
 

 

 

 

 

What use is a psychologist in airline pilot selection? 

 

By Paul Dickens, Consultant Aviation Psychologist, Core Aviation Psychology 

Well lots actually! Psychology as a science and aviation as a profession have been 

around much the same amount of time. The two areas have interacted since the 

Great War when psychologists were involved in early research into human factors, 

aircraft design and pilot selection and training. During World War II psychologists had 

a major role in pilot and aircrew selection as well as the study of the emotional stress 

of flight operations. Many of the psychometric tests of logical reasoning, perceptual 

skills and personality have their roots in instruments designed to select aircrew during 

that time. Since then aviation psychology has been recognised as a branch of 

psychology in itself – there’s a European Association for Aviation Psychology that 

accredits aviation psychologists – and many airlines and operators, and of course 

the military in most countries, employ their own psychologists. 

Recent events – mainly the likely suicide of the co-pilot of Germanwings flight 9525 in 

March 2015 – have focussed attention on the mental wellbeing of pilots and how 

safety can be enhanced through more rigorous selection and support processes by 

airlines in recruiting pilots. The regulators in Europe – the European Aviation Safety 

Agency (EASA) – have recently issued an opinion that will become law in Europe in 

2018. In this opinion and the guidance material that goes with it, EASA say: 

 “For pilots’ psychological assessment by operators, a new recommendation 

stipulates that a flight crew should have undergone a psychological assessment 

before commencing line flying” 

(EASA Opinion No 14/2016 2.3)   

The guidance and compliance material that goes along with this says: 

 “The assessment should be directly performed, or overseen and validated by 

a psychologist” 

Furthermore the psychologist should have: 

 “…expertise in the psychological selection process of aviation personnel and 

knowledge of the flight crew’s aviation operating environment” 

(EASA AMC and GM to Part-ARO – Issue 3 2016) 



 

 

So there we have it enshrined in future European legislation: psychologists have a 

key role in the selection of pilots.  

What are the implications for airlines? To gauge this we conducted a short survey 

about the current use of psychologists – and psychological testing - by airlines in 

Europe and the Middle and Far East. We looked at pilot recruitment practices for 

direct entry pilots and in particular whether they used psychological testing, what 

sort of attributes were tested and whether techniques such as group exercises were 

used. Lastly we surveyed whether psychologists were directly involved in the process 

by interviewing candidates. We managed to get information from 23 airlines 

including premium and low-cost carriers, and the table below summarised the results 

of whether and what type of psychological assessment is carried out. 

Psychometric tests 15 65% 

Group exercises 11 47% 

Psychologist interview  1 4% 

  

Of the 8 airlines that don’t seem to use any form of psychological assessment, 5 

could be classed as low-cost operators. Those that use psychometric tests often 

administer these online, and the operation is overseen by Human Resources staff 

with training in test administration. We couldn’t find out how much a psychologist is 

involved in the selection of tests, the supervision of HR staff involved and the 

interpretation of the results in any of the airlines, although as a number of those 

surveyed are known to directly employ psychologists we can guess that could well 

be one of the roles they have in the airline.  

Looking at the purpose and type of the psychometric tests used by those 15 

operators we found the following – of course some operators used more than one 

type: 

Verbal and numerical reasoning 5 33% 

General reasoning  4 26% 

Aptitude tests (including spatial 

awareness, concentration etc) 

 4 26% 

Personality traits 5 33% 

 

What this means about the use of psychologists in the selection of airline pilots is that 

there is no consistent standard amongst airlines about what that use might entail, 

and what constitutes an effective psychological test battery, despite the fact that 

there is a lot of evidence available – particularly from military sources such as the 

USAF – about what tests are useful and what are not in predicting pilot performance, 

and in screening out psychological issues in aircrew. The relatively low number of 

airlines that use personality testing is a concern as it can be an effective way of 

flagging up potential mental health and wellbeing issues in a pilot, as well as 

providing information as to how an individual pilot might perform under operating 

conditions and fit in with colleagues on the flight deck. 



 

 

So what does all this mean for airlines and psychologists? To return to our original 

question – what use is a psychologist in the selection of airline pilots – it seems likely 

that this will become an even more crucial question for operators in the next year or 

so before implementation of the EASA directive. At Core Aviation Psychology we 

can see a number of ways in which we as psychologists can assist operators to fulfil 

those requirements: 

 We can provide full individual psychological assessments for direct hire pilots. 

We are realistic enough to know this is tricky and less cost-effective when an 

airline recruits a large number of direct-hire pilots, but it may work where a 

smaller operator recruits smaller numbers and requires potential aircrew to 

integrate into a smaller operation where colleagues fly together regularly. 

 We can provide in-depth psychological assessment for specific individuals 

where there may be concerns at the recruitment stage that need to be 

investigated. 

 We can provide a “back-stop” consultancy service covering evidence-based 

psychometric test selection, staff training and interpretation of test results. 

 We can provide an audit of existing selection procedures to ensure 

compliance with the forthcoming EASA recommendations. 

So there are lots of ways in which psychologists can contribute to ensuring the safe 

operation of aircraft by flight crew, and meet the requirements that will be placed 

on airlines in the future to ensure the thorough psychological assessment of pilots.  

For further information and discussion please visit our website – www.core-ap.co.uk – 

or email us at paul.dickens@core-bp.com. 

http://www.core-ap.co.uk/

