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Abstract 

Based on four maxims of Grice’s cooperative principle framework, a small scale study is conducted to examine 
the communication strategies employed by experienced ground service staff. Data have been collected from 
questionnaires and in –depth interviews with Chinese domestic airlines’ ground staff. This study identifies that 
the communicative challenges usually happen in service failure and service recovery. And it finds out violation 
of four maxims of Grice’s cooperative principle is taken as sub-strategies of overinformativeness, telling a white 
lie, irrelevance, and ambiguity or prolixity. These strategies lead to overcommunication which could be routinely 
employed for the specific professional purposes of saving the passenger’s face, gaining the passenger’s 
understanding, reducing conflicts, avoiding complaints, or even establishing a harmonious relationship with 
passengers. This study moreover exploits that in the ground service communication context, two salient reasons 
stimulate the overcommunication strategies. Firstly it is to improve the service quality and secondly to enhance 
the passenger’s satisfaction which are the determining factors to the sustainable development of the airlines. This 
study is ambitious to seek a new means of understanding and investigating the ground service communication 
from the perspective of pragmatics. By integrating business communication in ESP context to the classical 
theory of pragmatics, this study attempts to offer practical suggestions to the frontline communicators. 

Keywords: overcommunication, Grice’s cooperative principle, conversational implicature, service quality, 
passenger’s satisfaction, ground service communication  

1. Introduction  

China has been the second largest aviation market in the world in terms of the volumes of passengers and air 
cargo moved in its domestic market since 2007 (Jiang & Zhang, 2016). With the development of Chinese Belt 
and Road Initiative, the airlines have recently been playing a crucial role in transporting people and cargoes all 
over the world. Airline companies, however, face stiffening competition and are beset with problems arising 
from economic fluctuations and world political instability (Low & Lee, 2014). Despite such problems, they try to 
retain a pool of satisfied and loyal passengers through both effective ground and in-flight service delivery and 
complaint-handling processes. It is not surprising that service quality and service recovery efforts contribute to 
customers’ satisfaction and loyalty in the service industries (Whiting et al., 2011), and so do the airlines industry 
(Chen & Chang, 2005; Hvass & Torfadottir, 2014 ). 

Front-line service delivery systems of air transportation may be generally divided into airport (ground) service 
and in-flight service. Ground staff members are expected to welcome passengers, deal with reservations, ticket 
purchases and check-in, carry out transactions associated with boarding and disembarkation procedures, respond 
to passenger requests or problems, and provide post-flight services etc. Therefore, ground staff members of 
airline companies are quite considered to be front-line employees and play a salient role in service delivery and 
complaint-handling processes (Yang & Chang, 2012). Although passengers coming from all over the world may 
be native or non-native speakers of English, there is no doubt that English as a lingua franca is commonly used at 
the airports. Ground staff deal with routine work and variety of unexpected emergencies daily through face to 
face communication with passengers, which requires that ground staff must be good at communicating in 
English, in order to serve passengers well. 

The study finds out many ground staff in the Chinese domestic airlines have good English learning background. 
In other words, their language competence is qualified enough to communicate with the passengers in English. 
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However, there are still many complaints about the communication or service in ground service which damage 
the passenger’s good impression on the airlines and may lead to the loss of the passengers in the long run. By the 
questionnaire survey, this study attempts to address this problem by identifying when the communication 
challenges often occur and what is accordingly communication strategies which help communicate effectively 
with designated professional purposes. Besides, in-depth interviews are next conducted to underpin what are the 
implied salient reasons for the employment of strategies which intentionally flout Gricean four maxims.  

2. The Related Studies  

2.1 Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Violation of Four Maxims  

Grice (1975, 1989) assumes that humans tend to cooperate with one another when communicating (Cooperative 
Principle) and they do so by conforming to a number of conversational maxims. According to Grice (1975:45) 
cooperative principle which consists of four maxims (maxim of quantity, quality, relation and manner) are the 
suggested principle for the speaker and the hearer to show their cooperation by giving appropriate contributions 
in their conversation. Table 1 illustrates these maxims and their sub-taxonomies that participants in the 
conversation should and normally conform to in order to cooperate with each other effectively.  

 

Table 1. Grice’s categories of cooperative principle and relevant maxims (Grice, 1975: 45-46). 

