuss the safety/service duality: 

 

(3) the reason cabin crew are there is to operate the doors and exits in the 

event of an emergency. The reason that the [passengers] are served a coffee 

and muffin is so we have something to do in the event that there is no 

emergency!  

 

(4) Well its pretty obvious we are there primarily for safety.  

 

(5) Lets hope that some people remember that we are a team, not just the tea 

and coffee chuckers down the back! 
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Examples (3) – (5) demonstrate the wider FACofP membership awareness that the FA 

safety role is integral to safe operations on the plane, as well as highlighting the shared 

FACofP membership acknowledgement that perhaps pilots do not always include FAs 

in the “safety professional” category (“Lets hope that some people remember that we 

are a team”).  

 

Similarly, the thread WORST Looking Airline Crew contains over fifty posts, many of 

which are examples of collaborative identity work. Examples (6) and (7) show such an 

exchange. 

 

(6) flight attendants are on board for passenger safety, not for eye candy.  

 

(7) The basic job of a flight attendant is too be of service to the passengers 

while looking like eye candy. We are their for safety but more so passenger 

services.  

 

The point in Example (7) led to a number of responses: 

 

(8) (a) We do not go to recurrent training every year to show that we know how to 

pour coffee and look pretty. SAFETY is the number one priority… 

(b) …the airlines and passengers and employees only really care about 

service… We are basically their to serve beverages and snacks. 

(c) Being a safety professional and taking care of your appearance are 

two things that go together when you are a flight attendant and that 

should NOT be forgotten. 
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(d) I would say that the position is definitely there for safety, but that a 

flight attendant should take pride in their appearance. 

 

These posts indicate the ongoing FACofP debate about the salience of the FA safety and 

service roles. 

 

Questionnaire responses also oriented to the safety/service duality, particularly with 

respect to pilots (cf. Question 15, What are the things pilots do that bother you?).  

 

(9) I like it when [pilots] are situationally aware that certain times of the 

flight are busy- I cannot chitchat with them.  

 

(10) Think that we are there just to serve them.  

 

(11) [I told a pilot] he was acting childishly, after all I’m not his servant… Pilots 

bother me when they can’t do anything for themselves like locate a 

garbage bag, brew coffee, find a crew meal, expect bottles of water, act 

proactively in a delay… 

 

Examples (9) – (11) acknowledge FA awareness and accommodation to a service role. 

Example (9) contains tacit FACofP membership work: the “certain times of the flight” 

that are “busy” refer to passenger service times, when FAs do not have time to be 

concerned with pilots, for example serving or socializing with them. However, pilots 

are not passengers. They are employees on the aircraft, just as FAs are. As these 

examples show, some FAs feel their service role is limited to passengers. 
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3.2 Respect 

 

The issue of respect is a salient discursive theme. In questionnaire responses, forum 

postings, and in participant observation, FAs talk about respect, especially from pilots 

toward FAs. In questionnaire responses regarding FA/pilot relations, FAs said:  

 

(12) (a) we still need to treat eachother with respect  

(b) If you respect [pilots], they will respect you  

(c) I like pilots who treat other crew members like equals, not second class 

citizens  

(d) I don’t like it when [pilots] assume I have a limited education and 

intellect.  

(e) Get me where I’m going alive. Do it in a relaxed fashion, with a sense of 

humor and some basic respect for my experience and courtesy to my 

rank [in response to Question 13, What are the things pilots do that you 

like?] 

 

Respondent [IA] answers Question 14 (I like it when pilots…) with  

 

(13) Stand up for the flight attendants. Because nobody else seems to. Yes we 

are all treated poorly here at XXX [airline name removed for anonymity], but 

I dont think the pilots are treated as bad as we are, especially by crew 

scheduling…  

 

[IA] continues, and responds to Question 17 (Have you ever flown with a pilot who 

insulted you?) with  

 



Barbara Clark  Chapter 4 

 

 

 - 32 - 

(14) Only once or twice really. Same as above, no respect, not listening… 

 

Posts on internet forums are equally overt in the discourse of respect.  

 

(15) A little more respect is what we would like, it’s not too much to ask.  

