
Distracted Driving: Federal, State, and Local Response 

What is distracted driving? 

Distracted driving is any activity that could divert a person’s attention away from the primary task of 

driving. All distractions endanger driver, passenger, and bystander safety. These types of distractions 

include: 

 Texting 

 Using a cell phone or smartphone 

 Eating and drinking 

 Talking to passengers 

 Grooming 

 Reading, including maps 

 Using a navigation system 

 Watching a video 

 Adjusting a radio, CD player, or MP3 player 

But, because text messaging requires visual,                                                                                                      

manual, and cognitive attention from the                                                                                                                 

driver, it is by far the most alarming                                                                                                                   

distraction. 

The best way to end distracted driving is                                                                                                                          

to educate all Americans about the                                                                                                                           

danger it poses.  

From the official US government website                                                                                                                        

for distracted driving: www.distraction.gov 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

The best way to help fight distracted driving is to get educated,                                                                     
and this page is a great place to start. Below are answers to some                                                      
frequently asked questions that will help you better understand the safety                                                        
threat posed by texting and cell phone use on America's roadways. 

1. Is distracted driving really a problem? 
Distracted driving kills. The friends, family, and neighbors of the thousands of                                             
people killed each year in distracted driving crashes will tell you it is a very serious                                        
safety problem. The nearly half a million people injured each year will agree. 
 
 
 

In 2011, 3,331 
people were killed 
in crashes involving 
a distracted driver. 

 
Driving while using 

a cell phone 
reduces the amount 

of brain activity 
associated with 
driving by 37%. 

http://www.distraction.gov/


2. What is distracted driving? 
Distraction occurs any time you take your eyes off the road, your hands off the wheel, and your mind off 
your primary task: driving safely. Any non-driving activity you engage in is a potential distraction and 
increases your risk of crashing. 
 
3. If it's so dangerous, why do people do it? 
Some people still don't know how dangerous distracted driving is. Others know about the risks of texting 
and talking while driving, but still choose to do so anyway. They make the mistake of thinking the 
statistics don't apply to them, that they can defy the odds. Still others simply lead busy, stressful lives 
and use cell phones and smartphones to stay connected with their families, friends, and workplaces. 
They forget or choose not to shut these devices off when they get behind the wheel. 
 
4. Who are the most serious offenders? 
Our youngest and most inexperienced drivers are most at risk, with 16% of all distracted driving crashes 
involving drivers under 20. But they are not alone. At any given moment during daylight hours, over 
800,000 vehicles are being driven by someone using a hand-held cell phone. 
 
5. Sending or reading one text is pretty quick, unlike a phone conversation - wouldn't that be okay? 
Texting is the most alarming distraction because it involves manual, visual, and cognitive distraction 
simultaneously. Sending or reading a text takes your eyes off the road for 4.6 seconds. At 55 mph, that's 
like driving the length of an entire football field, blindfolded. It's extraordinarily dangerous. 
 
6. Is it safe to use a hands-free device to talk on a cell phone while driving? 
So far, the research indicates that the cognitive distraction of having a hands-free phone conversation 
causes drivers to miss the important visual and audio cues that would ordinarily help you avoid a crash. 
 
7. Why doesn't the U.S. Department of Transportation make distracted driving illegal? 
Passenger car driving behavior falls under the jurisdiction of the individual states, so the U.S. DOT can't 
ban it. Congress has considered a number of good laws to prevent distracted driving, but unfortunately 
nothing has passed yet. However, many states have stepped up to pass tough laws against texting, 
talking on a cell phone, and other distractions. You can visit our State Laws page to learn about the laws 
in your state. 
 
8. What else can DOT do to prevent distracted driving? 
Even though we can't make texting or talking on a cell phone while driving illegal, we have been pretty 
busy. Please visit our DOT Action page to learn more. 
 
9. What can I do to help? 
We're glad you asked! You've already taken the first step by visiting this site and learning about the 
dangers of distracted driving. The next thing you'll want to do is protect yourself. Take the pledge to 
drive phone-free and turn your cell phone off when you turn your ignition on. And if you're a passenger, 
make sure your driver does the same. If you want to do more, please take a look at our Get Involved 
section - we've got plenty of ideas to get you started. 

