Mobile phone use & distraction while driving

Distraction has been identified as a contributing
factor in 22% of car crashes and near crashes¹
and 71% of truck crashes (and 46% of near
crashes) in naturalistic driving studies.²
Using a mobile phone whilst driving is highly
distracting and increases your risk of a crash
four-fold.3
Despite the dangers and illegality, approximately
25% of surveyed Queensland drivers reported
using their hand-held mobile phone on a daily
basis to answer or make calls, as well as read
text messages, while 14% reported using their
hand-held phone to send a text message on a
daily basis.4

THE FACTS

 Driver distraction is identified as one of
the main causes of road crashes,
estimated to account for approximately
one quarter of car crashes.¹
 Using a mobile phone while driving
(especially texting), is highly
distracting.
 A person using a hand-held or handsfree mobile phone while driving is four
times more likely to have a serious
crash resulting in hospital attendance.5
The prevalence of mobile phone use
 A 2011 government survey6 found that
93% of Australian drivers owned a
mobile phone and, of these drivers,
59% reported using their mobile phone
while driving, with 31% of drivers
reading, and 14% sending, text
messages while driving. In addition,
the study found that only 28% of
drivers surveyed reported using a
hands-free kit indicating that a large
amount of mobile phone use while
driving is conducted on hand-held
mobiles.
 In Australia, young adults have the
highest level of general mobile phone
use, with the age groups of 18 to 24

years and 25 to 39 years reporting the
highest percentages of 94% and 91%,
respectively.7 These age groups are also
more likely to use a mobile phone while
driving than older drivers, with 3/5
Australian drivers aged between 18 and
24 years reporting that they had sent or
received a text while driving compared
with 1/3 drivers aged over 25 years.8
Mobile phone use, and particularly
texting while driving, represents an
increased safety risk for young drivers.
 Despite legislative bans, between 39% 9
and 73% 10 of Australian drivers report
using a hand-held mobile phone at
some time while driving.
 A QUT survey of nearly 800
Queensland drivers found that 77%
reported using their mobile phone for
any purpose while driving, with
approximately 40% of the sample doing
so on a daily basis (either hands-free or
hand-held). Overall, 25% of drivers
reported using their hand-held mobile
phone to answer calls on a daily basis,
20% of drivers reported doing so to
make a call, 27% to read a text
message and 14% to send a text
message.4

Why is using a mobile phone while driving
dangerous?
 Driving is a complex activity performed
in an environment that is constantly
evolving and involves the simultaneous
performance of multiple subtasks.
Despite this complexity, drivers often
engage in additional activities that can
take both their mind and their eyes off
the road and their hands off critical
vehicle controls.11
 Data from naturalistic driving studies
suggest that up to 22% of car crashes
and near crashes1 and 71% of truck
crashes (and 46% of near crashes)2
involve, as a contributing factor,
distraction from non-driving related
activities. Talking/listening to a handheld device and dialling a hand-held
device accounted for 7% of the total
crashes and near crashes (3.6% each).
Inattention in the broader sense has
been found to be a contributing factor
in 78% of car crashes and 65% of near
crashes.1 It has been estimated that
55% of all known sources of distraction
are avoidable (61% of sources from
within the vehicle and 31% of sources
outside the vehicle).12

photos or video and using other phone
functions.
 Using a hand-held mobile phone is also
illegal when your vehicle is stationary
but not parked (when stopped at a
traffic light).
 It is illegal to use a hands-free phone
while driving if it causes you to lose
proper control of your vehicle.
 Learner and P1 drivers are not permitted
to use a hand-held or hands-free mobile
phone while driving.3



