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HIGHLIGHT: Studies show that cell phones and driving don't mix. But will cell-phone legislation solve
the problem?) 2002

Common sense suggests that talking on a phone can distract a driver from the all-important task of
driving safely. And research seems to support this. A growing number of studies at universities,
government labs, and corporations in the U.S. and around the world show that drivers' reaction times
slow down and that judgment is impaired when people use a phone while driving.

The big question has been how impaired. To what degree are drivers' reaction times slowed? And is this
an acceptable risk? Is phone use any worse than, say, chatting with a passenger, tuning a radio, or
reading a billboard? If so, what needs to be done to solve the problem?

Growing concern over this issue is causing many states and municipalities to adopt or consider legislation
restricting the use of cell phones while driving.

On December 1, 2001, New York became the first state to ban handheld cell phones while driving; 35
other states are considering similar legislation (see "Talking about cell phones"). In addition, several
towns in Florida, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Utah have enacted
bans, as have about 20 countries.

All the bans in the U.S. and the vast majority of the legislation target only handheld cell phones, allowing
people to use hands-free phones while driving. Accumulating evidence, though, suggests that simply
talking on a telephone - not just dialing or holding a receiver - can seriously impair a driver and should
be restricted to people who are not actually driving.

Late last year, we conducted a limited evaluation of our own regarding the use of handheld cell phones
vs. hands-free versions while driving. For some drivers, we found degraded performance using any
phone, which suggests that most legislative efforts are not addressing the right problem.
 
WHAT THE STUDIES SAY

The suspicion about cell phones and cars caught fire exactly five years ago, with a study published in
February 1997 in "The New England Journal of Medicine." That study, conducted in Toronto, Ontario,
looked at 699 drivers who owned cell phones and had been in collisions. It concluded that when a phone
was used while driving, the risk of a collision was between 3 and 6.5 times higher than when a phone
was not used. It also concluded that the relative risk was similar to that of driving with a blood-alcohol
level at the legal limit, and that cell phones that allowed hands-free operation offered no safety
advantage.
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Those findings sparked many more studies, which varied in their results. Many critics thought the Toronto
study was flawed: that the sample was too small; it was limited to urban drivers in one city; and it was
limited to cell-phone users who had had a collision - hardly a representative sample.

More recently, a study on driver distraction by the University of North Carolina Highway Safety Research
Center seemed to vindicate cell-phone use. That study, funded by the American Automobile Association
Foundation for Traffic Safety, listed driver-distraction factors associated with serious crashes. The major
culprits in some 300,000 distracted-driver accidents were listed as "something outside the vehicle" (about
30 percent); adjusting the audio system; and talking with other occupants (about 11 percent each). Cell-
phone use was a distant eighth on the list, a factor in 1.5 percent of the collisions.

That study, too, had its critics. The biggest problem was that the on-site accident investigators often
didn't have a space to fill in "cell phone" on their reports of causes. So cell-phone use was almost
certainly underreported. This, in fact, is a common problem with studies that rely on accident reports,
since most states haven't required the use of a cell phone during an accident to be reported.

The truth may lie somewhere in between. As long ago as 1969, a study by England's Medical Research
Council noted that during familiar, routine driving, phone use didn't do any notable harm. But when a
driver had to make a quick decision - determining, for example, whether the lane ahead was wide
enough to get the car through - drivers talking on a phone exhibited much poorer judgment than those
who were not.

Other distraction studies have tried to separate the factors leading to impairment:

Last year, a Cambridge Basic Research study found degraded steering performance among subjects
dialing a phone manually, but no such effect when the subjects used voice dialing.

At about the same time, researchers at Miami University, in Ohio, concluded that the intensity of a
conversation wasn't a special issue, although merely using a phone created longer braking-reaction
times.

Other studies have outlined the characteristics of the phone-and-drive population:

Some individuals are clearly better at multitasking than others.

Some get better with practice, though signs of impairment may only diminish rather than disappear.

On the whole, drivers under the age of 50 are less impaired by multitasking challenges than are drivers
age 50 or over.

