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EDUCATIONAL ISSUES ON DISTRACTION 

Air Traffic Control Officers (ATCOs) are exposed to different kinds of distractions in their daily 
operations. These distractions may have a disruptive effect on ATCOs performance and result in 
errors or omissions which compromise aviation safety. In order to reduce distractions in the air 
traffic environment and enhance safety, it is essential to educate ATCOs on understanding 
distractions, their sources and affects on ATCOs performance, and develops prevention 
strategies to minimise their effects. Management support and behavioural change in fostering 
professionalism and safety culture are inevitable for creating a distraction-free operating 
environment. Collaborative efforts among controllers, supervisors, and management staff are 
required in addressing the problems of distractions and advocating the awareness on distractions 
through educational programs and campaigns.  

ATCOs are exposed to all sorts of distractions in their daily operations. Understanding distractions 
by identifying their sources, types and information on the effects of distractions on ATCOs’ 
performance must be conveyed to all staff, including supervisors and managers.  

Distractions have been an important aspect in human factors and identified as one of the hazards 
within the ATM system contributing to a number of accidents/incidents in aviation industry. 
Proactive and effective management of distractions in an air traffic environment can only be 
made possible through education and prevention.  

Senior management initiatives and commitment in proactively addressing distraction issues and 
safety risks associated with distractions can make allocation of resources more effective in 
supporting training, education, and awareness campaigns.  

It is essential to educate ATCOs and increase their awareness on distractions through a 
comprehensive distraction training program. The SHELL Model is useful in providing a framework 
for service providers in identifying the sources of distraction within the ATM system. Different 
types of distractions appeared in different interfaces within the SHELL Model, i.e. between 
Software and Liveware, Hardware and Liveware, Environment and Liveware and Liveware with 
Liveware. Four main types of distractions were identified, namely self-induced distractions, third 
party distractions, distractions from the operating environment and distractions from 
equipment. These are not exhaustive and MAs should maintain awareness for new and 
undetected distractions pertinent to their workplace.  

Distractions disrupt the normal flow of ongoing tasks leading to lapses and possibly errors. ATCOs 
may feel swamped and rushed with concurrent task demands, which may induce stress, 
frustration, and a decrease in focus. All these can have disruptive effects on ATCOs emotional 
state and mental ability and adversely affect their performance. Reducing or eliminating 
distractions at their source is considered the most effective way to address distraction problems. 
However, distractions as a human factor cannot be completely eliminated, therefore, building 
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lines of defence is important for ATCOs to recover from unavoidable distractions and regain 
situational awareness.  

Many of the self-induced and third-party distractions can be avoided through behavioural 
changes to ATCOs conduct, discipline and emotional stability. In fostering professionalism and 
emphasising good practices at work, ATCOs could cultivate a sense of pride and commitment to 
safety and ensure that they are performing their duties to the best of their abilities and would 
eliminate any possible distractions that may lead to lapses or errors, which may have significant 
safety consequences.  

Taking human factors into considerations in early stages of software engineering processes and 
the involvement of ATCOs in any new/change in systems or procedures can greatly reduce 
unnecessary distractions generated from the Liveware-Software interface. Careful design and 
arrangement of ergonomics, proper maintenance of equipment and the availability of backup or 
contingency systems and procedures should be utilised so that people (Liveware) and hardware 
can interact more efficiently and safely. The provisions of reliable, consistent and user-friendly 
infrastructure are vital in striving for a distraction-free operating environment.  

A culture change with more open discussion and peer effort, supported by an appropriate 
educational program, training and campaigns can cultivate a sense of responsibility and develop 
intrinsic motivation. In addition, setting good examples for others, encouraging sound practice 
and controllership amongst co-workers are long-term approaches in addressing distraction 
issues.  
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Copyright
This document is protected by copyright laws and contains material proprietary to IFATCA. It may only 
be reproduced, republished, distributed or transmitted in its entirety and without modification, unless 
express permission is obtained from the IFATCA Executive Board. Under no circumstances may this 

document, or any part of it, be sold or in any way commercially exploited.

About this guide
The purpose of this document is to provide an introduction for controllers on 
the importance of Fatigue Management, a critical area of aviation which is often 
overlooked. Most of the research information in this document has been taken 
directly from the ICAO FRMS Guide and references to the research can be found 

within that guide.

Disclaimer
The rules, recommendations and information contained in this document reflect what IFATCA 

established at time of the last amendment. Although every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, 
neither the International Federation of Air Traffic Controllers’ Associations (IFATCA), nor their 

Members or Officers or representatives, shall be responsible for loss or damage caused by errors,
omissions, misprints or misinterpretation of the contents hereof. Furthermore, IFATCA expressly 

disclaims all and any liability to any person whether a purchaser of this publication or not, in respect 
of anything done or omitted, by any such person in reliance on the contents of this publication.
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