
 
  

CARE Checklist 

Idea In Short

The CARE (Consequences, Alternatives, Reality, External factors) checklist is a critical tool
used by pilots and aviation professionals as part of the broader risk management process in
aeronautical decision-making. This checklist forms an integral component of the 3P
(Perceive, Process, Perform) model for practical risk management in aviation. After pilots
identify potential hazards using tools like the PAVE checklist, they employ CARE to process
this information and evaluate the associated risks. The CARE checklist prompts pilots to
consider the consequences of identified hazards, explore alternative courses of action, face
the reality of the situation, and account for external pressures that may influence their
decision-making. By systematically working through these elements, pilots can make more
informed and safer decisions, whether during pre-flight planning or when facing in-flight
challenges.

In the complex world of Aviation, effective decision-making can mean the difference
between a safe flight and a potential disaster. To aid pilots in this crucial process, various
tools and frameworks have been developed. One such tool is the CARE checklist, which
forms an integral part of the broader 3P (Perceive, Process, Perform) model for practical risk
management in aviation. The CARE is an acronym that stands for:

1. Consequences
2. Alternatives
3. Reality, and
4. External factors

This checklist is specifically designed to help pilots process hazards and evaluate risks. This
checklist is typically used after pilots have identified potential hazards using the PAVE (Pilot,
Aircraft, enVironment, and External pressures) checklist. The CARE checklist allows pilots to
delve deeper into the implications of these hazards and make informed decisions about
whether to proceed with a flight or take alternative actions.
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Consequences

This element requires pilots to consider the potential outcomes of the identified hazards.
What could happen if these risks are not mitigated? How severe could the consequences
be? For instance, in the case of a night flight after a full workday, the consequences might
include increased fatigue, reduced reaction times, and impaired decision-making abilities.

Alternatives

Here, pilots are encouraged to think about other options available to them. Are there safer
alternatives to the current plan? This might involve delaying the flight, choosing a different
route, or even opting for a different mode of transportation. In our night flight example,
alternatives could include delaying the flight until morning, rescheduling the business
meeting, or choosing to drive instead.

Reality

This step involves a honest assessment of the situation. Pilots must face the reality of their
circumstances, considering factors such as their current state of fatigue, weather
conditions, and aircraft capabilities. It's crucial to be realistic about the dangers and
potential distractions that could lead to an accident.

External factors

Finally, pilots must consider any external pressures that might influence their decision-
making. This could include pressure to attend a business meeting, meet a deadline, or avoid
disappointing passengers. It's essential to recognize these pressures and evaluate how they
might affect both the initial go/no-go decision and in-flight choices.

The CARE checklist is particularly valuable because it encourages pilots to think critically
about each hazard and its potential impact on flight safety. By systematically working
through each element of CARE, pilots can gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
risks they face and make more informed decisions.

Additional Focus Areas
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Continuous Evaluation

The CARE checklist also emphasizes the importance of continuous evaluation. Aviation
situations can change rapidly, and a decision that was appropriate at one point may need to
be reassessed as new information becomes available. Pilots are encouraged to use the
CARE checklist not just during pre-flight planning, but also throughout the flight as
conditions evolve.

Reality Checks

One particularly valuable aspect of the CARE checklist is its focus on reality checks. The
guidance that if a pilot finds themselves saying something will "probably" be okay, it's time
for a solid reality check, is crucial. This encourages pilots to confront their own biases and
avoid the trap of wishful thinking, which can lead to poor decision-making in critical
situations.

External Pressures

The CARE checklist also recognizes the significant impact that external pressures can have
on decision-making. By explicitly including this as part of the checklist, it encourages pilots
to be aware of these pressures and consider how they might be influencing their choices.
This awareness can help pilots resist the urge to push on with a flight when safer
alternatives are available.

CARE In Practice: Aviation Example

One of the key strengths of the CARE checklist is its flexibility. It can be applied to a wide
range of scenarios, from routine flights to emergency situations. For example, let's consider
how a pilot might use the CARE checklist when faced with deteriorating weather conditions:

Consequences: The pilot would consider the potential outcomes of flying into
adverse weather, such as reduced visibility, turbulence, or even the risk of icing
Alternatives: They might explore options such as diverting to an alternate airport,
changing altitude to avoid the worst of the weather, or delaying the flight until
conditions improve
Reality: The pilot would assess the actual capabilities of both themselves and their
aircraft in handling the weather conditions. They would consider factors such as
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their experience with instrument flying and the aircraft's weather radar capabilities
External factors: The pilot would evaluate any pressures that might influence their
decision, such as passenger expectations or the need to meet a connecting flight

By working through this process, the pilot can make a more informed decision about
whether to continue the flight, alter their route, or land at an alternate airport.

A practical application of the 3P model using the CARE checklist for a cross-country flight:

Pilot

Consequences: Kylie's limited experience and recent inactivity increase accident
risk, especially for mountain flying in hazy conditions and landing at an unfamiliar
IMC airport
Alternatives: Hiring a CFI for dual cross-country instruction could mitigate risks and
expand her experience safely
Reality: Acknowledging limited experience as a risk factor is crucial for effective
risk management
External Factors: Kylie must manage the emotional pressure of recognizing her skill
limitations, as pride can significantly influence decision-making.

Environment

Consequences: For a pilot with mostly local VMC experience, a long cross-country
flight over mountains in hazy conditions could lead to disorientation and increased
accident risk
Alternatives: Postponing the trip or modifying the route to avoid extended mountain
flying are possible options
Reality: Hazy conditions and mountainous terrain pose significant risks for an
inexperienced VFR-only pilot
External Factors: "Get-there-itis" can pressure pilots to fly in suboptimal weather
conditions

Aircraft

Consequences: Low risk due to excellent mechanical condition and Kylie's
familiarity with the avionics
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Alternatives: Renting another plane could introduce new hazards associated with
unfamiliar equipment
Reality: Accurately assessing the aircraft's condition is crucial; avoid rationalizing
maintenance issues
External Factors: No pressure to return the aircraft by a specific time, as Kylie owns
it

External pressures

Consequences: Kylie's desire to visit family, their expectations, and personal pride
could lead to accepting unnecessary risks
Alternatives: Develop mitigating strategies for each external factor
Reality: Openly acknowledging these factors is critical for effective risk
management
External Factors: as mentioned above

Summary

The CARE checklist is a powerful tool in a pilot's decision-making arsenal. By systematically
evaluating the Consequences, Alternatives, Reality, and External factors of each potential
hazard, pilots can make more informed and safer decisions. Whether used in pre-flight
planning or during in-flight emergencies, the CARE checklist provides a structured approach
to risk management that can significantly enhance aviation safety. As part of the broader 3P
model and in conjunction with other tools like the PAVE checklist, CARE helps ensure that
pilots have a comprehensive framework for navigating the complex and often challenging
world of aviation decision-making.
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