One of the leading researchers on this subject is a psychologist, David Strayer, Ph.D., of the University
of Utah. Using a state-of-the-art driving simulator, which mimics the cabin of a Ford Crown Victoria
sedan with wrap-around viewing screens, Strayer has studied the effect of handheld vs. hands-free
phones.

"People talking on any phone tend to act like sluggish drivers," Strayer told us. "They're slow to react,
particularly to unexpected events. It takes them longer to hit the brakes. They're more likely to miss
signals and more likely to have accidents."

Strayer is clear on the subject of the type of phone used. "We've noted no safety advantage for using a
hands-free vs. a handheld phone. It's conversation that drives this effect. When you're talking, you're
impaired." He adds that merely listening isn't an issue. "We haven't noted any attention interference at
all for someone listening to the radio or a book on tape."
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CONSUMER REPORTS' TEST

Late last fall we conducted a limited evaluation of driver distraction at our Auto Test facility in
Connecticut. It focused on the use of handheld and hands-free cell phones while driving and whether
there was any clear advantage to using one over the other.

The 10 subjects were all staffers of our Auto Test Division or their relatives, ages 24 to 45. They drove
four laps of a marked 2 1/2-mile course consisting of straight open stretches, wooded hills, and curves of
varying difficulty. They were asked to maintain a consistent speed from lap to lap of between 30 and 40
mph, and the laps were timed. An instructor/observer sat in the passenger seat.

In the first two laps, participants drove the course without a phone. On the first there was light
conversation with the observer and on the second the driver was asked a series of distracting questions:
math problems and Trivial Pursuit-type questions. On the other two laps, the participant was asked to
dial and speak on a handheld phone and then on a hands-free phone. During each call they were also
asked questions similar to those on the second lap.

After each lap, we gave the drivers a surprise quiz: They were asked to describe the number of, or the
shape, color, or content of four common road signs they had passed on the course.
 
WHAT WE FOUND

Our evaluations demonstrate that talking or dialing a cell phone does affect driving behavior to varying
degrees. Overall, the drivers hewed to the course and maintained consistent speeds lap-to-lap, rarely
varying more than one or two miles per hour. Some, however, wandered in the lane or slowed down
while using a phone. Others had more trouble recalling the details of the signs or were slower when
answering questions during laps in which they were talking on a phone.

Most drivers slowed down to dial phone numbers but then speeded up again. One notable finding was
that most drivers felt that dialing a hands-free phone that was plugged into the car's lighter socket
required more attention and was more distracting than dialing a handheld, which they could at least bring
closer to their line of sight. A hands-free phone with voice-activated dialing would likely be a better
option than either of the types we used, but we did not test one.

One of the consistencies from driver to driver was that there was no discernible difference between
talking while holding a cell phone and using a hands-free phone. Although using a hands-free phone
allows a driver to keep both hands on the steering wheel, which helps maintain better control of the car,
the simple act of carrying on a conversation was equally distracting regardless of the phone being used.
Another source of distraction occurred when the phone lost the cellular signal and forced the driver to
redial, which can be common in some areas.

This correlates with the findings of more in-depth studies and suggests that legislation intended to
improve highway safety by eliminating cell-phone distraction needs to target use of all phones while
driving, not just handheld units.

How dangerous is the distraction we observed? That's something we can't measure and likely varies
depending on the driver and the situation. It's also likely that even moderate distraction can become
more serious if the driver suddenly needs to deal with a surprise - such as a child running into the road
or a car unexpectedly pulling into his or her lane.

Having a cell phone in the car is convenient for everyday tasks and can be critical in emergencies. But if
you need to talk on the phone while in a vehicle, we encourage you to pull off the road and stop. This is
not only a courtesy to other drivers; it could keep you out of an accident.
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GRAPHIC: Photograph, driven to distraction? Because more people are talking on cellular phones while
driving, legislation has been introduced in various states and municipalities that would place limitations
on the practice. Most, such as New York's new ban, focus only on handheld phones. But independent
studies and our own evaluation demonstrate that using a hands-free phone can be just as distracting; 6
non-captioned photographs.
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