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Introduction

This iBook is written for and aimed at UK professional pilots who are preparing for their recurrent simulator checks. However
many of the techniques it discusses are generic and may be of interest to anyone who suffers from situational anxiety.It has also
been written by pilots, not professional psychologists: while we hope that it may be useful, nothing in here should be allowed to
conflict with the advice of a healthcare professional. It was created as a project within the British Airways Pilot Assistance
Network, and is being shared without charge in the hope that it may help some of our colleagues in the wider airline industry.
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About this iBook
When you imagine yourself standing in front of the doors into the sim hall, do you wish you were anywhere else but there?
Preparing for your sim check, do you feel a sense of dread? When you’re in the sim, is all you want to get out of there and not
have to come back for as long as possible? If so then this iBook is for you. First, some good news: you’re not alone. If you feel
some form of anxiety either preparing for or during your sim, you are in the majority of pilots. Even those who on the outside look
so relaxed that you’re worried they might start snoring are probably feeling nervous on the inside. Even trainers get nervous:
Asked the question, “how many trainees do you think feel anxious?”, trainers’ answers included “100% including this Senior
Examiner”, and “99.9% including the senior examiners who design the checks”
The not-quite-so-good-news: there’s no quick fix and there’s no one-size-fits all solution. You’re not going to read this book and
magically never feel anxiety again BUT... There are lots of simple things you can do to manage your anxiety and make it a lot more
bearable. How you experience anxiety varies from person to person and so the solution will vary too. This book contains
information on anxiety and how to manage in the context of pilots and sim anxiety. It may help you manage mild to moderate
anxiety yourself. For more severe anxiety you may need more support; look at the “Outside Help” page for details.
In this iBook’s Introduction you’ll hear one pilot’s experience of anxiety and how he overcame it. The Evidence section covers
what anxiety is and how it’s generated. The Toolbox will introduce you to various practical things you can do to manage it and help
you develop your personal action plan.

