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ABSTRACT

                                         
This qualitative study explored the financial and emotional impact on airline pilots during a pandemic. A total of eight semi-structured interviews took place to gather data for analysis. From this, an inductive method was used to create five themes, ranging from financial impact to exploration of values and priorities. Individual interviews occurred at a prearranged location, which were recorded and then transcribed onto word documents. The gathered data was analysed via an nVivo programme in conjunction with the Braun & Clarke 6 step method. It was discovered that participants suffered a severe financial impact, with elevated stress levels and growing concerns regarding employment prospects. However, resilience remained high, with all candidates reporting improved relationships with partners and children. Appreciation of career increased, with the goal of a better work-life balance expressed by all. Additional forums for further open discussion are recommended to mitigate against future problems.

























INTRODUCTION

HISTORY OF AVIATION


The story of aviation is the story of human endeavour and achievement. From that moment in 

1903 when the Wright brothers conquered flight, to Neil Armstrong walking on the moon in 

1969, a mere 66 years separated these momentous events. An industry that for so long was 

male dominated  lead to a fearless and macho culture, where any weakness was frowned upon, and inevitably hidden. The pioneering days of this industry inevitably led to a 
sense of bravado and adventure (Davey & Davidson, 2000). The environment to seek help for 

stress simply did not exist in the early years. With the advent of increased automation and 

computer driven systems, the role of airline pilot has changed significantly from being a 

hands-on operator, to that of a monitoring role within a highly complex environment 

(Halsbeck & Hoermann, 2016). 


STRESS


Stress can be defined as “the physiological or psychological response to internal or external 

stressors” (VandenBos, 2007). From the earliest times of human development, stress has 

played a major factor in keeping us safe and has affected us both physiologically and 

psychologically. As modern society has developed, the fight or flight response requirement 

has reduced significantly, only to be replaced by a set of new and emerging stressors (Firth-Cozens, 2000).Stress is an everyday facet of life, which cannot be escaped, and if not controlled, can have a deleterious effect on our homeostasis and lead to both physiological and psychological problems (Chrousos & Gold, 1992). Much research has been dedicated to the phenomenon of stress. As further research continues, our understanding of this topic also improves. 

Aviation psychologists have identified a number of stress factors that contribute to a reduction in pilot well-being, of which cognitive stress and affective stress feature prominently. Whilst cognitive stress by its nature is a graduated factor that slowly increases over time (Wickens et al., 2017), affective stress is subjective, with immediate effects from its onset, possibly leading to mental paralysis and inferior decision making (Shuckburgh, 1975).


CAREER CHALLENGES AND HOME LIFE


Long periods spent away from home, with an absence from family occasions, can lead to resentment from the pilots’ partners, with relationship difficulties causing emotional distress (Bor et al., 2016). 
Excessive job demands, varying circadian rhythms, and a lack of social support from home 

can lead to an accumulation of fatigue over a period of time (Cooper and Sloan, 1985).

 It has been established that the spousal factor, i.e. support from the home base, plays a 

crucial role in a pilot’s ability to deal effectively with psychosocial stress (Karlins et al.,

 1989). A contributing factor to this home life homeostasis depends partly on planned
 absences of the pilot from the home environment for varying degrees of time. The 
worldwide grounding of the airline fleet, as a result of the pandemic, altered this balance and   negatively affected the pre-determined job roles that previously existed. Home tasks became blurred; competition existed to work in the same workspace, and possible resentment from inputs of the previously absent pilot caused issues within the relationship (Fila, 2021). As the airline pilot environment is a psychosocial outlier, it is naïve to assume this cohort remains unaffected when comparisons are made to other cohorts (Cooper & Sloan,1985).

The six-factor model of psychological well-being has demonstrated, among many things, that positive relationships with others and purpose in life are key factors in attaining happiness and satisfaction within the self (Ryff & Singer, 2006). The emotional investment made by airline pilots in their careers has shown that career becomes a central tenet in both self-efficacy and happiness within an ordered work-life balance (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2018).


CHILDREN


Children can be seen as the secondary but somewhat forgotten victims of this pandemic 

(Phelps & Sperry, 2020). 

Strained relationships between spouses can have a negative knock-on effect on the lives of 

children and affect the relationship with not just the home-based pilot, but with both parents

 also. When the pilot is absent, the housebound spouse can feel overwhelmed; when the pilot

 is at home, both spouse and children must adjust their routines to accommodate the pilot, 

with this disruption causing stress and strain to all relationships (McPherson, 2020). 


STRESSORS


The life of an airline pilot involves considerable disruption when compared to other, less challenging roles (SP & Chandramohan, 2008). Constant pressure exists to adhere to an outdated schema created over the preceding decades. Furthermore, excessive media interest in accidents, unsupportive management, poor weather, and disruptive schedules can lead to an increase in stress levels unmatched in other careers (SP & Chandramohan, 2008)

Attribution theory (Weiner, 1972) can also explain behaviours inconsistent with normal home 

family life. Whereas dispositional attribution lends itself  towards internal characteristics, 

situational attribution has its causation in external events, such as Covid-19, leading to a 

reduction in a person’s locus of control.


MENTAL HEALTH

                              
As with any other industry, mental health issues do exist within aviation, with mental illness

 being the second biggest reason behind cardiovascular disease for a loss of licence (Bor, 

2007). Within aviation, there is a stigma and a lack of acceptance regarding mental health 
issues for pilots. Having to deal with lengthy shifts, a working environment with low levels 
of humidity due to the air conditioning system, confinement to a small space, constant noise, and emergency situations that are often time critical causes burnout to be a major threat (Demerouti et al., 2019). The consequences of  having mental health problems, coupled with a societal expectation of the image of a pilot, can have a negative cumulative effect on the mental stability of pilots (Winter et al., 2014).