 

(16) Those who have to work with human beings (serving them) and are human 

beings as well deserve their fair share of respect.  

 

(17) im lucky enough to work for a company where all crew are equal and the 

pilots treat us with the respect we deserve and as a result they receive it 

back.  

 

A pilot forum participant says, “I respect CC for their work and the fact that they 

make my life a damn sight easier.” Interestingly, this participant continues:  

 

(18) Too many of us could name the accidents where CC could have saved lives if 

they had spoken up. The underlying attitude which appears to be festering in 

this thread is scarily reminiscent of nasty fatalities from the past… both [CC 

and FD crew] are dependant on the other, both are professionals, and all 

are responsible for the safety of up to several hundred passengers. 

 

The author, whose pilot-specific username is [Verticalhold], clearly acknowledges the 

safety role FAs have on the plane: “both [CC and FD crew] are dependant on the other”. 

[Verticalhold] also states that communication between pilots and CC is integral to the 

safe operations of the plane, and accommodates to the fact that CC and pilots are two 
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parts of one team: “all are responsible for the safety of up to several hundred 

passengers”. This was posted in a thread titled Cabin Crew attitude to Pilots in Qantas, 

where most of the participants were not FAs.
5
 [Verticalhold]’s comments here illustrate 

that FA social identity can be constructed by non-FACofP members, including pilots, in 

which group [Verticalhold] claims membership.  

 

The issue of respect is complex with respect to pilots; some FAs accommodate to and 

demonstrate respect for the pilot’s role on the plane, as Examples (19) – (23) show, and 

some do not, a point which will be evident in the next section.  

 

(19) Never, never, never criticize a landing in front of a pilot.  

 

(20) Ask about his roster for the month how he is and his family as you have 

respect for him. [answering Question 8, How would you greet your favourite 

pilot?] 

 

(21) in front of passengers it is always as Captain XXXX or for F/O/s as Sir. 

[answering Question 8] 

 

(22) [in Australia] the terms “Pilot”, “tech crew” and “flight crew” are all used 

interchangeable and are all a respectful term of reference.  

 

(23) Some tech crew can be difficult at times but in all honesty they have a very 

serious and important job. One they have worked bloody hard for and I 

respect that completely.  

                                                
5
 The thread was posted in a forum which, according to the site, contains “Topics that don't fit the other 

forums. Chill out with a joke or get stuck in a heated debate.” I found it surprising that this thread was not 

located in a more crew-oriented forum. 
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Showing respect for the role that pilots have on the plane contributes to FA social 

identity by demonstrating awareness that FAs and pilots are different jobs roles, with 

different responsibilities. While it may seem obvious to say, awareness of these 

differences in job roles is a fundamental part of FA social identity. FAs are responsible 

for serving passengers; pilots are not. Pilots are responsible for flying the aircraft; FAs 

are not. However, this disparity in job roles can create friction between the two groups.  

Traditionally, service roles are not regarded with as much respect as technical roles. 

Additionally, job status tends to decrease when work is “feminized”, as most service 

roles are (Guerrier and Adib 2004). But the role of FA includes safety, not just service, 

as discussed above. Safety professional jobs such as police officers or fire-fighters, are 

respected professions, regardless of gender (McElhinny 1995, 1998). But because the 

service aspect of the FA role is so overt, the safety role can be eclipsed by the image of 

the “sky waitress”, hence the degree to which FA social identity work is occupied with 

the notion of respect. 

 

3.3 Hierarchy 

 

Another theme that emerged from the data as contributing to FA social identity, and one 

which is loosely tied to the theme of respect, is the hierarchy which exists on the plane. 

This hierarchy can be represented by the Chain of Command (ChCd), defined in 

Chapter 3, and which has already been identified as important in inter-crew 

communication (cf. Chute and Wiener 1996: 8). The ChCd exists for operational 

reasons. Recall from Chapter Three that many pilots have a military background, which 

many FAs do not, and are familiar with the concept in practice. This difference in 

perspective results in a clash between upholding a ChCd authority and a more 
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egalitarian attitude, revealed in FACofP discourse. This clash is reconciled in part by 

mitigation of and nonaccommodation to the ChCd, and is reflected in CofP discourse.  

