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Sympogium: Stress in Aircrew

STRESSORS NIND DEFENCE
MECHONISMS IN RDIRTORS

G Singh

ﬂlan is capable of existing snd thriving
under many different  conditions. Avistors,
however, require development of speoific
adaptive mechanisms o allow them to  deal
with stresses rherent in flying. Mot all
individuals would get pleasure from the
thought of flying inveried over a ridge at
tree top level at 1000 kmph in 3 combast
rranoeuyre. Aviators ¥ & group are
recognised as high stress copers. If thas
were not so, they would find less stressful
oocupations. Most of thern are not only stress
copers bul also slress seekers. They thrive
on the stress of engaging in potentially
dangerous  taclical serties and landing high
speed  fighler or allack aircraft in various
weather conditions in day and night, Far some
strese indeed s the spice of life.

Stressors

Stressors are viewed az faclors  or
slirnuli, wsually externzl to  the organism,
which demand some responze or change in
behaviour. They highlight the naturs of ihe
{mis)fit between  the orgamizm and the
environmental demsnds. How the orgsnism
interprets an environmental stimulus and the
resources for responding to the demsnd and
not  the stimulus or  response per S@
delermines the stressfulness of the stimulus,
Zorme conditions, like combat, wmprisonment,
natural disasters, ‘dizabbng njuries and

incapacitating diseases, act as universal
siressors. Sorte,  Bhke evalusbons
examinations and  being rejected or

disapproved, are rot stressful for
everyone, Some stressors, such as warlime
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stress  and  human disasters, evoke diverse
responses in differenl individuals, -

Siressors in Aviation

Various stress factors in  aviation are
discussed below under the headings of
environmental stress, acute reaclive sliress
and life stross.

Envircninental Stireas Noise,
vibration, heat, cold and mild hypoxia are
normal concomitants of military flying. High
G leads in combat pilots eveke physiologica)
responses. Backache experienced by many
helicopler pilots is often related to vibrations,
having to hunch over the controls and  poor

seal design, These stresses  are
fdentifiable and  mostly measurable, The
phiy siolagiaal siresses alio produce

pychological strain  which manifests ftself
at  severallevels. The direet perceplion of
pain  causes  distraction; attention is not
completely focussed on the task al hand. At 2
deeper level the body  employs neural  and
hormonal measures to combat the strain,
which have subtle, and not so subtle, effects
on the way we carry out our tasks.

Acoute EReactive Strezz Various
ernergency stress factors evoke  “fighl or
flight” phenoreron,  They result in a state  of
inoressed sutonornie activity in the face of

threat af  aireraft emergency. The
provocative evenis dncrease the pilat’s
arousal Jevel and result in narrowed

attention and disorganised behaviour. The
experimental evidence in this area is weak
3 it iz difficult  both pragtically and
ethically ta frighten subjects,  Howewver,
many twin engine aireraft have begen lost
after failure of only one of the engines.
Sorme  airoraft have  been  Tost after
spurious  warnings o relatively  minor
emergencies.  The pattern of response in
theze cazes, iz sufficiently  cofmon o
provide ressonable  evidence that many pilets
Tose contrgl of their aireraft asz a2 Tairly
direct result of an nerease in arcousal or
reactive stress.
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display inadequate stress coping mechanizms
and more number of pilot error accidents

o Avordance

Avoidance and escape s a form of coping
inthe Tace of threatering situalion  which
is  peroeived as overwhelmingly powerful
and dangerous.  These  reaclions may be
avoornpanied by fear, fesr may be inhibited
in some cases or they may ooour without any
observable fear in  olhers. Avoidanee of
Mying with or without fear 35 noted in many
aviators.

d.Inaction or Apathy

Certain situalions of threat offer
absolutely no grounds for hope that harm san
be preverded or overcome, In such cases
there 15 no impulse to attack or avoeid the
harm.  Afrcrew are known to freeze on
the controls under such circumstances.
Hijacking and aireraft accidents with  post
erash fire could be other instances in which
people will display inaction or apathy.