Using a mobile phone while driving is
distracting in the following ways: 3
 Physical distraction – as the driver’s
hand is moved from the steering
wheel to pick up the phone, answer
or end the call, or type a message.
 Visual distraction – as the driver’s
eyes are diverted from the road to
seek the phone, view the buttons,
read a message, etc.
 Cognitive distraction - even the best
drivers have difficulty processing
two or more pieces of information at
the same time. Talking on a mobile
phone while driving may cause
lapses of attention, concentration
and judgement as the driver’s
attention is divided between the
driving task and conversation. It is
difficult to have a simple
conversation in complex driving
situations such as driving at peak
hour, on unfamiliar roads, at night
and in wet weather. Similarly, it is
difficult to have a complex
conversation whilst performing a
simple driving task as the
conversation task demands a greater
investment of the driver’s attention.
 Text messaging while driving is
especially dangerous. An Australian
simulator study conducted in 2006
found that young novice drivers spent
about four times as much time looking
away from the road when texting than
when not texting.13 This can lead to
incorrect lane changes and wandering,
and failure to see road signs, hazards
and other road users.
 Research shows that dialling, texting and
talking on a mobile phone while driving

can lead to: 3, 13, 14
 Riskier decision making – with
attention and concentration
diverted, a driver’s ability to judge
distances, speed, space and
environmental conditions may be
affected.
16,17
 Slower reactions.
22,23
 Speed variations.
 Less controlled braking – with
reaction times slowed, the driver
will tend to brake later, with more
force and less control.
 Fluctuations in speed and headway
distances during car-following.20
 Lower safety margin with conflicting
vehicle during gap acceptance.21
 Inappropriate actions at the onset
of a yellow light at intersections.19
 Wandering from the lane.
 Reduced awareness of the
surroundings – when deep in
conversation, the driver will tend to
spend less time checking their
mirrors and monitoring the traffic
and road environment.
 Talking to a passenger is less distracting
than talking on a mobile phone. If a
dangerous situation develops, the
passenger can stop talking to allow the
driver to concentrate. On a mobile
phone, the other person is unaware of
the danger and will continue talking,
distracting the driver further when full
concentration is required.
The legislation
 It is illegal in all Australian states and
territories to use a hand-held mobile
phone while driving. This includes
talking, texting, playing games, taking

Crash risk
 Anyone using a mobile phone while
driving is at increased risk of a serious
crash.
 Young drivers are particularly at risk as
there is a greater prevalence of driving
while using a mobile phone in this age
group. A 2010 survey conducted by
AAMI 8 found that 61% of Australian
drivers aged between 18 and 24 years
reported that they had sent or received
a text while driving (compared with 32%
of drivers aged over 25 years). In
addition, evidence demonstrates that
undertaking secondary tasks while
driving, such as using a mobile phone,
causes greater problems for
inexperienced drivers (who already have
a higher crash risk).14
 Older drivers also find it difficult to
conduct two tasks simultaneously and
their response times are impaired.14
 Where hands-free devices are
concerned, a case-crossover study
conducted in Western Australia in 2005
showed that using a mobile phone while
driving increased the likelihood of a
crash four-fold, irrespective of whether
or not a hands-free device is used.5
 The most common types of crashes
associated with mobile phone usage are
“run off the road” and “rear end”
crashes.

TIPS FOR STAYING SAFE
It is wise to carry a mobile phone in case of
emergency. The best advice regarding
mobile phone use while driving is “delay
making and receiving phone calls and text
messages until you have stopped driving”.
If you must communicate with others while
driving:
 Pull over safely and park your car, and
then make your mobile calls.
 Use voicemail and return all calls when
you reach your destination.
 Plan breaks in your trip to contact
family and friends and advise them not

to call when you know you’ll be
driving.
 Never read or send text messages
while driving.
 Whilst it is legal to make and receive
mobile phone calls using a hands-free
kit (excluding Learner and P-plated
drivers), remember that it puts the
driver and passengers at risk.5
Though use of a hands-free kit
reduces the level of physical and
visual distraction to the driver,
cognitive distraction remains high. To
maximise safety:
- Keep conversations short and
avoid complex or emotional
topics.
- Tell callers you are driving and
may have to end the call. End the
call if you are finding it distracting.
- Use a hands-free device only in
light traffic, and avoid all calls in
heavy traffic and poor weather
conditions.