Category Maxims 

Quantity 1. Make your contribution as informative as is required. 

2. Do not make your contribution more informative than required. 

Quality Try to make your contribution one that is true: 

1. Do not say what you believe to be false. 

2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 

Relation Be relevant. 

Manner Be perspicuous: 

1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 

2. Avoid ambiguity. 

3. Be brief. 

4. Be orderly 

 

According to Grice (1975), the purpose of cooperative principle is to get effective communication as informative 
as clearly. In a conversation a speaker and a hearer are supposed to respond to each other in their turn with the 
needed information that benefits both of them. By giving the required information, they can understand each 
other’s utterances. By conforming to cooperative principle and its maxims, the speaker allows the hearer to draw 
assumptions about the speaker’s intentions. Thereafter, cooperative principle is widely applied to exploiting both 
written and spoken texts. Nevertheless, people sometimes may not fulfill these maxims and seem to disobey 
them in a certain context. Grice (cited in Cutting, 2002, p. 40) says that when the speaker does not fulfill the 
maxims, the speaker is said to “violate” them.  

Violation is a condition where the speaker does not purposefully fulfill certain maxims for some other purposes. 
Grice notices that violation of his maxims takes place when the speaker intentionally refrains from applying 
maxims in their conversation. Scholars have fully discussed diverse reasons of violation of maxims. Grice (1975: 
49) underlines that when the speaker refrains from applying his maxims, the speaker is “liable to mislead’’ their 
counterparts in conversation. Goffman (2008: 17) says that the speaker does not abide by Gricean maxims in 
order to save face. Chirstoffersen (2005) also argues that in real life situation, people violate the maxims for 
different reasons. Khosarvizadeh and Sadehvandi (2011: 122-123) say that the speaker violates Grice’s maxims 
in order to cause misunderstandings on their participants’ part to achieve some other purposes, for example to 
please counterpart, evade discussion, avoid unpleasant condition, and express feelings. 

Until now, Grice’s cooperative principle has been widely employed to do discourse analysis including movie 
dialogues, literature, legal documents, novel dialogues and business negotiation etc. The previous studies mainly 
focus on exploiting flouting of cooperative principle and maxims by examining transcription data and further 
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exploiting the conversational implicature. This study however endeavors to discuss violation of maxims as 
communication strategies from the perspective of business communication in the field of English for specific 
purposes (ESP), which does not examine the conversation but does case studies. Grice (1989: 26) clearly states 
“Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 
purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged”. Besides this requirement, other parameters 
in the field of ESP such as communication context, disciplinary requirements, professional practice and 
institutional culture also become crucial. Therefore, this study, based on the Gricean maxims, simultaneously 
takes these factors into consideration. For instance, we originally tend or are expected to be truthful in our 
exchanges with others by following the maxim of quality (Grice, 1989: 27). However, if we do so, it will cause 
troubles in specific communication context. Hence there must be a convincingly context –based reason for 
flouting these maxims which gives rise to implied meanings or particular purposes fitting for the present 
communicative stage. With that, this study is ambitious to integrate Gricean cooperative principles to the 
communicative context of the ground service, which must be a new endeavor in the domain of cooperative 
principle study.  

As mentioned above, if the speaker does not conform to the cooperative principle, some conversational 
implicature may produce. He (2003: 65) argues that the cooperative principle is followed reasonably, not 
compulsorily. The speaker may violate the cooperative principle deliberately but without making the hearer 
realize it. In this case, the speaker is most likely to mislead the hearer. For example, when someone is telling a lie, 
he violates the quality maxim by saying untrue things. But if the hearers does not realize this and assumes that 
the speaker follows the cooperative principle. He will be misled. However, in different social context, we are 
supposed to think over the real purpose of the lie and why the speaker intentionally wants to mislead the hearer. 
The speaker may face dilemma. On the one hand, he wants to hold the quality maxim the present stage requires. 
While on the other hand, there is a possibility that other maxims will be violated or the real communicative 
purposes will not be achieved if the quality maxim is held, so there is a clash here. At this moment, the speaker 
must think over the authentic communication purpose which may motivate the speaker to violate one maxim or 
conform to the others. In doing so, the implicature is generated in a conversation by overtly and deliberately 
violating some submaxims for communicative purposes (He, 2003: 73). They are inferences dependent on 
particular time, place and people. This study wants to reveal the true communicative reasons in the context of 
ESP. 

