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CROSS-CULTURAL FACTORS IN AVIATION SAFETY

This paper presents cross-cultural factors in aviation safety. Situations in which

members of one culture encounter representatives or realities of some other culture

are emphasized. With the safety purpose, it is important that such situations should

not be ignored or eliminated, but should be successfully coped with, since they may

pose potential threat. Culture is closely interrelated with a context. Of the many types

of contexts the four are covered in this paper: the political, the physical, the social,

and the economic.

For many years, culture has been a safety related issue in the aviation

community. Globalization of the airline industry is now a reality and is expected to

continue. As airlines of different nations continue to combine operations and

increase their international destinations, cultural issues will gain prominence.

Aviation has changed the way we think about the world and what is possible in the

world. Unlike no other technology before or since, aviation is responsible for

creating the “global village.” It is now possible to reach any part of the world by air,

and to do so in previously unimaginable time. Business, leisure, even religious

pilgrimages are now achieved with the help of air travel. It became more evident

over the last years that migration moves people around countries. Besides that,

flying became more affordable for every class of the society. Demand for

international travel has also exposed people to many different cultures and

languages. This brings us to the point that we must recognize nations may, and

probably do, approach opportunities and problems from quite different perspectives

because of their basic language and cultural differences. Naturally enough,

individual nations may feel that their point of view is correct, especially for them.

Unfortunately, language barriers and cultural differences can tend to polarize

the participants in any discussion and can lead to total inaction or to ineffective and

unsatisfactory compromises. Either of these results is absolutely unacceptable to

anyone interested in aviation safety. Today, we are in the midst of an aviation safety

evolution. No longer are we trying to improve aviation safety one airport at a time,

one pilot at a time, or even one airline at a time.

This paper presents the safety case for the consideration of cross-cultural

factors in aviation. It does so by focusing not on cultures per se but on cultural

interfaces, those situations where members of one culture encounter people or

artifacts from other cultures. Put at its most simple, as long as one stays within the

bounds of one’s culture, all of the advantages of cultural membership hold; fellow

members and the environment are predictable, thereby making daily routines easier

and quicker. But as soon as we encounter members or artifacts (aircraft, procedures,

regulations) from other cultures, these cultural efficiencies are challenged and the

opposite occurs: the environment becomes less predictable, more uncertain, and
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requires more cognitive effort.

Because a culture is shaped by its environment and evolves in response to

changes in that environment, culture and context are really inseparable. There are

many layers of context in which a culture is embedded, including the political, the

physical the social, and the economic. Any airline finds itself influenced by these

contexts; its daily operations are the solutions to the problems and demands created

by these contexts. The layer of economic and political context includes several

macro-levels, including: national wealth, per capita income, tax base, population

size and density, stability of economic and political systems, laws, and education.

Together these factors decide the size of the aviation customer base in a country and

the general affordability of air travel for people in that country. It also decides the

size and stability of government support for the aviation infrastructure.

The features that define physical context include geography and complexity

of terrain, climate and weather, population dispersion and accessibility. These

factors decide flight routes and schedules. The physical context is easiest to see.

The third layer, the social context, is most closely related to the people and

their customs. They include: socially agreed upon ways of making sense of the

surrounding environment, a group’s preferred ways of thinking, acting, and

interacting, values (what is considered important), behaviors (what is considered

normal). These features develop over time, handed down from one generation to the

next, evolving into a social system of shared meanings and coordination among a

culture’s members. The social context is what people most associate with culture

because of the customs, norms, values, and beliefs. Historically derived and shaped

over time in response to environmental demands and changes, the social context is

every bit as important as the economic, political, and physical contexts in

determining how people will act and react.

To summarize, a culture can be considered the ongoing interaction of a

group of people with their environment. It can be understood more completely by

paying attention to economic, political, physical, and social factors.

By its nature, aviation is a cross-cultural endeavor. The cultural interfaces in

aviation are many and diverse. Given the daily occurrence of cross-cultural

interactions in aviation, there are several factors that moderate the experience,

including cultural distance, resource match, and experience at the interface. The

great talent of humans is their ability to adapt. The more experience at the interface,

the less the interface will appear challenging. With experience and exposure comes

adaptation. Experience at the interface builds familiarity and reduces uncertainty.

Culture is a factor of how a person perceives the world. It is affected by such

things as language, education, religion, and customs. There are both positive and

negative effects. The overall advantages due to culturally mixed crews are that

individual crew members can provide different interpretations of the same

information and different approaches towards problem solving. Conversely, when

these cultural differences are not channeled properly, misinterpretation of

information can cause misunderstandings that will reduce crew effectiveness or lead

to an accident. Each airline must analyze its own cultural effects when it considers

its options on flight crew integration. Most airlines' primary method for reducing

any negative multi-cultural effects and building on the positive effects to increase
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cabin and cockpit safety is through a high level of training and standardization.