With the advent of the German wings pilot suicide in 2015, in which passengers were also 
killed, a growing awareness has taken place regarding mental health within the aviation 
industry (Bor et al., 2016). Due to the low levels of pilot suicide, it is a difficult phenomenon 
to study due to a lack of data. However, in the period after the 9/11 terrorist attack in New 
York, it was shown that pilot suicide rates increased fourfold when compared to the preceding five years (Vuorio et al., 2018).
At the recruitment stage, airlines use a series of psychometric tests in order to assess potential candidates. However, as there is a high degree of awareness amongst potential candidates of the need to not only mask potential mental health issues, but also to project a perfect mental health picture, candidates tend to be extremely defensive in their replies, projecting a level of mental health stability that exceeds that of the general population (Butcher, 1994). A highly regulated industry, coupled with severe repercussions for the self-reporting of mental health issues, invariably leads to an absence of truth and accuracy, with distorted answers to questionnaires an inevitable consequence (Bor et al., 2016).
With the absence of a proper support network, and the general reluctance of pilots to self-report any incidences due to the repercussions on careers, pilots are motivated to hide the true extent of their problems and are incentivised to mask the truth. Studies have shown that pilots who are prescribed antidepressants tend to hide this from the governing body and the aeromedical doctor for fear of losing their licence (Bor, 2007). As medical examiners have a narrow focus regarding pilot health, few are qualified to detect and treat the complexity of various disorders. Thus it can be argued that this reluctance to self-report any difficulties generally can be extended to any Covid-19 effects, with possible treatment avoidance occurring for economic and occupational threat fears (Vuorio et al., 2018). Even though an annual medical examination is required to be passed by every pilot, there is little to no focus on mental health, with little understanding from both psychiatrists and psychologists of the regulations applying to pilots suffering from mental health issues (Vuorio et al., 2012). Whilst pilot suicide numbers have been reported in the past (Lewis et al.,2014), the link between societal pressures and pilot suicide numbers has not been studied due to very low incidences of this phenomena.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Traditional research into airline pilot stress has tended to concentrate primarily on the 
workplace environment and its physiological effects on the self. Emphasis was placed on real 
time stressful scenarios, with wearable technology used to gather physiological evidence
 during high stress load work situations, e.g., poor weather, aircraft technical difficulties, and 
the use of substandard technology (Rhudy et al., 2020). Furthermore, in a recent experiment, 
speech patterns were monitored during a high cognitive workload flight simulator
environment, designed to determine psychological stress monitoring in a non-invasive 
manner (Luig & Sontacchi, 2014). Further studies have concentrated on post-accident 
investigations, with emphasis based on determining types of errors which arise from highly 
challenging and stressful situations (Dismukes et al., 2018). Studies have also tended to 
concentrate on subjective workload reactions, with techniques such as a SWAT analysis 
(subjective workload assessment technique) deployed to determine the capabilities of pilots 
working in a high workload situation (Huggins & Claudio, 2018).

However, scant regard has been given to the prospect of everyday life stress affecting airline 
pilots prior to reporting for duty. Due to the heterogeneous nature of individuals attracted to 
this industry, it has proven somewhat challenging to formulate a structure whereby diverse 
personalities can be accommodated in supporting general levels of stress within this 
community. Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York, an attempt was made, through 
a study, to determine the psychological and occupation repercussions of this attack (Bor et 
al., 2002). It was seen as an initial attempt to rectify the imbalance of how few mental health 
studies have been published to tackle this issue. It attempted to rebalance the traditional 
emphasis on the selection process for both commercial and military aircrew and began to 
examine such factors as aircrew psychological problems, personality factors and the effect 
the career could have on personal relationships, with the possible inclusion of alcohol and 
drug misuse.

 One recent study designed to tackle this issue has adopted a holistic approach to the problem,
 incorporating an individuals’ biopsychosocial health status and mental wellbeing (Cahill et 
 al., 2020). This study suggests that work related stress requires intervention from pilots’
 employers in order to effectively manage work related stress. It was found that 18% of pilots 
 had moderate depression and 80% moderate burnout: more than 75% of the respondents 
 disclosed that they hid this from their employer and 81% felt undervalued by their airline. Worryingly, elevated levels of sleep difficulties (81%), musculoskeletal symptoms (73.5%) and digestive symptoms (58.5%) pointed towards a potential reservoir of problems for the future.
 Utilising the job demands resources theory, and when applied to the aviation industry, it showed that the modern day demands of the career are associated with both physiological and psychological costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). This theory was initially deployed to uncover work characteristics associated with employee burnout. Whilst the demands of the industry on an individual can be so draining as to potentially lead to exhaustion, extrinsic factors, such as peer support groups, a positive working environment and employer-employee engagement practices, can aid in mitigating against the danger of both exhaustion and burnout, which can lead to incidences that could be potentially life threatening (Brezonakova, 2017).
A black swan event such as a global pandemic brings with it both challenges and opportunities for study. The specificity of this study narrows the comparison possibilities due to its rarity - the last recorded pandemic of this magnitude, the so-called “Spanish Flu”, occurred in 1918 when aviation was in its infancy, with the advent of modern research techniques yet to be realised. Whilst the paucity of comparable studies and the absence of baseline measures causes difficulties in assessing this study methodologically, credible comparisons can be made to other, relatively recent health scares. 
Comparative similarities can arguably be extracted from a 2003 study into the effects on the general population from the 2002-2004 worldwide outbreak of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) pandemic. A study demonstrated a spike in suicide rates during this period (Yip et al., 2010), with a concurrent increase in both post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and depression levels. The significance of and the link to this study lies in the link between fatal air accidents and heightened levels of PTSD (Laukkala et al., 2018).
RATIONALE

A powerful weapon to mitigate against suicide is communication. Recent steps within the 
general population have proven effective, e.g., “it’s ok not to be ok”, a public awareness 

campaign with a global reach, designed to normalise discussion around stress and depression 

(Roguski, 2015). In order to comprehensively deal with this problem, an initial steppingstone

 can be the creation of an open environment, where pilots feel free to discuss their concerns 

without the worry of career loss and the knock-on effects to their families.



