How Big a Problem is
Employee Smartphone Distraction?
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The Tip of the Iceberg
You don’t have to look very far to see smartphones capturing employees’ attention
away from their work. You can see it at every worksite, every day.
But how big a problem is smartphone distraction?
Can a smartphone on a desk really knock productivity down 26%? Can employees
really lose two hours a day of working time? Or make twice as many mistakes? The
research says yes.
This eBook presents the research on smartphone distraction at work. If you haven’t
seen it before, the data might be a little shocking. But as more and more studies
arrive, it’s becoming clear. This may be the biggest problem of the decade.
Most smartphone distraction happens when employees think that nobody’s
watching. And the impact of multitasking and distraction on the quality of work is
not something you can see just by walking by.
What you see is just the tip of the iceberg. Let’s look at the data.
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26% Loss of Productivity
Studies at the University of Wurzburg and at Nottingham Trent University showed a
26% difference in productivity when the smartphone was removed from the room –
instead of sitting face-up on the desk. Source
In the study, 95 participants were timed as they performed a task requiring
concentration and focus. The participants ranged in age from 19 to 56, with
demographics similar to employee populations.
The study tested four options: smartphone on the desk, smartphone in a desk
drawer, smartphone in a pocket, or smartphone removed from the room. Each step
of isolating participants from the phone increased productivity.
Notice that the phones did not even ring or alert during the study. The mere
possibility of an alert changed participants’ levels of focus and concentration. It put
them into multi-tasking mode and dramatically reduced their engagement with work.
Do a quick calculation – what’s 25% of your payroll cost? Can your organization
afford to send those dollars down the drain?
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Twice As Many Mistakes
Research at Michigan State University looked at the impact of a 3-second
interruption – like a smartphone alert that results in a quick glance at the screen.
Participants who were interrupted made twice as many mistakes. Source.
They concluded, “Short interruptions – such as the few seconds it takes to silence
that buzzing smartphone – have a surprisingly large effect on one’s ability to
accurately complete a task.”
A separate set of studies at the University of California found that workers are
interrupted every 11 minutes at work. Source.
After an interruption, it took 23 minutes on average for workers to return to a task
– and about one in five times, they did not return to the original task at all.
Workers who were interrupted had higher levels of stress, frustration, mental
effort, feeling of time pressure and mental workload.
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How Much Do We Use Smartphones?
Researchers know that we can’t keep track of our smartphone use in our own
heads – it’s far more accurate to let the phone keep track.
According to a study by two British psychologists, people use their phones about
twice as much as they think they do.

So how much do we use our phones? An average of 5 hours a day – that’s about
one-third of our waking hours. Participants picked up their phones an average of
85 times a day. That’s about five times an hour – every 12 minutes on average.
Most of the use consisted of short bursts of less than 30 seconds each. In other
words, smartphone use primarily interrupts the longer tasks that require focus
and concentration.
If you’re not connecting accurate data from the smartphone – you don’t know
how much time and productivity you’re losing. It’s at least twice as much as you
think.
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2 Hours Every Workday
3 in 4 employers say two or more hours a day of productivity are lost due to
smartphone distraction. 82% of workers keep a smartphone within eye contact at
work. Managers said smartphones are the #1 killer of productivity at work.
Don’t take it from us – these are results from a poll of 2,186 managers and HR
professionals, conducted by Harris Poll. Source.
Employers said distraction was leading to lower quality of work (48%), lower morale
(38%), negative impact on boss/employee relationship (28%), missed deadlines (27%),
loss of revenue (26%), and negative impact on customer relationships (20%).

Attention Span Cut by 50% since 2000
A Microsoft study used EEG scans to study the brain activity of participants, at the
turn of the millennium and again in 2013. Source
They found that the average human attention span in 2000 was 12 seconds, but by
2013 it was only 8 seconds. Researchers concluded that adoption of smartphones
and tablets was responsible for the 50% drop in attention span.
We now have a shorter attention span than goldfish (who are at 9 seconds).
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It’s Not a Smart Break
There’s a persistent myth that smartphone use is just a new way of taking a short break
from work. That it’s a productivity enhancer.
Not true, according to Duke University researcher Dan Ariely. “People think that ….
refreshes them. It doesn’t. If you want to get refreshed, close your eyes, meditate,
breathe deeply, or think about some things that are important.” Source.
The other research in this eBook reinforces this point. Employees don’t choose a
smartphone break at work – mostly, the phone grabs their attention. Interrupted
workers make more mistakes, feel more stressed and time-pressured, and lose
productivity.
We’re not aware of any credible research supporting the idea that workers who take a
break to look at their phone are more productive, happier, or less stressed than workers
who stay off their phones.
Taking a short break is a handy justification for our smartphone addiction, but it doesn’t
match the research or the reality. Think of a smartphone break as being like a
cigarette break. It’s an addictive behavior that’s reinforced every time you do it.
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The Other Team is Winning
Employers today think of smartphone distraction is just between the employer and the
employee. It’s not.
The most successful companies in our economy are on the other side of the glass.
Facebook. Twitter. Apple and Google. Amazon. Games like Candy Crush. Every
company that sends out emails with sales and coupons.
As Duke University researcher Dan Ariely puts it, “In your pocket you have a phone, and
every app wants to control your attention right now. Most of the entities in our lives
really want us to make mistakes in their favor. So the world is making things very, very
difficult.” Source
The companies on the other side of the glass are eating employers’ lunch. They profit
when employees spend two hours a day on their phones at work. They don’t care if your
employees are more stressed and less productive. They just want your employees to
have the phone out on the desk – primed to get the next alert.
And they get better every year. They are playing hardball against you, the employer.
Are you even in the game?
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What You Can Do Now
Smartphone distraction is one of the most important problems employers face
today. We’re stepping up to provide a solution.
Traditional attempts to solve the problem have failed. Our eBook, The 5 Myths of
Smartphone Distraction explains why in-house approaches by the IT and HR
departments have not been effective. And why managers can’t solve the problem
without the right tools and data.
EngageMode offers something radically different. We have 10 years of experience
designing technology and Apps for employee wellness. We’re experts in using
gamification, incentives and behavior science to change habits.
The right approach is a voluntary, App-based rewards program. Learn more in our
eBook, How to Stop Smartphone Distraction and Keep Employees Happy. It collects
its own data, proving the size of the problem and the ROI of the solution.
Let’s Talk! We’d love to learn about your organization and your needs.
Schedule your discovery call with us today.

10

About EngageMode
EngageMode is a new App, designed to change your employee’s
smartphone from a distraction machine - to an engagement
machine. It also includes a web portal with the tools and reports
that HR and Managers need to solve smartphone distraction.
EngageMode is created by Extracon Science LLC, a leading
employee wellness technology company. We have more than 10
years experience creating engaging, gamified wellness programs
and apps for employers all across the USA. Our clients range from
the Fortune 500 and major health plans, down to smaller
organizations with 200 or fewer employees.
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