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 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Airline and Commercial Pilots

Summary

Airline and commercial pilots fly and navigate airplanes,
helicopters, and other aircraft.

Quick Facts: Airline and Commercial Pilots

2016 Median Pay $105,720 per year

Typical Entry-Level Education See How to Become One

Work Experience in a Related Occupation See How to Become One

On-the-job Training Moderate-term on-the-job training

Number of Jobs, 2016 124,800

Job Outlook, 2016-26 4% (Slower than average)

Employment Change, 2016-26 4,400

What Airline and Commercial Pilots Do

Airline and commercial pilots fly and navigate airplanes, helicopters, and other aircraft.

Work Environment

Pilots usually have variable work schedules, with overnight layovers that are more common for airline pilots.

How to Become an Airline or Commercial Pilot

Airline pilots typically begin their careers as commercial pilots or flight instructors. Commercial pilots need a high school diploma
or equivalent and a commercial pilot’s license from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) . Airline pilots usually need a
bachelor’s degree and also must have the FAA-issued Airline Transport Pilot (ATP) certificate.

Pay

The median annual wage for airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers was $127,820 in May 2016.

The median annual wage for commercial pilots was $77,200 in May 2016.

Job Outlook

Overall employment of airline and commercial pilots is projected to grow 4 percent from 2016 to 2026, slower than the average
for all occupations. Most job opportunities will arise from the need to replace pilots who leave the workforce. Over the next 10
years, many pilots are expected to retire as they reach the required retirement age of 65.

S & A D

http://www.faa.gov/
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What Airline and Commercial Pilots Do

Commercial pilots are involved in activities such as
firefighting and crop dusting.

Airline and commercial pilots fly and navigate airplanes, helicopters, and other aircraft.

Duties

Pilots typically do the following:

Check the overall condition of the aircraft before and after every flight

Ensure that the aircraft is balanced and below its weight limit

Verify that the fuel supply is adequate and that weather conditions are acceptable

Prepare and submit flight plans to air traffic control

Communicate with air traffic control over the aircraft’s radio system

Operate and control aircraft along planned routes and during takeoffs and landings

Monitor engines, fuel consumption, and other aircraft systems during flight

Respond to changing conditions, such as weather events and emergencies (for example, a mechanical malfunction)

Navigate the aircraft by using cockpit instruments and visual references

Pilots plan their flights by checking that the aircraft is operable and safe, that the cargo has been loaded correctly, and that
weather conditions are acceptable. They file flight plans with air traffic control and may modify the plans in flight because of
changing weather conditions or other factors.

Takeoff and landing can be the most demanding parts of a flight. They require close coordination among the pilot; copilot; flight
engineer, if present; air traffic controllers; and ground personnel. Once in the air, the captain may have the first officer, if present,
fly the aircraft, but the captain remains responsible for the aircraft. After landing, pilots fill out records that document their flight
and the status of the aircraft.

Some pilots are also instructors using simulators and dual-controlled aircraft to teach students how to fly.

The following are examples of types of pilots:

State & Area Data

Explore resources for employment and wages by state and area for airline and commercial pilots.

Similar Occupations

Compare the job duties, education, job growth, and pay of airline and commercial pilots with similar occupations.

More Information, Including Links to O*NET

Learn more about airline and commercial pilots by visiting additional resources, including O*NET, a source on key characteristics
of workers and occupations.
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Airline pilots work primarily for airlines that transport passengers and cargo on a fixed schedule. The captain or pilot in
command, usually the most experienced pilot, supervises all other crew members and has primary responsibility for the flight.
The copilot, often called the first officer or second in command, shares flight duties with the captain. Some older planes require a
third pilot known as a flight engineer, who monitors instruments and operates controls. Technology has automated many of these
tasks, and new aircraft do not require flight engineers.

Commercial pilots are involved in unscheduled flight activities, such as aerial application, charter flights, and aerial tours.
Commercial pilots may have additional nonflight duties. Some commercial pilots schedule flights, arrange for maintenance of the
aircraft, and load luggage themselves. Pilots who transport company executives, also known as corporate pilots, greet their
passengers before embarking on the flight.

Agricultural pilots typically handle agricultural chemicals, such as pesticides, and may be involved in other agricultural practices
in addition to flying. Pilots, such as helicopter pilots, who fly at low levels must constantly look for trees, bridges, power lines,
transmission towers, and other obstacles.