The purpose of this study is to help facilitate such an environment. It allows airline pilots an 

opportunity to discuss freely and anonymously, the impact that Covid-19 has had on their 

lives. With the threat that the pandemic has presented to the physical and mental health yet to 

be determined, it is hoped that this study can act as a catalyst to inspire further open studies, 

which inevitably can lead to a positive environment; this may, in time, help prevent further 

pilot mental health incidences in the future. This study does not purport to be a panacea to 

this tragedy- rather, that an acknowledgement of the existence of mental health difficulties 

can lead to an environment where self-reporting is encouraged, with peer support created as 

an additional support mechanism.

[bookmark: _Hlk91058797]
Building on the previously mentioned research, it is proposed that this study will explore this
difficulty along with many others and give pilots a platform to discuss  the effects the pandemic has had on one’s work life balance. Further topics such as financial worries, loss of a sense of identity, and potential feelings of hopelessness will be explored through the proposed question bank. Finally, the potential change in priorities and values, along with the role that career now plays in one’s life, will also be explored. The purpose of this study is to provide a platform to pilots to facilitate a discussion, within an anonymous forum, of the difficulties and pressures experienced during this unique time. It is further hoped that it will act as a catalyst to encourage and inspire pilots to begin to speak openly about any difficulties that arise, and for society to accept  that this cohort needs to be allowed to be affected by stress in the same way that it is allowed within the general population. 


 In order to analyse the gathered data, it is proposed that the Braun and Clarke thematic 

analysis is the most suitable and proven platform for such a study. The 6-step process 

involves initial familiarisation with the data, which will require the data to be read multiple 

times. From this point, the generation of initial codes for the data is the next step. Then, defined themes emerge, with a review of those themes required in order to accurately
subdivide the data. Once complete, the themes will be defined and named, with the written 

production of a report carried out to complete the process.


 Whilst the  question set (see Appendix C) will be utilised as a framework to inspire a conversation, it  is important to have a series of probing questions designed to further gather information. Probing questions such as, “how did that make you feel, tell me more, what else do you  feel could have helped you in that situation” will only serve to broaden the conversation and enrich the gathered information.

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore stress within the aviation community. It 

will examine the definition of stress, how it affects the general population, and how it applies 

to the aviation world, with particular emphasis on the effects on airline pilots and the paucity 

of support that exists.



METHODOLOGY


PARTICIPANTS AND RECRUITMENT

                           
A total of eight participants, ranging in ages from 34 to 56 years of age, contributed to this study. Even though an open invitation was provided, all participants were male, indicative of the pool of female pilots worldwide: currently female pilots constitute 6% of the total (www.wai.org). As the researcher is currently employed as an airline pilot, access to the pilot body was assured. They were recruited from a request posted on the chat forum of the website belonging to the Irish Airline Pilots Association (IALPA). This organisation is the representative body for all airline pilots currently registered on the Irish system. A further request was posted on a closed WhatsApp group design specifically for pilots. This request explained the purpose of the survey, researcher identification and basic details as to the requirement to participate. The gatekeepers for both the IALPA website and the WhatsApp group were contacted in order to secure permission to use the forums as a means of recruitment. As previously alluded to, a total of eight participants were targeted for this survey, and once that number was achieved, the request was closed off. All participants both live and work in Ireland, with the vast majority operating from a base in Dublin airport. The length of career of the participants ranged from 14 years up to 28 years of flying. In order to participate in this survey, participants had to be over the age of 18 and capable of giving consent. They had to be current active airline pilots who are not on a career break. No pay or incentives were exchanged with the chosen participants as a condition for inclusion. Exclusion criteria included any person on sick leave, or any person who self-reported any potential stress related conditions due to the risk of potential trauma through participation of the study. Once participant numbers had been achieved, all those who volunteered were contacted via text message to arrange a suitable time for a face-to-face interview.
DESIGN
[bookmark: _Hlk98662030]A qualitative, semi-structured interview design was utilised for this study. By its nature this leads to a subjective experience for the participants and is a widely accepted tool for qualitative research (Patton, 2002). This inductive approach leads to a broadening of the base and can include criteria outside of the predetermined question bank and allows the researcher a degree of control when carrying out the interview (Holloway & Wheeler, 2002). It also leads to pre-determined themes giving more well-defined codes based on data rather than researcher assumptions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
               
MATERIALS 


In order to record the interviews, the voice recorder app downloadable from the Apple store onto the researcher’s personal iPad was used for the interviews. A brief test was undertaken with the recording device to ensure that no technical difficulties arose during the interview. These interviews were then converted into an MP3 file and emailed to a predetermined email address that was password protected. As a further layer of security, the iPad was fingerprint protected and could only be accessed by the researcher. At the end of each interview, a debrief was conducted with each candidate which also provided contact details for both the researcher, the course supervisor, and phone numbers for support groups should that need have arisen (see Appendix D)

PROCEDURE


Whilst the venues were varied, they were chosen in order to guarantee both privacy and anonymity for the participant, and distractions were kept to a minimum. The location of the venues varied from the participants’ homes to the researcher’s home, and in one case , the interview was undertaken in a public café, which was possibly the most unsuitable of all the venues considering background noise and the potential for distractions. However care was undertaken to ensure that privacy was respected at all times, and the participants anonymity was not compromised. Upon arrival at the venue, and prior to the commencement of the interview, the participant was provided with two copies of the information sheet and consent form which had to be signed; one copy was furnished to the participant, the other was kept by the researcher (See Appendix A, Appendix B). As the candidates had already been provided with a copy of the proposed questions, the researcher retained a copy of this for reference during the interview (see Appendix C) and allowed for open-ended responses to the questions. Development of the questions were initially constructed by the researcher based on the theme of the research, with refinement taking place through consultation with the
supervisor. These documents were then locked away in a secure filing cabinet with access granted only to the researcher. Interviews were approximately 15 to 20 minutes in duration. Prior to commencement of the interview, the utilised questions were sent to the participant prior to the meeting in order to facilitate a richer participation and answer regime when it came to the actual interview itself.(See Appendix C) The same eight questions were used on all participants in order to elicit similar responses on aid in the production of teams for analysis. The questions were designed to be of an informal nature and no manipulation or deception was carried out. However, there was scope included to allow for some additional probing questions in order to expand on a particular topic. As has been previously acknowledged, because the researcher currently works as an airline pilot, researcher bias is a danger and was something that was factored in during the interview process. Therefore, the researcher acknowledges the subjective nature of the qualitative research data and because additional vocal cues and facial expressions are open to subjective interpretation, acknowledges that analysis of the collected data could have a different outcome should another researcher carry out this survey (Chenail, 2011)