Palliative Modes of Coping

a. Idenlification: Identification with
aggressor s a well known Freudisn  defence
against threst, & ohild ddentifies  with  his
father as a defence against threai of
pastration resulting from hiz hostile impulses
towards the father who iz a competitor in
Felation to his mother: Student aviators are
known to idealize their instructors  and
identify  with themn  both &l censcious and
unconscious levels, They adopt their
mannerisms and atbitudes. W is known  that
even subtle dizitiusionmment or confrentation
with defects in inzlructors can  affect  ihe
progress  of their training. This defence
recharism partly  helps to alleviate
nitial anxisty associaled with the strange
airboine environment.

b. Dizplacemenl: Frustration of our

motives and needs  ean be satisfied by
expression of the motivational force into
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new channels permitting  their gratification
in a different form. Sublimation is one form of
displagement in  which our sexual and
aggressive impulses are gratified dinto
socially acceptable forms and expressed in
oreative  activities  like painting,  musie,
literature  and  scientific ouriosity. In a
typical siluation, & persen iz frustrated by
another who is more powerful, Under these
conditions,  the frustrated individual ray
inhibit the expression of aggression towards
the powerful adversary but displays il
toward a less powerful one,

c.Denial: In a situation where nothing or
little can be done, there is value in use of
denial or inlellectualisation for  maintaining
detachment, and even deceiving oneself  in
erder to feel better and maintain hope and

a sense  of self worth, 1L, however,
inlerferes with ocoping situstions  where
gonstructive  action i3 possible. it is

especially appropriate in circumstances where
there 15 built-in  likelihood of a faveurable
outcome. If the stress iz likely to abate on
its own, then the person has little to loze
from not attending  to 1t This defence
mechanisr miay be a2 matter of life style by the
so called dare devil pilats,

d. Intellectualization: This helps 3
person  to gain detachment from |
threatening event =0 as to Femain
emotionally untouched. & pathologist examines
disessed tissue ac though it were merely 2
neutral object of study rather than part of 2
suffering, dying fellow human. In the ease
of sircrew, this mechanism helps  to
riirimize  acute  reactive stresses assooiated
with dangerous sorties and emergencios.

By definition defence is distortion of reality.
In fhying there i a place for direct action as
well as palliative or defensive actien in the
mediation of stress responses. |lgnorance s
bad er Ammoral but  in ogituations  where
nothing constructive can be dope, i can
really be blissful. The defensive mechanisms
riay have wvarying degree  of sigeess  which
can be evaluated in terms of stress reactions.
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{re Seess . A pilot, who on 2 given day
had been up most of the might with a sick
child, haz had a row with his wile, broken
the breakfast plates, received bad news from
home, 15  facing financial  dif ficully and
burnped the car on the wsy to work, may well
feel that he was having a bad day and was
raking a number of errors.

Varigus life events in the areas of
health, work, home  and Tarnily and
Fersonal, social and finanoial aspects have
been investigated in  terms of shurt  term
acgident  Mability, Individuals who  are
experiencing 3 high life stress indesx dizplay
difficulties in altention, perception and
processing  of informalion. Such skille are
eritical o the effective  and efficlent
functioning of & pilot and any
impairrent  is  Nkely to  increase  the
probability ef  human  error resulting
eventually 0 an accident. When the sooisl
readjustment rating scale based on life events
was applied to avizlors, it was found thst
they regularly functioned 3t 3 level of
life  change wnits  (LCUs)  that  would
predict  illness i the non-aviator
population,

Defence Mechanisms

Stress coping = not simply & response
to -an event that h3ss happensd but nstead
5 an active process in shaping what has
happened and  what wil happen. Person's
choice of life-style contributes to  the
likelihood of encountering demanding  events,

Eiressors  can  be handlad by
external resolution or ‘internsl  resolution.
External resolutisn  relstes to any

behavioural  effort by the person to  deal
with harm, threst aor challenge by sitering
bis  troubled relationzhip with enviranment
On the other hand, internal resclution refers
to pallistive measures  directed a3t reducing,
eliminating or {olerating the dis ireszzing motor
or.affective feastures of 2 stress  erotion
ance it has  been aroused by troubled
interaction with the environrment

10

Direct Actions

a. Frworenly agansd Aden

If the danger iz external, PEFEens can
often tib2 active steps  to eliminate o
reduce it by adidressing  themselves
directly ta  the Whreatening circumstances
and taking the action that is suilable to
meat thon,  Suscessful handling  of the
danger  + s dn positive emotional
reactions whereas  failure of sk
attempts produces stress  emotions like
deprassion,  shame, guilt, .anger . amiely
or fear.  Coping strategies are as varled as
the naturs of the danger  itself, viz.,
programmes  of study against exarmination,
gonforming  to sooial norms and expectations
against zocial  eriticism  and expectancios
ete. Fieparing against harm offers lhe best
reriady in the event of stress,

