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When the last flight of the day

takes place without passengers,

pilots often feel a sense of relief

and relaxation. In some type of

operations, this last leg is also a

“positioning” flight, with no

passengers on board and a

strange feeling of “freedom”

that arises when we are alone

in the airplane with another

colleague.

A

ll of the professional pilots would
be perfectly familiar with the
feeling of flying the last leg of a

long duty day: fatigue and that press-
ing desire to get home or to the hotel
as soon as possible.

Luckily enough, professional pilots
are nowadays well trained in human
factors and CRM techniques and  are
usually able to recognize hazardous
attitudes and to put in place the neces-
sary measures to prevent the incident
trajectory to materialize.

Accident-Prone Positioning Flights
It is a fact that of all turbine airplane

accidents in the USA from 1997
through 2005, 48 accidents – more
than one quarter occurred during a
flight identified as a “positioning”
flight in the accident report. These
positioning flights include empty leg
flights to pick up passengers, ferry
flights for maintenance and “tail-end
ferry” flights.

The reports for these accidents
identify many causes and factors,
but the common theme for many of
the repositioning accidents is the
crew’s failure to adhere to standard
operating procedures or to fly the
airplane within its performance limi-
tations. Causes and factors include
unstable approaches,  f l ight  into
severe weather, failure to go around,
intentional operation with non MEL

allowed malfunct ions and many
other non compliances with estab-
lished rules, regulations and proce-
dures.

Intentional Non-Compliance
The NTSB has analyzed the behavior

that can lead to these types of acci-
dents. In most cases, intentional non-
compliance with procedures has been
identified as a casual factor. Voluntary
violations to procedures, rules and
regulations have been found to be
more common when the following
three elements are present:
❍ Motivation (Reward)
❍ High Probability of Success
❍ Absence of Peer Pressure or  reac-
tion

Looking at these factors from a safety
culture point of view illustrates why
these issues are so problematic and very
difficult to control.

It’s Fun, It Still Works
NTSB analysis pointed out that

intentional non-compliance is an
important  accident  contr ibutor .
Why do pilots not follow the rules?
Because it seems fun - and it still
works. Sometimes, it’s not fun, but
it saves time. Thus, it is perceived
to serve the higher purpose of com-
pany well-being and customer satis-
faction.

Pressure from other crewmembers,
the company and the customers
could lead to a “can-do” attitude
where the intentional violations will
be mental ly justi f ied as being
rewarding.

It seems that a lot of this is the
result of a learning process where
wrong behavior has been success-
fu l ,  i .e .  the reward has been
obtained without negative conse-
quences. If this behavior is applied
once, and no negative consequences
are experienced, then the success
rate is 100 percent. Through repeat-
ed application, the individual builds
up positive experiences that further
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validate the theory-in-use to the
point where it may become a habit
and is executed without conscious
reflection and thought.

Organizational Culture Modeling
According to a widely accepted

model of organizational culture, there
are three levels at which culture can
manifest itself: artifacts, norms and
values, and finally learned behaviors.
1 A level termed “artifacts” encompass-
es the observable manifestation of cul-
ture in an organization. With regards
to the non-compliance with proce-
dures and regulations that we are
looking at here, behavior of flight crew
that consciously or unintentionally vio-
late the rules.
2 One factor that influences the actual
behavior of the crew is the elements of
an organization’s culture that are on
the “norms and values” level. This
level includes the written policies and
rules of the organization, i.e. the
emphasis that the organization places

on the value of the rules and on the
norms that should be applied by all
employees with respect to the rules. It
is quite obvious, though, that there
may be a discrepancy between the
value that organizations (claim to)
place on those norms, and the person-
al conviction of importance that any
employee places on them.
3 A main reason may be found in the
fact that overt behavior as well as the
espoused values, are influenced by the
underlying basic assumptions as to
“how things work”. At this third level
of the culture model these theories-in-
use are deeply ingrained learned

behaviors that have been absorbed
and are being applied mostly uncon-
sciously, i.e. the individual may not
even be able to explain “why” he has
done something.

Break the Vicious Cycle
One cure of the urge of pilots to have

fun or be excessively company minded
is positive peer pressure and negative
consequences for a certain type of
undesired behavior.

Changing the theory-in-use is very
difficult, in particular once it has been
allowed to develop to the point where
it has become part of the organization-
al culture.

A management that understands
these mechanisms may recognize
that timely (re)action is necessary to
break the vicious cycle of negative
behavior and apparent positive out-
come. Having previously done the
action without a negative result may
allow the pilot to expect success and
simply reinforces this behavior. The

negative behavior will also be rein-
forced by a lack of negative peer pres-
sure from the other colleague or pas-
sengers.

Attempts to break the cycle may be
effective at several stages. A central
issue is to ensure that the undesired
behavior is not experienced to be suc-
cessful and rewarding. This could, for
example, be in the form of a Flight
Data Monitoring program that is
based on the expressed norm that a
high value is placed on maintaining a
high level of professionalism, and that
disregard of the stated norms is not
accepted. The element “reaction”

would then be a consequence that the
behavior results in.

A more desirable situation is when
such a high level of professionalism is
already a firmly established and
shared basic assumption in the organi-
zation. In this case there would be
peer pressure on the individual who
does not share the common values
and norms, i.e. the culture.

Just Culture
It is paramount that organizations

and individuals alike adopt strategies
aimed at avoiding these factors, partic-
ularly during positioning flights.

Far from the criminalization of
errors, positive behaviors should be
rewarded while intentional non-com-
pliances should be dealt with the nec-
essary determination in order to avoid
the “Reward” effect.

Hence, true freedom is the freedom
to comply with safe operating prac-
tices, at all times.
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