2

MANAGING SIM ANXIETY

One Pilot’s Story

Copyright Paul McCarthy

“I now realise that for about 6 months any mention of the simulator had brought about a physical
response. It felt as though my skin was crawling and I would quickly change the subject or move away
from the discussion - classic ‘flight’ response.”
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The sim experience was generally ok throughout my career. I’m a little bit claustrophobic which has never helped. I’d have to say
it’s not my ‘favourite’ thing and I’m very self critical. It’s important to remind yourself of the positive training benefits. I think we can
sometimes concentrate on the checking side but it’s a pretty odd beast. You can’t expect to get everything right and there may be
no definitive right answer.
I’d bumbled along happily for 25 years or so then had a few issues external to flying which later became a problem in the
simulator. In my case these were a hotel fire and a bike accident both of which were potentially life threatening, Whilst I thought
they were well dealt with, put in a box and forgotten about, they clearly weren’t. This seems to be a common theme - an ongoing
concern, domestic issues and in my case some delayed PTSD which manifested itself at a later date.
I’d unwittingly created a trigger for myself which I was unaware of. One of the above incidents had occurred on the 1st May and I’d
come up with a great story regaling the effects of MayDay!! However, on giving the preflight briefing in the sim, the discussion of
declaring a Mayday and it’s subsequent treatment triggered a full blown panic attack - heart palpitations, narrowed vision,
increased pulse rate, a great desire to run out of the sim. There seems to be no option in the fight or flight scenario in the sim there is!!! I should have stopped things there and then - instead I was telling myself that it was ‘simitis’ and I should just get on with
it etc. In essence I was ignoring what my body was telling me and pushing on through. I couldn’t tell you what happened on either
day of the sim - it’s a complete blank. Somehow I scraped through but haven’t a clue how!!
In retrospect, I now realise that for about 6 months any mention of the simulator had brought about a physical response. It felt as
though my skin was crawling and I would quickly change the subject or move away from the discussion - classic ‘flight’ response.
Clearly once in the simulator this wasn’t so easy!! The actual feeling was of taking a back seat- it was as if someone else was
doing the check and I was watching as though it were an attempt to disassociate myself with what was going on. Even the thought
of any training environment wasn’t pleasant. It was a fairly easy decision to go and seek help - this was so far out of the norm for
me. Identifying the problem can be the greater problem. I didn’t have any flashbacks which alluded to the earlier incidents but I still
felt stressed after the event. Fortunately I was recommended to try a hypnotherapist : something I was sceptical about but open
minded enough to give it a go. Certainly talking about it helped a lot. The same old adage “you’re not the only one going through
this sort of thing” applies.
The company was extremely supportive - it was a trainer who took the time to put me in touch with another pilot and he
recommended the hypnotherapist. My flight training manager and I chatted a few times - what was appreciated was the fact that I
had taken the initiative in dealing with things and keeping them in the loop. In return, I was given the opportunity to do some non
jeopardy sims - basically just sitting in as P2 on a conversion training detail.
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One Pilot’s Story continued...
I found the hypnotherapy very useful. My stress levels had remained high after the sim and this was sufficient in itself to want to
get help. Don’t think about the hypnotherapy as some sort of stage show or party trick - it’s a completely different beast. There is
no ‘being put under’ and losing control or not knowing what’s going on. Conversely it’s about staying in control and being enabled
to take more control of your mind and body.
The starting point is a discussion much like one with the doctor - trying to identify stressors. This can take a while. There are then
some techniques to de-stress : I was pretty much amazed at their effectiveness and particularly the ’snappy finger’ one.
This works by starting with the “hypnosis” part, for want of a better term. It’s about relaxation and trying to take you back to a point
in your life where you are happy, relaxed and in control. This is a very focussed excise - you have to get so focussed that you can
remember details like smells, colours, minutiae. Essentially you lock these feelings into your memory and then you create a way to
recall them whenever you want with a “conditioned response”. This is a technique employed by a lot of top sports people for
example - you use an anchor (for example squeezing or snapping your fingers together) to elicit the feelings associated with the
particular point in your life which you have previously identified. Basically Pavlov’s dogs for humans - I’m sure any self respecting
hypnotherapist would be appalled at that description but hey, this is for pilots!!!
I need to say at this point that you are “aware” the whole time. Even when these suggestions
were being put to me , I could hear the postman, birds, cars etc. The clear instruction is that
should you wish you can stop at any time. The sensation is very akin to being told a bedtime
story. I remember being warm, comfortable and just at that point of nodding off. I left having
also been shown techniques for self hypnosis - excellent for relaxing and even getting to
sleep … if you’ve seen me on controlled rest you’ll know it works!!!!!
There are also some online CBT courses - MoodGym is a good one. I found these interesting
but to be honest a bit of a faff. All I can say is try it and whatever works for you is what is
right! You will find something that works but it may take time - the mind is a devious thing.
The physical response you may feel - nerves, anxiety, even panic - is just that… a physical
response. It is about “controlling the chimp” (as Steve Peters talks about in his book “The
Chimp Paradox”) but sometimes we need more help in putting him or her back in the box.
It can take months or years to feel fully in control again.
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We aren’t in something like the simulator often enough for it to be part and parcel of our normal life. This is something I feel our
trainers need to take note of - anyone with a real anxiety problem before the simulator doesn’t want to be told ‘it’s only nerves’ or
‘everyone gets like this’. Quite simply they don’t know how you feel - only you do. This is why it’s so vital to own the problem - if for
no other reason your life will improve immeasurably every 6 months!!
I think it took 3 or 4 sim checks before I felt back to normal. Things got gradually better - with hindsight I wish I’d done a couple of
extra hypnotherapy sessions.
Where am I now? Well I’m still not a great fan of the simulator but with good preparation and some techniques which work for me
I now feel in control of my own physical response and hence my performance. I’m never going to love it but the checks seem to be
going well.
What I’ve learnt from the process is to seek help. The earlier you start the better. Make
time for yourself to deal with these issues and don’t be afraid to talk about them - if not
with someone at work then there is plenty of help externally. Your mind can work for or
against you. I don’t like to use the term mental or mentally. It is your mind and your
experiences which may elicit an unwanted physical response - this could be some simple
nerves or something more complex. Think of it as not boxing one “Chimp” but as boxing
as many “Chimps” as you need to. Certainly the older we get , there seem to be more
and more chimps - in your 20’s you may just have yourself to worry about. Fast forward a
number of years and relationships, children, parents and grandparents etc all create
further responsibilities. You get one “Chimp” back in the box only for another one to
escape!!
This is where I found the self hypnosis very useful - it’s all really a matter of putting things
in perspective. Loads of people will not have any problems or worries - it all varies. I was
one of those who was essentially fat, dumb and happy until something hit me completely
unexpectedly. Just don’t think “it can never happen to me” - that’s when it probably will!!!
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MANAGING SIM ANXIETY

