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corpus linguistics framework (ACL).
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The case of task-oriented, polite discourse in intercultural
aviation and customer service interactions

Eric Friginal
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University

1. Introduction
Corpus linguistics (CL) is primarily a methodological research approach to the study of
languages, discourse structures, patterns, and usage (Biber et al., 2010). Corpora serve as
datasets  of  ‘systematically  collected,  naturally-occurring  registers  of  texts’  (Friginal  &
Hardy, 2014, p. 20), which are electronically stored, analyzed, and utilized for a variety of
purposes. The use of corpora has become a popular approach in the quantitative analysis
of the linguistic characteristics of written and spoken language as well as various sub-re-
gisters  such  as  oral  communication  in  the  workplace.  Bowker  and  Pearson  (2002)
identify four primary characteristics of a corpus as: (1) authentic, (2) relatively large, (3)
electronic, and (4) conforms to specific design criteria. There are corpora containing a
variety of registers (also referred to as  text types) and sub-registers including academic
and professional English, spoken English in job interviews, newspaper articles, learner
language, or chatbot interactions that can be analyzed to produce pedagogic data. There
is no specific rule regarding the size of a corpus but it should be large enough to promote
a systematic analysis of relevant, target linguistic patterns when utilized for materials
design in the classroom (Friginal & Hardy, 2014). With the advent of personal computers,
programming tools, as well as major innovations in internet technology, corpora have
been freely shared and explored for research and teaching purposes. One clear benefit
here is that corpora allow for the observation and study of real-world language use, with
easy access to actual occurrences of target features.

Specifically,  Applied  Corpus Linguistics  (ACL),  utilized in language and social  re-
search has contributed important linguistics-based explications of discourse with critical
language policy and pedagogical implications. ACL is understood to include the use of
corpus resources, techniques, and tools in order to, for example, examine patterning in
public discourses so as to obtain novel understandings of how language is used and con-
strued in specific contexts (Thompson & Friginal, 2020). Considering its potential, it is
easy  to  envision  the  positive  contribution  of  ACL  approaches  and  the  collection  of
(workplace) corpora in a variety of policy and training contexts. Biber et al. (2010) noted
that corpora have been held to be default resources in linguistic research, and various
stakeholders of a particular domain or industry, therefore, benefit from the practical and
pragmatic applications of corpus data. For example, corpora have contributed immensely
to studies of phraseological and collocational patterns of English, illustrating how such
patterns can inform language training for specific purposes. In a particular domain such
as aviation, phraseology is a very important area of study, and corpus approaches have
enhanced the ability of users to understand and utilize prescribed forms of utterances
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successfully (Friginal et al.,  2021).  As Römer (2009) observes,  ‘language is highly pat-
terned’ (p. 140), and often, these patterns are important to highlight and teach in the
training classroom (Friginal et al., 2021). 

This paper adds to the body of research in corpus-assisted discourse studies by estab-
lishing the similarities or differences in how call center agents and pilots make use of co-
occurring linguistic dimensions that characterize the discourse of outsourced call centers
and global aviation. In his introduction to the first issue of the Journal of Corpora and Dis-
course Studies (JCaDS), Alan Partington (2018) mentioned that, ‘the cumulative evidence
provided by relatively large amounts of data can help expose the limits and liabilities of
unassisted introspection’ (p. 3). He also emphasized that corpus-assisted discourse ana-
lysis generally involves comparing two or more corpora of different discourse types, and
often comparing the contents of a register-specific corpus to a mixed-register corpus. In
fact, the study of discourse is necessarily comparative or contrastive in two separate but
related ways, within an individual discourse type, comparing the choices being made by
speakers or writers at any point in a discourse to what is typical (Partington, Duguid, &
Taylor, 2013). Partington’s body of work has inspired this paper, and the targeted com-
parisons,  with the goal  of  revealing meaningful  similarities,  testing observations,  and
identifying applications.

2. Call centers and global aviation: A corpus-based cross-register 
comparison
The overarching goal and scope of this paper is to highlight the intersection of workplace
corpora and ACL approaches in materials development and resulting policy implications
within outsourced call centers and aviation industry domains. Both industries are medi-
ated by  technology use (i.e.,  telephone,  radiotelephony),  and for  the purposes  of  this
study, interlocutors whose first language (L1) may not be English. Global aviation is a
complex web of systems and procedures, and communication is a piece that plays a large
role in the overall efficiency of that system. The discourse of aviation is markedly differ-
ent from ‘natural’ language in vocabulary and syntax, and is easily affected by workload,
speech  rate,  and  working  memory  constraints  (Barshi  & Farris,  2013;  Friginal  et  al.,
2021). For global aviation discourse to be successful, participants need shared operational
knowledge, and adequate English proficiency to complete communicative tasks (Friginal
et al., 2019). 

Similarly, customer telephone contact centers (i.e., ‘call centers’) have become an es-
sential part of modern global business operations. They are designed to provide custom-
ers with a quick and easy way to address their concerns, queries, or issues with a product
or service remotely. Over the years, call centers have evolved significantly, incorporating
new technologies such as artificial intelligence and web chats or chatbots, among others
(Friginal, 2022; 2013a; Friginal & Friginal, 2023; Lockwood, 2022). Perhaps the most sig-
nificant business reason for the continuing popularity of call centers is their ability to
provide immediate service to customers using the telephone, personal computers, and
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mobile devices. They provide customers with a convenient and accessible way to reach
businesses, enabling them to get the support they need quickly and, ideally, efficiently.
This often leads to improved customer satisfaction and loyalty, as what industries would
like to achieve, given that customers are more likely to return to businesses that provide
effective and high-quality customer support (Johnson & Grayson, 2005).

