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Abstract 

U 
nstable approaches account for a high number of 

accidents during approach and landing. A large number 

could have been avoided with a decision to go-around. Studies 

have shown that operators of machines and even pilots are 

susceptible to what is called the Cognitive lockup. As per the 

definition, humans tend to deal with disturbances sequentially. 

Which means that they deal with one task at a time even if the 

subsequent task involves more significant risk. The pressure 

of task completion is proven to trigger cognitive lockup. On 

an approach to land, the pilot is under the pressure of task 

completion, time pressure and framing effect. In this situation, 

if an approach is destabilized, the pilot should ideally carry out 

a go-around and reattempt a landing. This involves switching 

to a second task, which holds higher importance. The pilot is 

unable to do so due to cognitive lockup since the current task 

is nearing completion. 

Training and framing of the task are two ways of eliminating 

the cognitive lockup. 
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Introduction 

Approach and landing are considered critical phases of flight. The 

statistical summary of commercial jet airplane accidents around 

the world, between 1959-2016 (Boeing, 2017), reveals that 48% 

of fatal accidents and onboard fatalities by the phase of flight 

occur during the final approach and landing. As per international 

air transport association (IATA) publication on unstable approaches 

(Unstable approaches 2nd edition, 2016), data from 2011-2015 

shows that approximately 65% of all recorded accidents occurred 

in approach and landing phase of the flight, and Unstabilised 

approaches were identified as a factor in 14% of these approach 

and landing accident. Further, 31% of runway/taxiway excursion 

was a result of unstabilised approach. 

The International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) Safety report 

2017 (ICAO safety report 2017, page 16) provides statistics on the 

accidents and the related risk factors for the year 2016. The top 

risk factors as per categories and numbers are depicted in Table 1. 

Table 1 - Categories and numbers 

Sr. n.o. Category Number 

1. Controlled flight into terrain 2 
---

2. Ground safety 20 

3. Loss of control in-flight 8 

4. Injuries to and/or incapacitation of persons 18 

5. Operational damage 16 

6. Other 5 

7. Runway safety 41 

8. Unknown 3 

The highest number of accidents as per categories is runway safety, 

which includes runway excursions and incursions, undershoot/ 

overshoot, tail strike and hard landing events. 

Approximately 65% of all accidents take place in the approach 

and landing phase. 83% of the accidents could have been avoided 

in the approach and landing phase, which amounts to 54% of 

all accidents, if a go-around was carried out. This is stated in 

the Flight Safety Foundation Go-Around Decision-Making and 

Execution Project p3 released in 2017. 

Pilots are trained to carry out a go-around but the practice is 

insufficient. As compared to the number of approach and landings, 

the number of go-arounds is approximately one sixth. At present, 

there is no training program which addresses cognitive lockout in 

any phase of the flight. 

Boeing gives an analysis of the causes of landing overruns (Boeing 

magazine Aero Q3 issue 12 page 16), in Figure 1. 
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