With proper training, airline pilots also may be deputized as federal law enforcement officers and be issued firearms to protect the
cockpit.

Work Environment

Pilots have variable work schedules,
which may include overnight layovers.

Airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers held about 84,000 jobs in 2016. The largest employers of airline pilots, copilots, and
flight engineers were as follows:

Scheduled air transporta�on 88%
Federal government 4
Nonscheduled air transporta�on 2

Commercial pilots held about 40,800 jobs in 2016. The largest employers of commercial pilots were as follows:

Nonscheduled air transporta�on 32%
Technical and trade schools; private 11
Support ac�vi�es for air transporta�on 11
Ambulance services 10
Manufacturing 4
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Pilots assigned to long-distance routes may experience fatigue and jetlag. Weather conditions may result in turbulence, requiring
pilots to change the flying altitude. Flights can be long and flight decks are often sealed, so pilots work in small teams for long
periods in close proximity to one another.

Aerial applicators, also known as crop dusters, may be exposed to toxic chemicals, typically use unimproved landing strips, such
as grass, dirt, or gravel surface, and may be at risk of collision with power lines. Helicopter pilots involved in rescue operations
may fly at low levels during bad weather or at night, and land in areas surrounded by power lines, highways, and other obstacles.
Pilots use hearing protection devices to prevent their exposure to engine noise.

The high level of concentration required to fly an aircraft and the mental stress of being responsible for the safety of passengers
can be fatiguing. Pilots must be alert and quick to react if something goes wrong. Federal law requires pilots to retire at age 65.

Most pilots are based near large airports.

Work Schedules

Federal regulations set the maximum work hours and minimum requirements for rest between flights for most pilots. Airline
pilots fly an average of 75 hours per month and work an additional 150 hours per month performing other duties, such as checking
weather conditions and preparing flight plans. Pilots have variable work schedules that may include some days of work followed
by some days off. Flight assignments are based on seniority. Seniority enables pilots who have worked at a company for a long
time to get preferred routes and schedules.

Airline pilots may spend several nights a week away from home because flight assignments often involve overnight layovers. When
pilots are away from home, the airlines typically provide hotel accommodations, transportation to the airport, and an allowance
for meals and other expenses.

Commercial pilots also may have irregular schedules. Although most commercial pilots remain near their home overnight, some
may still work nonstandard hours.

How to Become an Airline or Commercial Pilot

Airline and commercial pilots who are newly hired by
airlines or on-demand air services companies must
undergo on-the-job training.

Airline pilots typically begin their careers as commercial pilots. Commercial pilots usually need a high school diploma or
equivalent. Airline pilots need a bachelor’s degree. All pilots who are paid to fly must have at least a commercial pilot’s license
from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) . In addition, airline pilots must have the FAA-issued Airline Transport Pilot
(ATP) certificate.

Interviews for positions with major and regional airlines may reflect the FAA exams for pilot licenses, certificates, and instrument
ratings, and can be intense. Airlines frequently conduct their own psychological and aptitude tests to assess the candidates in
critical thinking and decisionmaking processes under pressure.

Military pilots may transfer to civilian aviation and apply directly to airlines to become airline pilots.

Education

http://www.faa.gov/
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Airline pilots typically need a bachelor’s degree in any subject, along with a commercial pilot’s license and an ATP certificate from
the FAA. Airline pilots typically start their careers flying as commercial pilots. Commercial pilots usually accrue thousands of
hours of flight experience in order to get a job with regional or major airlines.

Commercial pilots must have a commercial pilot’s license and usually need a high school diploma or equivalent. The most
common path to becoming a commercial pilot is to complete flight training with independent FAA-certified flight instructors or at
schools that offer flight training. Some flight schools are part of 2- and 4-year colleges and universities.

The FAA certifies hundreds of civilian flight schools, which range from small fixed base operators (FBO) to state universities.
Some colleges and universities offer pilot training as part of a 2- or 4-year aviation degree.

Training

Airline and commercial pilots who are newly hired by airlines or on-demand air services companies undergo on-the-job training
in accordance with Federal Aviation Regulations  (FARs). This training usually includes 6–8 weeks of ground school. Various
types of ratings for specific aircraft, such as the Boeing 737 or Cessna Citation, typically are acquired through employer-based
training and generally are earned by pilots who have at least a commercial license.