ETHICS


In order to achieve ethical approvement from the ethics Committee of Dublin Business School, the procedure followed guidelines from The Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI, 2010). The cornerstones of ethical behaviour within the code of professional ethics were adhere to at all times, i.e. informed consent was sought and obtained from each candidate; a total debrief took place afterwards; protection of the participants was central to this study, i.e. if any stress was noted, then the interviews would be cancelled. No deception was required in order to obtain the data. Confidentiality was assured, and the right to withdraw was emphasised to each candidate before the commencement of the interviews. As anonymity was a central tenet to this study, each candidate was assigned a number, i.e. candidate one, candidate two etc, and the identity of the participants was known only to the researcher. As voice recognition is a potential threat to anonymity, care was undertaken when transcribing the interviews in order to ensure anonymity was not compromised. Emphasis was made on the participants right to withdrawal at any stage, and once the interviews were concluded a thorough debrief was undertaken.


ANALYSIS


Once the interviews were concluded, they were transcribed onto individual word documents in order to be download onto the Nvivo 12 programme. Coding and analysis was driven by the six step methods from Braun & Clarke (2006). The steps consisted of the following: familiarisation with the data by the researcher; coding, searching for themes, reviewing the discovered themes, defining and naming the themes and finally writing up the data as a results section. Researcher familiarisation with this topic lead to a richer experience surrounding the coding of the data and insured that both balance and understanding was applied to the procedure. With the help of the nVivo 12 programme, repetitive themes were identified and significant quotes from the candidates were utilised in order to justify the picking of these themes. From this a total of five themes emerged, with subthemes also generated.





















RESULTS


An initial mind map was formulated utilising the aforementioned Braun & Clarke 6 step method; refinement, merging of themes, and a final thematic map reflective of the study was created (See Fig 1, thematic map).



[bookmark: _Hlk98665286]Figure 1.
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THEME 1- FINANCIAL


SUBTHEME A: 50% PAY CUT


As part of a restructuring and recovery programme, a 50% pay cut was imposed on all candidates, leading to a uniformity of responses to this particular question. The day-to-day contrast of life pre pay cut versus life post pay cut was profound and stark. Personal circumstances played a key role in mitigating against the effects of this  imposition. Pre-pandemic, those candidates who had had financial discipline in their lives, whilst still affected, proved to be more resilient when the pandemic arrived. For example, candidate two stated “ I was very fortunate in that I was in a position that we had never lived beyond our means, my wife was always very conservative, a bit of a worrier”. Full advantage was taken of any supports that were available either from mortgage brokers or government support schemes. For example, candidate three acknowledged that due to his seniority placing him on the top of the salary scale within the company, adjustments were kept to a minimum and day-to-day bills were manageable. In addition, with banks offering mortgage repayment breaks, this facility was made wide use of. Also, the government support scheme known as the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS) was a welcome addition to the financial pool and contributed significantly to mitigate against the worst effects of the pay cut. As was stated during the interview  “I took advantage of the likes of mortgage breaks from the banks and also the job seekers allowance from the government to shore up as much assets as possible”.

SUBTHEME B: SEVERE IMPACT

In contrast to this, however, some candidates were severely impacted by the effects of the pay cut. Some of the candidates would have had a high-cost base in their day- to- day living expenses prior to the pandemic, due in no small measure to the cost of securing a mortgage whilst also paying high rents within the Dublin area. When the 50% pay cut was imposed on these individuals, it had a profound effect on them both financially and emotionally. As candidate 4 stated “financially it was very, very tough which left me with very little for the whole month and barely able to put petrol in the car sometimes”. Another candidate stated due to personal circumstances, i.e. a separation from a partner and ongoing legal issues, a precarious balancing act was required to cover day to day expenses, which had been achievable on a full salary. When the 50% pay cut was imposed, this caused a serious imbalance and due to the now newly imposed  financial burden, he could no longer afford to rent a property and moved back to the family home just to survive. Any accumulated savings were exhausted during the pandemic to satisfy day-to-day expenses and were soon depleted. Additional sources of income were sought, ranging from a wife returning to a former career in the health service (candidate two), to people taking on second jobs in order to survive. As candidate eight stated “I ended up working with my brother-in-law in construction for a period of time‘. 

THEME 2- EMOTIONAL EFFECT
SUBTHEME A: STRESS
One recurring theme regarding the emotional effect that the pandemic had on all candidates was that of stress. Almost overnight, the world’s entire aircraft fleet was grounded, causing not only massive, imposed pay cuts, but mass unemployment in the industry. The uniqueness of a pandemic ultimately led to large feelings of uncertainty and insecurity within the aviation community. As no one could have foreseen the length of time that this would last, the negative effects took some time to manifest and influence people adversely.

SUBTHEME B: NOVELTY ELEMENT

Initially there was an element of novelty, going from a very busy, fulfilling career, to having levels of free time unseen within the career span of most candidates. As candidate two stated “it was a pandemic of two halves, the early stages were marvellous, and to be given months off with no flying initially was brilliant.”  The novelty element also extended to time spent with children, and as will be seen, led to an improvement in those relationships.