Evidence

Copyright

What is Anxiety?
What effect does it have on our Body, Mind and Behaviour?
Panic Attacks & Simulator Checking...
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What is Anxiety?
We all have at least some experience of what it feels like to be anxious. Symptoms vary according to the person and the situation, but
include things such as a racing heart, sweating, feelings of dread or helplessness, and racing thoughts such as “I can’t cope”,
“I’ve got to get out of here” etc.
These symptoms can be broadly classified into physiological,
psychological and cognitive; or, more simply, Body, Mind and Behaviour.
We’ll look at each of these in more detail later, but its important to
recognise that they are all interrelated and can form into a cycle such as
the image on this page.

What is Normal?
Anxiety is a normal response to frightening situations and can range from
mild or almost unnoticeable to overwhelming and incapacitating terror. It is
an evolved response that has contributed to our survival; a certain amount
of anxiety helps us to be careful and to prepare for difficult situations.
When it becomes a problem is when it interferes with our lives in a
detrimental way. This might be because it is chronic and we feel anxious
much of the time, regardless of the situation, or because it is excessive
and out of proportion to the threat that we face.
Anxiety is different to fear in that anxiety anticipates a future threat,
whereas fear relates to a real or perceived imminent threat.
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What does this mean for Pilots?
If you feel just enough anxiety about your upcoming sim check to prompt you into doing some study for it, that’s fine. If however your
anxiety leading up to your sim check causes you distress, interferes with your sleeping or eating, makes you irritable to the point where it
damages your relationship with your family or friends, makes you either avoid studying or study until you’re exhausted; or on the day
makes you feel unwell, makes you behave differently or makes it difficult for you to focus, you might want to think about taking steps to
reduce your anxiety using some of the techniques in the Toolbox.
If you have persistent excessive anxiety to the point that it is either causing you significant distress or causing behaviours that damage
your everyday life (e.g avoiding certain situations or having compulsive behaviours) you may need more focussed help than this book
can provide; a list of outside help is provided at the end of the Toolbox.

I haven’t slept
and couldn’t eat!

