
Compartmentalization  And Social Pressures
 May 03, 2022

Credit: Author image

As weʼve seen in our previous article, “Compartmentalization and a Focus on Flight,” it is vitally important for us aviators to learn how to place
all that we do in aviation into a compartment that can be isolated from the rest of our life. Doing so will help us to prevent distractions from
corrupting what we do while �ying or accomplishing other aviation related activities.

But this is easier said than done for most of us because society has given us aviators a lo�y position and we have an inner desire to live up to
those expectations. These inner demons can impact our performance as aviators and we must �nd ways to combat this. But before we do that,
we need to take a deeper look “inside.”

Society's View And A Pilot's Ego

James Albright
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There is no doubt that the public s̓ view of the typical airline captain back in the heyday of commercial aviation was a good one. The pilot had
skills that mere mortals could only dream of. The image of an airline captain with four stripes on each sleeve instilled con�dence in all those
sitting in back. Even a�er the expansion of commercial aviation and the number of airline pilots, the public still has a positive view of the
profession. “They must have nerves of steel to do all the magic that goes on behind the locked cockpit door!”

As aviators we know better. But our public persona serves to feed our egos. Whether we admit it or not, the fact we bear the title pilot
in�uences our career decisions and our willingness to put up with the long hours of study, the odd schedules, the long duty days, the short
layovers, and all the other things we know make this less than an ideal way to make a living.

With rare exceptions, the road to becoming a professional aviator begins in what may seem like poverty. Going through the civilian �ight
instructor route might start o� at less than a minimum wage. Those going through the military ranks are saddled with even longer hours, a
commitment to Uncle Sam that can last as many as 10 years, and in some cases the dangers of combat. But still we crack on, building hours and
experience, one day hoping to be making the big bucks �ying heavy iron. Another thing we are building along the way is a kinship with our
peers. We become a part of a fellowship of aviators.

The society of professional pilots is a close-knit group.  We speak our own language that few on the outside really understand. Many outsiders
look up to us and we know that. It is a rare ego-less pilot who can survive the initiation into the group without developing an ego worthy of pop
music. (“Youʼre so vain, you probably think this song is about you.”) Real or not, this perceived public adoration places a subconscious pressure
on pilots to live up to the hype.

Pressure Point One: Aspiring To Be More (Or Wishful Thinking) 



Astronaut Ed White during a spacewalk, Gemini IV, June 3, 1965. Credit: NASA

Some think of pilot progression as steps on a ladder, or maybe climbing a pyramid. In either case, we are implying that there are pilots, and
then, there are pilots! We want to be one of the latter!  

I have a friend who grew up �ying a Citabria who aspired to become a business jet pilot and a�er years of hard work found his dream job �ying
a very old GIV in a day when the G550 was the �agship in the Gulfstream world. His company recently put in an order for a G700 and he will
soon be �ying that, even as he dreams of the G800. I know a few Gulfstream test pilots typed in the latest and greatest that company has to
o�er; and they dream of being astronauts. And, �nally, I know an astronaut who dreams of �ying a Citabria.

These kinds of hopes and aspirations are healthy, of course, and serve to motivate us forward. But our dreams can be distracting and even
harmful if they in�ltrate our �ight compartment and impact the way we �y. Social media is �lled with evidence of pilots acting out their inner
�ghter pilot fantasies, while endangering the public. In just the last few years:

A former Olympian snowboarder faked an engine failure and parachuted out of a perfectly good Taylorcra�, causing it to crash in the Los
Padres National Forest in California.
A Falcon 900 executed a high-speed �y-by at what appeared to be less than 100 �., followed by a steep bank angle turn and low altitude �y
by.  The video replays the event from the cockpit, showing the pilot turning to the camera with a smile as an aural alert warns, “Too Low
Terrain” followed by “Bank angle, Bank angle.”
A Cessna Citation did an aileron roll, shown from a video camera in the cockpit, ending with stick shaker activation and the pilot s̓ frantic
e�orts to regain control.
An Astra Jet took o� and accelerated in level �ight very close to the ground, the �ap overspeed aural warning sounded, followed by a few
expletives, an aggressive pitch up, a 90-degree bank causing the nose to drop, and an aileron roll. All of this as the two pilots are heard
laughing.

In many of these examples the pilots seemed just as oblivious to the dangers to themselves and the public, as they were to the dangers to their
careers when evidence of their escapades went “viral.” The pressure to live one s̓ dreams can drive pilots to careless and reckless behavior.

Next: Pressure Point Two: Perfect Versus Good.
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The original 'Mercury Seven' astronauts pose with aircra!.
Credit: NASA

In the "rst part of this article, we discussed how the pressure to live one's dreams can drive pilots to careless and reckless behavior.

