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Abstract
The article concerns with a process of the air traffic controllers selection. The text comes out
from the assumption that the air traffic control profession is the profession specific by its
work content and a workload and so it has special requirements on its candidates.
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1.

Air Traffic Controller’s Profile

The profession of an air traffic controller is
a highly professional and mentally
demanding job, which is associated with a
superior personal responsibility. The job
requires a high degree of professionalism,
long-term
systematic
training
and
continuous lifelong education. High
demands are placed on long-term targeted
focus of attention. The difficulty of this
work lies mainly in the decision-making
under time pressure, high degree of stress
(possible heavy casualties because of
hundreds of people on board of the
affected aircrafts; high financial losses on
the aviation technology) and irregular
working hours (shift work, work on
weekends and holidays).
EUROCONTROL methodology assesses
proficiency of air traffic controllers based
on four main pillars:






Aptitudes and abilities
Personality
Knowledge
Skills

Aptitudes, abilities and personality are
psycho-diagnostically measurable, their
quality depending mainly on the genetic
aptitudes of the particular individual, and
partly on the quality of his/her previous
upbringing (education and training etc.).
They form the necessary foundation of the
professional development. They are
especially important during the selection
process of suitable candidates for the
profession of an air traffic controller.
It is possible to develop knowledge and
skills by high quality training. The results
depend on a variety of factors, for
example: quality of students, study
conditions, quality of the educational
process (including the methodological and
didactic
level).

2.

The selection process

As one of the key factors, which precedes
the individuals’ training for the job of an
air traffic controllers, is necessary to
consider the selection process of potential
candidates. This is usually implemented
through
the
selection
procedure.
Its individual rounds, including the
number, may vary slightly in different
states of ECAC (European Civil Aviation
Conference). The differences in the
requirements and approach as well depend
on if the air traffic service provider is civil
or military. However, according to the
recommendations by EUROCONTROL,
the selection process should include at
least the following:






determining the minimum and
maximum age to begin the air
traffic controller training;
required level of education;
testing of the aptitudes (meaning
the cognitive skills) for the air
traffic controller’s job;
medical fitness;
language skills – English language.

The aim of the selection process is to find
the candidates who are sufficiently mature
(educationally, physically and mentally),
so that they would be able to acquire,
retain and demonstrate the required
relevant theoretical and practical skills.
In many EUROCONTROL (European
Organisation for the Safety of Air
Navigation) member states the aptitude test
called FEAST (First European Air Traffic
Controller Selection Test) is used for
testing. This test should reveal the skills
needed for the performance of an air traffic
controller. However, since the content of

this test is also contradictory, some ANSP
(Air Navigation Services Provider) prefer
their own monitoring systems for the
recognition of required skills; alternatively
they outsource some parts of it.
The advantage of using own systems is the
ability to create a system which reflects
accurately the nature and requirements of
the concrete ANSP. Another advantage lies
in
the
possibility
of
immediate
modification of the system, so that it would
reflect the current results of outputs based
on the analysis of training needs
and development. Nevertheless, to clearly
demonstrate the advantage of either
approach would be possible only on the
premise of a detailed analysis of the
success rate. Unfortunately this is
unfeasible, because the successfulness does
not depend only on the quality of selected
students and on the training process itself,
but also on the circumstances that often
can’t be directly affected (such as
economic or personal). The information
regarding the success rate of the air traffic
controllers’ training are also for the ANSPs
very sensitive data, which might be
misinterpreted due to above mentioned
reasons, and therefore a lot of ANSPs do
not provide such information. As an
example of deviation in success rate see
Figure 1., which shows the statistic of
some European ANSPs. Values represent
the percentage success of obtaining ATCO
(Air Traffic Controller) licence of persons
who have successfully passed the selection
process and been accepted into ATCO
course. Due to sensitivity of data, the
providers are called ANSP 1 to ANSP 6.
No data for ANSP in some year means,
that there was no training realized or the
training
is
still
in
progress.
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Figure 1: ANSPs success rate statistic (Source: Various European ANSPs)