9

What is Anxiety? - Body
Anxiety as we saw is different to fear, but its physical effects are similar. It activates the autonomic nervous system, which gives rise to
the “fight or flight” response, preparing the body to face a threat.
The symptoms of this response are listed below. Anxiety will be experienced differently by everybody; some people will experience
everything on this list, for others it will only be one or two of the symptoms. How they are linked to Mind and Behaviour varies from
person to person as well. Some people will get a racing heart and dizziness without being conscious of any associated thoughts.
Others won’t be able to concentrate on anything because of compulsive anxious thoughts but won’t feel anything physically. Others will
modify their behaviour in sometimes quite extreme ways to try to avoid ever feeling the body or mind sensations of anxiety. Similar to
the “fight or flight” response is “freeze or appease” as the body’s way of dealing with threats, especially when the feared thing is a person
(e.g. a sim instructor!).
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Physical symptoms of anxiety !
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• Racing heart
• Sweating
• Shaking
• Insomnia
• Headaches
• Dry mouth
• Nausea
• Muscle tension
• Shortness of breath
• “Butterflies in stomach”
• Digestive problems
• Dizziness
• Loss of appetite/overeating
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What is Anxiety? - Mind
Certain patterns of thinking can be a significant part of an individual’s unique experience of anxiety. These reinforce and are reinforced
by the body and behaviour aspects of anxiety. For example, you sit down to study for your sim, and looking at the list of topics you
think, “I can’t do this.” You feel your heart beating faster and your hands shaking. You think, “I can’t even concentrate to study, I’m
definitely going to fail.” Your partner comes in and you snap at them. They leave and you think, “I’m not just going to fail the sim, I’m
failing at everything.”
“Metacognition” is the awareness of your own thoughts, or “thinking about thinking”. Its not always easy to do, but being aware
that your thoughts are following an anxious pattern can be the first step towards breaking out of them.
!

Cognitive Symptoms of Anxiety
• Feeling Scared
• Catastrophising
• Tunnel Vision
• Compulsive or Intrusive Negative Thoughts
• Feeling Inadequate
• Difficulty focussing
• Memory Blanks
• Worrying
• Inability to process information
• Feeling of nerves, tension
• Feeling of impending doom / hopelessness
• “All or Nothing” thinking
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What is Anxiety? - Behaviour
The most common behavioural symptom of anxiety is avoidance. This can help reduce anxiety in the short term, but in the long term
leads to increased dread, which leads to increased anxiety, increased avoidance... and so on. Obviously for pilots we can’t avoid sim
checks entirely, but we can avoid thinking about them until the last minute, which hinders effective preparation and is also avoiding the
issue of anxiety, which means it won’t get dealt with and will only be worse next time. Another form of avoidance is detachment and
mental shutdown which obviously hinders performance if it happens during a check.
Paradoxically, anxiety can also cause the opposite behaviour, where we obsess and overwork to the point that we exhaust ourselves.
Trying to find out and memorise every event in the check and work out in detail exactly what we’ll do at each stage is strategy some use
to reduce anxiety, but (apart from being an impossible task which in itself causes stress) it often leads to inflexible thinking and panic or
an inability to cope when things aren’t exactly as expected, which has an adverse impact on performance.
Another type of avoidance is substance abuse
(alcohol or other drugs). This may help to forget
the problem for a short time, but again has
adverse effects in the long run.
Other behavioural symptoms are irritability,
increases in aggressive or timid behaviour
change, withdrawal from interpersonal
contact, compulsive actions and over or
under eating. Many of these will be more
obvious to those around you than they are from
the inside, which means it’s worth paying
attention to what your loved ones say. You may
think you’re coping but if your anxiety makes you
come across in the sim as angry and aggressive
you won’t be doing yourself any favours.

12

Panic Attacks
Panic attacks are a less common and intense physiological response to
anxiety. They reflect an intensification of anxiety and can occur for a variety of
reasons if anxiety is left unchecked. They can start with little or no warning,
and although they don’t last long (typically no more than 10 minutes) they are
an extremely unpleasant experience that can leave you feeling drained and
vulnerable for much longer afterwards. Panic attacks are an intensification of
the symptoms of anxiety that we’ve looked at on the preceding 3 pages. This
intensity in itself can be frightening; it is not uncommon for sufferers to feel
chest pain to the extent that they believe they are having a heart attack - a
thought which further intensifies anxiety.
At the heart of the issue, all fears and anxieties stem from a perceived threat
to us. This threat may be real or it may be imagined - our perception of it is
what counts. Although panic attacks are extremely unpleasant and often
frightening, they do usually only last a short while and can be managed. As
the symptoms are severe this will probably best be done under the guidance
of a health professional - see the Toolbox for details on how to access one.
!

