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Background
Driver distraction has been identified 

to occur when inattention leads to a delay 
in recognition of information necessary 
to accomplish the driving task. Crash 
database analyses have estimated that driver 
distraction is a primary factor in 25-30% of 
crashes (Wang, Knipling, and Goodman, 
1996). This statistic is based upon police 
accident reports completed at the crash 
scene.

Because this method has the potential 
for recording inaccurate information, most 

transportation researchers believe that the 
actual percentage of distraction may be 
much higher. In any case, the true effects 
of driving inattention on crash rates are not 

well understood.
The results from a recent study using 100 

instrumented light vehicles (Klauer et al., 
2006) found that ‘driving inattention’ was 
present in 78% of all light-vehicle crashes. 
This finding is much higher than the ~30% 
that has been identified in crash database 
analyses. The approach used by Klauer 
et al. provides additional insight on how 
using a new methodology to investigate 
this topic can reveal conditions masked by 
imperfections of the reporting tool used 
or mere human error during the reporting 
process (regarding crash databases).

Following the method used in Klauer 
et al. (2006), the first objective of the 
current study was to characterize a total of 
4,452 safety-critical events (i.e., crashes, 
near-crashes, crash-relevant conflicts, and 
unintentional lane deviations) that were 
identified in the data set, along with 19,888 
baseline (uneventful, routine driving) 
epochs. Each safety-critical event and 
baseline epoch was analyzed for distracting 
behaviors (e.g., talking on a cell phone) 
as well as driver eye position prior to the 
event, to determine the presence of driver 
inattention.

 Data analyses included odds ratio 
calculations and population attributable risk 
estimates. Key findings were that drivers 
were engaged in non-driving related tasks 
in 71%  of crashes, 46% of near-crashes, 

and 60% of all safety-critical events. Also, 
performing highly complex tasks while 
driving leads to a significant increase in 
risk. Tasks associated with high odds ratios 
(increased risk) were also associated with 
high eyes-off-forward-road times. 

The most risky behavior identified 
was “text message on cell phone,” with a 
significant odds ratio of 23.2. This means 
that drivers who text message while driving 
were 23.2 times more likely to be involved 
in a safety-critical event, compared to a 
baseline epoch, than if they were not text 
messaging while driving. Several other tasks 
had significantly high odds ratios (ORs). 
Interacting with a dispatching device (the 
dispatching devices observed in this data 
set featured a small keyboard, which drivers 
often placed on their steering wheel and 
typed with one or both hands while driving) 
(OR = 9.9) and dialing a cell phone (OR = 
5.9) were two noteworthy complex tertiary 
tasks associated with substantially elevated 
risk in being involved in a safety-critical 
event. Based on the results of the analyses, 
a number of recommendations were made 
that may help address the issue of driver 
distraction in CMV operations.

This study analyzed distraction events in 
existing naturalistic driving data.
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