Both EUROCONTROL and the Federal
Aviation Authority (FAA) share the
opinion that in the context of the selection
process it is important to monitor and
evaluate candidates’ cognitive skills that
are required for the profession of an air
traffic controller; and in this way to detect
and eliminate potential individuals who
would most likely not be able to complete
the training. This would also save the
financial and human resources not only of
the ANSP / training organization,
but also of the individual.
Recently, some scientists in the USA have
expressed the opinion that further
empirical studies, which would support
approach of the so called taking
intelligence into consideration are needed
instead of dealing with theories that put
into context the general mental abilities
(GMA1) and the performance of the
individual. Nevertheless, it would be firstly
convenient to verify such an opinion with a
study whether and what influence would
taking intelligence into consideration have,
with respect to the cognitive skills in the
scope of selection system of air traffic

controllers, since a few years older paper
published by Dean, M. A. [1] from the area
of performance prediction shows that the
best way possible how to predict
the success of individuals for a particular
job is a system based on three selection
techniques: a test of cognitive abilities; test
of future work content and so called
Biodata2.
Some studies carried out in the USA have
shown that Biodata can be a great help
in predicting the successfulness of
completion the air traffic controller
training. One of many examples is
Ramsay, M. J. [2], who found with the
help of regression analysis in his paper,
that taking Biodata into account as a part
of the selection system (based on the
evaluation of aptitudes) can make the
prediction of the successfulness of the air
traffic controller training organized in FAA
2

Data obtained through the method of

associations of answers on certain questions
about life and work experience, as well as
opinions, values, beliefs and attitudes that
reflect

1

the

historical

perspective
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A term used for description of the level, which

individual. On the basis of Biodata certain

reflects how an individual learns, understands

patterns can predict the future behavior of the

instructions and solve problems. [4]

individual.[5]

Academy (ATCO organizations providing
training in the USA) more accurate.
Nonetheless, there are as well disputes
regarding this method and its real
applicability, with the heart of the debate
being whether personality characteristics
(Biodata) that are common for air traffic
controllers, are either a function of the
characteristics of individuals performing
the air traffic controller profession or a
function of the characteristics of this
profession, or both.
It is worth mentioning a recent research
concerning prerequisites for the profession
of an air traffic controller made in the USA
[3]. The research found that the average
of grades of secondary school mathematics
and Grade Point Average (GPA3) can’t be
taken as an adequate indicator of
successful completion of the training.
Table 1 shows the frequency counts of
specific BioData item of persons who were
in ATCO training and whose data was used
for the research. Contrarily, the overall
average of all marks from high school
proved to be quite a significant predictor of
successful completion of the training.

3

A number representing mathematical expression

of the average value of final marks or marks for a
certain period.

Table 1: Frequency Counts for Predictor
Variables
(Source: [3]); *HS (High School)

BioData Item
Frequency Counts
HS GPA
B+ and Lower
55%
A+ to A45%
HS Math GPA
B+ and Lower
43%
A+ to A57%
Educational Degree
HS Diploma
33%
Associates Degree
15%
Bachelor‘s Degree
50%
Graduate Degree
2%
Pilot’s Certificate
No
75%
Yes
25%

3.

Conclusion

It must be emphasized that the successful
completion of the training and thus
obtaining of the air traffic controller
license
are
greatly
influenced
by the training process itself, i.e. its quality
and the professional and personal qualities
of the persons involved. Therefore, the
selection process based solely on the
aptitudes of the candidates (even if it
would be an absolutely perfect system)
can’t, in the matter of fact, guarantee
successful completion of the training. This
can be achieved through a combination of
sufficiently high-quality selection process
(aptitudes for the profession, physical
fitness, psychological profile, language
skills), high-quality theoretical and
practical training and sharing undistorted
information about selection and training
processes among ANSPs.
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