
Psychology Notes 
Episode 6 — When Rou7ne Becomes the Risk 

Notes and Viewer Takeaways 
 

 
 
Core Psychological Premise 
 
Rou2ne is not neutral. Repe22on changes the way the nervous system 
responds to familiar tasks, familiar environments, and familiar cues. 
Over 2me, the brain begins to treat repeated inputs as less important, 
not because the person is careless, but because this is how the nervous 
system conserves energy. This process is called habitua2on. 
 
Habitua2on is automa2c, universal, and largely invisible from the inside. 
That makes it especially dangerous in avia2on, where safety depends on 
no2cing subtle changes, verifying assump2ons, and responding 
accurately when something does not match the expected paBern. 
 
The familiar flight, the familiar inspec2on, and the familiar shiD may feel 
safer because they are known. Psychologically, however, that feeling can 
be misleading. Familiarity oDen reduces perceived risk while also 
reducing ac2ve aBen2on. The person s2ll feels competent and in 
control, but the nervous system may no longer be fully engaged with 
the task. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



This is why the central message of Episode 6 maBers: The dangerous 
task is not always the unfamiliar one. It may be the one you have 
stopped truly seeing. 
 
1. The Brain Filters the Familiar 
 
The human brain is not designed to process every detail with equal 
intensity. It filters aggressively. Repeated experiences that do not 
produce a nega2ve consequence are gradually moved into the 
background. 
 
That filtering is efficient in ordinary life. It allows people to drive home, 
make coffee, type familiar words, or perform rou2ne tasks without 
burning unnecessary cogni2ve energy. But in opera2onal environments, 
the same filtering can degrade vigilance. 
 
• For pilots, this may happen during a familiar preflight, taxi route, 

departure, or approach. 
• For AMTs, it may happen during a recurring inspec2on or task 

card. 
• For controllers, it may happen during a quiet sector or predictable 

traffic paBern. 
 
The danger is that the task s2ll appears to be happening normally. The 
eyes move. The hands work. The checklist is nearby. The person feels 
present. But the deeper ques2on is whether ac2ve aBen2on is truly 
engaged. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



2. Familiar Feels Safe — Even When It Isn’t 
 
Familiarity produces emo2onal comfort. It gives the body and brain a 
sense of predictability. That feeling can be reassuring, but it is not the 
same as safety. 
 
A person may unconsciously reason: 
 
“I’ve done this many 2mes.” 
“I know this airplane.” 
“I know this route.” 
“I know this checklist.” 
“I know this sector.” 
“I would no2ce if something were wrong.” 
 
That emo2onal confidence can become a psychological trap. The more 
familiar the situa2on feels, the less urgent verifica2on may feel. This is 
where experience and risk percep2on can separate. A person may 
become more confident without becoming more vigilant. 
 
Episode 6 emphasizes this dis2nc2on clearly: confidence is not the 
same as competence, and competence is not the same as ac2ve 
aBen2on. 
 
From a clinical perspec2ve, this is a classic human paBern. People oDen 
mistake internal calm for external safety. But calm is only a body state. 
It does not prove the environment is safe, the checklist was completed, 
the clearance was heard correctly, or the aircraD is configured properly. 
 
 

 
 
 



3. You Don’t No2ce What You Stop No2cing 
 
Habitua2on is dangerous because it does not usually announce itself. 
People rarely experience it as, “I am missing things.” More oDen, it feels 
like business as usual. 
 
That creates a psychological blind spot. The person does not merely 
stop no2cing the cue; they also stop no2cing that they have stopped 
no2cing. 
 
This is why telling people to “just pay more aBen2on” is inadequate. 
ABen2on is not a simple switch. It is shaped by workload, expecta2on, 
emo2on, fa2gue, repe22on, and context. When rou2ne has quietly 
reduced alertness, the person may need an inten2onal interrup2on to 
bring aBen2on back online. 
 
In avia2on se`ngs, that interrup2on can be simple: 
 
• Say the task out loud. 
• Read the checklist line by line. 
• Pause before sign-off. 
• Change one element of the rou2ne. 
• Ask another person to look. 
• Name the familiarity directly. 

 
The key is not complexity. The key is deliberate re-engagement. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



4. Exper2se Can Defend the Error 
 
Exper2se is essen2al in avia2on. But exper2se can also create a strong 
self-story: 
 
“I am the kind of person who knows how to do this.” 
 
