Mental Health and Aviation Lize Weich




Global

mental
health crises




Mental Health in South Africa







¥ 49«".. = "
- - Ed &

WO S . JETA L LTINS Y 2

Why does mental health matter in aviation?
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Mental Health: The Invisible Engine of Aviation Safety

IMPAIRED COGNITIVE
FUNCTION

« Untreated mental health issues
directly compromise decision-
making ability, situational awareness,
memory, and concentration—the
core faculties required for managing
complex flight environments.

BREAKDOWN IN
COMMUNICATION AND
TEAMWORK
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« Psychological distress can hinder
effective interpersonal dynamics,
which are critical safety factors
for successful Cockpit/Crew
Resource Management (CRM).

THE CYCLE OF
SLEEP AND FATIGUE

« Mental health problems are

strongly associated with sleep
disturbance, creating a
dangerous feedback loop that

exacerbates fatigue in an aiready |

high-pressure occupation.

THE LINK TO AVIATION INCIDENTS
MENTAL HEALTH AS A SAFETY STRATEGY

HUMAN FACTORS AND NEAR-MISS DATA

Safety reporting systems and near-miss data have repeatedly

and consistently linked serious aviation incidents to

underlying human factors.

DYSREGULATED
EMOTIONAL STATES

« Psychological distress leads to

impaired wellbeing and poor
emotional regulation, reducing a
professional's ability to remain
calm and focused during high-
stress scenarios.

Optimising mental health is not just a personal health priority;
it is an essential safety strategy designed to mitigate
human-factor risks in the aviation industry.

A CRITICAL SAFETY MANDATE: Optimising mental health and wellbeing among aviation
staff is a critical safety strategy to address human factors in aviation safety.
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Wellbeing wheel (An Aviation Professional’s Guide to
Wellbeing, Flight Safety Foundation, 2020).

What can
aviation
employees
do to
Improve their

mental
health?

From: Carhill J, et al. The Requirements
for New Tools for Use by Pilots and the
Aviation Industry to Manage Risks
Pertaining to Work-Related Stress (WRS)
and Wellbeing, and the Ensuing Impact
on Performance and Safety

echnologies 2020, 8(3),

40; https://doi.org/10.3390/technologi
es8030040
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A Multi-Layered Approach to Aviation Mental Health

1. Cultural
Transformation

Shifting from Stigma to Open Disclosure:
Replace fear of career-ending. fitness’
assessments with a non-punitive culture
encouraging honest, early self-reporting of
mental health struggles.

Normalising Mental Health Conversations:
Move away from ‘secret’' mental health
problems; seeking help is viewed as a
responsible safety action, not a weakness.

2. Continuous
Wellbeing

Beyond One-Off Recruitment
Screening: Shift focus from
high-pressure personality tests at the
of hire to a model of ongoing health
maintenance throughout a career.

Routine Health Check-ins:

Integrate mental health discussions
into regular medical examinations as
standard; non-punitive professional
pllot maintenance.

Mojor Life Event Monitoring:
Provide targeted support during high-
risk periods (bereavement, divorce,

traumo) to prevent illness progression.

3. Support
Systems

Peer Support & Professional EAPs:
Use confidential Employee
Assistance Programmes and
peer-ted networks for relatable,
low-etigma support.

Digital Self-Monitoring Tools:

Utilise smartphone-based screening
apps and wearables for early detection
and tailored interventions through
psychological wellbeing tracking.

4. Education
& Training

Expanding Crew Resource
Management (CRM):

Evolve CRM training to include
resilience, stress management, and
specific skills for unique axiation
stressors.

Manager & Supervisor Training:
Educate leadership to recognise
early warning signs of distress and
respond with appropriate,
supportive pathways.
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5. Safety
Management

‘Balancing Support with Risk:
Prioritise safety; help-seening
leads to support rather than
immediate, permanent dismissal.

Temporary Reassignment
Pathways: Move individuals
posing temporary risk to lower-
risk roles while receiving
appropriate treatment and

suppit;\/

A\ NotebookLM



Selected references

 Global burden of 292 causes of death in 204 countries and territories and 660 subnational locations,
1990-2023: a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2023. Lancet. 2025 Oct
18;406(10513):1811-1872

* National planning commission Mental Health Situational Analysis: South Africa Updated Final Report
v0.4 8 May 2024

* WHO. Mental Health Atlas 2020 Country Profile: South Africa

* Levin, Alan (June 13, 2022). "Murder-Suicides by Pilots Are Vexing Airlines as Deaths Mount".
Bloomberg.com

* Wu AC, et al. Airplane pilot mental health and suicidal thoughts: a cross-sectional descriptive study via
anonymous web-based survey Environ Health. 2016 Dec 15;15:121.

* Fejio D, et al Common mental disorders among civil aviation pilots. Aviat Space Environ Med 2012
May;83(5):509-13

* Pitts L, etal. Fl\l?/ing Under the Radar: A Survey of Collegiate Pilots’ Mental Health to Identify
Aeromedical Nondisclosure and Healthcare-Seeking Behaviors. Collegiate Aviation Review
International 2023, 41(1): 115-133

e J Cahill, et al. Interventions to support the management of work-related stress (WRS) and
wellbeing/mental health issues for commercial pilots Cognition, Technology & Work (2020) 22:517-547



	Slide 1: Mental Health and Aviation 
	Slide 2: Global mental health crises 
	Slide 3: Mental Health in South Africa 
	Slide 4
	Slide 5: Why does mental health matter in aviation? 
	Slide 6: Unique pressures in aviation 
	Slide 7: What do we know about the MH of aviation staff 
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: What can aviation employees do to improve their mental health? 
	Slide 10: Aviation industry and staff mental health
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Selected references