 

Examples (24) – (27) demonstrate accommodation to and acceptance of the ChCd: 

 

(24) [Pilots’ roles on the plane are] Numbers 1 & 2 in the command chain. 

They are why we are here. Flight Attendants will be phased out one day – we 

are a necessary evil for accountants but eventually we’ll go. Pilots won’t. 

 

(25) Pilots are the ‘managers’ so to speak. The captain is in charge, (s)he is the 

director.  

 

(26) FA’s are not in command of the aircraft and there must be some sense of 

hierarchy and leadership when you operate a sophisticated piece of 

machinery across thousands of miles with people’s lives at stake. The Purser 

is not actually in command of anything on board a commercial airliner. 

…Only dual pilot incapacitation would leave the Purser in command and 

then only if there weren’t any dead-heading flt crew on board. 

 

(27) [referring to the Captain as] The Boss… continually reinforces the chain of 

command and the absolute authority of a captain within a crew.  

 

Thus, some FAs acknowledge that pilots are above them in onboard hierarchy. Pilots 

are “in charge”, “numbers 1 and 2 in the command chain”, and “The Boss”.  
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While some FAs accommodate to the ChCd, there is also evidence of FA 

nonaccommodation and divergent accommodation of pilots’ roles on plane.  

 

(28) (a) To get us from A to B. Nothing special. Cabin crew deal with more 

problems in a day than pilots will in a year. [answering Question 2, 

How do you view pilots’ role on the plane?] 

(b) Mostly a fat, or out-of-shape jerk who thinks he knows everything.  

[answering Question 1, When you think of the word ‘pilot’ in your head, 

what are the images you get?] 

(c) [Pilots are] basically driving a motorcoach in the air.  

(d) just because you have epaulettes the cabin crew should make all the 

effort? 

 

Example (28d) was contributing to a forum discussion regarding non-safety related 

crew communication. This statement clearly acknowledges and nonaccommodates to 

the ChCd. The author asserts that all crew members are responsible for maintaining 

open communication (“the cabin crew should make all the effort?”), not just FAs, who 

could be considered one-down from pilots (“just because you have epaulettes”), due to 

their position in the ChCd (Lakoff 1990; Tannen 1990). 

 

For some FAs, adjusting and accommodating to the ChCd is a discursive resource in the 

construction of social identity. Other FAs downplay the special role pilots have on the 

plane, comparing them to motorcoach drivers and stating that their role is “nothing 

special”. This sort of discourse is one way of reconciling the ChCd – overtly stating that 

pilots, who obviously have a different role than FAs on the plane, do “nothing special”. 

 



Barbara Clark  Chapter 4 

 

 

 - 37 - 

Interestingly, in public forums there is more discursive work which demonstrates 

accommodation to the pilot role and their place in the ChCd than in a private arena or 

talk setting. There are very few posts on the forums from which I drew my data which 

overtly display nonaccommodation to the pilots’ place in the ChCd; when I was flying, 

however, many FAs would make remarks showing nonaccommodation to the ChCd. 

Perhaps it is the public nature of these forums which accounts for this disparity; this is 

certainly an area for future research. 

 

Mitigation and contextualization cues 

Another way FAs reconcile onboard hierarchy is by mitigation of the Chain of 

Command (ChCd). This can be demonstrated when speech events move from a formal 

frame (e.g., the safety demo, when the FA acts only as animator) to a more informal 

frame, signified by contextualization cues (Gumperz 1982). Recall that Drew and 

Heritage (1992: 8) note a “significant convergence” between contextualization cues and 

framing. In the aviation context, these contextualization cues signify the shifting of 

formality, when an FA acts only as animator, to informality, when an FA can be the 

animator, author and principal, and is free to speak with minimal constraints. Examples 

of contextualization cues which signify informality, and therefore ChCd mitigation, are 

joking and fun, and framing the FA/pilot relationship from ostensibly hierarchical to 

“just friends”.  