 

 

http://www.distraction.gov/content/get-the-facts/state-laws.html
http://www.distraction.gov/content/dot-action/index.html
http://www.distraction.gov/content/get-involved/take-the-pledge.html
http://www.distraction.gov/content/get-involved/index.html


Federal Regulation 

Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) 

Effective January 3, 2012: bans commercial drivers from using handheld mobile phones while operating 

commercial trucks or buses. Ban includes texting and handheld device dialing and conversation. Federal 

penalties include a civil penalty of $2,750 for each offense and max $11,000 for companies allowing 

drivers to use handheld cell phones. Drivers with multiple offenses may be disqualified from keeping 

their CDL. This rule follows a ban on texting while driving implemented in September 2010. 

Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration 

Bans texting on electronic devices by drivers operating a motor vehicle containing hazardous materials. 

Federal Railroad Administration 

Bans railroad operating employees from using cell phones or other electronic devices on the job when 

the devices could interfere with safety-related duties. 

Federal Aviation Administration 

Has advised air carriers to create and enforce policies that limit distractions in the cockpit and keep 

pilots focused on flying. 

OSHA 

Employers should prohibit any work policy or practice that requires or encourages workers to text while 

driving, or risk being in violation of the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970. 

Federal Employees 

Executive order signed October 1, 2009: directs federal employees not to engage in text messaging 

while driving government-owned vehicles; when using electronic equipment supplied by the 

government while driving; or while driving privately owned vehicles when they’re on official government 

business. Also encourages federal contractors and others doing business with the government to adopt 

and enforce their own policies banning texting while driving on the job. 

National Transportation Safety Board  

December 13, 2011: Calls for the 50 states and the District of Columbia to ban the nonemergency use of 

portable electronic devices (other than those designed to support the driving task) for all drivers, and 

use the NHTSA model of high-visibility enforcement to support these bans.  

 

 



State Regulation 

Transportation Code, Section 545.424. OPERATION OF VEHICLE BY PERSON UNDER 18 YEARS OF AGE 
(in part) 

(a)  A person under 18 years of age may not operate a motor vehicle while using a wireless 
communications device, except in case of emergency. 

(b)  A person under 17 years of age who holds a restricted motorcycle license or moped license may not 
operate a motorcycle or moped while using a wireless communications device, except in case of 
emergency. 

(c)  This section does not apply to: 

 (1)  the holder of a hardship license; 

(2)  a person operating a motor vehicle while accompanied in the manner required by Section 
.222(d)(2) for the holder of an instruction permit; or 

(3)  a person licensed by the Federal Communications Commission to operate a wireless 
communication device or a radio frequency device. 

(e)  A peace officer may not stop a vehicle or detain the operator of a vehicle for the sole purpose of 
determining whether the operator of the vehicle has violated this section. 

(f)  In this section, "wireless communication device" means a handheld or hands-free device that uses 
commercial mobile service, as defined by 47 U.S.C. Section 332. 

Transportation Code, Section 545.425. USE OF WIRELESS COMMUNICATION DEVICE; OFFENSE.   

(a) In this section: 

(1)  "Hands-free device" means speakerphone capability or a telephone attachment or other 
piece of equipment, regardless of whether permanently installed in the motor vehicle, that 
allows use of the wireless communication device without use of either of the operator's hands. 

(2)  "Wireless communication device" means a device that uses a commercial mobile service, as 
defined by 47 U.S.C. Section 332. 

(b)  Except as provided by Subsection (c), an operator may not use a wireless communication device 
while operating a motor vehicle within a school crossing zone, as defined by Section 541.302, 
Transportation Code, unless: 

 (1)  the vehicle is stopped; or 

 (2)  the wireless communication device is used with a hands-free device. 



(b-1)  Except as provided by Subsection (b-2), a municipality, county, or other political subdivision that 
enforces this section shall post a sign that complies with the standards described by this subsection at 
the entrance to each school crossing zone in the municipality, county, or other political subdivision.  The 
department shall adopt standards that: 

(1)  allow for a sign required to be posted under this subsection to be attached to an existing 
sign at a minimal cost; and 

 (2)  require that a sign required to be posted under this subsection inform an operator that: 

(A)  the use of a wireless communication device is prohibited in the school crossing 
zone; and 

(B)  the operator is subject to a fine if the operator uses a wireless communication 
device in the school crossing zone. 

