
Every pilot has heard it before: “It’s not the 
airplane — it’s the pilot.” But what if the 
greatest threats to safety and operational 
reliability have less to do with technical 
skills and more to do with 
psychological blind spots? For 
aircraft insurance professionals, 
including underwriters, 
brokers, and risk managers, 
understanding the cognitive 
and emotional aspects of pilot 
behavior is crucial for accurate 
risk assessment. 

The aviation industry often 
evaluates pilots based on hours, certificates, 
and training completion. But these metrics 
overlook a key truth: Most incidents 
aren’t caused by engine 
failures — they’re caused by 
training failures. Not failures 
of curriculum, but failures  
in how individual pilots 
absorb, adapt to, and apply 
that training under pressure. 

Identifying the psychological 
barriers to learning is not just the job of 
instructors and examiners; it should be part 
of the underwriting conversation. Here’s what 
those barriers look like, and why they matter. 
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1. Fear of Failure 
Many pilots, especially high achievers, struggle 
with the fear of looking incompetent. This 
fear doesn’t always manifest as avoidance — it 

often shows up as silence, tension, 
or hesitancy to ask questions. In 
recurrent training or transition 
courses, these pilots may “nod along,” 
memorize procedures, and freeze 
under pressure. 

Red Flag: The pilot avoids 
clarifying questions, resists  
simulator debriefs, or rushes through 
training just to check a box. 

Best Practice: Recommend structured training 
with a strong debrief culture and supportive 

instructor relationships. 
Normalize learning setbacks 
as part of professional 
development. 

2. Ego and Overconfidence 
Experience is valuable, but it 
can become a barrier when 
it blinds a pilot to the need 
for adaptation. Pilots who 

say “I’ve flown everything” or “I’ve got 30 years 
in this business” may be dismissive of updated 
procedures, new avionics, or aircraft-specific 
nuances. 
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Red Flag: The pilot declines in-aircraft or 
simulator training, resists checklist updates, 
or downplays aircraft-specific instruction. 

Best Practice: Encourage initial training 
with a type-rated mentor pilot or through a 
formal in-aircraft program. Underwriters 
should confirm not only the hours but 
also the pilot’s attitude and recent relevant 
training. 

3. Cognitive Overload 
Today’s flight decks are packed with 
complexity: glass panels, automation layers, 
data links, and custom FMS logic. Many 
transitioning pilots — especially those 
coming from analog cockpits — can be 
overwhelmed, even when they meet basic 
proficiency requirements. 

This is especially true for pilots returning 
after a long break or later in their careers. 
While age is not the issue, comfort with 
layered digital systems often correlates with 
exposure rather than total time. 

Red Flag: Missed programming steps, 
autopilot mismanagement, or difficulty 
adapting to screen-based workflows. 

Best Practice: Look for training that  
includes scenario-based, layered 
instruction, not just system reviews. 
Encourage longer lead-in times and 
validate that the pilot had more than a 
brief informal checkout. 

4. Hidden Anxiety 
Some pilots bring invisible challenges 
into the cockpit: performance anxiety, 
fear of judgment, or even trauma from 
past incidents. These pilots may appear 
competent on paper, but they often operate 
with hesitation or avoidance. 

Red Flag: Avoids certain types of 
airspace, delays flights unnecessarily, or 
over-relies on autopilot and co-pilots even 
in routine conditions. 
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Best Practice: Recommend mentoring 
arrangements or observation flights with 
experienced instructors. Underwriting 
can require initial dual time, especially 
for turbine transitions or return-to-flight 
scenarios. 

5. Fixed vs. Growth Mindset 
A pilot’s mindset may be the strongest 
indicator of future success — or risk. Pilots 
with a fixed mindset see ability as innate 
and interpret feedback as criticism. Those 
with a growth mindset view learning 
as a continuous process and strive for 
improvement. 

Red Flag: The pilot bristles at feedback, 
externalizes errors (“It was the sim,” “The 
instructor was wrong”), or doesn’t review 
training materials after sessions. 

Best Practice: Partner with training 
providers who emphasize reflective learning 
and active self-evaluation. Ask pilots how 
they prepare and how they handle mistakes. 

Conclusion 
Aircraft insurance isn’t just about total time and 
type ratings — it’s about pilots. And not just 
what they’ve flown, but how they think, how they 
train, and how they respond under pressure. 

Underwriters and training providers should 
treat psychological readiness as a risk factor just 
like currency or health. Ego, fear, overload, and 
resistance to learning are not personal failings; 
they’re operational risks. 

Red Flag: Relying solely on hours and 
certificates to evaluate pilot suitability. 

Best Practice: Engage with flight schools, 
DPEs, and instructors to understand the pilot 
behind the logbook. Ask hard questions. Support 
mentoring. And remember: the biggest risks 
don’t show up on the application — they show 
up in the cockpit. 

Douglas S. Carmody is an ATP-rated pilot, FAA 
Designated Pilot Examiner, and instructor with over 
30,000 flight hours. He operates Executive Flight 
Training, providing turbine instruction in both aircraft 
and simulators. He is also the author of several aviation 
books published by McGraw-Hill.
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