The unique characteristics of professional, workplace discourses in the aviation in-
dustry and global outsourced call centers are examined in this paper from an ACL ap-
proach and utilizing Biber’s (1988) multi-dimensional (MD) analysis, with linguistic fea-
tures identified in Friginal (2009, 2013a). The global aviation industry relies heavily on
safe and effective communications to manage the tens of thousands of aircrafts in the sky.
The need to analyze the spoken and written discourses of aviation, and transfer those
findings  to  assessment  practice  and  pedagogy  (i.e.,  knowledge  transfer),  therefore,  is
evident and urgent (Breul, 2013), given that miscommunication sequences have, unfortu-
nately, contributed to airplane crashes and fatalities. Correspondingly, the outsourced call
center industry has relied on the effective English-speaking skills  of its ‘international’
agents to continue to thrive, even as various threats, including those from Generative
Artificial  Intelligence  (AI)  models  will  likely  disrupt  prevailing  practices.  There  is  a
growing number of corpus-based studies of aviation and call center communication, es-
pecially focusing on pilot-controller and agent-caller/customer talk. For aviation, a sem-
inal study using Biber and Conrad’s (2009) framework for register analysis was conduc-
ted by  Bieswanger  (2016),  demonstrating that  varieties  of  pilot  speech (i.e.,  as  noted
earlier, standard phraseology and plain English) are in fact distinct, specialized registers
of spoken radiotelephony. Friginal (2013a, 2013b) and Friginal and Friginal (2023) repor-
ted on corpus data of call center interactions primarily collected in the Philippines and
India, with implications for training and company-based micro language policies. Fri-
ginal’s (2009) book, The Language of Outsourced Call Centers, was the first large-scale study
on call center interactions that utilized corpus-based approaches.

2.1. Global aviation communication: Pilot-controller talk

Unlike the early days of flight when accidents were prevalent, the safety record of the avi-
ation industry has continued to improve in the past several decades. Aviation operational
training for students and professional pilots, controllers, maintenance technicians, and
various staff/crew occurs all over the world across settings and mediums of instruction
(often in the student’s first language outside of the English-speaking world). Along with
effective training, technical innovations have enabled more system redundancies and op-
erational efficiencies, resulting in most of today’s accidents being attributable to human
error rather than mechanical failure (Ishihara & Prado, 2021). One area for potential hu-
man error is communication, a fundamental task required of all pilots and controllers to
operate a flight successfully. During a single flight, hundreds or even thousands of utter-
ances may be transmitted using a radio, becoming more frequent and complex during
flights  which  are  longer,  flying  through  busier  airspace,  or  experiencing  unusual  or
emergency situations. To manage flight operations, pilots and controllers use radiotele-
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phony as a highly specialized register to interact about navigation, meteorology, aircraft
performance, and emergency procedures (Friginal et al., 2021). 

A large majority of today’s aviation professionals are English-as-a-second-language
(L2) speakers (Emery, 2015). With this, the United Nations’ (UN) International Civil Avi-
ation Organization (ICAO) mandates a certain level of English language proficiency re-
quired of these pilots and controllers who fly or manage international air routes. Profes-
sional pilots are rated based on ICAO’s Language Proficiency Requirements (LPRs), out-
lined in Document 9835: Manual on the Implementation of the Language Proficiency Require-
ments (2nd ed., ICAO, 2010). Using a six-level rating scale and six skills areas of language
performance  (Interaction,  Fluency,  Comprehension,  Vocabulary,  Pronunciation,  and
Structure), achieving Operational Level 4 is deemed the minimum requirement for safe
operations and licensing. 

Aeronautical radiotelephony encompasses what is known as  standardized phraseology
and plain English (ICAO, 2010). Routine aviation operations are covered by standardized
phraseology, which is prescribed in ICAO’s (2007)  Document 9432: Manual of Radiotele-
phony. Standardized phraseology does not adhere to the grammar rules of common Eng-
lish, omitting many extraneous function words and using only a set of about 400 lexical
items (Philps, 1991). In addition to its limited lexicon and syntactic structures, standard-
ized phraseology is unique semantically in its rejection of ambiguity, and phonetically in
its standardization of pronunciation. Standardized phraseology is the preferred register of
use, but as its components are limited, it cannot be used in all situations. According to
ICAO (2001) Annex 10, ‘standardized phraseology shall be used in all situations for which
it  has  been specified.  Only  when standardized phraseology  cannot  serve  an  intended
transmission, plain language shall be used’ (Friginal et al., in press). Bieswanger (2016)
found that the register of plain English also maintains structural conciseness and a re-
stricted lexicon (in general, similar to standardized phraseology), but he argued that these
two are distinct registers which both need to be explicitly taught in schools and training
facilities.

