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Executive Summary 

Industry forecasts predict that the North American aviation industry will need nearly 

82,800 pilots over the next twenty years. The ability of the flight training industry, given the 

current training model and curricula, to meet that demand  is the subject of much speculation 

considering new rulemaking and regulations. The predicted shortages in the population of 

qualified pilots combined with new, and potentially more restrictive requirements to serve as a 

pilot in the Part 121 environment cause the flight training industry to be seriously concerned 

about its protracted ability to supply pilots to meet the growing need.  If the capacity for training 

is not able to meet these demands, there is potential for serious threat to the viability of domestic 

air transportation. Potentially compounding the problem is historic annual declines in pilot 

certification rates, an aging instructor workforce, and reduced numbers of instructors who are 

becoming certified.  In light of new rulemaking, it is unlikely that the flight training industry will 

be able to offer a continuous supply of qualified pilot to meet the demands of commercial 

carriers. Additionally, there is a detrimental, implicit mandate that career minded pilots work as a 

flight instructor to gain the experience required to qualify them for Part 121 employment.  The 

industry should not look to the flight instruction community as the training ground for its Part 

121 pilots.  There will not be enough positions available to meet the experience needs, and it is 

not a productive approach to the provision of quality flight instruction.  

This paper has utilized existing, publically available and some uniquely requested data 

from FAA sources in much of the analysis of pilot trends.  The writers note that there are 

significantly more data points that would be helpful in analysis of these discussions more fully.  

In consideration of this, and in consideration of some errata that was experienced in some FAA 
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data, a full data request of a more wide ranging list of data points has been requested of the FAA.  

As NAFI obtains this data, the writers will endeavor to provide additional commentary and 

feedback to the industry, analyzing the more detailed information that is provided.  We have not 

waited to provide this paper due to the concern that the receipt of the requested data from the 

FAA may require a lengthy wait and additional concern that data points requested may not be 

currently compiled and able to be provided by the FAA. 

Analysis of existing difficulties in obtaining educational funding, contribute to further 

potential decline of the pilot population. Findings prove that the deficit between people wanting 

to pursue a career as a pilot, the need for qualified pilots, and the capacity of the flight training 

industry to accommodate the amount of trainees that will be needed to maintain a minimum 

functionality of domestic air transportation is growing.  Newly proposed regulations promise 

only to exacerbate this situation and potentially decrease the attractiveness of aviation as a career 

path. 

This paper will discuss these and other related concerns that have been identified.    

Safety must be maintained, high quality and appropriate training must be provided, but the 

industry must be managed in a way that will promote viability if the United States is to remain a 

leader in aviation. 
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Fewer People Are Becoming Certificated as Pilots 

Frequent news-media coverage and industry sources have brought attention to the 

potential pilot shortage, but no resources have yet succinctly discussed the effects on the flight 

training industry. Predicted increases in passenger demand will drive the significant need to train 

qualified candidates for service in the airline environment.i While there have been similar 

warnings in the past, at no time has there been such a confluence of negative impacts to the 

industry within the same time frame. The concurrence of these factors indicate that a significant 

shortage is likely compound the negative impact on domestic aviation. Air transportation in the 

United States has grown out of convenience or novelty for vacation tourists. It is critical 

infrastructure upon which the country relies for day-to-day economic viability.  In a 2009 white 

paper by the Airline Pilots Association, Producing a Professional Airline Pilot ALPA noted that 

"the number of people pursuing a career as an airline pilot has decreased significantly because of 

the high cost of training, low initial pay, and uncertain career prospects."ii  

While this paper utilizes data supporting the expected pilot shortage, the focus will be 

related to the effects of this shortage on the flight training efforts, and how they will further 

affect or accelerate the shortage. The research findings of this paper will highlight historic rates 

of pilot licensure against the minimum number of pilots needed to become certified within the 

next 20 years for Part 121 employment. To create a structured flight training sector able to meet 

the needs of pilot hiring in the future, there must be a strong community of competent flight 

instructors with safe, effective and efficient training practices to produce qualified pilots. One of 

the aims of this paper was to correlate a previously unknown data point reflecting the actual 

