
Considering Communications, Language, and Culture on the Flight Deck

Communications are universally acknowledged as fundamental to aviation safety, and language 
as fundamental to communications. Communications, language, and culture are closely related 
and overlapping but distinct fields of inquiry. Although often used interchangeably in casual 
terms, “communications” and “language” are actually different phenomenon that cannot be 
easily separated.

Communications is the broad and generic term for the exchange of information, for all the 
human to human interactions that occur during a flight, from flight planning and pre-flight 
briefings to disembarking the aircraft on landing. It includes most obviously what is referred to 
as "liveware to liveware" interactions in the SHEL model of human factor. In flight, 
communications are most often verbal, and are the usual focus of accident or incident 
investigations, but written communications are also a matter of significant interest, including 
reading operations manuals, emergency checklists, and datalink.

Communication involves four distinct elements:
• The source or sender (a speaker, or in the case of a manual or datalink text, the author)
• The signal or message (the information exchanged, verbal, text, electronic, or nonverbal 

cues)
• The channel, or medium (voice, text, electronic audio or visual signal) 
• The receiver (listener or reader of text.) 

Communication breakdowns or barriers can occur in any one of these elements. Language is the 
primary way that humans communicate. 

Language. Language use and language proficiency affect aviation communications in many, 
varied, and profound ways. Language is the most complex of human abilities. Fundamental to 
analyzing communications in aviation is an accurate understanding of language. 

Language use in aviation includes first language and second language use, pilot to pilot flight 
deck or crew resource management communications, pilot to ATC communications, and also 
includes reading proficiency both for datalink (written "live" communications) and for the 
"static" language of operations or emergency procedures manuals.

Culture, at the national, local, and organizational level, also has a strong effect on 
communications and on language use, and CRM experts acknowledge that national culture 
affects flightdeck behavior. It is through observation of verbal behavior, or language, that we are 
able to observe culture at work.

The academic field of "Communications" addresses the effectiveness and skills required 
for public speaking, public relations, and corporate communications. It does not examine 
communications at the linguistic level. 
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Applied Linguistics is the field of study that identifies, investigates, and offers solutions to 
language-related real-life problems. It is a broad interdisciplinary field dedicated to improving 
our understanding of the language in human life by bringing together insights from theory and 
research to generate principles that guide practical solutions to concrete language problems. 

Applied Linguistics is an academic discipline which can--and must--inform our understanding of 
human factors in aviation. 

CRM and TEM
A Transport Canada manual on human factors states, “At the heart of CRM is 
communication.” The role of the applied linguist in aviation is to help the industry understand 
that “at the heart of communication is language.” Language is the foundation upon which crew 
resource management and threat and error management is constructed, and language is our 
window into the influence of culture in aviation decision making.

The LHUFT Center aims to support a more precise and better informed approach to considering 
communications in aviation, including the role of first language use, the use of English-as-a-
foreign language, and the interplay of culture and language on the multicultural, multilingual 
flight deck. 

The LHUFTA Center offers a number of tools designed to provide guidance to accident 
investigators, CRM and other safety experts who want to better understand the role of language 
and culture in aviation communications. The LHUFT Taxonomy of Aviation Communication 
Factors helps researchers, accident investigators, and safety experts better conceptualize these 
overlapping but distinct spheres.
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