 

Hugging and kissing a pilot are some contextualization cues that FAs can use to reframe 

the hierarchical FA/pilot relationship as being “just friends”. This works to overcome 

and mitigate the ChCd. Answering Question 8, respondents said: 

 

(29) (a) gave him a hug 



Barbara Clark  Chapter 4 

 

 

 - 38 - 

(b) With a kiss and usually joke with him make a fuss of him and call 

him captain…as these days we usually call them by their first name but 

by calling them captain is charming. 

(c) Doll! Long time no see! Are we going to go out and get bombed 

tonight…? 

 

Another contextualization cue which signals the mitigation of the ChCd is framing the 

job in a context of “fun”. [HD] says a memorable experience with pilots includes 

“having fun on layovers
6
… having fun between flights: telling jokes, stories, etc. 

Visits to the cockpit on longer flights are fun when the flight deck are fun guys.” [HD] 

continues: “Generally, I have more fun with DC-9
7
 pilots”, and responded to Question 

13 with “Have fun, and don’t have any hang-ups about anything. Ones with good and 

fair senses of humor.” [IA] said, “You make your own fun”, and responded to 

Question 10 with a narrative about a 30 hour layover, describing it as “It was fun. Had 

a great time…” 

 

In addition to framing the job as “fun”, a contextualization cue which mitigates the 

ChCd is demonstrated in the genre (Hymes 1972) of inter-crew joking. A joke is a 

contextualization cue to signal when a speech event is framed as informal. Schiffrin 

(1994: 100) notes that certain groups (e.g., FACofPs) can share tacit knowledge of 

certain contextualization cues. This shared knowledge is one signifier of group 

membership. When a member of one CofP is joking, it can sometimes be difficult for a 

member of a different CofP to correctly interpret subtle contextualization cues. Schiffrin 

continues: “[I]t is the analysis of misunderstandings between people from different 

                                                
6
 Layovers, also referred to by various FACofPs as overnights or night stops, are cities away from the FA 

base where the crew stays for the night.  
7
 A type of aircraft. 
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groups – people who do not share contextualization cues – that can provide the most 

telling evidence that such cues are at work” (101). 

 

[DC] provides an example of how misinterpretation of contextualization cues can lead 

to barriers in inter-crew communication, in her narrative explaining why she stopped 

speaking to a pilot: 

 

(30) He used to joke all the time with me and one day before boarding I was 

joking back and told him to go back into his cage because he said 

something like are you ready to open the circus in regard to the 

[passengers]. He suddenly changed and did not want me to serve him 

anymore he gave me a really hard time everytime we flew together and all 

because of this comment. In the past we joked much more than this. I 

realised it was because I also had refused to go out with him and he needed 

an excuse. So I stoped speaking to him also.  

 

[DC] notes that she used to joke with this pilot often in the past, and is surprised when 

the pilot misinterprets her contextualization cue in this instance. When the pilot 

“suddenly changed” his behaviour, this signalled the end of joking as a 

contextualization cue for the reframing of the hierarchical FA/pilot relationship as “just 

friends”. Now [DC] notes this pilot gives her “a really hard time” when they fly 

together; presumably their hierarchical relationship is re-established and no longer 

mitigated as “just friends”. 

 

In framing the job as “fun” and a place for jokes, and “being friends” with those who 

are above FAs in the ChCd, the hierarchical relationship of FAs and pilots can be 
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mitigated and reconciled. This mitigation work is one linguistic resource for the 

construction of FA social identity. 

 

3.4 Gender 

 

Gender does not necessarily contribute to or influence social identity. For example, 

McElhinny (1995, 1998) and Cotter (1999) demonstrate that in some CofPs, the job pre-

empts the gender. However, I argue that for many FAs, gender influences and 

contributes to construction of social identity. Social identity is rooted in historical 

context, and discourse relating to construction of FA social identity builds on the 

historical “image” of the FA. 

 

The first FAs were nurses (see Baron n.d.; Barry 2006; Chute and Wiener 1994; Chute 

et al. 1995 for addition overview of the historical FA role). One way flight attendants 

have long been portrayed is as caring and nurturing, considered “essential” female 

qualities; that is, all women are born with these qualities by virtue of being born female. 