(b-2)  A municipality, county, or other political subdivision that by ordinance or rule prohibits the use of 
a wireless communication device while operating a motor vehicle throughout the jurisdiction of the 
political subdivision is not required to post a sign as required by Subsection (b-1) if the political 
subdivision: 

(1)  posts signs that are located at each point at which a state highway, U.S. highway, or 
interstate highway enters the political subdivision and that state: 

(A)  that an operator is prohibited from using a wireless communication device while 
operating a motor vehicle in the political subdivision; and 

(B)  that the operator is subject to a fine if the operator uses a wireless communication 
device while operating a motor vehicle in the political subdivision; and 

(2)  subject to all applicable United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway 
Administration rules, posts a message that complies with Subdivision (1) on any dynamic 
message sign operated by the political subdivision located on a state highway, U.S. highway, or 
interstate highway in the political subdivision. 

(b-3)  A sign posted under Subsection (b-2)(1) must be readable to an operator traveling at the 
applicable speed limit. 

(b-4)  The political subdivision shall pay the costs associated with the posting of signs under Subsection 
(b-2). 

(c)  An operator may not use a wireless communication device while operating a passenger bus with a 
minor passenger on the bus unless the passenger bus is stopped. 

(d)  It is an affirmative defense to prosecution of an offense under this section that: 

 (1)  the wireless communication device was used to make an emergency call to: 



(A)  an emergency response service, including a rescue, emergency medical, or 
hazardous material response service; 

  (B)  a hospital; 

  (C)  a fire department; 

  (D)  a health clinic; 

  (E)  a medical doctor's office; 

  (F)  an individual to administer first aid treatment; or 

  (G)  a police department; or 

(2)  a sign required by Subsection (b-1) was not posted at the entrance to the school crossing 
zone at the time of an offense committed in the school crossing zone. 

(d-1)  The affirmative defense available in Subsection (d)(2) is not available for an offense under 
Subsection (b) committed in a school crossing zone located in a municipality, county, or other political 
subdivision that is in compliance with Subsection (b-2). 

(e)  This section does not apply to: 

(1)  an operator of an authorized emergency vehicle using a wireless communication device 
while acting in an official capacity; or 

(2)  an operator who is licensed by the Federal Communications Commission while operating a 
radio frequency device other than a wireless communication device. 

(f)  Except as provided by Subsection (b-2), this section preempts all local ordinances, rules, or 
regulations that are inconsistent with specific provisions of this section adopted by a political subdivision 
of this state relating to the use of a wireless communication device by the operator of a motor vehicle. 

 
 H.B. 242 (2011), which criminalized sending reading, writing, or sending a text-based communication 

(text message, instant message, or email) while operating a motor vehicle, unless the vehicle was 

stopped. It would have been a Rules of the Road offense, with a fine range of $1-$200, but Governor 

Perry vetoed the bill stating that it was a government effort to micromanage the behavior of adults. 

Instead, he said that people who support this type of measure should work with leaders to educate the 

public of the dangers of distracted driving. 

 

 

 



 This session, nine bills have been filed addressing the distracted driving epidemic. Bills to watch include: 

 H.B. 27: amends the pre-2011 version of Section 545.425, TC; would prohibit reading, writing, or senting a 

text message with a fine of $1-$200 or $2-$400 if committed in a school crossing zone. 

 H.B. 41: amends the “cell phone in a school zone” prohibition to apply everywhere and not just in a school 

zone, unless the vehicle is parked; removes the signs currently required; would carry a fine of $25-$100 if 

outside a school crossing zone or $125-$200 if within a school crossing zone. 

 H.B. 69: would prohibit an operator from writing or sending a text, instant message, or email unless the 

vehicle is stopped; would carry the general Rules of the Road penalty; would allow sending a message 

through a Bluetooth device. 

 H.B. 108: similar changes, but makes an exception for using a navigation device. 

 H.B. 347: would extend the “cell phone in a school zone” prohibition to include all public/private 

elementary and middle school property. 

 H.B. 2386: would drastically change the rules related to all-terrain vehicles such that ATV operators would 

be prohibited from using a cell phone while operating if under the age of 17. 

 S.B. 1664: would add violation of a state or local law or ordinance prohibiting texting while driving or 

restricting or prohibiting the use of a wireless communication device while driving to the list of serious 

traffic violations under Chapter 522, TC –and- would create Section 545.4255 prohibiting a commercial 

motor vehicle operator from generating, sending, or reading a text message while driving; would be a 

Class C misdemeanor. 

H.B. 63, and its companion S.B. 28, have made the most progress. 