percentage of certified flight instructors who are actively engaged in flight training with the 
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projected ability of the flight training industry to continue producing such career pilots. The 

flight training community itself acknowledges the need for reform in the overall  model of flight 

training. Intervention from regulatory and legislative bodies, however, will likely be necessary as 

a collaborative effort.iii  These concerns must be addressed in the context of direct effects upon 

the industry, the combined effects of economic conditions, training curriculum, recent 

legislation, and various administrative barriers to commencement of training. These factors make 

it more difficult and increasingly disadvantageous to obtain certification and may discourage 

potential career-minded student pilots. Based on trend data, there is a shrinking pool of 

applicants potential career-oriented flight students.  

Following the year 2000, the FAA developed a new pilot rating known as the Sport Pilot 

certificate. This was an addition to the two traditionally available "entry level" certificates, the 

recreational pilot  and the private pilot certificates. Though the recreational pilot license requires 

considerably less training and investment, there are restrictions on the privileges and use, and it 

is minimally pursued. The flight training industry thought that the new Sport Pilot certificate 

could have been an entry point that would encourage individuals to become involved in aviation 

at the lowest possible level, and develop the talents and interest of potential career pilots. 

Unfortunately, increases in the certification of new pilots did not, as was previously expected, 

accompany the advent of these ratings.  

Fewer people becoming certificated pilots and pursuing advanced pilot certificates and 

ratings. Extrapolating historic trend data produces not only a declining number of pilots overall, 

but a dramatic decrease in pilots who are specifically qualified for employment in commercial 

aviation operations. When analyzing pilot certification trends, data relating to “written” 
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knowledge tests administered is often cited. Knowledge test occurrence levels in conjunction 

with overall pilot certification numbers help gauge overall pilot training activity. Completion of a 

knowledge test can signify the completion of minimum required ground instruction. The trends, 

as would be expected, are similar. Considering that the knowledge tests are a required step in the 

process of pilot certification, the fact that less people are taking these tests is an indicator that 

fewer people are enrolling in the initial stages of flight training.  The data shows the number of 

people who passed a knowledge test, but then did not complete the remainder of their training 

and earn a rating or certificate as a result.  Below are the knowledge test counts over a short, but 

recent period, 2002-2009, during which marked declines are notable (All tables and data are 

derived directly from information provided by the Federal Aviation Administration). 

 

As a result of the limitations of this data, it is more valuable to look at the actual 

certification events, the practical test, to determine how many pilots are earning airman 

certificates.  This overall trend data is undoubtedly a predictor not only for the future of flight 

training, but foreshadows the potential depth the coming pilot shortage. 

Reviewing the total number of certificates and ratings inclusive of the private pilot, 

commercial pilot, instrument ratings, Airline Transport Pilot license (ATP), and others, the data 

reveals that as recent as 1990 the FAA issued over 150,000 certificates per year, but by 2009 
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issued only about 90,000 certificates, an overall decline in pilot certificate issuances of over 

40%. 

    

Private pilot certificates issued over the same period declined nearly 50% from the roughly 

40,000 issued in 1990 to 20,000 in 2009. That in two decades the number of private pilots 

licensed annually has dropped so drastically is an indisputably predictive factor for industry 

analysis.  

A 20 year comparison indicates a declining base population of private pilots, the pool 

from which the industry will develop future flight instructors and pilots with advanced ratings.  

The following graphs show the composite rates of certification over recent years.  All of these 

are showing mean downward trends: 
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On February 27, 2012, the FAA issued a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking which would 

require all pilots occupying the flight deck of a commercial airliner to hold an Airline Transport 

Pilot (ATP) certificate, the highest attainable “level” airman certificate.iv Not everyone seeking 

flight training, or holding a license desires to become a professional pilot; this fact, however, 

makes the populations of  higher level certificates like the Commercial Pilot and ATP more 

vulnerable, evidenced by a nearly 60% in certification over the same time period. The 

significance of this downtrend is at least as important as private pilot licensure data.  There are 

not as many individuals progressing through flight training and obtaining the higher level 

certificates which are mandatory for a career as a professional pilot.  

