Psycho-Social Aspects of Aircraft Accidents
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Introduction

SIN_UE early 20th cenlury there has been a tremen-
dons change in the designing and functioning ol
gircralt.  The acroplanes have beeome bigger, faster
and have more striking power but the design and
funetioning of buman being hus remained the same.
Tu compensate lor this, human enpincers are trying
their best to suit the machine to man and lo intro-
dice aulomatic systems so  that load huwan
psveho-physiological functions is kept within eptimal
Lmits, Still aceidents happen which are attributable
primarily to human crror. Thirty to sixty percent
of the aircrafl sccidents are due to human error’,
In the Indian Air Foree it has hecn reported that
aronnd 25% of our tatal accidents and 30% wl the
serions accidents in the past have been caused prima-
rily or secondarily due lv bhuman ereor’,  In an air-
eralt accident invelving human error, an stempl
shonid be made to find out the cause of the error by
investigating the psycho-social aspeers of the indi-
vidual respousible for the accident.
investipations become much more important in non
faral accidents where the Hier lives 1o give the facts,
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Peychao-social

TPaycho-Social Factors

Attention: It is one of the basic psychological
Tunetivns which i% vital in the complerion of any
work suceessfully, The failure In attemion can bhe
aof four types viz, inattention, shifting ol attenticn,
error after a period of high concentration and
fazcination.

(a) fmattenrion : 1L results due to giving attention
toa wrong stimulus, This can be caused in many
ways &, g, asa resull of poor training, relevant
information iz not being made available in the proper
form for interpretation or due to presccupation with
onc's own thoughts,
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(b} Shifring of atrention = In ilying, shilling of
attention from ong aspect of the task (o anothor 13
important so that no stimulus is neglocted,  The ditfi-
culty in shifting ol auention can be due to poar triine
ing or emotional arousul cansed by an emergency.
Further, under emergency vhers w strong mativalion
o lollow the escape path which is maost obvious
at ihut moment, bul it may be the lease desicable,

(c) Error after a peciod of high conceniration :
uring the course of a sartic where high concentra-
vion has been in use, the coneentrution might drop
townrds the end of the surtie and this iy Lhe critical
phase where accident may occur due to luck of
proper ALTETLIOn,

(d) Faseination : Here a flier gety so engrossed in
one aspect of the task thut he fails o respond (o
ansther siznificant stimulus, which he has perceived.
It can aceur in normal fiying or under stressful situa-
tion. It is maore likely to eceur in inexperienced
pilats as compared 1o experienced pilots,

Emativnal stability © Emotional stability isa sign
of mamrity, Under the #ffects of emotions, thinking
is affrcted adversely,  An cmergency in flying is
hound to give rise to an emotivnal reaction of fear or
anxiety, which should be kept under woulrgl o that
one is able ta wske proper action. One should be
able 1o recover from minor emotions like dejection,
clarion and irritution gquickly, whick i3 an impoctant
feaiure of cmotional stability. Fliers who are not
cmotionally stable are more likely 10 commit mistakes
under stress: Minor cmotional upsets like feeling
irritated or uwngry due to uncxpected snags, bad
weather eta, may cause distraction in attentinon, which
mav lead to an accident,




Morivation : Motivation in lying i important,
It is not always the financial incentives which keep up
the motivation, but other factors like psychological

needs, which are more hmportant.  The psychologica)
needy like job  satisfaction, success in profession, feel-
ing of belonging to a group, getting due recognitian
for work ete. ave vital for making motivation strong,
Lack ol motivation towards flving can make a flier
prone to an accident,

Mativation in other spheres of life may have its
repercussivns on one's performance in flying, A
flicr whn is motivated to get home soon, so that be
does not miss a parly, wile's birthday, wedding an.
niversary elc. may indulge in short cats, 1, €. cutting
corners o digregard various factors like bad weather,
snngs o wircrult ete, and land himsell in an
accident.
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Experience : Expericace confidence,
Though art timed the overconfidence o oan experi-
enced pilot, as under-contidence in an inexperienced

generates

pilet, can prove o be risky,

1

Skifl : Many Umes acvidents ovcur because ol

une reason or the other, the flicr docs not have the
skill 1o cope up witha situation m which he finds
hirnsell.

gkill af a Hier and the probability of his
involved in an accident®3, The squadison
Gommander/Flight  Commander  should koow the
level of skill of rheir pilots so that appropriare rask in

flying is given to them,

heing

Self esreem @ Every human being has the nead
of satistying hissell esteem.  However low the work
may be in social or professional ladder, the indwvidual
must he given due recognition, A tyre checkeror a
runway sweeper is important as far zs flight safery 1=
concerned.  Any lapic emtheir part can reult inan

avoidabie accident,

It is well known that fatigue decreascs
the performance of the pilot. He may need a higher
than normal level of stimulus for an appropriate
response and he ipay show fixation in preception,
‘I'hi¢ enrity of fatigne is well recogoised by Hiers
thougl there i3 no abjective quantitative measure for it
and il J¢ nearly impossible to prove that it may have
caused an accident, but #Gl it §s an important factor
which should be lecked inta,

Fatigue :
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There 15 a correlation between the level of

