Getting There

Driven to Distraction
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We’ve all seen people multitasking while driving.  It might be sipping coffee, eating an Egg McMuffin, putting on make-up, talking on a cell phone, checking on kids, or even reading or writing.  A friend tells of seeing a driver floss his teeth.  News reports recount a woman arrested for nursing a baby as she drove on the Ohio Turnpike.  An Austrian man is fined 50 Euros for driving while playing a clarinet. He was steering with his knees at 80 MPH.  

Maybe we’re guilty of doing some of these ourselves—though the nursing and clarinet virtuosity would probably be pretty rare.  I recently found myself distracted while driving on the Capital City Freeway.  I was fascinated by the TV in the SUV in front of me, and couldn’t keep my eyes off it.

A study by AAA provides some insight into how common driving distractions are.  Researchers installed three cameras into 70 cars and recorded what was happening inside and in front of the vehicles.  Subjects were not told that they being observed to see if they were distracted, but that the intent was to learn “how traffic and roadway conditions affect driving behavior.”  They were told to “drive normally.”  

The results were sobering.  Distractions were incredibly common.  While vehicles were moving, drivers were distracted 16 percent of the time.  Almost three quarters of the subjects ate, drank or spilled something during the 3 hours of taping.  46 percent did some sort of grooming.  40 percent read or wrote.  30 percent used cell phones—a number that would have been much higher if all the study subjects owned cell phones.  All the drivers were distracted by something—though the most universal distractions were the seemingly benign manipulation of vehicle controls or music/audio controls.

Researchers measured the consequences of the distractions.  They checked to see whether drivers had two, one or no hands on the steering wheel.  They determined if the driver’s eyes were directed inside the vehicle.  They analyzed whether the car was wandering in its traffic lane, wandered into another lane or if sudden braking was required.  It’s not exactly reassuring to find out that 1.4 percent of the time, people were driving without either hand on the steering wheel.  Another 1 percent of the time, drivers were grooming, reading or writing—in moving vehicles.  Next time you are out driving and see 100 cars zooming down the road, think about the driver in one car not having a hand on the wheel and in another, the driver reading the Wall Street Journal.

The AAA report cautiously said that the measures of driving performance they were able to analyze—the hands on steering wheel, direction of eye focus and vehicle wanderings—have not been directly linked to crash risk.  They did allow “we may intuitively feel that drivers who engage in activities that require them to take their hands off the steering wheel or eyes off the road…have a higher risk of crashing.”  Well, duh.

The distractions keep proliferating.  While 50 years ago there were a few basic vehicle controls and maybe a radio, today there is a profusion of electronic devices in cars like Palm Pilots, cell phones, tape players, CD players and Global Positioning Systems.  A radio station can be changed with a push of button, but loading a CD or dialing a cell phone takes longer and requires more attention.  Even the most widely hailed automotive innovation of the last decade, the cup holder, encourages people to drink while driving.  The Air Force found that pilot workload contributed to jet fighter crashes, so they developed Head Up Displays that project instruments information onto the canopy in front of the pilot.  As result, pilots can keep their eyes up and out of the cockpit.  They have greater “situational awareness.”  

Driving a car is not the same as being a jet jockey, but lack of attention can still have devastating consequences.  Yet instead of making things simpler for drivers we are making them more complex.  Drivers are less aware.  Though all distractions are risky we are busily adding more and quibbling about whether cell phones are the worst.  Safety is about reducing risk.  Is drinking a latte, looking for a tape or making a cell phone call really worth someone’s life?

The National Highway Safety Administration estimates that driver inattention or distraction is responsible for 25 to 30 percent of police-reported crashes, an estimated 1.2 million crashes per year.

We aren’t driven to distraction when we drive.  We choose distraction.  It’s an irresponsible choice that endangers our fellow travelers and us.  Driving is dangerous and demands our full attention.  We ought to reserve our multitasking for sitting in an armchair or in front of a computer, not when we’re behind the wheel.