            

In the absence of a sufficient supply of individuals with the credentials to act as a flight 

crewmember, repercussions could include airlines’ inability to maintain regular scheduled 

service.  
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Active, certified flight instructors are vital to the industry’s future.  This is the 

determinant factor in the industry’s ability to train the number of pilots that commercial aviation 

will need. The Certified Flight Instructor (alternatively known as the “CFI”) certificate follows 

the trend of declining certificate issuance present in both data sets for the Commercial and ATP. 

There is a roughly 38% drop in the number of CFIs being certificated each year.  

The Problem is Not Unique 

The problems currently facing the aviation and flight training industries in the United 

States are not unique. Though the population of certified pilots is comparatively smaller in 

Europe than in the United States, the rising costs of flight training combined with difficult 

economic times are problems shared on both continents. Martin Robinson, chief executive of the 

Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association in Europe was quick to point out additional obstacles to 

recruiting and retaining new students.v In the UK as in the United States, a slew of new 

regulatory changes to pilot training aimed at improving safety have, in his words, only added 

another layer of “costly, unnecessary bureaucracy” to the process of becoming a certified pilot. 

Robinson points out that the flight training has quite simply failed to “re-ignite the romance of 

flying,” or exploit the “cool factor” of learning to fly. The largest pilot’s union even 
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acknowledges that “industry turmoil has had a negative effect on the desirability of the airline 

pilot career.”vi 

Less than one percent of the world’s population are certified pilots. Growth in Asian 

travel, particularly in China, has correspondingly manifested itself as a pilot shortage as well. 

China’s largest low-cost carrier, much like the domestic Southwest Airlines, has been forced to 

limit flight schedules, ground airplanes, and accept lost revenue simply because they do not have 

enough qualified pilots.vii But in Europe as in the United States, the largest growing sector of the 

certified pilot population are those between the ages of 40-60.viii These individuals typically have 

more disposable income, allowing them to pursue flight training at their leisure, but not in 

pursuit of a future career. 

Why Does This Make the Problem Worse?   

Boeing’s forecasts imply that a consistent licensure rate of a minimum 4,100 pilots per 

year would be mandatory for industry viability (inclusive of former military pilots transitioning 

to civilian employment). While such a prediction makes the historic licensure data appear 

insignificant compared with the rates of annual certification of Commercial and ATP pilots, 

consider the nature of the flight training industry. Earning the certificates necessary to become a 

career pilot is a protracted process which can take years; Airline Transport Professionals Flight 

School estimates that nationwide, flight schools have about 12,000 students enrolled annually, 

with an even greater number needing to obtain at least one or more of the required licenses on 

the path of a Commercial or ATP certificate.ix Employment as a CFI is widely accepted as a 

stepping-stone to a career as a professional pilot while instructors built time and experience 

necessary to become marketable candidates for careers with the airlines.x Especially in today’s 
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market, there are very few CFI’s who earn the rating with the intention of spending a career as a 

flight instructor. Based on discussions between the National Association of Flight Instructors and 

the CFI community, CFIs who are using the profession to build experience typically spend 

between six months and two years acting as a CFI, with notable differences depending upon 

airline hiring behavior. There is significantly higher turnover in the active flight instructor group 

when airlines are hiring. A diverse sampling of university and academy training programs around 

the country exhibit turnover rates in instructional staff between 60-80% within an average time 

period of 8-12 months, with outliers as short as 4 month periods.  According to pilot-career 

advisor Wayne Phillips, the last hiring peak, circa 2007, saw airline recruiters “pilfering flight 

schools and drafting CFIs onto the flight deck.”xi That behavior is already happening again with 

recent “direct hire” programs that virtually guarantee a job to qualified graduates of certain flight 

training institutions with FAA approved curriculum.  

It was during that peak in 2007 that the government took action to slow the crippling pilot 

shortage by passing the “age 65 rule.” House Bill H.R. 4343 extended the mandatory retirement 

age from the previous age 60 to age 65, granting senior commercial pilots more time to work. 

The rule was a temporary stop gap measure, but during the ensuing time period the aviation 

industry has done little to change the conditions that would allow it to occur again. While the 

immediate effect was indeed to stem the tide of voracious hiring and stabilize the workforce, its 

long term effect was simply to delay and exacerbate the shortage of qualified pilots.  