Besides initial training and licensing requirements, all pilots must maintain their experience in performing certain maneuvers.
This requirement means that pilots must perform specific maneuvers and procedures a given number of times within a specified
amount of time. Pilots also must undergo periodic training and medical examinations, generally every year or every other year.

Work Experience in a Related Occupation

Airline pilots typically begin their careers as commercial pilots. Pilots usually accrue thousands of hours of flight experience as
commercial pilots or in the military to get a job with regional or major airlines.

Minimum time requirements to get a certificate or rating may not be enough to get some jobs. To make up the gap between paying
for training and flying for the major airlines, many commercial pilots begin their careers as flight instructors and on-demand
charter pilots. These positions typically require less experience than airline jobs require. When pilots have built enough flying
hours, they can apply to the airlines. Newly hired pilots at regional airlines are typically required to have about 1,500 hours of
flight experience. Many commercial piloting jobs have minimum requirements of around 500 hours.

Licenses, Certifications, and Registrations

Those who are seeking a career as a professional pilot typically get their licenses and ratings in the following order:

Student pilot certificate

Private pilot license

Instrument rating

Commercial pilot license

Multi-engine rating

Airline transport pilot certificate

Each certificate and rating requires that pilots pass a written exam on the ground and a practical flying exam, usually called a
check ride, in an appropriate aircraft. In addition to earning these licenses, many pilots get a certified flight instructor (CFI) rating
after they get their commercial certificate. The CFI rating helps them build flight time and experience quickly and at less personal
expense. Current licensing regulations can be found in FARs.

Commercial pilot license. To qualify for a commercial pilot license, applicants must be at least 18 years old and meet certain
flight-hour requirements. Student pilots use a logbook and keep detailed records of their flight time. The logbook must be
endorsed by the flight instructor in order for the student to be able to take the FAA knowledge and practical exams. For specific
requirements, including details on the types and quantities of flight experience and knowledge requirements, see the FARs. Part
61 of Title 14 of the code of federal regulations (14 CFR part 61 ) covers the basic rules for the certification of pilots. Flight
schools can train pilots in accordance with the rules from part 61 or the rules found in 14 CFR part 141 .

Applicants must pass the appropriate medical exam, meet all of the detailed flight experience and knowledge requirements, and
pass a written exam and a practical flight exam in order to become commercially licensed. The physical exam confirms that the
pilot’s vision is correctable to 20/20 and that no physical handicaps exist that could impair the pilot’s performance.

Commercial pilots must hold an instrument rating if they want to carry passengers for pay more than 50 miles from the point of
origin of their flight, or at night.

Instrument rating. Pilots who earn an instrument rating can fly during periods of low visibility, also known as instrument
meteorological conditions, or IMC. They may qualify for this rating by having at least 40 hours of instrument flight experience and
50 hours of cross-country flight time as pilot in command, and by meeting other requirements detailed in the FARs.

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=78f6bbb41989ae81f749ed19fb0b00cc&c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title14/14cfrv2_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp&r=PART&n=14y2.0.1.1.2
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr141_main_02.tpl
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Airline transport pilot (ATP) certification. All pilot crews of a scheduled commercial airliner must have ATP certificates.
To earn the ATP certificate, applicants must be at least 23 years old, have a minimum of 1,500 hours of flight time, and pass
written and practical flight exams. Airline pilots usually maintain one or more aircraft-type ratings, which allow them to fly
aircraft that require specific training, depending on the requirements of their particular airline. Some exceptions and alternative
requirements are detailed in the FARs.

Pilots must pass periodic physical and practical flight examinations to be able to perform the duties granted by their certificate.

Advancement

Commercial pilots may advance to airline pilots after completing a degree, accruing required flight time, and obtaining an ATP
license.

Advancement for airline pilots depends on a system of seniority outlined in collective bargaining contracts. Typically, after 1 to 5
years, flight engineers may advance to first officer positions and, after 5 to 15 years, first officers can become captains.

Important Qualities

Communication skills. Pilots must speak clearly when conveying information to air traffic controllers and other crew
members. They must also listen carefully for instructions.

Observational skills. Pilots regularly watch over screens, gauges, and dials to make sure that all systems are in working order.
They also need to maintain situational awareness by looking for other aircraft or obstacles. Pilots must be able to see clearly, be
able to judge the distance between objects, and possess good color vision.