As seen in the story in the Introduction, panic attacks and other less severe occurrences of anxiety are often
(though not always) started by a trigger. This can be something in itself unthreatening (the word “Mayday”, the smell of the
simulator hall, parking your car outside the simulator hall, the seats in the briefing rooms) but that has become linked in your mind
with the experience of anxiety. Knowing what your own personal triggers are is key to
learning to manage anxiety - more on this in the Toolbox.
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Prevalence & Risk Factors
Anxiety is common. It is a normal emotion which most people will experience in relation to daily life. Even when anxiety becomes
severe enough to be classed as a disorder, it is still common. According to AnxietyUK, 15% of the UK population were suffering from
an anxiety-related disorder in 2007. The World Health Organisation estimates that 40% of worldwide disability is caused by depression
and anxiety (they are very often interrelated and occur together).
Some of the risk factors that will predispose someone to developing an anxiety disorder are:
!

Physical illness

Experiencing or witnessing a traumatic event
Stress - which can be either due to one
large event, or cumulative small ones

Biochemical imbalances in brain,
or thyroid problems
Drug or alcohol

Genetics - (you are more statistically more likely to develop
an anxiety disorder if you have a relative with one)

The biggest risk factor for developing anxiety is a bad previous experience.
For pilots this means that a “bad” sim check or other stressful experience at work can affect how you feel
about subsequent sim checks for many years afterwards - even if you have lots of positive experiences in
the meantime.
There are also some things that are not linked to anxiety. While a bad experience in the sim can make
you feel more nervous in future, feeling anxiety is not necessarily linked to poor performance. As
seen in the the Introduction, senior examiners are as likely to feel nervous as anyone. It is also not true
that you feel nervous at the beginning of your career when you are still learning about the job; in fact the
contrary is true, with many pilots becoming more anxious in later middle age.
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Is Anxiety Treatable?
From AnxietyUK website:
“Anxiety is a normal emotion and we would not look to ‘cure’ it.
There are many occasions where anxiety is helpful and useful. Lots of factors can help you to
control your feelings of anxiety, a combination of therapy, medication and self help strategies can
help anybody affected by anxiety overcome their disorder and reach a point where they control
their anxiety rather than the anxiety controlling them and affecting their quality
of life.
Many people who contact Anxiety UK are hoping to be told of a revolutionary medication or quick
fix therapy technique that will rid them of their anxiety overnight. No such treatment exists, and it is
often this realisation, that the answer of recovery lies within oneself, that starts people off on that
road to recovery.”
!
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Evidence - Summary
In summary for this section, we can now see that none of the following myths are true:

“If you feel anxious, that’s just tough there is nothing that can be done about it”
“The best way to deal with Anxiety is to ignore it”

“Only weak performers suffer from Anxiety”
“I’m the only one who feels nervous”

Which leaves just one myth to bust:

“People who feel nervous in the sim will feel nervous on the aircraft”
Whilst it is not unknown for pilots to develop a fear of flying or emergencies, this is rare and usually linked to PTSD or other major
stressors going on in their life. People who feel anxious in the sim are usually suffering from a type of performance anxiety related
to checking which is common and there is no evidence that this translates into anxiety when carrying out normal operations.
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Toolbox

Overview Using the Toolbox!
What doesn’t work, Long/Medium/Short term suggestions
! Personal Action Plan & Outside Help
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Overview
This section aims to give you some strategies for managing anxiety. You do not need to do all of them though!
Trying to do so would be stressful in itself. As seen in the Evidence section, everyone feels anxiety differently and so the solutions will
also be different for each individual.
A suggestion for how you might use this section is to try just a couple of the techniques here for your next sim check. If they work for
you, do them again in future. If they don’t, try something else. A blank Action Plan is included which you could use to structure this
process and help you remember it for your next check in six months’ time.
Make sure you pick something that is realistically achievable for you. Its better to successfully do one small thing than to try a wholesale
makeover and fail.
The aim is not to “cure” yourself of anxiety; it’s to find a way of managing it that lets you get on with your life.