Beginning in 2012, large numbers of pilots previously scheduled to retire at age 60, who 

are still employed under the “age 65 rule” will retire in large numbers at exactly the time 

demand, and thus employer need, will rise sharply. Both Business Week and USA Today noted 
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the legacy carrier American Airlines as an airline experiencing the effects of the retirement age 

requirement becoming a reality.  Aviation Week noted a similar concern for Delta Airlines, with 

both carriers expecting to lose hundreds of pilots this year alone due to retirement.xii xiii xiv  If the 

flight training industry can't fill jobs that are being vacated by retiring pilots, the airlines will be 

required to reduce schedules to minimum operable levels. In such a scenario, according to 

industry analysis, foreign air carriers stand to benefit from domestic airlines’ inability to continue 

regularly scheduled service. In such a contingency, those air carriers may be granted “ex-pat 

contracts,” and tax treaties and benefits which would allow them to train and staff routes 

domestic carriers are otherwise unable to service.xv Wayne Phillips, alongside industry experts 

like Louis Jones of the infamous career advisor “Fltops.com,” is calling for the next decade to be 

the “longest and largest pilot hiring boom in the industry.” According to FAA data, the 

combination of ATP and Commercial pilots as of January 2011 included 284,564 of the total 

627,588 pilots that the FAA has in its data systems.  They represent 45.3% of the overall pilot 

population.  Of this group nearly 20% are already over the age of 60. These are the pilots who 

will “age-out” of employment in the coming years. 

CFI Certification Trends 

The role of the CFI is obviously critical to the production of qualified candidates for the 

airline workforce, but less people want to become pilots, so there is a corresponding decrease in 

demand for flight instructors. One of the aims of this paper was to synthesize existing data 

reflecting the actual percentage of the over 96,000 flight instructors who are actively engaged in 

flight training. The results are alarming; an overwhelming majority of the current CFI 

community is not actively instructing, a commonly held industry norm, but confirmed by a 

statistic more drastic than previous casual consideration. Activity levels of the current population 
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of CFIs, is probably the most disturbing data point of all. In reality, only about 13% of the nearly 

96,000 CFIs are actively instructing new pilot applicants on any given year – a statistic 

previously unnoticed by the flight training industry.  It is natural to infer that, typically, older 

instructors are less involved in active instruction than their younger counterparts, who account 

for the slower-growing segment of the CFI population. The question is: once a majority of active 

CFIs are hired by the airlines, how will it affect the ability of the flight training industry to 

continually produce qualified candidates?  

As fewer young CFIs are certificated each year, the average age of the CFI population 

rises.  With an aging instructor workforce and a pronounced decline in the certification of new 

instructors, the aviation industry will surely soon be faced with a deficit between CFIs available 

to train thousands of students to fill seats in airline cockpits.  The graphs below show the trend of 

CFI certification over the past 20 years. 
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A clarification about the CFI certification process is necessary to 

understand the measurement of “active” instructors: the CFI is the 

only pilot certificate issued by the FAA with an expiration date 

(the Private, Commercial, ATP, etc, are all indefinitely valid from 

the date of issue unless suspended, revoked, or voluntarily 

surrendered by the airman). A Certified Flight Instructor thus has an obligation to participate in 

“refresher” training every 24 months, or undergo another practical test. By far, the most telling 

metric for the flight training industry are the activity levels of CFIs.  Just because an individual is 

certificated as a flight instructor does not imply they actively engage in providing instruction. In 

fact, many of these instructors keep their certificate active while they work in professional pilot 

positions that may prohibit them from providing instruction. The data below is derived from 

activity reports generated by the FAA’s certificate application system (IACRA) conveys the 

actual activity level of CFIs by. showing the percentages of CFI’s who have actively endorsed 

applicants in each of the preceding five years for certificates; a practical test. 