Problem-solving skills. Pilots must be able to identify complex problems and figure out appropriate solutions. When a plane
encounters turbulence, for example, pilots assess the weather conditions and request a change in route or altitude from air traffic
control.

Quick reaction time. Pilots must respond quickly, and with good judgment, to any impending danger.

Pay

Airline and Commercial Pilots

 

The median annual wage for airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers was $127,820 in May 2016. The median wage is the wage
at which half the workers in an occupation earned more than that amount and half earned less. The lowest 10 percent earned less
than $65,000, and the highest 10 percent earned more than $208,000.

Median annual wages, May 2016

Airline pilots, copilots, and
flight engineers $127,820

Airline and commercial pilots $105,720

Commercial pilots $77,200

Air transportation workers $71,510

Total, all occupations $37,040

 

Note: All Occupations includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics
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The median annual wage for commercial pilots was $77,200 in May 2016. The lowest 10 percent earned less than $39,430, and
the highest 10 percent earned more than $147,240.

In May 2016, the median annual wages for airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers in the top industries in which they worked
were as follows:

Scheduled air transporta�on $130,840
Nonscheduled air transporta�on 98,870
Federal government 98,530

In May 2016, the median annual wages for commercial pilots in the top industries in which they worked were as follows:

Manufacturing $102,250
Nonscheduled air transporta�on 76,800
Ambulance services 75,500
Support ac�vi�es for air transporta�on 70,630
Technical and trade schools; private 68,960

According to the Air Line Pilots Association, International , most airline pilots begin their careers earning about $20,000 per
year. Wages increase each year until the pilot accumulates the experience and seniority needed to become a captain. The average
captain at a regional airline earns about $55,000 per year, and the average captain at a major airline earns about $135,000 per
year.

In addition, airline pilots receive an expense allowance, or “per diem,” for every hour they are away from home, and they may earn
extra pay for international flights. Airline pilots and their immediate families usually are entitled to free or reduced-fare flights.

Federal regulations set the maximum work hours and minimum requirements for rest between flights for most pilots. Airline
pilots fly an average of 75 hours per month and work an additional 150 hours per month performing other duties, such as checking
weather conditions and preparing flight plans. Pilots have variable work schedules that may include several days of work followed
by some days off.

Airline pilots may spend several nights a week away from home because flight assignments often involve overnight layovers. When
pilots are away from home, the airlines typically provide hotel accommodations, transportation to the airport, and an allowance
for meals and other expenses.

Commercial pilots also have irregular schedules. Although most commercial pilots remain near their home overnight, they may
still work nonstandard hours.

Union Membership

Most airline and commercial pilots belonged to a union in 2016.

Job Outlook

Airline and Commercial Pilots
Percent change in employment, projected 2016-26

Total, all occupations 7%

Air transportation workers 7%

Commercial pilots 4%

http://www.clearedtodream.org/Home/tabid/1768/Default.aspx
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Overall employment of airline and commercial pilots is projected to grow 4 percent from 2016 to 2026, slower than the average
for all occupations.

Employment of airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers is projected to grow 3 percent from 2016 to 2026, slower than the
average for all occupations. Scheduled airlines are expected to employ more efficient scheduling systems and use aircraft with
larger passenger capacity to transport more passengers. These practices are expected to limit the demand for additional pilot jobs.

Employment of commercial pilots is projected to grow 4 percent from 2016 to 2026, slower than the average for all occupations.
The number of commercial pilot jobs is projected to increase in various industries, especially in ambulance services, where pilots
will be needed to transfer patients to healthcare facilities.  

Job Prospects

Most job opportunities will arise from the need to replace pilots who leave the workforce. Over the next 10 years, many pilots are
expected to retire as they reach the required retirement age of 65.

Job prospects may be best with regional airlines and nonscheduled aviation services because entry-level requirements are lower
for regional and commercial jobs. There is typically less competition among applicants in these sectors than there is for major
airlines.

Pilots seeking jobs at the major airlines will face strong competition because those firms tend to attract many more applicants
than the number of job openings.

