Distracted Driving

Leading safety into the future

DISTRACTED DRIVING

OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE
In January 2009, NSC became the first national
organization to call for a ban on all cell phone use —
handheld and hands-free — while driving. This historic
policy and call to action was adopted by a vote of
NSC volunteer leaders, representing NSC member
organizations. Most NSC members are private sector
companies, encompassing most sectors of American
business and industry.
NSC took this action after consulting with many of its
20,000 corporate members, along with an exhaustive
review of the research. This action was taken based
on more than 50 published and peer reviewed studies,
some from the early days of cell phone use in the 1990s,
which identified the risk of cell phone distracted driving.
Researchers have used a variety of methods to compare
driver performance while using hands-free and handheld
phones. More than 30 studies have concluded that
drivers experience substantial negative effects on their
driving proficiency when using a cell phone, regardless of
whether it is handheld or hands-free.
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) has reported that based on police crash reports
and state reports, 3,331 people were killed in crashes
in 2011 involving
a distracted driver.
NHTSA also reported
that an additional
387,000 people
were injured in
distraction-related
crashes. NSC believes
these distractionrelated crashes are
significantly underreported, owing
to the difficulty of
law enforcement to
effectively identify the
role of cell phones
and other electronic
devices in contributing
to crashes. An NSC
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review of fatal crashes involving cell phones in 2011 found
that only about half of them were recorded as involving
cell phones on the crash reports and in national fatal
crash data.
We do not have, and will not have for the foreseeable
future, complete data that accurately defines the role
of mobile communications distractions in crashes.
Determining the scope of the cell phone distracted driving
problem is a challenge. NHTSA and NSC believe the
actual number of crashes involving cell phone distracted
driving is higher than reported figures. Numerous
limitations affect the accurate recording of cell phone use
in crashes, including:
• Driver reluctance to admit behavior — there is no
“blood alcohol test” for distracted driving
• Inability for police to record cell phone use activity
on police crash reports
• Lack of witnesses
• Death of distracted drivers in crashes, leaving no
evidence of the distraction
• Time and resource limitations of law enforcement
• Difficulty obtaining cell phone records or knowing
the precise time of the crash
Even when cell phone use may be known, the data may
not always be captured on police crash reports. Some
states have yet to upgrade crash reports with an easy
mechanism to record cell phone and other mobile
device distraction.
Lacking accurate data, NSC has developed statistical
estimates that 25% of all crashes — or 1.3 million crashes
per year — can be attributed to drivers talking or texting
on phones. NSC estimates that 1.1 million of these
crashes involve talking on mobile devices and 200,000
crashes involve texting.

SIGNIFICANT CURRENT &
FUTURE RISKS
The safe operation of a motor vehicle requires visual,
manual and cognitive resources. Cell phone use involves
all three, and is also a common behavior among drivers.

Drivers may be aware they are distracted when they
have one hand off the wheel or their eyes off the road.
However, drivers are often not consciously aware of the
cognitive demand of driving. In addition, conversation
— the give-and-take of listening and responding — is
a cognitively-demanding task. Engaging in the two
demanding activities simultaneously — driving and
conversing on a communications device — leads to a
greater level of cognitive demand than the human brain
can accommodate to pay full attention to both tasks.
In many cases, the degree to which a distraction
causes a crash is related to the risk of the action and
the prevalence and duration of the distraction. For
example, eating or drinking with one hand off the wheel
has been shown to have small levels of risk, but these
actions have very high prevalence — meaning millions
of people engage in these low-risk activities quite often.
However, the duration of the distraction is generally
intermittent for a few seconds each. This combination
generally results in few crashes attributed to eating
and drinking.
On the other hand, some distractions have very
high levels of risk, such as turning around in the
seat to reach for an object. These high-risk actions
are generally engaged in very rarely by drivers (low
prevalence) and for short periods of time (short
duration). Thus, these very high-risk activities lead
to few crashes because of low prevalence and
duration. The risks of cell phones are unique from
other distractions drivers may engage in because they
combine high risk, high prevalence and long duration.
The main evidence about the risks of cell phone use
while driving is from epidemiological simulator and
naturalistic studies. Epidemiological studies conducted
in Australia and Canada found that driving while using
handheld and hands-free phones increased by fourfold
the risk of property damage and injury resulting in
hospital attendance. Simulator studies have identified
two major decrements in driver abilities when talking
on cell phones: 1) inattention blindness — looking at
but not truly seeing objects in and around the roadway,
and 2) slower response and reaction times. Naturalistic