CFI Age Breakdown 

16‐19  37  0.04% 

20‐24  4326  4.48% 

25‐29  10315  10.69% 

30‐34  10445  10.83% 

35‐39  10124  10.49% 

40‐44  10940  11.34% 

45‐49  10154  10.53% 

50‐54  9596  9.95% 

55‐59  9208  9.54% 

60‐64  8832  9.15% 

65‐69  6135  6.36% 

70‐74  3473  3.60% 

75‐79  1826  1.89% 

80+  1062  1.10% 

Total  96473   

CFI Age Breakdown as of January 2011 
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Percentage of CFI's Who Actively Sign Applicants Each Year 

Year  2010  2009  2008  2007  2006 

Total Number of: 
96,473  94,863  93,202  92,175  91,343 CFI Certificates Held 

CFIs who Signed 
13,267  12,797  14,754  13,722  14,382 Applicant for Practical Test 

Percentage of Active CFI's  13.8%  13.5%  15.8%  14.9%  15.7% 
 

 What the data doesn’t immediately reveal, however, is what percentage of CFIs repeatedly 

account for endorsements over the course of multiple years. As a result of the high turnover of 

CFIs, one could correctly assume that such continuity is an even smaller percentage of the active 

instructors.   

Concerns About Training Capacity 

 There is no feasible way given the current status of the flight training industry, and 

industry standard training model, to continuously supply qualified pilots for the demand of air 

carriers.  Compounding the problem is the regulatory requirement that an airmen be certificated 

as a CFI for a period of 24 calendar months before they themselves can endorse another pilot for 

a practical test to become a CFI. Even in the presence of external factors which might encourage 

more people to pursue careers as professional pilots, the flight training industry would need a 

phase-in period during which more CFIs could be trained and qualified. The rapid turnover of 

flight instructors moving on to an airline leaves many flight training providers with few 

instructors who can train new CFIs. 
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 As stricter regulations for career pilots begin to take effect, the probability is high that 

university and collegiate flight training institutions will become the preferred method of flight 

training, as they will be able to offer students accredited curricula which could decrease the 

number of flight hours a candidate needs in order to be considered for employment. 

It is in the university and collegiate environment where the problems with CFI retention 

could become the most serious, as graduate-instructors with steady numbers of students will 

build the necessary experience for airline employment more quickly, thus exacerbating the 

problem of high turnover.xvi The industry-accepted, transient nature of employment as a CFI in 

the days of rapid airline hiring resulted in a lack of instructors, and qualified airmen to train new 

instructors to take their place. These turnover rates barely allow new instructors to learn how to 

perform the basics of their job, let alone develop the skills of a good aviation educator. 

Funding Questions 

Funding flight training is a significant hurdle that must be mitigated if the pilot shortage 

is to be averted. The ramifications for the industry as a whole are obvious. Long established 

flight training programs have begun to close, further decreasing industry-wide ability to train the 

necessary, constant stream of pilots.xvii xviii xix In the United States, there are very few options for 

funding a pilot training curriculum.  In the university and collegiate environment, there exists 

some access to student loan programs, although the continued availability of which remains 

unclear as a result of recent rulemaking from the Department of Education.  In a recent final rule 

issuance from the Department of Educationxx, the measure of "Gainful Employment"xxi was 

introduced into the consideration of whether funding for financial aid would be allowable in 

various educational disciplines. The proposal includes a profile of the expected career earnings 
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and the graduates’ ability to repay the loans. Aviation degrees that lead to pilot careers earned at 

certain flight training institutions, which could include technical schools, “career colleges,” and 

FBO’s, may not meet the proposed requirements.xxii  The high cost of pilot training may make 

aviation a non-viable career option if financial aid is not available to candidates. These 

considerations apply to students who seek training at institutions that are currently eligible for 

financial aid, most commonly collegiate and university programs. Outside these environments 

(in local FBO training, academy based training, etc), funding resources to pursue pilot training 

will be more difficult to obtain.  In most cases, candidates have no options, leaving them to 

paying for their training through personal resources, or not training at all. This leaves many 

academically qualified, potential candidates unable to pursue the career.  In some cases, the 

volume of students funding their own education while pursuing the necessary steps toward a 

career as a professional pilot has dropped dramatically. At one flight school, “self-funded 

students” account for only 10% of the enrollment, while airlines overseas are funding the 

remainder of students’ educations as new hire recruits.xxiii The general appeal of a pilot career 

must be one that makes financial sense if it is to remain vibrant.  A candidate must be able to 

pursue a career that allows payback of the costs of training in a reasonable time period.   

