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ABSTRACT 

This study explores how formal training and situated learning combine to shape the 

competence of airlines’ cabin crew. The purpose of this study is to broaden the 

understanding of cabin crew learning by incorporating a ‘social practice’ approach. 

Cabin crew learning, still little explored in the literature, provides insights into a 

complex social practice context. Traditionally, cabin crew learning has been 

conceptualised in terms of initial training; they are trained and evaluated from a 

predominantly behavioural competency-based perspective, away from actual work 

contexts. At work, cabin crew engage in complex interactions with various people 

(colleagues, passengers, pilots), undertake different duties (e.g., customer service, 

safety-related tasks), in diverse situations (i.e. from routine flying to abnormal situations 

and emergencies). At the same time, they are committed to high standards of safety and 

passenger service enforced by airlines and flight safety authorities. The learning from 

these experiences has not been part of the thinking of airline training departments and 

therefore the question arises of how it relates to or combines with the outcomes of 

formal training regimes.  

Building on contemporary perspectives of learning, particularly those informed 

by situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991), it is argued that cabin crew 

members develop knowledgeable skills for participation in a social practice constituted 

by the confined, intimate environment of the cabin. However, competence as such is 

seen to arise in a negotiation between this practice and the knowledge and values 

fostered in training. The concept of ‘social practice’ as a complex interaction of 

knowledge, skills, context, social relationships, and identity in a historically unfolding 

setting suggests that potentially, in the case of cabin crew, both the workplace and 

formal training experiences constitute two social practices – each with its own 
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perspectives on the work of cabin crew – and that cabin crew member learning in fact 

spans the different sources of learning and identity.  

The argument developed through the thesis is based on modified ethnographic 

research into the training and work environment of the cabin crew of one airline 

operating regional flights. The findings of the project contribute to the situated learning 

literature by suggesting not only that significantly different ‘situations’ shape cabin 

crew learning, but that formal training programs can themselves be regarded as a social 

practice rather than something to be written off as an inauthentic precursor to real 

learning. The study thus aligns with findings of situated learning researchers like 

Østerlund (1996) who argue that contemporary workplace learning can be seen as a 

process of crossing between differed situations or practices, and is critical of the 

tendency of researchers, such as Lave and Wenger (1991), who have not recognised 

formal training contexts as a social practice. These findings advance our knowledge of 

cabin crews’ work practices and their learning processes, potentially contributing to the 

improvement of the current training regimes. Further, this study emphasises the 

importance of qualitative exploration of situated learning in cabin crew contexts, which 

may inform possible solutions to contemporary concerns about training effectiveness in 

aviation. It might also contribute to better understand learning in other areas that 

combine intense formal training with a highly social work context, such as hospitality or 

healthcare. 

Key words: Situated learning, cabin crew training, formal training, learning at 

work, competency-based education, social practice, aviation training. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Training is one of the main strategies of the aviation industry to prevent accidents and 

unwonted safety situations. Experience in previous accidents has led aviation training to 

shift from a focus primarily on operational aspects of the cockpit and cabin (Paries & 

Amalberti, 2000), to understand training as an organisational responsibility (von Thaden 

et al., 2006). The industry has rethought training programs in recent decades to consider 

the interaction in various professional groups (e.g., pilots, cabin crew, ground staff) and 

their communication skills as a way to address safety concerns (Paries & Amalberti, 

2000). A behavioural competency-based approach has been taken to the development of 

structured training programs that present procedures that must be followed by staff, and 

behaviours that are desirable to their performance at work (International Civil Aviation 

Organisation [ICAO], 2014). For cabin crew members, procedures are predominately 

those related to safety and behaviours concern ‘customer service’ interwoven with 

safety compliance.  

There is very little discussion within the aviation industry of how the experience 

of participating in work promotes learning or how this learning may relate back to 

initial formal training programs. Different theoretical approaches have been taken to 

understanding the learning that arises through participation in work. A widely accepted 

approach is formal initial training which is classroom-based, and with a focus on the 

individual; while in the last decades, theory has turned towards the study of learning as 

something that arises within social contexts (Hager, 2011). Sometimes considered as 

conflicting visions, both approaches have expanded the knowledge about learning in the 

workplace (Østerlund, 1996; Hager, 2011). Understanding the contributions of formal 
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training as well as participation in work is the goal of this study, with a particular 

interest in a profession that has received limited attention in this regard: cabin crew in 

the aviation industry. 

Training for cabin crew is considered essential for safe airline operations. ICAO 

acknowledges the importance of safety training for cabin crew performance in routine 

operations but, more importantly, for the identification and proper action in case of 

emergencies and any safety-related situations (ICAO, 2014).  As a means of assisting 

airlines in developing their training programs, ICAO published, in 2014, a 

comprehensive framework for cabin crew safety training. Most aviation regulatory 

authorities enforce the adoption of this framework for airlines to comply with ICAO 

recommendations. The framework, referred to by insiders as the Cabin Crew Safety 

Training Manual, was designed using a competency-based education (CBE) approach 

to learning. For aviation, CBE has been implemented as a shift from training based on 

hours or ‘time served’ in training, to that of demonstrated competency. CBE is thought 

to improve efficiency, accountability, and relevance of training programs when written 

competencies encompass the ‘real’ tasks of aviation work (Kearns et al., 2016). The 

focus of this framework is on safety standards to be maintained by cabin crew. 

Nevertheless, other job requirements outside the scope of regulatory standards remain 

fundamental, such as customer service interactions. These latter tend to be airline-

specific standards. 

Since the training of cabin crew is standardised and mandatory in aviation, 

compliance becomes one of the factors to analyse during accident investigations. An 

example is the accident of China Airlines flight CI-120, in August 2007. A fire that 

consumed the fuselage of a Boeing 737-800 after landing forced the 157 passengers and 

eight crew members to evacuate, with no casualties reported (Chang & Yang, 2011). A 
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study conducted on the perception of the passengers involved in this accident revealed 

that the cabin crew performance was lacking because the passengers began the 

evacuation before the intervention of the crew (Chang & Yang, 2011). Although 

compliance with training and procedures was highlighted, the authors identified that 

circumstances of the actual emergency, such as passenger behaviours and the life-

threatening situation, were decisive for the performance of the cabin crew during the 

evacuation. For the airline involved and the industry as a whole, renewed focus on 

compliance with the competency framework was a response. 

The contribution of experience within the confined, intimate environment of the 

cabin to cabin crew learning remains unexplored. Training programs for cabin crew are 

conducted traditionally in classrooms with practical scenarios or using simulators if 

available (Kearns et al., 2016). Their work requires constant social interaction with 

colleagues (e.g., other cabin crew, pilots) and passengers in a particular work contexts 

(e.g., confined spaces, high altitudes) (Filipieva, 2012). These groups, their behaviours 

and needs, as well as the situations ‘on board’, vary from flight to flight and are often 

unpredictable. Training programs attempt to recreate these situations (Chang & Yang, 

2011) as well as drill learners in procedures. The question is how appropriate for 

learning these recreations are when real work situations cannot be predicted.  

The realities of cabin crew work ‘on board’ and their social interactions can 

hardly be recreated in formal training. For example, the memorisation of customer 

service procedures would not be sufficient when responding to a large variety of 

passengers’ needs. In this regard, customer service procedures are used as guidance, but 

actual responses must be adapted to endlessly different situations.  

Research conducted on the cabin crew profession has increased in recent years, 

but it is still limited to the efficacy of formal training and enforcement of compliance. 
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The emphasis has been mainly on the influence of work demands and context on the 

performance of cabin crew (Filipieva, 2012; Damos et al., 2013; Ford et al., 2013; Chen 

& Chen, 2014; Chen & Kao, 2014; Okabe, 2017; Yang, 2017). In particular, research on 

training topics has focused on the transfer of knowledge for the care of passengers, such 

as first aid (Mahony et al., 2007), the control of unruly passengers (Rhoden et al., 2008), 

and the effectiveness of e-learning education (De Brito Neto et al., 2014). A study 

closer to the purpose of this research was conducted by Kearns et al. (2016) and 

explains the framework based in competencies for aviation training, with reference to 

the cabin crew context.  

Despite recent attention to cabin crew training and a move towards CBE, little 

research exists regarding the cabin crew learning process and the critical interactions 

they undertake to become competent after formal training experience. This lack of 

attention was highlighted in a recent study into pilot training that showed that most 

ICAO recommendations are based on standards, with no attention to the learning 

process (Soo, 2018). For example, Soo (2018) argued that current training programs 

explicitly express the expectations about a pilot’s performance, but do not reflect on the 

learning process of trainees. Comparatively, cabin crew training programs are based on 

safety standards; however, no attention is evident to learning or the influence that the 

work context may have on this process. 

How cabin crew learn to face differing situations at work can be explored from 

the perspective of situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Situated learning 

has been suggested as a way to understand the development of competence in aviation 

(Kearns et al., 2016). Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed concepts such as ‘legitimate 

peripheral participation’ and ‘communities of practice’, which explain how learning of 

newcomers develops through their participation in the community. This approach 
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interprets learning as a process of self-understanding by the individual through their 

observation of and participation in routine activities and social interactions (Østerlund, 

1996). Nevertheless, learning in social practice should not be seen as a replacement for 

the traditional approach, but as an expansion of understanding of the learning process 

(Hager, 2011). For cabin crew, whose work context is highly social while their training 

is behavioural, situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) provides a lens for 

understanding learning across the gamut of cabin crew experiences while potentially 

contributing to improved aviation training. 

This study argues that cabin crew learning arises from a combination of formal 

training, and social interaction with their cabin-based community of practice, each 

influencing the other. It is also suggested that the lack of attention to the learning 

occurring within the work setting could have implications for customer satisfaction, or 

more seriously, flight safety could be compromised if learning in the work context 

departs from the safety procedures that are the province of formal training programs. 

1.2 Research purpose  

This study aims to understand the contribution of participation in work to cabin crew 

learning. The focus is on their experience at work and how related it is to the initial 

training. The following research question guided this study:  

 

How do formal training and the workplace experience contribute to the learning 

of the cabin crew? 

 

From this question arises the interest in conducting a qualitative study that 

explores participants’ experiences when they finished the initial training and started to 

work ‘on board’. Aviation training research has been predominantly conducted using 
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quantitative methods. However, contemporary concerns of this industry, namely human 

performance, multicultural crews, and social interrelationships, justify a qualitative 

approach to understand more deeply human interactions (Ferroff et al., 2012). This 

study incorporates an interest in understanding human interactions, and adopts a 

qualitative approach as one that is appropriate to the subtleties of learning in work and 

for exploring new questions. 

Understanding the learning process of the cabin crew requires immersion in their 

routines and capturing their experiences at work. This objective can be achieved by 

conducting fieldwork, following the principles of ethnographic study (Fetterman, 2019). 

At this point it is essential to acknowledge the previous experience that the researcher 

has as a cabin crew member. This prior knowledge represents a possible advantage to 

understand routine aspects of the profession, although there is also a risk of biasing the 

results.  

For this study, participation in the activities of cabin crew was insightful, and it 

was possible due to the sponsorship of a regional airline operating in the Tasman Sea 

region. Observation of cabin crew by an ‘insider’ during their training activities and 

then in their work settings, before, during, and after flights, facilitated the collection of 

data on aspects that are usually not noticeable to anyone not familiar to the aviation 

industry. These data subsequently guided interviews with cabin crew members to delve 

into their learning experiences in their initial training and workplace. 

Fieldwork and conversations with cabin crew members revealed that their 

learning clearly did not end with the initial training. This training was an intense and 

valued experience for the participants. Even though the training provided a basis for 

taking action in different situations, in some cases, the participants had to modify 

standard procedures or follow the example of more experienced colleagues in 
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performing unique procedures. Managers, instructors, and some of the participants 

expressed their concern that these ‘modified’ or ‘new’ practices learned at work may 

contradict the airline’s procedures.  

This study therefore contributes to a conceptualisation of learning beyond 

individual knowledge and behavioural training in the aviation industry, and recognises 

the relevance of situated learning theory for cabin crew in their learning process. 

1.3 Thesis structure 

This study explores the learning process of cabin crew with a focus on how the social 

practice constituted by the confined, intimate environment of cabin crew work 

contributes to learning. The next chapter provides an overview of the cabin crew role 

and training programs as a preamble for further discussion. First, the historical 

evolution of its role in aviation is presented. Second, the structure of standard training 

programs for cabin crews is described, with particular attention to the ICAO framework 

(2014) for safety training. Finally, the most relevant characteristics and challenges of 

the role of these professionals are outlined. 

In the third chapter, existing literature regarding issues in cabin crew training is 

reviewed to clarify how cabin crew learning is currently understood, and an outline of 

the theoretical perspective of the study, with a focus on competency-based education 

and social practice, is provided. It is argued here that situated learning theory (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) is an appropriate approach to explore cabin crew learning. Given the 

lack of aviation-oriented studies that adopt this approach, a brief literature review in the 

fields of healthcare and sales is also included to guide the subsequent discussion of the 

findings. 

Chapter Four provides the rationale for an ethnographic approach to 

investigating learning in the cabin crew context. This perspective reflects the study 
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design and how data was collected, analysed, and interpreted. The chapter concludes by 

outlining ethical considerations. 

Chapter Five summarises the findings of the study. The chapter begins by 

providing a general overview of the work context of the participants and the airline that 

collaborated with the study. Subsequently, statements of the participants are used to 

narrate their experience in the training and the workplace, following the themes arising 

from the data analysis. At the same time, an interpretation of the perceptions of the 

participants about their learning process is presented. 

The last chapter discusses the results of the study in relation to the literature and 

the concepts of situated learning. A new perspective of the cabin crew learning is 

presented through the implications of the study, considering social practice as a 

fundamental part of this process. From the above, recommendations for training 

programs in the aviation industry and for educational research, are offered. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CABIN CREW IN CONTEXT 

2.1 Introduction  

Aviation is a rapidly growing industry worldwide.1 Commercial operations are 

expected to duplicate its current traffic by 2034, and particularly the Asia and Pacific 

region is projected to be the fastest-growing market (Industry High Level Group, 2017). 

One characteristic of these markets is the need to cover regional routes with small 

aircraft, which can accommodate up to 100 passengers (Brdnik et al., 2019). Aircraft in 

this range are typically turboprop or small jet aircraft.  

Similarly, this growth is also reflected in the hiring and training of personnel 

according to standards that favour air safety (Mwikya & Angeline, 2018). Accordingly, 

airlines have been hiring more cabin crew globally (De Brito Neto et al., 2014). The 

number of cabin crew required on each flight depends on the state authorities’ 

regulations and airlines’ requirements, but is mainly based on the type and seating 

capacity of aircraft. In regard to regional aircraft, cabin crew numbers range from one to 

three individuals. 

A vital role of cabin crew is to ensure a quick response in case of evacuation of 

the aircraft (ICAO, 2014). Likewise, cabin crew perform other roles responding to 

unsafe conditions such as fire on board, medical emergencies, controlling aggressive 

passengers, or in extreme cases dealing with an aircraft hijacking (Chen & Chen, 2014; 

 

1 Claims about the growth of the aviation industry were valid at the time of submitting this 

thesis. A few months later, the industry underwent drastic changes due to the global pandemic of COVID-

19. Despite the critical scenario, the aviation industry is still relevant for the development of the global 

economy and cabin crews are part of efforts to protect the safety of passengers (Chen Y. , et al., 2020). 
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Kearns et al., 2016). However, their role is often associated with meeting the needs of 

passengers, such as a meal service.  

Although the aviation context has evolved, many aspects of the profession have 

remained the same since its appearance in the 1920s. Initially hired only for passenger 

assistance during the flight, and historically only male, the cabin crew were soon 

considered vital for carrying out safety responsibilities. Due to aircraft being 

unpressurised in the early days, flying was more susceptible to turbulence, with 

passenger illness not uncommon. From that point, it became a convention for airlines to 

hire nurses (Kearns et al., 2016). Ellen Church was a nurse and is recognised as the first 

female cabin crew. She was known later for her promotion and support for women in 

the cabin crew profession. Interestingly, while she held a pilot’s licence, she was not 

allowed to be employed as flight crew (Kearns et al., 2016). 

During the 1930s and 1940s, cabin crew had functions currently considered 

unusual, such as cleaning passenger shoes and adjusting the time of the passengers’ 

watches (Filipieva, 2012). Nonetheless, these responsibilities highlight that in that era, 

cabin crew services and hospitality were considered important. By the 1950s, as air 

travel became safer and more popular with tourists, other commercial strategies, such as 

food and beverage services, were incorporated into the functions of the cabin crew role 

(Kearns et al., 2016). 

Until the present, the hospitality offered by the cabin crew has been considered a 

source of competitive advantage by creating customer ‘loyalty’ (Okabe, 2017). Airlines 

design commercial strategies based on customer service on board to achieve 

differentiation and influence passengers’ preferences (De Brito et al., 2014). 

Considering that most airlines have outsourced or automated most of their services (e.g., 

ticketing), actual human contact often only occurs on board the plane (Yang, 2017). In 
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fact, some airlines situate this professional group in the service department, rather than 

within the flight operations area (Kearns et al., 2016). A common misconception is that 

the cabin crew is purely a hospitality role; although their original role was to ensure 

passenger safety (Kearns et al., 2016). Nonetheless, both safety and hospitality aspects 

are equally important, and strengthening cabin crew training is fundamental for 

commercial and safety reasons in the aviation industry. 

2.1.1 Cabin crew training 

Training programs usually reflect the dual role of cabin crew, yet safety and 

service duties do have different emphases and interests to airlines. Training in the 1960s 

focused on the importance of the proper wearing of a uniform, the projection of a 

professional image, and ‘good manners’. Nowadays, these topics are still encompassed 

in training, in addition to other service delivery procedures for different types of flights 

and categories of passengers; for example, economy class and business class service 

(Kearns et al., 2016). 

Training pathways for cabin crew are also determined based on the experience 

of people entering the job. For example, the entire program for initial training, for 

people without previous experience, might last up to twelve weeks, including a 

familiarisation flight before they are assigned duties as an operational cabin crew. Once 

working, cabin crew must periodically complete other training required by airlines, and 

it is mandatory to pass short, recurrent training sessions with content similar to the 

initial instruction. Most training is conducted in-house, and it is mostly classroom-based 

(Kearns et al., 2016). However, online tools have become popular in aviation training 

due to their reduced costs and flexibility in terms of time and location (De Brito Neto et 

al., 2014). While airlines conduct their training, their syllabus and standards are often 

based on the framework set by the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO). 
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ICAO is the agency of the United Nations specialising in the safety of air 

operations globally, and which recommends regulatory frameworks to member states, 

which are discussed and agreed upon by each state, but are not mandatory (Kearns et al., 

2016). According to ICAO, a cabin crew is “a crew member who performs, in the 

interest of the safety of passengers, duties assigned by the operator or the pilot-in-

command of the aircraft, but who shall not act as a flight crew member” (ICAO, 2014, 

p. 11). This definition refers only to the prevention of damage or risk that could affect 

passengers; it does not include the cabin crew’s most visible function of ensuring 

passengers’ comfort and satisfaction. ICAO (2014) recognises that emergencies are 

sporadic, but training in safety procedures remains vital to ensuring the required 

responses are executed when necessary. 

In 2014, ICAO proposed a common framework for cabin crew training based on 

a competency-based education (CBE) model. This guide was developed by groups of 

aviation professionals from several countries. Traditionally, safety training in aviation 

focused on the accomplishment of qualifications required by local authorities and 

assessed in terms of hours of training (Kearns et al., 2016). The new approach 

developed and promoted by ICAO is focused on the competencies required for the job 

of cabin crew and are focused on safety and security responsibilities. The cabin crew 

safety training manual defines competency as “a combination of skills, knowledge, and 

attitudes required to perform a task to the prescribed standard” (ICAO, 2014, p. 34). 

The manual also provides recommendations for facilities and devices required in 

different modes of training delivery. Classroom-based training is the standard 

recommendation within the manual, but also computer-based training, mock-ups, and 

simulators are recommended if available. It is important to note that airlines and states 

are able to adapt this content according to their own operational needs.  
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This competency-based model in aviation has both advantages and challenges in 

its implementation. On the one hand, consistency and consensus about outcomes in 

training and assessment are some of the most relevant advantages, because the 

framework provides observable and measurable performance criteria. On the other 

hand, a greater investment of time and resources is a disadvantage because, for example, 

more than one trainer or state inspector is required to assess outcomes in hands-on 

training, in comparison to traditional classroom-based instruction (Kearns et al., 2016). 

Regarding the latter, both airlines and authorities can decide not to apply the CBE 

model. 

Despite ICAO recommendations, CBE is yet to be fully integrated into cabin 

crew training in many airlines. For example, cabin crew instructors have suggested that 

training remains focused on assessing knowledge relating to a task rather than how the 

knowledge is integrated into work. Some level of inertia is apparent in the move from 

traditional training to CBE (Kearns et al., 2016). Here concerns are on how airlines 

assess, such as written exams, rather than assessments that are representative of the 

reality of the work ‘on board’. 

2.1.1.1 Overview of formal cabin crew curriculum  

Within the ICAO manual, units describe the outcomes associated with each 

competency of the training module. Safety and security training includes aircraft 

features and procedures for normal and emergency situations. Figure 1 shows the 

modules usually taught in the initial training. ICAO recommends modules related to 

safety (e.g., normal safety and emergency procedures, human performance, and first 

aid); security (e.g., bomb threat and control of unruly passengers); and aircraft features. 

Likewise, familiarisation flights for personnel without previous experience are also 

suggested, but their application and duration depend on the regulations of each country. 
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Other training modules, such as service standards and line training, are non-regulatory. 

A person can officially perform the role of cabin crew having only participated initial 

training.  

Figure 1.  

Modules in Cabin Crew Initial Training.  

   

Note. This figure shows some of the regulatory and non-regulatory modules in cabin 

crew training. Non-regulatory modules may be omitted at the discretion of airlines. 

ICAO’s competency-based training is assessed using behavioural indicators 

expressed in terms of ‘performance criteria’. For example, human performance training 

is a module recommended for improving cabin crew performance and reducing human 

error. To conduct this training, the ICAO manual (2014) suggests classroom-based or 

computer-based instructional methods. The outcomes expected from this training are 

that the cabin crew demonstrate skills, such as communication, decision-making, and 

teamwork. In more detail, regarding the communication skill, the trainee should 

SAFETY 

• Aviation indoctrination

• Normal operations

• Abnormal and emergency situations

• Dangerous goods

• Cabin health and first aid

• Human performance

• Safety management system (SMS)

• Fatigue management

SERVICE STANDARDS 
(non-regulatory and not included in ICAO Training Manual)

FAMILIARISATION FLIGHT

SECURITY

• Unruly passengers

• Bomb threat

• Hijacking

AIRCRAFT TYPE

• Different models of aircrafts

• Aircraft visit

LINE TRAINING
(non-regulatory and not included in ICAO Training Manual)
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demonstrate desired behaviours, such as awareness of non-verbal components in 

communication (see Figure 2). While this competency may be assessed during training, 

a challenge arises in social contexts because communication is an interactive process 

with different nuances depending on the context in the cabin crew’s work (Filipieva, 

2012). 

Figure 2.  

Behavioural Indicators for Communication Skills. 

 

Note. These behavioural indicators guide the assessment of communication skills of 

cabin crew members in normal, abnormal and emergency situations. Adapted from 

Cabin Crew Safety Training Manual, ICAO, 2014, p.145. 