Pick something achievable
Not all of them and not all at once
Keep what works and change what doesn’t
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Using the Toolbox
!

thoughts such as ‘Looking through my
recent results’
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What doesn’t work...
Any sentient being when feeling distress will take steps to avoid it. Humans are no different when it comes to anxiety; anyone who has
ever felt it has probably done something to try to reduce or get rid of the unpleasant sensation. The problem is that these common
things that people try either do little to help or actually make the anxiety worse in the long term:

Spending hours worrying to make
sure you’ve thought about everything
that could possibly go wrong

!

Blaming others or
taking it out on them

Avoidance
Trying the same thing that didn’t work last time
(“I worked really hard for my sim last time but
still felt nervous. So this time I’ll work even
harder...”)

Drugs or excessive alcohol
Trying to predict the future
and control everything in it
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Being fatalistic and giving up:
(“I’m bound to fail anyway so
why try?”)

Mindfulness
Mindfulness allows us to interrupt automatic, reflexive fight, flight, or freeze reactions—reactions that can lead to anxiety, fear,
foreboding, and worry. By bringing mindfulness to our actual experience in the moment, we can increase the likelihood of exerting more
conscious control over our behaviours and attitudes. In so doing we learn to work with our intention, wise effort, will, discipline, and
capacity to be kind to ourselves.
In its simplest form, mindfulness involves experiencing
the present moment in full, and resisting all distracting
thoughts about the past and the future. It sounds simple
but try it and see how long you can manage before your
mind drifts to what someone said earlier, what you’re
going to do later, etc. To stay in the moment, focus on
your surroundings, or your bodily sensations. When you
become aware of your thoughts wandering, accept them
for what they are - no more than streams inside your
head - and return your attention to the present.
There are lots of resources that will guide you through
how to cultivate mindfulness. For starters, Jon KabatZinn has published several books and videos; apps
include Insight Timer, Aura and Headspace. “ACT
Companion: Happiness Trap” is an app that combines
daily mindfulness techniques with self-help acceptance
exercises.
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Meditation
The current practice of mindfulness was born from long traditions of meditation and contemplation in various religions.
Meditation has many different forms, often with a more external focus (such as loving-kindness) than mindfulness and typically with more
commitment, such as retreats or daily practice.
Long term meditators find many benefits in the practice, such as the ability to control their thoughts, break out of cycles of anxious
thinking, greater peacefulness, altered stress response, sense of meaning, and even physical growth of parts of the brain related to
cognitive control.
Meditation has to be a regular and committed practice, which can be difficult to fit into the pilot lifestyle of irregular hours and hotel
rooms, but it is possible with some persistence and organisation. “Quiet the Mind” by Matthew Johnstone is a practical and inspiring
guide on how to meditate. There is also lots of guidance online and many centres for meditation in all countries.
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Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)
Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is the most widely-used therapy for anxiety disorders. Research has shown it to be effective in the
treatment of panic disorder, phobias, social anxiety disorder, and generalised anxiety disorder, among many other conditions. Many
pilots have found it useful in dealing with sim anxiety. It’s logical and outcome-oriented which possibly appeals to the typical pilot
personality?
CBT addresses negative patterns and distortions in the way we look at the world and ourselves. For an introduction to some common
cognitive distortions and how they can affect your life read this article from Goodtherapy.org in your webbrowser.
As the name suggests, CBT involves two main components:

