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he dangers of drunk driving are well-known 
and well-understood. With impaired motor 
skills, decreased depth perception, slowed 

reaction times, and poor decision-making, drunk 
drivers threaten life and property whenever they get 
behind the wheel. Public awareness campaigns have 
communicated these dangers with a fair amount of 
success, and understanding the risks of drunk driving 
is an important part of driver’s education today. Right 
now, a growing concern among health experts is the 
danger posed to American drivers not by alcohol, but 
by cell phones and distracted driving.

Americans love their smartphones, and with good 
reason – never before has a single person had the 
ability to check the weather forecast, send emails, and 
read the news with a pocket-sized supercomputer that 
is always at hand. Millions enjoy the conveniences and 
benefits of modern cell phones, but these devices have 
their downsides, especially the difficulty of putting 
them down. While distractedness at the office annoys 
coworkers and may get one in trouble with the boss, 
distractedness on the road can be deadly.

According to the Insurance Institute for Highway 
Safety, texting or talking on the road has become a 
primary concern for the country’s state governments. 
Texting while driving, which requires eyesight and one 
or both hands, constitutes the biggest distraction for 
drivers on cell phones. It has already been outlawed in 
44 states and in the District of Columbia. Talking on 
hand-held phones, which requires drivers’ attention 
but does not interfere with their visual focus on the 
road, presents a slightly lesser risk to drivers and has 
been outlawed in 14 states. Talking on hands-free 
devices has not yet been banned, but researchers have 
found evidence that drivers who talk on the phone are 
still dangerously distracted, even if they use a hands-
free device.
 
Cognitive Distraction

That evidence led the National Safety Council to 
publish a report about the dangers of hands-free 
devices, Understanding the Distracted Brain: Why 
Driving While Using Hands-Free Cell Phones is 
Risky Behavior. Many Americans consider hands-

free devices a no-compromise solution to talking 
and driving, because the devices remove the manual 
and visual distractions of using a cell phone.  That 
belief, however, is unsupported. Talking on the phone 
through a hands-free device provides a tertiary (but no 
less dangerous) problem, cognitive distraction.

Cognitive distraction occurs when drivers take their 
minds off the road. The cause of cognitive distraction 
may be a thought-provoking question, a surprising 
statement, or a joke – all of which come through 
the phone. Although the concept of multi-tasking 
is a familiar one, the human brain actually does 
not perform two tasks at the same time. Our ability 
to quickly switch between tasks simply gives the 
illusion of performing two mental activities at the 
same time. For drivers on the phone, this attention-
switching comes in the form of alternately focusing 
on conversation and the task of driving. The resulting 
distraction can inhibit drivers from perceiving 
important visual information, like a light turning red or 
a pedestrian walking in the road.

The tricky thing about cognitive distraction, the report 
says, is drivers’ inability to identify the distraction 
itself. Because talking on the phone distracts the mind 
instead of the senses, drivers often do not notice that 
they are being inattentive until it is too late. Despite 
their inattention to the road, drivers may feel like they 
are driving safely, which amounts to a false sense of 
security that may even increase the risk of accidents. 
Additional risks for drivers on the phone include 
impaired decision-making, longer reaction times, and 
difficulty remaining within lanes.
 
Questioning Bans on Hand-Held Cell Phones: The 
Case in California

California responded to the distracted driving threat 
from cell phones almost ten years ago, when lawmakers 
passed legislation in 2006 that banned hand-held 
cellular phone use while driving, which became 
effective July 1, 2011. The decision was motivated largely 
out of a desire to decrease motor vehicle accidents, the 
most costly and tangible consequences of distracted 
driving. First-time violations carry a $20 fine, with 
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subsequent offenses resulting in $50 fines. Devices 
“specifically designed and configured to allow hands-
free listening and talking” are permitted.

Without the threat of driving penalty points, some 
argue that the established violations do not constitute 
enough of a disincentive to put down the phone. In 
the not-so-likely event of being pulled over for talking 
on a cell phone, one can expect little more than a 
relatively small fine. Driver penalty points can lead 
to higher insurance rates for individual drivers, and 
accruing enough of them can result in the suspension 
of a driver’s license. Fines do not carry such long-term 
consequences, and neither does California’s hand-
held ban. 

Researchers have applied significant efforts to 
evaluate the effectiveness of the California legislation, 
as the efficacy of such a ban has implications for 
policymakers, business leaders, and consumers 
around the country. If banning hand-held devices 
significantly decreases accidents on the road, then 
legislators should be informed, along with insurance 
providers, first responders, and consumers. 

A recent study from Transportation Research found 
no evidence of a decrease in the number of statewide 
accidents under the new ban. Researchers applied 
advanced statistical methods to California traffic 
data, modeling for accidents as if the new law was an 
experiment. The change in the number of accidents 
before and after the legislation took effect was 
statistically insignificant. 

That being said, a non-decrease in accidents following 
the California ban does not necessarily support 
the National Safety Council’s claim that hands-free 
devices are dangerous. Perhaps drivers in California 
simply ignored the ban. Perhaps accident risk is an 
aggregate danger spread across all drivers, and a few 
cell-toting drivers caused accidents for everyone 
else. Perhaps the drivers who used hand-held devices 
are predisposed to seek distractions and they found 
alternate sources of entertainment while driving. 
Without further research, there’s no way to know for 
sure.

The safest conclusion to draw is that banning hand-
held cell phones does not necessarily result in safer 
roads. Risks on the road are many and multi-faceted. 
Driving always presents the risk of an accident – 
driving in a state like California is no exception. 
On roads plagued by distracted driving, banning 
hand-held cell phones is not a panacea for accident 
prevention. 

Although the study does not directly support the 
National Safety Council’s report, the study’s findings 
are consistent with the report. In other words, if the 
study had found that banning hand-held cell phones 
resulted in lower accident rates, then it would appear 
that hands-free devices might actually lower risks 
for drivers. Given the failure of the California ban to 
decrease accidents and the National Safety Council’s 
findings, drivers should be attentive to the road while 
speaking on their hands-free devices. 

Caution is Key

In terms of convenience, hands-free devices are a 
godsend, making it possible to comfortably fold 
laundry, wash dishes, and make the bed – all while 
seamlessly maintaining a conversation on the phone. 
However, using the devices on the road does not always 
make for safe, distraction-free driving. 

Consumers should use caution while driving and 
using hands-free devices. Cognitive distraction affects 
the human brain in attempts to multi-task, and it 
can threaten lives on the road. With a joke or a bit of 
surprising news, any conversation can lead drivers to 
take their minds off the road. Hands-free devices are 
not a comprehensive solution for distracted driving, 
and a false sense of safety from using the devices 
could actually increase a driver’s risk of getting into an 
accident. Always drive defensively, but exercise extra 
caution while using hands-free devices. 


