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 Have you ever wondered why we can abruptly 
lose focus and the attention to what we are doing 
immediately shifts from one thing to something 
else? A survival function of the human brain is 
actually responsible for this. When confronted with 
danger, the brain instinctually pauses in order to 
scan the environment for fight or flight, a response 
that served an important role for primitive 
humans, but has some negative consequences in 
the modern world we live in today.

 Data, through social connectivity, is delivered 
instantaneously, with the use of smartphones, 
social media, TV and news outlets. As a result, we 
avoid the feeling of agitation or boredom, which 
goes along with patience, concentration or deep 
thought. Information delivered at the click of a 
button and for short periods of time is causing 
people to have shorter and shorter attention spans. 
Such an environment of constant stimulation 
can be challenging to focus, remain vigilant and 
concentrate, particularly onboard a seagoing 
vessel.

 Distraction can be defined as a diversion process 
of an individual’s or group’s attention from the 
desired area of focus. Both internal and external 
distractions can present risks onboard: 

 Internal factors such as seafarer fatigue, 
emotional stress, or a lack of proper nutrition, 
diminish a person’s alertness. Lack of concentration 

can also be a symptom of an onset of a moderate 
or severe physical medical condition. Internal risk 
factors could also be a diagnosed disorder such as 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, ADHD. 
ADHD is more commonly diagnosed in children; 
however, it is believed that an increasing number 
of adults are being diagnosed every year. Studies 
show this population of adults is significantly more 
likely to get into serious car accidents in their 
lifetimes.

 While internal distractions may exist within 
an individual, I have observed that seafarers 
are experiencing increasingly more external 
distractions onboard their vessels. Safety 
requirements, such as forms and checklists, which 
are intended to improve safety practices, may 
be posing an increased threat of distraction to 
seafarers during periods when critical decision 
making is imperative. Many vessels are now 
connected to internet and phone service and 
while having that constant contact with family and 
friends is comforting, it can be extremely difficult 
for a seafarer who may be experiencing hardships 
at home to detach and concentrate solely on 
his job. Interactions with a company’s office or 
customers by way of e-mails and cell phones also 
contributes to distraction. Such distractions can 
trigger danger signals in our subconscious mind 
particularly if an immediate response is required.
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 Piloting a vessel incorporates multiple tasks 
which depend upon different human capabilities, 
such as cognitive attention and decision-making, 
visual recognition and identification, and manual 
motor skills for quick and accurate responses. 
Keeping a good lookout is perhaps the most 
fundamental watchkeeping requirement on 
any vessel. A lookout, if utilized properly, has 
a responsibility to focus solely on the vessel’s 
surroundings taking on no other tasks during this 
time. But, Pilots and Mates will commonly assume 
the role of lookout, even with a two-person team 
in the wheelhouse. 

 The U.S. National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB) declared distraction as the number one 
growing and life-threatening problem throughout 
all modes of transportation. We know of many 
such accidents caused by distracted Captains, the 
COSTA CONCORDIA and Philadelphia Duck 
Boat incidents for instance. However, navigators 
are not the only ones susceptible to distractions.

 Cargo operations, shipboard repairs, and 

even routine tasks onboard, which may require 

concentration or attention to safety, can have 

deadly consequences if the operator becomes 

distracted.  Several slip, trip, and fall injuries 

are a result of seafarer distractions, whether it is 

failing to identify an obstacle, creating an obstacle 

for other shipmates, or not paying attention to 

surroundings. Distractions can be fatal for an 

individual, the entire vessel’s crew, and others if 

not avoided.

 So, as a method of preventing distractions 

consider the following rule of thumb:

 Just say NO! Don’t be afraid to let the person 

requesting your attention that what they are asking 

from you can wait. Also, think twice about disturbing 

a shipmate who is engaged in an important task 

unless the message is urgent, or it aligns with their 

goal or priority. 

 Going hand in hand with saying “no,” is the 

counter negativity and criticism that may follow. 

People may consider saying “no” as a form of 
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confrontation. It is important to avoid pressures to 
break one’s concentration. 

 The following are additional simple methods to 
improve concentration:

1. Shut off personal cellphones, mobile 
devices, and personal tablets during the 
workday or during your watch.

2. Avoid  checking e-mails as they come in; 
instead, designate a certain part of the day 
for checking and responding to e-mails.

3. Keep your workplace clean and clear of 
paraphernalia other than what is needed 
for the immediate task at hand.

4. Feed your brain with a healthy snack. It is 
hard to stay focused when you are hungry. 
Caffeine and sugar, in moderation, will also 
help you focus.

5. Get enough sleep. Sleep deprivation leads 
to reduced alertness and concentration, 
making it more difficult to focus and pay 
attention.

6. Use a “Do not disturb sign,” perhaps on a 
seagoing vessel this can read “Urgencies or 
emergencies only,” to serve as a reminder 
that concentration is required for safety 
reasons. 

7. Focus on one task at a time. Juggling 
multiple tasks at once can dramatically 
reduce productivity. Instead, prioritize and 
triage your tasks to hone-in on what is 
critical.

Follow the above so that you can navigate 
safely through an emerging sea of distractions!