 Committee substitute reported favorably as of March 5, 2013 

 Known as the Alex Brown Memorial Act 

 Would lower the fine for a minor driver using a cell phone to a max $100 unless it is a subsequent 

conviction, in which case the max fine would be $200 (amends Section 545.424, TC) 

 Would generally amend Section 545.425 to redefine hands-free device 

 Would create Section 545.4251 to prohibit an operator from using a handheld wireless communication 

device to read, write, or send a text-based communication while operating a motor vehicle unless 

stopped 

 Would provide a defense to prosecution if operator was looking up a phone number to make a call, using 

a voice-operated or push to talk function, using a navigation system, or to report illegal activity or 

summon emergency help – and for law enforcement using a device affixed to the vehicle 

 Would set punishment at a max fine of $100, up t0 $200 for subsequent convictions 

 TxDOT must post signs at all entrances to the State warning motorists 

 Officer may not take or inspect the person’s phone; records can only be obtained through a search 

warrant 

 Would preempt all local ordinances relating to using a wireless communication device while operating a 

motor vehicle, unless it was adopted before September 1, 2011 

Which brings us to… 

Local Regulation 

 



Austin City Code 

§ 12-1-34  ELECTRONIC MESSAGING WHILE DRIVING. 

(A) A driver of a motor vehicle may not use a wireless communication device 

to view, send, or compose an electronic message or engage other application software 

while operating a motor vehicle. 

      (B) It is an affirmative defense to prosecution of an offense under this section 

if a wireless communications device is used: 

            (1) while the vehicle is stopped; 

(2) strictly to engage in a telephone conversation, including dialing or        

deactivating the call; 

(3) as a global positioning or navigation system that is affixed to the 

vehicle; 

(4) for obtaining emergency assistance to report a traffic accident, 

medical emergency, or serious traffic hazard, or to prevent a crime 

about to be committed; 

(5) in the reasonable belief that a person’s life or safety is in 

immediate danger; 

            (6) if the device is permanently installed inside the vehicle; or 

            (7) solely in a voice-activated or other hands-free mode. 

      (C) This section does not apply to an operator of an authorized emergency 

vehicle using a wireless communication device while acting in an official capacity. 

     (D)      To the extent that this section conflicts with the Texas Transportation 

Code Section 545.424, regarding the use of wireless communication devices while 

operating a motor vehicle by minors, or Texas Transportation Code Section 545.425, 

regarding the use of wireless communication devices in school crossing zones, this 

section does not apply. 

Source:  Ord. 20091022-028; Ord. 20091217-090. 

 

 

 



§ 12-1-2  COMPLIANCE REQUIRED.  

(A) A person who performs an act prohibited by this title or fails to perform an 

act required by this title commits an offense. 

(B) Except as otherwise provided in this title, an offense under this title is a 

Class C misdemeanor punishable by a fine not to exceed $500. 

Source:  1992 Code Section 16-1-2; Ord. 031204-13; Ord. 031211-11. 
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Under the leadership of Secretary Ray LaHood, the 

U.S. Department of Transportation launched a national 

campaign in 2009 to end the dangerous practice of 

distracted driving. While these efforts have boosted 

public attention to the problem and built momentum 

for action in communities around the country, seri-

ous behavioral and technological challenges remain. 

Addressing these issues will require the full commit-

ment and persistence of many stakeholders.

THE BLUEPRINT FOR  

ENDING DISTRACTED DRIVING 

lays out a plan for building on the progress 

we’ve made to date—and arms safety 

partners, advocates, and the  

Nation’s future leaders with clear, 

forward‑thinking strategies.
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With more than 300 million wireless subscriptions in America 
today—and a growing number of devices and services designed 
to keep people constantly connected—technology is playing an 
increasing role in enhancing our quality of life. Yet using these 
technologies while you’re behind the wheel can have devastating 
consequences. 