The qualities of a “good” flight attendant correspond to these essential female qualities 

(Hochschild 2003; Taylor and Tyler 2000; Whitelegg 2002), and flight attendants are a 

prime group subject to extraction of emotional labour (see Hochschild 2003 for an in-

depth discussion of this). Pilots have long been portrayed as logical and technical, 

“reassuring authoritative fathers” (Ashcraft 2007: 18). Hence there was a justification 

for cabin crew being predominantly female and pilots being predominantly male, 

despite that many early pilots were female and qualities of being a pilot were considered 

“female” qualities (Ashcraft 2007: 17). 
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In my corpus, the image of FA and pilot appear to be stereotyped along gender and 

historical lines. While most FAs acknowledge the gender variety in their own 

profession, overwhelmingly pilots were envisioned, personified, and oriented to as 

male. Additionally, when pilot responses were included in relevant forum posts, the 

majority included references to FAs being exclusively (often derogatorily) female:  

 

(31) (a) sweet little thing 

(b) dumber than dishwater  

(c) They’re replaceable  

(d) getting all the poon [female genitalia] they could eat [referring to pilots 

working with FAs] 

(e) now get back there and serve the drinks, smile, oh and a massage 

would be nice thanks shirly, no not you brian. 

 

While these comments did not come from FAs, they were posted in a public forum read 

by FAs. Drawing on stereotyped images of the FA as the “sexy stewardess”, these 

comments can contribute to the construction of FA social identity. Constructing FAs as 

“dumber than dishwater” and calling them “replaceable” mitigates the safety role FAs 

have onboard the aircraft. Additionally, comments like these imply that FAs are not to 

be taken seriously. This can have serious implications in inter-crew communication, 

which I will discuss below. 

 

The image of a pilot, for the majority of my questionnaire respondents, was a 

stereotypical male image.  
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(32) The word “pilot” evokes images of the glamour days of aviation, 

something out of a Pan Am promotional poster 

 

 (33) a man, steel gray hair – like the ‘before’ in a Grecian 2000 commercial… 

Definitely a “Father” figure.
8
 Has a hat… At least one previous marriage  

 

(34) Middle aged man with grey hair… wearing uniform hat, surrounded by 

flight attendants 

 

(35) a family man or someone who was in the military.  

 

At least one pilot thinks of himself in grand, pseudo-royal terms, in a forum post: 

“Being locked up behind our moat and drawbridge, we don’t get many visits from 

the FA’s anymore”. 

 

Some FAs discuss gendered discursive practices (cf. Coates 2004; Holmes 1995, 2006; 

Maltz and Borker 1998; Tannen 1990):  

 

(36) I do not see gender affecting communication as much the people skills (FA) 

vs. technical skills (FO). I think that we, cabin crew, are more lateral 

thinkers, they FO are more LITERAL thinkers. I have been accused of 

being a very direct person, so maybe I am not girlie enough in terms of 

communication…  

 

                                                
8
 Cf. my earlier assertion that aircrews are like families. 
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(37) [Pilots] can be a bit more demanding with female flight attendants in 

every country. Pilots tend to ask for less when it’s a male attendant. If 

you’re a female attendant and you joke too much they can take it as flurting 

and they can think you are after them!!  

 

(38) Traditionally male pilots feel more comfortable with female cabin 

attendants… I’ve experienced some women pilots assuming a very 

assertive/masculine demeanor, while others do not. 

 

(39) …men communicate differently and tend to be more straightforward 

while women usually talk around the subject… 

 

For many participants in my research, gender is salient in the construction of FA social 

identity. Example (39) links the ostensibly gender-neutral jobs of FA and pilot with 

“women” and “men”, who, according to this participant, have contrasting 

communication styles: men are “straightforward” and women “talk around the subject”. 

Whether it is pilots framing FAs as stereotypically female (“sweet little thing”), or FAs 

picturing pilots as stereotypically male (“middle aged man with grey hair”), gender is 

one resource in the discursive, collaborative construction of FA social identity. 