2.2 The Perspectives of Service Quality and Passenger’s Satisfaction  

According to the official report of the Civil Aeronautics Administration (CAA) in China, there are three main 
dimensions that airlines use to plan for future development: safety, service, and satisfaction (the “3Ss”). The 
dimension of safety sounds no relevance with the present study. In reviewing the recently conducted research, it 
is commonplace to discover studies on another two topics: service (Chen & Wu, 2009; Liou & Tzeng, 2007; Lu 
& Ling, 2008; Sim et al., 2006; Tiernan et al., 2008), and satisfaction (Gkritza et al., 2006; Lopez-Bonilla & L 
opez-Bonilla, 2008; Lu & Ling, 2008). 

Service quality refers to consumers' subjective impressions regarding the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
service delivery process provided by a service provider (Chen & Chang, 2005; Park et al., 2004). While service 
quality has been studied widely in the literature, its attributes are still open for further discussion and typically 
depend on the context targeted by the researcher (Liou & Tzeng, 2007). Therefore, finding ways to properly 
measure service quality has been a difficult issue for both researchers and industrial practitioners, including the 
airline industry (Gursoy et al., 2005; Park et al., 2004). Empirical studies claim that service quality is generally 
the key to improving operational performance and competitive advantage as well as to generating profits and 
market share (Caruana, 2002; Cronin & Taylor, 1992; McDougall and Levesque, 2000; Parasuraman et al., 1994; 
Teas, 1994; Wilkins et al., 2007). In terms of the airline industry, related studies argue that providing outstanding 
service may lead to airlines' long-term development (Morash & Ozment, 1994; Zeithaml et al., 1996), and 
sustain competitive advantage (Chen, 2008), and even survive (Park et al., 2006). Airline service quality may be 
viewed as a driver of passenger satisfaction, loyalty, and airline selection (Park et al., 2006). Mustafa et al. (2005) 
indicate that one of the most crucial factors in maintaining an airline's operations is the improvement of service 
quality for its passengers. In light of the above, the delivery of outstanding service becomes a critical marketing 
requirement for most, if not all, airline companies, as competitive pressures in the airline industry continue to 
increase (Andotra & Gupta, 2008; Ostrowski et al., 1993). Although there are quite a lot of studies on service 
quality from different perspectives, this study mainly holds that the employment of communicative strategies 
may result in the better service quality at the airports.  

Because the attributes of service quality are still open for discussion in the literature and vary depending on the 
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studied context (Liou & Tzeng, 2007), there is currently no specific method for measuring service quality (Chen 
& Chen, 2010a, b; Stanley & Wisner, 2002). Specifically, Park et al. (2004) find that many airlines have 
difficulty in applying a suitable instrument and/or approach to service quality and thereby adequately appraising 
and improving service effectiveness. Chinese domestic airlines may have the same embarrassment and some 
airlines are trying to evaluate the service quality by means of the rate of passengers’ complaints. In order to 
reduce the complaints as much as possible and improve the service quality, there are many measures taken by 
domestic airlines. For example, China Southern Airlines trains the ground staff regularly and has drafted a test 
system of communicative competence for ground staff, which ambitiously assesses ground staff’s 
communicative competence in English. Besides these efforts, this study attempts to examine the service quality 
from a new perspective of Grice’s cooperative principle which underpins the interaction and communication 
itself and adapts to the specific discipline. Moreover, overcommunication is firstly tentatively put forward as a 
measurable assessment for the ground staff’s service quality.  

3. Methods  

3.1 Research Questions  

The present study attempts to identify communication strategies and the real reasons for the employment of these 
communication strategies, which is ambitious to contribute to professional communication in the field of ESP. 
With the general research goal, three research questions will be specifically addressed: 

When do communication difficulties often occur, during the normal routine service, service failure, or service 
recovery?  

What commumication strategies of violation of Gricean Maxims are employed by ground service staff to 
improve communication with the passengers?  

Why do they employ these communication strategies in the context of ground staff service?  