The U.S. Department of Transportation’s National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) estimates that there are 
at least 3,000 deaths annually from distraction-affected crashes—
crashes in which drivers lost focus on the safe control of their 
vehicles due to manual, visual, or cognitive distraction.1

Studies show that texting simultaneously involves manual, visual, 
and mental distraction and is among the worst of all driver dis-
tractions. Observational surveys show that more than 100,000 
drivers are texting at any given daylight moment, and more than 
600,000 drivers are holding phones to their ears while driving.2

1  www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2012/U.S.+Transportation+ 
Secretary+LaHood+Announces+Lowest+Level+Of+Annual+Traffic+Fatalities+
In+More+Than+Six+Decades

2 www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/Pubs/811517.pdf

http://www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2012/U.S.+Transportation+Secretary+LaHood+Announces+Lowest+Level+Of+Annual+Traffic+Fatalities+In+More+Than+Six+Decades
http://www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2012/U.S.+Transportation+Secretary+LaHood+Announces+Lowest+Level+Of+Annual+Traffic+Fatalities+In+More+Than+Six+Decades
http://www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2012/U.S.+Transportation+Secretary+LaHood+Announces+Lowest+Level+Of+Annual+Traffic+Fatalities+In+More+Than+Six+Decades
http://www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/Pubs/811517.pdf
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Young Drivers Are at Greatest Risk
While distracted driving can take on many forms and affects all 
road users, young drivers are at particular risk.

 A nationally representative survey of distracted driving attitudes 
and behavior published in 2011 shows that a young driver is 
most likely to have been involved in a crash or near-crash.

 Drivers under 25 are two to three times more likely than older 
drivers to send text messages or e-mails while driving.

 While almost all drivers believe that sending text messages 
while driving is very unsafe, young passengers are much less 
likely than older passengers to speak up if the driver is texting 
behind the wheel. 

Sending or receiving a text takes a 
driver’s eyes from the road for an 

average of 4.6 seconds, the equivalent - 
at 55 mph - of driving the length of an 

entire football field, blind. (VTTI)

http://www.distraction.gov/research/PDF-Files/Driver-Distraction-Commercial-Vehicle-Operations.pdf
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Figure 2. Sending Text Messages or E-mails While Driving, 
by Sex and Age (Percentage Ever)

Do you ever send text messages or e-mails when you are driving?
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Figure 1. Crash or Near-Crash Involvement as a Driver in 
the Past Year, by Sex and Age (Percentage)

Have you been involved in a crash or near-crash as a driver in the 
past year?
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Figure 3. As a Passenger, How Likely Are You to Say 
Something if Your Driver Is Talking on a Handheld 
or Sending Messages, by Sex and Age (Percentage 
Very Likely)
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For the past three years, the U.S. Department of Transportation 
has been working to highlight the issue of distracted driving and 
provide safety partners in the States with the necessary tools to 
address the problem.

In 2010, NHTSA published a “Driver Distraction Program Plan” 
that serves as DOT’s guiding framework in its efforts to eliminate 
crashes related to distraction.3 The plan lays out strategies for:

 Better understanding the problem;

 Reducing distraction from in-vehicle devices;

 Avoiding crashes that might be caused by distraction; and

 Improving driver behavior.

Raising Public Awareness
 Secretary LaHood has hosted two Distracted Driving Summits 
(September 2009 and 2010) and engaged in numerous public 
activities to both bring focus to the issue of distraction and to 
identify strategies to combat the problem.

 In December 2009, DOT launched Distraction.gov—the first-
ever Federal Web site dedicated to raising awareness and sup-
porting safety advocacy on the issue. Distraction.gov serves as a 
vital information center for people to get the facts on distracted 
driving and take action in their communities. In November 
2011, DOT re-launched the site with suggested actions for a 
variety of stakeholders, including parents, employers and teach-
ers, and unveiled a new portal designed especially for teens to 
further raise awareness among young drivers.

3 www.nhtsa.gov/staticfiles/nti/distracted_driving/pdf/811299.pdf

www.nhtsa.gov/staticfiles/nti/distracted_driving/pdf/811299.pdf
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 In November 2010, Secretary LaHood launched Faces of Dis-
traction, an online video series that explores the tragic conse-
quences of texting and cell phone use while driving.

 DOT has partnered with organizations including the Ad Coun-
cil, Walt Disney Corporation, Consumer Reports, ESPN, the 
Better Business Bureau, State Farm, Regal Cinemas, and others 
on national and local advertising to highlight the dangers of 
distracted driving.

Leading by Example: Public Policies on 
Distraction

 President Obama issued an Executive Order in October 2009 
prohibiting Federal employees from texting while driving 
government vehicles or while using government-supplied cell 
phones while driving any vehicles.

 NHTSA led a consensus effort to develop a sample law to pro-
hibit texting while driving. The sample law helps State legisla-
tors enact effective distracted driving laws and create uniform 
legal policies and procedures across the country. States can use 
the sample law as a starting point to craft laws prohibiting tex-
ting while driving. 

