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Chasing the Rabbi

By Shannon Forrest, CRM Program Manager for Flight Safety International

'\:‘ {n a hot August evening, eight
(‘ - finely-tuned flying machines
A r
S started a slow march to the
runway. Each of them had traveled
this route before. The mission had been
reinforced time and time again and was
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clear. Out there in the I‘

dark was the target. Many
times they had sought it as a
group, and yet none had ever nabbed
this particular nemesis. Without a doubt,
the target was a formidable adversary. It was fast,
small, and nimble. It typically accelerated to top speed
rather quickly, hugging the ground and turning sharply.
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Regardless, this team was
prepared. Their aerodynamic
advantages were immediately
evident to the spectators who
had gathered to see them off.
Two inlets at the tip of the nose
ensured an uninterrupted supply
of airflow. The frame itself was
streamlined and tapered. The
lightweight body melded into a
highly controllable tail. It was as
if the eight had been bred for this
particular task. In fact, they had.

In sequential order, eight
magnificent greyhounds were
placed into the starting box.

As the lure—the stuffed white
rabbit known as “Rusty”—made
its way around the track, the
metallic contact between wheel

and rail emitted a high pitched
squeal. Recognizing the sound
immediately, the hounds erupted
into a cacophonic chorus. When
Rusty’s circular path of travel
placed him directly in front

of the box, the gates opened

and out came the dogs.

Once it visually acquired the
target and began pursuit, the
pack ceased barking. Instead, the
only sound that could be heard
was the thunderous clap of 32
paws striking the sandy surface
below them. Still trailing Rusty
after three turns of the track, the
dogs vied for position as they
approached the final stretch.

In all but the most abnormal
circumstances, the outcome of
the race is predictable; the
dogs will finish—but never
get the lure. Still, they will
repeat the task time and
time again. The question is
“Why?” Although the breed
compulsion to run has a lot to

After 121 attempts at the rabbit with
no success, Forrest’s dog Rumal enjoys
retirement.
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Airerew members from the 2d Air Refueling
Squadron, McGuire AFB, NJ, finish their
post=flight checks after landing a KC-10
Extender at Nashville International
Airport, TN.
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do with it, much of what happens
at the track is a result of training.
After all, the natural instinct of
the greyhound does not include
running circles to the left after
launching from a wooden box.
Something is reinforcing the
behavior. And behavior that is
reinforced will continue to occur.

As a pilot achieves success with
increasingly difficult operations,
that action is reinforced as a
result of the positive outcome.
When presented with a similar
situation in the future, the pilot
will recall the past success
and may not consider the new
challenge any more difficult than
one previously faced. Ordinarily
we chalk this up as experience,
and it’s a good thing. However,
the accident record shows that
humans are susceptible to some
inherent biases that can increase
risk rather than reduce it.

Plan continuation bias ranks
among the worst. Simp]y put,
plan continuation bias is the
tendency to continue with a
course of action regardless of
how the situation is evolving.
As conditions change, and new
information becomes available,
an individual or crew will fail
to process the incoming cues.
In most cases, the information
being ignored or incorrectly
processed will indicate that
safety margins are decreasing,
and the best decision would
be to abandon the current
operation in favor of a safer one.
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