The English language is used differently by each individual aviation domain. Explor-
ing the features of these registers could greatly enhance aviation English materials design,
enabling the development of customized training curricula which closely mimic the lan-
guage used in specific operational domains (ICAO, 2010). Training curricula must include
materials at a level of specification appropriate for the very different jobs, and corres-
ponding language needs of pilots (Emery, 2015; Friginal et al., 2019). Recent corpus re-
search, such as Prado and Tosqui-Lucks’ (2019) collection of the 110,000-word Radiotele-
phony Plain English Corpus (RTPEC) or work done with the Corpus of Pilot and Air
Traffic Controller Communications or CORPAC (Friginal et al., 2021) have shown im-
portant distributional patterns that could be directly adapted for instructional purposes.
The RTPEC is based on an ICAO list of 33 different categories of ‘abnormal’ occurrences,
from bird strikes to equipment malfunctions. Prado and Tosqui-Lucks (2019) included
events from each of these 33 non-routine categories and have begun analyzing the data
further for patterns and insights into the use of plain language.
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2.2. International (outsourced) call centers

The history of business-customer call centers can be traced back to the 1960s when auto-
matic call distribution (ACD) systems were first introduced. These systems enabled busi-
nesses to manage high volumes of inbound calls efficiently. However, the first call centers
were primarily used for outbound sales and marketing campaigns. It was not until the
1980s that call centers began to shift their focus to inbound customer service (i.e., hiring
designated  representatives  to  respond to  customer  questions  (Vashistha  &  Vashistha,
2006). The 1980s saw the emergence of the personal computer and the widespread adop-
tion of software applications that enabled businesses to track and manage interactions.
Computers led to the development of customer relationship management (CRM) sys-
tems, which provided a more comprehensive and integrated approach to handling busi-
ness processes. The 1990s saw the rise of the internet and e-commerce platforms, which
further accelerated the growth of contact centers, as businesses sought to provide online
customer support to a wider range of customers. Overall, call centers have enable busi-
nesses to consolidate their customer support operations, reducing costs associated with
maintaining multiple support channels. For example, a business that previously relied on
email, chat, and social media for customer support can consolidate these channels into a
single contact center, reducing the need for multiple support teams and associated infra-
structure. The outsourcing of customer contact services to more affordable foreign loca-
tions also enables a range of businesses to leverage economies of scale globally. By cent-
ralizing their support operations, businesses can invest in technology and infrastructure
that  would  be  prohibitively  expensive  for  individual  support  teams  (Vashistha  &
Vashistha, 2006; Friginal, 2022; Tovar, 2022).

Business communication (especially in English) is a critical aspect of call center opera-
tions, and applied linguists and user experience researchers have been conducting numer-
ous studies to understand how communication affects call center performance, particu-
larly by call center agents (i.e., the call-takers), and customer outcomes. A common theme
is to investigate different communication strategies that agents can use to improve their
interactions with customers. Mackinnon Clark et al. (2012) used a mixed-methods ap-
proach to investigate the impact of telephone-based communication strategies on cus-
tomer satisfaction. The study found that using positive language, showing empathy, and
providing clear explanations were effective communication strategies for improving cus-
tomer satisfaction. Additionally, the study found that agents who used these strategies
were perceived as more competent and trustworthy by customers. Murthy et al. (2008)
examined the impact of training agents in communication skills on call center perform-
ance, finding that training agents in skills such as active listening, empathy, and rapport
building, resulted in improved call center performance, including increased call resolu-
tion rates, decreased call handling times, and improved customer satisfaction. Exploring
the impact of language and communication strategies on customer outcomes, including
customer  satisfaction,  loyalty,  and retention has  been an important  focus  of  business
quality  assurance  studies.  Skalicky  et  al.  (2016)  reported  that  ‘communication quality’
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(measured from caller surveys), including agent politeness, empathy, and responsiveness,
had a significant positive impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty. More recently, a
special issue of the journal Sociolinguistic Studies edited by Tovar (2022) explores current
developments in call center research and specifically the impact call center work has on
agents.  Relevant  issues  in  call  center  interactions  are  addressed,  including  web  chat
(Lockwood, 2022), agent stigmatization and resistance (Orthaber, 2022), and agent train-
ing relative to Covid-19 concerns (Nielsen, 2022).

2.3. The call center outsourcing phenomenon

Customer call center services in the United States and other English-speaking countries
have been outsourced from around the early1990s, first to India and then to the Philip-
pines, primarily to enable businesses to lower the operational costs of maintaining these
call centers nationally. Other U.S.-owned businesses have since then also outsourced their
operations to countries such as Mexico, El Salvador, and Honduras, mainly for Spanish
language support (Friginal,  2013b; Friginal & Friginal,  2023). Advancements in global
telecommunication,  satellite  and  fiber-optic  technologies  over  the  years  have  allowed
many multi-national corporations to easily move their telephone or computer-based cus-
tomer service operations overseas, and thereby utilize available, less costly, college-edu-
cated human resources (Friedman, 2005; Friginal, 2022).

The call center industry in the Philippines, for example, has become one of the major
drivers of the country’s once sluggish economy, recently making it one of the fastest-
growing economies in the Asian region. In 2016, call center and Business Process Out-
sourcing (BPO) revenues reached $23 billion, a 160% increase from 2010, when the coun-
try was declared as the world’s BPO Capital (Deloitte, 2016). This growth also translated
into 1.3 million total BPO jobs for Filipinos during that period. Despite recent political
events in the United States, the Covid-19 pandemic, and various global economic shifts,
the BPO industry in the Philippines remains stable and relatively dynamic in 2023, still
projected to maintain growth in the next five to 10 years (‘BPO Philippines Still  Top
Choice’, 2020; Friginal & Friginal, 2023). The United States continues to be the biggest
market for call center operations in the Philippines, comprising 66.8% of all transactions
and infusing Php 80.5 billion in revenues annually since 2013. The United Kingdom fol-
lows at 14.7% or Php 14.7 billion and then Canada at 4.5% or Php 5.5 billion in revenues
(Deloitte, 2016).