Pressure Point Two: Perfect Versus Good
“Who’s the best pilot you ever saw?” If you’ve seen the movie “The Right Stu#,” you know the answer: “You’re looking at him.” When the
movie came out in 1983, pilots of all backgrounds envied the lives of the "rst seven U.S. astronauts slated to $y the unproven Mercury
capsule into space. I was equally enthralled by the movie, but I had two distinct advantages in the ego department. First, I had already read
the Tom Wolfe book and expected the bravado. Second, I had graduated from Air Force pilot training four years earlier. (If that experience
doesn’t humble you, nothing will.)

Part of the pilot persona is an overwhelming inner self con"dence that promotes successes and overlooks any e#orts that fall short. On the
one hand: “That landing was so smooth, I had to call the tower to con"rm we had landed!” But on the other: “There must have been some
unreported windshear today!”

https://aviationweek.com/business-aviation/safety-ops-regulation/compartmentalization-social-pressures-part-1
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A few years ago, I was asked by a pilot new to heavy iron for help with crosswind landings. He was the junior pilot in a 15-pilot $ight
department that had transitioned from the Citation V to the Gulfstream G650. The story told by senior pilots was the larger aircra! was a
dream to $y and posed no stick and rudder challenges. He tended to agree until his "rst crosswind landing in the big bird. He struggled
with it and assumed he was the only G650 pilot in history who had this di%culty.  His fellow pilots were of little help. “You’ll get it someday.”
He began to dread $ying on windy days. A!er a year of this, he realized that every pilot in his $ight department was facing the same
struggle and were wondering if their new jet was a lemon. That’s when he called me.

The Citation V has a wingspan of 52 !., and he landed it like every other airplane in his logbook at the time: he would set up a “wing low”
sideslip prior to every landing and hold that until touchdown. I have no doubt this worked for him in the smaller Citation. In the G650, with
nearly twice the span, the preferred method is to approach the $are in a crab before aligning the aircra! with the runway, something called
a de-crab but many pilots call it “kicking out the crab.” While you can land the airplane wing low, with larger crosswinds the airplane can be
a handful and the risk of having a wingtip hit the runway increases. Using the approved de-crab method, the aircra! is easy to land in a
crosswind. 

I counseled him to try this technique in the simulator until it felt natural and then on the airplane. And that solved his problem. The pilots
in his $ight department were amazed and all joined in with the new technique.  The entire $ight department fell in love again with the new
aircra!.

I’ve seen this with experienced pilots before and may have been guilty of it too. You think you know all there is to know about $ying and
your ego prevents you from questioning old techniques or heeding the advice of pilots who may have less experience than you, but more
relevant experience for the new aircra!. One’s ego can get in the way of learning.

Pressure Point Three: Politics And Other Taboos
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I was $ying late at night on Nov. 7, 2000, minding the radios and listening to the other pilot and $ight attendant get rather animated about
the Presidential election. The mood had turned frosty, and I could tell the pilot was agitated. He kept looking to me for support, but I kept
my thoughts to myself. Someone on the radio announced that Vice President Al Gore had conceded—this was before he “unconceded” later
that night—and the pilot’s mood improved considerably while the $ight attendant became the cold and icy one. I had long ago learned to
keep sex, religion and politics out of the cockpit. Not all pilots have learned this lesson.

I was a passenger on a Delta Air Lines $ight last year when, before the jet bridge was retracted, the captain announced that anyone who
didn't want to wear a mask was invited to leave his airplane because he wasn't going to $y anyone who would endanger the lives of others in
his airplane. Judging by what I saw from my seat, I think half the passengers on his airplane agreed with him and the other half decided to
keep quiet. My only concern was about his "rst o%cer and if they were on the same page on the subject. All of this was a few months a!er
the CEO of his airline and others admitted that wearing masks on these airplanes was pointless because of the HEPA "lters and the air
exchange rate.

Pressure Point Four: Money And Status
Does money motivate you? Or, put another way, does the lack of money motivate you? In the Air Force, our salaries were set in stone and
much lower than our civilian counterparts and many of our pilots were motivated out of uniform as a result. While I lasted 20 years, I think
at least half of my peers made the jump to civilian life before the "ve-year point, back when that was allowed. 
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Few business jet pilots are unionized, motivating many to shop for greener pastures. In my current $ight department, I had one pilot quit a
few months a!er we paid for his six-"gure training, in search of a bigger paycheck. The airlines, of course, are known for unionized work
actions but we, the traveling public, are assured these troubles never interfere with what goes on in the cockpit. I learned early on this isn’t
always true.

In 1986, the Air Force decided I needed to be a Boeing 747 pilot, so I was sent to the United Airlines Denver Stapleton Airport training
center.  I was 30 years old and wanted desperately to "t in, so I booked myself into the crew hotel and got a cab to the training center for the
"rst day of class. A!er a long "rst day, I joined my fellow students, all of whom were airline pilots, in line for the crew bus back to the hotel.
We were all in civilian clothes and the mood was light. The crew bus arrived partly "lled with half the seats taken by United crews in
uniform, having "rst stopped at the terminal. My fellow classmates boarded the bus, and each were greeted warmly. As I boarded, every
seated pilot made eye contact and frowned. Then I heard the "rst clacker, from a child’s toy. I recognized the sound from an old World War
II D-Day movie. Soon the bus was "lled with sounds of the clacker, even as the bus made its way to the hotel. My plans to "t in had failed
and I had no idea why.