Flying s basically 3 stress-prone
profession, it should  inelude the
understanding and pragtice of various
compsnents of  Stress inooulation training.
Incorparation of these methads will need
conceptusl change in our  flying Lr aining
procedures and =yllabid,

b. Apmescig

Agaression s often 3 useful wall  of
handling danger when such danger iz the result
of an external enemy of some kind, such as a
predator or someane whe wishes one harm. It
can take place n three forms, Yiz., aggression
with anger, angsr withoutl aggression when
behavioural expression is inhibited, or atlack
without anger as in sporls activities and
militzry combat.

Military aviators are  generally
characterised a5 aggressivea and
non=introspective.  Frustrations terd  to
gvoke aggressive responzes in themn which
are directed  at other  people  or objects
rather than turning inwards to  become
self-destrustive or depressive Such behaviour
Tads 1o problems in interpersonal
relationships. Such awistors have been faund to

Aviation Medicine 31(1), June 1987
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and more number of pilot error accidents

o Avordance

Avoidance and escape s a form of coping
inthe Tace of threatering situalion  which
is  peroeived as overwhelmingly powerful
and dangerous.  These  reaclions may be
avoornpanied by fear, fesr may be inhibited
in some cases or they may ooour without any
observable fear in  olhers. Avoidanee of
Mying with or without fear 35 noted in many
aviators.

d.Inaction or Apathy

Certain situalions of threat offer
absolutely no grounds for hope that harm san
be preverded or overcome, In such cases
there 15 no impulse to attack or avoeid the
harm.  Afrcrew are known to freeze on
the controls under such circumstances.
Hijacking and aireraft accidents with  post
erash fire could be other instances in which
people will display inaction or apathy.

Palliative Modes of Coping

a. Idenlification: Identification with
aggressor s a well known Freudisn  defence
against threst, & ohild ddentifies  with  his
father as a defence against threai of
pastration resulting from hiz hostile impulses
towards the father who iz a competitor in
Felation to his mother: Student aviators are
known to idealize their instructors  and
identify  with themn  both &l censcious and
unconscious levels, They adopt their
mannerisms and atbitudes. W is known  that
even subtle dizitiusionmment or confrentation
with defects in inzlructors can  affect  ihe
progress  of their training. This defence
recharism partly  helps to alleviate
nitial anxisty associaled with the strange
airboine environment.

b. Dizplacemenl: Frustration of our

motives and needs  ean be satisfied by
expression of the motivational force into
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new channels permitting  their gratification
in a different form. Sublimation is one form of
displagement in  which our sexual and
aggressive impulses are gratified dinto
socially acceptable forms and expressed in
oreative  activities  like painting,  musie,
literature  and  scientific ouriosity. In a
typical siluation, & persen iz frustrated by
another who is more powerful, Under these
conditions,  the frustrated individual ray
inhibit the expression of aggression towards
the powerful adversary but displays il
toward a less powerful one,

c.Denial: In a situation where nothing or
little can be done, there is value in use of
denial or inlellectualisation for  maintaining
detachment, and even deceiving oneself  in
erder to feel better and maintain hope and

a sense  of self worth, 1L, however,
inlerferes with ocoping situstions  where
gonstructive  action i3 possible. it is

especially appropriate in circumstances where
there 15 built-in  likelihood of a faveurable
outcome. If the stress iz likely to abate on
its own, then the person has little to loze
from not attending  to 1t This defence
mechanisr miay be a2 matter of life style by the
so called dare devil pilats,

d. Intellectualization: This helps 3
person  to gain detachment from |
threatening event =0 as to Femain
emotionally untouched. & pathologist examines
disessed tissue ac though it were merely 2
neutral object of study rather than part of 2
suffering, dying fellow human. In the ease
of sircrew, this mechanism helps  to
riirimize  acute  reactive stresses assooiated
with dangerous sorties and emergencios.

By definition defence is distortion of reality.
In fhying there i a place for direct action as
well as palliative or defensive actien in the
mediation of stress responses. |lgnorance s
bad er Ammoral but  in ogituations  where
nothing constructive can be dope, i can
really be blissful. The defensive mechanisms
riay have wvarying degree  of sigeess  which
can be evaluated in terms of stress reactions.
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