Training for the control of unruly passengers is another example of the 

curriculum for cabin crew. This training requires special attention because disruptive 

passengers, who must be directly confronted by cabin crew, have become a greater 

concern in aviation in recent years (Rhoden et al., 2008). Figure 3 shows the complete 

performance criteria for the management of unruly passengers on board, according to 

the ICAO manual.  

 

DESIRABLE BEHAVIOURS

• Conveys information clearly, 
accurately, and concisely using 
standard operator phraseology.

• Communicates with the appropriate 
crew member(s) using the 
operator’s designated common 
language.

• Is aware of, and correctly interprets, 
the non-verbal elements inherent in 
communication.

• Actively listens, seeks clarification, 
and asks relevant questions.

• Transmits information in a timely 
manner.

UNDESIRABLE BEHAVIOURS

• Communicates using incomplete, 
untimely, or unclear messages.

• Inhibits the communication 
process.
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Figure 3.  

Performance Criteria in Training for Unruly Passenger Control.  

 

Note. Training guide for the development of competencies for security threat situations. 

Adapted from Cabin Crew Safety Training Manual, ICAO, 2014, p.165. 

Classroom or computer-based training and simulated exercises are the usual 

methods applied for this training. ICAO (2014) also recommends ‘hands-on’ training 

for self-defence and the use of non-lethal protective devices. These practical training 

sessions vary among states according to their policies. Expected outcomes from this 

training are, for example, that the cabin crew can identify the factors that can promote 

the disruptive behaviour of passengers, and, consequently apply ways to mitigate the 

situation. From the reviewed context, it is observed that training provides an action 

framework, but the context determines the response of both the passengers and the 

crew.  

2.2 Challenges in the role of cabin crew 

Cabin crew face physical and emotional challenges at work which are little suspected by 

people not involved in the field of aviation. The opportunity to travel, customer service 

role, and physical appearance are usually the characteristics related to the position (Kim 

& Park, 2014; Yang, 2017). However, “Cabin crew responsibilities are based on not 

only physical tasks but also emotional tasks of dealing with passengers” (Okabe, 2017, 

p. 150). Physical difficulties characterise the cabin crew role, such as working at high 

1. ASSESS Threat level of the situation.

2. APPLY Procedures according to the level of threat.

3. COMMUNICATE Relevant information to the flight crew and other cabin crew.

4. COORDINATE Situation with the flight crew and other cabin crew members.

5. COMPLETE Applicable documentation.
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altitudes and in very confined spaces. Other concerns include unpredictable changes in 

itineraries, weather conditions, and physiological challenges due to jet lag. All these 

situations can negatively affect the emotional and physical health of cabin crew 

(Filipieva, 2012). In addition, airlines have reduced the number of cabin crew during 

flight operations to cut operational costs; however, the crew are still expected to fulfill 

both security and service functions on time. (Damos et al., 2013). 

On the other hand, contact with cabin crew has currently become the only 

instance of real interaction with the customer with some travel processes automated, 

from purchase until boarding the plane. Airlines have viewed contact with these 

workers as the only opportunity to generate a positive relationship with customers. 

However, ambiguities and differences in job performance may occur if airlines’ 

expectations differ from the reality of work (Okabe, 2017). Likewise, continuous 

technological changes and competitiveness in the aviation market are other sources of 

conflict and ambiguities in the work performance of the cabin crew (Damos et al., 

2013). Current training struggles to encompass the totality of tasks required of the cabin 

crew. 

Although the importance of the role of customer service is acknowledged, cabin 

crew are primarily on board aircraft to fulfil safety duties. Cabin crew are expected to 

comply with safety procedures, and when required, to assertively compel compliance 

with safety procedures, for example requiring passengers to remain seated during 

turbulence, or acting during a fire in the bathroom, and reporting it immediately to the 

flight (pilot) crew. Job demands, related to work overload, work autonomy, or 

emotional exhaustion may impact the attitudes towards safety that cabin crew adopted. 

The negative perception of work demands is thought to produce barriers in 
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communication and unsafe attitudes (Chen & Chen, 2014). Hence, managers must be 

aware of the work context in order to implement preventive or corrective measures. 

Likewise, different types of communication are required from the cabin crew 

during a flight, sometimes simultaneously, with colleagues, pilots, and passengers. 

During a regular flight, for example, the cabin crew must assist passengers with 

different travel rationales (e.g., business and tourist passengers). At the same time, cabin 

crew receive safety instructions from the pilots and coordinate safety and service 

procedures with other cabin crew members (Filipieva, 2012). The hierarchical 

composition of the crew may create barriers to communication or result in poor 

teamwork. Some hierarchical differences identified among crew members, both flight 

and cabin crew, have been identified as social status, age, and authority (Ford et al., 

2013). 

Additionally, the lack of leadership and colleagues’ support may produce ‘social 

isolation’ and poor performance of the cabin crew (Chen & Kao, 2014). Conversely, a 

positive impact on the performance of cabin crew members occurs when they were 

supported by their colleagues. “Colleague support is thus an important job resource for 

flight attendants, helping them to achieve their work-related goals” (Chen & Kao, 2014, 

p. 60). These findings highlight the need for strengthening training programs with more 

attention to social interaction among cabin crew members, as well as between the cabin 

crew and flight crew. 

In general, the studies focused on the working context of the cabin crew 

indicated that their particularities could affect both the physical and emotional health of 

the cabin crew, as well as their performance in relation to implementing safety and 

service procedures. Studying the interactions that take place in the passenger cabin 

during a flight may broaden the understanding of cabin crew learning, not only for 
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aviation but also for other industries with similar work contexts, such as hospitality and 

healthcare. 

2.3 Summary 

The cabin crew role has characteristics that differentiate it from other work contexts. Its 

particularities are evident from the confined spaces in which cabin crew work and the 

multifaceted communication required to interact with colleagues, pilots, passengers, and 

other stakeholders. However, the training programs are not exhaustive, either due to 

resource limitations or lack of interest of airlines and regulatory entities. But the 

complexity of the work context of the cabin crew warrants attention from the 

perspective of improving the preparation of cabin crew.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a review of the studies conducted regarding cabin crew training, 

as well as the theory that guides this study. The first section aims to discuss studies 

conducted on cabin crew training and identify gaps in our knowledge that suggest 

further study. Subsequently, competency-based education (CBE) and situated learning 

are overviewed to present the theoretical underpinnings of current cabin crew training 

and the alternative theorisation that informs this study. Empirical studies of situated 

learning in healthcare and sales are also explored to identify critical features of learning 

in fields with similar social interaction. The last section concludes by arguing that there 

could still be potential implications that current training has not yet taken into account 

by neglecting learning in the social work context of the cabin crew. 

3.2 Previous studies on cabin crew training 

While the literature related to cabin crew overall is still limited, research concerning 

their learning has received even less attention. Some studies have identified 

opportunities for improvement in different training modules and methods for cabin 

crew, such as control of unruly passengers (Rhoden et al., 2008), first aid (Mahony et 

al., 2007), and the efficacy of e-learning (De Brito et al., 2014). Training is considered 

effective if, after this process, the cabin crew can act in a timely and appropriate manner 

in an actual work situation (Rhoden et al., 2008).  

ICAO has advocated standardisation of procedures and expected competencies 

of each position to achieve a homogeneous and controlled performance across the 

global aviation industry, which also serves as a reference point for training (Kearns et 

al., 2016). Research has focused on the shortcomings of instructional design, training, 
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and assessment when the work context of cabin crew differs from expected training 

outcomes (Mahony et al., 2007; Rhoden et al., 2008), but not on how the work context 

can contribute to learning. Thus, the theoretical approach to learning adopted by current 

cabin crew training regimes has not been challenged by previous studies.  

CBE is currently taking a leading role in cabin crew training. The acquisition of 

pre-specified knowledge, skills, and attitudes has been highlighted in previous studies as 

fundamental to improve the performance of the cabin crew at work. For example, 

Rhoden et al. (2008) recommended extended training programs for cabin crew, 

including more content to conceptualise the behaviours of unruly passengers. The 

authors also suggested incorporating practical training with realistic scenarios to 

improve confidence and avoid deviations in the performance of the cabin crew.  

Use of aids to recreate real work scenarios (e.g., mock-ups) has been previously 

incorporated into cabin crew training. An example of this is first aid training which 

usually features medical equipment for skills development and for providing a realistic 

environment. It should be noted that accuracy is necessary for medical scenarios 

because any variation in procedures might lead to complications, including the death of 

a passenger. The effectiveness of this training was questioned in a study that assessed 

whether cabin crew were able to apply resuscitation procedures, both theoretically and 

practically (Mahony et al., 2007). While the theoretical assessment showed that the 

level of conceptual knowledge was high, the practical skills assessment obtained 

mediocre results. Among the suggested causes of the low practical performance were 

poor instructional techniques, little emphasis on this topic during training, and the 

periodicity of the training (Mahony et al., 2007). In the study, the assessment was 

conducted in a controlled environment. Nevertheless, actual context factors, such as the 
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danger to life, control of passengers, and interaction between cabin crew, have a critical 

influence on cabin crew performance. 

E-learning has emerged as an efficient alternative for aviation training. The main 

advantages of e-learning in aviation are cost efficiency and the flexibility to use it 

anytime and anywhere, as opposed to fixed, face-to-face training (Kearns, 2009). The 

use of e-learning has also facilitated the delivery of consistent training at a time when 

the aviation industry is recruiting cabin crew worldwide (De Brito Neto et al., 2014). 

The concern in this regard is that learning styles and different cultural backgrounds are 

not considered when designing standardised content for digital platforms. Despite being 

in one sense a student-centred tool, e-learning is usually based on “the assumption that 

effective learning resulted exclusively from the creation of technologically advanced 

environments” (De Brito Neto et al., 2014, p. 1062). De Brito Neto et al. (2014) found 

that e-learning for the cabin crew usually responds to the organisational needs to 

complete training, without observance of the individual needs of the learner.  

So far, learning has only been considered successful once training of cabin crew 

has been completed and assessed by behavioural outcomes, while participation in work 

activities receives little attention. “For the cabin crew, the effectiveness of their training 

is only evident when they are confronted with a disruptive passenger situation” (Rhoden 

et al., 2008, p. 546). Interestingly, there is no discussion on how cabin crew learn in 

their real work context to manage these situations. 

The gaps between expected learning outcomes and practices in the work context 

have been investigated without questioning the current approach to aviation learning 

(Soo, 2018), with the result that increasing hours or training modules have been 

common recommendations. Nonetheless, it could be suggested that there are social and 
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cultural manifestations specific to the context of work that training cannot recreate in 

training, or some skills are simply developed at work.  

3.3 Theoretical framework 

To answer the research question: ‘How do formal training and the workplace experience 

contribute to the learning of the cabin crew?’ it is essential to consider the theoretical 

assumptions underlying current cabin crew training. Airlines, in compliance with local 

and international regulations, schedule periodic training to keep their personnel updated 

with new procedures and reinforce previously acquired knowledge. Solutions for gaps 

between work context of cabin crew and training outcomes have been focused on 

improving the quality of formal training. However, it remains to be explored how cabin 

crew engage in continuous learning in the workplace, beyond classroom training. 

Therefore, it is possible to affirm that not only the quality of cabin crew training should 

be challenged, but also the theoretical approach to learning embodied in training. 

Learning in the workplace has been studied from two main perspectives, 

apparently antagonistic: behaviourist and socio-cultural theories. Hager (2011) explains 

these theories as part of a continuous evolution in the understanding of workplace 

learning. Historically, behaviourist theories have been the most influential stream in 

vocational education, explaining learning “only in terms of what is directly observable” 

(Hager, 2011, p. 18), with these aspects of learning largely unaffected by work context. 

More recently, socio-cultural approaches, such as Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated 

learning theory, have become relevant by expanding the focus on individual learning to 

its social, cultural, and organisational context (Hager, 2011). Although both theoretical 

approaches broaden the understanding of learning in the workplace, Hager (2011) 

recognises that policies in this regard mainly prioritise individual learning, with little 

attention to its contextual factors. Hagar’s observation is relevant to contemporary cabin 
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crew training, with efforts centred on individual skill acquisition and skills and 

knowledge acquisition confirmed through behavioural measures.  

The discussion of theories of learning in the workplace guides the search for 

meaningful relationships among the findings of this study. Providing a theoretical 

framework strengthens research while harmonising existing knowledge with the 

principles and values of the researcher (Collins & Stockton, 2018). The following 

sections explore two major ideas related to this study: competency-based education and 

situated learning. The aim is to understand, from a theoretical perspective, the current 

learning approach to cabin crew training, as well as how their experience in the 

workplace may contribute to their learning. 

3.3.1 Competency-based education.  

 In the last few years, CBE has been adopted by the aviation industry to deal with 

the growing complexity of the field, escalating costs of training, and the need for 

standardised procedures across a global industry. Historically, CBE emerged as an 

alternative to training in theories, concepts, and skills assumed to underpin work 

performance; and since the 1960s, it has underpinned educational programs in different 

industries around the world (Hodge, 2007). The ‘competency’ in these alternative 

programs is the idea that learners should be integrating knowledge, concepts, and skills 

into practice of tasks typical the workplace. In other words, knowledge and skills along 

with their application becomes the focus of training efforts rather than leaving the 

question of application up to the graduate at a later point in time (Kearns, et al., 2016). 

CBE has been an initiative to align formal education with the work context, since the 

traditional approach was thought to be insufficient to produce competent professionals 

in the long term (Hager, 2011).  

  



 

 

25 

CBE cannot be explained from a unique perspective, even though it is mainly 

grounded in behaviourist theory. “The emphasis in CBT [Competency-based training] 

on the expression of competencies in ‘behavioural’ terms and the focus in CBT 

assessment on the observable behaviours of the learner are the more obvious legacies of 

behavioural psychology” (Hodge, 2007, p. 193). A behaviourist approach is also evident 

when learning objectives are achieved through external stimuli from an organisation or 

a teacher, in a controlled environment, using mainly classroom-based methods 

(Cunningham et al., 2007).  

Behaviourists have been criticised for ignoring social behaviours, treating 

humans as passive subjects and something within someone’s control (Cohen et al., 

2007). This approach to learning aims to avoid the complexity and inaccessibility of the 

human mind and ensure that the person’s responses are homogenous, controlled, and 

observable (Tennant, 2002). To achieve this purpose, the teacher or institution must 

determine specific learning outcomes, and these are ideally declared to learners to 

encourage desirable responses (Tennant, 2002; Cunningham et al., 2007). 

The way that learning outcomes are stated is another characteristic of a CBE that 

implicates behaviourism. Behaviourism “was grounded in the supposedly scientific idea 

that learning should be understood and explained only in terms of what is directly 

observable” (Hager, 2011, p.18). For example, educational objectives should not refer to 

the student’s internal state because they are not evident, and it is difficult to appraise 

progress or achievement (Tennant, 2002). For that reason, objectives are written using 

verbs which are demonstrable (e.g., describe or identify) and other verbs, such as 

understanding or knowing, should be avoided because they are ambiguous (Tennant, 

2002). Although behavioural objectives seek to express the behaviours required to 

accomplish specific tasks, its effectiveness is limited for several reasons. First, the 
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objectives cannot predict all skilled performances because they could be expressed in 

different and creative ways. Cognitive aspects, namely motivation of the individual, 

beliefs, or personal background, or contextual influences, could condition the learner’s 

result. Any attempt to ignore these aspects would block the actual demonstration of the 

competency (Tennant, 2002). Second, by focusing only on the result and not the 

different styles and pace of the process, essential learnings may be ignored. Third, some 

learning outcomes cannot be expressed as behaviours (Tennant, 2002); for example, 

when the learner is expected to acquire safety consciousness in safety training is 

something that lies within the individual’s private sphere and is not observable. Finally, 

unexpected learning may occur that is not measured in behavioural objectives but is also 

beneficial for the learning process (Tennant, 2002), such as the experience gained at 

work (Kearns et al., 2016).  

These characteristics are not necessarily negative because behavioural objectives 

reduce ambiguity and provide a common understanding of a complicated task. 

However, problems arise when competencies are written to simplify and cover all 

outcomes of a training process, as well as when they are focused on the interests of 

organisations, governments, or trainers, instead of preparing learners to become 

competent members of a work community (Gonczi, 1999). This situation is endemic to 

the aviation industry due to the strong influence of regulatory authorities on the training 

process. 

From the above, holistic versions of CBE have been proposed, integrating the 

theory of situated learning. For example, Kearns et al. (2016) alluded to the theory of 

situated learning to explain the importance of context-based learning in CBE for the 

aviation industry. This vision combines theory and practical exercises to allow 

newcomers to move away from classroom-based training to work context. 
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Comparatively, Gonczi (1999) acknowledged the need for training, with behavioural 

and cognitive components, but based on actual problems from work context and social 

interactions. He affirmed that the experience of experts in their field, such as trainers 

and experienced colleagues, must be considered within the instructional design to guide 

beginners to develop expertise.  

Under this approach, training constitutes a facilitator, and not a prescription, for 

newcomers to judge any situation and to take critical decisions accordingly. Anderson, 

et al. (1996) summarised the same idea by stating that a combination of individual 

instruction and training in social frameworks is the best way to develop skills for 

complex social contexts. In consequence, it is possible to affirm that situated learning 

could complement CBE to enhance understanding of the learning process of cabin crew. 

Although there are such proposals to expand or deepen the CBE approach to 

overcome limitations of the approach, in the aviation industry the original behavioural 

approach is still dominant. The ICAO competencies, for example, are stated in 

behavioural terms and rely on minute atomisation of job roles and tasks to produce 

discrete units.  

3.3.2 Situated learning  

Situated learning provides a way of understanding how work context and social 

interaction shape learning. For many scholars, such as Fuller (2005) and Hager (2011), 

the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) is seminal. The work of these authors is one of the 

most influential among socio-cultural theories, stating that learning is not a ‘product’ 

located in the individual, but rather a continuous process of participation in community 

activities (Hager, 2011; Farnsworth et al., 2016). Learning is understood as a 

meaningful personal experience facilitated by relationships developed in communities 
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of practice (Farnsworth et al., 2016). Therefore, learning is determined by participation 

in a social practice and not by the time or place in which it occurs.  

Situated learning theory signalled a significant change in the traditional 

paradigm of learning. Lave and Wenger’s work-related notions redefined the 

understanding of learning in the workplace, as opposed to behaviourism (Hager, 2011). 

Cognition and teaching, the main focus of traditional learning theories, are considered a 

feature of the social practice, but not actual learning. For example, traditional teaching 

in classrooms assumes an equal expectation of teachers and learners to achieve learning 

goals. It is also assumed that learning could occur in isolation (Fuller et al., 2005). 

Meanwhile, learning through participation in a community of practice implicates 

multiple collective motivations that transform the learning process and form the 

learner’s identity (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Thus, learning situated in social practice 

cannot be restricted to a teaching curriculum or a formal requirement, and any effort to 

represent the reality in a general way is useless and meaningless without an actual 

context. 

‘Legitimate peripheral participation’, ‘community of practice’ and ‘social 

practice’ are the prominent concepts in situated learning theory. Legitimate peripheral 

participation describes the learning as a by-product of entering a social practice. This 

notion explains the relationship between ‘newcomers’ and ‘old-timers’ within a 

community of practice, which shares identity, knowledge, attitudes, and activities, for 

example, the workplace. It is the relationship between community members and their 

social practice that enables a newcomer to develop the skills necessary to become a full 

participant of the community (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Legitimate peripheral participation refers to the learning pathway of a newcomer 

on a path to becoming a full participant in the work of the community. Learning begins 
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when a community legitimises the participation of a newcomer as part of their practice. 

Newcomers should carry out initial tasks with little risk for the community activities. 

Then they gradually engage in more sophisticated activities, as well as tacitly assume 

the culture and behaviour of the group until the newcomers reach their full participation 

level. Only under these circumstances is knowledge confirmed or modified if the 

context requires this action, but more importantly, these specific circumstances can also 

be a source of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This learning process implies a 

commitment and mutual acceptance between the parties involved in the practice of the 

community. 

Furthermore, the community acquires meaning through its social practice. Later 

work by Wenger (2002) broadens the understanding of communities of practice: 

“Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, 

or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 

interacting on an ongoing basis” (2002, p. 4). Furthermore, a community of practice 

shares some characteristics: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire 

(Wenger, 1999). ‘Mutual engagement’ implies a sense of belonging to the history of a 

social community and responsibility for its activities. Meanwhile, the negotiation of its 

activities, or ‘joint enterprise’, is the source of coordination and sense of the 

community. As a final result, the members of a community of practice acquire a ‘shared 

repertoire’: the same vocabulary, stories, similar ways of doing things, gestures that 

develop their own identity. These complex relationships among its members make a 

community a source of learning through its social practice. 

The concept of ‘social practice’ directs attention to the way situation; social 

structure, power and process; valued skills, knowledge, attitudes; the occupational 

endeavour with its traditions and mission in society; and identity formation entwine in a 
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living context that, apart from achieving valued purposes, promotes the learning of 

newcomers.  

According to Choy and Hodge (2017), since the 1980s:  

the concept of ‘practice’ has gained ground as a way of describing and analysing 

complex social phenomena. There are now many versions of ‘practice 

theory’…reflecting disagreements about the fundamental nature of practices and 

what they encompass. However, these theories share the view that at some level, 

human discourse, activity and relationships can be effectively examined in terms 

of a loosely bounded complex of a shared social project. (p. 158) 

The original work of Lave and Wenger (1991) exemplified the complexity of 

learning by social practice through ethnographic case studies of diverse communities of 

practice. One of them was that of tailors’ apprentices in the communities of the Vai and 

Gola peoples in Liberia. The legitimate peripheral participation of these apprentices 

involves performing minor tasks (e.g., basic seams) until they assume responsibilities 

for the preparation of complete garments once the tailor validates their skills. The 

learning generated in this practice goes beyond ‘learning by doing’. The identity of the 

new tailor is developed by the participation in the craft and the trust of the master. This 

apprenticeship process also illustrated that the continuing training of new tailors is 

facilitated and validated only through social practice. The new tailor, once demonstrated 

the skills needed to exercise the trade by himself, will later guide the training of other 

apprentices, engaging in a ‘reproduction cycle’. Constant change, conflict, replacement 

and continuity are part of the evolution of the community of practice (Wenger, 1999). 

The acceptance and tensions produced in social practice are evidence that the practice is 

dynamic, and learning is a social process in which any person could be a novice in a 

changing community. 
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In contrast, inhibition of the learning process of newcomers could arise from 

unequal power relations in a community of practice. Lave and Wenger (1991) also 

followed butchers’ apprentices, whose participation in the community was rejected by 

most experienced ones. Limitations in learning occurred when receiving training with 

an emphasis on tasks not essential to the job, such as making low-demand cuts. Later, 

when the apprentices were placed in the stores, their inexperience was considered a 

liability, and they were kept for a long time performing menial tasks other than cutting 

meat. Lave and Wenger (1991) briefly referred to the fact that participation in 

communities of practice can inhibit learning, and its implications were not developed in 

their study (Fuller, 2007). Fear of replacement on the part of old-timers by newcomers 

and differences between traditional training and the real world were found in this case. 

Both situations can hinder the learning process and undermine the learner’s confidence 

within a community of practice. 