 As of June 2012, 39 States and the District of Columbia have 
enacted laws banning texting for all drivers. Thirty-five of these 
States require primary enforcement of their laws. 

About 40 percent of all American teens 
say they have been in a car when the 

driver used a cell phone in a way that put 
people in danger. (Pew)

http://www.distraction.gov/research/PDF-Files/PIP_Teens_and_Distracted_Driving.pdf
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 DOT and NHTSA are working with employers to put an end 
to driving distraction—both on the job and off. As part of the 
2010 Distracted Driving Summit, DOT and the Network of 
Employers for Traffic Safety (NETS) identified more than 550 
U.S. companies employing 1.5 million people nationwide that 
committed to enacting anti-distracted-driving employee policies. 

 Across its agencies, DOT has enacted regulations or advisories 
against distracted driving—including highways, rail, and air. 

 In September 2010, the Federal Motor Carrier Safety 
Administration banned commercial truck and bus drivers 
from texting while driving. In November 2011, the agency 
strengthened its initial policy by banning all hand-held cell 
phone use by commercial drivers.

 In February 2011, the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration banned texting on electronic devices by drivers 
operating motor vehicles containing hazardous materials.

 The Federal Railroad Administration has banned  railroad 
operating employees from using cell phones or other 
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 electronic devices on the job when the devices could interfere 
with  safety-related duties.

 The Federal Aviation Administration has advised air carriers to 
create and enforce policies that limit distractions in the cockpit 
and keep pilots focused on transporting passengers safely.

 In February 2012, NHTSA proposed voluntary guidelines 
for vehicle manufacturers to discourage the introduction of 
excessively distracting devices that are integrated into vehi-
cles. NHTSA expects to finalize these Phase 1 Distraction 
Guidelines during 2012. 

9 out of 10 drivers  
support laws that ban texting.  
(NHTSA, National Distracted Driving  

Telephone Survey, 2011)

http://www.distraction.gov/research/PDF-Files/carnegie-mellon.pdf
http://www.distraction.gov/research/PDF-Files/carnegie-mellon.pdf
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Research & Development
 In 2011, NHTSA piloted high-visibility enforcement programs 
in Hartford, Connecticut, and Syracuse, New York. The pilot 
projects, which promoted the message “Phone in One Hand, 
Ticket in the Other,” showed that increased law enforcement 
efforts combined with targeted media can get distracted drivers 
to put down their cell phones and focus on the road.4

 In 2010, NHTSA conducted a representative phone survey on 
distracted driving attitudes and behavior. More than half of the 
respondents indicated that they believe using a cell phone and/
or sending a text message or e-mail makes no difference in their 
own driving performance—yet as passengers, 90 percent said 
they would feel very unsafe if their drivers were talking on a 
hand-held cell phone, texting, or e-mailing. These findings are 
consistent with other research showing that despite well-publi-
cized dangers of distracted driving, many Americans choose to 
use cell phones while driving. 

 NHTSA is currently analyzing data from a naturalistic driv-
ing study designed to examine differences between hand-held, 
hands-free, and integrated hands-free cell phone use. The find-
ings are expected to be completed by the end of 2012.

4  www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2011/New+Research+Shows+
Enforcement+Cuts+Distracted+Driving

www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2011/New+Research+Shows+Enforcement+Cuts+Distracted+Driving
www.nhtsa.gov/About+NHTSA/Press+Releases/2011/New+Research+Shows+Enforcement+Cuts+Distracted+Driving
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“Strong laws  
combined with 

highly visible police 
enforcement can 

significantly reduce 
dangerous texting and 
cell phone use behind 

the wheel.”

—U.S. Transportation 
Secretary Ray LaHood
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Under Secretary LaHood’s leadership, distracted driving has 
received unprecedented national, State, and local attention. 
 Moving forward, this greater awareness must lead to increased 
advocacy. In particular, it will be critical to use the current 
momentum to make progress in the following key areas: 

Enact and Enforce Tough State Laws
 As of June 2012, 39 States have enacted anti-texting laws, and 
10 States have passed laws banning all hand-held phone use by 
drivers. One way to help address the problem is to encourage 
the remaining 11 States to pass anti-texting laws. 

