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November 22, 2009 – Use of Mobile Devices while Working
Q:  Lately I’ve noticed many of my employees frequently using their cell phones, I-phones and Blackberry smart phones, not so much for talking but for texting and checking e-mail.  Although these distractions are brief, they continue throughout the day and I’m concerned it’s affecting productivity.  I don’t want to play the cop, but maybe I need a policy.  What’s the appropriate use of cells phones while working?

A:  Well, I’m a stickler on this.  Employees should not use their cell phones and other wireless communication devices at work, unless they are using the devices for business purposes such as talking to customers, taking orders, making sales, responding to business e-mail, etc.
I advise employers to have a policy stating that personal use of mobile devices to talk, send or receive e-mail, text, pictures, videos or contact social networks, is prohibited. 
Does that mean that you should nix all employee personal contact with the world?  No, certainly employees need to know their child got home safely from school; or an elderly relative needs help after work, or their spouse needs a ride home.  I’m not opposed to allowing these quick and essential exchanges; however, they need to be the exception, not the norm.

A good policy should be clear and workable; don’t make it so strict that it’s unrealistic or unenforceable.  Yet it must have obvious consequences and be consistently applied. 

Don’t forget these devices can take pictures and video of the workplace, therefore these uses must also be clearly prohibited, mainly for concerns about privacy and confidentiality.

If employees resist the policy with rationalizations such as:  “I can multitask. I can answer the company phone while texting my friend.” Don’t buy it. Studies show that performance does decline when subjects multi-task; yes, they can do several things simultaneously, but not very well.  The performance decline you’re detecting is probably not imagined.

Reduced productivity is not the only jeopardy.  Distractions also lead to mistakes and often contribute to accidents.  In industries where precision is paramount, this can be downright dangerous. After all, would we want employees in industries such as transportation, law enforcement, or health care texting on the job?  Enough said.
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