studies have defined risks of various distracting
activities and also have found increased crash risk from
texting of eight to 23 times. While these studies show
a higher risk from texting, the prevalence of talking and
the length of time that drivers talk on phones can be far
greater than texting, leading to far fewer crashes from
texting than from other cell phone use.
Observation and self-report surveys give us an
indication of prevalence. NHTSA observes driver cell
phone use along with its annual seat belt observation
surveys. According to NHTSA, in 2011, about 9% of
drivers were using mobile devices while driving —
either talking or manually manipulating handheld
and hands-free devices. The percentage manually
manipulating phones — behaviors like dialing or texting
— was 1.3% in 2011, a significant increase for the
second year in a row.

While there is more limited research into the risk
and crash involvement of technologies such as GPS
navigation, voice controls and voice-to-text, including
telematics built into vehicles, some significant research
was released during early 2012. One study found that
using voice-to-text technology on mobile phones is
not safer than manually texting while driving. Another
study evaluated the level of cognitive distraction of
drivers engaging in distracting tasks such as talking on
handheld phones or sending emails or texts using an
in-vehicle voice-to-text feature. Voice-to-text features
were found to be even more cognitively distracting than
handheld and hands-free phone conversation.
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WHAT CAN & SHOULD BE DONE
There are several strategies NSC believes could be
used to address the expanded use of mobile technology
while driving, including research, education, legislation,
regulations and enforcement, engineering and technology.
It is important to gain a deeper understanding of each of
these strategies and how they work together.
One of the first needs is research. Research is needed to
better understand cognitive distraction and how it affects
drivers. In 2013, the American public and policymakers
have an incomplete understanding of cognitive distraction,
why eliminating it while behind the wheel is necessary and
why it is necessary for people to stop using cell phones
and other electronic devices while driving. Getting people
to change their behavior is especially challenging when
there is no perceived immediate danger.
We know that education alone won’t change behaviors.
However, other traffic safety issues have successfully
shown how education, combined with legislation and
high-visibility enforcement, does work.
Laws and enforcement are linchpins in effectively
changing driver behavior and reducing crashes. People
will often engage in dangerous behavior, or behavior they

don’t know or accept to be dangerous, when there are
no laws or effective enforcement to prevent their actions.
We know that traffic laws work to curb behaviors for
a good segment of the driving population. When laws
are enacted, they must be reinforced with highly-visible
public education that explains the dangers and warns
of active enforcement of laws. This strategy also should
focus on successful enforcement practices. Increased
police presence paired with public education campaigns
can help to reduce distracted driving. For example, a
2011 NHTSA report examined two pilot programs in
Syracuse, N.Y., and Hartford, Conn., that combined police
enforcement, news media coverage and paid advertising
to address distracted driving. In Syracuse, both handheld
cell phone use and texting declined by one-third, while
Hartford saw a 57% drop in handheld use and an almost
75% decrease in texting while driving.
It is time for Federal and State agencies to lead by
example and implement distracted driving policies that
prohibit all employee use of cell phones while driving. The
NTSB and a few state agencies have implemented such
a policy, but it is still acceptable for most Federal and
State employees to talk on the phone while driving. This is
inconsistent with best practices in safety.

Seatbelt adoption included public
education, legislation and enforcement

86%
currently
use
seatbelts
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Although the Federal and State government response thus
far has been inconsistent, many employers in the private
sector have not waited for laws to guide their actions.
Corporations have adopted their own “regulations” in
the form of cell phone bans for employees while driving.
By 2013, thousands of companies employing about six
million people have implemented policies prohibiting
both handheld and hands-free cell phone use among
all employees while driving. The years ahead will likely
see more widespread adoption of employer cell phone
policies. In this regard, American business is leading the
adoption of new driving safety behaviors well ahead of
Federal, State and local lawmakers.
Just as technology has created this safety risk, technology
also holds the potential to eliminate it. Technologies
that hold incoming calls and texts and prevent outgoing
communications until a driver is safely parked offer a
potential method to prevent crashes and injuries due to
cell phone distracted driving.
While some technologies help mitigate the cell phone
distraction, others allow hands-free calling, which can
encourage distracted driving. Many auto manufacturers
equip vehicles with on-board systems that sync cell
phones with the vehicle’s computer system to offer a
hands-free alternative. NSC encourages automakers
to provide customers with the option to disable these
hands-free features. Many parents of young drivers
and corporations with “no cell phone driving” policies
appreciate and are asking for this option.