The latter is an example of an undeveloped vision of learning of Lave and 

Wenger’s original concepts. Some authors have pointed out relevant limitations in their 

theory, such as the omission of a potential complementarity between cognitive and 

social learning (Anderson et al., 1996; Anderson et al., 2000), or the reduction of 

learning to a single dimension of social interaction (Østerlund, 1996; Fuller et al., 2005; 

Fuller, 2007). Some of these claims are reviewed below in order to broaden the 

understanding of learning in the workplace.  

Situated learning ignores the cognitive aspect of individual learning and any 

formal training efforts, claiming that useful skills are learned only in situated contexts. 

In contrast, Anderson et al. (2000) affirmed that some skills could be developed 

individually and then applied in the social environment. These authors cite as an 

example the social character of being part of a musical orchestra, where the 
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coordination and interaction between its members produce the desired harmony. 

However, the development of individual skills, such as playing the piano or a violin, 

favours the same goal. Both cognition and social practice are contributing elements of 

the learning process.  

Likewise, abstraction of knowledge is considered inefficient for learning from a 

situated learning perspective. Attempts to represent reality in a general way have been 

useful for training in jobs where there are limited opportunities to apply the knowledge 

acquired in the real context. The effectiveness of these strategies lies however in their 

relevance to actual performance in the workplace (Anderson et al., 1996; Anderson et 

al., 2000). The objective of abstraction is not limited to the development of specific 

skills, but the development of critical thinking in real situations and to stimulate 

continuous learning while participating in the community. 

In the organisational context, other theoretical gaps relevant to social learning 

have been identified and criticised. Fuller (2007) claims that the concept of 

‘community’ is not fully developed in Lave and Wenger’s original work. This omission 

is notable because the term community usually refers to harmony and a joint vision of 

work, but the organisational contexts can be complicated in this regard (Fuller, 2007). 

Likewise, the approach of Lave and Wenger to the community of practice as limited to a 

single level of localised peer interaction has been criticised. According to some studies, 

the work context can have several levels each of which can be regarded a community of 

practice (Østerlund, 1996; Fuller, 2007). For example, within an occupation, colleagues 

are the nearby community, while colleagues of the same profession can be considered at 

a broader level.  

In addition, situated learning theory fails to explain how an individuals’ prior 

learning influences the formation of their identity and their interaction in the community 
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(Fuller at al., 2005; Andrew et al., 2008; Hodge, 2014). The notion of legitimate 

peripheral participation focused specifically on learning journey of the newcomers 

inside the community, leaving unexplored other trajectories; for example, learning after 

achieving full participation (Fuller at al., 2005; Fuller, 2007), or learning across 

different communities of practice (Østerlund, 1996; Fuller, 2007).  

Some concerns have been further explored by Wenger to broaden the scope of 

the concept communities of practice in and across multiple contexts. He recognised that 

there is learning in the experiences shared between different communities, which do not 

necessarily have a specific practice (Farnsworth et al., 2016). In more complex 

organisational contexts, the practice may require different skills according to the 

situation. Then, negotiation of the identity and the practice acquired a broader meaning. 

“For your identity, this means you have to reconcile your affiliation and accountability 

to multiple communities” (Farnsworth et al., 2016, p. 150). This perspective facilitates 

exploring the relationships between related groups and promotes a broader theorisation 

of situated learning. Despite the limitations, critiques of situated learning demonstrate 

the continuous evolution of the socio-cultural theories of learning and the undeniable 

influence of situated learning in different fields. 

Current literature on applications of social practice theory includes educational 

occupations, such as healthcare (Andrew et al., 2008; Tallentire et al., 2011; Docherty, 

2017) and sales (Østerlund, 1996). Although its relevance has been recognised for 

aviation industry training (Kearns et al. 2016), there has been no known application of 

this conceptualisation of learning to cabin crew training. Given this limitation, the 

following section explains the application of situated learning in other fields with some 

similar attributes to the cabin crew role: high social interaction and work under pressure. 
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The purpose is to empirically explore these concepts and provide a framework for 

further analysis of the findings. 

3.3.2.1 Situated learning in healthcare 

Healthcare and aviation possess features that have frequently inspired cross-

industry research. Studies have interested primarily on sharing safe processes, due to 

their safety-critical operations (Kapur et al., 2015; Sujan et al., 2016). Training for 

healthcare has also adopted a competency-based approach. Instructional design and 

assessment of the competence of healthcare workers are often guided by a framework 

of behavioural outcomes in simulated environments (Docherty, 2017). Examples of 

expected performance skills in healthcare are facing multiple patients and problems, 

while prioritising the duties of the role; accurate clinical assessment; and effective 

interpersonal communication (Docherty, 2017). Comparatively, cabin crew must 

develop similar communication skills as part of their role (see Figure 2). 

Healthcare studies have pointed out limitations CBE as a method for preparing 

practitioners to perform in actual medical situations. Docherty (2017) argued that the 

competencies in healthcare are trained and assessed outside the actual context, when 

organisational, social, and political factors also influence the practice. As revealed by 

Tallentire et al. (2011), new doctors face difficulties in engaging in clinical practice due 

to the complexity and unpredictability of actual work. The dynamics within medical 

communities show the need to expand the vision of learning beyond the individual’s 

knowledge, skills, and behaviours.  

Interactions, motivations, and constraints of the practice shape the learning path 

of ‘newcomers’ to healthcare. In the study on learning of new medical residents, 

Docherty (2017) identified that the process by which an ‘apprentice’ integrates into a 

community of medical practice changes continually. Here, the engagement with the 
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actual context of the practice enables the apprentices to develop their competence and 

identity in the community. “Effective debriefing and sharing with physicians facilitate 

acquisition of the vast, expert knowledge of the local context, and the rare and unusual 

problems illustrating the importance of relational interactions to encourage adaptive 

learning” (Docherty, 2017, p.117). Mastery of the role, decision making, and problem-

solving skills were favoured by both routine and non-routine situations. 

In contrast, ignoring the influences of the work context and its interrelationships 

may hinder the integration of novices into their community of practice. Tallentire et al. 

(2011) found that hierarchical relationships in the medical community, lack of self-

confidence, and the stress of an acute scenario, are some of the constraints in the 

learning trajectory of the junior doctors. These constraints, little-discussed by Lave and 

Wenger’s theory, have severe implications on medical practice. From their first 

interventions, doctors face life-threatening situations. Decision-making under pressure 

is affected if they perceive themselves as poorly prepared to perform. Furthermore, in a 

community of practice where hierarchy is rigid, and error is inexcusable, learning could 

be inhibited. These observations confirm that learning does not occur in isolation but is 

benefited or impaired by the dynamic interaction of communities of practice. 

Understanding and stimulating the interaction of a community of practice form 

a basis for a collaborative model for learning. In nursing, Andrew et al. (2008) 

proposed a practice-based framework to generate an exchange of knowledge between 

the academy, clinical practice, and user experience. Under this perspective, learning 

within a community of practice constitutes a bridge between knowledge and 

professional practice to challenge deep-rooted, often outdated practices (Andrew et al., 

2008). In general, situated learning has been a contribution to the current training 
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model in healthcare, expanding its vision to social practice at work as a facilitator of 

the development of professional competence. 

Experience in healthcare provides lessons that can guide the exploration of 

situated learning in the cabin crew work context. First, CBE is relevant for the training 

of novice cabin crew members; it is however insufficient to develop identity and 

competence in the workplace. Second, the latter is favoured by the participation in 

communities of practice, although it can also be a source of inhibitions in learning for 

fear of rejection. Thus, for cabin crew, as in healthcare, understanding the dynamism of 

communities helps to identify the factors that encourage learning, and to prevent those 

that constrain this process and their potential implications. 

3.3.2.2 Situated learning in sales 

Although healthcare and sales are different fields, the learning process at work 

shows similarities due to a common characteristic: the influence of the social context. 

Although life risk is not an inherent feature of this profession, sales staff work in an 

environment under pressure, with high social interaction and competition. Similar 

characteristics are found in the healthcare work context, as well as to that of cabin crew. 

The complexity of the sales work context cannot be represented in training. This 

was one of the findings in Østerlund’s (1996) ethnographic study at a sales corporation 

specialising in technology. The quality of sales staff training was not questioned during 

the study. However, its applicability in the daily routine was experienced as minor or 

irrelevant in the short term. The concepts and procedures taught in training were usually 

modified or ignored in actual sales situations. The development of new products and 

new procedures added to the growing needs of the technology market lead to an 

‘endless’ learning process of the sales staff (Østerlund, 1996). 
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Building on situated learning theories, such as those of Lave and Wenger 

(1991), Østerlund (1996) expanded the understanding of the learning process to 

multiple practice contexts. Learning is conceptualised as “more than an individual’s 

cognitive and mental processes, but rather as a dynamic process involving people’s 

movement in social space – in and across multiple contexts” (Østerlund, 1996, p. 2). 

Sales staff, for example, continuously move within various social contexts and learn 

how to integrate and build relationships within the corporation and with its customers. 

That study also identified different types of participation in the communities of practice 

(e.g., expert vendors promoted to other areas of the corporation) and power conflicts 

that were part of the learning trajectory. This exchange of knowledge and negotiation 

skills with the social context allowed sales personnel to develop their identity 

(Østerlund, 1996). 

The concept of learning across contexts expands the understanding of learning in 

the workplace. Full participation is not the purpose of learning, nor it is possible to 

achieve it due to the dynamism of the constituent social practices. That is the reality of 

modern organisations, such as airlines. Although qualitative studies do not seek to 

generalise their findings, Østerlund’s empirical example provides a broader framework 

for understanding the cabin crew’s situated learning within its social practice at work 

since new cabin crew ‘cross’ from their initial training into actual work, and from one 

cabin to another. 

3.4 Summary 

CBE’s contributions to the improvement of cabin crew training and potential challenges 

in its implementation were indicated. At the same time, the application of situated 

learning was proposed as a contemporary alternative perspective in education that could 

provide answers to questions, such as the one guiding this study.  
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Guided by the empirical studies in other fields, it is possible to affirm cabin crew 

learning is still little understood under the competency-based training model. First, CBE 

for cabin crew training expects that the practice at work replicates training. However, 

the social practice of cabin crew could differ from the expected performance at work. 

Moreover, work experiences might not be substantially related to the training, or even 

contradict it if differences are significant. Consideration could also be given to the 

emergence of new practices from the work context of the cabin crew, which are not 

taught in training. These relationships draw attention to potential implications for flight 

safety, as well as customer satisfaction, due to unwanted social practices that influence 

work.  

The situated learning perspective offers a way to understand the learning that 

arises in a work context. Criticisms of the approach were considered, including the 

possibility that individual knowledge and skill learning is relevant to skilled 

participation in work communities, that contemporary work often involves shifting from 

one social practice to another, and that particular social practices are in such a dynamic 

state that ‘full membership’ is not often attained. These criticisms are addressed by 

situated learning theorists who conceptualise this kind of learning across contexts. Such 

expanded understandings of situated learning are relevant to the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand how formal training and participation in 

work each contributes to cabin crew learning. This chapter outlines the methodology 

used to answer the research question: ‘How do formal training and the workplace 

experience contribute to the learning of the cabin crew?’ In order to answer this 

question, it was decided that the researcher should be present at the workplace and 

training facilities of the cabin crew. In the first section of the chapter, the philosophical 

assumptions of this study are discussed along with the reasons for following an 

ethnographic approach. Then, an outline of the research design is presented, covering 

study context, characteristics of the participants, data collection, and data analysis. 

Finally, the last sections discuss the strategies to promote research credibility, ethical 

integrity, and self-reflexivity.  

4.2 Philosophical assumptions of the study. 

This study is particularly focused on the way participation in work contributes to 

learning, on the understanding that much is already known about formal training and its 

drawbacks. The aim of a deep and insightful understanding of the phenomenon learning 

from participation is identified with a social constructivist perspective on reality. This 

perspective focuses on the interdependent relationships of individuals and their social 

context for the development of knowledge (Palincsar, 1998). Likewise, human learning 

is understood as a subjective reality that is actively constructed in social activity (Kim, 

2001; Grix, 2002). The application of social theories offers a coherent vision of the 

social condition of the person (Farnsworth et al., 2016). 
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The social constructivist perspective suggests that it is impossible to approach 

any study without presumptions and theoretical ideas about the observed reality (Geertz, 

1993). Furthermore, the use of a particular theory before entering the field and the 

selection of a theoretical model (or at least, becoming as aware as possible about 

fundamental assumptions about research) are essential to guide research (Fetterman, 

2019). 

Key theoretical concepts that support this study are aligned with a social 

constructivist approach to learning. Learning as socially constructed and interpreted 

activity through the relationships of people with their environment is one of the central 

claims of Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 35): “Learning is an integral part of generative 

social practice in the lived-in world”. Although the position of these authors is not 

explicit in their work, this conceptualisation of learning is consistent with the 

constructivist ontology (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000).  

Although the emphasis of this study on participation in work as a social practice, 

it does not dismiss the relevance of formal training of cabin crew. The study considers 

that learning should not be understood as a separation of individual cognition and social 

participation. Packer and Goicoechea (2000) capture the position taken for this study 

regarding the contribution of formal training: 

Without attention to community, the person who learns can seem merely an 

unchanging epistemic subject exploring an independent world. Equally, without 

attention to the learner’s activity and attitude, the learner can appear merely 

enculturated into the ways of a community. (p. 235)  

Later, Lave (1991) clarified claims made in this regard to the theory of situated 

learning. She affirmed that legitimate peripheral participation assumes that the skills 

and knowledge that the individual incorporates into their social practice is part of the 
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negotiation of their membership and identity in the community of practice. This study 

favours this position while considering both cabin crew training and workplace as two 

contexts of their social practice. 

The meaning cabin crew make of their learning is central to this study. The 

research question raises the need to capture the experience of cabin crew in relation to 

their learning through training and participation in work. In this sense, this study 

acknowledges that the meaning of culture is unique and changing for each person and 

community; thus, it is necessary to ‘interpret’ culture (Geertz, 1993). In contrast to the 

homogeneous outcomes expected of current cabin crew training, more than ‘one version 

of reality’ is expected from this study. People build their social environment through 

their actions and the interpretation of their reality (Hammersley, 2002). The appropriate 

way to learn and interpret the complex human realities is through the experience of 

another human (Lave & Kvale, 1995; Fetterman, 2019), i.e., a researcher.  

4.3 Rationale for an ethnographic research 

This study adopted an ethnographic approach in line with the assumptions explained 

below. Ethnography is a qualitative procedure for studying a culture-sharing group: 

their behaviours, values, beliefs, and languages (Creswell, 2013). In an ethnographic 

study “the story is told through the eyes of local people as they pursue their daily lives 

in their own communities” (Fetterman, 2019, p. 1). This approach facilitates exploring 

social and work-related issues; and creating a general but complex representation of the 

subject under study from their perspective (Creswell, 1998). The ethnographer’s goal 

then is to observe, interpret, and contextualise a culture-sharing group meaningfully 

(Fetterman, 2019). Similarly, the purpose of this research is to capture elements of the 

interactions of the cabin crew that give meaning to their learning. 
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An ethnographic approach could be helpful to understand the culture of different 

occupations in the aviation field. Traditionally the aviation industry has been studied 

quantitatively due to perceptions about the predominantly technical nature of its 

operations. However, pilots, cabin crew, or air traffic controllers, for example, engage in 

collaboration and coordinated activities and reach shared positions on routine and non-

routine matters (Ferroff et al., 2012). Technical terms, different work environment and 

changing routines are part of the daily life of the aviation professionals. Ethnography 

could facilitate the understanding of their interrelations in social practice.  

Ethnographic methods are appropriate to satisfy the requirements of this study. 

This study assumes that it is crucial to observe and participate in the cabin crew 

activities in order to understand how they learn to perform at work. Ethnography is 

convenient for the study of human activities that requires three endeavours: to observe a 

phenomenon empirically; remain open to different interpretations of the situated 

context; and ground the cultural interpretation of the observed group (Baszanger & 

Dodier, 1997).  

First, the role of the cabin crew is situated in their work context. The argument is 

that the cabin crew negotiates their relationship with colleagues, passengers, and context 

once they participate in work. This approach could be seen in Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) work, when they developed the concept of legitimate peripheral participation in 

situated learning from five ethnographic cases of apprenticeship from different cultures. 

“By entering into close and relatively long-term contact with people in their everyday 

lives we can come to understand their beliefs and behaviour more accurately, in a way 

that would not be possible by means of any other approach” (Hammersley, 2002, p.65). 

It is through face-to-face fieldwork that it is possible to make sense of the study of a 

group’s shared culture. (Fetterman, 2019). For this reason, the results of this study are 
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mainly grounded in fieldwork: observing and interacting with cabin crew in their 

situated activities.  

Second, once in the field, the study of cabin crew learning as participation in a 

social practice requires openness to more than one interpretation. The core of an 

ethnographic study is to understand the culture of a group from the perspective of the 

people in their context (Spradley, 1979), thus it is necessary to remain open to find 

unexpected elements (Baszanger & Dodier, 1997). Geertz (1993) asserted that the study 

of culture is not predictive, and it is necessary, therefore, to be aware of the signs and 

symbols that give meaning to culture. Answers to the research question: ‘How do 

formal training and the workplace experience contribute to the learning of the cabin 

crew?’ are therefore difficult to anticipate. 

Ethnographic studies recognise various interpretations of reality since the 

perception of reality is as important as any ‘objective’ or concrete reality. (Fetterman, 

2019). For this reason, different techniques for data collection are applied in this study, 

such as participation in cabin crew activities, interaction with potential informants and 

document analysis. However, the researcher is critical to achieve an interpretation of 

culture, giving meaning to the data collected through their own participation (Fetterman, 

2019). 

Third, analysis and interpretation of the findings require a contextualised, ‘thick’ 

description of the cabin crew context (Geertz, 1993). Thick description is one of the 

most identifiable characteristics of ethnography (Fetterman, 2019). Thick description is 

a cultural analysis beyond the simple description of the object of study. It involves 

observing a culture as a whole without neglecting its particularities, to finally describe it 

in a general yet detailed way (Geertz, 1993). It is also a commitment not to judge reality 

as true or false, but to understand other people’s point of view (Hammersley, 2002). 
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Thus, this ethnographic study is not intended to demonstrate successes and deficiencies 

in the current way of training cabin crew, but rather to expand our understanding of the 

sources of their learning.  

4.4 Research design: fieldwork 

Fieldwork was selected for the research design consistent with the research question, 

theoretical concepts, and philosophical assumptions of this study. To study the culture 

of a group, the researcher is expected to choose a place of study and know it deeply 

(Lave & Kvale, 1995). Fieldwork begins with the researcher approaching a natural 

setting and gaining access through its ‘gatekeepers’. This approach allows the 

researcher to observe the group’s behaviours, identifying possible informants, and 

interacting with them (Fetterman, 2019). Valuable insights can be obtained by gradually 

developing rapport in the field and engaging in casual conversations with the people and 

groups. (Lave & Kvale, 1995). 

 For this study, the airline’s training facilities and observation flights were crucial 

sites for fieldwork. These activities were essential to contextualise and interpret cabin 

crew learning as something promoted both through formal curriculum and participation 

in work. It is through fieldwork that a person can learn from a culture: by observing and 

listening to people, it is possible to understand the meaning that they share (Spradley, 

2016). It is through participating in community activities for long periods and talking to 

its members that an understanding of their culture is shaped (Lave & Kvale, 1995). 

Nonetheless, it is relevant to recognise that fieldwork time with the cabin crew 

in this study was limited. Principal limitations were the time available to complete this 

study and the restrictions to access the cabin crew work context. According to 

Fetterman (2019), the usual time an ethnography requires could be up to two years. 

However, he also acknowledges that resource limitations, namely time and budget 
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restrictions, may force researchers to apply techniques in short timeframes instead of a 

fully developed ethnographic study (Fetterman, 2019). Studies in the healthcare area, 

for example, have shown that ethnographies conducted in short periods also achieve 

highly relevant data (Leslie et al., 2013). Accordingly, the design of this study aims to 

optimise time and maximise the quality of the findings in the face of its limitations. 

Figure 4 shows the research design related to the research question and the theoretical 

concepts that guided this study.  

Figure 4.  

Research Design. 

 

Note. Research question, literature review, and ethical considerations guided the 

ethnographic research process, which included participant observation and ethnographic 

interviews. Adapted from ISO 9001:2015, ISO, 2015 
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fieldwork. The first visit helped to understand the work and training routines, the 

Fieldwork

RESEARCH 

QUESTION:

How do formal 

training and the 

workplace 

experience 

contribute to the 

learning of the 

cabin crew?

ETHNOGRAPHIC 

REPORT:

Contributions of 

training and 

situated learning to 

Cabin crew 

competence 

Entry to 

the field

Passive 

participant 

observation

Analysis and 

interpretation

Ethical considerations and limitations

Voluntary 

participation
Informed consent

Participants’ 

corroboration

Training Participation in work

Competency-based education Situated learning theory

Ethnographic 

interviews



 

 

46 

language of the profession, and the general structure of the airline. Later, strategies for 

approaching potential participants and collecting data were planned. During and after 

the fieldwork, the data gathered were analysed and interpreted. Each phase of the 

research process is detailed below. 

4.5 Entry to the field.  

Access to highly restricted areas for people outside the aviation industry was necessary 

to conduct this study. Some areas, such as departure lounge and aircraft cabin, can be 

only accessed by a passenger with a boarding pass. However, access to airline offices, 

controlled airport facilities, and aircraft parking areas, for example, require special 

credentials. Obtaining authorisations from the airline and airport authorities were the 

first steps to enter the field.  

In ethnography, entering the field is fundamental to gain the confidence and 

respect of the community (Fetterman, 2019). First contacts with the participating airline 

were by phone calls and e-mails with the cabin crew training managers to discuss the 

opportunities for collaboration. Here the Principal Supervisor of this study played a 

preponderant role. Thanks to the professional relationships that he has maintained with 

key people in the airline, it was possible to obtain permits to access their facilities and 

staff. The first visit to the airline’s facilities was conducted in December 2018, when the 

researcher met the training staff and managers. Likewise, other activities were carried 

out to gain access to the field, such as attending two days of initial training of new cabin 

crew and joining regular regional flights of the airline as a passenger. These activities 

allowed the researcher to understand the work routine of the cabin crew of the airline, 

identify potential participants and observe their interactions and activities at work. After 

gaining entry, participant observation and interviews were conducted to collect data, 
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both during the first visit and in the second one in February 2019, which lasted eight 

days. 

4.5.1 Gatekeepers  

The airline’s training managers and trainers were the gatekeepers for the study. 

Gaining the trust of gatekeepers is vital to unrestricted access to the field of study and to 

facilitate an appropriate interpretation of the culture (Cohen et al., 2007). The purpose 

of this research and its possible results were discussed with the gatekeepers.   

The identification of a training problem required several discussions between the 

researcher and the airline’s training managers, including e-mails, video calls, and face-

to-face meetings. This stage lasted for a few months because the concerns were diverse 

and partly due to the limitations of the literature in cabin crew training. The training 

managers introduced the researcher to the trainers and to various groups of cabin crew 

in training and in flight. These initial meetings also allowed the researcher to collect 

preliminary data, identify issues in training, and start the study design.  

4.5.2 Participants 

Participants in the study were active cabin crew of the airline who were involved 

in and, later, who had ‘passed’ their initial training. Two kinds of interaction with the 

participants were, first, during the researcher’s observations and, later, in interviews. 