Cognitive therapy examines how negative thoughts, or cognitions, contribute to anxiety.
Behaviour therapy examines how you behave and react in situations that trigger anxiety.
The basic premise of cognitive behavioural therapy is that our thoughts—not external
events—affect the way we feel. In other words, it’s not the situation you’re in that
determines how you feel, but your perception of it and beliefs about what it will lead to.
Your behaviour, based on these beliefs, can influence the situation in ways you may not
be fully consciously aware of. Changing either or both of these in a controlled and
measurable fashion can change the way we feel about stressful situations such as sim
checks.
CBT-based self-help books such as David Burns’ “The Feeling Good Handbook” and
Gillian Butlers’ “Managing Your Mind” can be a useful start, or it may be more effective
done with a counsellor trained in the technique. See “Outside help” for details on how to
find one.
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Talking / Acceptance
An integral part of any CBT-style techniques for dealing with anxiety will be accepting your anxiety as something evolutionarily adaptive,
normal and manageable, rather than shameful and disastrous. As pilots, we expect the highest standards of ourselves and can become
angry, disappointed or even ashamed if we experience anxiety. Try and remember that we are designed to experience anxiety and that
your mind is trying to help - it’s just going too far and becoming unhelpful. You now have a job to do - managing your anxiety, and it can
be done. Try saying to yourself, “I notice I am anxious, that’s understandable, now I’m going to do something from the Toolbox to
manage it.”
!

Related to acceptance of your feelings is being able to talk about with them with other people. “A problem shared is a problem halved” is
a cliche that became a cliche because it’s true. Simply saying catastrophic thinking out loud can instantly make it seem ludicrous rather
than terrifying. It doesn’t matter who you talk to - friends, family, colleagues, your peer support network, counsellor - just do talk
to someone.
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Visualisation
Visualisation is another powerful relaxation technique. As
mentioned in the Intro story, this involves visualising a place either imagined or from a happy memory - where you feel
safe, relaxed and happy. It could be a beach, a field by a
river, your childhood bedroom, whatever works for you.
Practice taking yourself there and exploring the place in your
mind unhurriedly, enjoying the details, until you can go there
quickly. Associating the visualisation with a physical cue
such as snapping your fingers or lightly touching your
temples can help quickly evoke both your visualisation and
the feelings of safety and contentment that go with it.
Smell can be very powerful too - if you link positive feelings
to something such as lavender or a particular aftershave you
can take it into the sim with you.
!
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Breathing Exercises
One of the most basic mindfulness/meditation techniques is to concentrate on your breathing and
nothing else. Controlled breathing doesn’t however just calm the mind, it also calms the body.
The stress response increases breathing rate, and deliberately slowing your breathing is a way of
combatting this response. There are many different ways to do breathing exercises. You can try
simply being aware of each inflow and outflow of breath, all the way from the bottom of your
diaphragm, up through your lungs, throat and mouth. Sitting in a yoga pose can help with this, but
you can do it anywhere (even in a quiet corner of a canteen where you can just stand and
concentrate for a couple of minutes).

You can also create a visual image for this cycle of breathing; perhaps a coin on your chest rising and falling, a flower
opening and closing, or waves on a beach advancing and receding.
!
Some forms of yoga connect physical movement with the cycle of breathing, so that you deliberately tense parts of your
body (which can be just hands or feet, or whole body movements) as you breathe in, and then allow all tension to relax
as you breath out.
It doesn’t matter which technique you use, as long as you stick to it for whatever time you’ve allotted (5-10 mins is good, but
even just one or two focussed deep breaths can have a significant calming effect), and resist distractions or your mind
wandering elsewhere.

Apps such as Stop, Breathe & Think (and many more available via a quick
search) include guided breathing exercises which can help you maintain this focus.
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Relaxation Techniques
As seen in the Evidence section, the physical effect of anxiety is to activate the body’s stress response. Relaxation techniques put the
brakes on this response and bring your body back into a state of calm and equilibrium.
A simple yet effective physical relaxation technique is the yoga “body scan” mentioned on the Breathing Exercises page.
To do this:

Lie on your back, with your legs uncrossed and arms to either side of you, palms facing upwards.
Start at either end of your body and progressively work up or down it. Let’s say we’re starting at the feet. As you breathe in,
focus your attention entirely on your feet, including any aches, pains or tension you feel there. Then as you breathe out, allow
all of this tension to flow up and out of your body along with your breath. Do this for three breaths, then move up to your
ankles, then your knees, until you’ve scanned your whole body.

