
 

 

Debriefing for learning and growth 

among airplane pilots 

 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW  

In professional practice, debriefing is a highly effective 

learning and teaching practice. The focus of a debriefing 

session should be on the person who performed the 

task, by allowing them ample time to talk about their 

performance and engage in self-reflection. Debriefing 

can be used in many professions and situations, 

including aviation – the focus of this article.  

 

WHAT IS THIS RESEARCH ABOUT?  

Debriefing is the process of reviewing, analyzing, and 

discussing the performance of a task in order to 

facilitate growth and improvement. Despite debriefing 

being commonly used in high-stakes fields such as 

combat, surgery, and aviation, there isn’t much known 

about effective debriefing practices. This research 

studied the debriefing practices of pilots and their flight 

examiners in order to better understand the 

characteristics of a debrief, common debriefing 

practices, and make recommendations for change in the 

industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE RESEARCHER DO?  

The researcher video-taped 29 debriefing sessions 

where flight examiners sat down with pairs of pilots and 

discussed the performance of the task they had just 

completed (e.g., flying in a full-motion simulator). The 

researcher also video-taped interviews with the pilots 

and examiners after the debriefings were finished. The 

participants of this study were from five different 

airlines.   
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WHAT DID THE RESEARCHER FIND? 

There are three important components to a debrief: 

remembering, reflecting, and learning.  

 

Remembering: pilots tended to forget crucial aspects of 

their flight sessions. If a pilot cannot remember their 

session, they cannot reflect on, or learn from it. 

Recommendations to help pilots remember details of 

their flight include: 

• Use of a debriefing tool that simulates the cockpit 

• Video cues 

• Acting out the simulation using relevant hand and 

body movements  

• Recounting the simulation in chronological order 

Reflecting: flight examiners tended to talk more than 

pilots. This is not helpful for pilot-driven reflection. 

• Flight examiners should prompt pilots to do most of 

the talking and reflection during the debrief 

Learning: a combination of remembering and reflecting 

will facilitate learning opportunities for the pilots to 

improve upon their flight performance. 

 

As a result of these findings, a consultant created a 

pilot-centered, five-phase approach to debriefing. It is 

currently being implemented in three of the five airlines 

from this study. This approach emphasizes the flight 

examiner cueing the pilot to outline strengths and 

weaknesses of their performance, relive the 

performance, and create “take-home” points from the 

debrief.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW CAN YOU USE THIS RESEARCH?  

Think about how you can incorporate debriefing into 

your life. Whether it be in a professional setting, for 

interpersonal relationships, or even self-reflection, 

debriefing is a great tool that can help you learn and 

grow from difficult situations. Don’t be afraid to sit 

down with someone and discuss what happened, what 

could have been different, and what you will do next 

time. Pay attention to how much you’re talking versus 

how much the other person has a chance to speak.  
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