SUBTHEME C: GROWING CONCERNS

However, as the pandemic lengthened, feelings of stress and anxiety began to grow. Job insecurity and uncertainty was a feature for a lot of candidates, and because there was no template to compare it to, uncertainty regarding the future was evident. Worries regarding job insecurity were directly proportional to length of service - those close to the top of the seniority list were not overly concerned about this, But as candidate 1 stated “ I wasn’t very senior, so I felt if the company was going to start getting rid of pilots I probably would have been one of the first.” 

SUBTHEME D: LACK OF CERTAINTY

In order to operate as a pilot on a day-to-day basis, a high level of self-efficacy is an inevitable attribute for pilots. High levels of self-confidence, influenced in no small measure due to the general population’s schema of the role, can conversely cause negative feelings when such an upset is presented to this cohort, with candidates referencing high levels of uncertainty due to the effects of the pandemic being outside the locus of control of the individual.

SUBTHEME E: CRITICISM OF GOVERNMENT

Criticism of the government’s handling of the pandemic was also a feature throughout the interviews. Whilst credence was given to the uniqueness of the situation, the changing nature of government policy, coupled with a perceived lack of proper leadership when required, led to heavy criticism from a number of candidates. As candidate five stated “I would have seen the country has been for quite a considerable period of time managed as if it was just one enormous hospital and the only disease was Covid.” Reference was made about the travel industry having to suffer disproportionately as a result of ever-changing government policy, with little or no concern being shown to those employed within the industry. 


SUBTHEME F: HOPELESSNESS VERSUS RESILIENCE

The theme of hopelessness was explored by the researcher in the assumption that due to the uniqueness and devastating impact of the pandemic on working life, this was something that could possibly manifest itself. However, high levels of strength of character were present, with resilience manifesting as a particular theme. Whilst hopelessness was alluded to by two candidates, for one it presented as a result of external forces unrelated to the career i.e. the death of a parent due to covid. Candidate five suggested momentary feelings of hopelessness linked to the most severe time of the Covid-19 crisis, stating “when is this going to end, and it did feel kind of hopeless around then as well.” Regular updates from the pilots’ union contributed to this feeling, stating “we were getting fairly regular updates from the union, and they were all negative about the financial position.”

The remainder of the candidates revealed remarkable stoicism considering the seriousness of the situation, with positive comments such as “there was always an air of expectation that yeah you know a vaccine will be developed”. Two candidates specifically referred to their personal resilience  despite enormous challenges, with candidate seven revealing “no I’ll be honest I never felt hopelessness….there were bad days….I would to be honest quite a resilient person.” Similarly, candidate eight opined that “resilience, I think it’s part of who we are…..it we’re presented with a problem we come up with solutions.”

THEME 3- IMPACT ON RELATIONSHIPS
PARTNER
SUBTHEME A: IMPROVEMENT

Beginning with spouse/partner relationships, a picture emerges of an overall improvement in relationships, with some notable exceptions. The state of a relationship is rarely challenged when tensions or worries are minimal, but hidden cracks can surface when faced with external pressures. As candidate eight stated “we’re very close anyway, it actually brought us closer together, I was supportive of her, she was supportive of me.” This was generally reflective of the strong, solid relationships within this cohort.




SUBTHEME B: ROLE REVERSAL

 One candidate reflected on the role reversal which occurred in their household. He reflected on having gone from previously being the primary breadwinner in the household, to him now taking on the domain of being responsible for the domestic chores, whilst his wife was now the primary source of familial income. As mentioned in the interview, “the domestic chores…..now placed firmly at my feet….I discovered the joys of cleaning the toilet!” 

SUBTHEME C: FINANCIAL PRESSURES

One interview firmly linked occasional strain on spousal relationships to the extended effects from financial pressures, with the same candidate who was hugely affected by the financial impact also reporting increased tension in the household, stating “because we had financial pressures….we’d lose our patience quicker…your patience does wear thin.” Finally, a relatively new relationship was put under strain due to the person being new to the country, and not having sufficient social outlets, leading to social isolation and concurrent strains at home. An impending divorce for one candidate, unconnected to the pandemic, did lead to heightened tension during the most restrictive period of lockdown.

CHILDREN

SUBTHEME A: IMPROVEMENT

Relationships with children improved substantially, with time together leading to a greater appreciation and a recalibration of life’s priorities. Home schooling was instrumental in overcoming initial awkwardness with a parent that would have been heretofore primarily absent for a large portion of their lives, with the candidates themselves being pleasantly surprised by the experience. As candidate five stated “we both got something out of it….everything was done at a much more relaxed pace…..I think I probably improved as a parent.”
Other positive aspects of home interaction with children resulted in an introverted child maturing over a period of time. Candidate eight was aware of the child’s shyness because he himself possesses a similar personality, stating “you have to work on me to get me to come out of myself…I spotted that in her…our interaction has improved…she’s maturing as a nice young lady.” 

SUBTHEME B: REDUCING THE NOVELTY FACTOR

However, occasional tensions did occur, with the novelty factor often wearing thin and parental intervention not always welcomed; as candidate two stated “I think the novelty of me being at home and having fun daddy around all the time, after a few months it kinda wore off.” The reality of people being in close contact on a continuous basis, especially during the more severe aspects of the lockdown, i.e. the two-kilometre travel limit, caused a negative effect on the relationship. As candidate four stated, “ when you’ve exhausted your playtime then they are on top of you, saying we want more play, we want this, we want that, that had a negative effect you know”. When probed regarding adult concerns possibly filtering down to children, parental instincts came to the fore, with buffers been put in place to protect children from adult reactions. One candidate revealed that “I think we shielded them to an extent.”



