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We’ve all heard about the dangers of Distracted Driving; driving while talking on a cell phone, texting or adjusting the vehicle’s stereo.  We’ve heard many of the statistics:
· Distractions join alcohol and speeding as leading factors in fatal and serious injury crashes

· In 2011, vehicular crashes due to cell phone use resulted in
· 3,331 fatalities 
· 387,000 injuries

· Drivers using cell phones are four times as likely to crash

Did you know, though, that Webster’s Dictionary named “distracted driving” its 2009 Word of the Year due to its prevalence in our culture?  Cell phone use distracts drivers in three ways; visually causing our eyes to be taken off the road, mechanically by taking one or both hands off the wheel and cognitively by taking our minds off the road.  


We’ve all tried to at least minimize cell phone use in vehicles whether it’s due to fear for our safety or fear of traffic tickets.  
Many use hands-free devices to help reduce this risk.   A hands-free device is either a headset (like a Bluetooth) that communicates through a wire or wireless connection to a cell phone or factory-installed or aftermarket feature built into the vehicle (like voice recognition).  Unfortunately most drivers don’t realize that these devices offer no real safety benefit while driving.  This can be confusing because all state laws and many employer policies allow the use of these devices while driving.

Multitasking is the reason that you’re no safer.  Remember there are three ways that cell phone use distracts you?  While using hands-free can help to minimize the visual and mechanical distractions, the cognitive remains.  Your brain can only concentrate on one complex task at a time; it switches between one task and another.  Driving and talking hands-free on a phone, both complex tasks cause something called “Inattention Blindness”, where you’re “looking at something but not seeing it”.  The National Safety Council (NSC) states that hands-free drivers are less likely to see things like:

· Visual cues like brake lights and turn signals

· Exits, red lights and stop signs

· Navigational signage like street names and route numbers

· Details of objects they see while driving


Your job while driving is to watch for  all types of hazards, but you’ll have a more difficult time doing this when your brain is overloaded by talking and driving at the same time.  It has been found that cell phone use (even hands-free) puts the driver’s safety at risk through Inattention Blindness, slowing your reaction or response time to road changes and increasing the difficulty you may have staying in your lane.

You may be wondering why it doesn’t compromise your safety to be talking to a coworker in the same vehicle; talking is talking after all.  In fact, adult passengers can help to increase your safety.  The extra set of eyes can help to alert you to a sudden lane change, an upcoming exit or a turn you need to take.  Since they are experiencing the road conditions right alongside you, they add to your information about your surroundings rather than distracting you from them.

Although hands-free use is legal in your state, it may be better for you safety to stop the vehicle to make or receive a phone call, even hands-free.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Why is talking with a coworker in your vehicle not as distracting as having a conversation with a hands-free cell phone?
Why is multitasking so dangerous while driving?
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