Employment projections data for airline and commercial pilots, 2016-26

Occupational Title
SOC
Code

Employment,
2016

Projected
Employment, 2026

Change, 2016-26 Employment by
IndustryPercent Numeric

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Projections program

Airline and commercial pilots — 124,800 129,200 4 4,400 —

Airline pilots, copilots, and flight
engineers 53-2011 84,000 86,900 3 2,900  xlsx

Commercial pilots 53-2012 40,800 42,300 4 1,500  xlsx

State & Area Data

Occupational Employment Statistics (OES)

The Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) program produces employment and wage estimates annually for over 800
occupations. These estimates are available for the nation as a whole, for individual states, and for metropolitan and
nonmetropolitan areas. The link(s) below go to OES data maps for employment and wages by state and area.

Airline pilots, copilots, and flight engineers

Commercial pilots

Projections Central

Airline and commercial pilots 4%

Airline pilots, copilots, and
flight engineers 3%

 

Note: All Occupations includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Projections program

https://www.bls.gov/emp/ind-occ-matrix/occ_xlsx/occ_53-2011.xlsx
https://www.bls.gov/emp/ind-occ-matrix/occ_xlsx/occ_53-2011.xlsx
https://www.bls.gov/emp/ind-occ-matrix/occ_xlsx/occ_53-2012.xlsx
https://www.bls.gov/emp/ind-occ-matrix/occ_xlsx/occ_53-2012.xlsx
https://www.bls.gov/oes/
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes532011.htm#st
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes532012.htm#st
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Occupational employment projections are developed for all states by Labor Market Information (LMI) or individual state
Employment Projections offices. All state projections data are available at www.projectionscentral.com . Information on this
site allows projected employment growth for an occupation to be compared among states or to be compared within one state. In
addition, states may produce projections for areas; there are links to each state’s websites where these data may be retrieved.

CareerOneStop

CareerOneStop includes hundreds of occupational profiles  with data available by state and metro area. There are links in the
left-hand side menu to compare occupational employment by state and occupational wages by local area or metro area. There is
also a salary info tool  to search for wages by zip code.

Similar Occupations

This table shows a list of occupations with job duties that are similar to those of airline and commercial pilots.

OCCUPATION JOB DUTIES ENTRY-LEVEL EDUCATION 2016 MEDIAN PAY

Air Traffic
Controllers

Air traffic controllers
coordinate the movement of
aircraft to maintain safe
distances between them.

Associate's degree $122,410

Water
Transportation
Workers

Water transportation workers
operate and maintain vessels
that take cargo and people over
water. The vessels travel to and
from foreign ports across the
ocean and to domestic ports
along the coasts, across the
Great Lakes, and along the
country’s many inland
waterways.

See How to Become One $54,870

Contacts for More Information

For specific information about licensing requirements and other federal regulations regarding pilots and operators, visit

Regulations concerning the certification of airmen and general flight rules

Regulations concerning air carriers and operators for compensation or hire, and flight schools

For more information about pilots, visit

Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association

Air Line Pilots Association, International

Coalition of Airline Pilots Associations

Federal Aviation Administration

Helicopter Association International

National Agricultural Aviation Association

O*NET

Airline Pilots, Copilots, and Flight Engineers

Commercial Pilots

Suggested citation:

Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, Occupational Outlook Handbook, Airline and Commercial Pilots,  
on the Internet at https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/airline-and-commercial-pilots.htm (visited October 25, 2017).

http://www.projectionscentral.com/
http://www.careerinfonet.org/Occupations/select_occupation.aspx?next=occ_rep&level=&optstatus=111111111&id=1&nodeid=2&soccode=&stfips=&jobfam=&menuMode
http://www.careeronestop.org/SalariesBenefits/Sal_default.aspx
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/air-traffic-controllers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/air-traffic-controllers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/water-transportation-occupations.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/water-transportation-occupations.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/water-transportation-occupations.htm#tab-4
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=78f6bbb41989ae81f749ed19fb0b00cc&c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title14/14cfrv2_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=78f6bbb41989ae81f749ed19fb0b00cc&c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title14/14cfrv3_02.tpl
http://www.aopa.org/
http://www.clearedtodream.org/
http://www.capapilots.org/
http://www.faa.gov/
http://www.rotor.com/
http://www.agaviation.org/
http://www.onetonline.org/link/summary/53-2011.00
http://www.onetonline.org/link/summary/53-2012.00
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/airline-and-commercial-pilots.htm
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