
  

www.rotor.co.nz 

 

Greetings Everyone                     NZHA News January 2015 

 

Please accept our best wishes for a safe, healthy and prosperous 2015. Many will have 

worked right through the “holiday” period and our wish is that doing this has been 

profitable for you. 

 

In this edition you can read about: 

• Safety Bulletins 

• Understanding Bad Attitudes 

• Tail Rotor 

• Last Word 

 

Safety Bulletins 

 

NZHA in conjunction with CAA is producing regular Safety Bulletins as a means of providing 

advice on avoiding accidents. We have produced three so far and if you have missed any 

they can be found at http://www.aia.org.nz/Divisions/rotor.co.nz/Safety+Bulletins.html 

The December Bulletin on wire strikes in particular has produced a lot of favourable 

comment. 

 

Understanding Bad Attitudes 

 

In the November Newsletter we talked about how bad attitudes have contributed to a 

number of accidents and we promised some resilience strategies. The information from the 

November Newsletter comes from the ‘five hazardous attitudes’ theory. We know after 

years of robust field research that there is no solid empirical research to validate this theory, 

and that it is much more helpful to look at accidents and incidents as systemic issues. The 

‘poster boy’ for this hazardous attitude theory was Bud Holland – the B52 pilot from the 

USA. He reportedly had a dismissive attitude towards safety, flouted all sorts of rules, and 

took large and unnecessary risks with his flying. The current thinking suggests that while his 

behaviour was certainly unsafe [and unprofessional by modern standards], the system that 

allowed him to continue behaving in this manner is also culpable. (See also the book titled 

Darker Shades of Blue: The Rogue Pilot by Tony Kern) which is a must-read for all pilots. 

  

Generally, pilots don’t go out of their way to make bad or unsafe decisions. Their decisions 

make sense to them at the time because of a variety of factors including operational 

pressures, weather factors, safety culture norms and so on. The more valuable approach is 

to try to determine why those decisions made sense at the time, and how we could help 

them make better decisions in similar future situations. Our brains frequently use heuristics 



(rules of thumb) to make sense of information, and being able to slow down that thinking 

and try to validate the information before we act on it is useful. 

  

What might be more helpful for you is to present some common heuristics that are 

observed to occur in aviation scenarios, and then to provide some questions that pilots can 

ask themselves to help pull this information into their conscious attention, and hopefully 

not succumb to the bias.  

Bias Name Explanation Example 

Saliency Bias: 

Giving disproportionate weight to 

immediate events, or stimuli that gain our 

attention – i.e. something that is more 

salient.  We tend to exaggerate the 

probability of salient or dramatic things 

happening. 

Therefore we are more likely to attend to 

things that are brighter, louder or more 

immediate – BUT, these things may not be 

the more important aspects to consider. 

Remember that expectation plays a huge 

role in sensation and perception which fits 

in here – if you expect to see (or not see) 

something then that can be a self-fulfilling 

prophesy. 

 

“We can’t get the gear down! 

(while ignoring depleting fuel)” 

[like the United 173 accident in 

1978] 

Availability Bias: 

Overestimating the risks of an event that 

can be imagined vividly, while leaving 

yourself exposed to less vivid risks. 

The things we can more easily imagine we 

think will occur more frequently and be 

more important, especially vivid events e.g. 

aircraft accident vs. car accident. 

Note the main difference between 

availability and saliency: saliency is related 

to the sensory information you are 

receiving, while availability is related to 

your imagination of information frequency. 

Are you more likely to receive a head injury 

in NZ playing Rugby or boxing? (Statistically 

Rugby is second highest rate of head injury 

after car accident in NZ). 

The Base Rate Fallacy can also play out in 

this space: someone is athletic and 

interested in surfing , are they more likely 

to be Chinese or Australian? (of course 

Chinese) make use of probability and do 

not be fooled by distinctive symptoms. 

“The NZ helicopter industry must be 

a very unsafe place to work – they 

keep having fatal accidents!” 



Confirmation 

Bias: 

Seeking information that confirms an 

existing perspective and ignoring evidence 

that supports alternative views. 

We try to make the available evidence fit 

with our thinking rather than challenge it. 

We think ‘yep that must be right’ and keep 

going. 

“That’s my bridge on the map, it 

must be, I can see the rail tracks 

and the trees …” 

 

False Analogies 

Bias / ‘As If’ 

Heuristic: 

Relying on comparisons with situations 

that are not directly comparable. We think 

that two things fit the same mental model, 

when they may not – there are some 

common automation errors that fit in here 

because we think that the various 

automated systems work in the same way 

when they do not. 

Another good example might be thinking 

that various hand signals will be identical 

between companies when they are not. 

“It looks just like … So it must be 

the same …” 

Sunk Cost Bias: 

Making choices that justify past flawed 

decisions, thereby avoiding acknowledging 

a past error. This is an important one for 

several flight safety events where ‘press-

on-it is’ is noted – the crew have already 

invested in ‘getting to that point’ and they 

don’t want to turn back, so the investment 

of their time becomes the sunk cost, and 

they continue with a flight when they 

should have diverted or landed 

immediately. 

Remember that the ‘escalation of 

commitment’ theory fits in here too – the 

more it has cost you the harder you will 

hold on to it – or the farther you have 

flown on a course, the less likely you are to 

turn back or divert. 

“We’ve already come this far, we’ll 

just push on a little bit further even 

though the weather is packing in …” 

Loss Aversion or 

Framing Bias: 

Being swayed by the framing rather than 

the facts themselves. You are more likely 

to be risk averse when an option is framed 

as making a gain (e.g. conducting a safe 

flight) compared to risk seeking when 

framed in terms of avoiding losses 

(avoiding making a go-around in marginal 

visibility). 

Choosing no surgery when it has a 10% 

failure rate, but choosing it when it is 

described as a 90% success rate. 

“Our primary goal is to achieve the 

mission and save people, we’ll fly 

even though we’re tired” 



 

 Then to help pull these into conscious attention, we encourage pilots to ask questions such as these: 

 

Saliency Bias: 
‘‘Ok the gear warning is on, what else is happening here that I 

should pay attention to?” 

Availability Bias: 

‘‘It seems like the NZ helicopter industry have had a lot of 

accidents lately, but what is the actual accident rate compared 

with hours of operation, and is that a fair assessment?” 

Confirmation Bias: ‘‘What would tell me that this is NOT my bridge?” 

False Analogies Bias / ‘As If’ 

Heuristic: 

“It looks just like … but are there any differences that would tell 

me that this situation is different?” 

Sunk Cost Bias: 
“If we were still on the ground now in this weather, would we be 

taking off?” 

Loss Aversion or Framing Bias: 
“Our primary goal is a safe flight, can we achieve that with our 

current levels of fatigue?” 

 

If this is a particular area of interest for you, we can recommend the following book as a 

great overall resource: 

  

Sidney Dekker (2014) The Field Guide to Understanding ‘Human Error’(3
rd

 edition), Farnham: 

Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 

 

Tail Rotor 

  

NZSAR Helicopter Operators’ Workshop is to be held at Wellington 12/13 May 2015. If you 

would like an invite to this workshop please contact meetings@spsolutions.co.nz 

 

Last Word 

 

If a repeat of last year’s disappointing safety performance is to be avoided then it is vital 

that all helicopter operators embrace SMS. 

 

Keep it safe out there and as usual, send any feedback to sinclairjg@gmail.com and please 

support our sponsors.  

Gold Sponsors 



             

 

 

Bronze Sponsors 

 

 

 

 