EMPLOYER

SUBTHEME A: NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIP

Interestingly, mention was made regarding the relationship with the employer. At a time when communication would have been paramount in order to assuage the fears of people during this unique event, it was felt that the employer was less then forthcoming regarding communicating the health of the company. As candidate two stated “ I really felt that the industry was going down the pan and that the airline was rudderless, with no leadership,….. no meaningful communication.”  Similarly, candidate eight was critical of the lack of managerial intervention during this crisis. As was stated during the interview, “We were just basically left to our own devices; our manager spoke to us twice I think in 14 months……. I think the company has let us down badly, anything they say now is just  management spiel and it means nothing to me right now.”

THEME 4-ROLE AS A PILOT

SUBTHEME A: APPRECIATION

The role of a pilot both within society and within the self was explored as part of this thesis. The human nature for complacency regarding the positive aspects of our lives was a concept exposed by this unique environment, with the vast majority of the candidates reporting a greater appreciation for the role. As candidate one stated, “I suppose it’s made me more appreciative,  yeah, it’s made me appreciate it a bit more.” Greater levels of enjoyment were experienced, with candidate three revealing “if anything laterally when I go to work, I enjoy the job even more……I was on a high coming home from work.” 

SUBTHEME B: MOTIVATION

Motivation levels were heightened, with complacency being replaced by a desire to operate at an improved level, with candidate four stating “the best thing I can do is channel my energy into being a better pilot and studying harder and performing.”

SUBTHEME C: LOSS OF INTEREST

One outlier opined that the effect of the pandemic, coupled with his negative attitude towards his employers’ lack of communication, has caused him to lose interest in the role, stating “I don’t really see it as a career anymore…..the value of my input in the organisation has gone even lower than it was before.”

THEME 5-VALUES AND PRIORITIES

SUBTHEME A: VALUE OF RELATIONSHIPS

This particular theme had potentially the richest source of information regarding the effects of the pandemic of the candidates. As an over-arching picture, appreciation of one’s place in life was something that dominated. Candidates realised the value of relationships, with more appreciation for both partner and children being  recorded. As candidate one stated,  “I definitely appreciate the person I’m with a whole lot more.” Similarly, the enhancement of the relationship with children as previously alluded to is very much to the fore regarding changing priorities. The value of spending increased time with children revealed to the candidates how little time had been spent with them previously. When asked about any possible change in priorities, candidate three stated  “home time, and being there for the children, just to be there at both ends of the day.” One candidate revealed that for him the value of spending time with those who are important was a fundamental shift in his thinking. Similarly, prioritising family was a theme that was strongly mentioned by other candidates. As candidate eight revealed, “ I’m very much family first and anything that I can do with my job to support my family is the way it is.”

SUBTHEME B: WORK-LIFE BALANCE

 The concept of work-life balance was a particularly strong vein throughout the interviews, and it was something that most candidates mentioned, which would suggest quite a shift in priorities when compared to prior to the pandemic. Previously, candidates revealed that a part-time career was possibly not a viable option due to the financial reduction associated with this. However, with the aforementioned 50% pay cut imposed on the candidates, a realisation occurred that not only was this viable, but something that will be actively pursued by pilots going forward into the future. Regarding the part-time option, candidate three stated “I never really paid much attention to part time before I kinda just dismissed it, I couldn’t afford it, but I know it is possible, it is viable, it can be done.”

SUBTHEME C: VALUE OF FREE TIME

 The enforced reduced workload for the entirety of the pandemic has ironically contributed to a greater appreciation of free time within the candidates, with a realisation of how enjoyable it is to live in the now. Previously, candidates would very much have been absorbed in their careers, working very busy schedules, and not realising the extent of the commitments to their careers. However, free time has now become a commodity that has more value than previously realised. As candidate five said “ I see the benefit of time with people that are close to you….. I see the value of time, like time has a value that I probably didn’t give it before.”

SUBTHEME D: CAREER FOCUS

 Candidates also revealed a renewed interest in their careers, something that had been absent in the preceding years, due in no small way to busy schedules, busy lives, and taking the role for granted. A renewed interest in career was twinned with a counterbalance for home life, with a candidate stating “I’m going to be a bit more strategic and thoughtful about my progress and how I use my career to build a better future basically for myself and my family.”  Similarly, it was stated by one candidate “I want to put maybe a bit more into my job now…… I want to sort of get more involved in my career.”








DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to explore the financial and emotional stress on pilots during a pandemic. Its aim was to provide a platform for pilots to speak both openly and anonymously about the effects on their personal lives and that of their families. Whilst day-to-day pressures and worries are an inevitable part of life, applying these in the context of a pandemic allowed for a unique perspective for examination during a once in a lifetime occurrence.

Theme one explored the effects that a 50% pay cut would have on the pilot body. It was shown that for those who had had fiscal discipline prior to the pandemic were able to weather the storm, but with implications to their lifestyle. Those candidates who had been under financial strain prior to this imposition demonstrated much higher levels of stress and worry. However, it could be seen that despite the stress and worries, remarkable levels of resilience and fortitude were discovered.

The emotional effect on the candidates was next explored. Again, it was shown that levels of worries and concerns followed the path of the pandemic itself, with levels increasing in line with the length of time that the pandemic existed. Initially there was a novelty element due to the amount of time off that was imposed on the pilots, coupled with low levels of financial pressure at the early stages. However as time moved on, concerns grew about the ability of the airline industry to survive such a huge shock. Criticism of the government came to the fore due to the mixed messages and ever-changing policies that characterised its reaction. Whilst hopelessness could have been a concern, remarkable levels of resilience were reported, with most candidates, whilst acknowledging that there were some very bad days, nonetheless continued to battle against the odds in order to support their families.

The effect on relationships was next explored with each candidate. The overall picture painted was that of a positive outcome to this question, with candidates reporting an improved relationship with both partner and children. Mention was made of the unique situation causing a reversal of roles within the household, with candidates now taking on the responsibility of day-to-day domestic chores. However, financial strains previously mentioned did have a negative effect on some candidates, with both the worries of this and the proximity to each other sometimes causing patience to wear thin. Mention was also made of the relationship the candidates had with their employer, with a generally negative opinion formed due to the lack of communication and perceived lack of support during this stressful time.