3. Methodology

3.1. Corpora

The present study is part of a larger ACL-guided analysis to describe the patterns of lin-
guistic variation among, (1) groups of call center agents serving callers from the United
States and (2) groups of pilots communicating with U.S.-based ATCs. The exploratory
grouping of interlocutors is based on their English L1 (or non-L1) background. The com-
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bination of quantitative and qualitative methods in the present study provides a compre-
hensive linguistic description of call center and aviation discourse and documents the
overall patterns of variation in these two closely similar domains. 

The concept of linguistic co-occurrence, which is the foundation of MD analysis, can
be introduced by pointing out intuitively the common differences in the linguistic com-
position of various types of registers. For example, spoken registers are different from
written registers because of factors such as dysfluencies and the co-occurrence of numer-
ous linguistic features that show immediate interactivity (e.g., questions and responses,
speech-act formulae, or inserts). Pronouns, past tense verbs, and various discourse mark-
ers, (e.g., I mean or you know), often go together whenever speakers engage in everyday
conversations and talk about past experiences or recent events. In contrast, many written
registers are characterized by a different set of co-occurring features such as nouns, pre-
positions, attributive adjectives, longer words, and higher average type-token ratio (Fri-
ginal & Hardy, 2014). With computational tools such as Biber’s grammatical tagging pro-
gram, it is then possible to statistically identify and establish these sets of co-occurring
linguistic features and compare how they are used by different groups of speakers. In a
call center corpus, for example, a comparison of how groups of U.S.-based, Indian, and
Filipino agents make use of these statistically correlating features is possible, and then at-
tempt to describe their unique functions derived from these agents’  distinctive demo-
graphic characteristics.  

Corpora Number of texts 
(i.e., speakers)

Number of words

CCACC

International pilots (non-English L1 speakers) 220 42,000

U.S. pilots 100 18,500

U.S. pilot trainees 80 12,000

Total 400 72,500

Co-CSC

Philippine agents 400 120,000

Indian agents 300 86,000

U.S.-based agents 300 82,000

Total 1,000 288,000

Table 1. Composition of the Cross-Cultural Aeronautical Communication Corpus (CCACC) and Corpus of Outsourced 
Customer Service Calls (Co-CSC) used for this study
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The same process applies to (non-English L1) international pilots navigating required ra-
diotelephony in completing their tasks with U.S.-based controllers on the ground. The
emerging sets of features tell something about the detailed intercultural, linguistic com-
position of the discourse which is not normally seen in qualitative observations. Table 1
shows the composition of specialized corpora used in this study.

The parallel corpora of U.S.-based, Indian, and Filipino call center agents (n = 1,000
total texts or total individuals from two main types of tasks: troubleshooting and product
inquiry/order) from Co-CSC was provided by four U.S.-owned call  center companies
primarily for research and training purposes. The transactions were retrieved following
the list of audio files cued in the database of recorded calls for a particular work shift. The
calls  that qualified in the sub-corpus used for this present study ranged from 3 to 19
minutes in duration. Texts from the CCACC were extracted from several sources includ-
ing those provided by airlines operating in Asian and South American countries with
service to U.S. locations.  Training and simulation texts  from an aeronautical  training
company are also included in the exploratory corpus, together with texts from the Corpus
of Pilot and ATC Communication or CORPAC from a corpus collection being conducted
by Pacheco and Cavallet (Friginal et at., 2021). CORPAC’s primary data source is VASAvi-
ation’s YouTube channel (search for ‘vasaviation’ from https://www.youtube.com), with
publicly-available audio files (most with accompanying transcripts) of authentic materials
that feature a sampling of actual language used by pilots and ATCs in aviation in emer-
gency situations.

All recordings were transcribed into machine readable text files by trained transcrip-
tionists following conventions used in the collection of the service encounter corpus of
T2K-SWAL (TOEFL 2000 Spoken and Written Academic Language, see Biber, 2006 for
a description of this corpus). Personal information about the interlocutors, if any (e.g.,
names, addresses, phone numbers, credit card or social security numbers, etc.) was con-
sistently replaced by different proper nouns or a series of numbers in the transcripts. No
attempt was made to transcribe phonetically  and the transcribed texts  were manually
checked for format and accuracy.

3.2. Important caveat and current limitations

Clearly at this stage, the analysis in this paper using specialized corpora focusing on in-
terlocutors’ English L1 vs. non-L1 background is exploratory in nature. Although the In-
dian (IND) and Filipino (code = PHIL) sub-corpora or international vs. U.S.-based pilots
are comparable in representing a range of speakers and tasks, the text files are not gener -
alizable to a wider population of offshore call center agents or international pilots. Noted
here again is the goal to obtain comparable linguistic data, given how these international
(i.e., non-English L1) interlocutors in these two domains are monitored and assessed for
English use regularly, while their English-L1 counterparts are not. All data are normal-
ized in presenting dimension scores to make sure that comparisons are balanced across
different text lengths (i.e., length of transactions or interactions). Therefore, the main
contribution of results and data interpretation in this study is primarily to describe initial
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patterns  of  intercultural  linguistic  variation  in  the  language  of  groups  of  call  center
agents and pilots. Some implications for assessment policy and training based on these
patterns are provided and discussed below.

