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SAFETY:

How New Units Gan Avoid Gomplacency

By Terry Palmer, Senior Consultant Aviation Strategy, Safety and Training, Pilot Landing LLC

‘ afety is not defined by technology,
equipment or procedure alone. It is
defined by the vigilance and judg-

‘ ment that crews bring to every
mission. While high-risk situations often
receive the most attention in airborne
public safety, many accidents occur in the
opposite environment—on the calm,
predictable days when everything feels
routine. That is when the complacency
trap is most dangerous.

Complacency is one of the quietest
threats to aviation safety. It doesn't arrive
with alarms or warnings. It creeps in gradu-
ally when missions go smoothly, when noth-
ing unusual happens, and when familiarity
lulls even experienced crews into overlooking
risk. It is the enemy that hides in plain sight.

For units just starting on their airborne
public safety journey, there is good news:
A strong safety culture, implemented from
day one, can actively work to detect and
prevent complacency.

Discipline: Safety’s Backbone

In the cockpit and on the ground, disci-
pline is one of the most powerful tools crews
have for preventing accidents. Safety is rein-
forced not by dramatic actions, but by
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consistent habits—habits that remain steady
even when the job feels easy.

Aviation accident reports often highlight
how small oversights cascade into significant
events: A low-fuel caution light unrecognized
because a dimmer switch was left down, a
helicopter routinely operated over gross
weight because it “always performed fine”
until one hightemperature day pushed perfor-
mance beyond the margin, a landing zone
assumed to be clear because “we've used it
a hundred times.” None of these errors are
precipitated by reckless acts. They begin
when discipline softens, routine replaces veri-
fication and assumptions substitute for
checks. Discipline is not about perfection. It
is about refusing to bypass the fundamen-
tals, even when a task seems familiar.

Complacency rarely comes from care-
lessness; more often, it grows from confi-
dence—a crew'’s confidence in its own expe-
rience and skill and the belief that nothing
unexpected will happen today.

Aviation safety doesn't depend on what
usually happens. It depends on what could
happen. Factors that quietly encourage
complacency include:

@ Operational or time pressure.
® Repetitive mission profiles.
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® Peer expectations.

® Mental fatigue.

® Long periods without incidents.

@ Comfort with the aircraft and environment.

Each complacency factor can cause
skilled crews to relax their safety margins
without realizing it. The danger is subtle: as
crews grow comfortable, risks feel smaller
and the urge to challenge assumptions
becomes weaker.

Rare Events & Debriefing

Public safety aviation crews encounter
situations that cannot always be anticipated.
Sudden hazards include wildlife strikes, fast-
changing weather, mechanical anomalies and
unexpected ground obstacles appearing with-
out warning. When unexpected events occur,
the crew’s safety margin depends on sharp
awareness, not routine.

A veteran instructor once described
surviving a violent bird strike that blew
debris into the cockpit. When he later spoke
about the risks, he emphasized that the star-
tle, disorientation and momentary loss of
awareness were far more impactful than the
physical damage. “You're never expecting




the unexpected, especially on a normal day,”
he said.

Safety programs often focus heavily on
technical procedures, but operational safety
also requires psychological readiness—an
understanding that even predictable
missions can deliver surprise.

Every mission provides data. Every flight
offers lessons. But the lessons reinforce
safety only when crews examine them in post-
mission debriefings. Effective debriefs are
factfinding, not fault-finding. They allow crews
to evaluate small deviations, missed calls,
unclear communication or moments when
workload briefly increases. When discussed
honestly, such warning signs become oppor-
tunities to strengthen safety margins before
they're tested.

The most effective safety cultures treat
debriefing as a normal part of operations,
not something reserved for emergencies or
mistakes. Effective debriefs should reinforce:

@ Situational awareness.

@® Crew communication habits.

@ Risk-recognition skills.

@ Recognition of normalization of deviance.
@® Accountability within the team.

Building a Culture

Strong safety cultures do not rely on
dramatic interventions or expensive
programs. Most safety measures cost noth-
ing. They require only leadership, consis-
tency and honest discussion.

Operational practices that counter
complacency include:

@ Treating every mission as unique.
Even routine patrol flights carry
changing variables like weather,
terrain, lighting, obstacles, crew
dynamics and operational pressure.

® Maintaining strict checklist discipline.
Shortcuts rarely fail—until the day
they do.

® Using cross-checks and crew
communication to challenge assump-
tions. “Is that what you expected to
see?” “Does this match what we
briefed?” Simple questions prevent
normalization of deviance.

® Reviewing accident summaries regu-
larly. Understanding the patterns of
previous accidents sharpens aware-
ness and reduces repeat factors.
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® Encouraging anyone on the crew to
speak up. Safety becomes stronger
when authority gradients are flattened
and communication flows freely.

@ Talking openly about complacency
itself. Naming the threat helps crews
recognize it within themselves.

Complacency is not a technical failure; it
is a human one. It grows quietly, hides
behind routine, and waits for conditions to
align. But it is also one of the most
preventable hazards in aviation.

Safety is strengthened not by dramatic
responses but by everyday behaviors: care-
fully completed checklists, asking questions,
discovering procedural drift in debriefs and
speaking up when things feel off. The safest
airborne public safety units discipline them-
selves to remain alert, even when missions
feel predictable. They understand profession-
alism is measured not by flawless days, but
by the vigilance brought to routine ones.
When crews expect the unexpected, they
protect not only their aircraft and team-
mates, but the communities they
serve, ~e
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