 

4 Identity and Communication 

 

Like many occupational social identities, FA social identity is both current and 

historical. It is current, in that FAs actively collaborate in social identity creation and 

definition, both locally, in individual FACofPs, and globally, in the wider FACofP. It is 

historical, in that FAs draw from past FA social identities to collaborate on situational 
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identity creation. FA social identity is equally multifaceted: the themes discussed above 

are but part of the richness that is FA social identity. These themes are interdependent, 

and perhaps misleading to separate. Each is part of another, and all are entwined. For 

example, respect is impossible to separate from the ChCd or the safety and service 

duality, because parts of the FA role are defined by the respect demanded by or shown 

to FAs, at times by those higher in the ChCd, i.e., the pilots.  

 

Recall Example (10), a dislike when pilots “think that we are there just to serve them.” 

This short sentence reflects this multiplicity of roles, and demonstrates the hierarchical 

FA/pilot relationship by showing concern that pilots – a group above FAs in hierarchy – 

misconstrue the FA role on the plane. Example (10) reflects the belief that service roles 

do not earn much respect, hence the importance FAs place on their part in safety and 

security. It is important for many FACofP members, to be seen in more than just a 

service role by pilots. 

 

Few FAs explicitly said that gender affects or influences FA/pilot communication, 

however, most data I collected demonstrated a tacit acknowledgement and awareness of 

gender affecting inter-crew communication. Building on the historic semiotic of FA as 

“sexy stewardess”, to the stereotyped, unreal images of the Brylcreemed, white, male, 

“father figure” pilot, it would be surprising if gender did not influence communication 

in such a gender-segregated work environment. Indeed, the derogatory pilots’ discourse 

mentioned above indicates potential communication barriers: if a pilot believes a 

(female) CC member to be on the plane in an exclusively service-oriented role, believes 

a (female) CC member to be less intelligent that the pilot, or thinks that what a (female) 

CC member might say with respect to safety operations cannot be taken as seriously as 
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what a pilot might say, one possible result of these beliefs is the pilot not affording the 

(female) CC member as much credibility as another pilot might receive. 

 

Mitigation affects communication as well (cf. Linde 1988), with respect to pilots. Many 

FAs, despite acknowledging their role as safety professional, accommodate to familiar 

“sky waitress” language, and publicly orient to the service aspect of the FA role. 

Comments such as “I squeeze tea bags for a living” can be a group marker; by 

collaborating discursively, group identity is constructed. However, if framed differently, 

or misinterpreted by non-FACofP members, this linguistic resource of group 

membership could be reframed as self-deprecation. In such public forums where FA 

social identity is constructed and practiced, perhaps the safety aspect of the FA role is 

mitigated by such self-deprecating remarks. Holmes and Marra (2005) report that self-

deprecation mitigates authority. Perhaps, in constructing their social identity using this 

sort of discourse, and accommodating to service over the (equally important) safety 

role, FAs mitigate the authority, which comes with their safety roles, with pilots. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 
 

In the previous chapter, I highlighted themes salient in the construction of FA social 

identity: the safety/service duality of the FA role, respect, hierarchy, and gender. I 

argued that FA social identity builds on the socio-historical semiotic of the FA as “sexy 

stewardess”. Additionally it builds on FACofP discursive practices, such as orienting to 

role of safety professional; showing respect for pilots and expecting it in return; and 

accommodation to and mitigation of the hierarchical FA/pilot relationship.  

 

Previously the FA role was stereotypically female and sexualized; additionally, pilots 

were depicted as white, male, commanding, authority figures (Ashcraft 2007). These 

stereotypical social images can influence certain current constructs of FA social identity 

(FAs are “dumb as dishwater” and “sweet little things”). However, FAs construct their 

own social identity based in part on the discursive themes highlighted earlier. 

 

This social identity-work can contribute to FA perceptions of inter-crew 

communication. In mitigating the Chain of Command (ChCd), FAs frame the 

hierarchical FA/pilot relationship as “just friends”, or by joking and having fun. 

Misinterpreted contextualization cues can influence, and potentially hinder, FA/pilot 

communication. Recall Example (30) which described such a breakdown in 

communication: because a pilot misinterpreted an FA’s contextualization cue of joking, 

the pilot “suddenly changed and did not want [her] to serve him any more he gave [her] 

a really hard time everytime [they] flew together and all because of this comment”. 

