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The hidden dangers of distracted working: How to prevent and maintain focused 

employees. 

In today’s fast-paced work environment, distractions are a significant challenge that can impact 

productivity and workplace safety. Whether caused by people interruptions, phones, multitasking, weather 

or environmental disturbances, distracted working presents serious occupational health and safety (OHS) 

hazards. The Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) of South Africa (Act 85 of 1993) mandates that 

employers provide a work environment that is safe and free from risks. To comply with these legal 

obligations, organizations must implement strategies to minimize distractions, maintain employee focus, 

and reduce workplace accidents. 

 

The risks of distracted working 

Increased workplace accidents due to various distractions can cause employees to overlook critical safety 

procedures, leading to preventable accidents. For example, a worker in a manufacturing setting who is 

distracted by their phone may mishandle machinery, increasing the risk of injury. According to Section 8(1) 

of the OHSA, employers must ensure that employees operate machinery and equipment safely. 

Distractions directly compromise compliance with this requirement. 
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Reduced productivity and efficiency when staff frequently task-switching results in errors, redo work, and 

missed deadlines. The OHSA requires employers to ensure that work is performed efficiently and safely, 

making distraction management an essential component of workplace policies. 

Mental and physical fatigue are a very common and constant distractions contribute to cognitive overload, 

making it difficult for employees to process information effectively. This can lead to increased stress, 

fatigue, and burnout, which not only affects individual performance but also violates an employer’s duty of 

care under Section 8(2)(d) of the OHSA, which mandates protection of employees’ mental and physical 

health. 

Distracted employees are more prone to making mistakes, whether in data entry, financial transactions, or 

operating equipment or machinery. Errors due to lack of focus can have serious financial and safety 

consequences for businesses. The OHSA highlights the importance of competent and alert employees, 

meaning distractions must be managed to uphold workplace safety standards. 

 

Common causes of workplace distractions 

Technology use or overuse is where an employee constantly checks their phone for messages during a 

safety briefing or while driving may result in missing important instructions and possible road traffic 

accidents. 

Multitasking and many deadlines may cause a worker to feel the need to respond to emails, calls and 

various interruptions while perhaps conducting a risk assessment, leading to overlooked hazards. 

Noise pollution is a very big cause of workplace distractions. For example, a receptionist struggles to focus 

on work due to loud conversations from a nearby break area. 

Workplace interruptions can be disruptive and frustrating for employees. Frequent interruptions may slow 

down progress and reduce overall productivity. 

Fatigue and stress of an employee that is working on overtime shifts makes frequent errors while 

assembling products due to feeling fatigued and tired. 

 

Strategies to prevent distractions and maintain employee focus 

Implement clear workplace policies. Employers should establish guidelines for phone usage, email 

response times, and break schedules to minimize unnecessary distractions. Policies should align with 

Section 8 of the OHSA, which emphasizes the employer’s responsibility to provide a controlled work 

environment. 

Employers can introduce time management training as part of OHS training programs to help employees 

manage tasks effectively. 

Optimize the work environment. A well-structured workplace layout can minimize distractions. Employers 

should implement noise-reducing solutions, such as partitions, soundproofing, or dedicated quiet areas, to 

help employees maintain focus. 

Encouraging mindfulness practices such as short breaks, or stress management training can enhance 

concentration and reduce anxiety in the workplace. Short, scheduled breaks help employees recharge and 

maintain high levels of concentration. Encouraging walking breaks or screen-free moments throughout the 

day can reduce cognitive strain. 



Page 3 of 4 

Limit unnecessary meetings and interruptions to improve workflow, organizations should adopt a 

structured approach to meetings by setting clear agendas and allowing employees dedicated focus time 

without interruptions. 

Employers should train employees on the risks of distracted working and teach effective focus strategies 

through workshops, e-learning sessions, and toolbox talks. According to Regulation 3 of the General Safety 

Regulations under the OHSA, employees must be properly trained on hazards and safe working practices, 

making distraction management training a crucial element of workplace safety programs. 

In closing, workplace distractions are more than just minor inconveniences; they pose real risks to health, 

safety, and productivity. Employers must proactively address these challenges by fostering a workplace 

culture that prioritizes focus, efficiency, and well-being. By implementing clear policies, optimizing the 

work environment, and encouraging healthy work habits, businesses can create a safer and more 

productive workplace while remaining compliant with South Africa’s Occupational Health and Safety Act. 

 

Do you read and respond to your work-related emails after hours? Please send us your feedback.  

"A focused workplace is a safer workplace. By minimizing distractions and fostering a culture of attention 

and efficiency, employers not only enhance productivity but also uphold their legal duty to protect employee 

well-being under the Occupational Health and Safety Act." 

 
Should you require further assistance of advice feel free to email us on info@topcompliance.co.za  

Yours in Health and Safety   
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Courses offered by Top Compliance (Pty) Ltd 

ONLINE ACADEMY - https://academy.topcompliance.co.za/    

Occupational Health and Safety Courses Online 
Onsite Excluding 

travel 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  R980.00 R1300.00 
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The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability  R1250.00 R 1730.00 

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment  R735.00 R875.00 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638  R735.00 R875.00 

Basic Ladder Safety Course  R735.00 R810.00 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses   

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  R735.00 R875.00 

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  R810.00 R950.00 

 

ONLINE ACADEMY - https://academy.topcompliance.co.za/  

Occupational Health and Safety Courses 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  

The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability  

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638 

Basic Ladder Safety Course 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses 

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  

 

ONSITE TRAINING 

First Aid Courses: 

Level 1 - US 119567 - Perform basic life support and first aid procedures 2 days 

Level 2 - US 120496 - Provide risk-based primary emergency care/first aid in the workplace  3 days 

Level 3 - US 376480 - Provide first aid as an advanced first responder  3 days 

Level 1 & 2 - US 119567 & 120496 3 days 

Level 1, 2 & 3 - US 119567, 120496 & 376480 5 days 

Level 2 & 3 - US 120496 & 376480 3 days 

Child and infant CPR & choking  6 hours 

Adult CPR & choking  6 hours 

Adult CPR & choking and AED 1 day 

Occupational Health and Safety Courses 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  1 day 

The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability 1 day 

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 1 day 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638 6 hours 

Basic Ladder Safety 6 hours 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses 

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  6 hours 

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  1 day 
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