Since people of different cultures may have varying interpretations of the same

situation, a high level of standardized training will refocus cultural variations so that

crew members view a given situation with similar levels of understanding.

There are two critical safety obligations of the flight attendant. The first is to

prevent accidents, primarily by means of the conveyance of information regarding

hazardous conditions to the flight deck. If the accident cannot be prevented, the

second obligation is to maximize its survivability. The highest levels of safety are

reached when all crewmembers contribute their best efforts toward a common goal.

Each member of the crew has an assigned role in the aircraft. This role must be

clearly defined and communicated, so that each member clearly knows what is

expected of him or her and what to expect from others. The cockpit crew, as well as

the cabin crew, needs to take specific initiatives towards building a team that

functions effectively. The culture of the cockpit crew is very different from that of

the cabin crew because each has different priorities and value systems. Flight deck

crews focus mainly on flying the aircraft and operating systems. Their culture is

considered to be of a technical nature. The cabin crews focus mainly on cabin safety

and passenger service. Their culture is oriented towards people and involves a lot of

communication and coordination Both roles require effective communication

between the two work areas.

Standardization of communication is also a vital factor. Flight crews use

standard words or phrases for specific situations to prevent cultural

misunderstandings. The effect of non-standard words or phrases among multicultural

crewmembers is similar in effect to the use of slang words among crew

members in those countries where English is the primary language. A way to

overcome limitations or barriers in communication among people of different

backgrounds and idioms is to attach to procedures and regulations. Radio

communication, the seven-headed monster for many, must be kept to simple terms;

slangs eliminated and read back a habit. As the Australian Civil Safety Authority

resumes what is valid for the industry in general: “Being mindful of each spoken

word and how it might be interpreted is something that must be recognized as a vital

component of crew co-ordination and effectiveness.”

Within the culture of the international aviation community, diversity is

hidden by a high level of information exchange, advanced technology, and the

"language of aviation”. The technological advances in aviation have been increasing

for the past decade and have helped reduce individual workload and have decreased

the probability of human error. Improved technology's effect on aviation safety has

become more significant as most major airlines in the world operate new models of

aircraft, such as the Boeing 777 and the Airbus 340. People must be receptive to

change. The increased use of technology is changing the way all crewmembers

work. New skills are needed to replace the old ones that served so well in the past.

Human factors are concerned with solving practical problems in the workplace. It is

all about relationships of individuals with each other and with situations. It includes

such things as how people communicate and behave during individual and group

situations. Most communication involves speaking, reading, writing, listening, and

nonverbal signals. Recurrent and initial training in the airline has said little about
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communication between cockpit and cabin, except in extreme cases such as

hijacking or evacuation. The quality and effectiveness of communication is largely

determined by how well individuals understand what is being said. Therefore, one

task of human factor training is to increase communication skills and reduce

communication errors.

One of the interesting things about culture is that everyone is a member of at

least one culture, yet people can rarely explain their culture very clearly to others.

That is because people in their own culture tend to be unaware of the principles and

values that guide their behavior. It is natural for people to believe that the culture in

which they were socialized is the “way of the world” and the practices and beliefs

are similar the world over. However, in today’s world of global media and global

travel, this ethnocentrism cannot be logically sustained. To believe that one culture

is inherently superior to another is arrogance or ignorance or both.

Helping people move beyond their own cultural boundaries to accept other

cultures without becoming defensive is something that can be addressed through

training. Being able to accept other cultures requires a person to look objectively and

with some distance at their own culture. Next, the person can then start to see how

something that works in their culture may not work in another culture. The final step

is to be able to see how an idea or tool from one culture can be modified to make

sense in another culture.

Culture plays a strong role in all airlines and airline managers must have a

full understanding of cultural influences on their operations if they are to be

successful in safety. Culture has strong influences on every single department in

domestic and foreign airlines, but the flight crew faces cultural challenges more than

other departments because of their close working conditions and the critical safety

issues.

References

1. Doc 9835 AN/453. Руководство по внедрению требований ИКАО к

владению языком. ИКАО, 2010, Монреаль, Канада.

2. Donald S. Metscher, Marvin Smith, Abdullah Alghamdi. Multi-Cultural

Factors in the Crew Resource Management Environment: Promoting Aviation

Safety for Airline Operations: The Journal of Aviation, 2009.

3. Linda Werfelman. Language Barrier: www.flightsafety.org, 2008

4. Terry McVenes. The Evolution in Aviation Safety: US Airwaves, 2001.

5. Bennett, M. J. Basic Concepts of Intercultural Communication.

Intercultural Press, 1998.

6. Макаров Р.Н. Человеческий фактор. Авиационная психология и

педагогика: Справочник/Макаров Р.Н.. – М.:МНАПЧАК, 2002.

7. Hawkins, F., Orlady, H. Human Factors in Flight (2nd ed.). Aldershot:

Ashgate, 1993.

8. Australian Government Civil Aviation Safety Authority (2007) Good

communication a key to safety.