The primary technique for selecting the participants in this study was what Fetterman 

(2019) calls ‘judgmental sampling’. This strategy is informal, where researchers take 

advantage of natural opportunities, at their convenience, to ask direct and 

straightforward questions about daily activities (Fetterman, 2019). Cabin crew members 

at the airline training facilities and in flights were the first informants of this study. The 

purpose of this technique was to obtain insightful information about a culture by 

observing people in their natural settings and informal conversations (Spradley, 1979; 
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Fetterman, 2019). These conversations also helped clarify the strategy for recruiting 

participants for subsequent interviews. 

Then, relevant criteria for the recruitment of cabin crew members for the 

interviews were their time availability and voluntary participation. Cabin crew depend 

on a schedule that can be modified according to the operation of the airline. Although 

face-to-face communication was preferred, the use of e-mails and video conferences 

were also employed for the study. For example, invitation letters were distributed by the 

airline managers on behalf of the researcher, via e-mail and internal correspondence of 

the airline (see Appendix A). Potential participants contacted the research team 

voluntarily and directly via e-mail or telephone as provided in the invitation letter to 

express interest. A consent form was read and signed by the participants before 

beginning the study (see Appendix B and C). It was also necessary to obtain a written 

authorisation from the gatekeepers. The aim was for between five and ten participants to 

be interviewed for this study, reflecting the time limitations of the project. This number 

of interviews was considered adequate according to “the purposes of the research, the 

time scales, and constraints on the research, the methods of data collection, and the 

methodology of the research.” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 117)  

A condition for participation in the interviews was to be assigned to regular 

flights in which the presence of more than one cabin crew member was required. 

Finally, seven cabin crew participated voluntarily in the interviews. The group was 

composed of six female participants and one male. The pronoun ‘they’ is used to refer 

to the participants to avoid identification by gender. In addition, the designations from 

P1 to P7 were applied to avoid any identification by name. Ages ranged from 20 to 52 

years, while their time of experience in the airline varied from 1 to 24 months at the 

time of the interviews (see Appendix D). Previous professional experience was related 
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to areas of hospitality and customer service. Only one interviewee had previous 

experience in another airline but not more than two years. In general, it was desirable, 

but not essential, that participants have more than six months of experience as cabin 

crew but no more than two years to ensure that their initial training was recent.  

4.6 Data collection 

Data collection techniques used in this study were participant observation and 

ethnographic interviews. Commonly used in ethnography, both techniques facilitate 

obtaining first-hand data or emic data, that is, directly provided by the participants 

(Creswell, 2013). Listening to what people say and observing what they do and use in 

their daily routines provides valuable information about their shared culture (Spradley, 

2016). However, other sources can also reinforce data collection, for example, audio-

visual material or secondary texts (Creswell, 2013). For this study, it is considered that 

participant observation and ethnographic interviews are suitable to identify the main 

features of the cabin crew culture, such as their work routines, language, beliefs, and 

behaviours. In addition, written documents, such as operational manuals, helped to 

contextualise the social practice of the cabin crew.  

4.6.1 Participant observation  

Participant observation was undertaken to involve the researcher in the cabin 

crew work context. Through participant observation, it is possible to “observe the 

activities of people, the physical characteristics of the social situation, and what it feels 

like to be part of the scene” (Spradley, 2016, p. 33). It also involves recording what it is 

seen (e.g., in photographs, field notes) and heard during and after each session in the 

field (Spradley, 2016). This technique allowed the researcher to immerse herself in the 

culture of the cabin crew and make sense of the features of the group interaction and 

look for behaviour patterns (Fetterman, 2019). 
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Participant observation was conducted during the entire research process. 

However, it is often applied as a first strategy to approach the field (Fetterman, 2019). It 

begins with a broad, descriptive look at the environment, and then seeks more focused 

and selective observations as the researcher learns about the culture (Spradley, 2016). 

The researcher observed the activities of cabin crews in their daily routines. She 

followed their activities to get a clearer view of their social interactions and record 

them. 

In particular, passive participant observation was used to approach the field of 

study. Passive participation implies that the researcher has limited participation in the 

activities of the group in the field, mainly observing and taking notes, but occasionally 

has contact with the participants (Spradley, 2016). This strategy was employed due to 

time limitations (i.e., participation in a complete initial training program), as well as 

other restrictions inherent to aeronautical operations (i.e., authorisations to perform as 

cabin crew). 

The three main settings for the participant observation scenarios were training 

sessions, airline facilities, and actual flights. The researcher attended two days of an 

initial training course during the first visit and another session during the second visit. 

The training manager introduced the researcher to the trainees and trainers. In the 

classroom, the researcher observed the interactions and characteristics of the training, 

such as teaching techniques and tools (e.g., teacher-centred classroom, training aids, 

manuals), learning facilities (e.g., slide projectors, computers, classroom layout) and 

content taught (e.g., theoretical classes on safety procedures). The researcher changed 

her observation position in the classroom: one day, she sat behind the trainees and the 

next day, to one side of the class, near the instructor. The purpose of these changes was 

to obtain different perspectives of the trainees’ interactions while taking notes of what 
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was observed. Photographs of the classroom were taken with the authorisation of the 

participants. In general, the researcher’s direct participation was limited to a brief 

presentation and short conversations with the trainees and trainers during the class 

breaks and after the classes.  

Later, the researcher was also able to accompany another group of trainees 

during their practical exercises on an actual aircraft. A provisional authorisation of the 

airport authorities was required for the researcher to enter the aircraft. Then, the 

trainees, the instructor in charge of the group of ten people, and the researcher had to 

wear reflective vests, and hearing protectors to access the parking platform of the 

aircraft. The aircraft was without passengers, waiting for the next flight rotation. The 

limited available time forced the trainees to perform only one exercise cycle. The 

researcher remained seated in one of the rear seats of the passenger cabin so as not to 

interrupt the exercise. Field notes and photographs served as a record of the training 

activities. 

The researcher also observed social interactions and activities in the briefing 

rooms and airline facilities. These areas are intended for cabin and flight crews to 

conduct pre-flight briefings or to wait for their next flight. The researcher used this 

shared space to reflect on her observations while taking in impressions of the 

interactions that occurred there. Likewise, the researcher approached cabin crew while 

waiting for their flights. She introduced herself and asked casual questions about their 

work routine that day. These moments were essential to get a broad picture of the cabin 

crew routines before, between and after flights. 

Finally, the researcher joined regular flights of the airline as a passenger. This 

data was gathered over six flights with three different cabin crew groups. The training 

manager was in charge of notifying the presence of the researcher on the flights. The 



 

 

52 

researcher accompanied the crews in their pre-flight briefings, in the airport, and upon 

entering the aircraft. Interactions of the researcher with the cabin crew as they worked 

were limited to very brief conversations just before and after the flights. During the 

flights, the researcher did not interact with the crew apart from receiving standard 

service as a passenger. On some flights, the researcher could change positions to obtain 

different perspectives on the interaction of cabin crew on board. By this time, the 

researcher had already attended some training sessions and was familiar with the cabin 

crew procedures. Knowing them personally facilitated understanding of their routines 

on board.  

Preconceptions about the nature of the cabin crew’s work and learning were 

reviewed after participant observation. Each interaction helped to refine the next 

questions to the participants and how best to approach them. Observations and informal 

conversations during training served to deepen understanding of how the airline 

approaches learning. Despite the limitations, the best way to understand cabin crew 

work as a social practice was during flights. In informal conversations, both trainees and 

experienced cabin crew recognised that initial training was demanding and necessary. 

However, this knowledge does not always apply to routine work duties. Participants’ 

general experience is that learning of the role occurs through participation in work. 

From these instances of participant observation, the topics for the ethnographic 

interviews were developed.   

4.6.2 Ethnographic interviews  

More focused interviews followed the informal conversations and participant 

observation in this study. Ethnographic interviews allow researchers to contextualise 

and explain the data gathered during observation (Fetterman, 2019). In particular, 

ethnographic interviews have specific characteristics more akin to friendly 
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conversations than interviews in other contexts, since ethnographic interviews require 

that people talk about their own lives (Spradley, 1979). Semi-structured interviews are 

the way to allow the participants to express openly, and in their terms, details of a 

specific topic, but with specific research goals in mind. Semi-structured questions tend 

to be more adjusted to the reality of the group under study when they are used by 

researchers with prior knowledge of the field, from the perspective of the people in their 

own context (Fetterman, 2019). 

Interviews were useful to access the beliefs and values of the participating cabin 

crew, not always evident through observation. An interview protocol was developed 

based on the observations made in the first visits to the field. Questions were similar to 

all the participants but adapted to particular themes that emerged from the individual 

conversations.  

Searching for participants and scheduling of the interviews were critical aspects 

for this study because the flight schedules of cabin crew limited the time available. At 

the same time, this scheduling coincided with the visits to the field. Most interviews 

were conducted face-to-face in a space provided by the airline. However, the use of 

video links, such as Skype or FaceTime, were also employed. Invitations via email were 

sent to groups of crew members who participated in initial training up to two years 

before the study. The interviews were coordinated through a video link with two 

participants, while in the other five cases, meetings were coordinated before or after 

their flight schedule, during the second field visit. Interviews were recorded using an 

electronic audio recorder and lasted between 45 to 60 minutes. Interviews were 

conducted informally and using open-ended questions to encourage meaningful 

responses and to build rapport (Fetterman, 2019). General topics were thought to 
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stimulate the conversation with participants who would potentially not discuss 

uncomfortable or unusual topics for them. 

The general lines of enquiry were initial training and workplace experience (see 

Appendix E). Both lines of enquiry had a retrospective nature since they sought to elicit 

memories of past events. Fetterman (2019) acknowledged that retrospective interviews 

are not accurate, but provide relevant information about the way people value events 

and their relationships in their context. By asking about the initial training, the 

researcher attempted to promote recall of content, methods, and experiences from the 

first training received. These questions were intended to obtain a different perspective 

on the training experience beyond the airline program. On the other hand, the second 

line of enquiry, workplace experience, aimed to capture cabin crew’s experiences after 

training and the contributions of participation in work on their learning process.  

These lines of enquiry were closely aligned to the research question. The first 

questions were general, about the first flights as cabin crew members, their motivations 

and difficulties towards achieving full participation in work. The intent of the general 

questions was to build trust for them to openly tell their experiences. An example of 

these questions is how a cabin crew member gains experience at work. Eventually, all 

the participants pointed to colleagues as role models for learning. Some spontaneous 

responses in the first conversations led to talk about sensitive topics, such as potentially 

harmful attitudes held by themselves and colleagues. This topic was incorporated in 

subsequent interviews where the topic did not arise spontaneously. Sensitive topics 

were subtly introduced by the researcher so that the interviewees did not feel forced to 

speak about it if they did not want to. Maintaining openness and confidence was a 

challenge during the interviews.  
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During the interviews, a basic principle followed was naturalness and honesty in 

the interactions (Fetterman, 2019). Respect for the culture of the airline and cabin crew 

was considered but at the same time respect for formality in interactions, as commonly 

associated with the aviation industry. Another relevant aspect to consider was respect 

for the participants’ time since they participated in the interviews before or after their 

regular flights. Respect for the participants’ opinions considered identifying their 

reactions during the interviews to detect fatigue, boredom, or rejection, and to adjust the 

interview strategy accordingly. 

In general, the researcher sought to ensure spontaneity in communication with 

the participants. Likewise, she aimed to identify common topics among the participants, 

while more detailed questions emerged from the context of the interview to expand the 

understanding of specific issues. The researcher only intervened to introduce questions 

and request more information about exciting insights, doubts, problems, or to deepen 

engagement with a topic. At the end of the interviews, the most relevant annotations of 

the interview were reviewed with the participants to verify some of the researcher's 

interpretations.  

After the interviews, the transcription of the recordings started immediately. 

This process was fundamental to avoid the risk of losing or distorting information that 

could not be captured in a digital recording. The transcription was carried out by the 

researcher with the support of specialised transcription services to ensure the quality of 

the data collected. This approach helped the researcher to consider other aspects from 

the interview, such as tone and voice inflections, pauses, emphases, or the mood of the 

speaker (Cohen et al., 2007). Thus, it was essential to listen carefully to the participants’ 

words and their meaning. Relevant features of the interview process, such as the 
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demographics of the participants, gestures, and emerging themes, were recorded in the 

field diary for further analysis. 

4.6.3 Written and electronic information 

Written and electronic documents are also valuable and time-efficient sources of 

information. In them can be found information about the history, current conditions, 

concerns, and values of an organisation (Fetterman, 2019). For this study, the cabin 

crew operational manual and other training materials were provided by the airline’s 

training managers. These documents helped to understand the expectations of the airline 

with regard to cabin crew performance.  

The use of the operational manual is central to the role of the cabin crew. During 

training, it is used as a study guide, supplemented by other printed and digital aids (e.g., 

class presentations, written exercises). Once in flight, the operations manual must be 

carried and updated compulsorily by cabin crew. Its importance for cabin crew was 

clear. This manual summarises the safety philosophy of the airline and the procedures 

that cabin crew must comply with under normal, abnormal, and emergency conditions. 

When the procedures are updated, supplemental informational or new editions of the 

manual are issued and crew must stay up to date with them. Other procedures, such as 

on-board service delivery, are contained in documents distributed by email or in print, 

but these are of limited use, since these procedures are learned by observation and 

repetition on board. These documents served mainly to contextualise the expressions of 

the participants in terms of the training content and work procedures, and likewise, to 

test the internal consistency of the data analysis process. 

4.7 Data analysis 

Although fieldwork is fundamental to ethnographic research, the process of analysis is 

equally intensive. The ethnographic analysis begins long before leaving the field, as it 
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must be incorporated into all stages of data collection (Østerlund, 1996). A large 

amount of data generated from the participant observations and the interviews could 

demand excessive time for analysis if they are not organised from the early stages of 

fieldwork (Fetterman, 2019). This process consists of describing the culture of the 

group, identifying and theming cultural patterns, and making interpretations about the 

meaning of them, in a specific context (Creswell, 2013). According to Geertz (1993), 

for the interpretation of a group’s culture, it is necessary to isolate its elements, find the 

relationships between them, and provide a thick description of the culture. Data analysis 

in this study intended to identify the particularities of the cabin crew social practice, 

search for patterns among these elements to reveal sources of learning, and finally 

represent their learning process in a general way. 

Data analysis began with the identification of characteristics of the social 

practice of the cabin crew. Interview recordings and transcripts, and the researcher’s 

field notes were the repositories of the data collected for analysis. By systematically 

reading segments of the data, keywords and phrases were identified and marked. Words 

of the participants were initially used as topics to represent their expressions accurately 

(Leavy, 2017). Likewise, the researcher wrote down her reflections, questions, and 

possible relationships between the data on the sidelines.  

4.7.1 Coding process 

The previous process led to the search for patterns and organisation of data by 

codes and themes. The researcher separated pieces of the collected data where patterns 

of expressions and behaviour were found. This process served to refine and focus the 

analysis topics. The main objective was to condense a large amount of data into 

analysable units and create categories from them (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). These 

codes were renamed and reassigned several times, taking into account the question 



 

 

58 

guiding the study and emerging patterns of the data. Finally, grouping codes were 

developed and gathered into seven themes (see Appendix F). The themes were reviewed 

to avoid overlapping. They related to the experience of the participants during training 

and at their workplace. Later, these themes were contrasted with other sources to verify 

that they were meaningful and realistic. 

The use of a computer software program supported the data analysis. The use of 

the software NVivo 12 provided a stable record of the data and allowed the researcher 

quick access to the material (Creswell, 1998; Fetterman, 2019). Likewise, it facilitated 

identification of other patterns and critical events, confirmed the researcher’s 

interpretations of patterns, and summarised categories of data. 

Mind maps and flowcharts also assisted the researcher in different stages of the 

study. They were useful in understanding the cabin crew’s work routines and how they 

relate to each other and their contexts of action. Then, diagrams helped to visualise and 

organise the data, as well as to identify connections among the codes. 

In general, analysis in this study was based on the cabin crew’s learning 

experience in their workplace and training. Data was collected from observing cabin 

crew in flights and training, and interviewing them. The insider’s perspective, or emic 

data, is the heart of this ethnographic study (Fetterman, 2019). The researcher observed 

the field systematically and shaped conclusions, producing etic data as well (Creswell, 

2013; Fetterman, 2019). However, the interpretation of what the insiders understand 

about their reality was carried out by a person who was not an integral part of it and 

who could not, therefore, fully understand it (Geertz, 1993). For this reason, “cultural 

analysis is intrinsically incomplete” (Geertz, 1993, p. 29). In this study, the researcher 

made sense of the data collected based on her professional background as a former 

cabin crew member and cabin crew trainer, as well as on knowledge acquired in the 
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field. The ethnographic report thus aims to provide a general description of cabin crew 

learning, and it does not intend to represent an absolute reality of cabin crew’s culture.  

4.7.2 Writing 

The writing process was a focus of reflection during all stages of the research, 

not just for the final report. “Writing is a core part of participant observation and 

analysis” (Østerlund, 1996, p. 36). Field notes are a fundamental part of ethnographic 

research for the recording of more in-depth information about interviews, surroundings, 

events, and ideas (Fetterman, 2019). A field diary was kept for this study. Observations 

and reflections of the researcher were recorded within this dairy before and after the 

visits. Likewise, expressions of the participants were transcribed after listening to the 

interview recordings several times. Both researcher’s field notes and interview 

transcriptions were used to analyse and present the findings of the study. 

After each field visit, insights and common topics in the field notes were 

marked, which help to codify the data later. These notes were made manually, but 

sections of them were later transformed into digital memos in NVivo 12. Notes and the 

researcher’s reflection of the activities were organised in four categories: interesting 

findings, social interactions, difficulties faced in the day, and improvement plans for the 

following research activities. Relevant insights in this process served for triangulation 

with the literature and with the study participants. The memos also recorded the 

evolution in the researcher’s understanding of cabin crew learning.   

The ethnographic report provides a general description of cabin crew learning 

with particular emphasis on a situated learning approach. Its purpose is also to allow the 

audience to grasp the detail of the cabin crew context, language, and interactions 

(Fetterman, 2019). Detailed descriptions, such as words and feelings, were used to 

direct the attention of readers and transport them to the reality described. Anecdotes are 
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also included to prompt empathy in the reader not familiar with this context (Creswell, 

2013). The findings are reported using quotes from the participants. The intention here 

is that their ‘voice’ is the one that narrates their experience. The researcher’s 

intervention is reduced to the interpretation of the expressions of the participants. 

Eventually, some participants’ terms are clarified using brief phrases between square 

brackets [ ] within the quotes. 

At the same time, it was essential to look for congruence with the research 

question and the focus of the study. A description following the concepts of situated 

learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) was used to detail the learning process of the 

participating cabin crew. The description also included characteristics of the initial 

training, first flights, and experiences of the daily and extraordinary situations that occur 

on board.  

Due to time and resource limitations of the study, the report did not correspond 

to a fully developed ethnography. Nonetheless, the results of the study presented as a 

detailed description of the main components of the learning of the cabin crew in training 

and the workplace. Given the implications of the study identified in the last chapter of 

this report, it is expected that the results will be disseminated later through academic 

publications and conferences in educational and aviation fields. 

4.8 Research credibility 

Ensuring credibility can be challenging when participant experiences and researcher 

observations are the base of the study, due to their subjective nature. Credibility 

involves providing enough details of the research design, collection, and data analysis to 

convince the reader (Docherty, 2017). Among several methods, data triangulation is the 

most effective way to boost the credibility of an ethnographic study (Fetterman, 2019). 
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Triangulation involves comparing the information obtained with other sources to 

confirm interpretations and raise questions about discrepant meanings. Strategies for 

triangulation include conversations with different people in the field about the same 

topic, discussing the results with the participants (Fetterman, 2019) or the review of 

literature and theories (Creswell, 2013). This validation process was integrated into all 

stages of the study. 

For this study, triangulation was conducted by comparing the data with the 

literature review and relevant learning theories and critical scholarship. Triangulation 

also occurred during conversations with participants. Here, the researcher asked the 

same question more than once to check the consistency of their expressions. At other 

times, several people were asked the same question to find response patterns. 

Additionally, some documents, such as training material and manuals, were used to 

contextualise the participants’ comments. Another strategy was discussing the findings 

with the participants, training managers, and trainers of the airline. The discussions 

among these groups finally served as feedback to check that the researcher’s 

interpretations were feasible. 

More importantly, triangulation of the data helped to deepen the understanding 

of cabin crew learning. When discussing learning experiences, the first responses of the 

participants were related to the training instances. However, it was also found that 

different experiences at work led the participants to develop new learnings of their role. 

Triangulation with different participants, including trainers and airline managers, 

allowed the researcher to identify concepts that are discussed later. 

4.9 Ethical considerations  

Responsible research must be ethical. A researcher who conducts an ethnographic study 

should consider that the intrusion into the life of the participants is inevitable 
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(Fetterman, 2019). Thus, it is necessary to follow several principles for the protection of 

the integrity of participants. This study was conducted under the guidelines of Griffith 

University for human research ethics (GU Ref No: 2018/940).   

Key ethical aspects to be considered in the research were privacy and 

recruitment, confidentiality, and identification by inference (Griffith University, 2017). 

First, in terms of privacy and the recruitment process, it was essential to ensure 

voluntary participation. Likewise, the participants were fully informed of the 

implications of participating in the study before accepting the study conditions. The 

informed consent procedure summarised this process (Cohen et al., 2007). None of the 

participants withdrew their participation. 

On the other hand, confidentiality was a promise of this study. In all the stages, 

the identity of the participants was protected, especially because sensitive and intimate 

topics were discussed. Several techniques were applied during the study to ensure 

confidentiality, such as deletion of identification sources (i.e., the participants were 

named from P1 to P7); use of general information instead of specific information (i.e., 

refer to years instead of exact dates); and the aggregation of information from several 

people and not individuals (Cohen et al., 2007). A sense of the protection of the 

participants’ integrity prevailed during the study, both during fieldwork and 

ethnographic interviews. Additionally, the researcher did not have access to the 

professional records of participants. 

Ethical concerns were paramount from the time when the researcher first entered 

the field. The participants knew about the presence of the researcher in training facilities 

and flights; likewise, the purpose of the study was carefully explained to them. Airline 

managers helped to introduce the researcher to the staff. In this sense, the concern was 

that the staff could perceive some pressure to participate in the study. Although it was 
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not evident, the participants of the study could change the way they acted, consciously 

or unconsciously, in the presence of the researcher and because most interviews were 

conducted in the airline facilities. 

On the other hand, to recruit participants for ethnographic interviews, invitation 

letters were distributed by the airline’s corporate email provided by its managers. 

However, to express interest in participating, the participants contacted the researcher 

directly via email. Written consent was obtained from the participants before conducting 

the interviews.  

Regarding confidentiality, the selection and interview processes were directly 

coordinated with the volunteers. Thus, the degree of exposure of the participants to their 

peers or employer was low. While efforts were made to maintain the anonymity of 

participants, it could be possible for colleagues and management to infer the identity of 

participants in this study. No particular reference to the participants nor their names 

were revealed in the presentation of the results. 

Transcripts and audio recordings were stored in digital and hard copy form in 

secure facilities at Griffith University. Participants’ names were de-identified and 

replaced by a code, as was any reference to the sponsoring airline. The data will be 

destroyed after five years to enable the researcher to respond to challenges regarding the 

veracity of claims resulting from the study. 