3.3. Exploratory Factor Analysis: Resulting dimensions of talk in call center and 
aviation communication

For comparisons in the results section below, only the first dimension is presented and
interpreted microanalytically following a new and independent Exploratory Factor Ana-
lysis (EFA), using a set of linguistic features from Friginal (2009, 2013a), that produced
four functional dimensions: (1) Task-oriented, polite utterance vs. Involved talk; (2) Pro-
cedural talk vs. Informational discourse; (3) Managed discourse; and (4) Urgent, time-
specific talk. The linguistic features of dimension 1 (DIM 1) statistically represented 46%
of variance in agent and pilot utterances and interpreted in this present analysis. In Fri -
ginal’s  (2009, 2013a) MD analysis,  DIM 1 was obtained using an EFA with a Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin Measure for Sampling Adequacy (KMO = 0.724, middling) and Bartlett’s
Test for Sphericity (approx. chi-square = 13,101.705, d.f. = 666; p < .0001) for a four-
factor solution. With a cut-off of +/–0.30 for inclusion of a variable in interpretation of a
factor, 17 features loaded on the positive side, while 9 features loaded on the negative.
The linguistic composition of DIM 1 is shown in Table 2. An extensive discussion of the
statistical  procedure and interpretation of corpus-based, MD analysis can be found in
Biber (1988, 1995, 2006), Conrad and Biber (2001), Friginal (2009; 2013a); and Berber
Sardinha and Veirano Pinto (2014, 2019).

Dimension Features
DIM 1: Task-oriented, polite 
utterance vs. Involved talk

Positive OK, second person pronouns (you, your), average 
word length, please, nouns, possibility modals, 
do/don’t, could (could you), nominalizations, let’s (let 
us), questions, average length of turns, thanks, 
ma’am/sir, time adverbs, now, pronoun they

Negative Pronoun it, first person pronouns (I, my), past 
tense verbs, that deletion, private verbs, WH-
clauses, perfect aspect verbs, I mean/you know, verb
do

Table 2. Linguistic dimensions of outsourced call center and aviation English interactions

The combination of positive and negative features in DIM 1 illustrates a linguistic di-
mension that differentiates between transactional (e.g., OK), addressee-focused (e.g., use
of second person pronouns you/your), polite (thanks, sir/ma’am), and elaborated discourse
(e.g., longer average length of turns, nouns, and nominalizations) and involved and sim-
plified narrative portraying how informational content is produced by agents and pilots
in customer service transactions and aviation communication. 

Friginal (2024) The case of task-oriented, polite discourse in intercultural aviation and customer service interactions. DOI 10.18573/jcads.119



268 Journal of Corpora and Discourse Studies 7(1)

4. Results

4.1. Task-oriented, polite utterance vs. Involved talk

As shown in Table 2, a total of 26 linguistic features comprises DIM 1, with 17 features on
the positive and nine on the negative sides of scale. Positive features include lexical po-
liteness and respect markers (e.g.,  thanks, please, ma’am and sir and their variants:  thank
you,  appreciate),  markers of elaboration and information density (e.g.,  long words and
turns, nominalizations, and more nouns), and second person pronouns (e.g.,  you, your)
which indicate ‘other-directed’ focus of talk (White, 1994). Transactional markers (e.g.,
OK, now, time adverbs) and possibility modals (can, could, may, might) also loaded posit-
ively on this dimension. The features on the negative side, especially pronoun it, first
person pronouns, that deletion, private verbs (e.g., think, believe), WH-clauses, and verb
do,  resemble the grouping in the dimension ‘Involved Production’  identified by Biber
(1988) and White (1994). These features are typical of spoken texts and generally contrast
with written,  informational,  and planned discourse.  Also on the negative side of  the
factor are past tense verbs, perfect aspect verbs, and the use of discourse markers I mean
and you know. These elements point to an accounting of personal experience or narrative
that tries to explain the occurrence of a particular situation. Schiffrin (1987) considers I
mean and  you know as markers of information and participation;  I mean marks speaker
orientation toward the meaning of  one’s  own talk while  you know marks interactive
transitions (Friginal, 2009, 2013a).

Figure  1  shows  the  average  dimension  scores  of  Indian,  Filipino,  and  U.S.-based
agents in customer call centers along a positive and negative scale for DIM 1. These di-
mension scores reveal differences in the way these agents from two task groups make use
of these co-occurring linguistic features. Filipino and Indian agents plot on the positive
side of the scale, while their U.S.-based counterparts are on the opposite, negative end.
The use of addressee-focused markers, extended turn features, and politeness and respect
markers characterizes the overall nature of transactions handled by outsourced agents.
Service encounters  commonly allocate  for  courteous  language and the recognition of
roles (e.g., server/servee), and call center agents are expected to show respect and cour-
tesy when assisting customers (Nielsen, 2022). Of interest here is the variation between
these three groups of call center agents who are, in fact, dealing with similar contexts and
callers, especially the contrast between PHIL and U.S.-based agents.
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Figure 1. Comparison of average dimension scores for DIM 1: Task-oriented, polite utterance vs. Involved talk 

In aviation interactions, overlapping linguistic markers of turn-taking and question-an-
swer sequences are expected, as a result of prescribed radiotelephony, addressing distance
and differences in speaker roles  and locations.  Question-answer sequences are clearly
marked by specific and very particular lexicon in Aviation interactions (e.g., negative, say
again, copy that), not present in call centers and typical business and informal spoken re-
gisters.  There are only very few traces of  narrativity  in aviation compared to typical
spoken interactions, making aviation texts plot closer to zero (0) in the DIM 1 scale. This
phenomenon is observed in most procedural turns, especially in simple instructional ut-
terances and responses. Pilots are required to repeat or confirm understanding, and con-
trollers follow consistent sequencing of required call parts or sections, for example, (1)
American twenty-four-zero-five, (2) turn heading two-seven-zero; (3) descend and maintain one-
zero, ten thousand to provide specific instructions.

