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Study Says Cell Phones are No. 1 Driver Distraction

By Fred J. Klinkenberger Jr.

A recently completed, one-year study of Northern Virginia drivers indicates using cell phones and wireless devices is the No. 1 distraction among American drivers. The National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA) commissioned the $3.7-million-dollar study and will publish results in late June 2005. 

According to Naval Safety Center records, Sailors have been involved in nine cell-phone distraction-related vehicle mishaps within the past four years, though none resulted in serious injury

The NHTSA-sponsored study was conducted by Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, better known as Virginia Tech, in Blacksburg, Va. During the research, 100 cars – each having five small cameras mounted in it – were monitored and observations carefully documented. A total of 241 different drivers operated the cars during 43,000 hours of monitored driving.

Recorded incidents included 82 mishaps, 761 near-mishaps requiring “severe evasive maneuvers,” and more than 8,200 driving situations where lesser evasive maneuvers were employed to avoid mishaps.       

The resulting 800-page conclusion contradicts a 2003, AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety study that downplayed cell phone distraction as being less than other in-car distractions such as reaching for something out of the glove box or talking to other passengers. However, the Virginia Tech research also noted cell phone use also is much more prevalent than when the 2003 AAA study was completed. 

An Insurance Information Institute report about the NHTSA study states that drivers’ cell phone use at any moment during daylight hours increased by two percent within two years: increasing from six percent in 2002 to eight percent in 2004. The largest increases in cell phone use were among women and young drivers between 16-24 years old. 

The same report also indicates that, as of June 2005, more than 190 million Americans use cell phones. Fifteen years ago, that figure was 4.3 million, according to the Cellular Telecommunications & Internet Association. 

Cell phones cause mishaps because drivers take their eyes off the road when dialing. Also, when drivers become absorbed in conversation they lose driving concentration and situational awareness. This endangers passengers, other drivers in the vicinity and pedestrians. Increasing evidence shows dangers associated with cell-phone use far outweigh those of other distractions. 

Safety experts also now acknowledge that hands-free sets could actually increase the hazards of cell phone use while driving. One reason is – according to existing data – hands-free users must re-dial almost 40 percent of the time, significantly affecting their driving concentration. 
About the Naval Safety Center: Established in 1951, the Naval Safety Center is the Navy’s leading organization that conducts safety investigations, analyzes mishaps, and provides safety information to the Fleet. The Center serves communities in aviation, afloat, shore and recreation/traffic, ground operations, and occupational safety and health. Commander, Naval Safety Center reports directly to the Chief of Naval Operations, provides assistance to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Safety, and supports over 4,200 Marine and Navy commands worldwide to promote safety and safety processes and to preserve the lives of our service members. Our web site is at safetycenter.navy.mil/. Also visit our Navy NewsStand page at http://www.news.navy.mil/local/nsc.
