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pace exploration is one of the most

demanding situations humans must face. It

requires individuals who are capable of
dealing with isolation from family and friends,
cramped and crowded living conditions, incredible
pressure to succeed and extreme danger.
Maintaining a positive mentality and a healthy
outlook through this duress is extremely difficult for
astronauts. Because of this, astronaut selection is
critically important to ensure the success of a
mission.

What are the criteria for an ideal astronaut?
Generally, a person must be athletic and must
possess both technical and interpersonal skills.
Technical skills are particularly important.
Astronauts need to be able to competently carry

out scientific and technical tasks during the mission.

Space exploration is conducted with the general
goal of gaining knowledge. The manned exploration
of space seeks to understand the science the
governs the universe we live in. For this reason,
background scientific knowledge and research skills
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are absolutely necessary for astronauts. They must
be capable of taking accurate measurements and
making observations while living in a weightless
environment. Since being weightless makes simple
tasks difficult and difficult tasks even harder,
astronauts must be capable of
working efficiently under
adverse conditions.

Interpersonal skills are also
critically important in
astronauts. Characteristics
such as courage, tenacity,
social adaptability, ability to
cooperate, humility and
tolerance of different cultures
and lifestyles are necessary.
Studies have shown that ideal
astronauts are people who
can be either introverts or
extroverts. Introverts tend to
be withdrawn, a trait that
helps them tolerate isolation
from family and respect the
privacy of others. On the
other hand, extroverts are
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outgoing and provide social
stimulation for a crew. Both
character types are necessary
for different reasons. There
are many seemingly
contradictory traits that
astronauts should possess:
introverted yet at times
extroverted, leaders yet
capable of being led, and so
on. That is why an astronaut’s
ability to adapt to different
situations is of paramount
importance. Versatility and
flexibility are key.

As the duration of space
missions increase, human
factors become even more
important. A manned mission
to Mars would require a
compatible crew that would
ensure mission success, and
of course, mission safety.
Behavioral studies have been
conducted in space analogs,
which are environments that

simulate the confinement and
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isolation of space. These

studies have shown that long

periods of isolation can lead to sleep disturbances,
emotional instability and depression - all things
that would disrupt work performance of a crew of
astronauts. In order to minimize the chances of
such conditions developing, the selected crew
must get along extremely well. Easier said than
done.

Scientists at NASA used the analogy of a jigsaw
puzzle to describe the relationship dynamics of a
crew of astronauts. “The members of space crews
bear a certain resemblance to the pieces in jigsaw
puzzle: what is important is not so much the shape
and color of each individual piece, but the way the

different pieces fit together” (ref. Mary Connors
and Albert Harrison, NASA). There has been much
debate over how a space crew for a potential
mission to Mars should be selected, but currently
a three-phase system is favored. In this selection
process, the first phase is selecting a large group
of people who satisfy the needed technical skills.
The second phase is to siphon out the individuals
with the best interpersonal skills and psychiatric
profiles. The third phase is to group the individuals
into mini-crews and then monitor those crews for
compatibility as they undergo training for a
mission. Finally, the most well-formed, smoothly-
functioning crew of astronauts is selected as the
best crew for the mission.



http://library.thinkquest.org/C003763/index.php?page=adapt05

Astronaut selection is an arduous process. Many
potential candidates nearly perfect for the job but
are rejected because of minor details. However, if
you dream of becoming an astronaut, don’t be
discouraged by the odds. If the job description of
an astronaut appeals to you, and you feel you
have the ‘right stuff’ for the job, then reach for the
stars. In this case, the sky is not the limit.
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