In general, this study aimed to generate benefits for all stakeholders of the study 

and minimise any risk to them. The cost-benefit ratio has been a constant ethical 

dilemma in social research (Cohen et al., 2007). Preventive measures in the case of 

misinterpretations or unwanted exposure of the participants have been previously 

described. Likewise, it was mentioned that the study expects to contribute to the body of 

knowledge about the social practice of cabin crew and their learning. This study will 



 

 

64 

also provide information that airlines may use to make decisions for the planning of 

future cabin crew training. More importantly, it already created the opportunity for 

cabin crew members to contribute to the deepening of their learning experience. 

4.10 Self-reflexivity  

Being aware of the influence of the researcher in the research approach and 

interpretations was a priority in this study. Researchers are human instruments, so their 

assumptions and preconceptions influence what and how other people are studied 

(Fetterman, 2019). Moreover, the professional background of the researcher as a cabin 

crew member could colour understanding of the context under study. Despite her non-

judgmental commitment, the researcher’s beliefs were more evident during the 

interpretation process, when compared the participants’ expressions to her previous 

experience. It was also possible that this condition guided the researcher not to delve 

into issues that are unknown to audiences not familiar to the aviation industry. 

On the other hand, power relations that could influence the participants were 

minimal. The participants were informed of the professional background of the 

researcher, yet she worked on a different airline. However, her introduction to the 

participants by the managers might have had an impact. Likewise, participants’ 

perception of the researcher’s presence might also influence their natural behaviour 

(Fetterman, 2019). An example of the above could be that the researcher's primary 

language was not the same as the participants, which hindered the fluency of the 

conversations. Nonetheless, the mutual knowledge of the aviation context facilitated the 

interaction between the researchers and the participants. 

Self-reflection guided a continuous analysis of the research. Keeping a journal 

helped to be critical of the influences on the research data. Field notes, recording the 

evolution of the researcher’s understanding, was a part of the confirmation of the 
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robustness of interpretation (Lave & Kvale, 1995). The annotations changed from 

‘objective’ descriptions of the context to complex questions about subjective aspects of 

the observed interactions. What seemed more speculative was later discussed with the 

study supervisors, as well as with the managers and participants of the airline. This 

journal also recorded motivations and frustrations in personal settings during the 

research process, such as language barriers or confidence as a researcher. These issues 

were also discussed with the study supervisors. As a final reflection, it can be 

highlighted that this journey was only possible through collaborative work since it was 

in discussion with others (i.e. supervisors, managers, participants), the findings and 

conclusions of this study were shaped and strengthened. 

4.11 Summary 

This chapter detailed the philosophical underpinnings and the methodological approach 

of the study. An ethnographic design was selected and conducted with cabin crew 

members of a regional airline. Participant observation and ethnographic interviews were 

the main methods of data collection. Later, the data were analysed and triangulated to 

enhance the credibility of the findings. Ethical concerns and self-reflection were also 

discussed. The above considerations aim to provide an accurate representation of the 

cabin crew learning, as proposed in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDINGS  

5.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this research is to understand the contributions of formal learning and 

participation in work on cabin crew learning. The results of the study are presented 

below from an ethnographic approach. Data were collected by participant observation, 

interviews, and document review. Participants’ expressions are used to exemplify and 

provide an interpretation of the behaviours, beliefs, and language of the cabin crew.  

Seven themes emerged from the data: ‘rote learning’, ‘theory comes to life’, 

‘procedures in place’, ‘real situations are different’, ‘little deviations’, ‘expecting the 

unexpected’, and ‘becoming a real cabin crew member’. This chapter is structured into 

three sections. An approach to the airline under study and the cabin crew context is 

provided in the first section. The second section refers to the training experience from 

the trainees’ perspective. Finally, the third section provides insights into the new cabin 

crew learning arising from their participation in work. In general, the findings on cabin 

crew learning are contextualised to guide the understanding of how social practice of 

the cabin crew contributes to their learning. 

5.2 Approaching the context of the cabin crew  

This section attempts to contextualise the work of cabin crew from an outsider’s 

perspective. Initially, the researcher’s field notes shaped the narrative of her travel 

experience on the airline collaborating with the study. Subsequently, the operation of 

the airline is also outlined. Finally, the airline approach to learning is presented. Some 

expressions of the interview participants are used to introduce each subsection. The 

intention of this section is to provide an approach to the work context of the cabin crew 

involved in the study, as well as identify features of their social practice. 
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5.2.1 A travel experience 

It was the first time I had been on an ‘ATR’ in about ten years, and you walk 

around.  And as a passenger, you don’t notice anything. You know, you’ve got a 

tunnel vision. You know where your seat is, and that’s it. (P3) 

It was early in the morning at the domestic flights terminal. Hundreds of people 

arrived with small and big suitcases. They were taking flights for different reasons: 

work, vacation, or family visits. Some of them seemed to be in a rush, while others 

calmly walked when heading to the self-service kiosks. The kiosks supplied boarding 

passes and tags to identify passengers’ suitcases. Then, the passengers themselves 

dropped off their luggage on the conveyor belts. Other passengers skipped these steps 

and went directly to the boarding gates. To get access to the gates, the passengers only 

showed the boarding pass previously printed or on their electronic devices (see Figure 

5). The ‘human contact’ with the airline was reduced to passenger-machine interaction. 

Only if a problem arose did a customer service assistant show up to assist a passenger. 

Figure 5.  

Boarding Passes. 

 

Note. The ones on the left-hand side were obtained from a self-service kiosk at the 

airport. The other one was downloaded to an electronic device. 

Airline	name

from

Airline	name

to

Airline	name
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Security checks were necessary to access the boarding gates of domestic flights. 

Airport officers checked that passengers’ bags do not contain dangerous substances or 

objects, such as knives or explosives. Despite the fact there were no stricter measures in 

place (which is the case in some airports) or a requirement for more documents, this 

phase was somehow stressful for most passengers. Afterwards, they were a little more 

relaxed visiting the airport shops or eating in the restaurants near the departure lounges. 

Not everyone had time to enjoy the facilities of the airport; some of them were about to 

miss their flights.  

Whether early or late, passengers arrived at the gate assigned by the airline for 

flight departure. In the pre-departure area, passengers waited for their flights. They tried 

to entertain themselves with newspapers, books, and electronic devices. Passengers 

lined at the gates, even though the airline agents had not announced boarding. Here, an 

airline agent was performing various tasks: organising documentation, giving 

announcements over the loudspeaker, or answering questions from passengers. When 

the aircraft arrived from another flight, the disembarking passengers exited the aircraft 

through the same gates and mixed with the waiting passengers. 

Pilots and cabin crews also disembarked in this occasion, and a new crew 

boarded the aircraft. It was interesting to observe them at the airport; they were 

identifiable by their uniforms and luggage. Their ‘way of walking’ could also be the 

reason why some people looked at them attentively. They walked confidently, almost 

choreographing their steps, in elegant uniforms and with an impeccable appearance. It 

would seem that they knew perfectly where they were heading and in timely fashion, 

unlike the many rushed and lost passengers at the airport. The crew entered the aircraft, 

which was an indication to passengers that boarding would begin soon, so more joined 

the line at the gate. 
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The airline agent finally announced boarding. The entrance was only through the 

rear door of the aircraft using a ramp. Passengers are not always aware of the type of 

aircraft; in this case, it was an ATR 72-600. The airline agent checked the boarding pass 

of each passenger before they left the departure lounge. The cabin crew repeated this 

action on board. They also asked passengers to be careful not to hit their heads on the 

door frame because the door was small. The cabin crew member at the door, who was 

very tall, was slightly hunched over inside the plane.  

In the passenger cabin, another cabin crew member asked the seat number again, 

guided the passengers to their place, and indicated where to locate the luggage (see 

Figure 6). The luggage compartments were also tiny and only a few small bags fitted in 

them. The flight would not exceed an hour, so being in such a small space should not be 

inconvenient for passengers. Soon, the take-off was announced by the captain from the 

cockpit. Part of the phraseology was to introduce all the members of the crew, four in 

total including pilots and cabin crew. The cabin crew made a security announcement. 

One of them showed how to use the oxygen mask, adjust the seat belts, and the location 

of the emergency exits. Many passengers did not pay attention and continued to check 

their mobile phones, despite the announcement to put them in ‘aeroplane mode’. 

Finally, the two crew members ‘walked’ the cabin to enforce the previous instructions. 

They also briefed exit row passengers to assist the crew in case of an emergency. One 

crew member headed to the front of the plane and the other one to the rear. 

Figure 6.  

Boarding Procedures.  
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Note. These pictures show the cabin crew while they were checking the cabin and 

assisting the passengers. The pictures were taken by the researcher during the 

observation flights.  

Several minutes after turning off the seatbelt signal, the cabin crew were visible 

again. Their presence was conspicuous because they walk confidently throughout the 

cabin. Then, the cabin crew distributed biscuits from a tray, as well as hot and cold 

drinks from a trolley. Almost imperceptibly for passengers, the crew members looked at 

each other and whispered, as they were coordinating tasks. The cabin crew member who 

was pushing the beverage cart used the call button over the passenger seat to get the 

attention of the other crew member who was at the rear part of the cabin handing out 

lollies. The latter went to the end of the aisle and came back quickly with more drinks. 

Both of them were friendly and smiling. They were also agile, considering that they 

pushed a trolley in a narrow aisle, with people trying to get to the toilets, and eventually 

with some turbulence. While turbulence worried many passengers, cabin crew seemed 

to be very calm or used to these unusual situations. 

During the flight, passengers were distracted by reading or using their electronic 

devices, unrelated to the cabin crew activities. If someone went to the toilets, the only 

one available on board, they could see what the cabin crew were doing. In a small 

space, within the kitchen or ‘galley’, they arranged the trolleys and the bottles of drinks 

in tiny compartments. In this space, there was also a flat, folding seat with harnesses, 
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which looked uncomfortable (see Figure 7). The crew seat for a second crew member 

was in the front. However, during the short flight, they did not have time to use them. 

Figure 7.  

Rear Area of an ATR 72-600: Cabin Crew Seat, Toilet Door, and Galley Area 

     

Soon, there was a landing announcement and the cabin acquired a less relaxed 

atmosphere. Some passengers decided to go to the bathroom, and long queues were 

formed at the end of the aisle. Cabin crew began to collect rubbish from the cabin in 

plastic bags, although on other flights they did so with trolleys. They also started to ask 

passengers to return to their seats, store their luggage, fasten seat belts, straighten seats, 

stow tray tables, and open the windows shades. The turbulence on landing caused the 

cabin crew to lean on the passenger seats while they performed the check-up. There was 

little time until landing. The destination city was already visible through the window. 

One cabin crew member headed to the front of the cabin, the other to the rear. 

This flight had no delays or significant inconveniences, except for some 

turbulence. The voice of the captain was heard again to say goodbye and ask passengers 

to remain seated while the aircraft was on the runway. As soon as the aircraft stopped, 

many passengers stood up. They took their luggage out of the overhead lockers, even 

though the seatbelt sign was still on. After the signal went out, a voice was heard 

ordering passengers to disembark from the rear. At the door, the tall cabin crew member 
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smiled and said goodbye to the passengers who had arrived at their destination. 

However, for cabin crew, it was the first of a series of flights that they would have to 

carry out that day and the following days. Therefore, the routine began again. 

5.2.2 Behind the scenes of the airline’s operation  

I had a few flights in the ATR, and I was quite familiar with it, but it was nice to 

go out and see it immediately from a different perspective. I was just excited to 

learn the behind the scenes of it. (P7) 

The airline operates ATR 72-500 and ATR 72-600 aircrafts for ‘short-haul’ 

flights. The flights are conducted in the Tasman Sea region and their duration varies 

between 20 and 60 minutes. Figure 8 is an example of the type of aircraft used by the 

airline. The airline’s operations are regulated by the local civil aviation authority, for 

example in terms of the number of crew required for each flight.  

Figure 8.  

Propeller Aircraft – ATR 72-600.  

 

Note. This type of aircraft is turboprop with a capacity of seventy passengers. From the 

ATR media gallery, ATR, 2019. 

The airline’s crew for each flight usually consist of two pilots and two cabin 

crew. This number could vary due to operational requirements, such as adding an extra 

cabin crew member for training purposes. Cabin crew can be rostered to operate one or 
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several flights per day. The service time of the cabin crew usually begins with the 

presentation of the cabin crew member at the airline’s premises for the pre-flight 

briefing (see Figure 9), which involves identifying with the pilots and with the other 

crew member in service, and coordinating actions during the flight. They can also meet 

other crew members directly on the aircraft, in the departure lounge of the airport, or the 

hotels when they spend the night ‘off base’. 

Figure 9.  

Airline Headquarters. 

    

Note. The pictures show the staff briefing and waiting areas. The premises are the 

located outside the airport where most of the airline’s operations are coordinated. 

Both cabin crew members in a flight have the same ‘rank’ because the airline 

has decreed that an in-flight supervisor position does not exist. They are assigned to a 

responsibility area in the front or rear of the cabin before each flight. According to the 

location on board, each crew member has different safety and service duties (see 

Appendix G). Safety duties comprise the checking of emergency equipment located in 

the passenger cabin, the delivery of safety information to passengers, and the check of 

the passenger cabin before take-off. In terms of service delivery, cabin crew receive 

passengers on board the aircraft and provide them with a food and beverage services. 

On these short-haul flights, the service provided is limited to packaged products (i.e., 

biscuits and lollies). Likewise, the interaction of the cabin crew with the passengers is 
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limited, due to the flight duration. However, the cabin crew must be attentive to any 

needs of the passengers and any other abnormal situations that may affect the routine 

operation of the flight, such as medical conditions or fire on board.  

In general, the safety responsibilities of the cabin crew are executed during the 

whole flight, for timely action in abnormal situations and emergencies. Before landing, 

the cabin crew verify that passengers have their seat belts fastened, the luggage is 

stowed correctly, and all the items of service are collected and stowed. After landing, 

crew members must assist passengers to disembark. Finally, the cabin crew and pilots 

meet to discuss the incidents of the flight or series of flights. The cabin crew conclude 

their duty whether returning to the home base or staying overnight in another 

destination, in order to start another series of flights the next day.  

5.2.3 Initial training conducted by the airline 

It was three weeks long, and it covered predominantly aircraft safety and 

equipment, and a little bit on what it’s certainly doing in your job, a little bit of 

customer service and some human factors. A lot of safety equipment and some of 

the medical procedures focused there. The practical part of the day-to-day is on 

the job itself. (P1) 

The first requirement to be part of a cabin crew is to ‘pass’ initial training. 

Furthermore, training is a requirement of the aeronautical authorities of the country in 

which the airline operates. The airline prepares the training curriculum according to 

their operational and organisational needs (see Appendix H). Training is conducted in-

house by the airline’s qualified trainers. The training curriculum is aligned with ICAO’s 

competency-based Cabin Crew safety training manual. It is the primary reference used 

by cabin crew trainers to dictate the content of the course.  
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The initial training consists of three weeks of ground training (GT), which is 

followed by one or two weeks of line training (LT). In general, the airline’s GT 

curriculum aims to instruct the new cabin crew mainly in emergency safety procedures, 

while the LT allows the trainees to get familiar in a practical way with safety and 

service procedures on routine flights. After this period, the trainees are assessed ‘in-

flight’ by the trainers and, if they pass their training, are assigned regular flights as a 

cabin crew member. 

 During the first week of GT, the trainees are instructed on the characteristics and 

emergency equipment of the aircraft. One or two trainers use audio-visual materials and 

samples of emergency equipment as training aids. Some of these pieces of equipment 

are halon extinguishers, protective breathing equipment (PBE), oxygen bottles, and life 

jackets, but not all the pieces of equipment are shown in class. The module ends with a 

computer-based test at the beginning of the next week. 

During the second and the third weeks, the trainees study safety procedures in 

emergency and abnormal situations, mostly in the classroom. However, visits to the 

actual aircraft are eventually conducted, depending on availability of aircrafts on the 

tarmac. On board the aircraft, the trainees identify the emergency equipment in their 

storage. They also recreate emergency scenarios guided by a trainer, such as emergency 

landing and evacuation on the ground and on water. These activities do not include 

flight simulators or the use of equipment to recreate an evacuation, (e.g., emergency 

exits) in order to prevent damage to the aircraft. The modules reviewed during the 

second and third week are also assessed on a computer. At the end of the GT, the 

trainees receive their uniforms and instructions related to the LT. 

Once the GT is concluded, the airline’s managers roster the trainees for one or 

two weeks of familiarisation flights under the supervision of a trainer. The trainees are 
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not part of the operational cabin crew. The trainees must watch their colleagues and 

trainers while they perform safety and service procedures in regular flights, as well as 

observe their interaction with passengers. Gradually the trainees are integrated into the 

activities so that they can gain confidence in their performance.  

After a week, each trainee is assessed on board performing procedures, e.g., 

door operation and the delivery of safety instructions to passengers. A separate in-flight 

assessment is performed later by the trainers, with similar content to the previous 

assessment, but to comply with regulations of the civil aviation authority. Satisfactory 

results in this final assessment accredits the trainee to be assigned to regular flights as 

cabin crew.  

Periodically, cabin crew members are assessed to maintain their accreditation. 

For this reason, the airline plans a new in-flight check three months after the initial 

training. Later, they are assessed again every year, by computer-based exams and during 

the flights. These assessments include the topics taught in the initial training; they are 

however reviewed in a shorter time, regularly in one day. Should they fail, cabin crew 

members are re-trained and re-evaluated before being incorporated again into regular 

flights. 

5.3 Landing the training experience 

The following sections describe the experience of the participants during initial training. 

The subsections correspond to the two first themes identified during the data collection. 

First, ‘rote learning’ refers to the experience of the trainees internalising new procedures 

and information during GT. Then, ‘theory comes to life’ refers to the experience during 

the second stage of training, in familiarisation flights supervised by a trainer. The 

expressions of the participants also support each subsection. Some technical and 

colloquial terms identified during the fieldwork are listed in Appendix I. In general, this 
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section is intended to show the training experience from the cabin crew perspective and 

to identify the aspects that contributed to learning. 

5.3.1 Rote learning  

The training was quite intense because I’d never done that job before. It doesn’t 

matter what experience I had prior. I’d never done cabin crew, so all the safety 

elements and all the procedures were completely foreign to me. It doesn’t matter 

even if you’ve sat on an aeroplane, it’s still completely foreign when you start 

taking on the job. So, we were just mainly in the classroom, and occasionally 

we’d get taken out to the aircraft. (P4) 

The first day of training began at 8:00 am. The group of trainees met for the first 

time. This experience was exciting for them; some people felt nervous because they 

were not familiar with the content of the course or because it was their dream job:  

Day one was quite nerve-racking, that’s the one word I would describe it as, 

probably. Having to know that you’re going to have to put on lots of work to 

remember everything. Some people find it easy, some people don’t. Everyone 

has a different perspective. (P2) 

What the trainees did know was that the training would be intense: many hours 

of study and new information to learn in a short time. They also knew that getting to 

that day was not easy after the intense recruitment process. The latter included 

attitudinal and general knowledge tests and, in the end, only the ten people in the 

classroom were selected. Two of them had previously worked as a cabin crew, so the 

others gathered around them to ask about their experience. The trainees also shared their 

phone numbers and social network profiles to form contact groups.  
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Figure 10.  

Training Sessions of the Airline.  

     

 The classroom looked similar to a school one. The room was spacious, with 

tables organised in front of a screen (see Figure 10). In each seat were baskets with 

lollies, water bottles, and study materials for the trainees. At the sides of the classroom 

were other tables with computers. There were also some full-scale photographs on the 

walls representing the cockpit and doors on an aircraft. Trainees with no experience as 

cabin crew viewed the photographs with curiosity. Fire extinguishers, oxygen bottles, 

and some other pieces of emergency equipment on a table at the back of the classroom 

(see Figure 11) were also unfamiliar to most of them. All the trainees took a seat when 

the trainer and training manager arrived, then they welcomed all the participants to the 

three-week ground training (GT). 

Figure 11.  

Training Aids Available in the Classroom. 
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Note. The visual aids represent the cockpit and the passenger door of an ATR 72-600. 

Computers are used for assessments. Emergency equipment, such as fire extinguishers 

and oxygen bottles, are available for familiarisation. 

During the first week, the trainees studied about fifty different pieces of 

emergency equipment, such as halon fire extinguishers, life jackets, doors, and 

emergency exits. The following weeks were mainly focused on safety procedures to be 

followed by the cabin crew in abnormal situations and emergencies: fire on board, 

unruly passengers, turbulence, evacuation procedures on land and in water:  

I knew safety was a huge part of it, but I didn’t realise how much it was going to 

be. Ground school was 90% emergency equipment, safety, emergency 

procedures, and everything. (P7) 

Contrary to what some trainees thought, the GT had a primary focus on flight 

safety and did not address service procedures. They had a perception of the role of the 

cabin crew as primarily related to passenger service and the delivery of food and 

beverages. Most of the trainees had previous experience in customer service, but very 

few in air safety. Emergency kits and procedures were new concepts to repeat and retain 

every day. Furthermore, the trainees did not expect assessments to be so frequent and 

demanding. After completing each module, they must pass computer-based exams, with 

a mark of 90% or above, to continue the training:  

It’s a short period of time; it forces you to get all your drills to remember, your 

emergency procedures have to be verbatim in the testing process. We repeated 

the information; we were taught that we have to learn it, and I had to rote learn. 

(P1) 
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Memorising aviation terminology and safety procedures was one of the 

challenges encountered by the trainees. For this reason, the trainees developed particular 

study techniques. The use of acronyms was one of the most popular techniques to 

memorise the new information taught in training. For example:  

I remember ‘CC, DD, E’ for the places of the emergency equipment, it’s like 

cabin crew operating manual, CPR mask, daily first aid kit, defibrillator, 

extension seat belts… We all ended up learning it that way. I actually use an 

acronym to check that everything’s there. (P6) 

Acronyms are usually used by the airline to simplify and to promote the 

retention of complex procedures. Acronyms are also common in the discourse of 

aviation. For example, the steps to control a fire on board are called ‘A-A-B-C’ 

according to the airline operations manual, which denotes ‘Assess, Attack, Backup, 

Communicate’. Likewise, the trainees used acronyms created by them to memorise 

other pieces of information. Using acronyms also served for preparation prior to written 

evaluations: 

I had to memorise these acronyms. I just trained myself to memorise the first 

letter of each sentence, so I could pass the exam. And then I found, when I go 

out on-line, I had to memorise more. I thought I wasn’t properly retaining it. 

(P2) 

The trainees reflected on how much of the information memorised during the 

training they could consider actual learning. Even if the results of the written tests were 

satisfactory, this information could have been misinterpreted by them:  

I can easily memorise a paragraph or a sentence or a word, but it might not 

mean anything to me. It was just like, for example, in our training, there were 
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heaps of jargon and words, and terms that I did memorise, but it didn’t apply to 

me until I actually was on the plane and started flying. Like ‘ferry your plane’, 

that means taking one plane to another place without passengers. We learned 

that term, but I didn’t understand. ‘Why would you do that? Okay, it’s 

transporting, but why?  And then the first time I ferried a plane, I understood 

because we actually did it, the flight was cancelled, and we had to get that train 

to this space. (P5) 

The memorised information was of little use until it was related to the work 

context. However, these instances were limited during the first three weeks of GT. They 

had the opportunity to visit only once an ATR aircraft to practise the emergency 

procedures and become familiar with the equipment on board (see Figure 12): 

I’ve been on the aircraft [the ATR], but I haven’t actually opened up any of the 

lockers, so I didn’t know anything about it. I think I have only ‘paxed’ [been a 

passenger] on it a couple of times before. So, it was good as gold. It was good 

that they made the real aircraft available, it was good to see the aircraft, and to 

actually touch and see all the equipment as opposed to week-one when we had 

no exposure until the testing phase of the actual on-the-job. (P1) 

We have 90 seconds to get everyone off board [in case of an actual evacuation], 

but of course, we couldn’t actually do that during the training. We just actually 

assess the situation and then pretended to get everyone off board. Then, we 

check the cabin is clear; we checked the flight deck, we actually went up and did 

that because just pretending to and actually doing it is two very different things. 

