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Why do we 
select? 
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Benefits of selection

Competence

Cost-effectiveness

Legal requirements

But what about safety?
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A major re-design of 
selection for FAA air traffic 
controllers in the early 80s

The success rate for 
student air traffic 
controllers increased from 
43% to 71% 

(Sells et al., 1984)
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Better selection of ATC 
students means:

• higher scores in training
• Higher supervisor ratings
• En fewer disciplinary actions

(Trites, 1961). 
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• One “un-selected” group of applicants 
vs. a “selected” group

• The lowest ⅓ of scores, were 300% 
more likely to have accidents than the 
top ⅓. 

• There were 4 fatalities from accidents 
(of 1,311 cadets). All four were from 
the lowest ⅓.  

(Dubois, 1947).
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Indian Air Force Selection Boards (2009)

• 282 pilots involved in a ‘pilot error’ accident 
matched with 333 “accident free” pilots.

• The “Accident free” group scored 
significantly better on their selection scores 
(p<0.05) than those who had been involved 
in an accident. 
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Selection = more 
competence and cost 
effectiveness
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A quick step outside of aviation....

Free Stock photos by Vecteezy.com
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And now back to planes....

A history of hazardous events
is linked to accident rates for pilots

Links between risk perception
and locus of control and accidents
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Mental health
Studies have revealed 
that mental disorders 
can increase the risk 
of accidents

HOWEVER mental 
health is omnipresent 

We can’t select it out
as people are 
dynamic and change!
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So can selection improve the basis for safety in 
aviation?

A well designed selection system 
helps with:

• More capable employees
• Less attrition in training
• Higher supervisor ratings
• Less disciplinary action

And possibly less accidents...

-
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BUT....
• Not all selection is equal 

• A good selection system is well-designed, has scientific basis, based on a job 
analysis, uses valid and reliable instruments and is validated regularly

• And what about the future?
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• Teach your selection psychologists about safety, good 
chance they don’t know much about it

• A good, scientifically sound selection system can make for 
more competent, better performing trainees and 
employees, and even less accidents

• But we can’t select for mental health!

• Many selection systems are however lacking a strong 
scientific basis

• And many safety related aviation positions do not involve 
selection

• Lastly, jobs and the demographic are changing, and 
selection therefore needs to change with it.
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For more information:

“Selection in Aviation: A European Association for Aviation 
Psychology Report”

Available from www.eaap.net !

http://www.eaap.net/
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