Technology is better than ever – but
thousands of Americans still die in car
crashes every year
1 May 2018, by Alva O. Ferdinand
say that motor vehicle crashes should be viewed as
a public health crisis. I have been researching
roadway safety for the last five years and have
provided expert testimony to state legislative bodies
on my findings. The data show that robust
distracted driving policies can make a difference – if
states pursue them.
Why people crash
Why are there so many crashes when cars and
roadways are much improved? Part of the answer
lies in a ballooning technological phenomenon:
distracted driving.
35,092 people died in crashes on U.S. roadways in
2015. Credit: Honeybee49/shutterstock.com

Today, driving is arguably safer than ever been
before.
Modern vehicles now boast a number of safety
features, including blind spot monitoring, driver
alertness detection systems and emergency
braking. Additionally, highway engineering has
improved over the last several decades. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention called
motor vehicle safety one of the top 10 U.S. public Credit: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND Source: U.S.
Department of Transportation
health achievements of the 20th century.
Despite this, there were 32,166 crashes that led to
at least one death in the U.S. in 2015.
According to the U.S. Department of
Over the course of one year, crash injuries cost an Transportation, there are three primary types of
driver distraction: taking one's hands off the wheel,
estimated US$18 billion spent in lifetime medical
taking one's eyes off the road and taking one's
expenses and $33 billion of lifetime work. That's
mind off driving.
six times more in medical costs than the U.S.
spends annually treating gunshot wounds.
When a driver interacts with a cellphone – texting,
video streaming, emailing – it takes his eyes off the
These numbers are alarming. It's not a stretch to
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road for several seconds at a time. Research shows
that cellphone use while driving can result in longer
reaction times, impaired following distance and
crashes.

To tackle the public health threat of coronary heart
disease and stroke, states implemented tobacco
control laws that prohibit smoking in public places;
implemented excise taxes; and allowed Medicaid to
cover treatment of tobacco addiction.

That can be injurious, if not deadly. Studies on
distracted driving and cellphone use almost always States have also used legislation to address motor
find negative roadway outcomes, such as nearvehicle safety. Common laws include blood alcohol
misses, crashes and delayed reaction times.
concentration limits; graduated driver licensing
programs; and laws mandating the use of seat
In 2015, 10 percent of all roadway fatalities
belts, child safety seats and motorcycle helmets.
occurring in the U.S. involved distraction, leading to
close to 3,500 deaths and an estimated 391,000
States have also zeroed in on texting. Today, all
people injured. While distracted driving is prevalent states but Montana have passed laws that
among all ages, drivers between the ages of 15
specifically prohibit texting while driving. The laws
and 19 were involved in more fatal crashes than
generally define texting as the manual composition,
those in other age groups.
reading or sending electronic communications via a
portable electronic device.
Other major causes for fatal crashes include
unfavorable weather conditions, such as fog or
However, all state laws prohibiting texting while
snow; drivers' physical impairments, such as
driving are not created equal. For example, in some
drowsiness or heart attacks; aggressive driver
states, an officer cannot stop a driver just for texting
behavior; or vehicle failures.
– there must be another reason. Moreover, some
states, like Indiana, ban texting while driving for
Paradoxically, some causes of crashes may seem young drivers only.
positive. As the economy improves and gasoline
prices drop, more people drive and crash risk
In states where officers can stop drivers just for
increases. In recent years, the U.S. has climbed out texting, studies show that roadway deaths have
of a recession, and the unemployment rate has
gone down by about 3 percent, while
been on the decline.
hospitalizations decreased about 7 percent.
States where an officer must have another reason
did not see significant reductions. In fact, among
some age groups, these bans were linked to
increases in crash-related fatalities and
hospitalizations. This is perhaps because people in
these states are holding their devices just a little
lower than they otherwise would, so as not to be
detected.

Credit: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND Source: The
Fatality Analysis Reporting System

Distracted driving laws

As lawmakers and other stakeholders consider
what can be done to further address distracted
driving as a public health crisis, enforcement of
existing laws is an obvious first step. Given that
texting bans are not aggressively enforced widely, it
stands to reason that more serious attempts of
enforcement may lead to safer roads.
This article was originally published on The
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Conversation. Read the original article.
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