3.2 Data Collection  

This research is conducted in two stages including the questionnaire survey and in-depth interviews. 
Questionnaires are a useful method for soliciting individual perception and interpretation of daily 
communication with passengers. The first stage involves the distribution of highly structured and closed 
questionnaires, an efficient means of identifying when ground staff face the challenges, how they violate or 
observe the maxims of cooperative principle to overcome the challenges, and why they violate or observe these 
maxims while communicating with passengers. The second stage is semi-structured in-depth interviews seeking 
more “thick” and detailed data, as Punch (2009) argues that the interviews are seen as a powerful way of gaining 
understanding of others and accessing their perceptions and constructions of reality. In particular, the in-depth 
interviews help find more field cases from the front-line workplace.  

The questionnaire is composed of three sections, which seeks information about the English competence of the 
surveyed staff and their communication experiences in order to develop a body of data that could contribute to 
finding out the situations of communication challenges and defining the communication strategies employed by 
ground staff. Tightly following the structure of a survey conducted by Harsch (2012), the first section focuses on 
demographic information. The second and third sections require participants to rate the frequency of occurrence 
of communication challenges and the strategies employed by them with using a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (1 as 
“never occurs” and 5 being “occurs very often”). Moreover, the third section includes statements of the strategies 
which may be used by experienced ground staff. These strategies listed in the questionnaire are carefully 
pre-selected items drawn from the previous literature (Hansson, 2015), and adapted from some pragmatic 
strategies violating Gricean maxims. In addition, respondents are given the opportunity to note that some 
communication strategies that they used but are not included in the questionnaire. 

4. Results and Discussion  

Aiming to obtain rich and detailed data that may lead to a greater level of understanding of the pragmatic 
interaction between ground staff and passengers, and to generate insights into the conversational implicature or 
purposes of their communication, this study distributes 200 questionnaires through e-mail, we-chat, or QQ into 
ground staff in several Chinese domestic airlines. And eventually 121 completed questionnaires have been 
received and then analyzed. The respondents of the survey are experienced ground staff of Chinese domestic 
airlines. As required by these respondents, their names and airlines’ names are not allowed to disclose. Among 
121 questionnaire participants, 15 participants are randomly selected to take part in the interviews. Due to the 
objective reasons of distance and time, some interviews take place face or face, while some have been done 
through we-chat. 
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The demographic information (Table 2) obtained from the first part of questionnaires is intended to identify the 
education background, English proficiency, the years of working, and the frequency of speaking English as a 
lingua franca at workplace, so as to get a greater understanding of the respondents’ language competence. The 
collected data indicate that most of ground staff have good education background, with 75 staff out of 121 
respondents holding the bachelor degree or above. And their English competence of surveyed staff sounds to be 
also much qualified, because all of these respondents have passed CET4. A majority of staff have a certificate of 
CET6 which means their English ability should be intermediate. It is noticeable that there are 33 staff whose 
English is very excellent with certificates of TEM4 or TEM8. Data also show that all the staff have been working 
for less than 5 years but most of them work for more than 3 years Furthermore, they communicate with foreign 
passengers in English as lingua franca more than 3 days a week. In conclusion, demographic information 
demonstrates that these staff are not newcomers but more or less experienced in communicating with foreign 
passengers and their English competence theoretically sounds to fit for their duties. In other words, 
communication challenges may not arise due to their poor English proficiency.  

 

Table 2. Demographic information  

Highest level of education attainment  College 
degree 

bachelor postgraduate Master level and 
above  

Respondents 46 73 2 0 

English certificate  CET4 CET6 TEM4 TEM8 

Respondents 121 75 23 10 

Working years  Less than one 
year  

1-3 years  4-5years  More than 5 
years  

Respondents 23 20 78 0 

Frequency of communicating with 
passengers in English 

Daily  4-6 days a 
week  

1-3 days a 
week  

Hardly  

Respondents  0 115 8 0 

Note: CET4, CET 6, TEM 4, and TEM 8 are the English proficiency test for Chinese college students. Among 
them, CET 4 and CET 6 are designed for non-English majored students. And TEM 4 and TEM 8 are for English 
majored students.  

 

4.1 Situations of the Occurrence of Communication Challenges  

The results from the second section of the questionnaire address the first research question. It is found that 
challenges rarely occur in the normal routine service but often happen in the process of service failure and 
service recovery.  

