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Driving and Listening

Source:  A 2008 
study, A decrease 
in brain activation 
associated with 
driving
when listening to 
someone speak. 
Carnegie Mellon 
University   



nsc.orgLEADERSHIP. RESEARCH. EDUCATION. ADVOCACY.

Seeing and Talking

Telephone conversation impairs sustained 
visual attention via a central bottleneck

Melina A. Kunar
University of Warwick, Coventry, England

Randall Carter
Colgate University, Hamilton, New York

Michael Cohen
Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Boston, Massachusetts

Todd S. Horowitz
Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School, 

Boston, Massachusetts
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Experiment 1

Participants conversed on a telephone or listened to a narrative 
while engaged in multiple object tracking (MOT), a task requiring 
sustained visual attention. 

We found that MOT was 
disrupted in the telephone 
conversation condition, 
relative to single-task MOT 
performance, but that 
listening to a narrative had no 
effect. 
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Experiment 2
We asked which component of conversation might be 
interfering with MOT performance. We replicated the 
conversation and single-task conditions of Experiment 1 
and added two conditions in which participants heard a 
sequence of words over a telephone. 

In the shadowing condition, participants simply repeated 
each word in the sequence. 

In the generation condition, participants were asked to 
generate a new word based on each word in the 
sequence.  

Word generation interfered with MOT performance, but 
shadowing did not. 
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The Results

The data indicate that telephone 
conversation disrupts attention at a 

central stage, the act of generating verbal 
stimuli, rather than at a peripheral stage, 

such as listening or speaking.
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Texting and Driving

The Effects of Text Messaging on Young 
Novice Driver Performance

By Simon Hosking
Kristie Young

Michael Reagan
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The Experiment

Twenty participants drove on a simulated 
roadway which contained a number of 
events, including a pedestrian emerging 
from behind parked cars, traffic lights, 
cars turning right in front of the driver, a 
car following episode and a lane change 
task.
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The Findings

• The amount of time drivers spent with 
their eyes off the road increased by up to 
400% when sending and receiving text 
messages.

• Mean speed, and mean speed variation 
was no different.
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The Findings

• Variability in lateral lane position 
increased by up to 70% when sending 
texts during the traffic light, pedestrian, 
and car following events.

• Drivers made 28% more lane excursions 
while sending and receiving text 
messages. 
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The Findings

• The number of incorrect lane changes 
increased 140% when retrieving and 
sending text messages.  The majority of 
incorrect lane changes were due to 
drivers not seeing the signs when 
distracted by text messaging.
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The Exposure
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Cell Phones

June, 2000 June, 2005 June, 2009

U.S. Cell 
Phone 
Subscribers

97 million 194.4 million 276.6 million

% of U.S. 
Population 34% 66% 89%

Source:  http://www.ctia.org/media/industry_info/index.cfm/AID/10323
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Manipulating the Keypad

• Table:  The Percent 
of Drivers Visibly 
Manipulating Hand-
Held Devices

• Data Source: 
NOPUS, NHTSA’s 
National Center for 
Statistics and 
Analysis

2005 .2%

2006 .4%

2007 .7%

2008 1.0%
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Texting and Talking Prevalence

• December 2008:  US subscribers send 
110 billion text messages for the month. 
More than 400 per person. (Double the 
number for Dec. 2007)
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Have you ever…
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Incidents
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What Would it Take?
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Current Legislation

Text Messaging: 30 states, the District of Columbia and Guam 
now ban text messaging for all drivers. 26 states, D.C., and Guam 
have primary enforcement. In the other four, texting bans for all 
drivers are secondarily enforced. 

Alaska, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, 
DC, Georgia, Guam, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana*, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, New 
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York*, North Carolina, Oregon, 
Rhode Island, Tennessee, Utah, Vermont, Virginia*, Washington*, 
Wisconsin, Wyoming
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What can you do?
Become a Safety Ambassador

http://www.nsc.org/safety_home/BeaSafetyAmbassador/
Pages/Be_a_safety_ambassador.aspx

Contact Your Representatives
http://www.legislature.state.al.us/acas/alisonstart.html

Enact Distracted Driving Policies 
http://www.nsc.org/safety_road/Distracted_Driving/Pages/

CellPhonePolicyKit.aspx
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Questions

Jason Robinson
Regional Manager

National Safety Council
(205) 328-7233

Jason.robinson@nsc.org