That iden2ty can make errors harder to detect and harder to admit. The 
more experienced someone is, the more likely they may be to trust 
memory, paBern recogni2on, or muscle memory. Most of the 2me, that 
works. But when the situa2on changes, the same fluency can become a 
liability. 
 
This is especially relevant to capture errors, where a well-prac2ced 
behavior takes over even though the current situa2on requires 
something different. The person does the familiar ac2on because the 
paBern is so strong. 
 
A pilot may move through a checklist without truly verifying each item. 
An AMT may reach for a remembered value instead of reading the 
current data. 
A controller may hear the clearance they expected instead of the words 
actually spoken. 
 
The problem is not lack of skill. It is skill running ahead of verifica2on. 
 
5. Groups Habituate, Too 
 
Habitua2on does not remain isolated inside one person. It can spread 
socially. 
 
 

 



One person skips a step. Nothing bad happens. 
The step gets skipped again. Nothing bad happens. 
Others begin to accept the shortcut. 
Eventually the devia2on no longer feels like a devia2on. 
 
This is the psychological root of normaliza2on of deviance. The group 
stops reac2ng to something that should s2ll feel wrong. 
 
Episode 6 connects this directly to opera2onal culture. A cockpit, shop, 
flight school, or ATC facility can gradually adapt to a lower standard 
without anyone formally deciding to lower the standard. The shiD 
happens quietly through repe22on and absence of consequence. 
 
From a psychological standpoint, this is one of the most important 
points in the episode: culture is partly built from what people stop 
ques2oning. 

 
 
Four Takeaways 
Things You Can Do to Combat Habitua2on 
 
1. Name the Familiarity Out Loud 
 
Before beginning the task, say the truth plainly: 
 
“I’ve done this a hundred 2mes.” 
 
That sentence should not be reassurance. It should be a warning flare. 
Naming the rou2ne brings it back into conscious awareness and creates 
a pause between automa2c behavior and deliberate aBen2on. 
 
For pilots, say it before engine start. 
For AMTs, say it before the inspec2on you know cold. 



For controllers, say it during the quiet sector that feels exactly like 
yesterday. 
 
The point is to interrupt the invisible assump2on that familiar means 
safe. 
 
2. Re-Engage the Senses Through Verbaliza2on 
 
Speaking forces the brain to process informa2on differently. Silent 
recogni2on can become automa2c; verbaliza2on requires conscious 
engagement. 
 
Use spoken callouts for al2tudes, headings, clearances, checklist items, 
configura2on changes, torque values, and cri2cal steps. 
 
A pilot might verbalize: “Fuel selector both. Trim set. Controls free and 
correct.” 
An AMT might verbalize the value directly from the manual: “Torque 
value confirmed from the current data.” 
A controller might consciously read back what was actually said, not 
what was expected. 
 
Words slow the script down. That is the point. 
 
3. Build a Forced Pause into Rou2ne Work 
 
Habitua2on thrives in rhythm. A forced pause breaks the rhythm. 
 
Before a cri2cal ac2on, sign-off, takeoff, clearance, or checklist 
comple2on, create a brief interrup2on: 
 
Step back. 
Look again. 



Change vantage point. 
Touch the checklist. 
Read the line. 
Ask, “What would I miss if I assumed this was normal?” 
 
This does not need to be long. Even 15–30 seconds can restore 
aBen2on if the pause is deliberate. 
 
The goal is not to become slower for its own sake. The goal is to prevent 
the rou2ne from carrying you past the moment where verifica2on 
should occur. 
 
4. Use Another Person’s Unhabituated Eyes 
 
The more familiar something is to you, the more useful another 
person’s eyes become. 
 
A peer, copilot, companion, another mechanic, instructor, supervisor, or 
teammate may no2ce what your brain has filtered out. They are not 
smarter than you; they are less habituated to that exact paBern. 
 
Use this deliberately: 
 
Ask a right-seat companion to help verify checklist flow. 
Ask another AMT to look at a repeated inspec2on item. 
Ask another pilot to review a familiar route plan. 
Invite a second set of eyes when the task feels too easy. 
 
A fresh observer is not a challenge to exper2se. It is a countermeasure 
against the limits of exper2se. 
 

 
 



Closing Thought 
 
Habitua2on is not a character flaw. It is not laziness. It is not lack of 
professionalism. It is a normal property of the human nervous system. 
 
That is exactly why serious avia2on professionals must design defenses 
against it. 
 
The most important ques2on from Episode 6 is: 
 
What part of your work do you no longer no2ce you are doing? 
 
Whatever answer comes to mind first is probably where your next 
countermeasure belongs. 