However, the co-occurrence of positive features in this dimension appears to repres-
ent the dominant objectives of pilots’ utterances. Pilots who use more positive features
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are likely aiming to give more specific details or are asking follow-up questions, beyond
what is typically expected. In the process, these speakers use more nouns, nominaliza-
tions, and longer utterances to provide information. A few turns are elaborated and also
hint at giving explanations, expression of likelihood, or risks though the use of a signific-
ant frequency of possibility modals (e.g., ‘…reinstalling the [unclear] can help at it can, it
could switch us back to three-ten.’). Like in call centers, one clear distinction is how interna-
tional pilots differ from their U.S. counterparts. When these differences are observed,
they feature longer turns, repeated use of nouns and repeats of noun-noun sequences,
clarifications (e.g.,  say again, please repeat), and, as discussed in the next section, occur-
rences of polite markers.

4.2. Politeness features

A comparison of DIM 1 linguistic features shows that Filipino agents in the corpus use
more of the positive features of this dimension, especially through increased frequencies
of ma’am/sir, please, sorry/apologize, thanks—identified for this study as lexical politeness
markers (as described in Linde, 1988). In contrast,  Indian and U.S.-based agents have
lower frequencies of these markers (as shown in Figure 2), shorter length of turns (meas-
ured in average number of words per turn), and the transactions maintain more direct
question-answer sequences. 

Figure 2. Comparison of lexical politeness markers across groups of agents1 

Texts Samples 1 and 2 obtained from Co-CSC illustrate how Filipino and U.S. agents do-
ing similar tasks (Product Inquiry/Order) differ in their use of the features of DIM 1. 

1 In the illustrative analysis provided in this chapter, lexical politeness and respect markers are grouped into 
four sub-categories: (1) Thanks or polite speech-act formulae (thank you, thanks, appreciate), (2) Polite 
requests (please), (3) Sorry (or apologies: sorry, apologize, pardon), and (4) Respect markers (ma’am, sir. Mr., 
Ms., titles).
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Agent Thank you for calling [Phone Company] Payment Services, my name is [agent 
name], how can I help you?

Caller Yes, uh, when are you guys gonna go back telling us when how much time is left on these phone 
cards? I mean on these phones?

Agent I  apologize for the  inconvenience sir, I'll, let me explain on that ok?  Please, give me
your cell phone number so I can check on your minutes.

Caller [cell phone number], I think it has run out because I wanted to use it but it said it didn’t have
enough time.

Agent Ok, let me just verify the charges at the moment, please give me your name and address
on the account please

Caller [caller name and address]
Agent Thank you for that Mr. [caller name], let me just pull out your account to check your

balance, ok, Sir? Mr. [caller name], you have now zero balance on the account and uh,
ok Mr. [name], you are notified of your balance when you reached below $10, below

Text Sample 1. Call excerpt from PHIL Product Inquiry/Order, DIM Score = 2.02

In contrast to the Filipino agent in Text Sample 1, the U.S. agent in Text Sample 2 had
short and simplified answers and information as prompted by the callers’ questions. The
typical structure of utterance in this sample is similar to question-answer adjacency pairs
with limited elaboration which produced a negative dimension score (-0.61).

Caller I wanted to check, you could, could you help me load minutes into this [brand name] phone? I 
believe you have my account information? My husband set it up for us. What do you need?

Agent I just need your number.
Caller [caller provides phone number] and it’s under my name
Agent Verify your name for me please?
Caller [caller provided name]
Agent [Repeated caller name].  You still have a total of a total of, uh, [ … ]. How much do you

need to add? I noticed that there is also a $10 credit that  you have not activated, I can
activate that for you if you want.

Caller Sure. Please add $20. Could you use my card on record?
Agent Yes Ms. [name]
Caller Say that again?
Agent Yes, sure, I mean, I can.
Caller Thanks.

Text Sample 2. Call excerpt from U.S. agent Product Inquiry/Order, DIM Score = -0.61

Overall, it appears that Filipino agents prioritize friendliness and the maintenance of cus-
tomer service persona more than directness and quick resolution of caller issues. As part
of training, the Filipino agent in Text Sample 1 was likely coached to establish rapport
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with the caller by inserting an apology (e.g., ‘I apologize for the inconvenience sir, I'll, let me
explain on that ok?’) and by providing additional details as she assisted the caller in check-
ing the remaining balance in the phone card (e.g., ‘For the meantime Mr. [name], you can
also check  your balance on  your phone by calling 1-800-000-0000, and that is a free  call al-
ways…’).

Figure 3. Comparison of politeness markers across groups of pilots.