NSC STRATEGIES
NSC has been a national leader in distracted driving since
its announcement in 2009 of its desire for total elimination
of cell phone use while driving in the U.S. Consistent with
its mission, NSC has engaged in leadership, research,
education and advocacy.
Leadership
NSC followed its 2009 announcement by continuing to
keep the issue near top of mind in the public and media
consciousness. NSC leaders have delivered dozens of
keynote addresses at major conferences and testified
before U.S. Senate, House and State committees. The

Council has become a “go-to” source on the issue for the
national news media.
Research
NSC developed an Attributable Risk Estimate of Cell
Phone Use which documents, using statistical methods,
that cell phone use is involved in an estimated 25% of
traffic crashes. Research also has included a study of
corporate cell phone policies, evaluation of studies of
hands-free cell phone use, corporate liability of employee
cell phone crashes and analysis of under-reporting of
cell phone crashes in law enforcement crash reports
and Federal and State data. NSC is closely monitoring
research being carried out by several researchers,
especially research into cognitive distraction.
Education
NSC staff have spoken to hundreds of companies and
thousands of employees, explaining the issues and
helping companies adopt total cell phone ban policies.
Employers are years ahead of legislators in adopting
total bans. This is similar to the 1970s and 1980s when
employers adopted impaired driving and seat belt laws
years before legislators enacted similar laws.
NSC will also continue to educate the American public on
the issue, especially on the issue of cognitive distraction.
The Council’s white paper, “Understanding the Distracted
Brain,” documents 30+ studies that report cognitive
distraction and inattention blindness, and also show
delayed response, reaction times and braking times
when drivers are talking on hands-free and handheld cell
phones. NSC will be using this research to develop a
national campaign to educate the American public about
cognitive distraction.
Advocacy
From 2009-2012, NSC advocated for Federal incentives
to states to enact cell phone bans, and for state laws
banning texting and cell phone use by teen drivers. Those
incentives were enacted into law in 2012, but represent
just the first step with the U.S. Congress. In future years,
NSC will advocate for incentives for total cell phone bans
and for Federal support of research, enforcement and
public education.
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NSC also will continue to advocate with Federal agencies
for a total cell phone ban, encouraging the nation’s largest
employers to adopt the same best safety practices
already adopted by some of the nation’s largest private
sector companies.
Since 2009, when NSC issued its call for a total ban, 29
states have enacted bans on texting while driving, and an
additional 15 states have enacted total cell phone bans
for young drivers. NSC will continue to work in states
seeking to enact total teen bans, texting bans and total
bans. Because the research from more than 30 studies is
conclusive that hands-free devices offer no safety benefit,
NSC does not support enactment of laws allowing use of
hands-free devices.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?
More than 90% of traffic crashes are caused, at least in
part, by some inappropriate behavior on the part of one or
more drivers. The most important thing any person can do
to save lives on our roads is to always drive safely. While
that is an easy thing to say, it can mean vastly different
things to different people.
Many people who engage in risk-taking behaviors while
driving (speeding, driving after or while drinking, texting
and talking on cell phones, etc.) do so with the firm belief
that they are safe and that they do not expect to be in
a crash. Nobody “expects” to be in a crash, but many
people take risks that make their odds of a crash much
more likely. People engage in these activities many times
without any bad outcome. So they erroneously assume
that they are being safe drivers.
The problem is they are over-confident about their own
driving abilities. They might not think their driving is
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impaired, but people around them see otherwise. Their
desire to take senseless risks behind the wheel puts
everyone around them at a higher risk of serious injury or
a violent death. Thousands of families have experienced
the tragedy of loved ones dying in crashes involving
unsafe acts. Unfortunately, when people are allowed by
law to engage in reckless behavior, or when laws are not
visibly or vigorously enforced, many will do so.
All one has to do is look at the five leading causes of
injuries and fatalities on our roads — not wearing safety
belts, speeding, impaired driving, distracted driving
and teen driving. Each of these issues involves some
degree of choice to do something that is (knowingly or
unknowingly) unsafe. Examine your own behaviors related
to these five issues. Educate yourself on what the best
practices are for you as a driver, passenger or parent.
Consider taking a defensive driving class to brush up on
your skills, and then work on fixing your own behavior as
a driver, passenger or parent. Once you’ve done that, you
can move on to influencing your families, friends and even
local and state legislators.
Many legislators believe that we have too many laws, and
this philosophy is often expressed in opposition to traffic
laws. Legislators with this viewpoint generally prefer that
we all do the right thing voluntarily. Expecting personal
responsibility is a laudable goal for society. However, when
it comes to protecting ourselves — whether it be from
terrorism, violent crime or reckless acts on our roadways —
relying on everyone to be responsible is not nearly enough.
There are situations in which we need more and better
laws to address the most significant risks and the most
egregious behaviors. Any individual who would like to
advocate for improved traffic safety is invited to connect
with the National Safety Council, its local Chapters,
coalitions and advocates to take action in their
community and state.