 NHTSA’s high-visibility enforcement pilot programs in 
 Hartford and Syracuse showed that drivers do change their 
cell phone use when faced with good laws, tough enforce-
ment, and public education campaigns. NHTSA will expand 
its pilot enforcement programs by initiating two enforcement 
campaigns in California and Delaware this summer. These and 
future projects will continue to yield strategies and tools for law 
enforcement to effectively enforce distraction laws.

 The highway reauthorization bill enacted by the Senate, The 
Motor Vehicle and Highway Safety Act of 2012 (S.1813) includes 
$39 million for grants to States that enact laws  prohibiting 
texting while driving. If enacted in the next  reauthorization, 
these grants will contribute to State efforts to enact and enforce 
distracted driving laws and help reduce crashes, injuries, 
and  fatalities.
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Address Technology
 Following up on the proposed Phase 1 Distraction Guidelines 
for devices integrated into vehicles, NHTSA is considering 
Phase 2 guidelines to address portable devices not built into the 
vehicle, including aftermarket GPS navigation systems, smart 
phones, electronic tablets and pads, and other mobile commu-
nications devices. 

 Phase 3 guidelines may address voice-activated controls to fur-
ther minimize distraction in factory-installed aftermarket and 
portable devices. 

 NHTSA is also looking at advanced crash warning and driver 
monitoring technologies to help avoid crashes caused by 
 distraction. 

Science

 A solid scientific understanding of distracted driving is neces-
sary to guide further policy and technology development. 

 Better methods are needed to confirm the role of distraction 
in crashes. Accurate and consistent crash reports are essen-
tial and require widespread adoption of model reporting 
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 protocols. New techniques are needed to assist crash inves-
tigators in identifying when distractions were present at the 
time of the crash. 

 More studies are needed to determine which types of distrac-
tions—and under which circumstances—create the greatest 
crash risk. Experimental research, naturalistic driving studies, 
and crash data analyses are needed to answer key questions 
and provide support for laws, regulations, and investment 
in  technology.

A teen driver is more likely than  
those in other age groups to be involved 

in a fatal crash where distraction is 
reported. In 2009, 16 percent of teen 

drivers involved in fatal  
crashes were reported to have 

been distracted. (NHTSA)

Better Educate Young Drivers
 NHTSA is working with the American Driver and Traffic 
Safety Education Association to update its driver education 
model curriculum to include the latest information on driver 
distraction. The curriculum, designed to educate young novice 
drivers with the latest teaching techniques and technology, is 
widely used in many States.

 In April 2012, DOT announced the Distracted Driving Design 
Challenge to encourage high school students to spread the word 
about distracted driving by designing a creative icon that can be 
shared on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and other social networks. 

http://www.distraction.gov/research/PDF-Files/Distracted-Driving-2009.pdf
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Getting Involved
While progress has been made 
in the fight to end distracted 
driving, there is much more 
to do to end this dangerous 
practice. It’s clear the problem 
is complex—and the solutions 
require parents, teens, educa-
tors, employers, industry, and 
government to get involved. 
Still, the first line of defense against this risky behavior must be personal 
responsibility by all drivers to put their wireless devices away and keep their 
focus on the road. 

Responsibility
 All drivers need to understand the risks of distracted driving, recognize 
their own inability to safely multi-task while behind the wheel, and make 
the right decisions. 

 Friends and family members need to use their influence to steer others 
toward responsible driving behaviors. Speaking up could save a life.

 Every driver should visit Distraction.gov and take the pledge to drive 
 distraction-free.

Advocacy
 Policies are effective at guiding driver behavior—but they don’t happen 
without advocacy. State laws, local ordinances, workplace policies, and 
organizational resolutions that address the dangers of distracted driv-
ing communicate concern about the risks and intolerance for dangerous 
behavior. 

 Employers, teachers, parents, teens and community groups looking to 
raise awareness can visit Distraction.gov for specific suggestions and tools 
they need to help end distracted driving in communities nationwide. 

 Parents, teachers, and youth leaders can educate teens and help establish 
rules for responsible driving. Teens are especially at risk for distracted driv-
ing. They are more frequently involved in crashes involving cell phone use, 
they overestimate their ability to multi-task, and they underestimate the 
consequences.



Distraction-affected crashes are 

preventable. Distracted  driving  

does not just happen - it is a choice. 

Working together, we can all help 

reduce driver distraction, save lives,  

and prevent injuries.
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For more information 

on the Department of 

Transportation’s work  

to end distracted driving, 

visit Distraction.gov.
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