When questioned regarding their opinion on the role of the pilot within society, a general theme emerged of appreciation of the career and finding it much more enjoyable that previously felt. High levels of motivation and a renewed interest in their careers was also stated; however, one candidate mentioned a lack of interest in his career, brought about in no small manner due to the previously aforementioned lack of communication from his employer.

Finally, the candidates were asked to explore whether their values and priorities had changed as a result of this unique experience. High levels of appreciation were mentioned for their relationships with both partner and children, and an awareness of the joy that parenting brings. Time spent away from the day-to-day pressures of the job, or so called “down time”, was a particularly strong theme, with one candidate making mention of giving time a value he had never done before. A growing realisation of the importance of a work-life balance such as the option of working part time became a revelation for most candidates; previously, it had been dismissed as a non-runner due to the financial implications of having a 20% reduction in salary - however, with an imposed 50% salary cut over a period of two years, a better perspective was given to the candidates and a realisation occurred that a part time option was not only financially possible, but it enriched the candidates lives in a way that had not been experienced before. Finally, for some candidates, a renewed interest in their careers developed, with ambitions been heightened to the extent of wanting a further involvement in career, such as training and possible managerial roles.

What are the implications of this study? Because its focus was quite narrow and specific, little if any previous research exists as a comparison. Resilience theory, though complex, nevertheless is a biopsychosocial phenomenon involving a transactional dynamic process of person environment exchanges (Greene et al.,2004). The theory further argues that is not the nature of adversity that is most important, but how we deal with it. Whilst social and environmental determinants play a key role, it has also been shown that intrinsic positive adaptation despite adversity plays a key role in determining the outcome for the individual (Luther, 2006). As resilience was a key outcome to this study, adaptability, in line with this particular theory, became a coping feature throughout the entire pandemic . 

Interestingly, applying stress model theories to this unique event paints an interesting picture regarding outcomes. In his stress response model, Selye (1956) described stress as a dependent variable and included the three following stages: alarm, resistance, and exhaustion. (See figure 2). 



(Figure 2. Stress response model)
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Whilst all candidates experience the first two stages, no evidence exists within the interviews to suggest that exhaustion became a feature, reflecting not only high levels of resilience, but the pandemic concluded before exhaustion became a feature.

This was a unique snapshot in time, and a number of years will pass before a broader understanding of the effect of this unique event has had on the pilot body will be reached. Due to a paucity of specific research on this topic, challenges exist to create credible comparisons to this study. However, as alluded to earlier, there are a number of unique occurrences in recent history that justify comparisons. The aforementioned SARS outbreak from 2002-2004 allowed incidences of suicide rates, depression, and anxiety levels to be measured against normative baseline measures, and an increase was found to have occurred in all areas (Yip et al., 2010). Whilst the long-term effects of the pandemic will take some time to realise, it can be argued that similar spikes will be seen over the coming years. Similarly, increased levels of both PTSD and depression, caused once again as a result of the SARS outbreak, will arguably be an inevitable consequence of this unique event.

This study was not intended to be a panacea to resolve stress within the aviation community. It in no way attempts to be representative of the pilot body as a whole, and no generalisation took place regarding the findings. Also the possibility of researcher bias is acknowledged, as is the likelihood that had this project being implemented by another, it may have led to a different conclusion. In relative terms, the sample size was quite small (eight), and as all participants were male, gender bias is also an issue. As 10% of the pilots for this particular employer are female, the provided sample is disproportionately unrepresentative of the pilot body as a whole and skews the conversation towards a traditionally societal construct of the male being the sole breadwinner, a situation that is evaporating with the passage of time. Also, acknowledgement is made of the fact that even though an open invitation was issued to employees of all airlines operating within Ireland, the eight candidates were drawn from the same employer. Due to the nature of differing working conditions and contracts, it is further acknowledged that had candidates been drawn from other Irish airline employers, a different picture would have emerged. Researcher knowledge of the industry leads to a conclusion that due to the robustness of union recognition and favourable terms and conditions; the candidates enjoyed more protections during this crisis than pilots operating under zero-hour contracts and less desirable work practices. Finally, due to the uniqueness of the pandemic, surveying people on a specific number of topics over a chosen snapshot of time merely reflects the landscape of that chosen period of time; for example, had the pandemic existed for a mere six months, or had endured for a total of three years, people’s perspective and subjective experience would have inevitably led to a different outcome to this study.

 However, as a platform for allowing candidates to speak freely and openly without any possible sanction to their careers, it can act as a valuable tool to demonstrate to the wider pilot body that speaking freely and anonymously can be a positive thing. Indeed, during the debrief (which was not recorded), more than one candidate used the word “cathartic” to describe the experience of been allowed to speak so openly. By providing people with free access to this study, it is hoped that further studies within this sphere will help to foster an atmosphere of openness and honesty, allowing the pilot body to seek possible help at an early stage in order to mitigate against a bigger problem further down the line. As the researcher is a colleague to the participants, a growing awareness within the company has taken place about this research, and there is growing evidence that the voluntary support group previously mentioned, the Pilots Advisory Group (PAG) is seeing an increased interest in their services, with individual concerns regarding both anonymity and stress very much reduced.
Resilience, appreciation for family life, a renewed work life balance and an understanding of the importance of free time became consistent themes experienced by the vast majority of the candidates. 

Whilst ongoing research is an inevitable outcome of this experience, its importance cannot be underestimated. With the aforementioned increase in PTSD levels contributing to an increase in aviation accidents (Laukkala et al., 2018), it is argued that increased support networks for pilots contributes as a safety feature within the airline industry, aiding in a reduction of accident-related incidences, and helping to preserve lives by preventing the next German wings incident (von dem Knesebeck et al., 2015). 