Current FAA Rulemaking indicates a potential worst case scenario that would require a 

pilot to have an Airline Transport Pilot (ATP) rating with a minimum of 1,500 flight hours.xxiv  

Should this be the case, the cost to build experience beyond minimum training requirements to 

fill in the gap between training and employment qualification would be significant, and likely 

prohibitive. The following chart is a realistic consideration of the potential costs a student 

pursuing a career as professional pilot might face if these requirements become reality.  While 

the numerical values for each cost per item, such as the cost for an airplane or the instruction rate 
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are only estimated samples, they are representative of what might be found at lowest levels if 

someone wanted to pursue this type of an approach to training.  We recognize likely fluctuation 

of actual cost, but the model itself represents a conservative estimate.   

It is important to note that this chart represents only the flight instruction, and not tuition, 

ground school fees, additional course requirements, texts, and/or supplies. In these assumptions, 

we have included minimum experience levels for flight times and the times for experience 

building outside of the flight training process.  The result is that the end total cost in the chart 

below is likely a very minimal estimate for an ab-initio student to an ATP rating with the 

required 1,500 hours for employability. Practical experience indicates that these costs would 

probably be higher in reality, as in most cases students do not earn a certificate with the 

minimum regulatory hours requirement.  The FAA’s NPRM proposes to a new “restricted” ATP 

certificate for graduates of four-year aviation baccalaureate programs which would qualify such 

students for the certificate with 1,000 hours, as opposed to 1,500. The cost estimates above do 

not account for university tuition. 
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   Estimated Pilot Costs for 1500 Hour Experience Point and Minimum Ratings for Employment    
    

   Private Pilot    

      Estimated Cost  Minimum Hours  Total Estimated    

   Cost Area  Per Hour  Required  Cost    

   Aircraft  $150.00  40  $6,000.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  60  $2,400.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
    

   Instrument Pilot    

      Estimated Cost  Minimum Hours  Total Estimated    

   Cost Area  Per Hour  Required  Cost    

   Aircraft  $150.00  40  $6,000.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  60  $2,400.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
    

   Commercial Pilot    

      Estimated Cost  Minimum Hours  Total Estimated    

   Cost Area  Per Hour  Estimated  Cost    

   Aircraft  $180.00  20  $3,600.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  20  $800.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
    

   Multi‐Engine Rating    

      Estimated Cost  Minimum Hours  Total Estimated    
   Cost Area  Per Hour  Estimated  Cost    

   Aircraft  $250.00  15  $3,750.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  15  $600.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
    

   Time Building    

      Estimated Cost  Minimum Hours  Total Estimated    

   Cost Area  Per Hour  Estimated  Cost    

   Time between Instrument and Commercial  $100.00  150  $15,000.00    

   Time after Commercial to 1500 Hours  $100.00  1,235  $123,500.00    
      

        Total Minimum Cost:  $159,700.00    
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Traditional arguments have supported newly certified pilots "gaining experience" while 

working in other positions such as flying charter or as flight instructors instead of directly 

purchasing flight time through aircraft rental.  Many of these jobs are no longer available to entry 

level pilots due to changes in insurance requirements for charter operators and corporate aviation 

departments.  Many operators now hire staff away from the airlines, utilizing airline experience 

as the flight time required to employ pilots in charter and corporate flight environments operating 

technically advanced equipment under increasingly restrictive insurance minimums. The flight 

instructor path remains an option for some, and therefore must be considered. 