It’s going to take longer actually to go check the flight deck. (P7) 
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Figure 12.  

Practical Training on board the Aircraft. 

    

Note. The pictures show trainees performing emergency procedures in preparation for 

an evacuation on water. 

It was under conditions close to reality where the trainees expressed that 

knowledge became relevant to them. Trainees valued their first experience on the 

aircraft, although the conditions of a real emergency could not be fully recreated. 

Therefore, some of them suggested that these visits should be more frequent and 

prolonged to cement understanding of the information studied in the classroom: 

We were so excited when we went out onto the aircraft. There was just too much 

information. Of course, the first time initially, you can’t take in anything. You’re 

just going on an ATR, but we all did think what we could have done with a little 

bit more of looking around the aircraft and taking it a bit slow because it would 

have been really helpful. (P4) 

The trainees had another opportunity to be close to the work context. They were 

transferred to another city to fit their new uniforms: 

That day was cool. I’ve flown before, but we flew in an A320 [type of aircraft], 

so it wasn’t an ATR. Actually, another thing was that could’ve been good was to 
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actually go on an ATR aircraft and actually just watch the flight attendants. I 

always thought that would have been a good thing to take us on. I just sat there 

and watched; I had to constantly look to my manual a lot during the plane ride. 

But we didn’t have the chance to chat with the cabin crew during the flight 

because they were A320 and we’re ATR. So, it’s different procedures, different 

equipment, different aircraft. We only talked to them about the clothes hanger 

[uniforms]. (P2) 

From this experience, the trainees experienced a nascent sense of identity with 

the cabin crew occupation. A vital instance of this experience was to wear the uniform 

for the first time. They also flew as company staff, so they started to feel like a part of 

the airline. On the other hand, the trainees identified themselves with a specific type of 

aircraft, whose procedures and characteristics would differentiate them from other cabin 

crews of the same airline. 

Ground training ended after three weeks and several written assessments. The 

training manager and the trainers held a small graduation ceremony. It was an exciting 

time again for the group:  

I was really excited to actually get into it because we had spent three weeks 

talking about it over and over again. I think everyone was itching to get on the 

plane to actually do it, but I was feeling really confident, like ready for it. I felt 

like I knew what I was doing. Yeah, and then we got on the plane, and there was 

much more to learn but that was more the customer service side of it. (P7)  

I’d do three weeks of training on the ground, but still don’t feel ready to be a 

cabin crew, and then you open a door, close the door, fight a fire, but nothing 

prepares you to have 68 passengers on the plane, and then do that four times 
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four in a day. If I could change anything about the training, I would make it 

practical. And have more focus on the daily. (P3) 

The experience of the trainees after the GT was diverse. Some trainees felt 

confident enough to start the flights, others did not consider themselves prepared to fly 

despite passing the GT. However, they perceived that learning did not end with this first 

stage of training. 

5.3.2 Theory comes to life 

The line training (LT) began for the trainees with several familiarisation flights 

during about one week. In these flights, they were not part of the cabin crew but an 

extra crew member. They however performed some duties under the supervision of a 

trainer: 

On the first day on line, you’re a third crew, and you don’t operate that sector. 

You sit down and watch how they do it. And then twice, and then you slowly start 

to integrate it into the service and eventually you’re doing the PAs and stuff. So, 

I was just trying to see how they carried themselves. I thought that was 

important. And how they have interactions with questions they may get, which 

are frequent. How they answer them, what the answers are to the questions. I 

was just trying to pick up on how they did things. You’ve got four flights in a 

day, and you’ve got to get there 15 minutes before boarding. And do equipment 

checks. Just trying to get here around there, figuring out, running out to aircraft 

and just try. It’s a long day, but you’re just trying to get it. (P3) 

The trainees observed how other cabin crew members performed duties on 

routine flights, in both safety and service procedures. Furthermore, the trainees observed 

from other crew the way they should conduct themselves in their duties. However, 

during these flights, their primary source of learning was demonstration, explanation, 
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and feedback from the trainer. Familiarisation flights allowed them to contextualise 

some safety procedures reviewed in GT. Some other procedures were learned for the 

first time: 

During the ground training, it was all theory, but I was looking for it to come to 

life. So, the first week of on-line training it was like ‘I know all these things’. 

And then my very first flight, I was like ‘now what do I do with that information? 

I know that the extinguisher is there’. The hardest thing was having to deal with 

a situation you haven’t dealt with before and haven’t really been trained about 

it. For example, I remember having an oversized bag that won’t fit in the locker.  

We never really trained for that. I asked the trainer, and she said ‘you can put it 

in the back, but you just have to wait for it’. You have to be ready for this. Just 

use your common sense. ‘Is there a procedure for this?  No.  Okay, I just have to 

think for myself’. (P5) 

Familiarisation flights were authentic learning experiences. Situations reflected 

the work routine and helped the trainees understand the duties they would perform on 

board. Some of the duties were related to the knowledge acquired in training, others 

were part of the instructors’ stories, and in some cases, completely new.  

The trainees found that some routine duties were directly related to the contents 

of the initial course. For example, checking the emergency equipment was one of their 

first responsibilities after boarding the aircraft. The trainees started to perform the safety 

checks based on the Cabin Crew Safety Manual and training content. They 

acknowledged the relevance of this procedure of confirming the equipment 

serviceability. If the equipment was unsatisfactory in any way, the flight could be 

delayed or even cancelled.  
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It’s just to remember when they need to be done. For example, you can’t close 

the door until the front person has counted every passenger on board, and then 

you have to close the door, and then you have to check your doors, either side, 

and then you call the flight deck, and you say a specific sentence about the rear 

door, about the ‘prop and strop’ and the ‘tail prop’ being stowed, and receive 

the number of passengers on board. You have to do it in the right order and just 

remembering to go, and it happens very quickly. (P1) 

Recalling the points on the equipment checklist was challenging for the trainees. 

Despite being a focus of their GT, the trainees had difficulty remembering all the details 

related to the emergency equipment. Thus, some of them printed checklists to ensure 

they checked the emergency equipment correctly. Fear of forgetting one of the steps of 

safety procedures was a constant concern for many. 

The trainees also practised service and routine safety procedures. These 

procedures were not reviewed in depth in the GT or could not be practised beforehand  

although they were specified in the safety manual:  

It felt new but familiar. We know the information, but it still felt new, like when 

opening the doors. I’ve tried that before, but it’s different when you know that 

you’re actually doing it for real.  Because we tried to open the door before, but 

we know that it’s like pretending, but now it’s like ‘oh, we’re actually opening 

the door’. That was good.  It was exciting because I would know that I’ve done it 

before. Doing the PA, that was kind of nerve-racking because I’ve done a PA, 

but it was in front of our colleagues and staff.  But at the end of the day, when 

you know there are passengers, it’s nerve-racking. (P5)  

I followed my trainer, securing the cabin and looking for tray tables up, window 

shades up, armrests down. All the different things that you look for. I was just 
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watching how she addressed those problems. So, you are not going to go up to a 

customer and say, ‘Put your tray table up’. You are going to do it in a polite 

manner. (P7)  

Likewise, customer service responsibilities were new learnings acquired during 

LT. The trainees practised the food and beverage delivery for the first time. The 

sequence of the service was not difficult to retain because it only included hot drinks 

and packaged products, such as biscuits and lollies:  

It naturally happens that the more experienced person is normally quicker to 

move on to the next step. So, we’ve finished handing out the waters, and the next 

thing is fudge. Because we only do fudge in the evenings, I might take a bit 

longer to be like ‘the next submission is fudge’. But they might automatically 

start doing it anyway. So naturally, I’d be following their lead because they’d be 

quicker to start. Then I’d see the way that they do it, and I think, ‘Oh yes, that’s 

cool’. So, the next time I do it myself, I’ll do it that way. Because that’s the way 

I’ve seen. (P6) 

Regardless of manuals and training, it was in the shared activity with 

experienced crew that these newcomers embarked on their personal journey as cabin 

crew. Observing the trainers and experienced colleagues in the actual work context 

became a new reference-point for learning.  

A final in-flight assessment was necessary to be accredited as a cabin crew 

member. The aeronautical authorities require this assessment, following the guidelines 

of ICAO. The trainees were observed by an assessor in different flights, for 10 hours in 

total. This was to demonstrate that safety and service procedures were executed 

according to the airline’s standards.  
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It surprised me actually because three weeks in ground school everything was 

quite slow-paced, we were given a lot of time to prepare for things. Then we get 

on the plane, and we’re only given four days. Our biggest assessment is on day 

5. It surprised me how quickly we ran through that. I was lucky because I had a 

lot of flights to practise on, but some other people probably don’t have as many 

flights to practise on. I personally felt really prepared for my check. You got 

asked 15 questions from the manual, and we’d been so focused on the manual, 

and then we were so focused on playing customer service. All the procedures, 

95%, is what I learned in those four days on line, which is a lot. (P7) 

The training officially ended after passing the ‘line check.’ Trainees’ experience 

showed that the ground training was a challenge, in part, due to the fact they 

experienced little contact with the work context. Although ground training remained 

fundamental, the most meaningful learning occurred during line training. After this 

stage, the airline assumed that the trainees were prepared to start their flights without 

supervision. From then on, they would be officially considered as ‘cabin crew.’ 

5.4 Taking off as a qualified cabin crew member 

This section narrates the experiences of new cabin crew as they relate to learning 

through participation in the workplace. The following subsections are related to the 

remaining five themes identified in the data analysis: ‘procedures in place’, ‘real 

situations are different’, ‘little deviations’, ‘expecting the unexpected’, and ‘becoming a 

real cabin crew member’. Again, expressions from the participants are used to reflect 

their experience after training. Some similarities were found with the learning that 

emerged during line training. Without the supervision of a trainer, the experience of 

other cabin crew gained more prominence in the learning of the newcomers. The 
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following themes gather the different ways social practice was related to the initial 

training. 

 ‘Procedures in place’ refers to the experiences at work that were closely related 

to the knowledge acquired in training. ‘Real situations are different’ refers to situations 

in work that differed from training. ‘Little deviations’ also deals with modifications in 

routine duties, but which were considered deviations or potentially counterproductive 

behaviours and attitudes. ‘Expecting the unexpected’ refers to the knowledge acquired 

in training but not applicable in routine work duties, namely emergency procedures. 

‘Becoming a real cabin crew member’ alludes to the experience of newcomers in 

achieving confidence in their work and identity as cabin crew. 

5.4.1 Procedures in place 

From their first flights, the newcomers were responsible for ensuring the safety 

and comfort of passengers. The intense training and the procedures in place were the 

tools that the new cabin crew possessed to start their flights. They were assigned to a 

crew composed of two members with equal hierarchical rank, despite their recent 

experience. Nonetheless, the airline scheduled the first flights with colleagues who had 

more than three months of experience, so that the new crew could count on the support 

of someone more experienced.  Without major inconveniences or emergencies, the 

newcomers experienced routine flights, performing their safety and service duties:  

We do our checks at the start of each flight. Every time we get on a new plane, 

we’ll check the safety equipment. We place the ‘bump pad’ on the door; we 

check passenger boarding passes.  We check that it’s all working and it’s in the 

right place. The water extinguisher is where it’s going to be. So, we check all of 

that. That doesn’t take long; it’s just like a visual check, but it is just a huge 

basic checklist of the procedures that you have to do. (P7) 
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You are working with people, and safety is the biggest factor, there are a lot of 

procedures and policies in place in order to maximise the end results, so to be 

able to get from A to B safely and efficiently, but also supporting a customer 

focus and be an on-time performance that has to be done. For example, you 

have to make certain regulatory PAs; you have to make sure you do all the right 

checks when you get along the aircraft to the checking of all the equipment, to 

checking the engineering log, to communicate with the ground crew, to 

communicate to the flight deck in regard to any changes within the routine of the 

day. You got different positions; we only have the two, someone in the front and 

the rear got different jobs again, different responsibilities. It’s just a lot, got a lot 

of ‘situational awareness’ going on the whole time and it’s about remembering 

what your role is on the aircraft in those moments. (P1) 

The newcomers experienced being simultaneously engaged in more than one 

role, such as being aware of unusual situations while also providing routine customer 

service. Normal safety procedures and service procedures taught during the initial 

training were part of the regular work duties of the cabin crew. Some of the cabin crew 

used checklists and manuals to assist their performance. The use of these materials was 

possible because the newcomers experienced flights in routine conditions and not 

abnormal situations. Support materials could be useful when time is available, however 

the airline’s operation was characterised by dynamic conditions and time pressure.  

Memorisation in training was of little help at work. For example, emergency 

equipment checks were an extensive part of the training curriculum. However, 

memorising them did not prevent newcomers from feeling nervousness and 

disorientation during the first flights: 
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The first flights after training were a little bit daunting, you’re thinking: ‘I hope 

nothing happens. I hope I don’t make any mess’. And eventually, you do, but I 

remember when I first came on, I wasn’t completely confident with it, everything 

was a little bit forced. I guess it was the first couple of weeks you’re just trying 

to make sure you do everything right. You have a checklist when you’re on the 

start, received the ‘tail prop’ from the loaders, and close the door, and the ‘tail 

prop’ is stowed.  You’ve got your different procedures and checks and 

everything is very much in order. So, I was trying to follow them and make sure I 

wasn’t doing anything wrong.  I guess for the first weeks, you got to really try to 

figure it out. (P3) 

Newcomers recognised the importance of carefully following safety procedures. 

Initial training promoted strict compliance with regulated procedures to avoid 

repercussions on flight safety. Therefore, the biggest concern of the newcomers was 

forgetting a step or making mistakes. The concern arises from the conviction that the 

primary role of the cabin crew is to safeguard the welfare of passengers. 

One the other hand, participation in the work and interaction with experienced 

staff helped the newcomers put gradually aside the uncertainty about their new role. 

Once at work, the procedures were reinforced and finally, fully understood: 

I think you’re learning new stuff as you go because you can’t retain all this stuff 

that you learn in training. You have the initial training, and you go okay, you’ve 

got be tested on it, but until you are actually doing the job some of it doesn’t 

make sense to you at all. (P4) 

In the first social encounters in the workplace, knowledge acquired in training 

was fundamental for the newcomers’ learning. They usually turned to their operations 

manual and notes to follow the procedures and prepare for their assessments. However, 
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learning of the procedures was facilitated through the routine performance of their 

duties. 

5.4.2 Real situations are different 

Gradually, the newcomers began to gain mastery of their role. The performance 

of some duties became routine. At the same time, experience allowed the newcomers to 

identify those procedures which could be adapted to actual situations:  

 Everyone knows the rules, every flight attendant on board will work together 

because they can see or you can communicate with each other from the training. 

If a passenger is aggressive, we can stop their alcohol, for example. They need 

the people in the rear cabin to stop the alcohol. And when orders are made, they 

have communicated to the front, and this person has this behaviour again, now 

they will get to the ‘tell stage’ that they teach you in training. But there are ways 

you can deescalate throughout, basic steps they teach you as well. I think that 

comes from the time and experience, if you were to apply the ‘ask-tell’ straight 

off the bat, without any thinking behind it, and thought process about why this 

person is acting this way, it could potentially escalate the situation. (P1) 

The training was the framework for the performance of the cabin crew, but the 

work context revealed that some flexibility of application was required. For example, in 

the case of unruly passengers, the airline suggests a technique for their control in three 

steps: ‘Ask, Tell, and Warn’. The first stage requires asking the passenger politely to 

remain calm. If the situation persists, the cabin crew should tell the passenger that it is 

necessary to comply with the safety policy and regulations. Finally, the third stage 

involves a written notification of the consequences if they do not change their attitude, 

such as reporting to the authorities upon arrival. The previous example showed how 

newcomers could act in certain situations by modifying the procedures.  
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Most newcomers’ flights were routine. However, some abnormal situations 

eventually occurred, such as first aid attention and turbulence. Despite it being 

addressed in training, the newcomers experienced uncertainty in facing these situations: 

I had a guy vomiting on the last flight. He was quite sick. I was in the rear 

[cabin] that day. We welcomed everyone on board. The guy was sick but he 

didn’t really show any signs. He sat in [the seat] 17B at the back with me. And 

then, during the flight, we did the hot service. He took the food; he took the 

coffee. And then after the service, I was doing [collecting] the rubbish, and I said 

‘He looks a bit pale’. I said ‘Are you all right? You seem a bit ill’, and he said 

‘Yeah, I do’. I said ‘There’s convenient bags in your seat pocket’. And then I 

went to the galley, put the rubbish away, and he was vomiting. I gave him some 

wet cloths, put them back of the headrest to make him feel a bit cooler and gave 

him some rubbish bags to put his clothes in and his bag of vomit. And I was just 

making sure he was okay. Gave him some water, some sweets. But the other 

crew member introduced me to the idea of getting a cloth and putting it on his 

head and the back of his neck to make him feel better. The manual might not say 

put a cold cloth on the back of the neck of someone when passengers are sick, 

and then my colleague did it. And it is like: ‘well, actually, I would do that to 

someone sick next time’. (P2) 

 More experienced colleagues began to be a new reference for learning in novel 

situations. Again, the newcomers relied on the procedures in place, but their colleagues 

demonstrated ‘different’ or ‘improved’ alternatives for applying the procedures. These 

behaviours and attitudes were usually judged by newcomers as ways of performing 

more efficiently and, moreover, of benefit to the passengers. 
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Soon, the different routine practices of the more experienced cabin crew began 

to be accepted by the newer ones. Furthermore, the newcomers began to adopt valued 

skills of different colleagues that they considered appropriate to develop their own way 

to perform at work:  

I’ve worked with four or five people different now, and everyone’s got their own 

little spin on things. But it’s not going to change the overall process, but it’s 

going to make it easier for them. Everything does have to be done, there’s not a 

strict requirement of everything being done exactly step-by-step-by-step. 

Everyone’s going to do everything a little bit differently, and it’s just about 

having the confidence to do it right, to be able to make it your own. With PAs, 

we’ve got a PA booklet; you can read out of it if you want. I will still be reading 

out of it for years because I can’t memorise it all and that’s perfectly fine, but 

people who have been here a while longer they’ve got the confidence to change 

it up a bit and make it a bit more themselves. I’ve already started doing that 

sometimes as I worked on Valentine’s Day so I just dropped in a Happy 

Valentine’s Day just to make it more personal. (P7) 

The relationships established in the work context allowed newcomers to shape 

their routine duties. They learned to balance the knowledge and skills acquired in 

training with the continuously shifting demands of the workplace. This negotiation 

between the two ‘learning contexts’ gradually led newcomers to gain mastery of the 

role. 

Conversely, some newcomers found that adopting valued skills and attitudes of 

their colleagues could eventually affect their routine practice: 

A couple of weeks into it, you notice people aren’t doing the first PA. So, I 

suddenly thought ‘oh maybe that’s not so important if nobody else is doing it’. 
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Then, I stopped doing it, and then on my three-month check, I got told off for not 

doing it. That’s really annoying because I’ve been doing the job now for three 

months. Somebody should have pointed this out way before now and said to me, 

but I said I was following other people which I now know not to do. (P4) 

The real situations led to the modification of procedures, but primarily to 

‘improve’ their underlying comprehension of the work. The contributions of 

participation in work on learning, and in particular on the more experienced cabin crew, 

were evident from the first flights. Despite this, the newcomers also identified that some 

of the modified ways to perform their routine duties were far from the expectations 

drilled during training. 

5.4.3 Little deviations  

Discerning whether or not to follow their more experienced colleagues was a 

challenge for the newcomers. They reluctantly observed some attitudes from the old-

timers. Sometimes, the newcomers considered that experienced cabin crew actually 

deviated from what they believed was required: 

You fly with people who are not trainers, just normal, and then some of them 

would give you like an instruction of how they do it differently, but I wasn’t told 

that way in training. It’s different, but not dangerous, not massive. For example: 

‘Can we start the service from the back instead of the front?’ It’s just something 

small, but I look at it as it deviates. I just started, and someone is feeding me this 

information. I want to follow like what I’ve been taught, or I want to set a 

standard for myself that is what the trainer has taught me. I still follow, 

obviously, what I’ve learned, what I think is correct, and what is right. That was 

kind of a challenge. Because, obviously, when you’re in training, you can ask 

them. But when you’re flying solo, you can’t ask the trainer anything. (P5)  
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The newcomers reflected on the potential consequences of the modifications in 

routine practices. They knew that the consequences could be disciplinary but mainly 

agreed that compliance with the procedures is necessary for flight safety. With no 

supervisor or trainer on board, the newcomers had to decide themselves whether to 

follow the example of their more experienced colleagues or firmly reject the lead.  

One of the positions taken by the newcomers was to strictly follow the 

procedures in place. Eventually, modifications in the procedures could be justified if 

they were related to the welfare of the passengers. Likewise, these modifications must 

be communicated through the reporting channels enabled by the airline: 

There’re policies and procedures to avoid deviations. If somebody wants to go 

outside of the rules, they have to be able to justify their actions. For example, 

‘why do you lock off the toilet?’ Because there was stuff everywhere, and it was 

unhygienic to use in the duration of the flight. You have to justify everything. 

There’s a reporting system in place, you can self-report, or the other person can 

report you, or a passenger can do the same thing. It’s about remembering what 

the rules are and stick to those as best you can. And if there is anything safety-

related, there’re obviously consequences to that. It might be disciplinary; it 

might be they give re-training in that particular area. It might be they give time-

off. These policies and procedures are to stop this sort of thing happening 

because as soon as you do that, you are risking the safety of people on board. 

(P1) 

Following procedures strictly is the performance expected by the airline. 

Newcomers learned in training about the importance of the above and reporting routine 

practices that deviate from the procedures. Therefore, any unusual situation should be 

reported. However, for newcomers, it was not always clear when to report any changes. 
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Although disciplinary consequences are feared, it could be that the impact on 

relationships with colleagues is a more important consideration. 

Newcomers identified other consequences of deviations. For example, releasing 

the seat belt before turning off the signal could have consequences on their own 

physical wellbeing. If the aircraft moves inadvertently, the unsecured cabin crew 

member could fall and be injured. However, the experience of these two newcomers in 

this situation and the performance of their colleagues were different: 

Some people might loosen their seatbelt before and put on the music. That’s not 

big, it’s not a procedure that is affecting any issues, but we’re told to keep our 

seatbelts on and then when the seatbelt signs, you unclick, and then you put the 

music on. So, that’s how I do it, but other people won’t do that. I don’t think it 

matters because it’s not impacting on anything. (P4) 

I found, when I got on-line, some crew were a bit slack. For instance, I was 

working with a lady, she was in the rear [cabin], and when we landed, we get a 

ding, our seat belt sign, and we were still descending. And we kept coming, and 

she undid her seatbelt, and got the ‘bump pad’ out, and the ‘tail strop’, and put 

the music on when the seat belt sign was still on. We have to obviously wait until 

the seat belt sign is off, unlatch your seatbelt and get everything out. But some of 

the crew don’t do it the way that it always needs to be done. (P2) 

Both these newcomers agreed that they would not replicate these behaviours. 