 

Table 3. Situations of occurrence of challenges from very often (5) to never (1) 

The specific situations when challenges happen Mean frequency 

Challenges arise when the ground service goes smooth. 1 

Challenges arise when the passenger makes an enquiry with you 2 

Challenges arise when you fail to serve the passenger due to the airlines’ subjective 
faults such as overbooking, luggage damage or luggage loss etc. 

4 

Challenges arise when you fail to serve the passenger due to force majeure, such as 
bad weather, engine breakdown, or air control etc. 

4 

Challenges arise when you refuse the passenger due to the passenger’s unreasonable 
requirements, such as oversized luggage, free upgrade, or jumping the queue etc. 

3 

Challenges arise after service failure, such as flight delay, or flight cancellation etc. 5 
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On one hand, when the routine service goes smooth, there are few communication challenges. On the other hand, 
when the ground staff fail to serve the passengers because of variety of reasons such as airlines’ subjective 
mistakes of overbooking, luggage damage or luggage loss etc. or force majeure of bad weather, engine 
breakdown, or air control etc., it is much easier to cause communication challenges. It is noticeable that when 
passengers put forward the unreasonable requirements, the rate of communication challenges is little lower than 
another situations of service failure. Service recovery after the service failure sounds to be thorny, as the data 
show that challenges very often arise when there is a flight delay or flight cancellation.  

4.2 Communication Strategies of Violating Gricean Maxims  

With these challenge situations, it is reasonable to make a doubt what are the communication strategies ground 
staff employ to handle them. This study addresses it from the perspective of Gricean cooperative principle and its 
maxims. In terms of four maxims, four macro-strategies are accordingly pre-devised by fitting in the context of 
ground service in the questionnaire. Data show that all the strategies mentioned in the questionnaire have been 
more or less used by the ground staff, even if the frequency of employment varies.  

4.2.1. Overinformativeness: Violation of the Maxim of Quantity 

 

Table 4. Sub-strategies of overinformativeness from very often (5) to never (1)  

Sub-Strategies Mean frequency 

Offer more information than the passenger wants 5 

Offer less information than the passenger wants 2 

Offer help more than what your duty requires 4 

Explain to the passenger more patiently or carefully than the duty requirements 
until the trouble is to be solved 

5 

 

The questionnaire data demonstrate that the ground staff always intentionally or unintentionally take the strategy 
of overinformativeness through diversity of forms. It sounds that they get used to offering more information than 
the passenger wants rather than less information. And they often provide help which may go beyond their duty 
requirements, until the passenger’s trouble is solved. These communication means definitely flout the quantity 
maxim.  

4.2.2 Telling a White Lie: Violation of the Maxim of Quality 

 

Table 5. Sub-strategies of telling a white lie from very often (5) to never (1) 

Sub-strategies Mean frequency 

Hold some true information back when you know the information will make the 
passenger worried or irritated 

3.7 

Say something which you lack adequate evidence in order to comfort the 
passenger 

4 

 

The data against the principle of being honest obviously violate the quality maxim. In general, the airlines are 
supposed to disclose any information to the passengers, no matter how good or bad the information is. From 
these respondents, they often choose to hold some true information back when they know the information will 
make the passenger worried or irritated. Or they also say something which they lack adequate evidence in order 
to comfort the passenger. Although these communication seriously flout the quality maxim, they sound to be 
reasonable at the present stage of ground service if the passenger can feel happy or relaxed. In fact, these 
communication may please the passenger and avoid conflicts so as to be viewed as an effective communication.  

4.2.3 Irrelevance: Violation of the Maxim of Relation 
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Table 6. Sub-strategies of irrelevance from very often (5) to never (1) 

Sub-strategies Mean frequency 

Indirectly refuse the passenger’s unreasonable request 5 

In order to avoid conflicts or hide some unhappy information, communicate some 
information irrelevant, for example a small talk, a joke, or an irrelevant chat etc. 

3.7 

 

These two sub-strategies in Table 6 are employed by the respondents to refuse the passenger’s unreasonable 
request, hide some unhappy information or avoid conflicts. It seems that direct refusal of the passenger’s request, 
even unreasonable, is not the professional practice in service industry, as it may lead to unhappiness or 
misunderstanding of the passenger so as to damage the relationship. The survey shows that experienced staff 
dare violate the relation maxim and make their refusal more indirect. In doing so, they lessen damage to the 
passenger and save the passenger’s face.  