Assuming a candidate did, in fact, secure employment as a flight instructor, the cost 

breakdown may look similar to the chart below.  Still, this situation represents a significant cost 

for a pilot to incur knowing they will need to repay student loans, and does not account for 

university tuition. 
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   Estimated Pilot Costs for 1500 Hour Experience Point and Minimum Ratings for Employment    
   With CFI Experience    

   Private Pilot    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

   Aircraft  $150.00  40  $6,000.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  60  $2,400.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
      

   Instrument Pilot    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

   Aircraft  $150.00  40  $6,000.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  60  $2,400.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
      

   Commercial Pilot    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

   Aircraft  $180.00  20  $3,600.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  20  $800.00    

   Knowledge Test        $150.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
      

   Multi‐Engine Rating    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

   Aircraft  $250.00  15  $3,750.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  15  $600.00    

   Practical Test        $350.00    
      

   CFI Certificate    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

   Aircraft  $180.00  20  $3,600.00    

   Instruction  $40.00  20  $800.00    

   Knowledge Test (2)        $300.00    

   Practical Test        $500.00    
      

   Time Building    
   Cost Area  Estimated Cost Per Hour Minimum Hours Required Total Estimated Cost

  
Time between Instrument and 
Commercial  $100.00  150  $15,000.00    

   As a CFI  $0.00  1,235  $0.00    
      

        Total Minimum Cost:  $59,600.00    
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The Flight Instructor Constriction 

Opponents to sweeping training reforms argue that pilots will gain the experience needed 

with higher hiring minimums working as flight instructors.  Not only is it problematic to utilize 

such a transient position to train highly qualified pilots, but it also presents logistical difficulties. 

The commercial aviation industry should no longer rely upon a steady stream of flight instructors 

from which to fill cockpit seats. From a philosophical point, to consider the role of the instructor 

who trains commercial pilots a “stepping stone on the way to a real job" is a disservice to the 

industry, a discussion worthy of the flight training industry, but not within the scope of this 

paper. Opportunities to build meaningful experience outside of flight instruction are scarce.  

 The constriction is based on the fact that the ratio of students to instructors is not 1:1.  

During research, we sampled 10 of the top providers of flight training in the United States 

(including university and large academy training providers).  The dataset showed an average 

ratio of 7.88 students per instructor.  The ratio implies that for every 7 or 8 students that want to 

pursue an aviation career, only 1 of them will likely find employment as a CFI. 

 This constriction means that the industry does not have the ability to provide newly 

certified pilots with experience at a sufficient level through work as a flight instructor.  Using 

temporary work as a CFI is not an option that should be considered viable, if for no other reason 

than the basic math and common sense that show a constriction in supply under this method. 

 There will never be enough instructors working, while attempting to gain experience, at 

any point to adequately serve the demand for pilots in the airline environment.  A constriction in 
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the supply chain exists here.  The only solution is to formulate alternative means of producing a 

constant flow of hirable candidates with appropriate experience levels to meet regulations. 

Implications for the Future 

 On August 1, 2010, President Barack Obama signed HR 5900, the Airline Safety and 

Federal Aviation Administration Extension Act of 2010, into law. The bill contained language 

directing the FAA to change the minimum requirements for new hires to become qualified first 

officers with commercial air carriers. In a testament to the potential impacts of the law, the FAA 

and the Government Accountability Office acknowledged that it will “likely reduce pilot support 

for [commercial] air carriers…”xxv xxvi Historically, any individual with a commercial pilot 

certificate was considered to be legally qualified to serve as a first officer. To address the 

Congressional mandate, the FAA convened a number of aviation rulemaking committees (ARCs) 

comprised of industry experts to advise the rulemaking process and make recommendations 

which align with the act’s goal and improve safety. Congress expressed the desire to establish a 

minimum threshold of flight experience time, though exactly how much has been the subject of 

much debate. The flight training industry seems to embrace a reduction in minimum time for 

applicants who have undergone training in an FAA approved curriculum, evidenced by the 

contents of the NPRM.xxvii While a final rule has not yet been published, the implication is that 

major changes in the flight training industry are imminent as flight schools alter their practices to 

meet the requirements necessary to qualify their students for a potential credit-for-time model 

thus making them more marketable as a career pilot.  

 While the legislature chose 1,500 hours as a preferred minimum amount of experience 

required to maintain an adequate level of safety at the commercial air carriers, significant 
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research has demonstrated that lower-time pilots actually required less remedial training and had 

less unsatisfactory performance evaluations when the candidate had either post-secondary 

education with a focus in aviation, or a CFI certificate.xxviii This research seems to disprove 

claims by major labor organizations that low-time pilots “struggle to perform their flight duties 

proficiently.”xxix Additionally, while HR 5900, now public law 111-216, mandated that by 2013 

all airline pilots have 1,500 hours, the law concurrently allows the FAA discretion in formulating 

another model for qualification, though the FAA notes that they chose to deviate from some of 

the recommendations made by representatives of the flight training industry during the Aviation 

Rulemaking Committee (pre-NPRM process).xxx In consideration of such legislation, the FAA 

has acknowledged that changes to the CFI certificate privileges and limitations will likely ensue. 