CARRS-Q/QUT’S WORK IN THE AREA

 An investigation was conducted into
the beliefs influencing drivers’ handsfree and hand-held mobile phone
use. The investigation involved a
cross-sectional survey of 796
Australian drivers aged 17 to 76 years
who owned mobile phones. The
survey assessed frequency of calling
and text messaging while driving
(overall, hands-free, hand-held) as
well as drivers’ behavioural,
normative, and control beliefs
relating to mobile phone use while
driving.4
 A study was conducted into the
psychological influences on young
drivers’ (17-24 years) texting
intentions and behaviour. The
applicability of an extended theory of
planned behaviour to predict
intentions was tested.15
 CARRS-Q is operating the State’s first
Advanced Driving Simulator which
enables researchers to study drivers
in critical situations with a high
degree of realism. Simulator-based
research has been valuable to
develop insights into our
understanding of distracted driving
and mobile phone use. Recent
research findings include:
 Mobile phone conversations
impair the reaction times of
young drivers when confronted
with a traffic event that originates



in their peripheral vision (e.g. a
pedestrian attempting to cross a
road from the footpath).16, 17
The braking of mobile phone
distracted drivers is abrupt or
aggressive.18
Drivers’ responses to traffic light
changes at intersections are
influenced by mobile phone
conversations.19
Mobile phone distraction impairs
the speed selection, acceleration,
deceleration and headway
distance of drivers during carfollowing.20
The safety margin during gap
acceptance at roundabouts is
lower for distracted drivers than
non-distracted drivers.21
Effects of hands-free and
handheld mobile phone
conversations tend to be similar
for reaction time, speed selection,
gap acceptance and braking
behaviour of drivers, suggesting
inattention rather than manual
dexterity is a crucial factor.17, 18, 21
Compared to open license
holders, driving of a provisional
license holder is impaired more by
mobile phone distraction.17, 18

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Distracted driving is an important road
safety issue. Society is becoming
increasingly reliant on mobile phone use
and an increasing number of vehicles are
being fitted with Bluetooth technology,
facilitating voice activation and thus
totally hands-free phone use. Though
this may lead to fewer hand held phones
being used while driving in the future,
research indicates that these
conveniences may not eliminate the risk.
With new hands-free technology likely to
increase mobile phone use in vehicles,
the potential for increased crashes is
concerning. Previous studies have
tended to explore mobile phone use
while driving in general terms.
Future research may focus on:
 Understanding the psychosocial
factors influencing mobile phone use
and texting to inform future
interventions. To date, campaigns to
reduce mobile phone use while
driving have adopted a deterrencebased approach involving the
combined use of law enforcement
and education campaigns. The
continued high level use of mobile













phones while driving indicates that
such broad-scale approaches may be
ineffective due to the range of
personal and motivational factors
which influence driver behaviour.4
Further understanding of these
factors will inform improved
deterrence campaigns.
Developing best practice public
education campaigns to reduce
mobile phone use while driving.
Education campaigns should attempt
to minimise the perceived benefits of
the behaviour, increase public
disapproval for it, and highlight the
preventable risks of this unsafe
driving practice. Young drivers and
those who drive a vehicle for work
purposes should particularly be
targeted.
Differentiating the levels and safety
implications of legal (hand-held) and
illegal (hands-free) mobile phone use
while driving.
Differentiating the distracting effects
of different types of hands-free
phones (i.e. using an earpiece versus
a fully installed hands-free kit) to
inform safer policy.
Investigating the potential differences
in the distracting effects of sending
and reading texts.
Better quantifying the involvement of
mobile phones in road crashes. The
current lack of data to record
whether or not drivers involved in a
crash had a mobile phone in the
vehicle and whether or not it was
being used, means that it is difficult
to calculate the increased risk and
estimate the level of crashes caused,
or contributed to, by drivers who are
using mobile phones. ITS (intelligent
transport systems) technology which
can record mobile phone use whilst
driving may assist future data
collection. Improved data collection
methods at crash sites (to record
mobile phone use at the time of the
crash) may also help.
Evaluating the effectiveness of
current legislation and its
enforcement.
Developing and ensuring widespread
implementation of best practice fleet
policy regarding mobile phone use
while driving to improve the safety of
people driving for work purposes.
Such policy should outline the
company’s expectations regarding
safe phone use, employee

responsibilities, associated penalties
for inappropriate use, equipment
standards (e.g. fully installed handsfree systems able to record
voicemails) and the employer’s legal
responsibilities and potential
liabilities.
This fact sheet is a community service provided by
CARRS-Q. Not all of the research included in this
fact sheet was provided by CARRS-Q. For research
authors, please see the reference list following.
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