Stresy and @ flier: Here T will restrict myse.
to psychological stress, Inoa court of inquicry lollow
ing an accident, one may {iod that the individoal ha
disturbed sleep doe o demestic, financial or marita
problems.  Burar iz difficult to establish the definit
relation between  the psychological stress and th
cause of the weeldent,  Further, itis aléo importans
to find the intensity of steess, duration of siress nn
theimpace it had on a pacticular individual. AL (b
saree time it is well understood thal a flier who hed
fight with his wile belore flying, may carry its effect
in the flight, which may crowd his wind o the exclu
sion of important inlorwation.,

High level of domestic stress or any other psyeho
logical stress o not desirable (rom Aight salely. poin
of view.  Alitken' demonstrared that from squadran
with higher uccident rates more pilots worried parti
enlarly about Hying, bercavement, aboul their wive
and lave lite than pilots from squadrons with lowe
wecident rates,

Aecident pronemesy It iy the idea that some
peaple are inherently more likely to have accident
than others. Cerlain workers accept this cuncem
while athiers da not. Shaw and Sichel * [obund in
survey of motor drivers thar accident prone indi
viduals scared high on both newrotic and extraver
scales,  Tris alsa reported that probability ol having
another necident s more wirth one who has had one
accident earlier®.  Another view is that even if thi
concept of accident proneness i taken inte considera
tion, it is of imited use inaviation, where the numbe:
of accidents is lfew, pilots are a selected lot and by th
time the concept of accident proneness iy proved, thee
it is toe late 1o 1solare him for special treatment like
flving in goud weather during day only, whicho
course will be bad for his own morale and morale o
the syuadion”,

Perhaps a more realistic concept 13 short tern
accident liability 1,2, a pilot is prone to an acciden
becanse of personal pressures on him at the time oo
child i ill, guarrel’ hith his wile etc®. It is impor-
tant that both the pilot and the Squadron Comiman-
der/Ilight Commandler should realize the impact of
these siresses and make the necessary adjustment till
the pilot is oul of the stress.

Artitudes and flying : Oneshould develop mature
altitudes towards Alying.  Certain attitudes can prove
to be risky in flving e.g. cutting corners, haste, indis-
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One should feel
these attitudes in

cipling, ignoring minor soags eic,
responsible, and aveid developing
ilying, which can prove to be risky.

Habir interference : 1t is the human behaviour
that an action which has been perlormed for more
punber ol times in the past, 15 more likely (v be
performed  that  way in luture specially wnder
siress, Do lying most of the tme the previously
learned  habits are Lenelicinl, but ar nmes duoe o
change: in aireraft, they can become inappropriate
and provide potential for an aceident, Tt st be
kept in miod that all habits lie deep and lack of ar-
tention or stress may awaken a habit wlhich has been
dormant for months or years,

Crew befravionr : 'The behavienral  intercrew
dynumics are important lrom the Hight safety point af
view, They may induolge in discussions or talks with
the result that a significant stimulus may be peplected
or not interpreted  properly leading o a disastrous
situation,  There may be communicalivn gap among
the members, which can prove to be risky,  Another
silugbion whiclh can prove risky is when dominant ego
of ane person persuades the egos of other persons 1w
concur, resulting 1na behaviour leading o self destruce-
lipn.," Sometimes the crew may be so engrossed in
their own conversation thar they do net pereeive the
iformation richtly from the ground staff, which may
resnlt inan accident,

Man in a growp: Man is a social beinp, He
likes to e wwith the group and tries ro identify him-
stli’ with the group. In a group, it individuals
indulgre 1 culting corners or in indizeipline in flving
to show ofl manhaod or to show off skill, then a now
comer will also probably like to do the same, This
involves risks resulling in accidents. Il the members
of the proup hehave in a mamire and disciplined man-
ner, then the newcomers will follow the same resule-
ing in safe and eflicient {ying.

After-cffects of alealal and fiying - It has been
proved beyond doulit that Hying is not compatible
swith sleobol.  One  should be rather careful of
Lhang aver * which onc has nexe morning alter
consuming alcohol the previous night, Lt was shown
in our study that a flier who hbas taken three large
pemeaf whisky or rom the previons night should not
fy next morning as his psvchophysiotogizal fune-
tioning remains below his normal®.
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Maintenance crew and air fraffic control ;: Mainte-
pance crew and Air Traflic Contrel stalt play import-
ant role in fight safety,  Their psycholugical state
of mind and professional knowledge are alio of
importance in avaiding air accident.  This aspeet is
to be kept in mind while carrying out invesugauons
for aircraft accident,

Hecommendations

In order 1o find out the cause of human error,
the essential lzature iy that people at the station where
aceident has cccurred should be [ree from any fear
of making a truthful statement.  This can ooly be
prossible when there is no fear of punishment.  Thiy
means, the concepl of holding professional and
administrative enquiries scparately may be looked
into,

While carrying out the investigations, the in-
formation reparding the person juvolved in the ac-
cident should be obtained [rom all possible relevant
undor which

sources. 1he nature of circumstances

the error nocurred has to be determined.

For making piycho-social studies very meaning-
ful, ir iz supgested that behaviour profiles of
individuals should be maintained by recarding the
perindic observatons of their behaviour. This can
he done by medical officers who have been trained in
Aviation Medicine,

In some countries the aireraft accident investiga-
tion team has a wained psychologist as its member.
In mv opinion, In our sctting a psychiatrist who s
already experienced in interview rtechnique and in
the analysis of humun behaviour, should form a part
of the team, specially where non-fatz]l accidents are
heing investizated.
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