The importance of providing a suitable platform to allow the culture of silence to be broken can be demonstrated by its absence and the continuance of this culture. A recent study demonstrated that a lack of assertiveness and failure to speak out was a major contributor  to airline accidents (Bienefeld & Grote, 2012). This same study concluded that an open culture with good communication contributed significantly to a reduction in potential incidents and accidents and an increased awareness of the benefits of a positive safety culture. 

 In conclusion, operating in a higher socio-economic status bracket did not shield pilots from the serious consequences of the pandemic; indeed, due to the disproportionate effects on the travel industry, with airline fleets being grounded almost overnight, and both high unemployment rates and severe cuts to income in terms of conditions, it can be argued that this particular cohort were adversely affected by the pandemic when compared to other groups. The passage of time will reveal the true effects of the pandemic on society as a whole, but specifically on the airline industry, and a positive outcome from this experience could be the existence of a network of widespread peer support groups within the industry, aimed specifically at pilots, in order to mitigate against the worst effects of the next shock to the industry. By taking a holistic approach to experiences like this and consideration given to constructs such as physical, psychological, emotional, psychosocial  and socio-economic effects, steps can be taken to mitigate against the worst aspects, thereby reducing the cumulative negative effects and in turn producing a better  template as a coping mechanism for future implementation.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
INFORMATION SHEET
My name is Colin Tyrrell, and I am conducting research in the Department of Psychology that explores emotional and financial stress on airline pilots during a pandemic. This research is being conducted as part of my studies and will be submitted for examination.

You are invited to participate in a research study that will form the basis for an undergraduate thesis. Please read the following information before deciding whether to participate.

What are the objectives of the study? The nature of this study requires individuals to participate in interviews to discuss their experiences of the above phenomenon. 

Why have I been asked to participate? I would like to collect information from different people regarding this study. 
· Must be an active airline pilot
· Must be over 18 years of age
· Must be able to give consent to participate in this study
· Must not be on a career break from the industry


What does participation involve? It will begin with a face-to-face interview using a set of pre-pared questions This will involve discussing personal experiences or attitudes regarding this topic. A recording device will be used to record the interview and notes will also be taken during the interview. The interview will last no more than 30 minutes.

Right to withdraw Participants have the right to withdraw from the research at any time for whatever reason. Participants can also request at any time to have their response data removed from record.

Are there any benefits from my participation? While there will be no direct benefit from participation, studies like this can make an important contribution to our understanding this topic further, and may, at a later stage, be beneficial to your colleagues. As such, the findings from this study may be presented at national and international conferences and will be submitted for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Interim and final reports will be prepared. However no individual participant will be identified in any publication or presentation. Individuals will not be offered any monetary or other rewards for their participation.

Are there any risks involved in participation? There are no known risks associated with participation. However, there may be some discomfort when discussing this topic. If you feel uncomfortable you can stop at any time. Any inconvenience involved in taking part will be limited. Any questions prior to participation can be asked following the review of this sheet. After participation, a debriefing stage will be offered where any further questions will be answered, or any questions can be emailed to my email address below.

Confidentiality All individual information collected as part of the study will be used solely for research purposes. They will be stored safely and will not be publicly displayed or published without prior consent. Any quotes will be presented anonymously and will not identify you. Data collected is stored in the EU, for five years, and will be used for research purposes to generate research content such as publications and presentations.
Please note this research has been ethically approved by the DBS College Human Research Ethics Committee.


Contact Details
Should you require any further information about the research, please contact 
Colin Tyrrell,  XXXXXX@mydbs.ie. My supervisor can be contacted at XXXXXX@mydbs.ie.
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.








Appendix B
CONSENT FORM
A Study of pilot emotional and financial stress during a pandemic
I have read and understood the attached Information Sheet regarding this study. 
Yes / No
I have had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study with the researcher and I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions. 
Yes / No
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without this affecting my training.
Yes / No
I understand that a recording device will be used to record the interview.
Yes / No
I agree to take part in the study, the results of which will be published. 	
Yes / No		
I agree to have my data relating to this study to be stored confidentially as described in the Information Sheet.
Yes / No
I consent to participating in the study.
Yes / No
Participant’s Signature: ______________________________ Date: ________
Participant’s Name in print: _________________________
 


















Appendix C
QUESTION BANK

1. What effect did the pandemic have on you financially?

2.  What effect did the pandemic have on you emotionally?

3.  Did the pandemic alter the relationship with your spouse?

4.  Did the pandemic affect the relationship you have with your children?

5.  Do you feel your self-confidence has been altered by the effect of the pandemic on your    career?

6.  Was your sense of identity affected by the interruption of your career?

7.  Did you ever feel a sense of hopelessness during the pandemic?

 8.   Has this whole experience altered how you see yourself and your role as a pilot?

 9.    Have your values and priorities changed as a result of the pandemic?














Appendix D
DEBRIEF SHEET
Thank you for participating in this research project. The aim of this project was to explore the financial and emotional stress on airline pilots during a pandemic.
How was this achieved?
                                           This was explored during the face-to-face interviews in  which you provided personal, subjective experiences to me as the researcher.
Why is this important to study?
                                                        Any platform that either provides an outlet for discussion or offers peer support is to be welcomed. By demonstrating a willingness to discuss this important topic, you have helped to demystify stress and worry, demonstrating that no one is immune from this issue. It is hoped that this research can act as a building block for future programmes designed to assist airline pilots in the future, thereby mitigating against the possibility of pilot related suicide.
Data Storage
                       Storage of the data will be carried out via Microsoft forms, on a password protected computer which will satisfy all GDPR requirements. The information will be anonymised and de-identified so as to protect your anonymity at all times.
Right to withdraw
                                 You will retain the right to withdraw from the study for up to 2 weeks after the interview, after which all data will be submitted for analysis.
Contacts
If you require more information, please contact me at the given email address for me. Alternatively, you may contact my research supervisor XXXXXX@mydbs.ie for any concerns or queries you may have. Finally, if you have been adversely affected by any of this process, you can contact the Samaritans on 116123.
Thank you.
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