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Some recent books



Forthcoming ….2024
Handbook of Aviation Neuropsychology

25 chapters

 Hypoxia, toxicity, human factors
 ADHD, autistic spectrum, TBI, TIA
 Aging pilot
 Return to work (injury, surgery, Rx 

treatment)
 Substances and effects
 Neurodegenerative conditions
 Clinical assessments
 Rehabilitation



Safety and mental health

Mental health 
problems are the 
biggest medical 
threat to flight 
safety



Recruitment and retention challenges

The industry faces 
the greatest pilot 
shortage since 1937



Mental health problems among pilots 

Ries Simons et al, 2021, AM&HP 92(12) 950-5.



Added complications of mental health 
problems

• Shame 
• Embarrassment 
• Secrecy 
• Withdrawal 



Current status of  mental health in aviation



• “During his training and recurrent checks, his 
professional level was judged to be above 
standard by his instructors and examiners”

• “None of the pilots or instructors interviewed 
during the investigation who flew with him in 
the months preceding the accident indicated 
any concern about his attitude or behaviour 
during flights” 



Date

09.02.1982

21.08.1994

19.12.1997

10.10.1999

31.10.1999

29.11.2013

24.03.2015

Operator

Japan Airlines

Royal Air Maroc

Silk Air

Air Botswana

Egypt Air

LAM

Germanwings

Fatalities 

24

44

104

1

217

33

150

Pilot status

Captain plus first officer

Captain plus first officer

(?) Captain plus first officer

Pilot

Relief co-pilot with captain 
intervening
Captain (co-pilot out of 
cockpit)

First Officer (Captain 
out of cockpit)

Presumed commercial pilot suicides



EASA Core 
Recommendations

Current status of  mental health in aviation

• Peer support (pilots…….)
• Pre-employment psychological 

‘assessment’
• Random drug and alcohol testing
• Better AME and medical training,  

reporting & follow up instructions



Myth about mental health problems

Mental ill health among pilots leads to severe 
incapacitation and suicidal acts 



1900’s-2015 
Attitudes to pilot mental problems 

• Select out
• ‘Right stuff’ - weakness
• They are the (cause of the) problem
• Insider threat
• SOP’s and safety – linear perception
• Blame culture
• Litigation
• Ground the air(man)



2023 - Psychological safety 
in high-risk settings

• Select in – screen out
• CRM
• Just culture
• Human factors
• Peer support
• Mental well-being
• Resilience



• Mental health exclusions 
• Problems that arise in training
• Problems that manifest in the job
• Occupational/employer problems 
• Personal life impact on mental acuity (e.g. anxiety, relationship 

stress, bereavement etc)
• Organic or traumatic experiences or impairment (including 

medication effects)

• Where do pilots take their problems and what do they do 
with them?!

Modern reality of managing pilot mental health



Impact that mental health can have on 
work
• 37% of sufferers are more likely to get into 

conflict with colleagues
• 57% find it harder to juggle multiple tasks 
• 80% find it difficult to concentrate 
• 62% take longer to do tasks
• 50% are potentially less patient with 

customers/clients 



Mental health is on a continuum 

• Temporary state
• Relapsing-remitting, 

intermittent
• Enduring, constant
• Incapacitating
• Without insight



Loss of licence for 
mental health 
reasons

Current status of  mental health in aviation

• Psychosis
• Clinical depression
• Personality disorders 
• Substance abuse or dependence 

incompatible with flying
• Self destructive acts
• Neurosis
• Attentional problems
• Progressive disease of the nervous 

system  



SSRI class 
(Sertraline, Citalopram, Escitalopram, Fluoxetine**)

Q: What percentage of pilots do you think return 
to work??

Psychoactive medications and fitness to fly



> 95% of mental wellbeing issues and challenges 
among pilots come from living problems:
• Relationships and family 
• The job (sims, medicals, faulty equipment)
• Finances 
• Health and loss in family 
• Management and career (bullying, command)

Severe mental illness affects <5% of pilots 



Crew relationships and well-being

• Profound separations can affect mood and wellbeing 
(and safety) 

• Effects of frequent micro-separations is unknown
• Job directly challenges relationship stability and the 

preservation of intimate bonds
• Separation and divorce among pilots is high
• Attachment injuries from affairs (trauma)



Distinguish between

Medically fit to fly (a clinical and regulatory standard)

versus

Do I feel mentally fit to operate (personal, you are your 
own baseline and only you know the extent of your stress)



Fit to fly?

Mental Health Aviation Awareness online learning (2015)



Psychometric Assessments of Pilots:
3 Subgroups 

• Aptitude and ability – used for selection 
(maximum performance measure) 

• Mental health – contribute to an assessment 
of mental health, personality                   
(typical performance measure) 

• Neurocognitive – investigation of symptoms 
and deviation from the norm             
(pathology measure)



Neurocognitive testing examples

• Attentional problems
• Side effects of medication
• TIA
• Post trauma
• HIV 
• Fatigue; ‘burnout’
• Return to work



Mental Health Support 
• Start in flight schools
• Include resilience and stress coping 
• Change the culture that drives stigma
• Train psychiatrists and psychologists in pilot mental health
• Train pilot managers to promote mental wellbeing 
• Develop peer support programmes (not only pilots)
• Support pilots off work from mental health problems
• Ensure financial support when off work
• Ensure access to simulator practice to gain proficiency 



Peer Support Programmes 
What we have learnt so far





How does it all work?

Pr
os

 a
nd
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on

s

telephone

face to face

video/facetime

text-based

for the same specialism or across specialism  



Roles                   
(& 
expectations) 
of MHPs 

Governance & Stakeholder Engagement
e.g. Pilots/Unions/Occ Health/AMEs/ AOCs/ NAAs

SOPs, Escalation Paths, Confidentiality

Selection/Training

Peers

Supervision (& Back Up)

GDPR: DPIAs; Data Controller; (Sensitive, Personal Data); Security; Assurance 

Professional Indemnity Insurance



Scenario 5

A colleague has been trying for a baby for several years and is 
increasingly upset that they are not pregnant. Lack of roster 
control is compounding the problem and they are now 
considering IVF. They are concerned about the strain of going 
through IVF whilst managing their work/license. They are also 
worried about the strain that IVF will put on their marriage.





The ability to respond and adapt to unforeseen 
events. We develop counter-measures to 
challenges, that builds adaptive capacity to 
deploy when faced with familiar or unfamiliar 
challenges.



Psychological Safety & Wellbeing 



We spend many hours and 
considerable sums of 
money to help pilots to 
overcome the ‘startle 
response’, but nothing to 
manage their personal 
and work lives, challenges 
and emotions.



Conclusions 

Mental health – the most important 
preventable cause of accident and absences.

Trust needs to be built to create a climate of 
openness. Resilience is trainable.

Aviation personnel need educating regarding 
mental health (not only pilots).

Mental health is now on the corporate risk 
register



Thank you

Centre for Aviation Psychology
www.centreforaviationpsychology.com

Rob 07768890388
robertbor@hotmail.com
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