Investigating the (mis)interpretation of similar contextualization cues and the resulting 

impact on inter-crew communication would certainly be an area for future research. 
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Continuing with the theme of hierarchy, my data included examples of FA 

accommodation to pilots’ role on the plane. Because so little of my data is from pilots, I 

cannot say if pilots accommodate to the safety/service FA role duality. Certainly the 

few forum posts by pilots demonstrate nonaccommodation to the FA safety role. Future 

areas of research could be exploring pilots’ attitudes to FAs, if these are influenced by 

their hierarchical relationship, and if these attitudes influence inter-crew 

communication. 

 

Gender is another salient theme for FA social identity construction, and a potential 

influence on inter-crew communication. Tannen (1990, 1995, 1996) has done extensive 

research in female/male communication patterns. While the validity of her work can be 

debated (see, for example, Speer 2005; recall also my earlier critique of Tannen’s 

work), further investigation of the influence of gender on inter-crew communication is 

another area for future research. 

 

While I did not touch on it in this dissertation, an additional area of future research is 

investigation of influence of FA and pilot sexual orientation on inter-crew 

communication. I addressed this area in my questionnaire, but I feel this is an important 

area for further research in its own right, because homosexuality, while more accepted 

today than in the past, is still a taboo for certain cultures and groups of people. 

Additionally, the pilot CofP tends to be a “macho”, heterosexual one (Ashcraft 2007). 

Although there is no data on this that I am aware of, using 10% rule (10% of the general 

population is homosexual), then there are many gay pilots, most of whom are not “out”. 

Speaking from personal experience, several gay male FAs I worked with in the past 

have commented on problems with communication and interaction with some pilots, 
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simply because the male FA is gay. Most FAs who commented on this speculated it was 

due to the fact that the pilot in question was “in the closet”.  

 

This dissertation has provided a space for a brief introduction to FA social identity, and 

the influence this may have on inter-crew communication. Because this is a preliminary 

study, this is not meant to offer conclusive statements or absolutes. What is evident is 

that the construction of FA social identity is collaborative, ongoing, complex, and 

multifaceted. FA social identity work is accomplished in many places, both publicly and 

privately. FACofP membership is signified by tacit knowledge of contextualization cues 

which denote the (in)formality of the speech event frame. Additionally, FACofP 

membership is signified by awareness of participation roles in the participation 

framework context of the airplane: FAs can be animators, authors and principals of their 

speech, depending on the formality of the speech event. Future research can expand on 

the arguments I have made, and investigate further how the construction of FA social 

identity influences inter-crew communication. 
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Appendix A: Questionnaire 

 

 

1. When you think of the word 'pilot' in your head, what are the images you 

get? 

 

2. How do you view pilots' role on the plane? 

 

3. Does gender (either of the FA or pilot) affect communication between a 

flight attendant and pilot? Why or why not? 

 

4. Does ethnic origin or 'national culture' (either of the FA or pilot) affect 

flight attendant/pilot communication? Why or why not? 

 

5. Does sexual orientation (either of the FA or pilot) affect flight 

attendant/pilot communication? Why or why not? 

 

6. Have you ever stopped speaking to a pilot? If so, why? When did you 

stop speaking to this pilot? 

 

7. What would you never say to a pilot? To another flight attendant? To a 

passenger? 
 

8. How would you greet your favourite pilot? 

 

9. Have you ever been involved in an emergency situation (medical, cabin 

prep, evacuation, etc)? How did communication with the flight deck play 

a part, if at all? 

 

10. What's the most memorable experience with a pilot you can remember? 

What made it memorable?  

 

11. Have you ever flown with a pilot who made the trip fun? If so, how? 

 

12. How long does it take for you to know how to communicate with a pilot? 

 

13. What are the things pilots do that you like? 

 

14. Complete this sentence: 'I like it when pilots...' 

 

15. What are the things pilots do that bother you? 

 

16. Complete this sentence: 'I don't like it when pilots...' 

 

17. Have you ever flown with a pilot who insulted you? If so, how did this 

pilot insult you? 
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