Even though some practices could deviate from the procedures, the first new crew 

member minimised the consequences of these practices. Phrases such as ‘that’s not big’ 

implied that the changes were considered unimportant. The expression ‘little things’ 

was also frequent in similar statements by other newcomers. Minimising the 

consequences of deviations can be interpreted as tacitly accepting the wisdom of more 
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experienced colleagues, and also avoiding conflict with them. The second example 

shows a position contrary to the first. The newcomer referred to their colleagues as ‘a 

bit slack’ to express her rejection of the modifications. However, this person did not 

mention having confronted their colleague or reporting their behaviour. Once again, a 

sense of acceptance or perhaps protection of cabin crew practices prevailed in both 

cases. 

In particular, the experience of other colleagues in face of the constant pressure 

to be time-efficient was mentioned as a reason for making changes in the way cabin 

crew perform their duties: 

In the PA booklet, there’s the bits that have to be said word for word, which is 

just basically the safety briefing, the cabin crew might say those words. I think 

some of the people that are a bit more ‘old-school’ don’t want to change to the 

new way of saying. However, they’re still getting the message across. It’s just 

obviously the company has decided they want it said like this, in that much 

detail. They [experienced colleagues] are still obsessed over going through each 

pile of life jackets here, emergency exits are there, but they might just not give 

the details, little words. To me, I wouldn’t leave that out, but you’ve been here 

20 years, and you can do what you want. (P6) 

They have been here for too long, and they can’t deliver the same service. At 

least, the interaction with the passengers, but when you’re slacking on your 

checks, or you can’t answer emergency questions and stuff like that, it’s just 

complacency. It’s very easy on this job because you don’t have a manager or 

anyone checking you consistently, it’s very common not to have an emergency 

either, or you might not have had any situation for eight months, and if you don’t 

use that information, then you can just get complacent. (P3) 
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Newcomers found that the experience of their colleagues is not always a 

reference for their learning. In the first case, the newcomer identified that the omissions 

in reading the phraseology deviate from the airline’s standards. They also acknowledged 

that they would not replicate these modified routine practices, although they justified 

them as part of their colleagues’ ‘unquestionable’ experience.  

In the second case, the newcomer was more severe in their criticism. In addition, 

they pointed out that the lack of supervision and routine application of specific 

knowledge leads some cabin crew members to fail in their expectations. Despite the 

apparent contradiction, observing and judging behaviours and attitudes that deviate 

from training also helped newcomers to learn how to mediate their practice – finding a 

balance between the expectations promoted during formal training and the realities of 

cabin crew work – and gain mastery in their role as cabin crew. 

Furthermore, some newcomers reflected on their own routine performance and 

how it could change with time and experience: 

At this stage, I definitely do the procedures, but I do take on what other people 

say. I don’t learn from bad habits. I have noted the difference between what they 

do and what the manual says. It’s quite interesting, really. I suppose everyone 

after a while picks up bad habits and then when we get the three-month check, 

you should do it right? You fly after a while as a normal crew, and it’s quite 

easy to pick up a bad habit because it’s what other crew members do. (P2) 

I don’t want to be caught being flexible. I just don’t take that risk. But also, 

because of the safety, you know? You don’t want to cause harm to other people. 

For example, if I let someone just stand up and she fell down, like that would 

come back to me or us as a cabin crew. It would be someone who tends to report 

you. So, maybe just the repercussions of the things. (P5) 
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In sum, formal training in procedures continued to be a benchmark for 

newcomers’ learning. Based on it, the newcomers identified modifications in the routine 

activities of their colleagues that deviated from the procedures in place. These practices 

also became a reference for their learning process, as behaviours that they would not 

replicate. On the other hand, it could be said that the newcomers accepted the 

deviations, to some extent, as none of them reported them to higher authorities, such as 

their managers. Any report could jeopardise their position in the wider cabin crew 

community. 

5.4.4 Expecting the unexpected 

Beyond the daily routine, the cabin crew is also responsible for acting in case of 

emergency. They were trained to perform effectively and in a timely manner in life-

threatening situations, such as fire, decompression, or evacuation, but opportunities for 

practicing (fortunately) rarely occurred: 

Literally, we don’t have emergencies every day in order to force us to remember 

it in a practical way. With my initial training, what we did was repeat the 

information, we were taught that we have to learn it. But on the top of that, they 

had a section of the aircraft, and they practised the drills, so that you also got 

the practical part, without it being an actual emergency. (P1) 

Both experienced and new cabin crew members in this study did not report any 

emergency on their flights. Meanwhile, retention of emergency procedures was a 

relevant component during the initial training. It was mainly classroom-based, by 

repeating the steps verbally to follow in evacuation on land or in water.  

Eventually, the trainees could perform short practical activities during the 

aircraft visits. The activities were partial representations of the emergency procedures, 
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due to time and resource limitations (e.g., not touching emergency equipment, not 

having real passengers): 

We got to go on the aircraft later on in training to practise safety drills: ‘heads 

down, stay down, get down, come this way’. And then you practise your 

emergency procedure, and you yell that.  Pretending you are using the 

interphone, which is really helpful as well. And I repeated it. You could read it 

all if you want, that’s what you need to know if it actually happens, to be 

prepared. You can read it, and shut ‘heads down, stay down’ [the evacuation 

commands] but it doesn’t feel like it’s real. (P3) 

I’m sure in real life there would be a lot of discrepancies, but in training, it was 

still normal situations. It’s like waiting for the step, assess the situation. In 

reality, the situation might be all hell’s broken loose. You’re not going to be able 

to do step four, five, six, seven, but in training, it was much the same. Because 

you’re not actually in a situation. (P7) 

Newcomers considered emergency training activities valuable. They were aware 

that their main function as a cabin crew member is to be prepared for unexpected 

situations in order to prevent the safety of passengers. For this reason, the newcomers 

were constantly attentive to any indication of abnormality during their flights, but it was 

an experience that they had not yet lived in the workplace. 

On the other hand, memorising emergency procedures but not being able to 

practise them at work caused anxiety and apprehensiveness in the newcomers. They 

were not sure what their performance would be in the event of an actual emergency: 

I know you can practise an emergency, but in the back of my mind, if something 

happens, there’s still that question of ‘would I perform up to what I really want 
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to or what would I really do?  What is really expected of me?’  Hopefully, I 

would, but it’s different in an actual circumstance. We did talk about the 

situation in the classroom, but right now, it’s just all theory or information. (P5) 

In general, routine work activities of the newcomers did not require application 

of emergency procedures. Therefore, the newcomers developed a feeling of fear and 

uncertainty about their readiness to act in these cases. However, at the same time, this 

training is essential for their role facing emergencies. For this reason, the necessity and 

practicality of this particular training would require revision and improvement from a 

situated learning perspective. 

5.4.5 Becoming a real cabin crew member  

The uncertainty of the first flights eventually turned into full, confident 

participation within the work of the cabin crew. Some newcomers mastered the role 

after a few flights; while for other ones, it took more time:  

In the first flights, you weren’t confident of things you hadn’t covered in 

training, because little random things come up, like the storage behind a certain 

locker. You might not have needed your whole training. Now, I’ll be flying with 

someone more experienced for the first three months, but just the two of us, it’s 

not a check, it’s just normal regular flying. I think everything has been covered 

in training, but if something did come up, I would have them there for support. 

I’m not being checked or anything. I can just work not under pressure. Now I 

could fly normally. Now I’m a real flight attendant. (P7) 

The experience described below summarises some factors that, according to the 

newcomers, helped them to ‘be a real cabin crew member’. First, training was an 

essential framework or guideline for performing in the workplace. Later, interacting 

with more experienced colleagues facilitated the understanding of their duties. The 
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negotiation between the knowledge acquired in training and in the workplace, was the 

learning that in the short or medium-term allowed newcomers to become 

knowledgeable and skilful.  

Experiencing real work contexts also allowed newcomers to learn how to deal 

with some unexpected situations. More experienced colleagues were particularly 

influential in newcomers’ learning:  

When you work with an experienced cabin crew member it’s positive. They told 

me a lot, do your own thing. Do your own, find your way of doing things. So, the 

first two or three months, four months even, you’re just figuring out how you like 

to give the service. And that’s coming from the older cabin crew, the other 

person you are working with. I remember one lady in particular when I had six 

months, and she’d been in for a very long time. I remember the way that she 

interacted with the passengers on the plane. She greeted every family member 

individually, and spent time with them, and made sure they had everything they 

needed. We were getting a lot of positive feedback that day because she was 

positive. And the way she maintained that presence on the cabin the whole time, 

that’s what really stuck out to me. (P3) 

For newcomers, observing the routine practices of more experienced crew 

members served to develop their ‘own way to perform’ their duties. Greeting passengers 

on board individually would be a recommendation from the training instructors, but 

with only a two-member cabin crew, added to the time pressure, it was not always 

possible to follow best practice. The greeting also involves eye contact and smiling 

naturally, which are skills that are ‘little trainable’ in three or four weeks. Another 

element mentioned is ‘presence in the cabin’, which is a subjective attribute of the role 

of the cabin crew. ‘Presence’ refers both to the cabin crew being mindful of the needs of 



 

 

104 

the passengers, as well as showing their authority in safety matters. All these examples 

became knowledgeable skills that newcomers developed as they participated in work. 

Learning in the workplace was not only limited to situated experiences. 

Experienced colleagues also became ‘story tellers’ of situations that the newcomers 

would not have experienced on their own: 

The longer I fly, the more days that I feel like I’ve got this. But other people’s 

experience has been my biggest influence in general. If I see someone do it, and 

‘oh, that’s a good idea’, that would influence what I do. If I fly with someone 

who’s been flying for years and years, I usually ask them ‘what is the worst 

thing that has happened, like fire, medical, or whatever?’ I don’t just depend on 

what information that training has given to me.  I’ve asked a lot of people, every 

time I worked with someone new, my first question is ‘have you had anything 

that crazy happen?’. And I know for a fact, that it’s still retained in my head that 

if it happened, I could make my brain kind of revert to a story or something. (P5) 

Now, I’m still learning about different ways you can handle situations. When 

you jump on the plane and get an older cabin crew, you asked the question 

about a situation you’ve never heard before. You’d like to hear and see how they 

respond to it. And that is your training for future reference. If you haven’t dealt 

with it before, then you’re not in blank. (P3) 

Stories about different experiences on board from old-timers also contributed to 

the learning of the new cabin crew. In the face of uncertainty in unexpected situations, 

these stories became another frame of reference for newcomers. The training 

underpinned practice of the cabin crew, but their own experience and old-timers’ stories 

augmented it. 
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Eventually, those who once were the newcomers played the role of the 

experienced cabin crew. Thus, a new learning cycle based on both training and 

experience began again: 

It feels like I’ve been here forever. Even if something new comes up now, I know 

enough to decide what to do, or know where to go for the information or know 

whom to tell, or whom to ask. We talk about how you continue to learn as you 

go. That’s why I have a said, ‘I’ll go forward first’ because [in the] forward 

[cabin] you do this. The rear [position] does all the preparation of the tea and 

coffee and extra stuff: PAs, calls to the flight deck. So, I like to go forward first 

because with someone new I haven’t worked with before, I want to see how they 

do it. I remember back to what it was like for me on day one, and I try and be 

positive and friendly, and make sure, I was not going to be the negative part of 

her day. (P6) 

In the third month, the newcomers would be reassessed by a trainer during one 

of their flights to verify that the cabin crew became familiar with their daily duties. 

After this evaluation, newcomers can be assigned with cabin crew newer than 

themselves. The cabin crew, who are now references for others, used their own 

experience at work to guide the newest in their learning. Thus, begins a new cycle of 

interaction between old-timers and newcomers in the cabin crew community of practice. 

Achieving full participation or ‘becoming a real cabin crew member’ was mainly 

possible due to participation in the workplace. Engaging in real situations and with the 

support of more experienced colleagues facilitated a nuanced understanding of the role 

that the new cabin crew would perform. The learning of newcomers did not end in 

training, nor with full participation in the cabin crew community. Their learning was a 
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continuous process arising from different situations in the work routine, as well as 

others that could be unexpected, such as abnormal situations and emergencies. 

5.5 Summary  

The work of the cabin crew is intricate. A continuous negotiation is required between 

the need to comply with procedures, essential in the aviation industry, and the demands 

of real situations in the workplace. Even though learning of the cabin crew role was 

situated in the work context, the influence of the routine practices related to the formal 

training was clearly evident. Consequently, the negotiation of sources of knowledge, 

between training and the workplace, is an integral part of learning the role of the cabin 

crew. The following chapter delves into the meaning and relevance of these findings in 

light to the research question and the existing literature.      
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 CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION  

6.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand how formal training and airline cabin work 

contributes to the learning of new cabin crew workers. It was found that in the 

workplace context, newcomers learned distinctive knowledge and skills for their role as 

cabin crew. This understanding of learning as arising from participation in work is 

aligned with socio-constructivist perspectives, in which learning is inherent in social 

activity (Kim, 2001; Grix, 2002). For this study, situated learning theory (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) in particular contributes to understanding the learning that arises from 

participation in the activities and social world of cabin crew work. Lave and Wenger 

(1991) indicate that any general ‘knowledge’ is meaningless without a situated activity, 

and regard learning as something that comes about as a result of participation in a 

‘social practice’, which is their term for the knowledge and skill-rich environment 

constituted through a social endeavour such as an occupation. In a social practice, 

newcomers’ learning is entwined in the development of an identity and knowledgeable 

skills developed while participating in the everyday activities of a community of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Farnsworth et al., 2016; Choy & Hodge, 2017). 

Despite the significance of this learning perspective, traditional classroom education is 

still prevalent in training for many occupations (Hager, 2011), including the cabin crew 

who participated in this research. 

Even though this study describes cabin crew situated learning in the workplace, 

it also recognises the contribution of individual cognition to participation in a 

community of practice (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). The findings suggest that cabin 

crew learning is entwined with both formal training and the workplace conceived as a 
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social practice. That is, new cabin crew members were impressed by messages received 

through formal training, such as the fact that they are ethically bound to uphold 

company safety standards and take individual responsibility for them. The participants 

were aware of the tension between the expectations fostered in the classroom training, 

and the norms of the social practice constituted in the cabin. The findings suggest that 

the learning of the new cabin crew members occurred in the ‘negotiation’ between their 

participation in the social practice of crew work on board and the values and beliefs of 

the role they developed in formal training.  

The above findings imply that formal cabin crew training has itself the 

characteristics of a social practice with distinctive learnings, social structure, and 

identity work. Formal training played a role in establishing the identity of the study 

participants, based on shared values connected with their role, such as upholding a 

particular demeanour and ensuring safety. It was observed that a socio-cultural 

transformation accompanied the memorisation of rules and procedures through which 

participants assumed attitudes, values, language, and beliefs of the cabin crew.  

This interpretation contrasts with the assertions of Lave and Wenger (1991), or 

similar works, such as Østerlund’s (1996), where social practice in the workplace was 

seen as the dominant mode of learning, overshadowing the value and efficacy of formal 

training. In the case of the trainees participating in the current research, it seems 

appropriate to consider the formal training setting as an ‘incipient’ or ‘limited’ social 

practice that initiated the formation of the identity and values of participants (alongside 

the promotion of knowledge and skill memorisation). It is suggested this kind of 

situated learning is limited because it was of relatively short duration with participants 

soon joining cabin crew teams on flights with the new setting providing a different and 

apparently more potent kind of situated learning. 
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The following sections elaborate on this suggestion through discussion of 

possible answers to the research question: ‘How do formal training and the workplace 

experience contribute to the learning of the cabin crew?’ based on the findings and the 

literature review. Subsequently, the contributions and implications of this research are 

summarised. Then, limitations and future research are identified to delineate the 

conclusions of the study finally. 

6.2 How do formal training and the workplace experience contribute to the 

learning of the cabin crew? 

From a situated learning perspective, learning is bound up with the construction of 

identities through participation in a social endeavour, such as serving airline passengers 

as part of a cabin crew. These social relationships are dynamic and changing, sometimes 

involving conflict, and allow a newcomer to assimilate the culture of the community: 

rules, values, language, knowledge, competence, until reaching full participation (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991). The discussion below follows key concepts from Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) learning theory, such as ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ and ‘community of 

practice’.  

Becoming a ‘real cabin crew member’ did not lie in passing formal training, but 

in participation in the work context although the training was clearly a frequent 

reference point. Cabin crew learning involved more than memorising industry-specific 

procedures and terms. Learning required the adoption of the shared values of the 

profession, such as ensuring the safety and well-being of passengers and colleagues. 

Situated learning considers that such changes occur only in the context of a social 

practice. In the light of situated learning theory, traditional formal training represents a 

distorted and partial approach to developing relevant knowledge and skills (Lave & 
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Wenger, 1991). However, this study suggests that formal training provided more than 

formal knowledge: it grounded a set of values and a way of being a cabin crew member. 

6.2.1 Cabin crew learning and situated learning  

Cabin crew learning situated in the workplace could be understood in terms of 

the concept of ‘Legitimate Peripheral Participation’ (LPP) (Lave & Wenger, 1991). LPP 

denotes the process followed by newcomers on a trajectory to becoming full 

participants in social practice. Here, learning and knowledge acquire meaning in the 

relationships established in a community of practice: among its members, activities, its 

own context, and even multiple contexts (Østerlund, 1996). In this process of 

developing knowledge and identity, newcomers face three problems: access to the 

community, the language in practice, and continuity and change (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Østerlund, 1996). However, the cabin crew quickly assumed the full responsibilities of 

their position, unlike the observations of Lave and Wenger (1991) in their case studies 

in which LPP is an extended process.  

Meanwhile, the adoption of a common language to speak about their work 

characterised the social practice. For example, ‘flying’ or ‘on board’ described their 

workplace, but also their role and responsibilities and indeed, a ‘lifestyle’. According to 

Wenger (1999), the shared repetition of vocabulary, identity, and ways of acting are 

characteristics of integration in a community of practice. Likewise, the influence of the 

most experienced colleagues and the conflicts with and between them were essential for 

the negotiation of the meaning of the cabin crew role. In this negotiation, different 

learning situations for the new cabin crew were identified. 

In the conflict-free context of the classroom, study participants found that 

learning related to knowledge explicitly taught in training. These findings are related to 

the theme of ‘Procedures in place’. For example, it was found that routine safety 
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procedures (e.g., emergency equipment checks) could be replicated as instructed in 

training and following the procedures. This was mainly due to the fact that few adverse 

conditions existed. The great challenge for the newcomers was to remember the large 

amount of information they memorised in training. However, the routine performance 

of the safety checks allowed them to do the checks later with greater agility.  

From the traditional learning perspective, this is an expected result of a training 

process for cabin crew. Under the CBE perspective, the cabin crew are expected to 

demonstrate knowledge and skills in controlled and observable contexts (Tennant, 2002; 

Cohen et al., 2007; Cunningham et al., 2007). Problems arose when newcomers faced 

disturbances in their work routine, such as time pressure inherent in the airline’s 

operation or abnormal situations (e.g., turbulence, first aid attention). Under the ‘real 

situations are different’ theme were the observations of the participants in this regard. 

The cabin crew members learned within the workplace to perform their 

functions more quickly, avoiding or simplifying steps that were considered 

‘unnecessary’ with modification considered ‘harmless’. These changes constituted 

situated practices initially observed in more experienced cabin crew. The newcomers 

experienced modifications of techniques, procedures, and rules learned in the classroom 

in the work activities as beneficial for their performance. Examples of these situations 

were when the newcomers incorporated their own messages into the phraseology or put 

wet cloths on the heads of unwell passengers. The newcomers followed the example of 

the old-timers by modifying procedures. They were convinced that these actions would 

benefit the passengers and would not affect the safety of the flight. 

Routine work of old-timers later served as a reference for the situated learning of 

newcomers, as found by Lave and Wenger (1991), Østerlund (1996), and Docherty 

(2017). The old-timers were influential in consolidating prior knowledge and skills in 
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the workplace, either by complying with the ‘procedures in place’, or in other cases, 

adapting and changing them to be more efficient within the work context. Nonetheless, 

the participants eventually rejected some modifications in work duties that deviated 

from training. Following Lave & Wenger (1991), so-called ‘reproduction cycles’ are 

characteristics of a community that interacts in a social practice, which at the individual 

level manifests as the newcomer moving to full participation. Reproduction cycles, 

which were a source of change and learning, also generate conflicts in practice 

(Wenger, 1999). Such conflicts in the case of this research tended to play out in the 

reflections of individuals rather than emerging in interpersonal challenge. 

In the aviation industry, social practices that diverge from company standards 

such as those inculcated in formal training could lead to undesirable results. These 

practices could have implications for the wellbeing of passengers, or what is more 

worrisome, for flight safety. The analysis of the theme ‘little deviations’ showed that the 

consequences of the conflicting practices could be underestimated or ignored in the 

workplace. Examples were mentioned by some participants: unlocking the seat belt 

when the plane is in motion. One possible consequence of this deviation in procedures 

is that the cabin crew member loses balance and is injured. Minimising the 

consequences of these actions, as well as not confronting or reporting them, could be 

indications of an unspoken acceptance of these attitudes. This finding suggests that 

power conflicts are present in the cabin crew’s communities of practice and influence 

learning without necessarily breaking out in open conflict. 

Conflicts in practice, on the other hand, could be considered potential inhibitions 

to learning. Inhibition of learning has been related to fear of replacement (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991), authority and control problems (Østerlund, 1996; Fuller et al., 2005), or 

fear of demonstrated ignorance (Tallentire, 2011; Docherty, 2017). In the case of cabin 
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crew, the inhibition of learning had a different nuance related to the avoidance of 

conflicts with more experienced colleagues and being accepted into the community of 

practice.  

On the other hand, it was also found that some ‘competencies’ addressed in the 

formal training of cabin crew were little related to actual work, such as emergency 

procedures. In the aviation industry, these events are rare but always possible, and the 

performance of the cabin crew is vital to face them promptly and effectively if required 

(ICAO, 2014). Due to the low occurrence of these events, preparedness to act in 

emergencies remained a concern among cabin crew. ‘Expecting the unexpected’ was the 

theme that clustered the participants’ feelings of low confidence to perform in 

emergencies. They mentioned that they memorised these procedures again before the 

assessments. Unlike other cabin crew duties, skills for emergencies did not improve 

over time. From a situated learning perspective, it could be said that there is no direct 

learning in this sense because it is not lived part of the social practice of the community 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). However, this gap in the learning of new cabin crew was 

somewhat filled by anecdotes or “war stories" from more experienced colleagues. The 

previous experiences of colleagues allowed newcomers to ‘contextualise’ unusual 

situations and emergencies, which would otherwise only be memorised knowledge from 

training. Emergencies, as an ‘unsituatable activity’, could be considered an 

inconsistency in cabin crew learning, which has not been addressed in other similar 

studies.  