The use or frequency of politeness features in aviation is a more complicated issue than
in call centers. As prescribed by various ICAO language-related policies, training proced-
ures, and manuals used during ab initio pilot exercises require that routine communica-
tion between pilots and controllers be conducted solely and strictly in prescribed (stand-
ard) phraseology. As politeness is not part of standard phraseology, aviation interlocutors
have been trained to understand and consider that these features are superfluous and un-
necessary in the interaction (Ishihara & Prado, 2021). Politeness markers are also deemed
as impeding communication efficiency and detracting from conciseness in communica-
tion. In addition, training manuals have also explicitly highlighted that pilot and control-
ler utterances introducing a new topic are more likely to fail if they are mitigated (i.e.,
they are indirect) than if they are direct (Linde, 1988). The use of these polite markers is
identified, therefore, as also representations of mitigation in discourse, and that these
turns are more likely to fail if they are mitigated than if they are direct (Linde, 1988).

Figure 3 shows that international pilots have close to four (3.89) of these polite mark-
ers normalized per 1,000 words, compared to 0.5 and 0.88 for U.S. pilot trainees and U.S.
pilots respectively. There were no occurrences of please (including could you), sorry (apo-
logize), and especially sir/ma’am in the turns by U.S. pilots and trainees. Interestingly, in-
ternational pilots used sir/ma’am once per 1,000 words in their collective turns. At times,
sir co-occurs with Roger, which indicates that a message had been heard and understood
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(Roger, sir). Several occurrences of thank you and appreciate are found in the CCACC. Text
samples of occurrences of polite markers in international pilots’ turns are shown below:  

1. [airline] OK, hold short of Mike Alpha, roger sir
2. Roger to the gate, thank you.
3. Oh, negative sir we’re on two two right holding short of foxtrot.
4. Roger, sir, we just exit the runway and we’re holding short of […]
5. I’m not on the ramp yet, sir.
6. Yes,  sir, we’ll follow the Asiana, and next time  I would like you  to be polite with me.

Thank you. 
7. Holding short of Hotel, sir. Appreciate it.

Text Sample 3. Selected polite features in international pilots’ turns obtained from CCACC

5. Discussion
The exploratory cross-register analysis of intercultural interaction in outsourced call cen-
ters and international aviation using a multi-dimensional framework reveals several in-
teresting characteristics of the discourses in general, and in particular, potentially cul-
ture- and task-specific differences between English L1 and non-English L1 interlocutors
(agents and pilots). DIM 1 illustrates the co-occurring patterns of lexico/syntactic fea-
tures prevailing across speaker groups in the transactions that are mediated by techno-
logy (phones and radiotelephony) and very specific turn expectations. Agents’ discourse
focuses on information and data to share with their callers as well as instructions and
procedures to resolve an issue. In customer service, agents make use of politeness mark-
ers frequently as they engage the callers and monitor the flow of conversation, but there
are  clear  differences  potentially  contributed  by  speakers’  L1  and cultural  background.
DIM 1 differences between PHIL, IND, and U.S. agents are certainly important topics to
further examine. In aviation, international pilots’ use of DIM 1 features is generally sim-
ilar to U.S. pilot trainees and U.S. pilots, with interlocutors plotting around a comparable
range,  with  only  minor  dimension  score  differences.  Pilots’  turns  and  questions  are
within  the  expected  turn-taking sequences,  with comparable  distributions  for  nouns,
nominalizations, OK, and questions (average frequency). Differences are observed in in-
ternational pilots’ use of politeness markers, especially sir, thank/s/appreciate, and please.

5.1. Implications for outsourced call center micro training policies

The extent of (intended) explanation by Filipino agents given to their callers is demon-
strated by co-occurring features such as longer average length of turns, longer average
word length, nouns, and nominalizations more than their Indian and U.S.-based counter-
parts. Sample transcripts receiving higher DIM 1 scores from the sub-corpus of Filipino
transactions show more elucidation and repeated confirmation of callers’ understanding.
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The three groups of agents are tasked to regularly include turns reminding callers about
products  for sale or issues with legal or monetary implications.  Whenever additional
selling and explanation occur, the features of elaboration in the texts increase. A quick
scan of the texts in the corpus indicates that Filipino agents had more repeated attempts
at selling related products, which may have been locally stressed and emphasized for this
group by their account managers more than the groups of agents from India and the U.S.
(Friginal, 2013a).

5.2. What then is the relevance of the present comparison for agents?

First, it is important to start establishing the nature of intercultural linguistic variation
existing in outsourced call center transactions handled by groups of offshore and inshore
agents. It is clear that there are systematic patterns and features of discourse preferred by
offshore  agents  influenced  by  factors  such  as  their  L1  background,  customer  service
norms in their respective countries, together with macro and micro training practices
implemented in their local call centers. These lexico/syntactic patterns from corpora may
then be used for correlational studies of variables such as quality of service assessment
scores and also results from customer satisfaction surveys (e.g.,  Do higher dimension
scores in DIM 1 by Filipino agents positively or negatively correlate with customer satis-
faction scores?). Filipino and Indian agents’ language proficiency in (American) English,
accuracy of service, rapport with U.S. callers, and workflow compliance are also import-
ant to consider in establishing the characteristics of successful or unsuccessful transac-
tions handled by offshore agents compared to their U.S.-based counterparts. Other sim-
ilar questions prompted by results from this study include:

• Do Filipinos have an edge over Indian agents in relating effectively with American 
callers because of the historical and cultural affinity Filipinos have with Americans 
and American English?

• Indian agents, based on their average DIM 1 scores and use of politeness features, are 
closer to averages and distributions with U.S.-based callers than Filipino agents. 
What does this outcome signify?