“Why are you all singling me out like that,” I asked the nearest captain.

“You know why scab,” he said.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said. “I am an Air Force pilot and we are paying United to train me to $y a 747, since we don’t
have enough of them to have our own training.”

That changed everything and the captain invited me to dinner that night where I was treated to dinner and drinks. The captain explained
that their ranks were "lled with pilots who had crossed the picket lines from the previous year’s strike. “We will never forget,” he said.

I asked the captain if he had $own with any of these pilots and he said he tried to avoid it, but every now and then he didn’t have a choice. I
asked him if the animosity a#ected cockpit resource management, which was what we called CRM back then. He insisted that all
mandatory call outs were made and safety wasn’t compromised. But he also said the cockpit was completely silent otherwise. I said that
wasn’t conducive to having both pilots work as a team. But he emphasized that the scab took money that threatened his livelihood and took
food from the mouths of his children. He wasn’t going to be convinced otherwise.

His attitude seemed typical among many United pilots at the time.  While most of the airline pilots that I’ve known over the years appear to
be professional in every possible way, the subjects of pay, seniority and work rules tend to trump all other considerations.

In 2009, a Northwest Airlines crew overshot their destination by 150 mi. while the pilots were consumed in a discussion about their
company’s newly released scheduling system. A year before that, I $ew a Gulfstream GV charter from Rio de Janeiro to Paris for a fractional
operator only to "nd out we would be shadowing one of their aircra! $ying the same trip. We took 10 of the 12 passengers because their
pilots said they couldn’t take more than two passengers that distance.  When I found out they were also $ying a GV I asked why they
“fudged” the numbers. They said they were pushing for new work rules and would continue to do the fuzzy math until the company agreed
to their demands.

I am sure most pilots will tell you that worries about pay, work schedules, seniority and other pressures do not intrude into the cockpit.  But
I’ve seen and lived more than a few examples that suggest otherwise. We are social creatures, and it is in our nature to be holistic:
everything impacts everything else. As aviators, we must "nd a way to insulate aviation from everything else. The $ight compartment
deserves special care.

Next: Being comfortable with yourself.
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In the previous article, we discussed the various pressures pilots must overcome in performing their jobs.

Being Comfortable With Yourself 
It is almost an automatic answer in many of us who have the “alpha” part of the “alpha dog” persona down to a science. We say that we march
to our own drummer and donʼt allow what the other guy says or thinks to in�uence our own actions. But for most of us—and I am including
myself here—that is bravado at best and a lie at worst. We do care about what our peers think of us and the social pressure to appear successful
is strong. We have a natural need to keep up with the Joneses.

I grew up in a small, mostly Japanese town in Hawaii where all of our neighbors appeared to be named “Jones-san.” When faced with evidence
of our modest means, my Japanese mother would say, “Shoganai.” She didnʼt speak much English and I o�en �gured the meaning to some of
her words by context. Shoganai, I thought, meant that we were powerless to do anything about the situation. 

Years later, as an Air Force pilot, I was scheduled for a week o� in Tokyo and asked her what I should do with my time. “Fujiyama,” she said.
Yama means mountain in Japanese and Fujiyama is Mount Fuji. The 12,389-�. mountain is the highest mountain in Japan and an iconic symbol
of the country. She said something that seemed prophetic, but Iʼve since heard the phrase many times. “You would be a fool not to climb
Fujiyama, but you would be a bigger fool to climb it twice.”

So, the next week, I climbed Mount Fuji with a fellow pilot. While on top, a snowstorm stranded us for a day and we found refuge in a tent
o�ered to us by a pair of locals. They didnʼt speak English; my limited Japanese got us a space in their tent and a meal of �sh and rice. The
weather worsened and it was bitterly cold. I huddled close to their �re and savored the simple meal. “Shoganai,” one of the locals said. “So
desu,” the other agreed. Literally: “there is nothing to be done about this” and “Yes, it is so.” The smile on the faces of my hosts didnʼt agree
with my translation.

The next morning, we managed to descend through the freshly fallen snow and once at the bottom I looked up at the magni�cence that is
Fujiyama. Only then did I understand the meaning of Shoganai. There was nothing to be done about the snowstorm, but the experience was
invaluable. I told my mother about it, and she nodded, knowingly. “You must be comfortable inside,” she said, pinching the skin of my arm.

James Albright
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 Years later, I heard the expression said of me, “he is comfortable in his own skin.” Shoganai.

And that is the secret to resisting the social pressures threatening your �ight compartment. You must be comfortable in your own skin. Only
then can you face the other pressures, which we will cover in upcoming articles. You must be comfortable dealing with your family and your
work. If you succeed at this, your �ight compartment will become secure and that in turn will strengthen all the compartments of your life.