The fact that cabin crew are not ever really prepared for emergencies is of great 

concern in aviation. Previous studies on cabin crew training pointed out the need to 

include realistic scenarios for effective training (Mahony et al., 2007; Rhoden et al., 

2008). However, these studies focused on the cabin crew training curriculum, leaving 
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aside the influence of social practice in the work context. The study participants already 

suggested practical training activities together with the narration of real experiences by 

old-timers. A combination of both factors, realistic scenarios and closeness to the work 

context, would help to develop critical thinking for action in situated contexts 

(Anderson et al., 1996; Anderson et al., 2000). 

Finally, this study did find some situations where work-based situated learning 

was unrelated to formal training. Under these circumstances, the newcomers 

experienced full participation as cabin crew, or in their own words, they ‘became real 

cabin crew’. Participants experienced situations that were not, and could not be, 

adequately addressed in formal training – consistent with the claims of Lave and 

Wenger (1991). When the participants engaged in tasks not related to formal training, it 

was then that they finally forged their identity as cabin crew. Interaction with 

passengers, greeting passengers individually and warmly, were examples of 

knowledgeable skills that were developed through community-based practice. Even in 

non-routine situations, the experiences shared by the old-timers were new learnings that 

contributed to the newcomers gaining mastery in their role as cabin crew. Learning 

through shared experiences, often as stories or experiences of the old-timers, is similar 

to the creation of a ‘curriculum’ of practice in the community (Østerlund, 1996).  

However, the learning that emerged in work also revealed that the so-called ‘full 

participation’ is relative. In the workplace, there are unpredictable situations that require 

continuous learning (Østerlund, 1996). The aviation industry is an example of a 

dynamic context in which procedures are continuously under review. Examples of the 

above have been initiated through air accidents or profound changes in the air market 

occurring in the last decades. For this reason, the learning that emerges in social practice 



 

 

115 

cannot be an isolated element but is one more aspect – albeit a central aspect – of the 

cabin crew’s learning.  

6.2.2 Cabin crew learning as the negotiation between formal training and 

participation in the workplace 

To work as a cabin crew, an initial period of classroom training is obligatory. 

This situation sets up a possible tension that has been the focus of this research. Situated 

learning theory is dismissive of traditional approaches to learning. Lave and Wenger 

(1991) position classroom-style training as an artificial setting for learning in which 

knowledge and skills are stripped of their enabling context. The authors conceive 

learning as a characteristic of social practice in the real world that cannot be represented 

through a ‘teaching curriculum’. However, later studies, such as that of Fuller et al. 

(2005), recognised formal training as an integral part of the broader learning in a 

community of practice when it is accepted as a legitimate activity.  

In particular, training was the reference context for acceptance, changes and 

conflicts in the practice of the new cabin crew. Both new and experienced cabin crew 

accepted that formal training is a legitimate site for learning the safety standards central 

to cabin crew work. The identification of ‘different ways of doing things’, as well as 

‘conflicting’ behaviours and attitudes in the workplace, involved a negotiation between 

the messages of formal training and the workplace.  

The newcomers learned to actively negotiate their participation as a cabin crew 

by deliberating the question of incorporating them into their routine work. Although in 

some cases the work routine related to formal training (e.g., emergency equipment 

check), it is in the modifications of the procedures where this negotiation was evident. 

Thus, for example, skipping steps in the unruly passenger control procedure, as 

mentioned by one of the participants, can be the difference between escalating or de-
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escalating potentially aggressive behaviour. It is not the purpose of this study to assess 

whether modifying procedures is correct or incorrect. Rather it is intended to highlight 

how the newcomers reconciled the commitments made in training and the social 

practice of the community in the workplace. 

Here, it could be noticed that the training experience was the source of 

acceptance, change, and conflict with the social practice on board, in the relationship 

with colleagues and passengers. Although training had an emphasis on memorising 

procedures, it was able to convey the importance of the role of the cabin crew on board. 

Initially, visiting the aircraft, wearing the uniforms, knowing the procedures and 

manuals, for example, were artefacts and situations that allowed the newcomers to 

develop a sense of belonging to the cabin crew community. Likewise, changes were 

observed in their posture and mastery of space, knowledge, and language to later 

emulate on board. Most importantly, the newcomers developed in formal training the 

conviction that the cabin crew is responsible for the safety and comfort of the people on 

board the aircraft. This experience differentiated the new cabin crew from any other 

person outside the aviation industry and laid the foundation for the construction of 

identity as a cabin crew member. 

Therefore, to understand the cabin crew learning, formal training could be 

considered as a social practice. The characterisation of training as a context of 

participation in a community of practice offers a different approach to the situated 

learning concept presented by Lave and Wenger (1991). On the one hand, cabin crew 

start to develop gestures toward participation in the real work environment, albeit with 

limited time and resources. It is not always possible to conduct training on the job or 

even more complicated, experiencing real situations, such as an emergency. 

Nonetheless, airlines have arranged various ways to recreate situations through visits to 
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aircraft and simulators to promote learning. Training in recreated contexts has been 

acknowledged as a way to develop skills for complex environments characterised by 

social interaction (Anderson, et al. 1996; Gonzci, 1999; Anderson et al., 2000), 

particularly in aviation (Kearns et al., 2016). Consequently, the simulation of real 

scenarios in cabin crew training may be a valid means of facilitating learning.  

On the other hand, the formal training program appeared to allow cabin crew 

trainees to form a community of practice. These types of communities of practice 

temporarily share common goals, information, and mainly help each other (Østerlund, 

1996). For cabin crew, the training constituted a first relationship experience with ‘old-

timers’, represented by the trainers. From them, the newcomers learned ‘best practices’ 

that later served as models for participation in the workplace.  

The concept of learning across contexts gives some guidance to understand this 

finding. This concept was developed by observing the learning through different 

contexts of social practice, but unrelated to training instances (Østerlund, 1996; Fuller et 

al., 2005). Learning across-contexts means that the participants of a community evaluate 

and adapt their actions according to the context in which they work and with whom they 

interact (Østerlund, 1996). Furthermore, participation between different social practices 

enables the development of unique identities (Farnsworth et al., 2016). Under this 

premise, formal training constituted a relevant context of social practice, which fostered 

the formation of identity and the learning of the role of the cabin crew. This 

understanding could guide training to evolve towards an authentic approach to learning 

based on a cultural vision of the cabin crew role. 

6.3 Contributions of this study 

Foremost, it must be emphasised that it is not the objective of this study to generalise 

the analysis of this study outside the complex context of the cabin crew of this airline. 
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Instead, an alternative approach to learning was presented as a proposal for future 

research on learning in the workplace. This study sought to recognise the legitimacy of 

the cabin crew training as a social practice in its own right that fosters the essential 

values of the profession, beyond technical knowledge. At the same time, this study 

sought to highlight the need to approach the workplace as a powerful learning context 

for cabin crew and which has not been considered in current aviation education and 

training research. 

For aviation training, this study contributes to broadening the literature on cabin 

crew training and with a socio-cultural perspective on the field. This view challenges 

standardised aviation learning models, which have embraced a behavioural competency-

based training approach. It means a change from the assumption that trainees graduating 

from classroom studies are ready to perform the role of cabin crew when training 

outcomes are ‘achieved’, an understandable assumption given the rhetoric surrounding 

CBE as a way to produce ‘job-ready’ graduates. The study drew on this new perspective 

on aviation training as a way to understand the negotiation of learning from formal 

training to the work context. Furthermore, the role of the cabin crew provides an 

integrated perspective of learning in a complex work context. Studies on the role of 

cabin crew can advance the understanding of professional learning in contexts of high 

social interaction and performance under pressure.  

From a theoretical perspective, this study serves to augment the theory of 

situated learning. Situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) helped to elucidate 

the influence of the power relations between more experienced cabin crew and the study 

participants in their learning journey towards full participation in their community of 

practice. Lave and Wenger, however, did not discuss the potential consequences of 

practices that hinder learning, as explained by Fuller (2007). The findings include 
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situations in which the interaction between old-timers and newcomers could inhibit the 

learning process. Situations usually little discussed in other similar studies, such as 

conflicts within the social practice and tacit acceptance of attitudes that diverge from 

company standards, broaden the understanding of potential inhibitors of situated 

learning.  

Furthermore, this study identified that cabin crew learning occurs in the 

negotiation of participation between formal training and the workplace. Unlike what 

Lave and Wenger (1991) affirmed, the formal training of this professional group is not 

only an artificial and ultimately dispensable activity added at the start of the real 

trajectory of learning but can be considered a social practice in itself, albeit in a limited 

form. The training initiated the transformation of identities and is mandatory for 

participation in social practice at work. Understanding the relationship between formal 

training and social practice at work would allow the vision of learning to better support 

newcomers on their career path. 

6.4 Limitations of the study 

Conducting qualitative studies confronts the researcher with some challenges. First, the 

research method of this study, ethnography, required the researcher to spend long 

periods in the field and actively participate in the activities of the community under 

study (Creswell, 2013). Yet this study was very restricted in terms of the time available 

for its conduct. Likewise, travel costs also limit time in the field. These constrictions are 

not unusual in research (Fetterman, 2019). Despite being a ‘limited’ ethnography, a 

deep understanding of the culture shared by the participating cabin crews was 

intensively sought, although more could be learned through the extended engagement 

characteristic of traditional ethnographic research. 
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In particular, airline operations hinder data collection. For example, observing 

cabin crew during flight is difficult. The researcher was seated as a passenger during all 

ground phases, and standing during flight hampered cabin crew in the aisle and small 

galley. Interviews that were conducted occurred within the constraints of duty rosters. 

Here, the experience of the researcher as a cabin crew member and cabin crew trainer 

assisted in the deriving of much meaning from limited exposure to the experiences of 

the participants. 

More importantly, the limited study focus excluded other types of training 

conducted by the airline, such as recurrent training or training for promotion. The study 

also did not include other critical contexts and relationships of the cabin crew work 

context, for example, pilots-cabin crew, passenger-cabin crew, and managers-cabin 

crew. To overcome these circumstances, a study conducted over a more extended 

period, accompanying various cabin crews in their training process and social practice 

would be useful. It would also be beneficial to extend the methodology to more 

communities within aviation. 

6.5 Future research  

Future studies using the situated learning approach could be applied to other aviation 

industry occupations in which groups form to undertake skilled operations, such as in 

the cockpit or air-traffic contexts. For this purpose, further qualitative studies would 

contribute to a better understanding of the social practice in highly complex contexts 

with global impact, as occur in modern aviation. Likewise, comparative studies could be 

carried out between airlines with different operational characteristics (e.g., domestic and 

international operation, long-haul and short-haul routes), and this would allow 

expanding the scope that was limited in this study. 
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In the professional educational field, future research could be focused on the 

understanding of learning as a part of social practice and not as an isolated component 

within formal programs. The results of this study indicate a preliminary approach to 

complex contexts and the value of acknowledging the influence of social practices on 

learning. Studies in these contexts could also facilitate the understanding of other types 

of learning, for example, tacit or embodied knowledge, which is overlooked in research 

into formal or explicit learning. Further studies could involve other sectors with similar 

attributes in safety and service fields (e.g., tourism, emergency services). Accordingly, 

findings of these studies could lead to the improvement not only of internal processes of 

the companies but also to the revision of the policies that govern each one of the sectors 

under study. 

6.6 Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to understand the contributions of formal training and 

participation in work to cabin crew learning. Participation in the social practice of work 

contributed to the learning of cabin crew in particular ways but closely interrelated with 

formal training. Predominantly, the interaction with more experienced colleagues was a 

source of learning for the new cabin crew members. However, behaviours and attitudes 

shared by these colleagues could cause conflicts for the learning of the newcomers, with 

potential implications for passenger satisfaction and flight safety. On the other hand, 

some practices could not be situated in a real context, for example, abnormal situations 

and emergencies. Therefore, they require more attention during training, both in terms 

of time and resources, to support the learning trajectory of the cabin crew. 

 The findings suggest that formal training constitutes an ‘incipient’ social 

practice. Formal training has characteristics of a ‘limited’ community of practice where 

the values, language, knowledge, and identity of the cabin crew are fostered. This 
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shared-culture enabled the participation of the new cabin crew in the workplace. Thus, it 

was concluded that cabin crew learning occurred in the negotiation between the two 

types of social practice: formal training and workplace. 

The results of this study provide evidence to improve training programs for 

cabin crew encompassing learning in social practice. This study also expands the 

understanding of learning situated in the active negotiation between the contributions of 

different social practice. Finally, it paves the way to taking a different approach to 

aviation training research, a field that is currently guided by the view that formal 

training is where learning for the industry is located. This project suggests there are 

insights to be gained from taking a qualitative approach to research and also giving 

serious consideration to forms of learning not encompassed in formal programs. 
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Appendix D: Demographics of the participants of the study 

 

Code Gender Age 

group 

(years) 

Cabin crew 

experience 

(Months) 

Previous 

experience as 

Cabin crew 

Other 

professional 

background 

P1 Female > 35 18 - 24 Yes Health 

P2 Female 20 – 25 > 3 No Hospitality 

P3 Male 20 – 25 18 - 24 No Hospitality 

P4 Female > 35 3 - 12 No Hospitality 

P5 Female 25 – 30 3 – 12 No Hospitality 

P6 Female 25 – 30 3 - 12 No Hospitality 

P7 Female 20 – 25 > 3 No Retail 
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Appendix E: General lines of enquiry for interviews with cabin crew 

  

Themes Key questions Prompts 

Initial training 

- Recall 

contents, 

methods, 

experiences 

What are the experiences you 

remember the most from your 

initial training?  

 

• Place, year 

• Activities 

• Trainers 

• Classmates 

• Challenges and struggles 

What training/study techniques 

helped you successfully 

complete your training? 

 

 

• Classroom-based 

• Computer-based 

• Videos  

• Aircraft visits  

• Simulators  

• Study groups 

• Familiarisation flights  

• Line training 

Workplace 

experience 

• Recall first 

experiences 

• Related to the 

social 

practice  

 

How was your experience on 

your first flights as cabin crew? 

• First flights as part of the 

cabin crew 

How did you gain experience at 

work? 

• After training 

• In daily routine 

• Facing unusual situations 

• Relationship with 

colleagues 

• Role models 

• Other social interactions 

What did you learn from your 

social practice? 

 

• Practice is related to 

training  

• Contradictions between 

training and workplace 

experience 

• New practices and 

learning  



 

 

139 

Appendix F: Codebook 

Themes Grouping codes Topics 

Rote learning Motivations and 

challenges 

• Initial expectations 

• Lots of new information 

• All about safety procedures 

• ‘Learn word by word’ 

Learning strategies • Use acronyms  

• Memorising 

Reflections and 

suggestions 

• ‘Memorisation is not learning’ 

• Training was too long  

• Training was not enough 

• Make the training more practical 

Theory comes 

to life 

Aircraft visits • Visit a real aircraft: good as gold 

• Less theory, more practice 

Line training • Familiarisation flights 

• Observing colleagues 

• The role of the trainer 

Procedures in 

place 

The first experiences • Apply knowledge into practice 

• Drills to remember 

• More flights, fast learning 

The rule book • Safety procedures in normal practice 

• Learning service procedures by doing 

• Use correct terminology 

‘Real 

situations are 

different’ 

‘Learning as you go’ / 

Following the lead 

• Following the more experienced 

• ‘Little things to make it easier’ 

• ‘Everyone knows’: common sense 

‘Can be prepared for 

everything?’ / Facing 

uncertainty 

• ‘Everyone is different’ 

• ‘Real situations are different’ 

• Grey areas 

• Unexpected situations 

• ‘Manual is not detailed’ 

• Dealing with passengers 

Little 

deviations 

Complacency • Bad habits 

• ‘It’s complacency’ 

• ‘They are a little bit slack’ 

• ‘It looks like deviates’ 

Nothing detrimental • ‘Just change little things’ 

• ‘It is a grey area’ 

• ‘It is not going to be detrimental’ 
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Expecting the 

unexpected 

Safety first • ‘Never had an emergency’ 

• Review emergency procedures for 

assessments 

• ‘Might be all hell breaks loose’ 

• Fear or lack of self-confidence 

• Necessary knowledge, being prepared 

Becoming a 

real cabin 

crew member 

New learnings • Identify passengers’ needs 

• ‘It wasn’t told in training’ 

• Coordination and communication 

• Good practices to be adopted 

• Experiences of another cabin crew 

• ‘Time and experience’ 

• ‘First other crew, then the manual’ 

• ‘I’m still learning’ 

Identity and confidence 

 

• ‘Bring our own personality into it’ 

• ‘Own routine / own work style’ 

•  ‘Now I’m a real flight attendant’ 

• Feeling part of the furniture 

• ‘Proud to be part of the airline’ 

• Teaching new cabin crew 

• Identity: aircraft type, uniform 
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Appendix G: Examples of the procedures performed by the cabin crew 

Procedures Examples 

Normal procedures • Emergency equipment checks 

• Safety instruction for passengers 

• Service delivery 

Interaction with 

passengers 

• Nervous passengers 

• Irate passengers 

• Parents with children 

Abnormal procedures • Medicals 

• Turbulence 

• Unruly passengers 

Emergency procedures • Decompression 

• Fire on board 

• Emergency landing and evacuation 
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Appendix H: Summary of the training program of the airline under study 

   
Ground training (GT) Line training (LT) 

Curriculum Aircraft features 

Emergency equipment 

Emergency procedures 

Abnormal procedures 

Security 

Medical procedures 

Human factors 

Dangerous goods 

Emergency equipment 

Normal safety procedures 

Service procedures 

Customer interaction 

Duration 3 weeks 1 or 2 weeks after GT  

(4 days + assessments)  

Conditions Classroom  

Aircraft (if available) 

Aircraft 

Interactions Trainers  Trainers 

Colleagues 

Resources  Airline’s safety manual 

Training aids (e.g., diagrams)  

Videos 

Hands-on and simulated 

exercises 

Airline’s safety manual 

Training aids (e.g., diagrams)  

Observation 

Participation under 

supervision 
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Appendix I: Glossary 

Abnormal procedures: Procedures in situations that could endanger the safety of the 

passengers and the aircraft but that could be controlled by the crew, namely: fire on 

board, medical situations, turbulence, unruly passengers. 

Aircraft. “Any machine that can derive support in the atmosphere from the reactions of 

the air other than the reactions of the air against the earth’s surface” (ICAO, 2014, p. 1).  

ATR 72. It is a type of aircraft has two turboprop engines produced in France by the 

manufacturer ATR and is used for regional flights (ATR, 2019). The airline operates the 

versions 500 and 600 of the ATR 72.  

Cabin crew instructor. Also known as a Trainer. A person qualified by the airline to 

instruct and assess the performance of another cabin crew. 

Cabin crew member. “A crew member who performs, in the interest of safety of 

passengers, duties assigned by the operator or the pilot-in-command of the aircraft, but 

who shall not act as a flight crew member” (ICAO, 2014, p. 1). 

Cabin Crew Safety Manual. Section of the airline’s operations manual, which contains 

procedures and guidelines for the execution of the duties of the cabin crew 

Cargo area. Area other than the passenger cabin for the storage of luggage and other 

materials transported in an aircraft. Its location may vary according to the aircraft 

model. 

Consolidation. Flights of indoctrination and assessment under the supervision of a 

trainer. The trainee must be added to the minimum required quantity of cabin crew on a 

flight. The participants also referred to this stage as familiarisation and the assessments 

as in-flight checks. 

Decompression drill. Procedures in case of cabin pressure loss, which affects the 

provision of oxygen in the aircraft cabin. 



 

 

144 

Duty. “Any task that flight or cabin crew members are required by the operator to 

perform, including, for example, flight duty, administrative work, training, positioning, 

and standby when it is likely to induce fatigue” (ICAO, 2014, p. 3). 

Emergency equipment. Equipment on board the aircraft or is part of it, for example, 

life jackets, fire extinguishers, aircraft doors, first aid kits. They are located in different 

storage compartments of the aircraft cabin and are accessible for the use of the cabin 

crew in case of emergency (see Figure 13). 

Figure 13.  

Pieces of Emergency Equipment  

   

Note. The pictures represent an oxygen bottle, halon extinguisher, and defibrillator 

Emergency exit. “Door, window exit, or any other type of exit (e.g., hatch in the flight 

deck, tail cone exit) used as an egress point to allow maximum opportunity for cabin 

evacuation within an appropriate time period” (ICAO, 2014, p. 3) (see Figure 14). 

Figure 14.  

Emergency Exits of an ATR 72-600.  
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Note. Both exits are located at the rear of the passenger cabin. The first image 

corresponds to the passenger access door, while it is closed. This door has a built-in 

ladder to be used in an emergency. The second image is on the opposite side and is only 

used in an emergency. 

Emergency procedures. Procedures in an unexpected situation that endanger the flight 

safety and could result in an evacuation of the aircraft, either on land or water. 

Flight deck. Cockpit with the necessary instrumentation for the control of the aircraft 

by the flight crew. It is separated from the passenger cabin usually by a security door. 

Galley. Kitchen of the aircraft 

Hands-on exercise. “Exercise on the use of equipment/aircraft systems that is 

conducted without a specific context” (ICAO, 2014). 

Head bump pad. It is also referred to as a ‘bump pad’. It is a pad that is placed in the 

entrance door of some aircraft to avoid accidents to the passengers’ heads. 

In-flight. “Period from the moment all external aircraft doors are closed following 

boarding through the moment when one external door is opened to allow passengers to 

leave the aircraft” (ICAO, 2014, p. 5). The participants used this term concerning their 

workplace or job duties. It is also referred to as ‘be on board’ or ‘fly’. 

Medicals. Related to first aid procedures, for example, treatment for heart attack or 

stroke, vomiting. 

Normal procedures. Routine safety procedures of the cabin crew, such as emergency 

equipment checks and pre-flight safety instructions. 

PAs. Public announcements performed by the cabin crew to provide safety or service 

information to passengers, making use of the public-address system in the passengers’ 

cabin. 
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Pilot. They are also known as a flight crew member, who is “a licensed crew member 

charged with duties essential to the operation of an aircraft during a flight duty period” 

(ICAO, 2014, p. 4). 

Propeller strop. It is also referred to as ‘prop strop’ or abbreviated by cabin crew as 

‘strop’. It is equipment used in propeller aircraft to prevent the propeller from turning in 

the wind, while the aircraft is parked on the tarmac (see Figure 15). 

Figure 15.  

Piece of Emergency Equipment: Propeller Strop. 

 

Safety procedure. Procedure of the crew to ensure the physical integrity of the 

passengers, other crew, and the aircraft. Can be performed under normal, abnormal, and 

emergency conditions.  

Sector. Each flight from the origin to the destination, in a series of flights. 

Short-haul flights. Short duration flights, usually less than five hours, and could be 

domestic or regional, though term is mainly relating to commercial jet operations. 

Simulated exercise. “Exercise representing a full context scenario (e.g., aircraft 

evacuation) where cabin crew apply the operator’s procedures and associated crew 

responsibilities for dealing with the specific situation” (ICAO, 2014, p. 6). 
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Tail prop. Equipment in some types of aircraft used to prevent possible tipping of the 

aircraft (see Figure 16). 

Figure 16.  

Piece of Emergency Equipment: Tail Prop. 

   

Note. The first picture shows the storage compartment in the cabin crew area; the 

second one shows the piece of equipment placed in the tail of the aircraft. 

Tarmac. Parking area of the aircraft at the airport. It is also known as apron or ramp. 

Trainees. Staff in training before being assigned to cabin crew duties. 

Unruly passenger. Any person who behaves in a disruptive manner and does not 

follow the orders of the crew, causing discomfort to other passengers or may even 

endanger the safety of the flight.  
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