 

4.2.4 Ambiguity or Prolixity: Violation of the Maxim of Manner 

 

Table 7. Sub-strategies of ambiguity or prolixity from very often (5) to never (1) 

Sub-strategies Mean frequency 

Offer an ambiguous respond to the passenger 3.6 

Use some ambiguous terms, such as about, maybe, or approximate etc. 5 

Explain the unfavorable information as much as possible in order to gain the 
understanding of the passenger 

5 

Repeat something until the passenger understands you 5 

 

From the data in Table 7, it is found that most ground staff may offer an ambiguous response to the passenger. 
Moreover 100% ground staff use some ambiguous terms such as about, maybe, or approximate to make their 
information less accurate, which obviously violates the maxim of manner. And the ground staff explain the 
unfavorable information as much as possible and repeat information until the passenger understands, which also 
flouts the maxim of being brief. There must be some implied reasons for these professional practices.  

4.3 Reasons for Overcommunication Strategies of Flouting Gricean Maxims 

Questionnaire data obviously disclose that the experienced ground staff take some strategies to deal with the 
communication challenges occurring in the service failure and service recovery. These strategies are identified to 
clearly flout Gricean maxims. It sounds controversial to the cooperative principle which is proposed by Grice to 
make an effective communication between the participants. However by taking the specific communicative 
purposes in the context of ESP into consideration, this study manages to find out the real reasons of flouting 
these maxims. The in-depth interviews with 15 interviewees provide some detailed front line cases which help 
underpin the exact reasons for overcommunicaition in the ground service. In order to fully illustrate the specific 
reasons, some typical cases will be discussed. 

4.3.1 Ovecommunication for Improving Service Quality  

The maxim of quantity has two sub-maxims: (a) make your contribution as informative as is required for the 
current purposes of the exchange; (b) do not make your contribution more informative than is required (Grice, 
1989: 26). 

Case one: When a passenger asked for the direction of boarding gate 211, I firstly directly showed the way to the 
passenger and I usually asked more about his flight information for confirmation. (Interviewee 1)  

In the case situation, the passenger is to find out the boarding gate 211, and the ground staff shows him the way. 
Until then, the conversation is supposed to be end because the passenger achieves his communicative purpose of 
finding the way to the boarding gate. However, the ground staff asks for more flight information to confirm 
whether the boarding gate is right, which makes his communication more informative than is required. From the 
passenger’s view, he must be very happy with the oversupplied service which makes him feel confirmed with his 
flight and boarding gate. In general, the overinformativeness is usually appreciated by a passenger, which makes 
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a good impression on good service quality.  

There are two sub-maxims in the quality: (a) Do not say what you believe to be false; (b) Do not say that for 
which you lack adequate evidence (Grice, 1989: 26). Some interviewees confess that they sometimes tell a white 
lie with the purpose of comforting the passengers. One specific example is cited by an interviewee. 

Case two: An elderly passenger was waiting for her flight and looked very nervous. I went over to her and 
planned to offer help if needed. In order to make the elderly passenger ease, I said: “do not worry about the flight, 
it must be very comfortable and smooth”. In fact, I could not assure what I said to her. (Interviewee 2) 

In the case, the interviewee comforts the elderly passenger without any proof, because the interviewee cannot 
judge the situation of the passenger’s flight due to many unexpected reasons such as turbulence. Therefore, he 
intentionally tells a lie. However, his lie in the above situation shows his care to the elderly passenger and may 
make her less afraid of the flight and feel better. In doing so, he establishes the harmonious relationship with the 
passenger which can also be regarded as an indicator of good service quality.  

4.3.2 Ovecommunication for Enhancing the Passenger’s Satisfaction  

Grice (1989: 27) argues that cooperative behavior involves following the maxim of relation (“Be relevant”), but 
admits that identifying the (changing) meanings of “relevance” in the course of particular transactions in various 
contexts can be “exceedingly difficult”.There is one more case which can be used to illustrate the violation of 
relation.  