• Is the frequent use of politeness markers, more typical of Filipino than of Indian and 
U.S.-based agents, a positive attribute in customer service calls? Or, do callers prefer 
the more direct, question-answer sequences which may more efficiently meet their 
needs?  

In further understanding intercultural communication in outsourced call  centers, it  is
very relevant and useful to provide linguistic information to these questions and to con-
tinue  to  correlate  service  assessment  scores  and  levels  of  customer  satisfaction  with
agents’ characteristic patterns of discourse. Qualitative survey results on callers’ aware-
ness of accents and how these affect their customer service experience would also provide
insights into the role of cultural factors and linguistic perceptions in determining success
or failure of outsourced call center communications. On this note, issues of segmental
and suprasegmental pronunciation in English of Indians and Filipinos are not considered
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in this paper but are clearly the more obvious target of immediate comparisons, and also
especially from callers’ perspectives and experiences (i.e., regarding L2 accents).

5.3. Implications for aviation pilot training

For DIM 1, in the spirit of service and personalization of support, business talk in call
centers use politeness markers frequently, engage the callers by giving sufficient or de-
tailed information and explanation, and use discourse markers to monitor the flow of
conversation. These patterns are not necessarily encouraged—or even necessary to the
task at  hand—in aviation phraseology, and clearly, most U.S.  pilots and trainees (and
U.S.-based controllers) do not make use of these patterns in their turns. However, given
the intercultural and global nature of aviation discourse, other ways of delivering instruc-
tional and task-focused language may have to be examined more closely and discussed in
training and materials design initiatives. 

The ICAO LPRs had notable criticisms (Douglas, 2004) because of issues such as the
broad definition of aviation English that contrasted directly against the so-called scope of
the LPRs: that of radio communications in situations for which there would be no stand-
ard phraseology available (ICAO, 2010). Along with the choice of the term plain English
to identify the scope of language that goes beyond standard phraseology, the practice of
assessment for pilots’ English skills has created a number of varying conceptions over the
utterances to be taught and evaluated. Heavy emphasis was placed on grammar and pro-
nunciation,  marginalizing not only real  communications,  but other linguistic areas or
topics of the LPRs (Alderson, 2011; Kim, 2018; Kim & Elder, 2015). To support this ob-
servation, there were several text samples from the CCACC, especially some intended for
use with non-English L1 pilots, in which personalized and polite support appear to be
preferred in consideration of the characteristics of these non-English L1 pilots in the in-
terest of accurate and collegial communication with their controllers. Prado and Tosqui-
Lucks’ (2019) study, also using corpora, supports Bieswanger’s (2016) call to strictly dis-
tinguish standard phraseology from plain English in how they are taught and assessed.
Through a conversation analysis (CA) of scripts of flight deck and controller turns in-
volved in the Hudson River accident, Garcia and Fox (2020) suggests that the transition
between phraseology and plain language is manifested in the use of ‘indexical references’
(i.e., elements such as  you, we, this, here), along with words such as  sir and okay (all fea-
tures captured in DIM 1 of this study), to indicate a dialogic communication in the midst
of several transmitting stations during flight. These items may help signal to all users in
the radio frequency that they should listen attentively and build a collaborative relation-
ship (Friginal et al., in press). Through these DIM 1 features, pilots and controllers may
potentially build a positive relationship in which mutual understanding is achieved, re-
cognizing that this is crucial to management of successful flights and also emergencies.
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6. Conclusion
The ACL-based analysis of spoken, radio/telephone-based interactions in aviation and
call centers using Biber’s MD analytical framework reveals several interesting similarities
and differences across corpora. DIM 1 illustrates the primary lexico-syntactic features of
professional talk and how these may be used in business and aviation, as well as other
similar domains (e.g., maritime communication, telehealth, etc.). Pilot-controller utter-
ances,  in summary,  are  different  in linguistic  composition from business  call  centers,
even with their clear contextual parallels with agents-callers in the medium and also the
various functions of their discourse features. The analyses here highlighted broader re-
gister comparisons, and the next step is to further pursue comparisons by differentiating
the texts from these corpora according to speaker roles (e.g., agents vs. callers, pilots vs.
ATCs), language background and proficiency/fluency scores (based on assessment), and
other human factors. Corpus data and approaches from applied corpus linguistics  de-
scribe the information coming from agents as primarily planned and procedural, likely
similar to how controllers frame their utterances, but the similarities end there. In call
centers, agents constantly manage and monitor their utterances, highly focused on estab-
lishing rapport and working together (e.g., let’s start with the third part; we’ll have to change
your password). Pilots rely on their controllers for specific information and instructions,
but there are fewer unexpected questions or concerns, especially outside of emergency
situations. It is argued here that the standard phraseology vs. plain English distinction in
pilots’ discourse is best explored, described, and interpreted using corpora.

Finally, the contrasts between English L1 vs. non-L1 speakers in call centers and avi-
ation will  continue to be studied along various theories and methods,  reflecting con-
structs such as English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) and Global English. ‘International intel-
ligibility’  may have been achieved by these professionals in communicating with both
English L1 and global English speakers, using the lingua franca of international business
and aviation, and it appears that Englishes spoken in India and the Philippines are self-
determining varieties of English deployed across structures equipped to fully function in
international settings (Friginal, 2007; Phillipson, 2001; Tupas, 2004). With (outsourced)
call centers and aviation, however, there still are clear challenges to further define and
overcome. 
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