 While it may be a convenient position to assume that it is the sole responsibility of the 

flight training industry to encourage the growth of the qualified pilot population, consider the 

massive annual investment in aviation infrastructure improvements each year. Clearly, the nation 

places a premium value on air transportation. In order for air transportation to remain a viable 

and efficient industry upon which the nation relies, stakeholders must become involved. The 

authors recommend a laser-focused and collaborative effort between all stakeholders, which 

includes but is not limited the Congress, the FAA, airlines, academic loan financiers, the flight 

training industry, universities and colleges. Efforts must be aimed at eliminating bureaucratic 

barriers and providing an effective and financially logical path to becoming a career pilot. In 

order to ensure that the supply of qualified pilots matches air carrier need, obstacles for qualified 

candidates in obtaining and using educational funding for flight training must be minimized. 
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Summary 

 There is no single solution to the predicted pilot shortage. The airlines, the FAA, and the 

flight training industry acknowledge the problem, but policymakers continue to ignore it.xxxi 

Even the FAA has acknowledged the need for “creative approaches to pilot training.”xxxii Interim 

solutions may necessarily encompass reductions in service to match a sustainable level of 

qualified airmen, finding service alternatives if domestic carriers cannot provide a level 

compatible with demand, and developing a training process that is cost effective and may differ 

from current proposals, but that also meets the skill level and competency required of the airline 

environment. None of these solutions include leaving the system as it is currently. If forecasts 

about the pilot shortage come to fruition while licensure rates continue to decline, change will be 

inevitable for the flight training industry. 

 Innovative proposals have circulated within the flight training community with 

recommendations for resolving the difficulties of funding by developing a process by which 

candidates for federal or external funding of training are pre-screened for success. To create a 

workable financial model for financing of pilot training, stakeholders will need to create a 

system that has a success and payback ratio that is manageable for lending institutions or 

governmental based funding.  Candidates that cannot meet screening qualification standards 

would simply have to find other sources or provide self funding if they wish to pursue 

professional pilot careers. 

   The non-flying public, not being well versed in the intricacies of flight training 

environment despite their proximity to recent legislation, continues to lobby policy makers to 

increase experience for flight crewmembers.  If the flight instruction community has much work 
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to do, so too must the whole industry reconsider the sources of qualified pilots.  Pilot training 

programs must be both efficient and cost effective, facilitating the growth of a group of qualified 

airline pilots, while meeting the public expectations for safety and cost availability in services. 

 In the effort to develop source points for qualified professional pilots, the aviation 

industry as a whole cannot look to the flight instructor community to provide the experience 

required to fill cockpit seats in commercial aircraft.  Such a model makes the CFI community a 

less experienced group of pilots who are providing the training for our future career aviators, and 

undermines the purpose of the very legislation aimed at improving the standard of training. The 

flight training community must develop the path so that flight instructors become providers of 

high-quality, not just bare minimum, training.  The industry must approach flight instructors as 

the professionals who educate pilots, not just a career placeholder to bide time and build 

experience.    
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About NAFI 

 The National Association of Flight Instructors is an association of members who work at 

flight schools, universities, FBOs, corporate flight departments, in the military, and as 

independent instructors. NAFI was founded in 1967 and its members, who teach in 17 countries, 

are dedicated to promoting and maintaining the professionalism of flight instruction. 

 NAFI members influence active pilots training to advance their skills with new ratings or 

certificates and students working to become pilots. NAFI staff works with industry and 

governmental agencies, serving as a voice for flight instruction community. 

 NAFI is not only the largest national association that serves the full spectrum of the flight 

instructor community. NAFI recognizes that flight instructors are truly the "teachers of flight" as 

well as the front line for "quality control" in our aviation world.
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