Case three: One economic class passenger insisted on checking in at the VIP counter. When he was refused, he 
asked, “why cannot I check in here”? I answered, “Dear sir, your check-in counter was L12. If you could not find 
out, I am glad to guide you there. Thanks”. (Interviewee 3) 

Goffman, (1955, 1967) states that people sometimes depart from the Gricean Maxims because of observing the 
listener’s face. In this case, if interviewee 3 directly answers the passenger’s question and says “Sir, this is VIP 
check-in counter. You only buy an economic class ticket, so you have no priority to enjoy VIP check-in service”. 
The passenger’s face may be damaged and thus it may cause dissatisfaction to the service. However in the case, 
the interviewee says nothing relevant about the refusal reason, but solves the problem tactically. In doing so, the 
response of the interviewee obviously violates the maxim of being relevant. However, in the practical ground 
service, the ground staff respects the passenger’s face and avoids making the passenger embarrassed so as to 
make dissatisfaction, which helps solve the problem harmoniously.  

The maxim of manner – a maxim concerning the “how” of interaction – is formulated simply as: be perspicuous. 
It has four sub-maxims: (1) avoid obscurity of expression; (2) avoid ambiguity; (3) be brief (avoid unnecessary 
prolixity); (4) be orderly (Grice, 1989: 27). 

The interview data clearly identify the ambiguity of the communication between the ground staff and the 
passenger. It is worth noting that, at least in certain cultures, ambiguity tends to be regarded as a strictly negative 
feature of text and talk, often linked to an assumption that people can conceal a fact or a purpose by obscuring 
their meaning with verbiage. The talks discover ground staff usually conceal some accurate information with a 
certain purpose. One case is stated as follows:  

Case four: The flight was announced to be delayed. The passengers waited for new boarding information. Some 
passengers felt worried or anxious and kept on asking when they could board. I said with big a smile, “should be 
very soon, please wait for a moment. I am very sorry and thank you for your patience”. (Interviewee 4)  

In the handling of the communication challenge, this ground staff with certain purposes answers the question 
ambiguously and unbriefly, which apparently fails to observe the maxim of manner. The interviewee explains 
that although the answer of “should be very soon” is unclear, it may help reduce the passenger’s chaos or blames 
at the present communicative stage which may function in lessening the passenger’s blames and dissatisfaction 
at this moment. 

It is well-known that the nature of good ground service is passenger centered. In order to improve the 
passenger’s satisfaction, it is very crucial to make the passenger feel safe and happy with flying with a certain 
airline company. These cases illustrated above all violate one or more maxims of CP, but they sound to be 
effective communication which shows sincere care to the passengers, pleases the passengers, saves the 
passengers’ face, reduces their blames, and so establishes a harmonious relationship with the passengers in the 
context of ground service. Therefore in fact, it suggests that overcommunication of violation of maxims may 
help improve the service quality and enhance the passengers’ satisfaction which are two crucial factors for the 
development of the airlines.  
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5. Conclusion  

Based on the Gricean maxims, the present study takes ground staff as the surveyed group and is ambitious to 
shed lights on the communicative strategies in the context of ground service. This study has the following 
findings: 1) When the routine service goes smooth, the communication challenges hardly occur. However, to be 
noticeable, the challenges often occur in the service failure or service recovery. 2) While facing these 
communication problems, the ground staff usually take overcommunication strategy to handle them. Specifically 
Overinformativeness, telling a white lie, irrevelance, and ambiguity and prolixity are widely employed by 
ground staff in the ground service communication context. 3) Violation of Gricean maxims must produce some 
conversational implicature. In the present study, two general reasons have been identified are to improve service 
quality and enhance the passenger’s satisfaction which fit for the development of the airlines.  

This study is a new endeavor to discuss the important theory of pragmatics from the perspective of ESP and 
integrate linguistics theory to the business communication in a professional context. These findings may add 
more pragmatic implicature to the current communicative competence for ground staff. In particular, 
overcommunication can be a new concept for the business service industry practitioners to improve their 
communication. And four sub-strategies identified in the present study are suggested to be widely applied in 
effective communication in front line workplace.  

From a pedagogical perspective, it would seem appropriate for trainers to equip ground staff with a greater 
understanding of ESP contexts. The findings show that besides the language proficiency, the pragmatic strategies 
in communication are even more important to facilitate effective communication in the ESP context. As Kubota’s 
(2013) argument that teachers need to focus on helping language learners communicate more effectively in 
English with interlocutors from other countries, the trainers of ground staff are suggested to train ground staff 
both linguistic and pragmatic strategies in order to conform to the professional practice. 
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