DISTRACTED DRIVING
On Dec. 13, 2011, the National Transportation Safety
Board recommended that all 50 states and the District of
Columbia enact complete bans of all portable electronic
devices, including hands-free devices, while driving. This

was the first time a government organization had called
for a complete ban. In announcing the Board’s actions,
NTSB Chairwoman Deborah Hersman said:
Cell phone distracted driving doesn’t place just the
driver engaging in the behavior in harm’s way — it
places everyone on our roadways in danger. To
make our roadways safer, we all need to support
efforts to pass cell phone legislation, deploy highvisibility enforcement campaigns, embrace cell
phone blocking technology and implement corporate
policies. These activities, along with the stories
of those who have lost loved ones to this deadly
epidemic, will help change what society currently
considers acceptable behavior.
As a nation, we cannot accept that 100 people die
every day on our roadways. Driving is a privilege that
comes with enormous responsibility. The safety of
drivers, passengers, other motorists, pedestrians and
bicyclists is paramount to all else — and it should
remain every driver’s top priority. When on the road,
we all need to get off the phone.

So, the first thing that every individual can and must do
is not use a phone while driving. Then, each individual
is encouraged to extend that practice to their family
members, friends and employers. Anyone can be an
advocate in their own circle of influence.
The second thing is for individuals to speak up and ask
that the driver of any vehicle in which they are riding not
use a phone while driving. Just as most people take the
keys away from an impaired driver, they can also take the
phone away from any driver. This includes family, friends
and professional drivers, including drivers of taxis, buses,
car rental vans and other vehicles.
Third, individuals can join with other advocates in their
communities and states to increase awareness and
understanding of the risks involved in driving a vehicle and
the importance of attention in safely operating a vehicle.
Individuals are encouraged to join with others actively
involved in the issue to educate the public and other key
audiences about how technology that engages drivers’
attention is a threat to public safety.

Individuals also can contact their local and state
legislators to advocate for stronger laws and effective
enforcement. NSC also encourages the public to write
local law enforcement agencies (city, county or state)
and cite the NHTSA campaign that proved high-visibility
enforcement is an effective strategy for enforcing cell
phone laws.
Employers play an important role in changing the culture
of cell phone use while driving. While legislators have thus
far not implemented a total cell phone ban for all drivers
in any state, thousands of employers have done so. Every
employed person or business leader is encouraged to
advocate for total cell phone bans in their organizations.
The Council stands ready to assist with extensive
educational resources, research, model policies and
employee communications materials.
The risks of cell phone use while driving are substantial,
but phones in vehicles can bring some safety benefits.
The ability to immediately call 911 can reduce emergency
response times, improving crash survival or preventing the
escalation of injuries to lifelong impact. GPS navigation
can help people avoid dangerous situations of getting
lost or making rash unsafe driving decisions when they
miss exits and signage. However, these benefits can be
obtained by a driver pulling off the roadway and stopping
in a safe place to make a call or check GPS.
The challenge of stopping cell phone use while driving in
the U.S. is nothing short of a monumental cultural change.
Getting 200 million licensed drivers to change their
behaviors — behaviors they enjoy, believe are necessary
and in some cases are addicted to — may be one of the
most significant behavior change challenges of our time.
However, over the last 50 years, millions of Americans
have adopted significant changes in their behavior
regarding the use of tobacco products and driving after
consuming alcohol.
So while the challenge is enormous, NSC leaders and
staff share an abiding belief that it can and will be done.
We encourage everyone to join us.
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