If you find it difficult to maintain your concentration, there are plenty of apps and videos online which will guide you through the process.
Of course there are many other methods of relaxing; running, cycling, walking, playing or listening to music, art are just a few.
Any activity that you find pleasurable and are able to focus on uninterruptedly will calm your body’s stress response.
Know what works for you and make time for it in your daily schedule - including leading up to the sim.
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Distraction
If there are particular things which trigger your anxiety, simply distracting yourself for a few seconds
can be a surprisingly effective way of preventing the stress response and interrupting the cycle of anxiety.
Physical forms of distraction work well; even ones small enough that you can do them in the sim briefing room without your sim partner
or trainer noticing (which they might do if you take your shoes off and lie on the table for 15 mins to do your full yoga body scan).
You could try holding your forefingers and thumbs together, placing your palms together and
tapping your fingers in sequence, or pressing down on the floor through the balls of both feet.
The important thing is that while you’re doing this action - however small and for however short a
time - you concentrate completely on it and don’t let any anxious thoughts or other physical
sensations in. Practice it before the day of your check so that the sensation is familiar and your
mind is trained to concentrate on it.
Linking these physical actions with a positive visualisation (see earlier in this section) can be a
particularly effective way of preventing triggers sparking off a cycle of anxiety.

28

Nutrition, Sleeping & Exercise
Nutrition, exercise, and sleep can have a major impact on your feelings of
anxiety. Research has found that diet, fitness level, and amount of sleep can affect
experience with panic disorder, panic attacks, and anxieties.
We all know pretty much what healthy living consists of, so the following tips aren’t
going to come as a revelation. The problem is sticking to them, especially in a job
such as ours where going away on trips makes it more challenging to get into and
stick with a healthy routine. You don’t have run marathons and eat nothing but salad
and water; even small changes can have a big effect on the overall health not just
of your body, but also your mind.

Eat well ! !

-!

Train well ! -!
"

"

"

"

"

Sleep well! - !
"
"

"
"

"
"

"
"

"
"

Avoid caffeine, sugary foods and too much alcohol
Take a walk and practise your mind techniques.
Try yoga or tai chi. But most of all try something.
Lack of sleep is one of the leading causes and symptoms
of anxiety. If you look after yourself with a good diet and
good exercise, good sleep will tend to follow.

Incorporating more of these in your life probably isn’t about knowing what you
should be doing, as much as why you’re not doing them at the moment. Once
you’ve worked this out, try to find concrete changes you can make to overcome
the barriers. Just resolving to have more willpower probably isn’t going to work if it
hasn’t worked yet, but things like e.g. leaving your phone downstairs when you go
to bed so you can’t get distracted by it before trying to sleep, might.
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Sim Check Revision Techniques
Instead of avoiding thinking about the sim for as long as you can, feeling confident that you’re well prepared can help to alleviate anxiety.
Here’s some tips to make sure you’re as ready as you can be.

Don’t leave it all until a few days before your sim check; keep on top of changes
and spend quiet moments during the cruise or turnaround to do some reading
Make time for study before your sim, if necessary explaining to family/friends
why you need it
After each check keep a note of what you’ve learned and what you want to learn
before next time
Read your previous simulator reports and act on any recommendations in it
On your way into work, or when chatting with colleagues, run through “what I
would I do if....?” scenarios
Know your memory items/manoeuvres throughly. Do touch drills on the aircraft
or in your practice sim to build muscle memory
Revise in short (45 min) blocks with breaks in between
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Managing Anxiety - Long,Medium & Short
Drawing together some of the different strategies in this section, here’s just a few suggestions for things you can do in
the long/medium/short term to manage anxiety.

Practice ways to eat,sleep
and exercise well
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Outside Help
The good news about anxiety being a very common problem is that sources of help to deal with it have evolved to also be common,
and effective.
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