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Cockpit Distractions
and how to manage it…
The rate at which technology has advanced in the past couple of years has given the modern day
pilot access to many technological wonders. Hand held devices such as mobile phones, tablets,
laptops and portable GPS and glass cockpits have all made the modern day pilot less likely to
wind up lost, caught in degrading weather or making critical errors in calculations or missing
important checks. This form of technology has also contributed to more effective search and
rescue operations. With all of this taken into account, it is fair to say that aviation is a much safer
industry now than what it was in the past.
In the same breath, unfortunately, this does also pose a few concerns. Pilot’s may at times find it
difficult to manage certain systems due to the lack of training or knowledge which may pose a
serious risk in the cockpit. It is not uncommon for a pilot to incorrectly use some systems which
have led to close calls or, in some very unfortunate cases, fatal accidents.
The list of concerns and benefits will always continue to grow as technology continues to
develop, the hope is of course, the benefits outweigh the dangers, and that the list of concerns or
dangers may eventually be mitigated and eradicated completely.
One of the current concerns raised by many aviation authorities, safety groups and ICAO is that
the modern day pilot seems to become far more distracted with what’s going inside the cockpit,
on his lap or behind him rather than flying the aircraft first. Texting your loved one on the mobile
phone, observing your position on your tablet, fiddling with switches and settings on the display
or trying to record that one in a million ultra smooth landing you’ve been working on, many of
these have the potential to steer away much needed attention during critical phases of flight.
Cockpit distractions, however, are not limited to the use of mobile
devices but also include distractions caused by passengers, ATC
communications, cockpit alerts and even the use of checklists during
critical stages of flight. In fact, this very topic has been covered by the
Federal Aviation Administration and a well written article called
“Managing Distractions” had been published before. In order not to
reinvent the wheel, this bulletin will contain that very article.

"Cockpit distractions,
however, are not limited
to the use of mobile
devices..."

Managing Distractions
Federal Aviation Administration Safety Team
Distractions and interruptions can severely compromise flight safety if they occur during critical
phase of flight. To help prevent this, the General Aviation Joint Steering Committee (GAJSC)
recommends awareness training on how to properly cope with interruptions and distractions
while flying. General aviation pilots are particularly at risk because they usually do not have
additional flight crew members to assist them.

Keep Your Focus
Interruptions and distractions may be brief, but they can be deadly. They can cause you to lose
focus, which could lead to catastrophic errors.
Interruptions and distractions break your train of thought, but sometimes they can also convey
information that is critical for safe flight. The key is to learn how to safely manage the inflow of
competing information.
Examples of interruptions/distractions include air traffic control (ATC)
communications or alerts, head-down work, or having to deal with an
unexpected situation. If not managed properly, distractions can set a deadly
chain of events in motion.
Pilots are trained to manage several tasks concurrently, and for the most part,
this is a skill pilots execute well. However, it's important not to become
preoccupied with one task over all the others. Do you remember the
December 1972 L-1011 crash, where the crew became so preoccupied with a
landing gear light malfunction that they failed to notice that someone had
erroneously turned off the autopilot? Similar events can happen to the GA pilot. Don't let it
happen to you!

Reduce the Risk
Realize that you may have control over some interruptions and distractions, and not over
others.
Realize that the actions under your control, like head-down work, including standard
operating procedures and checklists, should be conducted during periods of minimal
disruption.
Observe the FAA's "sterile cockpit rule," and make sure that passengers understand your
need to focus on critical junctures of the flight.
Keep communications clear and concise.

"Aviate
Navigate
Communicate
Manage"

Responding to Abnormal Conditions
Because some interruptions and/or distractions may be subtle, the first priority is to recognize
and identify them. Then, you will need to re-establish situational awareness. Identify what you
were doing, and where you were in the process when you were distracted. Determine what
action you need to take to get back on track.
Prioritization is key. Remember:
Aviate
Navigate
Communicate, and
Manage
Be ready to postpone some lower-priority actions until you
are in a position to safely address them.

More Tips on Dealing with Distraction:
Recognize that conversation is a powerful distracter.
Recognize that head-down tasks greatly reduce your ability to monitor the status of the aircraft.
Schedule or reschedule activities to minimize conflicts, especially during critical phases of flight.
When two tasks must be performed at the same time, avoid letting your attention linger too
long on either task.
Remember that your job as pilot in command is to fly the aircraft. That is your primary focus.
Treat interruptions as red flags.
- Remember, "Interruptions Always Distract."
- Identify the interruptions when it occurs.
- Ask, "What was I doing before I was interrupted?"
- Decide what action you will need to take to get back on track.
Last important note
As it was mentioned before, we know that as a student pilot, flight instructor, the
recreational pilot and the lot all have some special moments they wish to capture in the
cockpit. Many pilots have made the mistake of trying to record or photograph many of these
moments only to later land themselves into situations they wish they have never gotten into.
It may not be illegal to photograph or record in the cockpit, but it does remain the pilot’s
ultimate responsibility to ensure the safe operation of the aircraft. Fortunately, there are ways to
remain safe and still be able to record amazing footage.
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